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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The African-American female educational leadership experience is an interesting and 

unique journey toward personal and professional achievement. This journey proves to be 

quite precarious in that it is not unusual for these leaders to find themselves straddling the 

expectations of two marginalized realities: being Black and female. Consequently, many 

African-American women have had to shoulder a great psychological and social burden as 

they have pursued personal and professional excellence. This study utilized a heuristic, 

narratological case study approach to examine the ways in which Black female educational 

leaders maintain a sense of self while navigating the expectations, challenges, and barriers 

they encounter as they assume the leadership role. This approach allowed the telling of their 

own stories and experiences related to being Black, female, and an educational leader. The 

guiding research questions were: (1) How have life experiences affected the sense of self 

and identities of African-American female educational leaders? (2) What type of 

barriers/challenges do African-American women face as they attempt to balance sense of 

self with their respective leadership role? and (3) What sustains the African-American 

female educational leader when faced with challenges and setbacks, as they relate to being 
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female and Black? The Black female educational leaders’ experiences were examined and 

explicated utilizing complementary theoretical frameworks of Black Feminist Thought 

(BFT) and Critical Race Theory (CRT), Intersectionality, and Spirituality. This study 

extends current research on Black female educational leaders’ experiences and maintenance 

of their sense of self by examining several data sources, including an online questionnaire, 

in-depth interviews, observations, and dissertations. The results indicated that participants 

defined sense of self as knowing and being true to one’s self and one’s core values/beliefs. 

The research findings suggest that clear, purposeful systems of support need to be 

established in order to provide the conditions for Black female educational leaders to be 

heard, valued, and treated in an equitable manner to that of their non-Black, non-female 

counterparts. 
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PREFACE 

MY PERSONAL JOURNEY AS AN AFRICAN-AMERICAN FEMALE 

EDUCATIONAL LEADER 

 As a young girl, I remember watching and being influenced by Black women who 

served as educators in my elementary school. As an African-American child in a Christian 

school, my educational experience was somewhat unique. I attended my church’s private 

school from preschool through the sixth grade. Every classroom teacher and principal that I 

had over these years were African-American women. Many of these women I admired and 

aspired to be like in some way. These women represented various shapes, sizes, 

complexions, interests, styles, temperaments, and so forth. But what they all had in common 

was strength, high standards, and unmistakable care for the children – ALL the children. 

They refused to leave any child behind and would not accept any excuses. They taught us, 

challenged us, prayed for us, and told us there was nothing we could not achieve. We often 

quoted Scriptures and positive affirmations about ourselves. While they consistently 

invested so much into the lives of children, they often did so while facing challenges, 

setbacks, and disappointments of their own. What made this experience so remarkable for 

me was that my mother was one of those teachers. She was my second-grade teacher, but 

because I was a fluent reader by the first grade, she taught me reading for both my first and 

second grade years. Later, after I moved on to public school, my mother became the 

principal of that school. Those early-in-life educational experiences remained with me and 

helped to shape me into the woman and educator that I am today. Because of these positive 

Black female educator role models, I pursued education as my career, and I aspired to teach 

and to lead in the ways I saw them teach and lead.  
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 As a teacher, I longed to impact students’ lives in ways similar to those I had 

observed and experienced in my youth. After teaching for 10 years, I moved into 

administration at the high school where I taught, followed by a principalship in an 

elementary Montessori school. After three years as a principal, I moved into Central Office 

and assumed the role of Director of Human Resources. After a year and half as Director of 

Human Resources, my position was elevated to Chief Human Resource Officer, where I sit 

on the Superintendent’s Cabinet. This is my fourth year leading Human Resources and my 

third year serving as a Cabinet member. Most recently, I was given the responsibilities of 

Chief of Staff, so I currently hold two key roles and function in two capacities in my K-12 

urban school system. While I share this progression in my career, it may appear that this all 

came without hindrances, disappointments, and setbacks. But that is absolutely not the case.  

 I chose to study African-American women in higher education and PreK-12 public 

schools. All of the women have achieved either the Ph.D. or the Ed.D. in educational 

leadership. As an African-American woman serving as a leader in education, I, too, know 

what it means to sacrifice time and resources in order to enhance the learning experiences 

and opportunities for students. I know what it feels like to work twice as hard as others, just 

to receive the same acknowledgement or none at all. I have lived through feeling as if, at 

times, I am not seen or heard by others, although I am physically present and speaking. I 

have encountered persons who, based on my gendered and racial status, assumed that I had 

limited knowledge or little expertise until I demonstrated that I was capable, knowledgeable, 

and prepared. I personally know the pain and suffering that is associated with injustice, 

inequity, and discrimination. I, like many African-American female educational leaders, 
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have experienced the daily microagressions that strike at our spirit and subtly challenge our 

sense of self.  

Ricks (2015) examined the experiences of Black women in higher education and 

illuminated the varied issues that confront all Black women as they struggle to be and to 

become, while maintaining a sense of self: 

Many of the issues facing Black feminist scholars in the academy overlap the issues 

facing all Black women. However, the role of power in the academy has created a 

unique culture that demands a variation to the established coping methods. Secondly, 

all Black women in the academy deal with oppression and marginalization, from 

professors to administrative and janitorial staff. (p. 18) 

 

Additionally, we are compelled by the words of Angela Davis that remind us that defining 

ourselves also means that we have a moral imperative to look back, extend heart and hand, 

and help bring other Black women along:  

When the National Association of Colored Women was founded in 1896, it chose for 

its motto, “Lifting as We Climb.” This motto called upon the most educated, the 

most moral and the most affluent African American women to recognize the extent 

to which the dominant culture’s racist perceptions linked them with the least 

educated, the “most immoral” and the most impoverished Black women....In other 

words, “[s]elf-preservation demands that [educated Black women] go among the 

lowly, illiterate and even the vicious, to whom they are bound by ties of race and 

sex...to reclaim them.” (p. 424) 

 

  It is appropriate that I selected heuristic inquiry for this study, as I am a member of 

this distinguished group of leaders. The root meaning of heuristic derives from the Greek 

word heuriskein, which means to discover or to find. According to Moustakas (2001), 

“From the beginning and throughout an investigation, heuristic research involves self-

search, self-dialogue, and self-discovery. The research question and methodology flow out 

of inner awareness, meaning and inspiration” (p. 263). As a heuristic researcher, I desired to 

better understand how African-American female educational leaders maintain a sense of 
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self, when we face such an abundance of oppressions. What are our sources of strength and 

support that sustain us and enable us to press forward with intentionality, positivity, and 

purpose? In this research process, I sought out new insights by exploring and unearthing the 

daily lived experiences of six African-American female leaders, while simultaneously living 

and making sense of my own experiences. I listened carefully and analyzed the stories, as 

told by the six participants, whom I view as co-researchers, while considering, comparing, 

contrasting, and analyzing aspects of my own leadership narrative. Moustakas (2001) further 

elaborated on this process: “All heuristic inquiry begins with the internal search to discover, 

with an encompassing puzzlement, a passionate desire to know, a devotion and commitment 

to pursue a question that is strongly connected to one’s own identity and selfhood” (p. 265). 

Despite the diverse oppressions and injustices that we have faced and continue to face, 

African-American women educational leaders persevere, excel, and thrive in our respective 

leadership roles. Lindsey (2015) asserted: 

We smile because we remain confident that against all systems of oppression, we 

will get free. We laugh because Black feminist joy is a weapon in our arsenal against 

dehumanization and devaluation. We love fiercely because we were not meant to 

survive. (p. 6)  

 

Our way has not been easy, and, at times, continuing on has appeared to be near to 

impossible. Nonetheless, we fight, we pray, and we persist! 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A Black female law student was napping in her college dorm commons area, and the 

police were called to come to arrest her. A young Black man sat awaiting friends at 

Starbucks, and the police were called, and he was arrested. A slew of unarmed Black men 

and women have been murdered by police officers who have been sworn to serve and 

protect them. Unfortunately, these experiences characterize a common contemporary reality 

for Black people living in America. Anderson (2018) contends, “In the face of these 

realities, Black people everywhere take note and manage themselves in a largely white-

dominated society, learning and sharing the peculiar rules of a white-dominated society in 

which expressions of white racism are becoming increasingly explicit” (para. 2). We know 

and understand the implicit truth of what it means to be both Black and American. 

Furthermore, we understand that our attempt to be authentically both, frequently places us in 

a state of internal and external conflict. Anderson (2018) further asserts that when Black 

people operate within “segregated spaces, they can be themselves, away from the direct 

control of white people” (para. 10).  

In order to embrace one’s identity, African Americans are often called upon to 

disassociate with the other, which creates this duality of sorts. Foster (2018) explains that in 

order for Black people to “navigate white spaces successfully and maintain connection to 

their cultural communities, they have to become shape-shifters by learning the verbal and 

non-verbal norms of different worlds. Then they must understand how and when to deploy 

them” (para. 7). Due to the pain, persecution, and oppression we experience daily, some of 

us assimilate to the degree of inadvertently denying our own culture, core beliefs, and 
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selves. We strive to convince ourselves and others that we share dominant culture values, 

beliefs, and ideas, oftentimes silently and sorrowfully suppressing our own. This is all done 

in an effort to appear to be “safe” – that is, to the dominant culture. Those who are different 

are often placed in invisible boxes that are labeled “other” or “not like us.” This label, 

warranted or not, is a scarlet letter of sorts and repels any opportunity of being accepted and 

fully respected by those who submit to dominant culture norms and expectations. Entman 

and Rojecki (2000) explained: 

this very sense that Blacks are “others,” of distinguishing an “us” whose interests 

clash with “them,” is a prerequisite for racial animosity. If one consistently groups 

individuals by racial membership, one is more likely to engage in stereotypical 

generalizations, experience negative feelings, and reject the political activities of that 

group’s members. (p. 48) 

 

Unfortunately, this problematic duality often goes unnoticed and therefore is 

inadequately addressed by the dominant paradigms of equality and inclusion. Thus, this 

burdensome duality persists unchallenged, except by those who live with this reality and a 

few others of developed consciousness. This duality that is commonly experienced by many 

Black Americans is greatly complicated when the issue of gender is added. Many African-

American women face the challenge of multiple oppressions as we attempt to present our 

authentic selves within a White, male-dominated society, while simultaneously seeking to 

balance what history and our own personal experiences and preferences have dictated as our 

identity.  

As I contemplate the idea of identity, the expressions of the co-researchers in my 

study, and my own experiences around identity struggle, I am compelled to consider the 

many selves of Black women that colorfully construct who we are. bell hooks (1995), in 



3 

Killing Rage, posed a challenge for us as Black folks to view Black identity from “multiple 

locations” (p. 248) and not simply through the eyes of White supremacy. She wrote: 

A fundamental characteristic of being black in white supremacist capitalist 

patriarchy is that we are all socialized to believe that only race matters. Hence black 

folks often do not accord other aspects of experiences such as class, sexual practice, 

etc. serious regard as we think about constructing self and identity. While it certainly 

is important for black folks to foreground discussion of white supremacy it is equally 

important for us to affirm that liberation takes place only in a context where we are 

able to imagine subjectivities that are diverse, constantly changing, and always 

operating in states of cultural contingency. To embrace and accept fluid black 

subjectivities, African American attachment to a notion of the unitary self must be 

broken. African Americans must embrace the progressive political understanding of 

diasporic black identity....Unitary representations of black identity do not reflect the 

real lives of African Americans who struggle to create self and identity. (pp. 248-

249) 

 

The complexity of this issue diminishes the value of mere dialogue, although this 

may be a good starting place. The unfortunate truth is that issues of race, class, and gender 

can be quite discomforting to explore, but it is critically necessary to do so. Thus, these 

issues are often left as open wounds in our society that are constantly being scratched. Time 

and again, attempts to address these issues are merely inadequate solutions robed in good 

intentions and layered with tolerance and understanding. Audre Lorde (2012) placed an 

emphasis on the importance of self-definition of who we are as a people.  

For Black women as well as Black men, it is axiomatic that if we do not define 

ourselves for ourselves, we will be defined by others – for their use and to our 

detriment. The development of self-defined Black women, ready to explore and 

pursue our power and interests within our communities, is a vital component in the 

war for Black liberation. (pp. 45-46) 

 

Johns (2018) captures this sentiment as she tells of the gathering of 300 women of 

color to celebrate the book release of Beverly Bond’s Black Girls Rock! Owning Our Magic, 

Rocking our Truth. She states: 
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We are declaring a new narrative for women of color as well. We are proclaiming 

“We are Soft & Strong.” We are honoring our duality. Shaking loose of an identity, 

of a world, that would tell us we can only be one thing and we are widening the 

definition of both our strength and our softness from our careers to our relationships. 

(para. 5) 

 

While this celebration of Black womanhood graciously expanded to encompass and embrace 

all women of color, Black women in America have a unique historical experience. It is one 

steeped in racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression, due to our racial and gendered 

status. As Black women, we are “daily assaulted by institutionalized structures of 

domination that have as one of their central agendas undermining our capacity to experience 

well-being” (hooks, 1993, p.14). 

The African-American journey for self-discovery and self-definition is not a new 

phenomenon; instead, it had its earliest origins during the dehumanizing days of slavery and 

can be found in both slave and modern literature, as well as in their storied lives. For 

example, when slaves were stolen from their countries, brought to America, and separated 

from their country and kin, they were put in a position in which they had to navigate a 

foreign land, a foreign language, and foreign customs. Their inability to communicate 

prompted the White masters to assign them the identity of “dumb slave” (Fisch, 2007, 

p. 29). This was one of the first identities assigned to slaves in this new world and would 

serve as the “cornerstone for slavery’s defenders, who argued that people of African descent 

were intellectually and morally inferior to Europeans and EuroAmericans and were, 

therefore, fit only for slavery” (Fisch, 2007, p. 29). 

While slaves were prohibited from reading and writing and could face severe 

consequences if found doing either, some educated slaves risked all to write and document 

their enslaved lives. In the retelling of the slave story of Chloe Spear, a young Black female 
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slave, she is threatened with severe punishment for learning to read. Her slave master 

“angrily forbade her from going again to the schoolmistress for instruction, even under 

penalty of being suspended by her two thumbs, and severely whipped; he said it made 

negroes saucy to know how to read” (A Lady of Boston, 1832, p. 26). Despite the threat of 

severe physical torture, Chloe persisted in learning. “She however hid her book under her 

pillow, and when not likely to be detected, she used to labour over it, and strive to remember 

what she had learned, and to find out as much as she could herself” (A Lady of Boston, 

1832, p. 26). Here is an example of a slave offering a counter-narrative to “dumb slave” and 

redefining herself as a “courageous intellect” (Tsuji, 2018). 

 Deborah White (1985) relied on the Works Projects Administration’s interviews with 

female ex-slaves to amplify their voices, as she wrote in Ar’n’t I a Woman? We can never 

know the fullness of their true experiences “because they masked their thoughts and 

personalities in order to protect valued parts of their lives from white and male invasion” 

(p. 24). They were everywhere in the South; however, limited source material “sheds little 

light upon the way sex and race shaped her self-concept” (p. 23). hooks (1981) lent an 

analysis to the patriarchal status that gave the “enslaved black male higher status than the 

enslaved female” (p. 88). hooks explained this enigma: 

Sexist discrimination against all women in the labor force and in higher education 

spheres throughout the 19th century America meant that of those black people who 

aspired to leadership roles, either during slavery or at manumission, black men were 

the most likely candidates. As black men dominated leadership, they shaped the 

early black liberation movement so that it reflected a patriarchal bias. Courageous 

black women leaders like Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman did not represent the 

norm; they were exceptional individuals who dared to challenge the male vanguard 

to struggle for freedom. (p. 89) 
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Clearly, the voice of the Black women has been muted and devalued, both within the Black 

community and within White, male-dominated society. To this project I bring the voices of 

six African-American female professional educators who agreed to speak about the silences 

associated with how they have come to understand and maintain their sense of self. Lorde 

(2012) helped us understand the power of language and action in her book, Sister Outsider. 

There is a passage in the book in which she is telling her daughter about her topic. Her 

daughter replied: 

“Tell them about how you’re never really a whole person if you remain silent, 

because there’s always that one little one piece inside you that wants to be spoken 

out, and if you keep ignoring it, it gets madder and madder and hotter and hotter, and 

if you don’t speak it out one day it will just up and punch you in the mouth from the 

inside.” (p. 42) 

 

Implicit in this statement are the effects of mental stressors often associated with being 

denied the opportunity to be one’s authentic self and sometimes bearing the burden of 

stereotypes that confront Black women in the workplace and the community. For Black 

women, the images of oppression that assault us in every waking moment of our lives, from 

the school house to employment, often prevent us from being our authentic selves.  

Statement of the Problem 

In spite of differences created by historical era, age, social class, sexual orientation 

or ethnicity, the legacy of struggle against racism and sexism is a common thread 

binding African American women. (Collins, 1990, p. 22) 

 

Many African-American female educators across America struggle to maintain a 

sense of self as they strive to become and to be viewed as effective educational leaders. In 

this study, the terms “Black” and “African American” are used interchangeably. I defined 

“sense of self” as the raw materials of personal culture, history, and experience, which 

directly influence an individual’s core values and beliefs about themselves and their 



7 

relationship to others. While Black women have historically explored, asked questions, and 

posited their own theories about “self,” due to the racist, oppressive systems of slavery and 

Jim Crow, knowledge bases for Black women were ignored, silenced, and not recognized by 

White dominant culture as “book knowledge” (hooks, 1994). In fact, Black women theorists, 

scholars, and educators were viewed as nothing more than “the native informant who 

translates her culture for the researcher, the outsider” (Khan, 2005, p. 2023). This process is 

what Hull and Smith (2015) described as “the destructive white male habit of categorizing 

all who are not like themselves as their intellectual and moral inferiors” (p. xvii). Collins 

(2002) spoke to this issue as she explained how Black intellectuals have had to engage in 

demoralizing knowledge validation processes that are racist, oppressive, sexist, and non-

celebratory of Black intellectual knowledge, especially when their knowledge runs counter 

to White, dominant culture ideologies. Even when backed up with archival research and 

documentation, the work and intellectual contributions of some of the most enlightened 

females of the African-American community have been devalued and dismissed as 

inconsequential. 

