At the time Marcus was hired as a school leader in a predominately White district there
was also an increasing population of students who were African American students. While he
was excited for his first leadership opportunity and appreciated the increasing diversity, he later
considers the district could have had a hidden agenda when they hired him:

I think I probably was the youngest candidate, which could mean... Let’s be honest right,

financially to the district that’s a savings. | think that was a positive and the

superintendent is kind of a risk taker so here’s a young African American kid and he’s

[the superintendent] thinking in two or three years our demographics are going to

shift. Who knows? Who knows? (Marcus)

Additionally, Rashad’s narrative further calls out an unspoken agenda of White systems
and the White educators that work in them. He also illuminates the hypocrisy of this agenda,
given that the White spaces they are expected to disrupt are not safe spaces for a person of color
due to the lack of socially just leadership from White administrators and other Whites
empowered in the system.

Let’s name that work. That work is disrupting microaggression, disrupting systems and

practices, and procedures that benefit some kids and not all kids, interrupting systems that

create and limit opportunities for kids, whether it’s acceleration into higher level classes,
scholarship opportunities, college exposure, things like that. Things we know help kids
who are traditionally underserved. That work also looks like holding teachers
accountable for overt and covert acts of racism and calling it out in a safe space, having
critical conversations. The work is also teaching families how to navigate the system and
not just assuming they navigate the system and on the flip side not abusing their trust in

us. (Rashad)
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Sub-theme: “I know where the skeletons are buried” (Bukka)

Bukka’s quote about skeletons is in reference to his knowledge of where his
predominantly White school organization has hidden acts of racism. Bukka is expressing that
while he may not talk about these skeletons it does not mean that he is not aware of how they
influence his organization. We have just learned that one of those acts of racism found in these
predominantly White settings is that of interest convergence. In spite of this privileged agenda,
it is well documented in the research that predominantly White educational organizations benefit
greatly from leaders of color (Wells, Fox, & Cordova-Cobo, 2016). Each of the participant
school leaders spoke extensively of the expertise and experiences they bring to White space that
benefit the White system and those that work and go to school in it. These benefits are
advantaged to both students who are African American and their White peers. Miles says:

It was never an issue of me to be working in a predominantly White setting necessarily

because | wanted to be a school leader. But | also knew that students, all students needed

to have a different perspective about African Americans, so | knew | would be able to do
that and do some good work. (Miles)

The advantages of school leaders who are African American in predominantly White
settings are described in the narratives below. Four of the school leaders, Samuel, Dante, Miles,
and Simon, speak to how their visibility as leaders in these White settings influences the
mindsets of students who are both African American and White. This dynamic challenges the
stereotypes of majoritarian stories that seek to marginalize the benefits of school leaders of
color.

Samuel’s narrative explains how his work in a predominantly White setting can be

socially just even with the challenges of navigating White space:
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When one of my colleagues [of color] questioned my placement at a predominantly
White school, | agreed with him that | would be a benefit to a school with a large number
of students of color but I also argued that there were benefits to my presence in the
predominantly White school. I said, “think about it, where are the [White students]
getting their views or stereotypes [of people who are African American] from, their
parents and the media. If they don’t have any positive encounters with people of color,
their perceptions are not going to be positive either but if they come to school...think
about the influence | have. I’'m outside every morning rain, sleet, or snow greeting Kids;
I’m outside every afternoon saying goodbye on the way out. Kids are getting hugs,
words of encouragement, high fives, and ‘I can’t wait to see you tomorrows.” When they
[the White kids] get that kind of experience from somebody that doesn’t look like them
or maybe somebody that their parents are telling them whatever they say about me, then |
am proving them wrong with my actions.” Their kids need that. From my perspective |
could have a bigger impact working someplace else but for right now this is working.
(Samuel)
Dante’s narrative further supports the positive influence of having a school leader who is
African American in a predominantly White setting:
I’ve always said the biggest benefits of having adults of color in leadership roles in
education is important in many aspects. Most children in this country, especially African
American and Hispanic children, or any child of color, don’t grow up seeing people of
color in leadership, period. 1 also believe it gives our [kids of color] a voice. It gives

kids a voice knowing someone is there to speak on their behalf every day. It gives
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families a voice to know someone is looking out for their child and they’re “not going to

throw my child in the gutter.” (Dante)

Miles builds upon this same narrative of the benefits to his leadership to all students:

The biggest benefit would be that for 10 years to 14 years in that suburban community,

students in the majority and students in the minority had an opportunity to see an

African-American in a leadership role, something they don’t see often. And to do it

successfully, and the ability to interact with me in a positive way, which again breaks

down stereotypes and comfort levels for individuals, even in the early grades having
students who are White who will come and talk to you and hug you or run to you when
they see you, or speak highly of you because you were their principal. (Miles)

Lastly, Simon reinforces the same narrative of the benefits of African American school
leadership:

If students look at me, and who knows how many interactions they have with African

American males or females in their life. I think they can see me as somebody who is not

threatening, is not scary, even though | am a large [African American] man. They just

see somebody different from them that loves them, is a leader... and just so happens to be

a person of color too. (Simon)

Rashad and Miles speak to how their presence as leaders of color goes beyond role
modeling for both students who are African American and White. Both of these leaders use their
cultural expertise to offer a different way of working with students, Rashad says:

The greatest benefit | bring to a [White] space is my ability to build and sustain

relationships and providing students [of color] the safety and comfort to make mistakes

but also learn from those mistakes, and the safety and comfort to ask questions, to be
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vulnerable. And | provide [White] teachers and other [White] folks in the building a lot
of support and encouragement while still holding them accountable to high expectations,
not only for themselves, but making sure they are maintaining high expectations for each
and every kid; not having high expectations for White kids and then mediocre
expectations for Black kids, but holding their feet to the fire while ensuring they [Black
students] won’t get burned by the fire. I'm always the sense of reason and it's hard for
staff because my role traditionally is the Punisher, and | am not. I'm the empathizer. I'm
the one who's trying to find common ground. I'm the one who's trying to find that door of
opportunity so that that kid can walk back into your classroom and feel good about him
or herself. (Rashad)
Miles speaks to his expertise as an instructional leader as being a benefit:
Over the course of my tenure there [predominately White school] | demonstrated that
student achievement can improve with my leadership. So that’s something I have been
proud of for a while. During my tenure | took a school that was Title I, bottom third of
the district to the top third of the district, that received recognition by the state for one of
the highest ratings the state provides, so | was proud of that after 10 years. (Miles)
Bukka is a seasoned administrator of color and has many years in a predominantly White
school setting under his belt. He speaks to the value of his expertise in these White spaces:
This is my 12th year. This is my 12th year. And so | think they benefit because, first of
all, I know the racial stuff. I know where the skeletons are buried. I know all the crap
from before me. And I'm a team player. | understand it. But | understand that people
[White people] are ignorant, and that they need some help [with diversity]. But with the

surge in diversity, I'll tell you, people are damn excited when they see me come out my
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office. "Oh, it's some African American. Oh my God, they have a Black principal." And

they'll say it out loud like, "I didn't know you were Black." You know? (Bukka)

Lastly, William offers research that speaks to the strength of impression that having even
one leader who is African American can have on students who are African American: “I read
some place that a student who is Black that sees at least one Black male as a positive role model
has a better chance of academic progress than seeing none. Think about that. If one has that
impact...think about the differences 15-20 positive Black role models would make in a school
setting.”

Sub-theme: “Thinking outside the box” (Dante)

There are also benefits to having school leaders of color, as they bring a different
perspective to their work, a race & cultural lens. These differences are often related to the
knowledge and experience these school leaders who are African American have regarding the
historical struggles of Americans who are African American, referenced earlier by Bukka, and
how they influence American education today for a student who is African American. Their
ability to see things differently is also the result of their asset-based understanding of at least two
cultures, unlike the White educator in America, who typically is immersed in only one. Dante
mirrors this when he says, “I can teeter totter either way, I can go hang out with my friends in the
neighborhood where I grew up, I can still be that person, I’'m not saying I do anything I shouldn’t
be doing, but I understand where they are coming from, I’m just me right? But | can also put on
a shirt and tie and go have these same conversations and be able to speak with people who are in
a very different space [White space].”

These differences allow these school leaders to “think outside the box™ and are assets for

the White spaces that are entrenched in ways of doing business reflective of the Eurocentric,
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White, middle class educator, and who desire meeting the needs of their students who are
African American. Dante, who experienced the effects of a failed public school system in his
own life, offers a powerful narrative about the American public school system and how it
impacts the students who are African American. The following narrative sets the stage for
“thinking outside the box” so that American education systems can be disrupted and disparities
of differences between students who are African American and their White peers are eradicated.
First, for survival, students of color [in these White systems] have to learn to code
switch. If [a student of color] does not know how to code switch, some things may be
appropriate in your neighborhood but are not appropriate in the K-12 White dominant
system, then you are probably not going to be successful in it. The American public
school is too focused on feeding students what we [White educators] want them to know
and not on what they need to learn. It’s a robotic system. Students can’t “think outside
the box” because we have put them in a box for 12 years. [Students who are African
American] are also taught to speak out when we know things are wrong. When that is
not tolerated or when it is not the cultural norm and the norm of the [White] folks
teaching you [student who is African American] it is viewed as belligerent and disruptive
and the next thing you know you have a special education label. And until public
education tolerates students to be freer and be freethinkers it’s always going to be an
issue [student achievement] but more for students of color.
White educators, who have the tools in their toolkit and the knowledge to leverage
it, need to have the courage to use it. Lastly, we [people in White systems] have to
recognize institutional racism and be willing to change it. We haven’t changed in the

way we address people of color in this country, we just change how we deal with it. In

159



my view we [Americans who are African American] went from slavery to Jim Crow to

incarceration and we [White society] don’t admit how this affects Black families. The

piece that is missing here is the outright admitting [by White educators] that there is
something wrong with the system and now let’s fix it...we need to communicate and
conversate with each other about what is wrong. (Dante)

Theme Three: Leadership Beliefs, Practices, and Strategies

In this theme the narratives capture the leadership beliefs, practices, and strategies the
participants employ when navigating their work in a predominantly White setting. The first sub-
theme, “We are not going to make excuses” is dominated by narratives of the strategies these
school leaders use to disrupt the status quo in their school settings. The next sub-theme, “It’s
all about the code” has narratives regarding the beliefs that drive participant school leadership,
and lastly, the theme, “I carry a light” has narratives regarding the type of leadership these school
leaders practice. For example, servant, visionary, and instructional leadership were mentioned as
leadership practices. Mostly, the narratives in this section, describe that each leader uses an
eclectic approach, however social justice leadership is at the core of each participants practice
and examples of this are provided.

Sub-theme “We’re not going to make excuses” (Marcus)

When doing business differently, these school leaders shared some very practical
strategies on how they work with students, parents, and the community. These strategies
represent a “no excuses” expectation for removing barriers for students who are African
American; they demonstrate their out of the box thinking and their perseverance. Often these
strategies included encouraging changes in mindset on behalf of the educator who is White or the

willingness to let go of the normal way of doing business. William says it this way,
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Administrators of color are different from [administrators who are White]. It’s not that
we are better; we just have a different perspective. In education today, we need
different. If you can’t adjust and change, you have to step aside. And if we want change
to happen we have got to promote African Americans and people of color in education.
(William)

More of these school leaders speak to how they respond to doing things differently for

students. Take Michael, for example, who started no less than three programs in different school

settings where he has led, that were designed to empower and give voice to young African

American students; they all have endured the test of time, with one program lasting easily over

20 years. Below is a summary of the “no excuses” strategies that these leaders of color employ.

These strategies are counter to strategies often used by White, middle class educators.

Teach Different. There are many things happening in the lives of these kids that we
don’t think about. We [White educators] have this perfect little world of how our
classrooms are set up and the way we teach and it's usually based on how we were taught,
what we were taught and why we taught it that way at that time. This is problem for
students of color. (Malik)

Disrupt Negative Dialogue. So when you keep telling them [students who are African
American] they can’t do that or that’s this and that, you’re [White teacher] not
connecting. You’re not helping the learning. And that is the reason why they are in your
class. If [learning] is not happening, you’re to blame for that. Not the kid. (William)
Disrupt Marginalization. | really wanted to get a handle on the over identification of
Black males and discipline. So that’s when I started to look at things differently. Prior to

my arrival that some people [White teachers], who were looping, they had been allowed
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to dump their bad kids [males who were African American] in year two, and so we got
rid of that practice, and I think that by me getting rid of that practice, it showed others.
"Okay, he's not going to let it turn into this country club mentality." (Marcus)

Build Cultural Understanding. If you are White teacher and you have a classroom with
Black student(s) you need to learn from those Black kids. White teachers see the nuances
of students who are African American as distractions: the hairstyles, the clothes,
headphones, baggy jeans, do-rags. We [educators who are African American] appreciate
those nuances and know that is the kids way of identifying himself [to be] different from
others. (William)

Use Cultural Lens for Behavior. The way we look at student behavior. The way we
look at respect, how we look at insubordination, how we’re interacting with kids, how
we’re looking at the opportunities that are provided to kid, how we’re looking at
inclusion of kids. What does respect look like for you? And the number of different
things people [advise White educators give to students who are African American] said
like shaking hands firmly, or look them in the eye, or when | ask you something you do
it. Well, depending on the culture in which you are working, looking at someone in the
eyes could be wrong, it’s not what you do. Shaking hands may not be the thing for some
cultures. Doing something the first time that they’re asked may not be... in my culture it
may be four or five times for my kids to get up and do what I told them to do. (Malik)
Re-conceptualize Discipline. 1 was in the mode of doing what is now called restorative
practices in terms of how we [my school] dealt with student behaviors. | was trying to be
proactive with behaviors and to build a positive culture to get parents in... to find ways to

help support those families [of color] and to create a learning environment that was
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positive, healthy and welcoming. That was always my focus and at the same time, issue
appropriate discipline, but still with dignity. That was my lens, not crime and
punishment, not to suspend or discipline without opportunities for the student to grow.
(Miles)

Get a Different Perspective. Bad behavior is communication as well. We [educators]
don’t see this side. We see bad behavior as being bad behavior. Bad behavior is
communication. (Bukka)

Adults, Who Are White, Lean In. Here’s an example, so there was a second grade boy
and he lived in an apartment complex and he was continually late for school and it was
impacting everything. I don’t remember all the details, but I remember he had a White
female teacher. I had convened a team to talk about what we could do to get this kid to
school and | thought it was huge that this White female teacher said, ‘well you know |
can change my route to school so that I can pick him up and get him to school.” And then
you know what, ‘I’ll cover Fridays or whatever.” So it was just that kind of spirit. We
are not going to make excuses. We are not going to say, ‘oh you know it’s mom's
responsibility.” We are going to say what can we do to get this kid to school.” (Marcus)

With most teachers in American schooling being White, middle class, and Eurocentric it

is quite likely that students, regardless of race, are experiencing an American History that is

white dominant. An earlier shared narrative by Miles reflects this teaching when he spoke about

learning in high school that “not all slave masters were mean to their slaves”. Michael believes it

is especially important that students who are African American know African American history

as they navigate oppression and marginalization from teachers who are White in their schools:
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Teach African American History. We got to tell kids [kids who are African American]
how important it is [to know where they are from]. We used to have a drill [for when]
students who are African American would say ‘[White] man is stopping me from doing
something’; we would say, Okay, name me five African American males of distinction
who are not in sports or on TV. And they couldn’t name five and I would say “do you
know your own culture. You don’t know anything about it so how can you say someone
is stopping you from doing anything and you don’t know your past - you don’t know
where you have been. How do you know where you’re going, if you don’t know where
you’ve been?” (Michael)

Knowing the power of the early influence of music education in his life, Bukka sees a lot

of potential for students who are African American in the music and art education programs in

schools, to include extracurricular theater and performances. However, he explains big changes

in these programs have to happen for students who are African American to truly benefit. In his

interview he talks about how there is a push for students who are African American to be in

Advanced Placement classes and yet there is no concern for how the arts could enrich the

education for students who are African American and their White peers. Below he talks about

this and then in the second paragraph he shares a story about how this happened in his school

with the emphasis on the need to be culturally responsive all the time.