While Black women can produce knowledge claims that contest those advanced by 

the white male community, this community does not grant that Black women 

scholars have competing knowledge claims based in another knowledge validation 

process. As a consequence, any credentials controlled by white male academicians 

can be denied to Black women producing Black feminist thought on the grounds that 

it is not credible research. (Collins 1990, p. 204) 

 

Collins (2000) further contended, “Black women intellectuals best contribute to 

Black women’s group standpoint by using their experience as situated knowers” (p. 22). 

Therefore, the validated voices of historical Black female theorists, scholars, and educators 

are employed and threaded throughout the historical discussion of theory related to self. 
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Examining the early theory of American philosopher William James against the Black 

female writers from the Schomburg Library of Nineteenth Century Black Women Writers, 

who framed Black feminist thought, the voices of Black women are brought to the center of 

the discussion of the sense of self.  

The inclusion of James’ theory on self may initially create a bit of angst and 

confusion, as he undoubtedly represents the White, male-dominated Eurocentric perspective. 

To be clear about this purpose, I unequivocally state that James’ theory on self was not 

selected to represent or serve as a superior ideological approach to define self. Instead, it 

was purposefully chosen, because it is one of the earliest studies on self in the field of 

psychology and includes the area of spirituality, which is significant to most Black women. 

His Eurocentric definition of self is juxtaposed with definitions of self that are gleaned from 

historical and contemporary Black female voices and thought leaders. Collins (2002) further 

contended, “Self-definition has been essential to U.S. Black women’s survival.…By 

advancing Black women’s empowerment through self-definition, these safe spaces help 

Black women resist the dominant ideology promulgated not only outside Black civil society 

but within African-American institutions” (pp. 98, 101). 

In The Principles of Psychology (1890), James elaborated on the consciousness of 

self and differentiated between I-self as knower and me-self as known. He proposed that an 

examination of the self requires a deep dive into the four components, or what he called the 

“constituents” of the self. The four constituents of self include: the material self, the social 

self, the spiritual self, and the pure ego. He asserted that the material self consists of the 

human body, but also the possessions that man [and woman] hold dear to him or her, such as 

clothing, family, and home. He contended: 



9 

The body is the innermost part of the material Self in each of us; and certain parts of 

the body seem more intimately ours than the rest….our immediate family is a part of 

ourselves. Our father and mother, our wife and babes, are bone of our bone and flesh 

of our flesh. When they die, a part of our very selves is gone. If they do anything 

wrong, it is our shame. If they are insulted, our anger flashes forth as readily as if we 

stood in their place. (1890, p. 292)  

 

For the slaves and the memories of their enslaved conditions, their bodies did not belong to 

them. In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Harriet Jacobs (Child & Jacobs, 1861/1988) 

described these memories: 

I know that some are too much brutalized by slavery to feel the humiliation of their 

position, but many slaves feel it most acutely, and shrink from the memory of 

it....My master met me at every turn, reminding me that I belonged to him, and 

swearing by heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to him. If I went 

out for a breath of fresh air, after a day of unwearied toil, his footsteps dogged me. 

(p. 46) 

 

The second constituent that James proposed is the social self, which in a sense is 

being known and acknowledged by others. James (1890) spoke of the impact to the social 

self when one is ignored – not seen or acknowledged. He asserted: 

No more fiendish punishment could be devised, were such a thing physically 

possible, than that one should be turned loose in society and remain absolutely 

unnoticed by all the members thereof. If no one turned round when we entered, 

answered when we spoke, or minded what we did, but if every person we met “cut us 

dead,” and acted as if we were non-existing things, a kind of rage and impotent 

despair would ere long well up in us, from which the cruellest bodily tortures would 

be a relief; for these would make us feel that, however bad might be our plight, we 

had not sunk to such a depth as to be unworthy of attention at all. (pp. 293-294)  

 

Washington (1988) provided commentary on Julia Cooper’s A Voice From the South 

by a Black Woman of the South, and her “dismissal of the intellectual” which signaled what 

James meant by impact of the social self. Cooper (1892/1988) wrote: 

The thinker and the doer, the man who solves the problem by enriching his country 

with an invention worth thousands or by a thought inestimable and precious is given 

neither bread nor a stone. He is left to die too often in obscurity and neglect. (p. 136) 
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Washington further suggested that Cooper’s reference to “dismissal of the intellectual” 

served as a description of her exclusion from Black intellectual history, as her early 

contributions to Black feminist thought that were not viewed with similar worth as men’s 

writings about race. James (1890) further suggested that man [and woman] has multiple 

social selves and this was essentially: 

a division of the man into several selves; and this may be a discordant splitting, as 

where one is afraid to let one set of his acquaintances know him as he is elsewhere; 

or it may be a perfectly harmonious division of labor, as where one tender to his 

children is stern to the soldiers or prisoners under his command. (p. 294) 

 

The spiritual self, the third component, refers to one’s “inner or subjective being, his 

psychic faculties or dispositions” (p. 296). James (1890) elaborated on the spiritual self:  

psychic dispositions are the most enduring and intimate part of the self, that which 

we most verily seem to be. We take a purer self-satisfaction when we think of our 

ability to argue and discriminate, of our moral sensibility and conscience, of our 

indomitable will, than when we survey any of our other possessions. (p. 296) 

  

The engagement of the spiritual self is a process that is reflective in nature, and the “result of 

our abandoning the outward-looking point of view, and of our having become able to think 

of subjectivity as such, to think ourselves as thinkers” (p. 296). In James’s description of the 

spiritual self, he differentiated it from the other selves in two ways. He suggested that the 

spiritual self is the most critical of the tiered self and cannot be accessed cognitively, as can 

the other selves. Instead, “this central part of the self is felt” (p. 298).  

Houchins (1988) pointed out the spiritual self was evidenced in the determination of 

the early Black spiritual woman who was convinced of the call to preach: “her courage was 

boundless, and she was empowered to believe that her story was significant enough to repeat 

across the land as well as to defy and to combat the political forces of slavery (racism, in 
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general) and sexism” (p. xl). Such courage was depicted in the autobiography of Jarena Lee 

(1849/1988): 

...Gospel!” I immediately replied no one will believe me....Two days after I went to 

see the preacher in charge of the African Society, who was the Rev Richard 

Allen...to tell him that I felt it my duty to preach the gospel....I now told him, that the 

Lord had revealed it to me, that [I, emphasis added] must preach the gospel. He 

replied by asking, in what sphere I wished to move in? I said, among the Methodists. 

He then replied, that a Mrs. Cook, a Methodist Lady...requested the same 

privilege...and had done much good in the way of exhortation, and holding prayer 

meetings;...But as to women preaching, he said that our Discipline knew nothing at 

all about it – that it did not call for women preachers. (pp. 10-11) 

 

 The fourth and final constituent of self is called the pure ego, which James referred 

to as the “I” self. The pure ego differs from the three previous components of the empirical 

or “me-self.” The pure ego is known as the “I-self,” and what James called “the pure 

principle of personal identity” (p. 330). James confessed that the pure ego is difficult to fully 

understand and called it “the most puzzling puzzle with which psychology has to deal.”  

James’s final constituent of self, the “I” self, reflected in personal identity, was a 

major theme in the early writings of former slave, author, and teacher, Octavia Rogers 

Albert (1890/1988), who was born to slave parents before the war. “Emancipation had come 

before she fully realized her condition. Understanding slavery was for her a way of 

discovering herself” (Foster, 1988, p. xxxi). Albert, in Chapter One of The House of 

Bondage: or Charlotte Brooks and Other Slaves (1890/1988), began by exploring the causes 

of immorality among colored people through the slave accounts of Charlotte Brooks in the 

fall of 1879. She continued in Chapter Two with the conversion of Charlotte Brooks, the 

death of her children in Chapter Three, and ended the book with a touching incident of a son 

reuniting with his long-lost mother in 1888 at the General Conference of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church.  
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In the following passage, Albert (1890/1988) described Charlotte Brooks’ emotional 

loss of her children and her belief that they were better off in death than living in slavery: 

“Aunt Charlotte, What became of your baby? were you blest to raise it?”  

“No; my poor child died when it was two years old. Old master’s son was the father 

of my child.”  

“Did its father help to take care of it?” 

“Why, no; he never noticed my child.” 

“Did you have any more children?” 

“Yes; but they all died.” 

“Why could you not rear any of them?” 

“La, me, child! They died for want of attention. I used to leave them alone half of the 

time. Sometimes old mistress would have some one to mind them till they got so 

they could walk, but after that they would have to paddle for themselves. I was glad 

the Lord took them, for I knowed they were better off with my blessed Jesus than 

with me.” (pp. 14-15) 

 

“Poor Charlotte Brooks! I can never forget how her eyes were filled with tears when she 

would speak of all her children: “Gone, and no one to care for me!” (Albert, p. 15). 

Harriet Jacobs’s narrative captures the “the historical image of the Black Jezebel – a 

hypersexual, seductive and manipulative slave woman....one of the most pervasive and 

evolving images influencing the sexual socialization and perceptions of African American 

women today” (Brown, White-Johnson, & Griffin-Fennell, 2013, p. 525). Charlotte Brooks, 

as mammy, was expected to take care of others at great sacrifice to self, working long hours 

with limited or no compensation. “Mammy was seen by Whites as nonthreatening, 

nurturing, and possessing selfless devotion to others....expected to be uncomplaining, 

congenial, and a deferential problem solver” (Thomas, Witherspoon & Speight, 2004, 

p. 429). Contemporary images often view Black women as “nurturing, good caretakers, 

strong, supportive, and selfless....Internalization of this stereotype may lead to the need to be 

nurturing and supportive of others, often at one’s own expense, while presenting a façade of 

strength” (Thomas et al., 2004, p. 429). Such internalization is often associated with low 
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self-concept. As an early Black feminist thinker, Julia Cooper (1892/1988) consistently 

raised the woman and race question in A Voice From the South. She eloquently wrote: 

The colored woman of to-day occupies, one might say, a unique position in this 

country....She is confronted by both a woman question and a race problem, and is as 

yet an unknown or an unacknowledged factor in both. While the women of the white 

race can with calm assurance enter upon the work they feel by nature appointed to 

do, while their men give loyal support and appreciative countenance to their efforts 

...the colored woman too often finds herself hampered by a less liberal sentiment and 

a more conservative attitude on the part of those for whose opinion she cares 

most....the average man of our race is less frequently ready to admit the actual need 

among the sturdier forces of the world for women’s help or influence. (pp. 134-135) 

 

Cooper’s sense of devaluation “on the part of those for whose opinion she [the Black 

woman] cares most” and the “dismissal of the intellectual” in James’ discussion of social 

self, reflects the multiple selves to which Angela Harris (1990), an African-American legal 

scholar, alludes. “Black women experience not a single inner self (much less one that is 

essentially gendered), but many selves” (Harris, p. 127). Hence, James’s four components, 

or what he calls the “constituents” of the self, did not fit the complexities of the multiple 

selves carved from the historical and socio-cultural experiences of Black women. bell hooks 

(2003) explained that self-esteem is a Black woman’s positive or negative feelings about 

herself. “We know that while race and racism may overdetermine many aspects of our lives, 

we are still free to be self-determining” (hooks, p. 20). Race must not consume us. 

Cherry (2018) states, “According to Social Identity Theory, self-concept is 

composed of two key parts: personal identity and social identity” (para. 6). Cherry (2018) 

further explains, “Our personal identity includes such things as personality traits and other 

characteristics that make each person unique. Social identity includes the groups we belong 

to including our community, religion, college, and other groups” (para. 6). According to 
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Heinzelman and Wiseman (1994), self-concept is a general term used to refer to how 

someone thinks about, evaluates, or perceives themselves, highly suggestive of self-esteem. 

In her auto-ethnographic qualitative study, Maynard (2018), an African-American 

female,,attempted to reconcile her sense of self through performance. Keenly aware of the 

relationship between self-esteem and sense of self, she explored the variety of characteristics 

an individual may have and how these can be integrated to achieve a true and secure sense 

of self. The arts-based area of the project incorporated dramatherapy, which: 

considers taking part in a dramatic process as a “process of shared”...imagination, 

which draws similarities on the shared experience within auto-ethnography. In 

addition...that “the constructs of Dramatherapy are not abstract models but episodes 

of lived life”...which links art to constructs of self as well as the social context in 

which these constructs are enacted. (p. 33) 

 

Maynard suggested the Black identity has been conceptualized by the White majority which 

views Blacks as inferior and believes Black females cannot contemplate who they are 

without thinking about how others think of them. In trying to discover our authentic selves, 

there is a constant struggle to get in touch with what Cattanach (2005) described as “the 

fractured aspects of the self, the buried self, the dislocated self, the self that is not in 

conjunction with the self we wish to be” (p. 28).  

Maynard developed a 30-minute solo performance to highlight the assimilation 

similarities between Hans Christian Anderson’s “The Little Mermaid” and the experiences 

faced by Black women. She revealed how this performance allowed her to create four 

characters based on the negative roles often associated with Black women in Western 

society. These characters, sharing their experiences in a group therapy setting, included: 

Auriel, the Little Mermaid; Sweet Thing, the Jezebel stereotype; Peaches, the angry Black 

woman; and Safronia, a patient in a mental unit wanting to be normal and fit in. Maynard 
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served as the therapist/and or client. What she learned about herself through dramatherapy is 

described in the following: 

After months of exploring my own journey to finding a truer sense of self, I have 

discovered many ways in which my experiences are similar to, but also differ from, 

those of other Black women. From my own experiences, I initially had reservations 

and fears about being cast into these roles. I felt myself experience anger and sadness 

in waves throughout the research process. I was going through a process of realizing 

that I was not alone in my experiences as a Black woman – something that I was not 

completely unaware of; but to be faced with it and consumed by it for an extended 

period of time, did alter the state of my emotions. I knew I would have to embrace 

this anger and sadness and channel it into my characters – more specifically, Aunt 

Sarah and Peaches. (p. 43) 

 

Finally, Maynard (2018) acknowledges that as a novice dramatherapist, she was able to 

overcome her own “negative feelings surrounding what it meant to be a Black woman 

within Western society” (p. 44) – but in her efforts to understand race and gender in order to 

relate to her clients, “it is important to acknowledge that we are multifaceted: their 

experiences and responses cannot be the same as my own” (p. 44). 

Several researchers have examined the stressors related to racism in the lives of 

many Black people that often result in mental and physical health-related illnesses that affect 

the quality of their lives (Dolezsar, McGrath, Herzig, & Miller, 2014; Jones, Cross, & 

DeFour, 2007; Maddox, 2013; Paradies, 2006). “Recent research posited that Black women 

experience different, often more stressful employment related demands than White women, 

but have less control over their situations” (Gary, Yarandi, & Hassan, 2015, p. 622) which 

“limits their career satisfaction, interferes with their sense of self, and influences personal 

wellbeing and their perceptions of citizenship in society” (pp. 622-623).When considering 

the coping strategies of non-professional women and professional women, it is not clear if 

there are differences in the coping strategies they use during stress-related situations (Gary 
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et al., 2015). Non-professional women have limited skills and are paid less than professional 

women, who are likely to be college educated with higher wages.  

Gary et al. (2015) examined the coping strategies used by these two groups of Black 

women. Researchers recruited 313 women from non-professional career areas employed at a 

state-operated facility in northern Florida and 343 women from professional organizations in 

Georgia and Florida. The Ways of Coping Questionnaire (WCQ) was specifically developed 

to provide a “theoretically derived measure that could be used to explore the relationship 

between stress and coping outcomes. It was derived from a cognitive-phenomenological 

theory of stress and coping” (Gary et al., 2015, p. 625) which required participants to 

respond to stressful situations they encountered in their lives. For example, the instructions 

were: 

Take a few moments and think about the most stressful situation that you have 

experienced in the past week. By “stressful” we mean a situation that was difficult or 

troubling for you, either because you felt distressed about what happened, or because 

you had to use considerable effort to deal with the situation. (Gary et al., 2015, 

p. 626) 

 

Women in professional positions scored higher on the WCQ than women in non-

professional positions, indicating that women in professional positions tended to practice 

less avoidance and minimization of the situation than women in non-professional positions. 

This suggested that the women in professional positions were more proactive in reacting to 

stressful situations with planned actions or active coping. In contrast, the women in non-

professional positions used more avoidance and minimization when confronting stress. 

Additionally, researchers suggested that professional and non-professional Black women 

often find themselves in the position of having to use more coping skills than White women, 
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due to “the long and tumultuous history of servitude, restrictive freedoms, and restrained 

opportunities that both groups continue to experience” (Gary et al., 2015, p. 629). 

While African-American women often struggle with stressors related to the multiple 

oppressions of racism, sexism, and classism, researchers observed they exhibit high levels of 

self-esteem, which has stimulated further investigation of this area through the lens of Black 

feminist culture (Brown et al., 2013). Hatcher (2007) found traditional measures of self-

esteem for African-American women were inadequate for several reasons:  

Because of the acontextual nature of the tools used to measure self-esteem, there is 

no consideration of the conceptual underpinnings that are crucial to the definition of 

self-esteem in African American women, such as racial esteem. Whereas traditional 

definitions of self-esteem are based on personal evaluations of self-worth....African 

American women’s concept of self is more community based, including components 

of racial identity and based in part on collective experiences....Failure to consider 

these important aspects of the concept of self-esteem would render a purported 

global measure of this concept incomplete. (p. 229) 

 

Hatcher described self-esteem as including self-worth based on individual and collective 

appraisals of self, including experiences stemming from sexism and racism from the larger 

society; the extent to which the individual may be valued or devalued by society. She 

suggested a more culturally relevant definition of self-esteem is needed to encourage the 

development of tools that explore the uniqueness of this phenomenon for Black women.  

Patterson (2004) used the National Survey of Black Americans: A Panel Study of 

Black American Life 1979-1992, the first national study of Black adults ages 18 and over in 

the U.S., to investigate the self-esteem of 428 African-American women through a Black 

feminist perspective, switching the lens from a deficit approach. Her “argument is recast to 

stress the sociocultural characteristics that enable Black women to attain and sustain a 

healthy sense of self despite being marginalized and devalued in society” (p. 308). 
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Difference-of-means tests were used to examine self-esteem in four waves of the study, and 

regression analyses supported the analyses of the data (1979 to 1980, 1986 to 1987, 1988 to 

1989, and 1992). Regression analysis measured the three variables of support networks, 

achievement outcomes, and racial esteem during two time periods, 1979 and 1992. The 

women were able to maintain high self-esteem over a 14-year period due to support 

networks and achievement outcomes in both years. Findings indicated a healthy self-esteem 

despite their marginalized status. 

This study was designed to disclose the varied intricacies as well as the 

commonalities of African-American female educational leaders by amplifying the voices of 

those who have historically and systematically been silenced, devalued, and overlooked. I 

have conveyed my interest in undertaking this journey as I became a co-researcher with the 

six women of this study. Over this journey, we disclosed the burdens and blessings of 

becoming educational leaders and the struggle to maintain our authentic selves. I situated the 

literature within a broader context of the racism, sexism, and classism and other imminent 

layers of differences, where we as Black women continue to ask, “Ain’t I a Woman?,” as 

posed by Sojourner Truth (1851) during her address at the Woman’s Rights Convention in 

Akron, Ohio. Truth (1851) contended: 

That man over there says women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over 

ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, 

or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman? Look at me! 

Look at my arm! I have ploughed, and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man 

could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a 

man – when I could get it – and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I have 

borne thirteen children, and seen them most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried 

out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman? 
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Ultimately, this study explored, examined, and conveyed how African-American women 

maintained a sense of self as they navigated the challenges and opportunities of a 

professional leadership role in education. 

The Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this heuristic, narratalogical case study was to explore the voices of 

African-American female leaders in public schools and higher educational institutions 

regarding their personal journey of discovering and establishing an authentic sense of self. 

Perhaps the colorful ensemble of voices and personal stories will serve as a guide or light for 

other aspiring African-American educational leaders who struggle with maintaining a strong 

sense of self and identity.  

The unit of analysis for this study was the sense of self as conveyed through the 

storied lives of six African-American female educational leaders who served as 

co-researchers with me during the conduct of this study. I employed the theoretical tradition 

of case study research, as it is a qualitative research approach in which the researcher 

explores a real-life case through in-depth data collection that occurs over time. This data 

collection process included multiple sources of data such as observations, documents, and 

interviews. Creswell (2013) further defined case study research as: 

a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a case) 

or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data 

collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, 

audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a case description and 

case-based themes. (p. 73)  

 

Case study research involves investigating a real life case in a current context or setting 

(Yin, 2009). I used a multiple-case study approach, comprised of six cases. Each 
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co-researcher was a single case, and their data consisted of an in-depth interview, 

observations, and an analysis of the statement of the problem in their dissertation. 

Because I am also an African-American female educational leader, this study is very 

personal and holds great significance for me. From time to time over this leadership journey, 

I have personally grappled with conflicting ideas of who I am. I have internalized the 

affirming messages and images expressed by family, community, and my faith, while also 

encountering the subtle and not-so-subtle derogatory, racist, and oppressive expressions and 

depictions of Black women that circulate in society through media, literature, and 

unenlightened people. This is why I chose heuristic inquiry as the theoretical tradition for 

my study. 

Moustakas (1990) explained that the research process begins with the identification 

of a question that is deeply compelling and that has an emotional effect on the researcher 

that cannot be ignored. Heuristic Inquiry originated in the work of Clark Moustakas and was 

birthed out of his personal experience as he processed and reflected on his daughter’s health 

condition. It was in this experience that he discovered the deep level of immersion a 

researcher can experience in the research process. Signaling the significance of the 

researcher’s experience and knowledge, Moustakas (1990) described heuristic inquiry as “a 

process of informed, unwavered knowing” (p. 10).  

In order to enhance the understanding of how a sense of self impacts Black women 

leaders’ lived experiences, I employed a narratological approach. Narratological inquiry 

allows the telling of stories of the lived experiences of the participants. Connelly and 

Clandinin (2006) explained: 
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People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 

through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world 

is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of 

experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. 

Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use 

narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as the 

phenomenon under study. (p. 375) 

 

The narratological approach is specifically appropriate for the study of Black women, as 

Phillips (2017) described Black women as the “best story tellers in the world” (para. 1). She 

went on to say: 

We can convey how we feel with a slight raise of an eyebrow. Our tongues tease 

around language to find the most delectable word or phrase. If a suitable word 

doesn’t exist, we’ll make one up, enriching the world around us with a new word to 

add to the lexicon. (para. 3) 

 

Through the rich stories of six African-American female educational leaders, as 

co-researchers, I hope the readers of our collective stories will better understand how we 

maintain a sense of self as we work to become and to be effective leaders operating under 

systems of oppression, inequity, and injustice.  

Research Questions 

 

The following research questions guided this study: 

 

1. How have life experiences affected the sense of self and identities of African-

American female educational leaders? 

2. What type of barriers/challenges do African-American women face as they 

attempt to balance sense of self with their respective leadership roles? 

3. What sustains the African-American women educational leaders when faced with 

challenges and setbacks, as they relate to being female and Black? 
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Probing these questions through interaction with current African-American female 

educational leaders, literature, and artifacts offered understanding of the unique experience 

of maintaining a sense of self, while operating in leadership roles in often White, male-

dominated spaces. This understanding has been established, supported, and manifested as 

threads of truth woven throughout the fabric of this study. To undergird this manifold 

tapestry of understanding, some foundational threads must be established. These 

foundational threads comprise what is known as the conceptual or theoretical framework.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Maxwell (2013) suggested that the theoretical framework of the study, often known 

as the conceptual framework, is the “system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, 

and theories that supports and informs one’s research” (p. 33). What is intriguing to me as a 

heuristic researcher is Maxwell’s emphasis on the assumptions and beliefs the researcher 

brings, which are a valuable part of the research process and also the nature of heuristic 

inquiry. Moustakas (1994) asserted, “ultimately both personal and social knowledge are 

needed to arrive at valid understandings of reality” (p. 62). As a womanist African-

American leader, my unit of analysis, “sense of self,” was quite personal and passion-

evoking over the course of this study. Thus, there are a number of personal assumptions and 

beliefs that are rooted deeply in my own history, experiences, and understandings of being a 

Black educational leader.  

The first assumption that influenced my study was that African-American women 

have a more distinctively unique struggle for self-identification than any other group of 

women in America. “Double oppression – racism and sexism – was born for African 

American women when their subordinate status was assumed and enforced by white and 
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black men as well as white women” (Howard-Hamilton, 2003, p. 19). African Americans as 

a whole have a distinct history full of pain and struggle, as they have been assaulted by 

racism time and again. Additionally, women of all races in America have grappled with the 

oppression of sexism for centuries. Yet, the fusion of these two “disadvantaged conditions” 

in America leads to an extremely vicious oppression that few have addressed or even 

acknowledged.  

The next assumption I grappled with over the course of this study was that Black 

women in educational leadership, no matter where they worked, continually face having to 

struggle with being their authentic selves. These six women acknowledged that they either 

are or have been forced to struggle with a sense of self as they navigate dominant cultural 

norms and expectations in their respective roles. This belief is supported by Harris (2007): 

In this context, historically marginalized racial groups are still subjected to varying 

degrees of prejudice, discrimination, and bias that temporarily divert their personal 

journey toward intellectual advancement. Students of color and women in higher 

education deal with barriers designed to impede their progress because of their 

embodiment of a racialized or gendered identity. (p. 55) 

 

I also assume that by giving voice and volume to my co-researchers, other African-

American women will benefit and be better equipped to take on this personal and collective 

struggle to develop and maintain a sense of self as a result of hearing the personal journey of 

others like them. For far too long, silence has been accepted as a harmless societal norm. 

Conversely, silence around issues of race and gender and other conflated differences has led 

to a plethora of misunderstandings and offenses. Thus, the need to amplify the voices and 

experiences of African-American, female educational leaders is highly significant. Lincoln 

(1993) stated, “Until we have…a literature from the silenced, we will probably not have a 
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full critique of the social order from their perspectives. Nor will we have their proposed 

solutions, or the means of sharing their daily worlds” (p. 44). 

Additionally, I believe that while the feminist movement has been beneficial in 

efforts to eradicate sexism, it has been inadequate in addressing the needs of injustices and 

the subtle psychological and emotional violence experienced by Black women in America. 

Collins (1990) eloquently spoke to this issue: 

The assumptions on which full group membership is based – whiteness for feminist 

thought, maleness for Black social and political, and the combination for mainstream 

scholarship – all negate a Black female reality. Prevented from becoming full 

insiders in any of these areas of inquiry, Black women remain outsiders within, 

individuals whose marginality provides a distinctive angle of vision on the theories 

put forth by such intellectual communities. (p. 12) 

 

Finally, I approached this work with the assumption that a strong sense of self is what 

provides the fortitude to endure under intense pressure and perpetual oppression. hooks 

(1984) expressed similar sentiments: 

This sense of wholeness, impressed upon our consciousness by the structure of our 

daily lives, provided us an oppositional world view – a mode of seeing unknown to 

most of our oppressors – that sustained us, aided us in our struggle to transcend 

poverty and despair, strengthened our sense of self and our solidarity. (p. xvi) 

 

For purposes of this study, four theoretical frameworks were used to examine the 

ways in which Black women maintain a sense of self as they navigate the burdens and 

blessings of the educational leadership role. Being Black and female provides a unique 

experience within the workplace, as well as in other White, male-dominated spaces. Social 

scientists assert that race is a socially constructed category to classify differences among 

people and “may be the effect, more rather than the cause of the main race-related issues that 

our society faces today” (Johnson, 2017, para. 2). Johnson (2017) further elaborated, “The 

social construction of ‘race’ in the United States was constructed by the power to help create 
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dichotomies between Whites and Blacks to show some form of inferiority and superiority” 

(para. 3). Adding gender to this constructed status of race places the Black woman in two 

marginalized categories and subjects her to multiple forms of oppression. This oppression is 

often sustained due to what Collins (1990) termed “controlling images” that circulate and 

serve as representations of Black womanhood. Collins (1990) asserted, “The dominant 

ideology of the slave era fostered the creation of four interrelated, socially constructed 

controlling images of Black womanhood, each reflecting the dominant group’s interest in 

maintaining Black women’s subordination” (p. 72). The four controlling images include the 

mammy, the matriarch, the welfare mother, and the Jezebel. Many leadership studies on race 

and gender have been developed, viewed, and portrayed through a White, male-dominated 

lens (Parker, 2005). However due to the unique positionality and standpoint of the Black 

woman, it was essential that this study utilize the lens of four culturally relevant theories. A 

brief overview is provided for each of these theories with a more in-depth discussion in 

Chapter 2. They are: Black Feminist Thought, Critical Race Theory, Intersectionality 

Theory, and Spirituality Theory.  

Black Feminist Thought (BFT) 

This study explored the ways of knowing and being of Black women, and therefore 

employed a Black feminist perspective. Black Feminist Thought acknowledges and 

promotes Black women’s inherent power as an “agent of knowledge” (Collins, 1990, 

p. 221). According to Collins, “The prerequisite for recognition as a legitimate agent of 

knowledge production about black women is living as a black woman and sharing the black 

woman’s historical and cultural conditions” (p. 221). Through this perspective, Black 
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women are able to assert our knowledge to uninhibitedly tell our stories and define 

ourselves.  

Patricia Hill Collins, one of the leading voices in BFT, has contributed significantly 

to this perspective with her intellectual concepts of “outsider within,” “matrix of 

domination,” and “controlling images” (1990, 2000). She, along with numerous others such 

as bell hooks, Kimberly Crenshaw, Gloria Hull, and more contemporary women such as 

Brittany Cooper, Kaila Story, and Tamura Lomax, have courageously called out the unique 

struggle of the Black woman and have advanced the social and political agenda of and for 

Black women. As the Black woman has a unique and often overlooked standpoint, BFT 

amplifies and illuminates the varied Black female voices, identities, and experiences. Scott 

(2017) contended, “A Black woman has to survive the struggles, obstacles and challenges 

created by oppressive forces that are reality for one who is historically marginalized with her 

lived experiences denied and dismissed by those who are not Black and female” (p. 6). BFT 

actively challenges systems of oppression that have been designed to systematically silence 

and devalue the Black female voice.  

A common theme in BFT literature and commentary has been the objectification of 

Black women. Anderson, Holland, Heldreth and Johnson (2018) examined the 

objectification of Black women compared to White women using visual images of 38 male 

and female White American university students. They were shown 20 images of women 

dressed in bikinis, while others wore less sexualized clothing. Half of the women in the 

photographs were Black and the other half White. As participants examined these images, 

their eye movements were closely tracked. The participants were given eight seconds to 

view each image, and then they rated them for warmth and competence. Additionally, the 
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participants indicated their perception of the target’s attractiveness (1 = not at all attractive, 

5 = very attractive) and expressiveness (1 = not at all expressive, 5 = very expressive). They 

also indicated which race they perceived the target to be, with the option of selecting more 

than one race. The researchers:  

predicted that targets conforming to the Jezebel stereotype (i.e., Black targets in a 

bikini) would encounter the greatest visual objectification. A common stereotypical 

representation of Black women is the Jezebel image – an alluring and seductive 

African American woman who is highly sexualized and valued purely for her 

sexuality. (Anderson et al., p. 463) 

 

Using the data from the eye tracker, Anderson et al. (2018) were able to specify 

which parts of the body the participants focused on and the length of the observation. What 

the researchers discovered was that when looking at the women in bikinis, the participants 

“spent longer fixating on the sexualized body parts of black targets compared to white 

targets” (p. 467). More specifically, they spent more time gazing at the breast and groin area 

of Black women. The researchers found this behavior to be “consistent with the Jezebel 

stereotype…demonstrating that the portrayal of black women in sexualized ways contributes 

to their objectification to a greater degree than white women” (p. 467).  

Similar findings were revealed in a final sample of 38 White undergraduate students, 

of whom 28 were women, from a university in the southwestern United States (Anderson et 

al., 2018). The results of the study suggested, “White participants visually objectify Black 

women to a greater degree than White women and...this intensifies under conditions of 

sexualization” (p. 467). Participants spent a significantly longer time focusing on the bodies 

of Black women when sexualized, and in particular fixated more often on the sexualized 

body regions (e.g., the hips/waist and chest) relative to White sexualized women. This is 

consistent with the Jezebel stereotype, demonstrating that the portrayal of Black women in 
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sexualized ways contributes to their objectification to a greater degree than White women. 

The Jezebel stereotype remains one of the most damaging images of Black women in 

contemporary life, and through popular culture, it has been responded to in different ways. 

Critical race theory provides another avenue – counter-stories – for Black women to tell our 

stories and define a sense of self.  

Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory (CRT) grew out of the Critical Legal Theory (CLT) developed 

by law professors Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman. Originally founded as a response to an 

unjust, racially insensitive criminal justice system in the U.S., this theory challenged the law 

by exposing its racial inequities that are supported by U.S. policy (Tate, 1997). Frustrated by 

the disparity in the American legal system’s profession of ideals and living out of ideals, 

CRT “deepened CLT’s analysis of race, extended it to education, and set out to explain 

achievement gaps between students ‘of color’ and their white peers” (Zorn, 2018, pp. 203-

204). CRT centers on the socially constructed and discursive nature of race and considers 

racism constant, normal, and a deeply entrenched aspect of American society (Creswell, 

2013). According to Tate (1997), this theory has provided critical perspectives on race and 

the ways in which the interlocking existence of race, racism, and inequity affects people of 

color. Additionally, CRT gives researchers opportunities to explore race and racism in all 

aspects of the research process (Creswell, 2013). Five foundational tenets of CRT are 

explored in Chapter 2. The five tenets include: counter-storytelling, permanence of racism, 

Whiteness as property, interest convergence, and critique of liberalism.  

Reynolds and Mayweather (2017) conducted a phenomenological case study that 

aimed to explore the causes and consequences of racial tensions at a predominantly White 
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Midwestern university. In the fall of 2016, on at least seven different occasions, racial slurs 

and threats were spray-painted on buildings. The perpetrators struck over and again, with 

police and school officials developing no leads or university-wide responses to these 

dehumanizing events. Consequently, Black students came together and raised their 

collective voices in protest to “demonstrate their status as full members of the University, to 

reaffirm their humanity in person and on social media through hashtag activism like 

Facebook PSAs, Snapchat, Instagram videos, and YouTube videos, while documenting and 

streaming walk-outs and sit-ins” (Reynolds & Mayweather, 2017, p. 283). Researchers 

selected CRT as the framework by which to examine the student and administrative actions 

around race and racism. For this study, they focused on three CRT tenets: the permanence of 

racism, counter-storytelling, and interest convergence theory. Using this approach, nine self-

selected student volunteers were able to provide counter-narratives to the widely spread 

myths that Black students are “uninvolved and apathetic” (Reynolds & Mayweather, p. 288). 

Through interviews and focus groups, the students told their stories and described the 

actions they took to put an end to the entrenched racism they viewed as ingrained aspects of 

the university culture. This is directly correlated to the “most central construct of CRT” 

(p. 288), permanence of race. Finally, with interest convergence as the lens, students were 

able to realize a manifestation of what they deemed to be justice. Students examined the 

motivations that eventually brought about university administration actions.  