Reimagine the Arts as the New College Prep. 1 feel like the [music] programs [band,
chorus] that are in this school ... They are White privilege programs. They sing and
perform pieces that you have to ask, “Why would a Black or Hispanic student be attracted
to that? We have to step all of that up. Our programs are not designed for these students.

We’ve got a good chorus. What we don't have, is the diverse music selection ... We
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should be proud that we have kids of color here, and that music should reflect that. You
know, we ain't doing the salsa and merengue. We should be bringing it ... That's what we
should be doing. (Bukka)

Be Culturally Responsive All the Time. Here's what happened to me. So, | had a
French teacher ... and she's like, "Well, | wanna bring the Florentine Opera to [our
school]." I didn't know much about Florentine Opera. | was kind of listening, and kind
of ... because I'm thinking, "okay, that's predominantly White stuff." Well, no it isn't.
Three African Americans. This guy with a baritone voice that was absolutely stunning. |
mean, and they did ... they did Marriage of Figaro. And then you had the African
American female. She was a contralto. And they explained the ranges. And it was the
most ... just right there [points at his heart]. Like, yes. You know, because the auditorium
was packed with kids [of color] that wanted to sing. "Figaro.” And then, he's behind the
curtain. And then here he comes out, and he looks like a lot of them. And they were just
like... Oh, that's so cool. Yeah. You know, and some kids wanted to ask, "How did you
learn ...?" Because he's from New York, and he said, "Kids were doing hip-hop. This is
what I liked. And I had a voice for it. And some teacher in high school told me, "You
could be great. But this is how you're gonna be great." He said, "Man, | had the tennis
shoes, the pants, 1 did all the steps, 1 did break dancing, all that stuff. Until somebody
heard me sing and stopped, because my voice has always been deep. Learned to sing.
‘This is where you're going to be great."" And so kids didn't understand. It was so
powerful. And the singing was amazing. But it was the messages. (Bukka)

As these leaders “think outside the box”, there are strategies for working with parents

differently as well. Rashad and Malik give us an idea of how they look at parent involvement:
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[When talking to parents of color] don’t say you’re doing this. The first words out of
your mouth should be, ‘Mr. & Mrs. whomever, I need your help.” That does so much. It
breaks down that wall, it empowers them, it creates a sense of partnership, it lets them
know that you haven’t decided on what you’re going to do or that you’re going to commit
an act of punishment against their kid because you first want to see what the best course
of action is with that parent, because that parent knows their child best. (Rashad)

So | created opportunities for parents to be in my school. Then there was this sense of
knowing when there were behavior issues. I didn’t want to suspend kids from school. So
I would always say to the parents, ‘here’s the option. You can come sit in the class for an
hour or you can come pick up your kid.” I would say 98% of the parents chose to sit in
the class with their kids. I’'m also a big home visit guy. I believe in the community. I
believe in relationships and for me going to someone’s door or going to someone’s home

or being in the kids community it changes the game. (Malik)

Sub-theme: “It’s all about the code” (Michael)

Throughout the interviews, these school leaders speak to the philosophies, beliefs and

passions which influence their leadership practice. At the core of their beliefs are strong desires

to educate all children, but especially children or color, and/or those that are marginalized in

their schools. But central to their beliefs is a desire for schools to be places where are students

are welcome and safe and where equity and justice are at the core of the work every day.

Michael’s narrative captures the essence of what is expressed by all participants at some

time in their interview. You may remember that Michael’s code is “adapt, adjust, overcome”,

which was his mother’s code, which he intends to honor throughout his life.
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It is all about your code, your belief, your belief system. People will follow what you
believe, not what you do. Itell my [students in my education leadership class], “you
better find a code, you better have something you believe in. “That’s why you are here
and you and I are willing to sacrifice everything we’re about so we can make a difference
in kids lives.” In fact, that’s why I didn't mind talking to you [for this interview]
because | do believe that. In the end it is not the job you hold, it is the legacy you leave
behind. (Michael)

Next Michael emphasizes the “fight” [social justice work] is something everyone [in the
school or district] has to do every day. It is not a staff development or training; it’s daily
decision-making by everyone aligned to the “fight.” His comments remind us that the system has
to be ready for the “fight” and be “all in” because “once you engage in this work there is no
turning back, not even for one day.”

Every day/Everyone: You need to make sure you’re prepared to fight the fight and let

everyone in [the conversation]. If we are going to promote equality that people have a

right to speak their minds without fear...then you better make sure you are prepared for

the fight and let everybody in it. If you get them [White people] cracking’ eye about
what you are doing culturally then you’ve been successful in what you are trying to do
and that’s where the ‘fight’ lies and again continues, it’s not a one shot deal. This is
every day and as long as you keep fighting this fight everyday then you are going to
make sure you get there, you might get there slowly, but you’ll get working where you
got to go. But you have to believe in the fight [injustice]. (Michael)

Samuel adds to this thinking by suggesting that actions are needed more than words.
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Actions: | believe that actions speak louder than words because people will provide lip
service all the time but if they are not going to step up to the plate and do it [for kids]
then what’s the point. (Samuel)

Rashad speaks to the difficulty of keeping equity work front and center every day.

Challenge: | am positioned to operate from a place of hope because my personal

philosophies and my passions are grounded in liberation; looking at education as a

primary tool of liberation [from oppression]. Doing that work you can really get stuck in

the mud and despair because you are being impacted by the disparities that exist and
things that are out of your control in society. (Rashad)

Other school leaders speak to the students being at the core of their beliefs. Miles and
Malik speak to schools needing to be welcoming and safe for students and that learning is the
important work; Miles speaks to the commitment that is needed to do this work.

I’m a firm believer, and I still am, that all students deserve high quality schools, and |

truly believe that my job as the leader is to make sure | deal with things that | can control,

which is providing a learning environment where students feel safe, students feel a sense
of pride, students feel that... a place where they can be enriched, and I think I've been able
to keep that as a lens. In addition to that, by also focusing on high quality instruction, and
making sure that that drove everything that we did and that we do, that by doing those
things, really allowed us to close the achievement gap between students of color. High
quality instruction with an equity focus, those are the things that | believe, if we continue
to do those things, the gap would take care of itself, so that's obviously one of my

mantras. (Miles)
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Philosophically, because I'm a true believer in students, I'm a true believer and ...
that we, as the adults, have the ability to create positive environments and positive
situations for even the most challenging kids, and not everyone believes that, but | do and
| expect that. (Miles)

Malik echoes the belief that schools should be welcoming for all:

The other thing is | believe 100% that when you leave a school that | run, and | lead, that

when you walk out that door you're going to be looking back saying to yourself, "I can't

wait to come back." That's the message that | send to my staff and students every day.

When people visit this school we want them to walk out and say, "I can't wait to get back

there." "l can't wait to come back tomorrow." "Matter fact, I'll be back later on today."

(Malik)

Sub-theme: “I carry a light” (Rashad)

The social justice lens that is used by these school leaders when speaking about their
work is also present when they in discuss their leadership practices. Social justice leaders are
strong advocates for equitable schools and education (Blackmore, 2002; Bogotch, 2002; Gewitz,
1998; Theoharis, 2007). The actions that school leaders engage in are centered on disrupting
school and district practices that marginalize students by race, gender, language ability, sexual
identity, and/or social class (Theoharis, 2007; Frattura & Capper, 2009).

One of the most compelling narratives about social justice leadership was given by
Marcus when he presented two significant documents as examples of what he is fighting for in
his leadership practice. The first document was an article published in a recent issue of Atlantic
magazine titled “Being Black in America Can Be Hazardous to Your Health” (Karzan,

2018). The other was a published NAACP sponsored report card titled, “Fulfill the
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Promise.” This report card provides nine key statistics that are indicators of the “quest for
equality and opportunity” that need to be eradicated to fulfill the promise of Brown v. Board of
Education. For example, the Midwestern state being tracked in this report card is listed as
having the widest Black/White gap in the nation, in the following areas: achievement test scores,
residential segregation, employment, incarceration, poverty, and well-being of Black children
(NAACP, ACLU, Milwaukee Teachers Education Association and Communities United,

n.d.). A quest for social justice is the work that sustains Marcus in his education practice. Like
Marcus, other participants spoke indirectly of their social justice leadership as they narrated their
lived experiences in their school leadership role. These narratives are found throughout the data
when participants are speaking of their work to disrupt injustices and advocate for children of
color across other themes. Miles’s leadership resembles an eclectic approach to his work with
social justice as the anchor. In his narration below he speaks of his instructional leadership in the
context of closing achievement gaps and then later speaks to a visionary pragmatist leadership

which centers his work on the future.
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Social Justice Leadership. 1think one of my strengths, in particular order was my
ability to interact with all stakeholders, regardless of race and ethnicity. | believe my
clear focus on ongoing improvement and improving outcomes for student’s learning was
noted [in my tenure] and has continued to be a focus of mine [throughout my career]. It's
one of those things that | viewed as strengths of mine that allowed me, throughout my
career, to be successful and to just be steadfast, focused on making improvements for all
students. Definitely having an equity and social justice lens to it in terms of closing
achievement gaps and opportunity gaps for students has always been a core piece of who
| am and my mission. (Miles)
Visionary Pragmatist. | am a visionary pragmatist...this is someone who ... | truly
believe that, at the end of the day, all kids are capable and deserving of high quality
schools, and as a visionary, I'm always thinking about the future, their future, the future
that they will experience, and trying to work towards making sure that they're prepared
for that future. And so I'm always thinking about those things and trying to implement
practices and strategies and give them that ability as they matriculate through the
school. Focusing on restorative practices is an effort, in my mind, to implement social
justice in a way, because, typically, there's suspensions, and the data already supports that
marginalized students or students of color have disproportionality in suspension rates,
which if they're suspended, they're not at school, it impacts their instruction. (Miles)
Rashad also made many statements throughout his interview that reflect his strong social
justice leadership practices, but when asked directly about his leadership style, he describes

himself as a servant leader.

171



Servant Leadership. | am a servant leader. | carry a light, I think that light is probably
grounded in, light helps create hope, to create a sense of comfort, to help kids realize that
the stuff that's going on at home, it matters, we realize it. Socially, emotionally, you may
not be in a good place today, but this light that you see here, it will be on for you
tomorrow, and if you need it, it will be here and then for teachers and in leading teachers,
this is an incredibly difficult job. I think too often, | don't see teachers getting the social
and emotional support that they need, the adequate professional development that they
need, and going back to that funding question, did we really need to spend millions of
dollars on extra security guards in schools and metal detectors and protecting against
school shootings that might not occur? I’m an introvert and am very service oriented, so
I don’t like the spotlight; but I do like to lead causes, initiatives, bring people together
and then put people in the position to shine. “I thrive on that.” I’m very much a servant
leader and so when | am giving opportunities or creating opportunities to do that, I think
my best qualities are put on display. (Rashad)

While all ten school leaders have evidence of being socially just leaders in their

narratives, an eclectic approach seems common in their school leadership practice. Like Miles,

Samuel’s narrative demonstrates his approach to leadership at his school is dependent upon the

expectations of others and the daily demands his job requires. “I look at myself as an

instructional leader, obviously that is the number one job in our district. Unfortunately, we’re

[principals in my district] more behavior managers than we are instructional leaders.” Then he

demonstrates his shared leadership practice when he says, “my name is above the door, I’'m the

principal but you guys [staff] are going to make or break me, I can’t accomplish anything

without you [staff]. They work alongside me.” And he speaks to being visionary, “I am
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visionary that way, I saw the direction we’re [the district] going but also solicited input from
staff too, ‘what do you guys want?’ If I’'m able to provide or at least give you a resource for it
[the new initiative] I’ll certainly do that too.” (Samuel)

Simon also speaks to his work being influenced by instructional leadership,

Well the fact that student achievement is high, makes our [principals] instructional

leadership component huge. So making sure teachers are meeting standards in the

curricular expectations is a big part of our supervisory role, whether it is educator

effectiveness, formal observations, instructional team meetings, professional

development, or being sure teachers have the resources they need. (Simon)

Theme Four: Navigating White Space

This theme has narratives that include how participants navigate white dominant spaces
both in and out of the school setting. The first sub-theme, “Education has been the limelight for
White privilege” has a strong narrative by Malik that speaks about the hierarchical power
structure found in White organizations. There are also narratives in this sub-theme that speak to
encounters with teachers and parents who are White. Most interesting in this section is a
suggestion that White privilege may be more pronounced in predominantly White school settings
than in greater society. The second sub-theme, “He talks the talk and walks the walk” is another
strong narrative by Rashad that describes a socially just White school leader. While this was a
single narrative on this topic, it is a powerful counter story and therefore was important to be
included.
Sub-theme: “Education has been the limelight for White privilege...” (Malik)

The same conditions that are indicative of White privilege in American society are also

indicators in schooling, especially as school leaders of color navigate predominantly White
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school space. These conditions are defined as exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, and
cultural imperialism (Young, 2000). Therefore, it is not a surprise that each of these leaders
encountered White privilege in their settings and share narratives that illuminate these
conditions. The prevalence of Whiteness in American schooling is a strong influencer, such that
there are also narratives from these school leaders of color that indicate the prevalence of White
socialization (Emdin, 2016).

Malik articulates this prevalence of Whiteness in both American society and in education;
therefore I have included his entire narrative on this topic. He also talks about how it influences
his own positional power and the work that he engages in as a school leader.

When I first became aware of White privilege, it was almost shell shocking because just

the normal everyday things that people do and did, you didn't think that being White

kinda caused people to be able to have and do and experience things differently than me
as a Black man. But it wasn't until like I actually experienced it in terms of having
something done that | may have compared to something that one of my White colleagues
or counterparts did and to see the response that was there for them or the way they were
treated compared to me. And you see a middle aged or older White male who thinks the
rules don't apply to him, or his family, and you see it and you want to say something
about it, but at the same time, | know I'm in a position of power myself, but I don't walk
around with this badge on my chest or on my forehead to say "I’m in a position of
leadership.” I'm in a position of power but you see ultimately I'm still not in position of
power because there's a White man that leads the district above me. Even above him,

there's a White man who leads it above him on the school board. Even above the school
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board president, there's a White man that leads our state department of public instruction
and then even above him, there's another man that leads the state and I can go on and on.
White Society, the country is White. The country is ran by White people. The
country is for White people. For every system that we're in, we develop a White people.
So when you really think about Obama being in office, he still had his hands tied because
the majority that voted in the house was Republican, so when you think about that, he
didn't have as much power as people really thought he had. Education has been the
limelight for White privilege to me because that as a Black man, number one there's not
too many of us, but then at the same time when there have been issue or concern or
challenges or ideas or thoughts that have been put on the table by like myself, there's
been others who are White who put those same concerns, challenges, thoughts on the
table and the response was totally different. And when I think about power, when you
have power, it's taken away from you right away. And when you don't have power, it's
really, really, really hard to get it. When I think about all the people who are around me,
you think about every school district, you think about every university in the Midwest, or
in our area, about businesses, you think about a lot of the structures that are in place, I
would say the majority of them are ran by White men, right? With an increase of White
women becoming business owners but then at the same times, you have businesses that
have to offer their contracts to minority business because whatever quota, they have a
quota that they have to meet. (Malik)
Other school leaders in the study also discuss encountering White privilege in the school

setting as they deal with predominantly White staff, student, and parent populations; this is
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especially noticeable around the issue of disciplining students. Malik points out that the system
is inherently privileged toward Whites by design,

Then, you have White kids who, everybody's designed, the system is set up, the system is

built to work, and do what it does for our White kids. But, the system is also built not to

support our African American kids, or our Black students, the way that they need to be
supported, differently at times. (Malik)

Miles talks about what it is like to encounter White privileged parents when dealing with
student behaviors. He describes two different situations; one of the situations, referencing
students with disabilities, was a complaint that went as far as a community meeting rallying to
remove the students with disabilities from the regular education classroom. The other situation
demonstrated how White parents expect discipline to play out differently for students who are
African American; this situation alludes to it being ‘scarier” when a student of color commits an
offense. Here is how Miles describes the influence of privileged White parents in these
situations:

They were mostly a handful of White parents, but the students who had challenges were

White, but they were special needs students or students from different socioeconomic

status than them who happened to be White also. | believe that race was being factored

into it, because then there ... anytime there's a ... what was articulated is, for a couple of
those parents, of being too soft on certain kids [students who are African American], and
that was articulated not only from the parents or maybe a couple staff members, they all
viewed that as being soft on kids if you are not strictly in punitive phases with kids or

punishing Kkids or trying to help find ways to get rid of kids and to expel kids, and if
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you're not in that camp, then those ... that small handful, and it was a very small handful

of parents with a lot of influence.

When an African-American student did the same thing, no threats, no anything,
they had the knife, and he did pull it out, but he wasn't doing it in a attempt to do
anything, he was just showing it to the kids. Same thing, | handled it the same way | just
handled it with a White student, | had handled the other student, I handled it. But there
was a group of teachers and a couple parents [all White] who wanted the kid to be sent to
expulsion hearing. So that's ... you know, and it became a big deal, because of the ...
because | handled the situation the same way | handled the other situation, and then that
wasn’t enough. (Miles)

School leaders also talked about teachers exercising their White privilege in other ways.
Bukka’s, Rashad’s, Simon’s and William’s narratives all speak to the underlying negative
perceptions White teachers have toward children who are African American.

When dealing with teachers [who are White] there is this underlying like, “I’m in a ghetto

ass school”, these are “ghetto kids.” Okay, really? Well they aren’t raised like you or they

didn’t acquire the skills that you did or they didn’t note take like you want or what...you
know what I’'m saying. (Bukka)

Yeah, so some of that ordinary stuff with teachers is as simple as parent engagement.

Based on how this child looks, their last name, how they speak, when issues arise in

class, whether it's behavioral or academic, you don't make any contact home because

your biases are preventing you from doing it because you're thinking, well, ‘they come to
school like this, they talk like this, obviously, no one is teaching them at home. Why

should I even waste my time with a phone call or an email home?’ No, because you
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wouldn't do that with the kid whose parent is a lawyer, and is in the honors trajectory.

(Rashad)

If a teacher faces a challenge of a student that they don’t have the toolbox to support,

there’s always a rush to ‘this kid needs support or an IEP’; they don’t dig deeper to find

out ‘okay what is inhibiting this child to learn, could it be me’. (Simon)

“We are doing a lot of equity stuff and it makes my blood boil when [White] staff say,
‘well that’s acceptable in the Black community’. | think [White] teachers see Black students
differently.” (William)

William talks about the impact of students who are African American normalizing the
respect for White teachers at the expense of students respecting teachers who are African
American:

| had students [in the schools where | have worked] that respected their White teachers

more than they ever did their Black teachers; their White female teachers. It was just

innate that ‘White is right’. You [Black students] don’t mess around. You [Black
students] don’t see; you [Black students] don’t respect Black. 1 would say in most cases,

Black males and some Black females [teachers] weren’t respected because they didn’t see

them as positive role models [due to normalizing White].” When White females

[teachers] came in that’s all they saw, all the time, so they felt more comfortable.”

(William)

Miles and Malik talk about the “double standard” that exists between expectations for
school leaders who are African American and their White colleagues.

I have colleagues who are White who go through very similar things, but they send ...

they tend to enjoy more ... they tend to enjoy more readily support or ... for those kind of
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situations, whether it's from the parent community or whatever. So the answer is yeah, |

think if it was a White principal who handled it, he would have received less ... not to say

he still wouldn't have received it, because the politics of the parents were such that that
wouldn't have changed, but I think it would've been less of a to-do, because there's
always this tendency to, over my career, for White teachers and some White parents
always try to connect race by saying you're trying to, again, be soft on “those students,"

S0 you're trying not to do X, Y or Z for those students. (Miles)

And | think the double standard has normally played out in a way of negative in that the

double standard of being male or female, African American or White, has probably been

the biggest and if you're a White male, that double standard plays out way better for you
then it plays out for anybody else. And for me, | know I've encountered it and I've called
it imperfect when that happens. | truly believe if we don't call it, then it's gonna continue
to happen. (Malik)

Sub-theme: “He talks the talk and walks the talk” (Rashad)

Below is a narrative from Rashad who has had experience as an associate principal
working with two different White principals, one who was not socially just and one that is. The
principal he describes below, who is White, provides a counter story that demonstrates how a
principal who is White can leverage their privilege to create schools that are social just and
equitable:

The principal I'm working with now is unlike any person I've ever worked for, from a

personality standpoint. He's a very type A; he's high energy. He's energetic. Most White

high school principals | work for are kind of that way, and they have to be. They get up at

four o'clock in the morning. They're working out. They enter a bunch of emails, get to
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work, they're super high energy, and you have to be. But he is different, because of how
conscious he is. In his experience, he uses his privilege to promote equity, to implement
equity and to put into practice. Race and equity are at the core of his leadership practice.
Then he takes it a step further, because so far, when people talk about equity work, there's
always the structures, the systems, the culture of equity and inequality but what's missing
far too often is the accountability piece. In that sense, he is a dictator. As he likes to say, |
am going to call your ass in if you are committing micro aggressions, and | tell you
you're doing it, and you do nothing to change. Of our 30 middle school teachers, 20 have
been replaced in the last two years. He talks the talk, walks the talk. He carries a big
stick. He means it, and so we've brought people in, even if they are not at the level of
consciousness that we need them to be with their own White racism, with their own sense
of privilege and entitlement. They are on the journey and they want to be coached and
you can feel the difference. He provides, he clears the path for me to do that work.
(Rashad)
Theme Five: Experiencing Racism
All but one participant in this study described critical incidents regarding race and racism
in both society and in their predominantly White settings. Some of the incidents described were
memories from childhood, while others were microaggressions and overt acts of racism in the
educational setting. The first sub-theme, “Is it the color of my skin’ contains narratives
describing racism experienced by the participants. The narratives in the next sub-theme, “I get it,
I don’t get it” are centered on how participants navigated racism in their settings. The next sub-
theme, “You are more than” highlights narratives that emerged as a theme around socialy

constructed feelings of inadequacy, less than, and not being enough. These narratives reflect a
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feeling that school leaders who are African American have to work harder than their White
peers. The last sub-theme in this section has narratives that represent the barriers these school
leaders have encountered as they seek advancement or change in educational leadership.
Sub-theme: “Is it the color of my skin?” (Marcus)

With the exception of one school leader interviewed, across all other school leaders in the
study each shared painful encounters with racism in their predominantly White settings. Some
of these encounters were overt, while others were microaggressions. Dante says,

It would be very difficult for anyone of color to say that they haven’t dealt with some

version of racism, some version of hardship in some area of their life. And I know as a

male, | have certain privileges but I understand it being Black. I always tell my students

that at some point in your life, people will remind you that you’re Black, that you’re a

color. (Dante)

What makes Dante’s narrative stand out so strongly is an emotional story that he shared
about experiencing racism as a young man. Here is this story:

| think I remember having my first instance of racism at like 12 years old, that | can

actually remember. At 12 years old I’m walking across the street just trying to go home

after school one day, or after practice or something [ was coming from, I don’t remember,
and just having these White guys yell out of a truck window, “Go home, go back to

Africa, you welfare recipient.” Unfortunately at the time, my mother was on welfare. It

really touched me personally. (Dante)

Rashad recalls incidents from attending college in a predominantly White rural setting. Rashad

was a Resident Assistant for his dorm and remembers this,
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| had a poster [out] on my door with the N word on it or they would put stuff like,

‘colored only’ over the water fountain on my floor, stuff like that. When those things

occurred | had a good foundation of friendships [White and African American] to help

me. (Rashad)
Malik and Rashad both tell stories of encountering racist individuals early in their educational
careers as teachers in predominantly White settings. Rashad encountered a teaching colleague
that was “found to have made racial comments about me, racial derogatory comments, created a
hostile working environment for me. But the outcome was one of the two of us would not be in
the building next year.”

Exacerbating that decision was that Malik was placed in another building as an associate
principal. He had this to say about the outcome, “If the shoe was on the other foot, I lose my job.
If I create a hostile work environment for a female, if | were making racial sexist comments
about that individual and I’m not even going to throw in the fact that I’'m African American, and
the statistics support, I lose my job.” Rashad encountered a racist principal, here is his story:

My principal | had there [predominantly White school] was, he was racist. I'll just be

honest. | had a professor visiting from [a local university], he [the principal] was giving

the professor a tour and | was the only Black teacher [in this school] and I was the first

Black core academic teacher they ever had. That was a shock. He brought the professor

to my room in the middle of teaching, interrupts my teaching, goes, ‘Professor, so and so,

this is Rashad. He's our token Black teacher,” he says this in front of a class of 28

kids. The professor was of color, and so she and I looked at each other and kind of gave

each other that ‘this idiot and then I'm sorry look’. Without even talking to each other, we

communicated with our eyes on that. (Rashad)
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Samuel describes microaggressions that he experiences in his setting as “facial expressions,
crossing of the arms, lack of eye contact, and engaging in other behaviors while he is
talking.” He also says: “When you are not getting that engagement from White people, | mean
that is the sign [racism]. Bukka describes the subtleties of racism this way, “There’s this
questioning, “well we didn't do things like this before” or the big knock against me is “well he
likes all the bad kids” ...well that’s code for, “he’s real popular with the minority students. You
know people talk in codes like that.” Rashad describes microaggressions from parents:
It feels like it comes across in how they wrote emails to me or responded to me in emails,
how they would leave messages on my phone. They would question my knowledge and
actually from a few Jewish parents, because I'm not Arabic or Muslim but my first name
is Arabic of origin, | was made to feel uncomfortable with some of our Jewish parents.
(Rashad)
Bukka and Rashad also talked about the racism that is inherent in the White school
systems. Bukka spoke to the inequities in a survey that is used to evaluate principals; these
surveys are for both staff and the parent community to give feedback on how satisfied they are
with the principal and the school. Bukka says,
Here's my problem with it. The way the questions are being asked invokes a certain kind
of response. People get to make comments and stuff like that. And so people you
confront, you know, there’s racial stuff in there [the survey]. (Bukka)
Rashad speaks to the inequities in school funding that is representative of racist school systems.
Yes, there's lots of research that says that funding isn't the end all be all, I agree but when
| walk into a school on 12th and Green and it doesn't have a gym, it doesn't have green

space, their cafeteria is also their gym and they're short staffed, teachers are quitting
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every six weeks, but | go about 12 minutes north to my school and funding is $16,000,

$17,000 a kid, and the high school is $19,000 a kid and to see you can eat food off the

floor, there are several gyms, there's tons of green space, there are labs and machines and
iPads. Money does make a difference in terms of the opportunity to engage with 21st
century learning materials and having kids to learn material, process content and to create
content on a 21st century platform is critical, and especially when we talk about closing
some of the job gaps that exist, all these jobs that go unfulfilled because we don't have
enough kids prepared for them. (Rashad)

Sub-theme: “I getit. I don’t get it.” (William)

In Malik’s story we learned that he was moved out of the building, instead of the
offender. The offender remained in her position for several years after. Even though the
associate principal position he was offered seemed to be a promotion it did not feel that
way. Malik left the school district and accepted a similar position in another school district.
Leaving by choice is one way these school leaders have responded to racism. There are real
consequences to navigating racism in these environments. For some, like Malik, his health was
jeopardized; others, like Samuel have had their voice marginalized, and others have experienced
emotions such as frustration and anger, and yet others like Marcus, Simon, and Michael have
found ways to assimilate for self-preservation.