Four themes emerged from the data that expressed Black students’ experiences, as 

well as informed future research possibilities. The first of four themes included social media 

as an informer, organizer, and mobilizer. Students used and learned of the activist activities 

through technology, a means that had not been available for student organizers in the past. 
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The second theme was reasons for and consequences of activism. The study revealed that 

the students’ reasons for activism were to have their voices heard, and as a consequence of 

engaging in activism, they felt an increased sense of belonging on campus and within the 

Black student community. The third theme revealed that culturally competent faculty were 

absent from the struggle. Through this process, the students were also able to identify 

occasions (this incident, as well as prior events) when faculty and staff had had opportunities 

to step up and support Black students, and they had not. The last emerging theme was 

University or Adversary? The university president’s response to these acts of racism was 

what students defined as defensiveness. One student said, “The University was defensive of 

itself and not really sympathetic to the people who were being attacked” (Reynolds & 

Mayweather, 2017, p. 295). To add insult to injury, the students were sanctioned for 

participating in a sit-in and occupying the Student Center after hours. Some of the students 

received notices of discipline hearings where they would face expulsion for voicing their 

opposition to the clear war on racism that had been waged against them.  

This study also employed CRT to allow Black female educational leaders to offer 

counter-narratives to the racist perceptions and stereotypes they face as leaders and to 

address the imbedded racism that has become a norm of many of the leaderships positions 

within educational systems. As the co-researchers provided their counter-stories around race 

and gender, they also acknowledged the intersected oppressions that they experience daily. 

Intersectionality Theory 

 

 Intersectionality theory appropriately served as a lens for this study, as it has its roots 

in Black feminist scholarship and calls out the interwoven oppressions and injustices faced 

by many Black women. Carastathis (2014) elaborated: “intersectionality has a long history 
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in Black feminism. Its antecedents include the notions of ‘double jeopardy’ (Beal) or 

‘multiple jeopardy’ (King), and ‘interlocking oppressions’ (Combahee River Collective)” 

(p. 305). Intersectionality conceptualizes a person or group of people who are impacted by a 

number of discriminations and disadvantages. It takes into account people’s overlapping 

identities and experiences in order to understand the complexity of prejudices they face. 

This theoretical approach “posits that multiple social categories (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, 

sexual orientation, socioeconomic status) intersect at the micro level of individual 

experience to reflect multiple interlocking systems of privilege and oppression at the macro, 

social-structural level (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism)” (Bowleg, 2012, p. 1267).  

Law professor and social theorist Kimberly Crenshaw coined the term 

“intersectionality” in her 1989 paper, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A 

Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist 

Politics, as she explored the multiple oppressions experienced by Black women and women 

of color. Crenshaw used a car accident metaphor to describe the existence and impact of 

intersectionality in the lives of Black women. Crenshaw (2004) posited: 

Intersectionality simply came from the idea that if you’re standing in the path of 

multiple forms of exclusion, you are likely to get hit by both. These women are 

injured, but when the race ambulance and the gender ambulance arrive at the scene, 

they see these women of colour lying in the intersection and they say, “Well, we 

can’t figure out if this was just race or just sex discrimination, and unless they can 

show us which one it was, we can’t help them.” (p. 2)  

 

While intersectionality initially focused on the oppressions of gender and race, it 

later expanded to encompass the interplay of multiple forms of discrimination such as class, 

age, socioeconomic status, sexual identity, religion, and so forth. The women of the 

Combahee River Collective (2015) stated, “The synthesis of these oppressions creates the 
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conditions of our lives. As Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political 

movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all women of color 

face” (p. 13).  

Moorosi, Fuller and Reilly (2018) conducted a study in three research sites – 

England, South Africa, and the United States – using the theoretical framework of 

intersectionality to examine and analyze constructions of successful leadership by three 

Black women school principals in three different contexts. Through the life-history 

interview method, the three Black female principals were interviewed, allowing personal 

narratives to emerge and to communicate their stories. Blackness represented both Western 

and non-Western contexts to accommodate Blackness as it is used and understood in each of 

the participant’s local and social context. While these were three principals located in three 

different geographical regions, the study showed that they faced common challenges related 

to their racial and gendered status. Each demonstrated a high degree of self-drive and self-

determination, as they broke out of the powerful structures of oppression from childhood to 

reach what they defined as success and their “exercise of agency” (Moorosi et al., 2017, 

p. 90). Each obtained the role of principal differently, but in one case, no training was 

provided, while the other two benefited from some type of leadership preparation program. 

The one who did not have prior leadership training spoke of how she was labeled by some as 

a little girl who “does not know what she was doing.” She expressed that with age and 

experience in the role, she was better able to navigate the challenging terrain of leadership. 

Another participant spoke of her greatest impediment being other Black women. Moorosi et 

al. described this experience: “internal sabotage from fellow African American women 

illustrates a fascinating dynamic of structural intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) linked to 
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historic slavery mentality wherein low self-esteem amongst fellow Black women is the 

biggest impediment to successful leadership” (p. 10).  

While several themes emerged related to their leadership in schools, a pupil-centered 

approach to leadership, a focus on holistic development of children, and positive role 

modeling, the pertinent implications derived from this investigation, were related to the 

historical-socio-cultural nature of leadership for the three Black women. The first 

implication was a need to deepen understanding in all three contexts of the effects of the 

historical struggle related to the current practices of leadership, as well as the mentalities and 

attitudes that inform them. Second, there was a need to expand on this research to address 

some of the emerging issues noted in the investigation, such as structural intersectionality. 

Third, it was determined that the quality of leadership preparation programs and ongoing 

leadership development would benefit from reflection and revision in each of the countries. 

Finally, the researchers needed to address their findings with recommendations for the 

schools and systems in which these women served.  

Womanist Spirituality Theory 

For the purposes of this study, womanist spirituality theory was explored as it 

addressed spirituality, while acknowledging the multiple oppressions associated with race, 

gender, and class experienced by Black women. Graham (2016) posited, “In light of the 

current invisibility of Afrocentric spirituality in transpersonal psychology,…there exists a 

vastness of opportunities to glean from a multitude of phenomenal contributions 

precipitating from the cradle of civilization” (p. 106). As with many traditional 

epistemologies, the unique intersection of aggressions experienced by Black women are not 

considered or adequately addressed. Graham (2016) further explained, “transpersonal 
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scholarship has almost completely neglected spiritual systems in Black communities, and 

specifically those based in Africana women’s experiences” (p. 106). The one exception to 

this omission of Black women’s perspectives in transpersonal psychology can be seen in the 

womanist mind theory studies of transpersonal psychologist, Juko Holiday (2010). Holiday 

(2010) asserted, “Early womanist scholars were engaged in acts of spiritual liberation, 

informed by their experience at the crossroads between gender and ethnic discrimination” 

(p. 105).  

As transpersonal psychology aims to examine and exemplify the complexities of 

human spirituality, “authentic Afrocentric spirituality needs to be fully incorporated into the 

field” (Graham, 2016, p. 107). “Womanist” is a term that was coined by Black feminist and 

author Alice Walker in her 1983 work, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist 

Prose. One of the first transpersonal scholars to use Walker’s (1983) definition to inform her 

scholarship was Jacquelyn Grant (1989), in her book, White Woman’s Christ and Black 

Woman’s Jesus. Following the publishing of Grant’s work, a blossoming of womanist 

theological scholarship emerged. Holliday (2010) asserted, “Womanism has been 

spiritualized and oriented toward healing and wholeness from its inception, and thus it is an 

effective approach to discover the ways in which spirituality is employed by and impacts the 

Black woman” (p. 104). In a two-part study, Jacqueline Mattis (2000) first engaged 128 

women of African ancestry from Michigan and New York in a survey study to define 

spirituality and to differentiate it from religiosity regarding how they experience stress and 

coping. The definition of spirituality that came forth from that study stated: 

spirituality is associated with a belief in the existence of a transcendent, nonmaterial 

dimension of life. For many women, spirituality refers in part to ideologies, 

practices, and experiences that reflect both a belief in a Higher Power (e.g., God) and 
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evidence of the active presence of that Higher Power in daily life. Furthermore, 

many women define spirituality as a belief in the existence and active presence of 

spirits (e.g., ancestors) in daily life, and to abilities and experiences (e.g., near-death 

experiences) that defy scientific explanation. (Mattis, 2000, p. 111) 

 

 Many of the studies on womanist spirituality reveal that spirituality has a positive 

effect on the health and psychological well-being of Black women and other women of color 

(Graham, 2016; Lewis, 2008; Reed & Neville, 2013). In Mattis’s (2002) qualitative, 

narratological study that followed, she examined the ways in which Black women enlist 

religion/spirituality to cope and to construct meaning in times of adversity. The study 

included 23 participants who were randomly selected from a convenience sample of the 128 

African-American women who had previously participated in Mattis’s (2000) survey study 

who were asked to indicate their willingness to participate in interviews. The eight 

descriptive themes that emerged helped to explain the process by which respondents applied 

meaning to adverse experiences, and how they used those meanings to inform their coping 

choices during adverse situations. The themes were (a) interrogating and accepting reality, 

(b) gaining insight and courage needed to engage in spiritual surrender, (c) confronting and 

transcending limitations, (d) identifying and grappling with existential questions and life 

lessons, (e) recognizing purpose and destiny, (f) defining character and acting within 

subjectively meaningful and moral principles, (g) achieving growth, and (h) trusting in the 

viability of transcendent sources of knowledge and communication (Mattis, 2002). 

I have provided a brief discussion of four culturally relevant theories that are 

important to this project: Black Feminist Thought, Critical Race Theory, Intersectionality 

Theory, and Spirituality Theory. These are further explored in Chapter 2, which also 

includes an in-depth discussion of key theories, concepts, and empirical literature followed 
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by Chapter 3, which presents the literature review of the study. I provide a discussion of the 

following topics: Identity and Intersectionality, the Historical View of Black Women as 

Public School Leaders, Experiences of Black Women in the Academy, Invalidated Voices of 

Resounding Silence, and Alarming Absence of African American Female Educational 

Leaders.  

Overview of Methodology 

In order to engage in a thorough exploration of the lived experiences of Black female 

educational leaders, this study used a heuristic, narratological, multiple case study design. 

This qualitative approach was especially appropriate for this study, as qualitative research is 

the “deep involvement in issues of gender, culture, and marginalized groups and is emotion 

laden, close to the people and practical” (Creswell, 2013, p. 19). It is key to mention that this 

qualitative research: 

is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of 

interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform 

the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including fieldnotes, 

interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2011, pp. 3-4) 

 

Heuristic inquiry attempts to discover the nature and meaning of a phenomenon 

through internal pathways of self using the processes of self-reflection, exploration, and 

elucidation of the nature of the phenomenon that is being studied (Moustakas,1990). 

Heuristic inquiry intimately involves researchers in the study, as they experience and 

analyze the phenomenon along with participants, who are also viewed as co-researchers. 

Such research is inherently personal and allows participants to have their stories understood 

and their voices heard (Djuraskovic & Arthur, 2010). In alignment with the heuristic inquiry 

tradition, it was critically important that I identify and discuss my positionality within this 
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study. Thus, throughout the research process, I was “personally involved, searching for the 

qualities, conditions and relationships that underlie a fundamental question” (Moustakas, 

2001, p. 263) around the sense of self as told through the stories of African-American 

female educational leaders. 

Narratology was employed in this study, as it is an appropriate technique for the 

telling of stories. Narrative inquiry engages personal narratives to examine human lives, and 

in the process honors the lived experiences as a valid source of knowledge and 

understanding (Clandinin, 2013). The goal of narrative inquiry in this study was to discover 

the ways in which Black female educational leaders understand their storied lives and re-tell 

their stories as they make meaning of their lived experiences (Kim, 2016). The employment 

of narratology in this study allowed Black female educational leaders at the secondary, 

superintendent, and collegiate levels to convey their own stories, perspectives, and 

experiences in regard to leadership and maintenance of sense of self. Additionally, this 

storytelling process purposefully allowed counter-storytelling, as dictated by Critical Race 

Theory. This provided a vivid illustration of the common experiences, challenges, and 

sustainers of sense of self for African-American female educational leaders, as well as their 

individual and collective expressions of self that oppose existing dominant-culture 

discourses on Black women. 

Case study as the major design element allowed holistic inquiry to delve more deeply 

into individual cases and compare themes across cases and gain insight and understanding of 

their sense of self in the daily lives of these leaders. Yin (2014) defined case study as “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and 

within its real-world context” (p. 16). Rallis and Rossman (2003) explained the advantage of 
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case study as being useful for providing a thick, rich description of a phenomenon or issue. 

“The strength of case studies is their detail, their complexity, and their use of multiple 

sources to obtain multiple perspectives” (p. 105). Case study is significant in that it 

highlights individual experiences of the subjects and what these experiences mean to them. 

Patton (2002) explained, “case studies depend on clearly defining the object of study, that is, 

the case” (p. 298). 

The study compiled and analyzed the lived personal and professional experiences of 

six Black women female leaders representing school districts and higher education 

institutions in a Midwest region, including representatives from four Midwestern states. The 

participants included current African-American female educational leaders: two public 

school secondary principals, two PreK-12 superintendents, and two higher education 

leaders. Each participant received a consent for participation form (see Appendix A) prior to 

the start of any data collection. Sampling techniques for this study included purposeful, 

intensity sampling in order to target and study this specific subgroup of educational leaders. 

I purposely selected potential participants who represented “information-rich cases that 

manifest the phenomenon intensely, but not extremely” (Patton, 2015, p. 267). In this case, 

the criteria for selection were Black women working in the secondary principalship, 

PreK-12 superintendency and the academy, holding a doctoral degree. Recruitment tools 

were invitational emails to participate in the study, followed up with phone calls.  

Data Collection Methods and Data Analysis 

The data gathering process began upon receiving approval from the University of 

Missouri Institutional Review Board. The data collection process began in January of 2018 

and was completed after six months. The data sources used were a mixed questionnaire; 
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observations; semi-structured, in-depth interviews; and documents (i.e., dissertations). 

Creswell (2013) explained that case study uses multiple data including demographics, 

interviews, surveys, and questionnaires to gain a clear picture of the exploration. One-on-

one, in-depth interviews were conducted to gather a complete view of the individual 

experiences and perspectives; they were recorded for later review and analysis. Observations 

were conducted by the researcher in the participants’ professional work space. An electronic 

copy of the participants’ dissertations was requested so that I could analyze the Statement of 

the Problem in Chapter 1. The rationale for this is that a dissertation topic is selected based 

on a person’s interests and desires so that she/he may develop a broader understanding of a 

phenomenon. The dissertation topic gives an indication of what matters or is of importance 

to the researcher. Verba (2012) stated,  

One of the most important factors in choosing a dissertation topic is to work on 

something you really love, enough so that you can contemplate staying with it over a 

fairly prolonged period of time – well after you have received the degree. (para. 1) 

 

Once all data were collected, carefully reviewed, and analyzed for each case, the data 

formulated a clear vision of each co-researcher’s ideas, thoughts, and beliefs associated with 

maintenance of a strong sense of self or lack thereof. Because this was a multiple case study, 

I could also note differences and similarities regarding sense of self across individual cases. 

The steps of heuristic inquiry were used as a framework of data collection and analysis: 

initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis. 

These are further defined in Chapter 3. Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) defined 

analysis as “consisting of three concurrent flows of activity: data reduction, data display, and 

conclusion drawing/verification” (p. 10). Central to the data analysis process was the 

concept of crystallization (Ellingson, 2014) – the use of multiple data to help understand 
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meanings of sense of self for the six co-researchers and to answer the research questions. 

Chapter 4 delves more deeply into the study’s design and addresses additional issues 

pertaining to limitations, reliability, validity, and ethical considerations. 

Significance of the Study 

Black women are confronted with the burden of negotiating femaleness and 

blackness. (Harlow, 2003, p. 357) 

 

While some may view this attention to the duality of “Blackness” and “femaleness” 

as inconsequential or irrelevant, to African-American women, the experience of this lived 

duality is ever-so-real and critically important. It is a reality that Black women across 

America face each day. This reality is compounded as we strive to excel, both personally 

and professionally. As we seek to give rise to our intellectual voice and presence, this 

duality is almost inevitably brought to the forefront. Bush (1999) explained that African-

American women “must become bicultural or able to function in two cultures 

simultaneously, as well as not compromise themselves, their culture, and their inner-self in 

the process” (p. 22). Time and again, our sense of self is called into question. Who are we as 

African-American women, and just who has made that determination? Who has helped or 

attempted to shape or establish our identities? 

Collins (2002) illustrated how women have been labeled and oppressed by the 

images of “mammies, Jezebels, and breeder women of slavery to the smiling Aunt Jemimas 

on pancake mix boxes, to ubiquitous Black prostitutes, and…welfare mothers of 

contemporary popular culture” (p. 6). How does our identity or sense of self affect how we 

work, live, and lead? As we approach our profession and everyday tasks, we inevitably bring 

“ourselves” to the work. “Ourselves” implies our substance, emotions, beliefs, ideas, and 
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attitudes. This study is significant as it explored and disclosed a real, yet grossly neglected 

phenomenon. This study allowed African-American female educational leaders to share 

their stories and light the path for other African-American women and others who need to be 

informed and made conscious. “For African-American women leaders/researchers living 

within our highly racist, sexist, and class-conscious society, how do we use experiences of 

racism, sexism, and other oppressions to inform our research as well as our leadership?” 

(Dillard, 2000, p. 661). 

Summary 

The absence of voice, impact, and physical presence of Black females in school 

leadership at various levels is quite disturbing and leads to the question, “Why?” The 

literature clearly reveals that while the field of education is predominantly populated by 

women, we are “consigned to lower positions” (Sanchez & Thornton, 2010, p. 3). While this 

stands true for women in general, it holds even greater relevance to the experience of Black 

women in education. Additionally, literature that addresses the experiences, challenges, and 

ways of knowing among Black female educational leaders is limited at best. Although the 

number of dissertations on African-American women in educational leadership is growing, 

there is still a need for additional research that serves to shine a light on a real phenomenon 

of being Black, female, and a leader in education. Only through raising our own voices will 

others begin to hear and understand the blessings and burdens of our everyday lived 

experiences as Black female leaders in education. 