What really forced me to do that [request an investigation] is because | had just turned 30

and my blood pressure was really high. So I go to the doctor, it was really high, he goes,

“wait 5 minutes,” we check again and then it was even higher. So then he said, ‘I’'m

going to put you on this pill for the next 30 days. | need you to come in four times over

the next month to have your blood pressure checked.” It never went down, so they upped
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the medication. At that point, | said, this is affecting my health, so then | went to the HR

director and told her what’s happening. (Malik)

There were consequences to Rashad's story as well. He soon after was moved into an
instructional coach position and then an associate principal position in that same school. But
there were was also more immediate harm for Rashad when he had to put aside his feelings to
help his students understand.

Then I had to help them [the students] process it and kind of remove myself from the

harm that was done towards me, so compartmentalize my feelings there and be open

enough to have that conversation with them [the students] in that environment, in that
safe space [for the students]. | was happy that they felt comfortable enough to have that
conversation with me at that time. (Rashad)

Marcus also describes what it felt like to experience racism in his school setting.

When you are a person of color, and things happen to you, sometimes some of us tend to

think, "Is it because of the color of my skin?" And especially being the first and only

... That often got into my mind. [Regarding a parent complaint] I’m thinking, “Would she

[White parent] have done this [filed a complaint] with a White [principal].” And you

quickly go from shock and disbelief to anger, and so because | knew that my

superintendent had my back, and | thanked this parent [who gave me a heads up], who by
the way, this parent was a White parent too, that parent said, “This is how she [White
parent] starts to stir the stuff [race] up.” (Marcus)

Samuel, too, has been impacted by racism, “When I’m in places I am pretty dialed in these

days. | used to be pretty extroverted, now | am relatively introverted. | would rather just sit back
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and observe and take things in.” Samuel’s voice has been silenced. William exposes his anger
and frustration after experiencing disrespectful behavior from his White teachers:
| getit. Idon’t getit. Like for me being in this role is like, ‘man do people [White
teachers] realize | understand all these fucking nuances in the shit they are saying. It’s
fucking degrading, but do I care? No, I don’t give a shit because they are not controlling
my destiny. But how long do I let it go without me either just leaving or blowing up like
the angry Black man. (William)
Dante speaks of the unconscious bias that White teachers have that could explain some of the
reasons for why they respond to school leaders and students who are African American the way
that William describes.
It's one of those situations where, | always talk about and I look at and am knowledgeable
about it now that it’s a simplistic bias that happens in school where I don’t think teachers
[White] teachers necessarily go to school to become teachers and want to carry bias with
them. I think the reality is that most don’t even understand they have it [racial bias],
don’t understand that it can be passed down generationally, that it can be passed down
through propaganda, through what you see in the media. It can be passed down through
what you see in movies and what you see on TV, and what you see in reality and | think
that it is very hard to be a Black person and at some point not experience that [racial
bias]. (William)
In some situations these school leaders may navigate racism by engaging in denial,
colorblindness or assimilating to White culture often as self-preservation. Simon, who works in

a super-majority White school, had to think about any critical race incidents:
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I’m just trying to think back, if it happened, if there were any issues [about race] | know
they happened once kids stepped off the bus and were back in their apartment complex
and there were some issues there. Never necessarily spilled into school, but | was aware
of them happening. Once again, me being the face of this school, people and kids can
check it [race issues] at the door. (Simon)

Marcus describes a situation early in his career that at the time he did not think was an act of

racism but years later sees it differently:
A teacher comes to me "You know, obviously you don't really know me. You're new
here, but you have a meeting coming up that you call for all of us.” She said, "I want to
tell you how that meeting is going to play out because there are some people that are
trying to undermine you." And she said, "I know that sounds crazy, and you can choose
to either think that I'm a crazy individual, or that I'm looking out for your good, but |
want you ... You're our leader, | want you to ... Okay." And I listened, and don't you
know that son of a gun, it played out exactly how she had told me. So that, again, three
months ago, I'm just playing with this. "Well, I would do this, and I would ..." And now
I'm having to actually live that and that was really surprising. At the time, | didn't think
about the race component to the scenario, but you know, I'm so many years removed
from it now. (Marcus)

Lastly, Michael shares a strategy he used to navigate his predominantly White college as one of

the first students who is African American on campus.
It was different but at the same time | had to adjust [to the predominantly White setting],
so | did something kind of crazy. | took the one guy [on TV] who I thought was funny

and the guy was named Hawkeye Pierce from MASH. So what I did was look at all the
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MASH episodes, to see what Hawkeye Pierce does so | can emulate how to work with

White people, so I said, “let me try that” it turned out that it was somewhat successful.

(Michael)

Sub-theme: “You are more than” (Michael)

There are other consequences to working as a male who is African American in a
predominantly White setting, even if you are in a leadership role. Most of the school leaders in
this study shared stories or moments of self-doubt, having to prove themselves, feelings of
inadequacy and less than. Michael spoke about it as a known theory:

It is a theory that some people possess and even in today’s society are less than and it’s

one of the things we talk about in every school I’ve been in | want to make sure we tell

people [students who are African American], “don’t let anyone tell you what you’re less
than. You are more than.” (Michael)

Just as race is socially constructed, so too, are the feelings of inadequacy that are
genuinely felt by these proven accomplished school leaders who are African American.

For Rashad, his feelings of inadequacy started while he was a freshman in
college. Rashad was the class valedictorian in high school, yet when he arrived at a
predominantly White campus and received his first “D” grade ever, he struggled with these
feelings:

That was my first struggle in getting over my insecurities and knowing | can compete

with these smart White kids I’m in class with. They are having these discussions and

talking about things that I didn't know about, literature I hadn’t read in high school,

because we only had two AP courses [in science]. | just felt defeated, really self-
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conscious.” The professor that gave me the “D” built me back up and I finished the
course with a B. (Rashad)

For Marcus, he has difficulty describing what it feels like but knows how he responds,
To always be on guard. It's just. It's a hard feeling to describe, but you just never know.
So it forces you to take extra steps. It forces you to be that much better. It forces you to
be that much better. (Marcus)

Below he narrates a time when he was second-guessing himself:

And if I'm picturing the board, they were all White, some men, and some women.
Interesting enough, when | had to go to the board meeting, once they accepted my
resignation, one of the gentlemen who was in the community, said, "You know, | really
didn't think that you could do it. You were so young." It had nothing to do with being
young. He would be a fool to say it had to do with race. (Marcus)

Others, like Malik describes the enormity of having to prove himself in this way:

I think the bar is 15 to 20 times higher for me and | would say it better be perfect, as a
Black man, you have to be perfect. You have to do everything perfect. Although there's
that line that, "oh we all make mistakes," "nobody's perfect” I'll be honest with you, that's
BS if you are African American. You have to be the best. You have to be better than
everyone else around you. Better than those who look different than you, talk different
than you, write different than you, read different than you, whatever. You have to be
better than perfect. (Malik)

Malik also gives an example of how people respond to him in social settings that make

assumptions of “less than.”
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Yeah, I'll give you one that's not like actually in the building, but I will give you one that
kind of takes the community or takes the, | want to say the world, by storm, almost. And
that's when | was out and about and people kind of ask what | do. And | always say that
I'm an educator, and then | try to continue to have a conversation with someone else that |
was talking to or whatever, but then the person will say, "What do you teach?" And then |
would say, "Well, 1 don't actually teach a class, I'm actually a principal." And then people
would be like, "Whoa, oh. Wow, that's... wow." And to me | didn't initially, right away |
would take that as a "Hmm, well what does that truly mean?" That "wow" and that "oh."
Like the "oh™ is what really got me more than the "wow." The "oh" made me feel like
maybe I'm not supposed to be in that position because I'm Black. (Malik)

William talks about how his self-doubts and feelings of inadequacy showing up when he
is in front of his predominantly White staff. He also points out that these doubts are not as
present with students as they are with the adults.

We [Black males] were trained young to be better than everyone else, so we had to be

more aware, more acute to the senses. It’s weird, because for some strange reason I feel

I’m still not good enough. With all that [ have done and accomplished, I still feel like

people [White teachers] look at me like I don’t have a skill set.” I’ve had teachers say,

“he doesn’t know x, y, z” and I have had students say the opposite, “man, Mr. Green, you

should talk more and share your philosophies with teachers.” Sometimes I doubt myself

when | am in front of the staff; what do they see when they see me? “So for me to
continue [in my leadership position] | gotta produce more than my counterparts [who are

White]. Because if I don’t, I can either be replaced - which I doubt, because there are not

many of us [Black administrators].” (William)

190



Sub-theme: “I believe [racial] barriers exist” (Miles)

As we know, White dominance perpetuates inequalities in American schooling even in
the present day (Howard, 2002). As previously referenced, one of those inequities is the
disparity between the number of educators in leadership roles who are Black. This is a
consequence of the historical racism and inequities in American schooling that has dire
consequences for leaders who are African American desiring to have control over their career
path, which includes pursuing advancement. With only nine percent of school principals in
American schooling identifying as Black or African American and the large number of school
districts across America needing educational leadership, it would seem a leader of color would
be highly sought after; yet there are very few persons of color leading school districts today in
the role of the superintendency. Therefore, it is surprising in this study that there was so little
interest on behalf of these school leaders to pursue that position. This is especially interesting
since half of these school leaders either have a doctorate or are in some stage of working toward
their doctorate. What is even more surprising is the challenges and barriers the one participant
encountered when pursuing a superintendency across America as he did not have any restricting
parameters as to where he would locate.

While one participant was actively pursuing superintendency, others in the study were
expressing with certainty that they do not have aspirations for this position. One school leader
talked about his desire to move from elementary education to a secondary principalship in a
suburban setting, and how even with that desire was encountering challenges. Others like
Simon, who has been in his position for over ten years, desires a change but not at the expense of

giving up working with children.
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Samuel and Miles both tell stories that enable one to understand some of the barriers to
their desired advancement; it is hard to ignore race as a factor in this pursuit. First Samuel talks
about his interview process as he pursued a principalship in a suburban high school.

There’s something that has always kind of been there when I’ve looked at different

positions. I mean I’ve interviewed all over the suburbs across this part of the state.

Sometimes it was financially motivated but until recently it has been to get closer to my

home. When I look at districts, | interviewed a couple times this past summer and I don’t

know, one of them was in the country, a K-8 school, but again you know not necessarily

a population that reflects my ethnicity. | got in the door and interviewed and | got a

feeling shortly after sitting down... I mean | was thinking about the time I had left in the

interview it [my race] was obvious to me because I’ve been trained in results coaching
where I’ve learned about mindset. You know, “some of the beamers that people were
putting up, the nonverbal face, body language, gestures, | knew they were interested in
something else... that was fine because | was sharing some thoughts on things and they
are asking my thoughts, like I knew already it was not going to work. I’'m not looking for

a job now but when | think about what would interest me, there’s got to be a level of

diversity [in the school population]. (Samuel)

Similar to Samuel, Miles too speaks of race as a possible factor in securing advancement. He
also questions the lack of representation of minorities in superintendent positions across a state
that he lives in, which is not unlike other states in America. Mile’s has well over 20 years
working in predominantly White settings as a school or other district level leader; he is currently
an assistant superintendent. His extensive experience and proven success as an educational

leader does support his need to question if his race is a barrier.
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There was a time | attempted to get an assistant superintendency... it might have been a
directorship... and I didn’t get that. | believe at that point in time, it was a result of
...there may be some factors that | believe may be race could have played a role in it
because at that point in time | had many years of experience as a school leader and the
individual [White] that was selected, I’m not sure why one individual was selected over
the other but | felt that it always left a question mark in my mind in terms of why | was
not given consideration [over the White candidate]. There have been two situations in
two other school districts...where | was a finalist for the superintendency, so | made it to
the last round in their process, both communities were predominantly White. So you
know, having been an educator for 24 years having lived mostly in this [Midwestern]
state, there has not been in this state more than three minority superintendents at any one
time, and most often there is only one or two, and there are over 424 school districts in
this state. So in my mind the lack of leadership opportunities just either has not been
attained or | believe barriers exist that prevent those things [Black educators being hired
as superintendents] from happening, and it’s not that there are not individuals who are
capable of leading and who can successfully lead and/or have successfully led in
predominantly White settings. (Miles)

Marcus and Simon talk about their desire to work with children and do the “real work” as

counter intuitive to taking a superintendent position. Since both of these individuals have their

doctorate and have many years of successful experience in education leadership they are

prepared for the next level of leadership. Simon also has experience leading state and national

organizations and describes himself as “visionary” and “big picture.”
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Now the thing that’s intriguing about the superintendent is that when I did do the
doctorate thing there is a point when you take the coursework that goes toward the
superintendent license and that’s attractive. In hindsight, I go, “okay maybe I should
have just taken those two courses because I would have been in the flow.” But let's be
honest with you, | have zero desire to run a school district. | have zero desire to be a
dean at a college because I think the higher you go up, you know the harder it is to stay
connected to the real work. | hate to say that but I just...yeah. (Marcus)
I’ve always had something to aspire to. If it hasn’t been a job transition, it’s been a
degree or certification and I’ve maxed out all my licenses. At no point am | getting
another doctorate or anything of that nature. | at one time aspired to be a superintendent
or a district level something. IfI can’t, and I know this more than ever now, if I can’t be
with Kkids directly on a daily basis, | will not leave what | am doing now. (Simon)
Theme Six: Intersectionality
Intersectionality is a critical race tenet that considers how the examination of race,
gender, poverty, national origin, and sexual orientation play out in various settings (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001). It also considers how the combination of these identifying variables may
further disadvantage individuals. Seven out of ten of the participants in this study spoke of being
children of poverty and shared narratives that described the impact of this condition in their lives.
The first sub-theme, “I always had to wait...” speaks specifically to the consequence of poverty
of having to wait or go without having to go without. This sub-theme also includes narratives
that reflect the combing effects of race and poverty and how this resulted in special education

placement for two of the participants.
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Sub-theme: “I always had to wait...” (Bukka)

Critical race methodology challenges the separate discourses of race, poverty, and gender
as this theoretical framework shows how these three elements intersect to affect the experience
of persons of color (Soldrzano & Yosso, 2002). All of the participants in this study were male,
which affords them some level of privilege but different from privilege ascribed to White males,
as these individuals understand marginalization based on the intersection of race and poverty.