As I delved into this study, it was imperative that I dare not attempt to unilaterally 

express the views, ideas, and opinions of such a large, complex group as African-American 
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women. Instead, like Collins (2002), I viewed this study as “being a part of a larger process, 

as one voice in a dialogue among people who have been silenced” (p. xiv).  
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CHAPTER 2 

RELEVANT THEORIES  

 

  As I argued in Chapter 1, due to the unique positionality and standpoint of the Black 

woman, it is essential to view this study through the lens of four culturally relevant theories: 

Black Feminist Thought, Critical Race Theory, Intersectionality Theory, and Spirituality 

Theory. The theories that are discussed here are appropriate for the narrative design of the 

study “for people of color have also theorized – but in forms quite different from the 

Western form of abstract logic....often in narrative forms, in the stories we create, in riddles 

and proverbs” (Christian, 2000, p. 12). Gaining a deeper understanding of each of these 

theories can help to examine the ways in which Black women maintain a sense of self as 

they navigate the burdens and blessings of the educational leadership role.  

As an African-American female educational leader, I have personally experienced 

the impacts of my unique racial and gendered status. I know both the blessings and burdens 

of living and leading as an African-American woman. Over the course of my journey, there 

have been numerous days when I have felt unheard, unvalued, and as if I were invisible. I 

have lived through sharing an idea without receiving a response, only to have a non-Black or 

non-female counterpart paraphrase my idea and see it widely received and celebrated. Those 

moments for me have been quite hurtful and demoralizing, and for a moment, caused me to 

question myself. What’s wrong with me? Why are my words, my thoughts, my contributions 

of so little worth to some? Does anyone see or hear me? Am I enough? 

At the heart of this painful experience resonates that critical question that refuses to 

relent: “Am I enough?” That question lingers, it taunts, it mocks and etches itself into my 

psyche. Just when I think I have overcome or moved beyond susceptibility to this emotional 
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dagger, it takes on new life and pierces once more. The deep hurt from these types of 

oppressive encounters are very real and for just a moment, I indulge in a pity party. But I do 

not stay there for long, for I have an “ever-present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1b, Life 

Application Study Bible, NIV, 2011, p. 1153). Although these experiences initially drive me 

to feelings of inadequacy and thoughts of giving up, something powerful rises within me. 

My faith, my belief in God, who reminds me that I am the “head and not the tail” 

(Deuteronomy 28:13a, LASB [NIV], 2011, p. 383), propels me forward. I cannot quit, 

because “Greater” (I John 4:4, LASB [NIV], 2011, p. 2778) is living within me. I remind 

myself of what God’s word says about me, and with that confidence, I am equipped to 

defeat the Goliaths of oppression, injustice, and inequity that dare to discourage and deter 

me from being all that I have been called to be. Staring my Goliath in the face, I pull out my 

five smooth stones of faith, hard work, perseverance, prayer, and praise, and I prepare for 

battle. Without fail, God brings me through, and each time I emerge a victor. I AM more 

than a conqueror through Christ Jesus who loves me! With faith in God as my anchor, my 

sense of self is firmly established, and I am able to withstand the daily microaggressions that 

attempt to undermine and derail my leadership journey and destiny.  

Black Feminist (Womanist) Theory  

 

Feminism in the United States has never emerged from the women who are most 

victimized by sexist oppression: women who are daily beaten down, mentally, 

physically, and spiritually – women who are powerless to change their condition in 

life. They are a silent majority. A mark of their victimization is that they accept their 

lot in life without visible question, without organized protest, without collective 

anger or rage. (hooks, 1984, p. 1) 

  

As I approached the review of this theoretical framework, I could already hear 

someone asking the inevitable questions. Why is there a need for Black feminist (womanist) 
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theory? Do all women, regardless of ethnicity, race, and class, face the same universal 

challenges and disadvantages? I address the initial question in the following discourse. 

However, my answer to the latter question is unequivocally, “NO.” I want to be clear that I 

in no way intend to minimize the struggles, courage, and advancements of women of all 

races and ethnicities. However, I believe that Black women face a “disadvantage” specific to 

Black women alone. In addition to the challenges of being female, African-American 

women must also contend with the challenges of being Black. To be clear, having Black 

skin is not an inherent disadvantage. Instead, this disadvantage has been contrived and 

constructed by perpetrators of slavery and has been perpetuated by the privileged dominant 

culture that has, both deliberately and inadvertently, deemed it so. Crenshaw (1989) 

elaborated: 

Black women sometimes experience discrimination in ways similar to white 

women’s experiences; sometimes they share very similar experiences with Black 

men. Yet often they experience double-discrimination – the combined effects of 

practices which discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex. And 

sometimes, they experience discrimination, but as Black women. Black women’s 

experiences are much broader than the general categories that discrimination 

discourse provides. (p. 149) 

 

Sesko and Biernat (2010) conducted a dual quantitative study to examine whether 

Black women go unnoticed and their voices unheard, by examining memory for Black 

women’s faces and speech contributions. In this study, 131 White undergraduate college 

students were enlisted for participation in exchange for course credit. In phase one of the 

study, participants viewed 32 photos, eight of each gender and racial group (Black women, 

White women, Black men, and White men) on computers, using MediaLab software. Photos 

were presented for two seconds each followed by a red X in the center of the screen. After 

completing phase one, participants completed a filler activity that last for three minutes and 
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then began phase two. Phase two participants were shown the same 32 photos, along with 24 

new photos (six of each gender/race group). Participants were then asked to indicate if the 

photos were new or old. Participants had a 78.3% accuracy rate. The findings from study 

one revealed White participants were least likely to correctly recognize Black women in 

comparison to the other groups. Sesko and Berniat (2010) posited, “Perceptions of Black 

women (and perhaps others who belong to multiple-subordinate categories) may be affected 

by their nonprototypicality. One outcome of invisibility” (p. 359). 

In the second study, 65 predominantly White (81.54%) undergraduate students were 

compensated with course credit for participation. Participants viewed a discussion among 

eight targets (two Black females, two White females, two Black males, and two White 

males) and were later tested for memory of who said what. The findings from study two 

were that participants were more likely to incorrectly attribute statements made by Black 

women to other targets than they were to misattribute the statements of White women, Black 

men, or White men. Sesko and Berniat (2010) explained, “their contributions were confused 

with those of other black women and every other group. Overall then, black women were 

seen as relatively interchangeable” (p. 359).  

 The findings of these two studies supported the theory of invisibility for Black 

women that Black feminists have spoken of extensively. Sesko and Biernat (2010) suggested 

that “invisibility is a unique form of discrimination in which their non-prototypicality 

contributes to their not being recognized or correctly credited for their contributions” 

(p. 360). Due to this unique status and experience of Black women, a framework was 

developed that acknowledges and validates Black Women’s thoughts, knowledge, and 

experiences, and places them at the center of the discussion. According to Hein (2017):  
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(the) unique feature of black feminism and Black Feminist Thought is that it is 

representative of black women’s lived experience and realities; it is not an 

interpretation. Black Feminist Thought gives voice to the American black woman 

whose experience and reality remain outside the realm of knowledge for most. (p. 1) 

 

Black Feminist Thought: The Search for a Voice 

 

Black feminist thought (BFT) emerged in the late 1970s, from the feminist 

movement to meet the unique needs of women of color. Black feminist theory is also known 

as “womanist” theory. Alice Walker (1983) coined the term “Womanist” and defined it as “a 

Black feminist or feminist of color; committed to survival and wholeness of people, male 

and female; and wanting to know more and in greater depth than is considered ‘good’ for 

one” (p. xi). BFT taps into the Black female perspective as it highlights and articulates the 

nature and consequences of the interrelatedness of race, class, and gender. BFT challenges 

the concept of a universalized woman that is experiencing a “common oppression” and 

instead focuses on the concrete, everyday experiences of Black women as the basis for 

theory. Black Feminist Thought challenges the race bias of White feminism and gender bias 

of many racial movements. However, it is not merely a critique of other systems of thought; 

it is also a coherent perspective that places Black women at the center of its inquiry. While 

making Black women the focal point, BFT starts from the premise that oppression of one 

person is hurtful and detrimental to all people, regardless of ethnicity, race, gender, or any 

other form of diversity. Audre Lorde (1981) asserted: 

What woman is so enamored of her own oppression that she cannot see her heelprint 

upon another woman’s face? What woman’s terms of oppression have become 

precious and necessary to her as a ticket into the fold of the righteous, away from the 

cold winds of self-scrutiny?...I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when 

her shackles are very different from my own. (pp. 9-10) 
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This difference of philosophy to Lorde’s (1981) expression could not be illustrated any more 

clearly than in the simultaneous acts of liberation and subjugation that is evidenced in the 

feminist movement.  

In the history of America, there has never been just one feminist movement, but 

“multiple feminisms representing the efforts of women to live to their full humanity in a 

world shaped by and for men” (Head, 2017, para. 1). There have been several waves of 

feminist movements over the years, with the goal of advancing the causes and priorities of 

women. It is believed that the first wave of the feminist movement began at the Seneca Falls 

Convention of 1848. At this convention, prominent feminist and abolitionist Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton (1865/2003) presented a document that she authored called the Declaration of 

Sentiments. It was modeled after the Declaration of Independence and advocated for 

fundamental rights for women, such as the right to vote. While Stanton courageously stood 

for the advancement of women’s rights, she and other White feminist leaders questioned the 

appropriateness of addressing race in the movements. It was at the Seneca Falls Convention 

that Black abolitionist and feminist Sojourner Truth challenged this racist perspective that 

found its home within the feminist movement, with her famous speech, “Ain’t I a Woman?”  

Unfortunately, White, male-dominated hierarchies of power and oppression 

strategically placed the women’s movement and the civil rights movement in opposition to 

one another. As the acceptance of the 15th Amendment, which would grant voting rights to 

Black men, appeared to draw closer, the racist views of White feminist leaders surfaced. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1865/2003) wrote in a letter to an anti-slavery newspaper in 1865, 

“Now, as the celestial gate to civil rights is slowly moving on its hinges, it becomes a 

serious question whether we had better stand aside and see ‘Sambo’ walk in the kingdom 
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first” (p. 228). In 1896, as the early feminist movement proved its inability to respect, 

address, and meet the intellectual and social needs of Black women, Black feminists such as 

Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Harriet Tubman worked together to 

organize the National Association of Colored Women (NACW). To counteract the negative 

impacts of feminist theory and politics, these courageous Black feminists and others were 

compelled to organize, to create their own platform, and to speak for themselves. What they 

understood to be true was:  

When feminist theory attempts to describe women’s experiences through analyzing  

patriarchy, sexuality, or separate spheres ideology, it often overlooks the role of race. 

Feminists thus ignore how their own race functions to mitigate some aspects of 

sexism and moreover, how it often privileges them over and contributes to the 

domination of other women. (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 154)  

 

Black women scholars recognized the need to express their voices and lift the 

concerns, struggles, and desires that were relevant to Black women and other women of 

color. Prior to their emergence, the Black female voice had been muted. In the feminist 

movement, Black women’s issues were peripheral at best. What should have served as a 

vehicle for change and redemption from blatant injustice, instead functioned as an even 

greater tool of oppression. The feminist movement was plagued with impotent terms, 

thoughts, and initiatives masked as thrusts for justice and liberation for all women. One of 

these impressive sounding, yet empty terms was “common oppression.”  

Although the impulse towards unity and empathy that informed the notion of 

common oppression was directed at building solidarity, slogans like “organize 

around your oppression” provided the excuse many privileged women needed to 

ignore the differences between their social status and the status of masses of women. 

It was a mark of race and class privilege, as well as the expression of freedom from 

the many constraints sexism places on working-class women, that middle-class white 

women were able to make their interests the primary focus of feminist movement 

and employ a rhetoric of commonality that made their condition synonymous with 

“oppression.” (hooks, 1984, p. 6) 
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While the feminist movement failed to acknowledge and advance the cause of Black 

women, the same could be said of the civil rights movement, the Black Power movement 

and Black-male-dominated spaces. The Combahee River Collective in 1982 asserted: 

Black feminist politics also have an obvious connection to movements for black 

liberation, particularly those of the 1960s and 1970s. Many of us were active in those 

movements (civil rights, Black nationalism, the Black Panthers), and all of our lives 

were greatly affected and changed by their ideology, their goals, their tactics used to 

achieve their goals. It was our experience and disillusionment within these liberation 

movements, as well as experience on the periphery of the white male left, that led to 

the need to develop a politics that was antiracist, unlike those of white women, and 

anti-sexist, unlike those of Black and white men. (Combahee River Collective, 2015, 

p. 14)  

 

Invisibility in the Civil Rights Movement and Male-dominated Spaces 

Black women played an integral role in the advocacy of rights for Black people; 

however, relatively few are known or named. Numerous women contributed to these racial 

equality efforts, such as Fannie Lou Hamer, Septima Clark, Elaine Brown, and Ericka 

Huggins. Grant (2015) eloquently spoke to this issue as she pointed out the disadvantaged 

condition of Black women “not only in the world at large, but in the Black community and 

the Black church” (p. 146). She further contended: 

the experience of Black women working in the Black Power Movement further 

accentuated the problem of the oppression of women in the Black community. 

Because of their invisibility among the leadership of the movement, they like women 

of the church, provided “support”; they filled the streets when numbers were needed 

for demonstrations; they stuffed envelopes in the offices and performed other menial 

tasks. (p. 146)  

 

Black women were allowed to be a part of the Black Power movement, but never really 

allowed to take on a leadership role, without some form of challenge. Kathleen Cleaver 

(Cleaver & Herve, 1971) in a Black Scholar interview, spoke truthfully about her experience 
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of gender discrimination while working in the movement. She shared what would happen 

when she would offer a suggestion or idea to the group:  

It seemed throughout the history of my working with the Party, I always had to 

struggle with this. The suggestion itself was never viewed objectively. The fact that 

the suggestion came from a woman gave it some lesser value. And it seemed that it 

had something to do with the egos of the men involved. I know that the first 

demonstration that we had the courthouse for Huey Newton, which I was very 

instrumental in organizing, the first time we went out on soundtrucks; the first leaflet 

we put out, I wrote; the first demonstration, I made the pamphlets. And the members 

of that demonstration for the most were women. I’ve noticed that throughout my 

dealings in the Black movement in the United States, that the most anxious, the most 

eager, the most active, the most quick to understand the problem and quick to move 

are women. (pp. 55-56)  

 

While Black women share gender with White women and race with Black men, movements 

designed to tackle injustices experienced by these groups serve as an additional oppressor 

for Black women. Hull and Smith (2015) asserted: 

Because of white women’s racism and Black men’s sexism, there was not room in 

either area for a serious consideration of the lives of Black women. And even when 

they have considered Black women, white women usually have not had the capacity 

to analyze racial politics and Black culture, and Black men have remained blind or 

resistant to the implications of sexual politics in Black women’s lives. (p. xxi)  

 

Historically, African-American women have consistently been the cohort that has 

helped to champion and advance causes, and then has been forgotten or ignored by “well-

intentioned” liberation movements and social justice causes. hooks (2000) contended: 

Black male sexism has undermined struggles to eradicate racism just as white female 

racism undermines feminist struggle. As long as these two groups, or any group, 

defines liberation as gaining social equality with ruling-class white men, they have a 

vested interest in the continued exploitation and oppression of others. (p. 16) 

 

In addition to Black women’s interests being excluded from social justice movements, they 

have also been excluded from intellectual thought, research, and discourse. Hull and Smith 

(2015) explained: 
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Women’s studies courses, usually taught in universities, which could be considered 

elite institutions just by virtue of the populations they served, focused almost 

exclusively upon the lives of white women. Black studies, which was much too often 

male-dominated, also ignored Black women. (p. xx)  

 

Black Feminist Thought “articulates the taken-for-granted knowledge of African-American 

women” (Collins, 1989, p. 750). BFT acknowledges the value and validity of Black 

women’s intellect and discourages us from denying or discrediting our ways of knowing. 

Hull and Smith (2015) further asserted: 

Our credibility as autonomous beings and thinkers in the white-male-run intellectual 

establishment is constantly in question and rises and falls in direct proportion to the 

degree to which we continue to act and think like our Black female selves, rejecting 

the modes of bankrupt white-male Western thought. Intellectual “passing” is a 

dangerously limiting solution for Black women, a non-solution that make us 

invisible women. It will also not give us the emotional and psychological clarity we 

need to do the feminist research in Black women’s studies that will transform our 

own and our sisters’ lives. (p. xxiv)  

 

Challenges of Oppression  

 

 In Muhammed, Tyler, Jones-Parks and Chatman’s (2015) performance narrative of 

autoethnographic writing, they explored the lived experiences of four Black women who 

pursued a doctoral degree at a predominantly White educational institution. Employing the 

BFT framework, “each life note represents a memoir of particular ways of thinking, 

knowing and understanding our experiences in spaces that remain restrictive to voices of 

women whose intersectionality and cultural ethos are stigmatized and delegitimized” 

(Muhammed et al., 2015, p. 32). Life notes provide an alternative way of conceptualizing 

knowledge from a traditional normative White male perspective – they are grounded in the 

“roots of a shared racial, gendered and cultural positioning” (Collins, 1990, p. 32). The four 

Black women, through their auto-ethnographic writings, supported “a reclaiming of this 

identity by refusing to be muted, blurred, or ignored and thereby reinventing the self through 
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a rethinking and rearticulation of not only who we claim to be, but who we are by speaking 

back” (Muhammed et al., p. 33).  

Many of the contemporary Black feminists continue to challenge systems of 

oppression, but they also serve to guide us into “new theoretical inventions anchored in 

current political and material realities” (Lindsey, 2015, p. 3). An example is Tamura Lomax, 

CEO and visionary for the online publication, The Feminist Wire, who confronts Black 

feminist silence in sacred space. Lomax challenges Black feminists to give greater 

consideration to the role of religion and spirituality in the lives of Black women. In her 2018 

work, Jezebel Unhinged: Loosing the Black Female Body in Religion & Culture, she 

examines the ways that the Black church has perpetuated the labeling and assigning of 

stereotypes to Black women and girls, just as White, male-dominated society has done.  