One of the most painful aspects of witnessing the narratives of these accomplished
individuals was hearing their stories of poverty and how the ignorance from individuals and
groups of individuals who are White sought to further marginalize and oppress. I’ve already
shared Dante’s story of experiencing racism as a child, which was especially painful as his
mother was a recipient of welfare by no choice of her own. Other participants shared similar
stories but also talked about how poverty and race also intersected with the behavior of males
who are African American, which also made them vulnerable to special education placements in
their schooling.

What made these stories bearable is that they are really stories of triumphant young men
that fought a system of injustice for themselves and others to become the accomplished
individuals they are today. At different times in their lives there were also heroes, mentors, and
influencers that championed their struggle. Michael demonstrates this dichotomy when he first
talks about how humbling poverty is and then tells a story of overcoming childhood barriers
from living in the inner city:

I heard this comment once, “when you’re poor there is a lot of nothing to go around and

so when you have a lot of nothing to go around you don’t have time to be

2 9% <¢

arrogant. There ain’t nothing to be arrogant about’.” “[So when you are poor] you see
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the other side, so I am going to tell you a story about when | was a kid. When | was a kid

[from the inner city], | remember going downtown [large American city] and | would

actually walk by this place at certain times and I’d see White people lined up to go see a

play. And they were all dressed up and | was down there wearing my clothes from inner

city. I’d go back to my neighborhood and I said to myself, “you know, one day I’'m

going to be the guy going to that play” and when I could afford Phantom of the Opera

tickets, | bought 8th row center aisle. 1 didn’t give a damn what those tickets cost. And
sure enough, | took my daughter and | said we are getting dressed to the nines. We had
on shirts and ties and everything and I’m walking in there and would you believe | saw
some minority kids out there, some Black kids and I looked at them and said, ‘don’t
worry, in a few years you’ll take my place [in this line]’. (Michael)

Bukka had a passion and gift for music in childhood that still exists today in his adult life
as he is also a notable and accomplished musician. He describes a time in his life when he was
desperate to play in the band at his school and how the “waiting” that comes from being poor
impacted his life.

Because | was a welfare kid, right? So back in those days, you got lunch tickets. So

every Monday, you'd get your lunch... So you already knew who the welfare kids because

we got lunch tickets, and then, so... | wanted to be in band. And, but also, that I could not

... Mom didn't have money to rent the instrument at the beginning of school. So | had to

wait for a couple of paychecks. Well, that's a month. And so I had to sit in the trumpet

section for about six weeks until I could afford to pay the five dollars to get the
instrument. And so he [my band director] understood my frustration. Because | hated

being poor. That was something I didn't like. Because we talked about that. And so, |

196



used to cry because | always had to wait. It wasn't that | didn't get it. But it was always, |

had to wait. And so | was upset about that. Because here's one more time, I'm in high

school, and | gotta wait. Because | used to be a poor kid. So my lens, it's much different.

Because | know what's out there for a kid that has potential, and that can stick with it.

(Bukka)

Miles talks about being a school leader and navigating the politics around families of White
privilege and families of poverty, as children from both socioeconomic status attended his
school.

Most often | had to navigate the politics mostly around socioeconomic status and, yes,

race as well. But because I live in this Midwestern state, and no disrespect to this

Midwestern state, it's been a part of my ongoing life. The racial piece has always just

been something that I've had to develop thick skin around and ways to navigate the

world. So that part wasn't the problem, it was the politics around affluent parents and
their perception even of students who looked like them, or families who looked like them,
because they weren't affluent. Poor White families were perceived just as poorly as

African-American families, or sometimes poorly treated. (Miles)

The following narratives are stories where poverty and race intersected to further the
marginalization of participants in their own educational programming. In these narratives some
participants talk about how they were misplaced in special education programs. We heard
Malik's story in the participant introduction section where he described being inappropriately
placed in a special education program for “mildly retarded” children in middle school but then

enrolled in a private high school at his mother’s assistance and went on to college where he was
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on the Dean’s List every semester. Dante tells a similar story about his [White] teachers trying

to place him in special education as they did not understand the effects of poverty.
| can remember my brother being EBD [Emotional Behavioral Disability] or ED
[Emotional Disability] at that time. | can remember in third grade they tried to label me
special education because | was a boisterous kid. It was interrupted though because a
teacher that did not even have me as a student named Mrs. B. Mrs. B. was the only
African American teacher in my elementary school. Mrs. B. was like, “there’s nothing
wrong with Dante. This is a kid whose mother is on drugs, who’s going through some
things, and so when Dante comes to school he might have some issues. He hasn’t eaten.
He hasn’t done this, he hasn’t done that, he’s wearing the same clothes he’s had on for
three days. These are issues he’s going through in real life and you’re taking those issues
and turning them into behavioral issues, which he doesn’t have. Look at this kid’s test
scores. Look at these things; this is a very intelligent young man and we’re trying to put
a label on him.” (Dante)

School leader participants also serve as advocates for children who have been marginalized in
their schools. Bukka calls for action as he speaks about children who are not given the
opportunity to read at grade level are at risk for being placed in special education programs.

There's no sense of urgency in education that the majority of kids can't read. Where's the
outrage? It's okay for my kid to go to school where nobody's proficient in reading?
Because they don't have the information. It only comes out one a year in the newspaper,
and then you can just say as a superintendent, "Well, we're working on making some
change.” Blah, blah, blah, blah. And it's gone. Right? It's been 30 years. Look at the

highest incidence of African American males in special ed. (Bukka)
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Dante speaks to the effect of children of color and poverty as possibly contributing to the
inability of schools to have all children read at grade level. Like Bukka, his narrative calls for
action to address marginalization and oppression in the American education system.

Not that African Americans are poor people; we’re some of the biggest spenders on the

planet. But take away teachers, high quality teachers. When you think about it, most of

our school buildings have a significant number of teachers who are working on ...who

don’t have degrees in education but are working towards it so you automatically have

students who are getting instruction on the back end or they’re already behind because

the educators they have access to are already behind. (Dante)

Theme Seven: Champions, mentors, and heroes

Each participant spoke in some way about persons that influenced their lives in a positive
way. Some of these influencers were family members, while others were educators in their own
education background. Some of these individuals were mentors to the participants, others were
those that championed them throughout their lives, and others were heroes for having help to
uplift them out of disadvantaged circumstances. The sub-theme below provides narratives that
describe these influencers. Included in these narratives are counter stories of educators who are
White that made a difference in the lives of these participants.
Sub-theme: “Only one person I ever had that is a true champion was my mother”

(Michael)

The participants in this study spoke often and enthusiastically about individuals that
championed them throughout their education career. Many of these champions are family
members, such as mothers and wives, while others are teachers and other educators that were

part of their early development as a child or later as they became an educator themselves. Yet
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others had mentors that pushed them along their path. Regardless of who championed the school
leaders in this study, today they are, each one, highly educated and accomplished individuals as
evidenced by their education and leadership positions.

Almost all of the participants, at one time or another spoke to a White teacher,
administrator, and in one situation, secretary, as having been influential in their being. Below
are a couple narratives that reflect what these people, who are White, did to nurture these school
leaders at various points in their development. The individual’s Dante and Bukka speak about
are both teachers from their elementary and high school years, respectively and even as retired
educators still remain in their lives today. It should be noted that these are counter-stories to a
traditional education where students who are African American are often left behind by their
White, middle class teachers.

Now what you hear teachers saying, it's poverty. Or it's the family. Or it's trauma. Or it's

because the parents aren't reading to them at home. What | can tell you is I experienced

every one of those things to some degree as a child, significantly, and I can read and
write at grade level. And it's because of the teachers that | had in elementary school who |
can name by name. Mrs. H. | love her to death, had her for fifth and sixth grade and Mrs.

C. All these teachers that | had in elementary school refused to allow me to fail. (Dante)

Dante goes on to describe a specific teacher that championed him as a student. One
characteristic he says that made her especially able to reach a classroom of students that did not
look like her, was her willingness to cross over to their culture and way of doing; not expecting
the students to adapt to White norms. He has maintained a relationship with Mrs. H. to this day;

he had dinner with Mrs., H. the evening before our interview. He describes her this way:
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She's a retired teacher, but she is one of the major reasons | am who | am today. What
Mrs. H. was able to show me, in sixth grade was a teacher with one of the most blonde-
haired blue-eyed women on this planet. She was able to be in a very diverse elementary
classroom where you had Black, Hispanic and White students at about the same clip, and
she was able to give us something of ourselves that crossed that ethnic boundary all the
time. She never left anybody out and it made you feel a part of her class. (Dante)
Similarly, Bukka had a teacher in high school champion him, his band teacher who he spent a lot
of time with and went above and beyond to nurture Bukka’s desire to play and compose
music. Mr. W. was also a White male and here is Bukka’s narrative on how he made a
difference:
He pulled me out of class. "Bukka ..." You know, because I'm a senior, and I'm playing
around. "Get in the hallway. You think you something special?" Big afro. Just wait,
you're gonna go to college, man. You're gonna be nothing, you keep playing around. Big
man on campus.” You know. Getting in my shit. For real. And I'm like, "Man, I'm sorry."
He says, "You're going away to school. You don't know what's coming. You know, it's all
these White people up here, that's going to be looking at you." And you know he went
into this whole thing. Like, "because they care for you, and you're a great guy, and | want
people to see that. They're not going to think you're a great guy if you're in there fooling
around in class.” I still remind him of it to this day. Because he still comes to my shows.
"Remember when ..." You know? "It's because | love you, man." We're still friends.
(Bukka)
Simon was mentored by three different superintendents on his leadership journey. They

were all White and two out of three were female. Simon describes these individuals as, “very,
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very strong superintendents that had the trust of their school boards” and as “protecting him”

2

and, “giving him autonomy.” He credits their “networking” and connections” with his success
in education today.

Michael also credits White administrators for giving him the opportunities to lead
schools. “These were the administrators that hired me as the first Black educator in their
building, they took a risk. Michael also says, “one thing [White administrators] can do is open
doors and trust the person of color to do what you hired them to do. | had administrators that
allowed me to run, allowed me to play and create [organizations for students who are African
American].”

Samuel says that his secretary is someone he can always count on to champion the work
of him and his school. “She’s been here since the school opened. We get along fantastically.
It’s amazing. She would champion 98% of the staff with parents, local police community; we’ve
got partnerships with a local church, all different kinds of things because of her.

Yet others, such as Rashad and Michael, told stories of how family members of color
inspired and championed them throughout their lives and work as an educator.

Yeah, so I will start with someone I know and it’s my granny. This is her [he shows a

picture of his granny to interviewer]. She is 86 years old. She grew up in the south, was

born in 1932, maybe 33, she has experienced a lot of sexism, racism, loss of family; she
lost her mother when she was nine and had to raise kids. She lives on the far side of

[large urban city] in a gang infested environment where because of who she is, her house

is seen as a neutral zone, and so when people are there, like kids from the neighborhood,

they know they are safe. Every time I go home I say to her, “”’you are a blessing to them.

You are serving a purpose, whether it’s God or whomever we believe in the universe,
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whoever, you are serving a purpose and you have for so many people for so long.” She’s

my number one inspiration. (Rashad)

Only one person | ever had that is a true champion was my mother. My dad left us. My

mother was a fighter. My code is based on my mother. Based on the things she told me.

So that was my true champion. (Michael)
Malik credits his wife with being where he is at today, “I wouldn’t be here today without her. |
wouldn’t be here today without her being that teacher she was, and I got to see that. I didn't want
anything to do with kids. I didn’t want anything to do with education, until I went into her
classroom. She not only made me a believer in education but she made me a believer that all
kids can learn.”

Theme Eight: Influence of a White Interviewer

One of my research questions was, “Would you answer these questions differently if I,
the interviewer, were not a White person?” This simple question proves to be quite complex and
might be best answered first by understanding how these school leaders of color came to
participate in my study. While | started with a sample size that included participants from across
three states, emails and phone calls were not sufficient. Rather, it was apparent very early in my
recruitment that my insider status as an educational leader and my relationships with school
leaders of color were going to be important to recruiting participants of color to my study. As it
turned out, it was only through relationships and networks that allowed me the privilege of
having ten participants of color participate in my study. There was no extrinsic incentive to
participate in my study; my anecdotal notes reflect my own inner conflict and guilt for asking

these participants of color to entrust me, a White person, with their stories and counter-stories.
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It is a very humbling experience to be a White interviewer, asking persons of color to be
vulnerable and honest with me, knowing the study ultimately was of benefit to me. Simon
responded, “It wouldn’t matter if you were male, female, Black, White, no. Because it is my
story, it’s my viewpoint, and it doesn’t matter who’d be sitting there, I’d say the same.”
However, Miles took it a bit further and explains why it was important that he knew of me as a
socially just educator. He also speaks to his desire to help others, including people who are
White, to develop a socially just lens:

No, but I have a relationship with you, | know that you have an equity lens so it makes it

easier to discuss it. Would I be more careful with my words if it were not you, maybe not

but I might be more selective with words. | would not have opened up with someone |

did not know as well. But I'm at the age and place in my career that I think about how I

can help others; then if this helps a social justice journey, then | want to share my

experience as a leader and others can draw the appropriate conclusions. If you don’t have
an equity lens it could put me in a vulnerable position; you could use my words against
me or in a way that could damage. Some stories and truths can be viewed as weakness if
they don’t understand. So there has to be trust and yes, I am trusting you in this
conversation because | know you have a socially just lens. (Miles)

Similar to Miles, Michael also felt his conversation with me was honest based on
knowing we were in the “fight” [social justice work] together. He also spoke to my guilt for
asking school leaders of color to trust me in this work:

Well let’s just say this, if you just use this interview to get your paper written and get a

degree then yeah you are like most of those White people but if you do something with
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this for the “fight” and I see you again and you are doing this work, then | know you are

not one of those White people.” (Michael)

Samuel speaks to how his experience navigating White culture his whole life makes it difficult to
know:

Yes, perhaps | may have answered some of the questions differently if you were a person

of color. It's difficult to say as | have towed the White/Black line my entire life. | was

comfortable with you so | answered freely and honestly. (Samuel)

My insider status as an educational leader with years of experience in the field of
education was helpful to gaining access to participants. However; equally as important was that
other educators that these individual participants trusted could speak on my behalf that earned
me the interview and their trust in speaking. As mentioned in the methodology section, | began
each interview presenting a concept map of the study which included an explanation of the use of
a critical race lens for the study, which was also intended to earn the trust of participants.

Summary

This chapter was centered on presenting the narrative data gathered from interviews with
ten school leaders who identified as African American or Black and are working or have worked
in a predominately White school setting. The chapter opened with an introduction of each
participant that included their journey as education leaders and a description of their
predominantly White school settings. Next the chapter presented the analysis of the scripted data
in 8 common themes that ran across the ten participant narratives. The analysis of this data was
conducted by coding data while keeping issues of race and racism in the forefront as necessary

for a study using a critical race methodology.
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Overall, the presentation of the data in this chapter was to capture the lived experiences
of these school leaders of color as they navigate their White school spaces. In all aspects of this
chapter the intention was to elevate the voices of the ten school leaders of color by allowing their
powerful narratives to tell their stories and counter-stories. While the data in this chapter was
organized around common themes, the research questions were considered throughout the data

analysis and will spearhead the discussion of findings in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS

It seems prudent that district and school leaders, who are White, would be wise to first do

an honest and critical examination of school cultures and systemic processes in order to

develop the trust, support, and collegial working environments needed to support the
expertise of teachers and school leaders of color. (Griffin & Tackie, 2017; Ladson-

Billings, 2006)

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the lived experiences of school
leaders who are African American working in predominantly White school settings by listening
to their stories and counter-stories. Also significant to this study is my acknowledgement that |
am a White researcher hearing the stories and counter-stories of these school leaders who are
African American. Therefore it has been important to this study that | have used a critical race
lens and have consciously exercised caution in not using my voice to speak for the participants of
color.

In this chapter the major findings related to the lived experiences of these school leaders
who are African American will be discussed using a critical race lens. These findings are first
aligned to the main research question and the supporting sub-questions. Therefore, this chapter
opens with an overview that specifically addresses the main research question and each of the
sub-questions for the study, which are: What are the lived experiences of school leaders who
identify as African American or Black working in predominantly White settings; How do school
leaders who are African American make sense of their experiences working in a predominantly

White school setting; What unique leadership beliefs, practices, and strategies do these leaders
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employ when working in a predominantly White setting; How would you answer these questions
differently if I (the interviewer) were not White?

In the second part of this chapter, | will present the major findings from the study and
discuss each finding through the lens of critical race theory. The common themes that have
emerged will serve as both catalysts and evidentiary support for the findings. These findings will
also be informed by the significance of this study, which is to uplift the voices of school leaders
who are African American such that district administrators, who are mostly White and male,
leading in these predominantly White settings, can be called to action to disrupt their
organizations so that all children receive an equitable education and adults of color working in
their organizations have a safe space to do their work. The final part of this chapter will include
the recommendations and limitations of the study.

Rationale for Significance

By listening to the stories and counter-stories of the participants in this study, these White
district leaders can move beyond superficial management of the increasing diversity in their
schools and district to doing the imperative work of disrupting implicit and explicit barriers in
their organizations that perpetuate racial inequities (Diamond, 2006; Eagly & Chin, 2010;
Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2006; Madsen & Mabokela, 2002; Vidal-Ortiz, 2017). These district
leaders who are White are targeted, as it is their hierarchical authority that is connected to the
management of resources, which unless disrupted, often are differential to advantaged racial
groups (Ray, 2019). The authority of the superintendent is largely responsible for the hiring,
evaluation, and retention of school leaders. Ultimately, all persons at the district level of
administration should be capable of absolving their power and disrupting their White dominant

educational systems so that all students who are African American can truly receive the equitable
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education they deserve. As educational leader Gutierrez says in an interview for The Atlantic,
“When the superintendent says, ‘I believe in equity,” we’re going to talk about race... we’re
going to name it, we’re not going to be afraid of it... [that] sets the stage for [others] on the
ground to do the same” (Anderson, 2016, n.p.).
Interpretation of Findings

As mentioned previously, the entirety of this study encompasses the main research
question regarding the lived experiences of these school leaders who are African American. The
research sub-questions related to how these leaders make sense of their work, are challenged, and
lead when working in these predominantly White settings, is as expected, a subset of the larger
lived experiences. Therefore, as the discussion of the sub questions unfold, so too does the
answer to the main research question.

Overview of Research Question Findings

The lived experiences of these ten school leaders who are African American working in
predominantly White schools have many parallels to what they experience as members of a
White dominant society. The narratives of these school leader participants reveals the
experiences of being the first or one and only person to enter into White dominant school spaces.
In doing so, they have experienced having “all eyes on me” as they work in an environment with
few other adults who look like them. The experience of this “watching” often leads them to an
existence that becomes normalized for them, which is that of overcompensating for an
environment that perpetuates the feeling of being “less than.” These feelings of “less than’ are
reflective of majoritarian stories that are intended to keep minorities in their place in White
hierarchical organizations. And as in society, they, too, experience overt acts of racism in these

predominantly White school settings that bring experiences of harm such as: being questioned
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by teachers who are White, having to prove self to others who are White, being overlooked for
advancement, having their voiced silenced, and having to leave to protect personal well-being.

Fortunately these school leaders have expertise in navigating dominant White spaces;
therefore they are skilled in making sense of these experiences so that what could have been
construed as a barrier or challenge becomes an asset or a benefit to the White space they are
working in. These individuals make sense of the predominantly White school setting by
knowing when and how to use their cultural capital to navigate between both the White culture
and their own race. Often times, this navigating required these African American school leaders
to assimilate into their predominantly White cultures and accept the normalization of the way
these White spaces do business. Then, other times, these school leaders very consciously engage
in code switching so that they may be able to use their racial identities to work with parents and
students of color, and yet continue to engage with the Eurocentric, White teaching staff and a
dominant White parent community. In addition, these leaders make sense of their work by
knowing how to leverage their positional power as role models to break down racial stereotypes
for both children who are White and African American.

Another way they make sense of their work is through their pilgrimage of social
justice. These school leaders view their leadership practice as visionary, servant based,
instructional, and/or pragmatic, or some combination thereof; however at the core of their work,
they are socially just leaders. They are also empathetic leaders who have been influenced by the
intersectionality of race and poverty in their own childhoods, which has manifested for them a
strong advocacy for inclusion of all students in general education settings, recognition of
marginalization in access to educational opportunities between students who are African

American, and a fierce sense of urgency for closing achievement gaps for students who are
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African American and their White peers. Social justice leadership for these leaders is an
unrelenting fight every day and all day on behalf of students who previously have been denied an
equitable education. Social justice leadership is defined by these leaders as being different from
their White peers. This difference is qualified by the numerous examples school leaders who are
African American in this study provided of how they “think outside the box” as an instrument for
deconstructing the barriers of White dominant schooling.

In addition, these school leaders are empathetic risk takers. Each of these leaders made
themselves available and vulnerable to this interviewer who is White and female. They entrusted
that I, as a White person representing the dominant group, would not do further harm to them or
their professional careers as they spoke their truths. They did this largely because they wanted a
more socially just world for all, but especially for children who are African American. Miles,
said, “I’m at the age and place in my career that I think about how I can help others; then if this
helps a social justice journey, then | want to share my experience as a leader and others can draw
the appropriate conclusions.” To say yes to an interview meant that these participants were once
again allowing an advantaged person an opportunity, without any assurances, to benefit from
their expertise. It was Michael who put forth this challenge: “Well let’s just say this, if you just
use this interview to get your paper written and get a degree, then, yeah, you are like most of
those White people but if you do something with this for the “fight” and I see you again and you
are doing this work, then I know you are not one of those White people.” This White
researcher’s 36 years as an educator, 16 as a district level director of curriculum and instruction
in predominantly White suburban school districts, and personal social justice journey, were
necessary to securing the trust of these participants. In the next section of this chapter, each of

the six findings will be discussed in detail.
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Finding One: Persistent Scarcity

Finding One: There is an unrelenting and persistent scarcity of school leaders who are
African American and working in predominantly White school settings.

As the school leaders who are African American in this study made sense of their work in
predominantly White schools, it is an expected but still notable finding that sixty-five years after
Brown v. Board of Education, these predominantly White schools still remain unsuccessfully
integrated and persistently entrenched in White dominant practices present day. As found in the
literature, an outcome of the failed history of integration was that teachers and school leaders
who were African American were not integrated all those years ago and remain relatively poorly
integrated and included in predominantly White settings present day (Delpit, 2012; Ladson-
Billings, 1998; Thandeka, 1999). This failure to integrate teachers and school leaders who are
African American continues to be pronounced in suburban schools all across America that are
predominantly White, but especially in the Midwest. It should be noted that many educators
who were African America lost their jobs during this time.

This finding was particularly apparent as participants were first pursued for the study. As
school leaders who are African American working in a predominantly White settings were
identified and then recruited for the study, the number of potential candidates eligible for the
study was quite small. To expand the participant pool, participants from three different
Midwestern states were pursued. In addition, to widen the candidate pool, candidates were
considered that may not be presently employed in a predominantly White setting but had worked
in this setting in the past. However, the participant pool for the study remained a challenge that
was only overcome by the use of purposeful and snowballing sampling techniques which

included networking among educational leaders to gain access.
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The explanation of this persistent scarcity is best explained by the historical
marginalization of educators who are African American and the “White is right” mentality that
permeates American schooling. Ray (2019), when speaking of racialized organizations,
acknowledges that the “hiring of minorities can provide actors with a moral credential” (p. 20).
If we follow his narrative, it implies that once White administrators in a school and/or district
have hired a school leader who is African American, they may think they have fulfilled their
moral responsibility, thus making it less likely they will hire more African American leaders.

This lack of a critical mass of school leaders who are African American in these settings
is also the result of colorblind district leaders, who are mostly White and largely charged with
recruiting and hiring school leaders for their respective organizations. To be colorblind is to be
race neutral, which is a strategy used, by the White dominant class, to absolve them of being
racist (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). This may show up in the hiring practices of a school district
when they explain why they are not hiring educators of color by saying “we hire the best
candidate”. When district leaders, who are mostly White and not socially just are responsible for
hiring school leaders, race and racism are allowed to operate in subconscious ways through
implicit bias, such as being colorblind (Banaji & Greenwald, 2013). The problem is that as long
as the control of resources, including hiring and otherwise, is in the power of an individual or a
few individuals, cultural and racial capital will be jeopardized. Resources controlled by
individualism allows for leaders to engage in unconscious bias and colorblindness as a way of
protecting their White dominant organizations, which by design allows for the advantaged
organization to remain so at the expense of the few school leaders who are African American

working in their organizations (Ray, 2019).
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Finding Two: Need for Critical Mass

The second finding: A critical mass of school leaders who are African American are
needed to preserve the racial identity of the school leaders who are African American working in
predominantly White settings.

The school leaders in this study make sense of being the first, one and only, and being
closely watched (all eyes on me”) by normalizing the marginalization. It is apparent from this
study that the narratives of students and parents who are African American are also normalizing
the Whiteness of school leadership; they respond with surprise when seeing a principal that is
African American in their school. Bukka acknowledges this normalized isolation in his
predominantly White setting when he said:

I think that African American teachers and administrators, we’ve lived that. | know what

it’s like to be the first person of color in a setting. Most of us have lived that. | know

what it’s like to be the first one to go. And I think that’s a perspective that a lot of ...Non-

African American people don’t know, they don’t know that struggle.” (Bukka)

When he says, “most of us have lived that” it speaks again to the normalization of being
the “one and only” in White space; their narratives also reflect how they cope with this isolation
by accepting it as an ambassadorship, code switching, and “adjusting, adapting, and
overcoming”.

Coates (2015) when reflecting on an incident as a child where he observed another young
Black boy being outnumbered by others, speaks to the normalcy of being the “one and only”:
“That he was outnumbered did not matter because the whole world had outnumbered him long
ago, and what do numbers matter? This was a war for the possession of his body and would be

the war his whole life” (Coates, 2015, p. 18). School leaders who are African American working
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in predominantly White settings as the “one and only” are in a daily setting that at any moment
can jeopardize their physical and emotional safety. When predominantly White schools and their
affiliated districts do not have a critical mass of leaders who are African American it
compromises the identity of the school leader who is African American (Steele, 2010). If no
powerful person in these predominantly White settings are African American or a school leader
who is African American is the “one and only” it is a powerful cue about the marginalization you
will experience (Steele, 2010).

Steele (2010) finds it difficult to put a “number” on how many “like minorities” in an
organization are needed to counter the effects of the dominant White culture. However, one of
the participants, William, put a number on what might be needed when he said, “I read some
place that a student who is Black that sees at least one Black male as a positive role model has a
better chance of academic progress than seeing none. Think about that. If one has that impact...
think about the differences 15-20 positive Black role models would make in a school setting.”

Finding Three: Benefits of African American Leaders

Third finding: There are benefits for predominantly White schools to have school leaders
who are African American.

American suburban schools that are predominantly White organizations are experiencing
an increase in student populations of children who are African American and Hispanic (Holme &
Welton, 2014; Wilson, Singer, Berube, & Frey, 2009). As these organizations that are
entrenched in race and racism have struggled with achievement and behavior disparities between
students who are African American and their White peers, for whom they are held accountable

by state organizations, they have looked for leaders who are African American to “fix” the
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problems with children who are African American (Diarrassouba & Johnson, 2014; Lassiter &
Niedt, 2013; NAEP, 2015).

In theory this desire to recruit school leaders who are African American to “fix” racial
disparities seems plausible as educational research substantiates that there are many benefits to
African American school leaders working in predominantly White organizations (Goldhaber,
Theobald, and Tien, 2015; Wells et al., 2016). In addition, the school leaders who are African
American in this study also speak to the many benefits they bring to their respective
predominantly White organizations; such as: building and sustaining relationships with children
of color; holding high expectations for children of color; race and cultural capital; allowing for
children of color to have a voice; providing relief for parents who are African American; being
able to change the mindsets of students who are White about African Americans; providing
strong advocacy for students who are traditionally marginalized; and being positive role models
for both students who are of color and White.

Additionally, early education research supports further benefits of school leaders who are
African American with more measurable outcomes, such as the presence of principals who are
African American reduced the number of special education placements, increased promotion
rates, and lowered dropout rates — all of which are indicators of student achievement (Meier &
Stewart, 1992). In addition, there was a positive correlation between the presence of principals
who are African American and their positive influence on school policies and practices, which
have implications for improved student achievement outcomes (Meier & Stewart, 1992).

While there are undeniable advantages for predominantly White districts and schools to
hire and retain school leaders who are African American it must be noted that this may not

always be equally advantageous to the school leader who is African American. When White
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elites at the top of organizations hire school leaders who are African American to serve their
interests over the interests of the African American school leader, it is not socially just. When
the self-interest of elite Whites are served over the desire to help Blacks it is known as interest
convergence, which is a basic tenet of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).