Hip Hop feminist Joan Morgan addresses issues of erasure using a Black feminist 

lens. She expressed her feeling that explorations of Black women’s sexuality have been 

limiting, as they have primarily focused on a history of sexual violence against Black 

women. In her 2015 The Black Scholar article, “Why We Get Off: Moving Toward a Black 

Feminist Politics of Pleasure,” she challenged Black feminists to deepen their understanding 

of Black women’s pleasure and how this impacts the Black feminist agenda. She contended, 

“as black feminist theorists, we’ve made a commitment to reframe the existing narrative 

about female sexuality by positioning desire, agency and black women’s engagements with 

pleasure as a viable theoretical paradigm” (p. 36). In alignment with this thinking, Brittany 

Cooper (2018), in her book Eloquent Rage, shares a story of her Southern grandmother who 

challenges her to embrace her sexual self and to give herself permission to explore pleasure. 

She tells the story: 
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“Girl,” Grandma said while gesturing mischievously toward her nether regions, “I 

had good stuff”…She wanted me to own the fact that my “stuff” was “good stuff” 

too. My grandmother’s indecent proposal constituted a critical and intimate dissent 

from the wholesale American demonization of Black women’s sexuality. To justify 

enslaving, raping and breeding Black women and girls, white Americans created a 

mythos around Black women’s sexuality. They cast us as sexually insatiable, 

unrapeable, licentious, and dirty. Today, Black women still experience much 

handwringing around our own sexuality. Calling her sexuality and her sexual body 

parts good in the face of these unrelenting social messages suggests that my 

grandmother had wrested her own sexual subjectivity from the fearsome clutches of 

Christianity and white supremacy. (p. 133)  

 

Cooper (2018) further speaks to the Black feminist expression of Hip Hop icon, Beyoncé 

Knowles. She alludes to a contradiction in Black feminist views about the work of Knowles. 

She states, “Black feminists had all the feelings about Bey telling bitches to “bow down” on 

her song ‘Flawless.’” But as she verbally reflects on what she calls the “magnitude of 

destruction” that the Trump Presidency is heaping on people of color, she further contends, 

“I am grateful for every angry anthem Bey ever made” (p. 218). She further expresses that 

this kind of anthem has “been put here for such a prophetic time as this – a time in which 

white supremacists feel bold enough to try it” (p. 218). As she speaks of the debut track on 

Beyoncé’s blockbuster visual album Lemonade, “Formation,” Cooper contends: 

She is calling us into very particular formations – the kind of collective gatherings 

that can shift the culture, that can combat white supremacy, and sexism, and 

homophobia, the kind of spaces that can use Black-girl magic to change the world. 

When Beyoncé tells all the fly chicks to get in formation, she is asking us to get our 

shit together so we can do the work that needs to be done. And the stakes are high as 

hell, because Black people are being killed.” (p. 218)  

  

When Cooper speaks of the Lemonade video, she delights in the Black feminist themes 

threaded throughout. She explains how she loves: 

 the political vision that emerges from the visual album that accompanies Lemonade.  

That political vision centers its hope in the collective magic, the indefatigable 

stamina, and the enduring power of Black women and girls. When Beyoncé used her 

own body to sink the police cruiser, she reminded us of all the ways Black women 
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are willing to put their lives on the line to combat state violence. The sacrifices that 

Black women and girls make create more opportunities and possibilities for our 

communities. (p. 219)  

 

hooks (2016) viewed such scenes in Lemonade as perpetuating violence; “much of the 

album stays within a conventional stereotypical framework, where the black woman is 

always a victim....Beyoncé’s character responds to her man’s betrayal with rage. She wreaks 

violence” (para. 5). 

Further, hooks suggests that violence will not create positive change nor self-love 

and self-esteem; her words reflect what happens when violence is made to look erotic:  

Contrary to misguided notions of gender equality, women do not and will not seize 

power and create self-love and self-esteem through violent acts. Female violence is 

no more liberatory than male violence. And when violence is made to look sexy and 

eroticized, as in the Lemonade sexy-dress street scene, it does not serve to undercut 

the prevailing cultural sentiment that it is acceptable to use violence to reinforce 

domination, especially in relations between men and women. Violence does not 

create positive change. (para. 6) 

 

Each day Black feminists continue to advocate and champion causes that would 

enhance the lives of Black people, as well as those of others. African-American female 

thinkers continue to be compelled to confront the subtle and blatant oppressions that shackle 

us to a painful, limiting past and shine the light on new liberating frames of thought that 

serve to address the holistic needs of Black women; hence, the need for Black Feminist 

(womanist) Theory/Thought. Oppressions have been confronted with the use of counter-

stories, which are at the heart of Critical Race Theory. 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged from legal scholarship when scholars of color 

began to challenge the ways that liberal legal scholarship failed to interrogate and/or 

challenge the relationship between race, racism, and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). In 
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the mid-1970s CRT was propelled forth within the legal profession by law professors such 

as Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman, who were concerned about racial subjugation, cloaked in 

laws and policies that were supposed to promote and ensure racial equity. According to 

Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas (1995), “new approaches and theories were needed 

to deal with the color blind, subtle or institutional forms of racism that were developing and 

an American public that seemed increasingly tired of hearing about race” (p. 125). Due to 

the deeply embedded racial issues in American society, this group of legal scholars began 

questioning how the law, which purports race neutrality, functions to perpetuate the systems 

of racial oppression, rather than dismantle them for the good of all American citizens. 

Critical Race Theory asserted that the law functioned as a co-conspirator of oppression, 

while challenging the flawed ideology of colorblindness. “Critical Race Theory sought to 

stage a simultaneous encounter with the exhausted vision of reformist civil rights 

scholarship on one hand, and the emergent critique of the left legal scholarship on the other” 

(Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. xix).  

Legal scholars such as Bell and Freeman published literary works that lent critical 

insights and served to help shape CRT. These works include Derrick Bell’s (1976) Serving 

Two Masters and Alan Freeman’s (1978) Legitimizing Racial Discrimination through 

Antidiscrimination Law: A Critical Review of Supreme Court Doctrine.  

Derrick Bell, Jr. was one of the first tenured African-American law professors at 

Harvard University (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Addressing critical issues, his essay 

“appropriately sets the stage for the eventual development of Critical Race Theory” (p. 2). 

During this time, there was a great deal of political and legal discourse around the best ways 

of providing equal education to all children. In his essay, Bell (1976) identified two 
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significant contradictions in the civil rights litigation in the Brown v. Board of Education 

case and the urgency with which states were to comply. Bell (1976) questioned if integration 

was the best option to resolve the inequities of segregated educational systems. Bell argued, 

“now that traditional racial balance remedies are becoming increasingly difficult to achieve 

or maintain, there is tardy concern that racial balance may not be the relief actually desired 

by the victims of segregated schools” (pp. 471-472). Bell also took issue with the attorney 

who served in the desegregation case, as he was representing individuals, while also 

representing the class action group. He arrived at this position based on his own personal 

experiences with working for civil rights organizations that would not fund a suit if it did not 

advocate for integration. He found this to be particularly the case with the NAACP. He 

claimed: 

The civil rights lawyers would not settle for anything less than a desegregated 

system. While the situation did not arise in the early years, it was generally made 

clear to potential plaintiffs that the NAACP was not interested in settling the 

litigation in return for school board promises to provide better segregated schools. 

(Bell, 1976, p. 470)  

 

Bell (1976) considered the idea of integration as the sole option to remedy the 

inequities of segregated schools, as a denial of due process for the children represented. 

Bell’s argument was controversial, as it shined light on this issue and raised questions 

around who was truly served as a result of the ruling. Crenshaw et al. (1995) intimated a 

similar sentiment in their statement, “the exclusive focus on the goal of school integration 

responded to the ideas of elite liberal public interest lawyers rather than to actual interests of 

black communities and children” (p. xx.).  

 In his 1978 work, Legitimizing Racial Discrimination through Antidiscrimination 

Law: A Critical Review of Supreme Court Doctrine, Alan Freeman, a White legal scholar, 
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explored the concepts of victim and perpetrator and examined how these roles impacted the 

Brown case. He began by providing perspective on both roles as they related to 

antidiscrimination law. He provided the victim’s perspective first. 

From the victim’s perspective, racial discrimination describes those conditions of 

actual social existence as a member of a perpetual underclass. This perspective 

includes both the objective conditions of life (lack of jobs, lack of money, lack of 

housing) and the consciousness associated with those objective conditions (lack of 

choice and lack of human individuality in being forever perceived as a member of a 

group rather than an individual). (Freeman, 1978, p. 1052) 

 

Next, he provided the perspective of the perpetrator: 

 

The perpetrator perspective sees racial discrimination not as conditions but as 

actions, or series of actions, inflicted on the victim by the perpetrator. The focus is 

more on what particular perpetrators have done or are doing to some victims than an 

overall life situation of victim class. (p. 1052) 

 

This perpetrator perspective was problematic for Freeman, as he realized that this position 

failed to acknowledge the existence and impact of systematic discrimination and oppression. 

If discrimination is understood as a single act or series of single acts, then it relieves any 

group or entity from responsibility contributing to conditions that would create a perpetual, 

disadvantaged underclass. Freeman expressed his concern with this reality, stating, “the 

perpetrator perspective presupposes a world composed of atomistic individuals whose 

actions are outside of and apart from the social fabric and without historical continuity” 

(p. 1054). In this work, Freeman further explored fault and causation in relation to the victim 

and perpetrator roles. He found that the general understanding of fault was also problematic, 

as it was a “reflection in the assertion that only ‘intentional’ discrimination violates the 

antidiscrimination principle” (pp. 1054-1055). The idea of intention completely undermined 

the efforts of anti-racist work, as acts and systemic discrimination can be excused away at 

the mere claim of “good intentions.” Freeman (1978) asserted: 
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The fault concept gives rise to a complacency about one’s own moral status; it 

creates a class of innocents, who need not feel any personal responsibility for the 

conditions associated with discrimination, and who therefore feel great resentment 

when called upon to bear any burdens in connection with remedying violations. 

(p. 1055)  

 

Freeman also addressed causation, as this concept as well, served to release individuals and 

groups from accountability for enacting discriminatory practices and creating discriminatory 

conditions. Causation, if used inappropriately, allows people and groups to look at 

discriminatory behaviors and practices as sins of the past, from which they may benefit, but 

for which they are not responsible. In this case, systems of discrimination are allowed to 

persist, damaging the lives of many, while the beneficiaries view the discrimination as 

“mere incidents, or ‘caused,’ if at all by the behavior of ancestral demons whose 

responsibility cannot follow their successors in interest over time” (p. 1056). Freeman 

framed this victim/perpetrator conversation to show how these critical perspectives informed 

subsequent antidiscrimination law and discrimination lawsuits. 

Tenets of Critical Race Theory  

The CRT movement explores many of the same issues that emerged during the civil 

rights movement but places them in a much broader context. Although CRT is 

interdisciplinary in nature, it is comprised of foundational tenets that guide its framework. 

The five foundational tenets of CRT consist of counter-storytelling, permanence of racism, 

Whiteness as property, interest convergence, and critique of liberalism. These tenets provide 

the framework for research to expand to include the unique perspectives and lived 

experiences of African Americans, as well as other people of color.  

Counter-storytelling. Moving away from sole reliance on traditional empiricism, 

CRT brought new methodologies to academic inquiry. For example, “CRT incorporates 
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narrative and counter-storytelling to illustrate the lived experiences of people of color” 

(Brown & Ladson-Billings, 2008, p. 154). Within this first tenet, CRT recognizes that 

members of marginalized groups typically experience life from a unique perspective and 

thus have stories to tell that often contradict the stories and experiences as expressed by 

dominant culture representatives. Thus, CRT established what is known as “counter-

storytelling” as a means of authenticating the stories of the marginalized. Howard-Hamilton 

(2003) posited, “Counterstorytelling is used to cast doubt on existing ideas or myths held by 

majority group members” (p. 23). This framework, through counter-storytelling, creates the 

platform and safe space for the amplification of our stories as we tell of our lived 

experiences and stories as African-American women in educational leadership. In addition 

to purposefully protecting and validating the voices of the marginalized, CRT also 

establishes the need for a “counter-space” when counter-stories are being told. Counter-

space is a “safe” space in which marginalized groups are free to tell their stories without the 

threat of retaliation, ridicule, or harassment. Howard-Hamilton (2003) further contended, 

“The primary emphasis of the counterspace is on finding shelter from the daily torrent of 

microagressions and to be in a place that is validating and supportive” (p. 23).  

Racism is normalized. The second tenet establishes an understanding that racism in 

America has been normalized and embedded in our country’s attitudes, practices, policies, 

and laws. Delgado and Stephancic (1999) contended, “Because racism is an ingrained 

feature of our landscape, it looks ordinary and natural to persons in the culture” (p. xvi). 

Racism is oftentimes covert and difficult to identify, especially by those who enjoy and 

benefit from the privilege and luxuries of dominant culture status. While equal opportunity 

laws and rules have been enacted, they have typically been able to adequately address the 
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more overt, egregious acts and practices of racism but have done little to diminish the subtle 

acts of racism and the pain it perpetuates. Delgado and Stephancic (1999) further explained 

that these well-intended laws “do little about the business-as-usual forms of racism that 

people of color confront every day and that account for much misery, alienation and 

despair” (p. xvi).  

Whiteness as property. The third tenet of CRT, Whiteness as property, or what 

some may refer to as “White privilege,” speaks to the advantages White educational leaders 

have over their Black female counterparts. This is evidenced in the overwhelming absence 

of the Black female voice in the literature about educational leadership. It is additionally 

evidenced in the lack of Black female presence in the higher levels of educational leadership 

(Sanchez, Thornton, & Usinger, 2009).  

As an often ignored and silenced group, African-American women may not feel safe 

to voice concerns about equity that could validate our experience and promote access to 

higher level positions for other women of color. Gibson (2016) described this damaging 

experience: 

Tyrannies of silence tear through educational institutions with searing ferocity. In 

hallways and classroom corners and cloaked under the din of the cafeteria hum, 

many faculty, staff, and administrators of color exchange knowing glances, shaking 

heads, and cold stories – rushed and whispered – about the race-based treacheries 

they see, hear, deflect, and absorb in their schools. So often, these same people, 

especially those who identify as Black, are expected to remain silent, internalize 

race-based trauma, deescalate and/or sanitize situations, and respond in “gentle 

ways” that do not offend or disrupt the oppressor. (para. 1) 

 

This vivid description clearly illustrates the way that the educational space has been 

claimed, governed, and permeated by racially oppressive norms. It is a space that has not 

historically welcomed or appreciated voices of the marginalized or oppressed. Gibson 
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(2016) further contended that “systemic silences around issues of race, whiteness, and equity 

in schools sustain a status quo where whites maintain privilege while retraumatizing people 

of color and sapping any efforts at meaningful, transformative interventions” (para. 2). 

Interest convergence. Derrick Bell and others advanced what is known as “interest 

convergence theory,” which is the fourth tenet of CRT. This idea proposes that non-

marginalized persons would advocate for a cause that would benefit those in the 

marginalized groups only when there was a clear and direct benefit for themselves. Time 

and again, marginalized groups have been ignored and their experiences invalidated until 

those who hold power believe that advocacy of the marginalized may benefit them in some 

way. This was prominently demonstrated in the actions following the 1954 Brown v. Board 

of Education mandate. In this monumental decision about the education of children of color, 

the interests of White educators were preserved and advanced. Black children were allowed 

to attend school with White students, which appeared to be a clear advancement in rights 

equality, but it was done at the expense of the Black educators and leaders. Black school 

leaders were disproportionately displaced, removing the “black perspective and voice” from 

higher levels of education (Tillman, 2008, p. 167). 

Critique of liberalism. This fifth tenet of CRT, critique of liberalism, is one that is a 

bit more challenging to detect and confront. Liberalism wears the friendly mask of advocacy 

of “color-blindness,” “multiculturalism and diversity,” “equality for all,” and other 

inclusive-sounding ideals that most marginalized people initially welcome. However, over 

time, this position fails to sufficiently acknowledge and respond to the unique, lived 

experiences of people of color. What originally appeared to be recognition of the plight of 

the persons of color, soon morphed into what is viewed as attempts to cover and excuse 
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racism. This position, unfortunately, serves as a buffer for those in power, as it buys the time 

and space for racist behaviors and practices to persist. These “ideal proponents of change” 

prove to be slow and inconsequential in truly confronting and disabling racial structures that 

inhibit authentic social justice and equality for all (Decuir & Dixson, 2004). 

Application in Education 

Although Critical Race Theory began as a movement in the field of law, it quickly 

spread to other disciplines. For example, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) used CRT in 

educational research to explore the ways in which race influences behaviors, practices, and 

relationships within educational systems. They contended that gender and class were not 

significant enough to explain all of the differences and variables in educational outcomes for 

students of color. Howard and Navarro (2016) provided an assessment of CRT in education 

20 years later with a historical treatise of the 1995 introductory work of Gloria Ladson-

Billings and William Tate. Building on the work of such scholars as W.E.B. DuBois and 

Carter G. Woodson, Ladson-Billings and Tate brought attention to race in education and its 

relationship to educational outcomes in the mid-1990s. Many of the earlier scholars 

emphasized multicultural education and curriculum change without an analysis of structural 

issues of race that limited opportunities for nonwhite students; however, they provided a 

“scholarly foundation to race works to become a part of the scholarly discourse” (Howard & 

Navarro, p. 257). CRT within the field of education has since sought to: 

disrupt race and racism in educational theory and practice....It enables scholars to ask 

the important question of what racism has to do with inequities in education in 

unique ways. The use of CRT when examining P-20 education entails scrutinizing 

the insights, concerns, and questions students of color have about their educational 

experiences, whether they are in elementary school or graduate programs. (Howard 

& Navarro, p. 258) 
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Two studies related to Black women in educational leadership and post-secondary 

science learning at a two-year college used CRT as a theoretical framework for data analysis 

and interpretation. In a 2017 phenomenological study conducted by Wiley, Bustamante, 

Ballenger, and Polnick, the lives of six African-American female superintendents in the state 

of Texas were examined to identify the challenges, supports, and personal background 

characteristics that they believed contributed to their ascension to the superintendency. Data 

collection was achieved through semi-structured, face-to-face interviews. Data were 

analyzed and interpreted using Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological reduction approach. 