The construct of interest convergence is reflected in participant narratives as they make
sense of their work in the predominantly White setting. As Marcus reflects on why he may have
been hired in a predominantly White setting he suspects there may have been a financial gain due
to his young age and lack of administrative experience and a cultural gain as they were
experiencing an increase in students who were African American. Dante reflects also reflects
this in his narrative:

At the time | accepted the position | was well aware of why | was being sought after. |

don’t think they really wanted to state it but they were looking for African American

administrators. A lot of that had to do with an influx of African American students that
were coming from an urban city into this community. (Dante)

Regardless of the benefits these leaders who are African American can bring to
predominantly White organizations, they are still racialized organizations where Whiteness is
still a credential; the agency of racial groups are diminished and the unequal distribution of
resources favors the advantaged racial group (Ray, 2019). As long as these organizations are left
undisrupted and unled by socially just leaders, the benefits that school leaders who are African
American can leverage will largely be for the benefit of the White elite to whom the organization
is indebted.

However, in spite of interest convergence on behalf of these organizations, school leaders

who are African American should be allowed to advantage themselves, and this may be a reason
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why advantaged organizations are sought after by these school leaders; however the study did
not uncover this. Possibly they are looking for a respite from the weight of working in less
advantaged schools that are long suffering from the unequal distribution of resources that have
continued to advantage some over others (Ray, 2019).

Finding Four: White Space Should Be Safe Space

Finding Four: School leaders who are African American and working in predominantly
White school settings need to have a safe space to do their work.

The acknowledgement that issues of race and racism are normalized in American
schooling is a core tenet of critical race methodology (Solérzano & Yosso, 2002). Therefore, it
is an assumption of this study that school leaders who are working in predominantly White
settings are working in spaces where race and racism is normalized. Further, it is found in
educational research that when educators who are White encounter leaders of color, they are
unable to break free of their privilege so as to trust the leadership of African Americans or other
leaders of color (Allen, 2004). It is this absence of trust that creates an unsafe emotional space
for school leaders who are African American working in a predominantly White space.

Several of the participant narratives spoke to experiences of racism in predominantly
White school settings. These narratives also revealed how the White spaces they were working
in responded to the racism. Malik encountered a White racist teacher, which resulted in him
choosing to leave, even with the offer of a promotion, in order to preserve his health and well-
being, while the racist teacher was allowed to stay. Samuel and Dante both talked about having
their voices marginalized; Samuel became more of a listener and an observer, while Dante left
his position after realizing he was expected to speak for all students and families who were

African American in a community that was not able to provide him any support. Rashad spoke
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of how a school leader who was White brought harm to him as a teacher when in front of his
students with a racist comment and how the attempt by the school leader, who was White, to fix
it resulted in even more harm.

The harm that Rashad speaks is important to understand as it is a reflection of the harm
American society has inflicted on Black males throughout history to present day. In his book,
Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates describes the vulnerability of a Black male in
White society: “it is to be naked before the elements of the world, before all the guns, fists,
knives, crack, rape, and disease” (2015, p. 17).

Important to the need to create a safe space for school leaders who are African American,
especially in the absence of a critical mass of school leaders of color, it is important that district
and school leaders, who are mostly White, be socially just leaders. Socially just leaders are
activists who leave nothing to chance: they demand, disrupt, ensure, and bravely make explicit
decisions to remove barriers of entitlement and systemic privilege in schools (Frattura & Capper,
2007; Lindsey, Robbins, & Terrell, 2003). Unfortunately the school leaders in this study
encountered organizational leadership that allowed for teachers and parents who are White to be
empowered resulting in a double standard in how decisions were made regarding situations
between children and adults who are African American and their White peers. These incidents
are further evidence that the normalization of race in predominantly White school settings is
harmful to the adults and children of color who by necessity are navigating these settings. One
participant suggested that the normalization of racism in schools may be even more entrenched

than it is in society as a whole.
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However, important to this finding is also a counter story told by Rashad that describes
how a socially just leader who is White is able to provide a safe space for him, as a school leader
who is African American, to do his work:

The principal I'm working with now is unlike any person I've ever worked for, from a

personality standpoint. He's a very type A; he's high energy. He's energetic. Most White

high school principals | work for are kind of that way, and they have to be. They get up at
four o'clock in the morning. They're working out. They enter a bunch of emails, get to
work, they're super high energy, and you have to be. But he is different, because of how
conscious he is. In his experience, he uses his privilege to promote equity, to implement
equity and to put it into practice. Race and equity are at the core of his leadership
practice. Then he takes it a step further, because so far, when people talk about equity
work, there's always the structures, the systems, the culture of equity and inequality, but
what's missing far too often is the accountability piece. In that sense, he is a dictator. As
he likes to say, | am going to call your ass in if you are committing micro aggressions,
and 1 tell you you're doing it, and you do nothing to change. Of our 30 middle school
teachers, 20 have been replaced in the last two years. He talks the talk, walks the talk. He
carries a big stick. He means it, and so we've brought people in, even if they are not at the
level of consciousness that we need them to be with their own White racism, with their
own sense of privilege and entitlement. They are on the journey and they want to be
coached and you can feel the difference. He provides, he clears the path for me to do that

work. (Rashad)
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Finding Five: Tempered Radicals

Finding Five: These school leaders who are African American and working in
predominantly White settings are tempered radicals.

Tempered radicals are “individuals who identify with and are committed to their
organizations, and are also committed to a cause, a community, or ideology that is fundamentally
different from, and possibly at odds with the dominant culture of their organizations (Meyerson
& Scully, 1995, p. 586).

These school leaders who are African American are working in school settings where the
race power differentials are great between their often “one and only” leadership and the
predominantly White population of students, staff, and parents they are navigating each
day. Even with the tensions and stressors of leading in this setting, they persisted to make
change in their schools with a “no excuses” approach. One of the most robust areas of evidence
to support this claim is the many different examples of how these leaders “think outside the
box.” When thinking outside the box these leaders are engaging in counterstories that are
intended to disrupt the status quo in their predominantly White settings.

For example, these school leaders speak of the need to disrupt the teaching practices of
teachers who are White, to include how they speak to students who are African American. In
addition, these leaders talk about the necessity for these Eurocentric teachers to be challenged to
learn the culture of students who are African American. These leaders also spoke of disrupting
discipline and behavior practices in their settings by asking educators who are White to become
culturally competent in understanding the behaviors of students who are African American and
to accept responsibility for their responses to student behavior. They also spoke of disrupting

curriculum where students who are African American are marginalized; this included the over
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identification of students who are African American in special education programs and the lack
of enrollment of these students in Advanced Placement courses. The leaders also spoke about
the need for teaching African American history, and emphasizing the arts, which are curricular
areas often marginalized in predominantly White schools but are assets for students who are
African American. These examples of change and transformation in their schools are indicative
of their unwillingness to accept the status quo found in dominant White culture; they are indeed
activists for change in their predominantly White school settings.

There was also acknowledgement on behalf of the school leaders in this study that when they

engaged in work that challenged the dominant system it indeed created tension. William says:

Administrators of color are different from [administrators who are White]. It’s not that

we are better; we just have a different perspective. In education today, we need

different. If you can’t adjust and change, you have to step aside. And if we want change
to happen we have got to promote African Americans and other people of color in
education. (William)

And yet Michael reminds us he is quite capable of “adjusting, adapting, and overcoming”
when confronted with challenges and obstacles to change in these racialized organizations.
Tempered radicals understand that sometimes they “go along to get along” but this does not
mean they have compromised their own identity (Meyerson & Scully, 1995).

It is these counterstories of transformation in schools, and the stories of these school
leaders willing to leverage their cultural and race expertise to challenge the status quo that these
leaders resemble that of tempered radicals (Meyerson & Scully, 2009). Tempered radicals
experience tensions between the status quo and alternatives, and use that to fuel organizational

transformations (Myerson & Scully, 1995; Alston, 2005). It is when educational leadership can
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confront racial differences, rather than avoid it for fear of conflict, that organizations can be
transformed into socially just and equitable learning communities (Rusch & Horsford, 2009).
Finding Six: Barriers to Advancement

Finding Six: There are significant barriers to advancement for school leaders who are
African American.

The ten school leaders who are African American in this study are well credentialed, well
educated, and have positional power in their predominantly White organizations. The
principalship is usually a tradition route for the superintendency. Yet, in their narratives they
express feelings of inadequacy, defeat, not being good enough, and self-doubt, both in their
current roles and when considering advancement. These narratives include experiencing
expectations that are different than their White peers, such as having a higher bar for
performance, working harder to prove themselves, and being on guard and having to defend their
work. Malik captures this phenomenon with this narrative:

I think the bar is 15 to 20 times higher for me and | would say it better be perfect; as a

Black man, you have to be perfect. You have to do everything perfect. Although there’s

that line that, "oh we all make mistakes," "nobody's perfect”. I'll be honest with you,

that’s BS if you are African American. You have to be the best. You have to be better
than everyone else around you. Better than those who look different than you, talk
different than you, write different than you, and read different than you, whatever. You
have to be better than perfect. (Malik)

Critical race theory helps us to understand that these feelings of inadequacy are socially
constructed and are the outcomes of predominantly White organizations that have sought to

oppress and marginalize educators who are African American throughout the history of
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American schooling (Sol6rzano & Yosso, 2002). “Rarely, however do Whites ever depict
people of color as ingenious survivors of 500 years of White supremacy and, as a result, the
upholders of true humanity” (Allen, 2004, p. 127). These feelings of inadequacy are so
powerfully upheld by White dominant racialized organizations that they become part of the
majoritarian stories the African American school leaders in this study tell themselves (Solérzano
& Yo0sso, 2002; Ray, 2019). These majoritarian stories are grounded in narratives that say they
are staying in their positions because they want to work with children or they can make more of a
difference where they are at as a school leader.

These socially constructed feelings of inadequacy have been found in previous studies of
leaders who are African American. Chemers and Murphy (1995) noted that when persons who
are African American enter into a leadership position in a mostly homogeneous organization,
they often face misinterpretations by followers who are also likely to question their expertise.
Additionally in a study by Madsen and Mabokela (2005) school leaders of color identified
frustration with the constant fight to prove themselves as a professional to their European-
American administrative peers and followers.

Further evidence of barriers to advancement are reflected in the narratives described by
participants when participating in the interview process in suburban settings. School leader
participants described interviewing in suburban settings as dismissive and often reflective of cues
that were threatening to their race identity (Steele, 2010). Interview teams in suburban settings
were made up of White administrators and teachers who are very likely, without being disrupted,
to hire someone that looks like them. These racialized organizations are quite skilled at ensuring
candidates who are African American stay in their place (Collins, 1997; Ray, 2019). White elites

in charge of hiring often use colorblindness, race neutrality, meritocracy and adherence to White
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socialization as strategies to ensure maintenance of their own advantage (Sol6rzano & Y0sso,
2002). Bell (1980) long ago asserted that with Whites as gatekeepers, they have given more
privilege to those people of color who assimilate to the White model but only as long as they are
able to serve at the interest of the White elite (Allen, 2004).

Further, we know from research that when minorities are being promoted, rising in
numbers in the workforce, or there is a threat of affirmative action, White’s begin to feel
threatened and fight back so that they can maintain their dominance (Ray, 2019). In one study of
Black corporate mobility it was found that White corporate elites are strategic in how they bring
minorities into their organizations. They look for a way to incorporate protected minority groups
into their organizations but at the same time minimize their impact on the organizational culture
and structure (Collins, 1997). It is their intent to protect the White dominant space that
advantages their own leadership. Given this understanding it is then no surprise to find that these
school leaders who are African American and well-credentialed for upward mobility are either
not interested, unsure, or desiring but experiencing barriers to the superintendency or other
desired positions.

Implications for Practice

The purpose of this study is to allow for the voices of school leaders who are African
American, working in predominantly White schools, to tell their stories and counter-stories. The
audience for these stories and counter-stories is district and school leaders, who are White and
leading in predominantly White settings that are experiencing an increase in diversity in their
student populations. These predominantly White organizations are hiring leaders who are
African American to work in their districts but have not disrupted their organizations such that

these leaders have voice and safe space to do their work.
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It is a tenet of critical race theory that people of color are the only ones who are able to
say with certainty the various ways Whiteness operates [in their schools and districts] (Allen,
2004). As district and school leaders who are White bear witness to these stories they need to
accept these narratives as truth; administrators who are White are the new listeners and
observers. “Listening is an important strategy for [people who are White] overcoming being
defensive” (Rusch & Horsford, 2009, p. 309). It is a moral imperative for district leaders who
are White to surrender their hierarchical power and disrupt their White dominate settings so that
they are the deserved socially just spaces for students and adults who are African American to
learn and work. Therefore, the recommendations that follow are directed at the audience of
educational leaders who are White and leading in these predominantly White settings.

District and school leaders who are White can learn from the voices of school leaders
who are African American. Silence on issues of race and racism in organizations is very
destructive and allows for false consciousness of White privilege to prevail (Rush & Horsford,
2009). White educators in American schooling need to unlearn, relearn and confront issues of
race in their organizations (Rusch & Horsford, 2009). To unmask racism, educational leaders
who are White need to relinquish their privilege and travel to a different worldview. One way
for these White leaders to learn divergent standpoints is to listen to stories and counter-stories of
people of color (Rusch & Horsford, 2009). Therefore, the narratives from this study can
contribute to the growth of White elite educational leaders such that they can learn about matters
of race that they are unlikely to know (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).

Another implication from this study is that district and school leadership can greatly
benefit from being trained and retrained to be socially just leaders. This also speaks to the

importance of educational leadership programs having social justice leadership at the forefront of
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all learning and preparation. It would also seem prudent to be discretionary about what
practicing school leaders are allowed to be mentors or supervisors for aspiring leaders as to not
perpetuate traditional leadership practices.

Race is often an undiscussed issue in educational administration and handled poorly in
educational leadership preparation programs (Rusch & Horsford, 2009). Therefore for White
leaders to become socially just they must be skilled at cross race dialogue that involves
meaningful conflict and tension (Rusch & Horsford, 2009). The work of a socially just leader
was described by Rashad in his counter story of the principal that provides safe space for his
work. Education leader, Nancy Gutierrez in an interview for The Atlantic says: “When a
superintendent says, ‘I believe in equity,” we’re going to talk about race ...we’re going to name
it, we’re not going to be afraid of it...[that] sets the stage for [others] on the ground to do the
same” (Anderson, 2019). Therefore, superintendents and other district level leadership must be
retrained as warriors of social justice leadership that are skilled in cross racial dialogue, willing
to confront and are intolerant of racists and racism in their organizations, and willing to put their
own advantaged career on the line such that those that have been marginalized in their
organizations can be uplifted, heard and supported. They must unlearn a lifetime of problematic
White subjectivity, ideology, and behavior that reveal the complexities and problems of
Whiteness (Allen, 2004). If they are not willing or able to do this work, administrators who are
African American should be elevated to top levels of the hierarchy so that they can lead these
organizations as experts in navigating both White and African American culture.