Three major themes emerged: (1) desire to impact others at various levels, (2) sources of 

personal strength, and (3) external support systems. Critical Race Theory, one of the 

theoretical frameworks for this study, allowed the stories of the six Black female 

superintendents to be heard. CRT “can be utilized to provide a more in-depth analysis of the 

educational system and serve as a catalyst to address “dysconscious racism” (Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 58), a concept that was coined by Joyce King in her 1991 article 

entitled, “Dysconscious Racism: Ideology, Identity and the Miseducation of Teachers.” She 

defined dysconscious racism as a “form of racism that tacitly accepts dominant White norms 

and privileges. It is not the absence of consciousness…but an impaired consciousness or 

distorted way of thinking about race as compared to, for example, critical consciousness” 

(King, 1991, p. 135).  

Schoene (2018) conducted a qualitative, narratological case study to explore the 

lived experiences of five Black women in science learning spaces and examine the ways in 

which their interactions with science professors impacted their science learning decisions. 

Theoretical frameworks were Intersectionality, Black Feminist Thought, and Critical Race 
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Theory. The one-year study took place in the southeastern United States at a two-year 

college, Tubman University. The participants were recruited by nominations made by the 

TRIO Student Support Services program. Data were collected through semi-structured, one-

on-one interviews, and were recorded and transcribed. Participants were allowed to tell their 

own stories and counter-stories as they related their experiences in the science learning 

spaces. Schoene reported the women perceived their learning and success were derailed by 

the professors. She stated:  

The experiences of the women in this study support the findings of previous studies.  

Science professors limited the success of these women in three ways: (1) differential 

treatment of Black women, (2) displaying negative or deficit-view stereotypes of 

Black women, and (3) demonstrating a “my way or the highway” attitude which 

made the professors seem unsupportive and uncaring. (2018, p. 222) 

 

The findings from the data suggested that educational institutions may need to engage in 

critical examination of science faculty regarding how they think about race and racism 

inside their classrooms. 

Although America has made great strides in race relations, CRT refuses to rest in 

passivity and satisfaction in regard to race relations improvement. CRT thought framework 

begins with the notion that “racism is a constitutive element of the United States from its 

founding” (Brown & Ladson-Billings, 2008, p. 154). CRT is an honest, raw, and potent lens 

through which to study and analyze racist views, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Its 

authenticity is liberating and empowering for those who have been marginalized and made 

to feel inferior, insignificant, and invisible. The beauty of CRT is that “those injured by 

racism discover that they are not alone in their marginality. They become empowered 

participants, hearing their own stories of others, listening to how the arguments are framed, 

and learning to make the arguments themselves” (Solórzano, Ceja & Yosso, 2000, p. 64). 
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CRT allowed the narratives and counter-narratives of my six co-researchers to be heard and 

analyzed with recognition of the multiple oppressions that they experience as Black women.  

Intersectionality Theory 

Intricately intertwined with the principles of Black Feminist Thought and Critical 

Race Theory, Intersectionality challenges White, male-dominated Western systems, 

institutionalized ways of thinking, and practices that foster and perpetuate the numerous 

oppressions associated with race, gender, class, and other identifying categories. 

“Intersectionality” is a term coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in her 1989 essay, 

“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics.” Crenshaw used the 

concept of intersectionality to express the multi-layered forms of discrimination experienced 

by Black women. In Crenshaw’s (1991) “Mapping the Margins,” she offered a threefold 

definition of intersectionality, consisting of structural intersectionality, political 

intersectionality, and representational intersectionality. Structural intersectionality is 

described as “the ways in which the location of women of color at the intersection of race 

and gender makes our actual experience of domestic violence, rape and remedial reform 

qualitatively different than that of white women” (p. 1245). This is essentially the problem 

with trying to understand the experiences of Black women and other women of color from 

the traditional White woman perspective. Political intersectionality addresses the fact that 

historically, feminist and antiracist politics “have functioned in tandem to marginalize issues 

facing Black women” (p. 1245). This is evidenced in the failings of the feminist and Black 

liberation movements to adequately meet the social and political needs of Black women by 

first considering the intersections of racism and patriarchy. Finally, representational 
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intersectionality is concerned with the “production of images of women of color drawing on 

sexist and racist narratives tropes, as well as the ways that critiques of these representations 

marginalize or reproduce the objectification of women of color” (p. 1283). These forms of 

intersectionality – structural intersectionality, political intersectionality, and representational 

intersectionality – are explored in the following discussions of historical and socio-cultural 

analysis of intersectionality and the socio-cultural construction of identity.  

Historical and Socio-cultural Analysis of Intersectionality 

In its original employment, intersectionality was used as a theoretical lens to 

examine and address the gaps that existed in feminist and anti-racist dialogues in the 

experiences and struggles for empowerment of women of color. It is important to note that 

although Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality, this concept had been previously 

explored and discussed by many Black feminists, including Julia Anna Cooper, Audre 

Lorde, Angela Davis, and bell hooks. Carastathis (2014) contended, “Arguably, some of the 

traction of the term ‘intersectionality’ is due to the antecedence of the concept of 

‘interlocking systems of oppression,’ defined in a social movement context by the 

Combahee River Collective, in ‘A Black Feminist Statement’” (p. 306). In 1982, the 

Combahee River Collective made a statement depicting their views regarding 

intersectionality: 

The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be that we are 

actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class 

oppression and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis and 

practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. 

The synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. As Black 

women we see Black feminism as the logical political movement to combat the 

manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all women of color face. (Combahee 

River Collective, 2015, p. 13)  
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According to Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013), “Intersectionality was introduced 

in the late 1980s as a heuristic term to focus attention on the vexed dynamics of difference 

and the solidarities of sameness in the context of antidiscrimination and social movement 

politics” (p. 787). The impetus for this new theoretical approach stemmed from Crenshaw’s 

frustration with legal frameworks that looked at gender and race separately, and thus ignored 

the experiences of women who were Black. As a Black law professor, Crenshaw observed 

first-hand the inequities that existed in the legal system relative to Black women and their 

inability to access justice in anti-discrimination cases. One of these cases was the 1976 

DeGraffenreid v. General Motors, filed by five Black women. This case occurred in 

response to the mass layoffs of the 1973-1975 recession, when all of the Black women hired 

after 1970 lost their jobs. The plaintiffs argued that “seniority-based layoffs…discriminated 

against Black women workers at General Motors, extending past discriminatory practices by 

the company” (Smith, 2013, para. 7). But the court’s response to the five Black plaintiffs 

completely disregarded the possibility of discrimination, as it “refused to allow the plaintiffs 

to combine sex-based and race-based discrimination into a single category of 

discrimination” (Smith, 2013, para 8). Crenshaw (1989) shared the disturbing response from 

the court: 

The plaintiffs are clearly entitled to a remedy if they have been discriminated 

against. However, they should not be allowed to combine statutory remedies to 

create a new “super-remedy” which would give them relief beyond what the drafters 

of the relevant statutes intended. Thus, this lawsuit must be examined to see if it 

states a cause of action for race discrimination, sex discrimination, or alternatively 

either, but not a combination of both. (p. 142)  

 

Upon analysis of Crenshaw’s (1989) analysis of the DeGraffenreid v. General 

Motors case and other cases, she discovered anti-discrimination laws’ ineffectiveness to 
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adequately address and protect Black women from victimization related to their combined 

gendered and racial status. Crenshaw argued that to view race and gender as “mutually 

exclusive categories, render the simultaneous experience of gendered racism invisible and 

legal claims of ‘compound’ discrimination inadmissible” (Carastathis, 2014, p. 306). 

Crenshaw used a compelling metaphor of a traffic intersection to help people to envision 

and concretize the concept of intersectionality.  

Consider an analogy to traffic in an intersection, coming and going in all four 

directions. Discrimination, like traffic through an intersection, may flow in one 

direction, and it may flow in another. If an accident happens in an intersection, it can 

be caused by cars traveling from any number of directions and, sometimes, from all 

of them. Similarly, if a Black woman is harmed because she is in an intersection, her 

injury could result from sex discrimination or race discrimination….But it is not 

always easy to reconstruct an accident: Sometimes the skid marks and the injuries 

simply indicate that they occurred simultaneously, frustrating efforts to determine 

which driver caused the harm. (p. 149)  

 

Socio-cultural Construction of Identity  

 

Black women have discovered that the oppressions we experience are intricately 

connected to the varied identities that others have projected onto us. Extending the critique 

of the social contradictions of White and Black womanhood, as expressed in Sojourner 

Truth’s (1851) famous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech, Collins (2000) posited: 

If women are allegedly passive and fragile, then why are Black women treated as 

“mules” and assigned heavy cleaning chores? If good mothers are supposed to stay 

home with their children, then why are US Black women on public assistance forced 

to find jobs, leave their children in day care? If women’s highest calling is to become 

mothers, then why are Black teen mothers pressured to use Norplant and Depo 

Provera? In the absence of a viable Black feminism that investigates how 

intersecting oppressions of race, gender, and class foster these contradictions, the 

angle of vision created by being deemed devalued workers and failed mothers could 

easily be turned inward, leading to internalized oppression. (pp. 11-12) 

 

Purposeful misuse of Black women’s identity has been critical to the justification of 

the heinous acts committed against the Black woman’s body during slavery and thereafter. 
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In Davis’ (1981) groundbreaking book, Women, Race and Class, she explored issues of 

reproductive rights and rape as they have historically been experienced differently by White 

and Black women, due to race. In this work she mapped the efforts of Margaret Sanger, 

prominent figure of the eugenics movement. Within this movement, Sanger and others made 

a determination that some within society were “unfit” to reproduce. Those who were 

classified as unfit to bear children included the mentally and physically disabled, prisoners, 

and non-White poor. Davis (1981) noted, “By 1932, the Eugenics Society could boast that at 

least twenty-six states had passed compulsory sterilization laws, and that thousands of 

‘unfit’ persons had been surgically prevented from reproducing” (p. 214). Sanger and the 

American Birth Control League initiated what was known as the “Negro Project.” Davis 

(1981) recited the clearly racist, conspiracy-laden message of Sanger and her colleagues of 

the American Birth Control League as Sanger expressed in a personal letter: “We don’t want 

word to get out that we want to exterminate the Negro population and the minister is the 

man who can straighten out that idea if it ever occurs to their more rebellious members” 

(p. 215).  

In addition to infringement upon Black women’s reproductive rights, rape has 

historically also been a “weapon of domination, a weapon of repression, whose covert goal 

was to extinguish slave women’s will to resist and, in the process, demoralize their men” 

(Davis, 1981, pp. 23-24). Davis further argued, “The fictional image of the Black man as 

rapist has always strengthened its inseparable companion: the image of the Black woman as 

chronically promiscuous….Viewed as ‘loose women’ and whores, Black women’s cries of 

rape would necessarily lack legitimacy” (p. 182). When others have been able to define and 
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apply identity to Black women, they have been able to control and justify the treatment that 

we have had to live under. The Combahee River Collective claimed: 

no other ostensibly progressive movement has ever considered our specific 

oppression. Merely naming the pejorative stereotypes attributed to Black women 

(e.g. mammy, matriarch, Sapphire, whore, bulldagger), let alone cataloguing the 

cruel, often murderous treatment we receive, indicates how little value has been 

placed upon our lives during four centuries of bondage in the Western hemisphere. 

We realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for 

our liberation is us. Our politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, our sisters, 

and our community which allows us to continue our struggle and work. This 

focusing on our own oppression is embodied in the concept of identity politics. We 

believe that the most profound and potentially the most radical politics come directly 

out of our own identity. (Combahee River Collective, 2015, p. 16) 

 

Only through renaming and reclaiming our identity are Black women able to combat 

the multiple oppressions that we face daily. Grimes (2005) contended that “race and gender 

work together to oppress African-American women in the workplace because both 

perspectives are grounded in stereotypical beliefs and myths about African-American 

women” (p. 3). For far too long, Black women have allowed others to define their identity, 

and the results have been devastating. A few, but not nearly all of the images applied to 

African-American women by other groups include: 

Matriarch, Emasculator and Hot Momma. Sometimes Sister, Pretty Baby, Auntie, 

Mammy and Girl. Called unwed Mother, Welfare Recipient and Inner City 

Consumer. The Black American Woman has had to admit that while nobody knew 

the troubles she saw, everybody, his brother and his dog, felt qualified to explain her, 

even to herself. (Harris, 1982, p. 4) 

 

The images that people have associated with African-American women are 

problematic for African-American women on multiple levels. According to Meyers (2002), 

these “misconceptions and stereotypes about race and sex lead to the treatment of, and 

interaction with, African American women as labels; thus mystifying the real persons behind 

the stigma and encouraging self-fulfilling prophecies about sex and race that hold power” 
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(p. 23). These images are often degrading and difficult to elude and quite hurtful; they weigh 

heavily on the Black female psyche. But the images are not as detrimental as the 

discrimination and oppression that is often tied to them. Historically, the identities and 

destinies of African-American women have been made subject to the imaginations and 

desires of others. We have been treated as nothing more than fictitious characters in a book; 

as if the consequences of those casual depictions of us are not harmful, demoralizing, and 

oppressive. Collins (2002) elaborated on this idea: 

Ideology represents the process by which certain assumed qualities are attached to 

Black women and how those qualities are used to justify oppression. From the 

mammies, Jezebels, and breeder women of slavery to the smiling Aunt Jemimas on 

pancake mix boxes, ubiquitous Black prostitutes, and ever-present welfare mothers 

of contemporary popular culture, the nexus of negative stereotypical images applied 

to African-American women has been fundamental to Black women’s oppression. 

(p. 5)  

 

Even today, some attempt to portray Black women according to their own selfish 

needs and purposes. Some of these images attributed to Black women have, in fact, been 

quite detrimental and debilitating to the development of Black girls and women in America. 

These negative images have literally functioned as symbolic chains of slavery and 

oppression for Black women. We are no longer physically bound, but mentally and 

emotionally we have endured one of the greatest attempts of psychological enslavement and 

identity assassination that this nation has ever witnessed. Collins (2002) supported this 

belief:  

As part of a generalized ideology of domination, these controlling images of Black 

womanhood take on special meaning because the authority to define these symbols is 

a major instrument of power. In order to exercise power, elite white men and their 

representatives must be in a position to manipulate appropriate symbols concerning 

Black women.…These controlling images are designed to make racism, sexism, and 

poverty appear to be natural, normal, and an inevitable part of everyday life. (p. 86)  

 



73 

This carefully crafted campaign to concretize these false representations of Black women’s 

identity only serves to reinforce the “permanence of racism” as espoused within Critical 

Race Theory. Inhumane treatment of Black women has been widely accepted because those 

in power have successfully deconstructed Black women’s identity and replaced it with 

images and myths of indecency, immorality, and unintelligence to advance their agendas of 

racism, sexism, injustice, and oppression of all kinds.  

As a result of this carefully orchestrated strategy of control, some African-American 

women have unwittingly allowed others to define and manipulate their identity, potential, 

and purpose. Thus, this journey to define, establish, and ultimately maintain our sense of self 

is not simply a by-product of passive observation or wishful thinking. Instead, it is an 

aggressive quest for historical and contemporary cultural relevance, critical analysis of self 

and others, and the challenging of personal and corporate ideas, traditions, and beliefs. 

Crenshaw (1991) spoke to the power of self-definition as a means to disrupt and destabilize 

the power of the inerrant naming and assigning of identity executed by the dominant, White 

male power structures. She contended: 

the process of categorizing – or, in identity terms, naming is not unilateral. 

Subordinated people can and do participate, sometimes even subverting the naming 

process in empowering ways….Clearly there is unequal power, but there is 

nonetheless some degree of agency that people can and do exert in the politics of 

naming. And it is important to note that identity continues to be a site of resistance 

for members of different subordinated groups. (p. 1297)  

 

As Black women, it is through intentional naming and defining ourselves that we begin the 

process of establishing and maintaining our sense of self. With this understanding, Black 

women’s defining of self has become a common area of research and is reflected in 

following discussion of two empirical studies.  
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 In Abrams, Maxwell, Pope, and Belgrave’s (2014) phenomenological study, 

thematic analysis of focus group data was used with 44 Black women to ascertain their 

perceptions of the myth of Strong Black Woman (SBW). Focus group participants were 

from the Mid-Atlantic region and were recruited via posted flyers and word of mouth, from 

community agencies that serve Black women, a faith-based program in a Black church, and 

the Psychology subject pool at a large urban university. A total of eight focus groups were 

conducted with participants separated by age; the groups were taped and transcribed by 

trained research assistants. Data analyses were conducted within the interpretive 

paradigmatic framework, based primarily on data gathered from the question: “What does it 

mean to be a ‘Strong’ Black Woman (SBW)?” The SBW is “characterized by socialized 

beliefs that Black women are obligated to assume multiple roles as financial providers and 

caregivers and possess the ability to independently support their families....the Strong Black 

Woman (SBW) construct is ubiquitous in Black culture” (Abrams et al., p. 503). Moreover, 

historical and socio-cultural contextual factors involve “a historical legacy of racial and 

gender stereotyping or oppression; lessons from foremothers; a past personal history of 

disappointment, mistreatment, or abuse; and spiritual values” (p. 504). Data analysis 

involved iterative processes; four prominent themes emerged. Those themes identified as 

characteristics of SBW schema were: (a) Embodies and displays multiple forms of strength, 

(b) Possesses self/ethnic pride in spite of intersectional oppression, (c) Embraces being 

every woman, and (d) Anchored by religion/spirituality. The study concluded that 

maintenance of SBW can have long-term health and psychological effects including stress, 

leading to avoidance behaviors, emotional eating, obesity, cardiovascular disease, and 

depression (Abrams et al., 2014). 
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 In Thomas, Witherspoon, and Speight’s (2004) quantitative study, a sample of 186 

Black women took the Stereotypic Roles for Black Women Scale (SRBWS), along with the 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) and the Racial Identity Attitude Scale- B (RIAS-B). 