Another implication of this study is the need for disruption of hiring practices that
perpetuate the scarcity of school leaders who are African American working in predominantly

White settings. White elite strategies for hiring that are race neutral, colorblind, and practice
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meritocracy need to be eradicated such that tokenism is no longer present in these organizations;
environments where school leaders who are African American are “one and only” and have “all
eyes on me” do not exist. This is important as minorities in a workplace need to have a sufficient
number of minorities that look like them so that they no longer feel uncomfortable (Steele,

2010). When school leaders who are African American feel safe in their work environments
they can engage in socially just work which allows for children typically marginalized in white
dominant settings to have access and opportunity needed to eradicate inequities in their
education.

There are also implications for the district leaders of White spaces to audit their hiring
practices using an equity lens. For example, the process for hiring of school leadership should be
free of individualism, color blindness, and meritocracy. These strategies are found to be
obstacles to the advancement of school leaders who are African American (Allen, 2004). In the
narratives of the lived experiences of these school leaders it was revealed that suburban school
district interview practices are designed to maintain the status quo. There is a need for interview
teams to be trained in cross race dialogue and be carefully selected based on their own racial
identity development and social justness. For example, Samuel spoke of how interview team
members gave unconscious signals that are microaggressions: no eye contact, crossing of arms,
and not engaging in dialogue as evidence of not listening. Ray (2019) cautions that as these
systems reevaluate their hiring practices they must be careful to not develop new biases to
replace the old. “When people are creative in the face of new problems, they may generate new
mechanisms. But this creativity is not entirely random; it is often constrained by habitually

enacted schemas that are transportable or easily applied to new circumstances” (Ray, 2019).
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In the absence of a critical mass of minorities to make the environment more
comfortable, Steele (2010) does concur with a finding that policy can sometimes create safe
spaces. Therefore, predominantly White districts would be prudent to have explicit board
policies around hiring practices that ensures that race neutral, color blind, individualism, and
meritocracy hiring practices are not allowed.

Again, it is important to change the mindsets of those with hierarchal power in these
dominant White environments, superintendents and school boards, or lest history will continue to
allow for excuses to mask racism in the hiring process. District leadership can’t be effective in
hiring and supporting school leaders who are African American if they themselves can’t confront
racism in their organization (Rusch & Horsford, 2009).

This study also has implications that all educators and students in American schooling
can greatly benefit from knowing African American history. No social or economic change will
occur unless Whites are willing to deal directly with how their own racism prevents cross-racial
solidarity (Allen, 2004). Therefore educators and students, regardless of race, can benefit from
knowing the history of oppression and harm in this country and the understanding that race is
socially constructed. As Michael told the young African American students he was working
with, “...and I tell kids this, how do you know where you are going, if you don’t know where
you have been?” Courses in African American history should be required in K-12 education and
post-secondary education and most certainly for preservice teachers and Eurocentric White
teachers present day teaching in schools. These courses should be taught by highly trained,
socially just educators capable of engaging in cross racial dialogue themselves (Rusch &

Horsford, 2009).
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Lastly, this study confirms that there has been little change in American schooling; race
and racism are as prevalent in American schooling today as it has been in the past (Solérzano &
Yosso, 2002). Therefore, education leaders need to be more vigilant in the pursuit of
transforming their educational organizations to be socially just. The narratives of the participants
in this study reinforced this prevalence and the lack of response to racism in American schooling.
This work can no longer be done in isolation in classroom, schools, districts, or states. More
must be done now. Educational leaders who are White could better transform their own
organizations if they work strategically and in solidarity with their peers who are African
American to transform the White dominate conception of schooling (Allen, 2004).

In solidarity, the racism embedded in American schooling must be called out and
progress toward a system of socially just schooling should be the new measure of accountability
for educational organizations. Local schools and districts can be more empowered to do socially
just work if they collectively unite with others around the cause of disrupting harmful White
dominant practices in all school organizations.

In solidarity these leaders should call for acknowledgement that the achievement and
behavioral gaps found in their schools are socially constructed and cannot be eradicated unless
Whites are able to surrender their investment and power for staying advantaged. These leaders
should also demand that test scores should no longer be used to publicly reward advantaged
schools at the expense of disadvantaged schools; standardized tests socially construct the racial
achievement gaps. In addition, these leaders should collectively call for the restructuring of

federal, state, and local resources to be distributed using a socially just lens.
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Implications for Research

There are implications for further research based on the findings from this study. Given
that I am a White researcher this study could benefit from having a researcher that is African
American analyzing the data. This would be important to further validating the findings of this
study. This study also has implications for research that would assess the racial identity stage
of development of predominantly White educational organizations in comparison to the racial
identity development of individuals of color working in the organization. This research could be
based on the work of Chrobot-Mason, Thomas (2002). The public identification and labeling of
school districts based on racial identify levels has the potential to create change, similar to the
intent of the accountability system which publicizes school achievement disparities. What if the
racial identity of the educational organization was publicly reported instead of test scores? And
what if a criterion for this scoring was how safe the space is for students and adults who are
African American in the organization? It may also be prudent to conduct further research audits
on hiring practices in these settings, using a critical race lens. The intent of these audits would
be to identify and disrupt racial barriers to employment for persons who are African American or
Black and/or other minorities.

Limitations

The limitations of this study are largely founded in the acknowledgement that | am a
White researcher and the participants in this study are school leaders who are African
American. As a White person doing this research, I brought a collective group history of harm
with me to the interviews with these school leaders (DiAngelo, 2012). It is well supported in the

research that mistrust across racial lines has a long history and that trust was important to my
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participants (Rusch & Horsford, 2009). It is very difficult to determine how my Whiteness may
have impacted the narratives and the analysis of the data.

Another limitation of this study was that there were no participants who were female.
This lack of female representation in the study was not by design, but the lack of potential
candidates for the study from the onset put up barriers to recruiting female school leaders who
were African American. With the our nation's long history of marginalizing and oppressing
educators who are African American it is apparent that educators who are female and African
American are twice victims of this history of harm. During the feminist movement White
women left out women who were African American and gave little attention to their concerns
and issues (Rusch & Horsford, 2009).

There were ten participants in this study that engaged in interview sessions of one to two
hours. While these interviews generated a considerable amount of data, the sample size is still
considered small. Therefore, it is important that these results are not generalized to all school
leaders who identify as African American or Black working in predominantly White
settings. While these participants have similarities they have an individual voice when speaking
to their experiences in their respective settings. In addition, while this study generated a large
amount of narrative data, the lack of follow up, in-depth interviews regarding the findings is a
limitation.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to hear the stories and counter-stories of school leaders
who are African American working in predominantly school settings. To ensure that the voices
of these school leaders were elevated a critical race methodology was used throughout the study.

Ten school leaders who identified as African American or Black provided narrative interviews
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that result in common themes to describe their lived experiences working in these White spaces.
The significance of this study is to have district administrators who are White to hear their stories
and counter stories so that they can be challenged to disrupt their White dominant organizations
so that all students and adults who are African American in these White settings can learn and
work in a socially just space.

Most important to the findings of this study is the persistence of scarcity of school leaders
who are African American working in predominantly White settings. This speaks to the
prevalence of race and racism in American schooling as relatively unchanged 65 years after
Brown v. Board of Education. This study also illuminates the many assets and benefits that these
school leaders who are African American bring to these predominantly White spaces. One of
these benefits is the competency of the school leaders in this study to successfully navigate dual
cultures, much like tempered radical leaders described in the work of Meyerson & Scully (1995).
The voices of these school leaders are powerful narratives that are worthy contributions to both
educational literature and the practices of school and district leadership. This study is a call for
more socially just leaders in American schooling, especially leaders who identify as African

American or Black.
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Appendix C: E-Mail Phone Recruitment

Date:

Dear XXXX,

Are you a school principal, associate principal, or work in a similar school leadership
position? Do you identify as African American or Black? Are you working, or have you
worked, as a school leader in a predominantly White school setting? If so, | would like
to invite you to participate in my research study regarding your lived experiences in this
type of setting.

| am doctoral student at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in the Urban Education
Administrative Leadership program. | am actively recruiting participants in the Midwest
for my study of school principals who identify as African American or Black who are
working in a predominantly White school.

Your participation in this study will give voice to your experiences, which is presently
lacking in education literature. In addition, your contributions will inform those with
positional power in predominantly White school settings on how to best recruit, retain,
and support leaders of color. This data will be gathered through 2-3 audio recorded
interviews of approximately 1- 1.5 hours in length.

| would greatly appreciate your consideration of participating in my study. If you are
interested in learning more about the study or would be willing to participate please
reply to this email. | will then contact you to provide more information and answer your
questions.

Sincerely,

Elizabeth (Beth) Erenberger, Co-Principal Investigator
eae@uwm.edu
Cell phone: 414-403-9723

Elise Frattura, PhD, Faculty Advisor and Co-Principal Investigator
Email: Frattura@uwm.edu

This research study has been reviewed and approved by the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee IRB [18-219]
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Appendix D: Interview Script

Script prior to interview:

1'd like to thank you again for being willing to participate in the interview aspect of
my study. As | have mentioned in the recruitment email and follow up conversation,
this study seeks to understand and gain insights into the lived experiences of
principals who are African American or Black working in predominantly White
school settings. Our interview today will last approximately one hour during which |
will be asking you questions about your journey to becoming an educational leader,
the context and nature of your leadership work, and unique aspects of your work that
may be the result of you being a school leader who is African American or Black
working in a predominantly White context. [At this time | will give a brief overview
of the study using the four power point slides. It will be explained that critical race
theory is the lens for the study].

Now I will review all aspects of the consent form and obtain verbal permission from
you to participate and conduct the interview.

I will be taping our interview using a Rev recording app on my phone. If at any time
you do not want to answer a question or you prefer to stop the interview you may do
so. Interviews will be transcribed. | will take precautions to protect your identity in
the study to include assigning pseudonyms and not naming locations. In addition, I
obtained a waiver from my IRB committee for signing a consent form. This too, was
to protect your identity.

Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? If any further questions
arise at any point in this study, you can feel free to ask them at any time.

272



Appendix E: Interview Questions

Note: Interview questions are not in any particular order as their use will be
dependent upon prior dialogue. Not all questions may be asked in all interviews
depending on the willingness of the participant and the time allotment. To elevate the
voices of my participants | will allow participant narratives to take priority over my
desire to get questions asked.

Main Research Question

As a school leader who is African American or Black, what are your experiences
working in a predominantly White school setting? (Stories and counterstories)

e Describe a typical day for you working in this job and in this setting.

e Tell me about a time when you perceived your race was a benefit to the school or
district where you work?

e Tell me about a time when you felt your race influenced how others may have
responded or treated you either a positive and/or negative way?

e As aleader of this school, have you had any critical incidents that you felt were
racially motivated either regarding you, the students that go to school here, the
parents and/or the community? If so, please describe them.

e Describe any reoccurring experiences (and/or critical incidents) you have as a
school principal that you think are motivated by your race?

e What are your future aspirations? If this district/school wants to keep you, what
will it take? Who will be of the most help in you reaching those goals? What or
who will be your obstacles? Explain.

Sub Questions:

As a school leader who is African American or Black, how did you come to work
in a predominantly White school setting?

(Journey as educator- current setting- major influencers to career)

Becoming an educational leader

e Tell me about your journey to work in education? Where did you go to school?

Who or what influenced you? Where have you worked?
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Tell me about the major influences that motivated your decision to be an
educational leader.

Tell me about this job. How did you come to work here?

What was the primary reason for you taking this job, in this setting?

Have you ever felt you were passed over for a job you desired?

Tell me about a job you desired to apply for but did not feel qualified or were

discouraged from applying.

Context of Work

Why do you think you were hired for this job over other candidates? Is this
different than for other jobs you have been hired for?

Describe your current work setting? Demographics, achievement data, etc.
What are our major duties and responsibilities? Who assigns this work, evaluates
you, and monitors your progress?

What aspects of this job do you enjoy the most? What are your greatest
challenges? What goes well in this job? What are your frustrations?

What most influenced your decision to work in this school/district?

Talk about any advantages or disadvantages you have found to working in this

school setting.

How do school leaders who are African American or Black make sense of their
experiences working in a predominantly White school setting?
Perceptions of Work

What impact, if any do you have on achievement in this school?

What are your greatest assets that you bring to this school?

In this district/school what are the major initiatives? What is expected of you in
regard to these initiatives?
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Are issues of equity or social justice part of this work? If so, what role, if any are

you expected to play in this work?
Considering all stakeholder groups, who do you spend the most time interacting

and why?

Perception of Others

When you are sought out for advice, what types of concerns are brought to you?
By who?

As the leader of this school, what do you think is expected of you?

What kind of feedback do you get from your supervisor, colleagues, teachers,

students, and/or parents about your ability to do this job?

Network/Support System

When you are confused or challenged in this job, how do you go about resolving
this? Who do you seek for support or clarification? Give me an example.

When you are feeling stressed, how do you cope? Who or what are your primary
support systems?

In this job, who champions your work and helps you to grow your leadership

practice?

Race Issues

What role, if any do you think your race plays, in your daily work as a school
principal in this setting?
If you had a concern about race in this school, who would you work with to

resolve the concern? Explain.
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¢ Do you feel that your administrative team, staff, students, parent, and/or
community treat you any differently in this position than other positions you have
held?

e What advice would you give a person of color desiring to work in a
predominantly White context?

e Leadership beliefs, practices, and strategies

e What unique leadership beliefs, practices, and strategies do you employ when
working in a predominantly White setting?

e What core beliefs guide your leadership practice- what would you not
compromise?

e Describe your leadership style? How would your staff describe your leadership
style? Your students? Parents?

e What education, leadership theory, or other staff development has most influenced
your leadership practice?

e Are there any strategies you use in this school to work with the key stakeholders
that you did not use in other settings?

How would you answer these questions differently if I (the interviewer) were not
White?

e I[s there anything you would like to tell me or any questions you have about our
interview today?

e After thought and reflection upon our previous interviews, is there anything that

you would like to revisit, clarify, or correct?
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