Participants were recruited from two universities and from churches in the Midwest. The 

majority of the participants were undergraduate students who were completing or had 

completed some college work (65%), Bachelor degree holders (17%), Graduate degree 

holders, and those who had completed some graduate work (5%). Surveys were 

administered in groups in random order. The findings for this study were: (a) African-

American women in the sample were able to identify with the stereotypes and suggest that 

some women may indeed hold stereotypical attitudes toward themselves and other African-

American women, and (b) Mammy and Sapphire images were significant predictors of self-

esteem scores, and internalized stereotypic roles contributed unique variance over racial 

identity attitudes in understanding self-esteem in Black women. The superwoman stereotype 

and self-esteem indicated no relationship.  

The scale [ SRBWS] adds to the multicultural sensitivity in the field of psychology 

by providing a measure to assess identity factors for African American women based 

on the intersection of race and gender, stemming from images and stereotypes from 

slavery. (Thomas et al., 2004, p. 437) 

 

 Anchored by religion/spirituality was a theme identified in Abrams et al.’s (2014) 

study. The women of the study perceived super Black women as spiritually grounded, which 

allowed them to seek guidance from others when needed. Spirituality also enabled Black 

women to “survive and overcome adversity. Religion and spirituality help women with 

making sound decisions and provide a platform for them in which to believe and from which 

to advocate for social justice” (p. 512). 
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Womanist Spirituality Theory 

 Womanist spirituality grew out of Alice Walker’s literary works during the 1980s. 

After Walker coined the term “womanist” and birthed a new theoretical perspective, 

“contributions to womanist thought emerged primarily in the field of theology and ethics” 

(Holiday, 2010, p. 103). In Walker’s (1983) In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens: Womanist 

Prose, she provided a four-part definition for womanist, which entailed, “loves the Spirit” 

(p. xi), which “touched the hearts of several Christian women theologians, who, in turn, 

have inspired scholars in other disciplines” (p. 103). Black female theologian Williams 

(2016) asserted: 

Womanist spirituality is a part of what it means to be an African American woman. 

It is not separate from her daily living, but rather is the intersection of her humanity 

and her faith in God, expressed through all of her life experiences. (p. 99)  

 

Walker’s declaration of love of the Spirit, as she defined womanist, gave an indication of the 

value she placed on spirituality and the value spiritual life holds in the lives of Black 

women. While spirituality is a critical component of the womanist’s identity, there is no 

leaning toward a particular religion or faith tradition. This is evidenced as Walker stated, 

“I’m probably tri-spiritual. I was raised a Christian. Now, I love Buddhism, and I love earth 

religion” (Harris, 2015, p. 147). Many womanists have described womanist spirituality as 

including a variety of faith traditions and religious expressions that are meaningful to 

African American women. 

Walker’s spirituality has been referred to as fluid, as it evolved and changed over 

time and “can be best understood by first presenting her concept of spiritual plateaus” 

(Harris, 2015, p. 148). Harris further explained this evolution of spirituality:  
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Instead of one’s spiritual development being measured linearly, spiritual plateaus 

suggest that one’s spiritual practice is seen as a process, or journey of becoming 

aware; knowing the self, the community, the divine realm, nature and the earth in 

deeper tones. (p. 148) 

 

Harris’s Walker-inspired description of spirituality indicates the varied forms that 

spirituality can take, given it is closely tied to the self, and no two people are exactly the 

same. Therefore, spirituality may be expressed in many different ways dependent on the 

person’s background, experiences, natural inclination, beliefs, and so forth. In addition to 

being keenly aware of self, Harris’ (2015) spirituality also indicates a strong connection and 

responsibility to community, spiritual realities, and to the earth. While the Black woman’s 

expression of spirituality is personal, there is also a community-conscious aspect of 

spirituality reflected in Harris’s concept of spirituality.  

Spirituality and Community 

Williams (2016) asserted, “spirituality is both a private and communal matter…that 

matures over time with deeper knowledge, or experience with God” (p. 98). Williams (2016) 

further asserted that “this mission of addressing the race, gender and class oppression within 

the human existence from the perspective of African American women is a communal 

mission” (p. 98). McLane-Davison’s (2014) exploratory phenomenological research study 

examined the leadership of Black women in HIV/AIDS community work. Participants 

consisted of 10 Black women who were purposefully selected and contacted by phone, 

email, and a written letter. Semi-structured interviews with each participant were conducted, 

recorded, and transcribed. The data analysis consisted of reading and rereading transcripts 

and creating codes to form common themes. A description of “what” the participants in the 

study experienced (textural description) and “how” the experience happened (structural 
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description) was documented. There were four findings of the study: (a) a strong connection 

existed between their professional and private lives; (b) work involved supporting and 

encouraging other Black women to develop the internal and external resources to address 

social injustices; (c) participants expressed commitment to the value of creating positive and 

nurturing relationships as a part of their leadership styles; and (d) their leadership 

experiences contained a host of qualities that were based on the collective understanding of 

being both Black and female.  

McLane-Davison (2014) explained, “Leadership for these women was influenced by 

their relationships with one another, and their power was centered in mothering 

characteristics that fostered mutual support, while connecting them to the community at 

large” (p. 137). This type of care for, advocacy of, and connection to the community has 

historically been characteristic of Black women and has been given labels such as 

“othermothers” and “community othermothers” (pp. 138-139). Black women’s spirituality 

not only calls for an awareness of self; it calls for a deep, unwavering commitment to 

community well-being.  

Black women have “self-defined” and emerged as the “intellectual voice” of the 

community during times of societal unrest. Contemporary definitions of Black 

women’s leadership take into account the historical presence of Black women’s 

experiences of “racial uplift,” activism, and resistance, to produce Black women’s 

self-defined leadership which incorporates group-centered models of leadership, 

Black feminist leadership, and Black women’s community leadership. (p. 139) 

  

Another critical aspect of these Black female leaders’ practice was what McLane-

Davison (2014) called “God talk.” She explained, “their spirituality fed into their self-

renewal, regeneration, informed and guided their leadership activities” (p. 137). She noted 

that eight of the ten women indicated a membership in local house of worship. Even though 
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all of them did not view their spirituality as connected to a formal religious faith tradition, 

they all expressed a “connection to a higher presence that supported and grounded their 

behavior and intentions in their community work” (p. 152). McLane-Davison saw that their 

leadership was characterized by a sense of humility and servanthood, and they viewed their 

work with HIV/AIDS patients as “a blessing” and “a gift” to serve. McLane-Davison (2014) 

also noted that “commitment was expressed in kinship” with those infected with the virus as 

they made statements such as “those are we” and “that could be my mother, daughter, sister, 

grandmother” (p. 152). These were all notable occurrences, but McLane-Davison (2014) 

said, “most of all, they engaged in God talk about their spiritual path and purpose” (p. 152). 

This spirituality-laced rhetoric was evidenced in statements such as “this is my calling,” 

“this is my path,” “by the grace of God,” and “The Lord keeps me in this” (p. 152). This 

“God talk” that McLane-Davison referenced also shows up in the form of testimony, which 

Williams (2016) described as an aspect of memory. Williams described memory as:  

a powerful tool in which we discover the world and find ourselves, while connecting 

to our heritage. To engage the memory of African American women in worship as a 

site of womanist spirituality enables the learning of the African American woman 

through what she remembers. (p. 101) 

 

One aspect of memory, according to Williams (2016), is lifting up African 

Americans’ ancestry. She explained, “Uncovering the ancestral roots brings a historical 

feminine voice into the community as an equal authority in shaping the present and the 

future of that community.” The other aspect of memory is testimony, and its significance is 

that it “acts as a means of survival and, held within it, the potential for community” (Gilkes, 

2001, p. 137). Gilkes (2001) further contended: 

Testimony transforms the collection of worshipers into a community. Oppression 

and suffering make testimony important for psychological survival. Testimony does 
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not resolve black problems but does transform them from private troubles of 

distressed individuals into public issues of covenant community. Testimony is one of 

the important antecedents to movement for social change. (p. 137)  

 

Testimony is something that has long been a critical component of the Black church, 

although testimony of Black women shows up in other spaces as well. In alignment with a 

narratological tradition, as used in this study, testimony allows Black women to 

uninhibitedly tell their stories. Testifying and storytelling share historical and cultural 

relevance for Black women as “connected to a process of remembering that brings voice to 

the female memory” (Williams, 2016, p. 102). 

bell hooks (2015) named this process “critical remembering” as it “interrogates the 

past and allows recovery and reclamation of self” (p. 19). hooks (2015) explained that the 

process of critical remembering is an avenue toward recovery of self that requires a person 

to relearn the past, understand the culture and history, affirm ancestors, and assume 

responsibility for helping other Black folks to decolonize their minds (p. 19). Testimony is a 

way of conveying personal struggles and victories that become shared experiences, as those 

gathered within the community vicariously come to know and understand these struggles 

and victories intimately.  

Black Women and the Black Church 

 Although testimony has traditionally occurred in the Black church, for the Black 

woman it occurs in non-traditional spaces as well. The space in which testimony occurs is 

important because it “is in space that the isolation and exclusion of women takes place” 

(Williams, 2016, p. 103). Susan White (2000) contended: 

Places where we live and pray and where significant things have happened are 

important to us. We are willing to fight for them; sometimes we are even willing to 
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die for them. The very fact that people can talk meaningfully about “sacred space” 

attests to the singular role of places in the divine-human relationship. (p. 89) 

 

Contrary to erroneous beliefs of others about Black culture, African Americans are 

not monolithic in thought, perspective, actions, or spiritual leanings. However, it is 

undeniable that many African Americans leaned heavily on the early Black church for a 

sense of identity, hope, and purpose. Raboteau (2010) posited: 

The religion of the slaves was both visible and invisible, formally organized and 

spontaneously adapted. Regular Sunday worship in the local church was paralleled 

by illicit, or at least informal, prayer meetings on weeknights in the slave cabins. 

Preachers licensed by the church and hired by the master were supplemented by 

slave preachers licensed only by the spirit. Texts from the Bible, which most slaves 

could not read, were explicated by verses from the spirituals. Slaves forbidden by 

masters to attend church or, in some cases, even to pray, risked floggings to attend 

secret gatherings to worship God. (para. 2)  

 

Brought to America, stripped of culture, dignity, and basic human rights, enslaved Blacks 

looked to the Black church as the hospital for wounded spirits and bodies. The Black church 

was a rare piece of the slaves’ world that belonged solely to them. Here, they were able to 

salvage an element of their lost culture, as well as shape their newfound selves. As a result, 

the connection and commitment to the church is still evidenced today.  

Beset by a racist, mean, cynical, indifferent America, losing jobs, denied 

opportunities for advancement, trapped in substandard housing, facing negative 

circumstances, black Christians have always taken “refuge” in the church sanctuary. 

Not so much as a physical space, but, more importantly, as a “psychic” one. To cope 

with the indignities alluded to; black Christians have always found the church 

sanctuary to be a “safe place,” away from ugly, dehumanizing world systems of 

thought. (J. Collier, personal communication, October 12, 2008) 

 

Additionally, the “refuge” of the Black church sought to offset many of the 

derogatory ideas and images ascribed to Black people. The Black church served a 

psychological purpose as well as a spiritual one. The spiritual liberation found in the early 

Black church allowed, if only for brief moments, freedom from the harsh treatment and 
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negative traits assigned to Blacks by the oppressive system of slavery and racism. Even 

today, the Black church functions as a place of refuge from the injustice and 

microaggressions that actively seek to break our spirits and cause us to submit to systems of 

oppression. Graham (2016) asserted, “Frequently called a church home, the Black church is 

highly regarded as a necessary place that supports congregants by offering space for 

expression, status, meaning, refuge, catharsis, and other worldly issues” (p. 109).  

While expressing the virtues of the Black church, it is only fair that I note that it was 

and is not without flaw. Ironically, while the early Black church diligently worked to nurture 

spiritual and emotional wounds of racism, it also adopted and implemented the sexist 

practices of the oppressive White, male-dominated culture. Once again, Black women were 

expected to submit, obey, and take a backseat to male leadership in the Black church. Grant 

(2015) spoke to this:  

It is often said that women are the “backbone” of the church. On the surface, this 

may appear to be a compliment, considering the function of the backbone in the 

human anatomy…. The conspiracy to keep women relegated to the background is 

also aided by the continuous psychological and political strategizing that keeps 

women from realizing their own potential power in the church. Not only are they 

rewarded for performance in “backbone,” or supportive positions, but they are 

penalized for trying to move from the backbone to the head position – the leadership 

of the church. (p. 141) 

  

Although the behaviors expected of Black church women were a graduation from the role of 

“mammy” and “bad Black woman,” they were still subjugated to the boundaries that had 

been set for most White women during that day. Collins (1991) explained:  

Given that the submission of both black and white women were important to 

slavery’s continuation, the prevailing ideology functioned to mask contradictions in 

social relations affecting all women. According to the cult of true womanhood, 

“true” women possessed four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, submissiveness, and 

domesticity. Elite white women and those of the emerging middle class were 

encouraged to aspire to these virtues. (p. 71) 
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The early Black church was an escape from the brutal realities that Black slaves 

endured daily. During those times of worship, Black men could escape to a world where 

they were “king.” Here, they were honored, respected, and unchallenged as men. Black 

women, however, were allowed only partial escape. They were free of racial oppression, but 

were still very much enslaved and bound by sexist gender roles and expectations that were 

perpetuated by Black men. Grant (2015) added: 

Until black women theologians are fully participating in the theological enterprise, it 

is important to make Black male theologians and Black leaders aware of the fact that 

Black women are needed not only as Christian educators, but as theologians and 

church leaders. It is only when Black women and men share jointly the leadership in 

theology and in the church and community that the Black nation will become strong 

and liberated. Only then will there be possibility that Black theology can become a 

theology of divine liberation. (p. 149) 

 

While movement has been slow, it is apparent that there is a shifting in attitude toward 

Black women faith leaders. This shift is evidenced in the naming of Vashti McKenzie to 

bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in 2000. Her election to Bishop was 

followed by the election of two other women, Carolyn Tyler Guidry and Latrelle Easterling. 

In another denomination, Dr. Irishea Hilliard succeeded her parents and became the first 

Black female pastor of a mega-church in January of 2018. These women have to thank some 

of the early Black female pioneers of faith and spirituality. During the late 18th and 19th 

centuries, Black women such as Jarena Lee, Rebecca Cox Jackson, and Maria Stewart 

challenged the religious status quo and courageously walked in their spiritual calling, despite 

opposition by Black male clergy.  
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 Finally, just as the Black church served as a coping mechanism during oppressive 

and dehumanizing days of slavery, spirituality still serves the Black woman as a source of 

strength and peace. hooks (1993) shared her sentiments regarding spirituality: 

I am sustained by spiritual life, by my belief in divine spirits, what other folks often 

call “higher powers.” Spirituality sustains most black women I know who are 

engaged in recovery processes. For some of us, spiritual life is linked to traditional 

Christian faith. Others of us expand our horizons as we seek to give expression to 

our faith in gods, goddesses, or in higher powers. (pp. 183-184) 

 

 In a 2011 narratological research study of one Black female in the academy, Agosto 

and Karanxha examined the ways that the participant’s resilient resistance is guided by 

critical spirituality so that “circumstances and people who challenge her also confront this 

source of power” (p. 41). Dr. Nero (pseudonym) was purposefully selected in order to access 

her wide scope of experiences in the academy, due to her length of service and her 

international experiences. Using life history methods, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted over five months and involved five two-hour sessions. Each session was recorded 

and selectively transcribed. Data were mined for repetition of patterns and themes associated 

with major experiences, memories, and anticipations. In addition to interviews, data 

consisted of memos, notes, and Dr. Nero’s publications. Counter-storytelling, through 

Critical Race Theory, was the theoretical framework for the study and the analytical 

approach for data analysis. Several findings from the study consisted of the following 

themes: (a) identity (I am Black); (b) permanence of racism; (c) resilient resistance; 

(d) spirituality as a source; (e) grants, money, power, and corruption in the academy; (f) a 

school district context; and (g) culturally competent leadership. Agosto and Karanxha 

posited, “As identified as a source of strength, critical spirituality among those leading in 
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academia can support the development of practices and policies that help to sustain Black 

women in education and educational leadership at all levels” (p. 61).  

As with Dr. Nero, spirituality is a source of power and great coping mechanism for 

Black women. hooks (1993) spoke on the various forms of spirituality that can aid in easing 

stress and pain associated with the injustices of life. Taking time to meditate and to go into 

solitude is known as “mindfulness.” This silencing of the body and mind is critical to Black 

women’s well-being. hooks (1993) said, “Black women’s lives are enriched when we are 

able to be fully aware, to be mindful” (p. 187). Another approach hooks suggested is prayer. 

She elaborated: 

Prayer allows the individual to speak directly with God, with spirits and angels. In 

the act of prayer, individual black women who may have tremendous difficulty 

baring their soul can find a space to speak, to pour out their hearts’ longing and, in 

the act of praying, gain a sense of direction. Prayers often guide, leading us into 

fuller awareness of who we are and what we are meant to do. (1993, p. 187) 

 

Finally, hooks poignantly spoke to the potential impact of Black women’s spirituality on the 

collective community: 

In spiritual solidarity, black women have the potential to be a community of faith 

that acts collectively to transform our world. When we heal the woundedness inside 

us, when we attend to the inner love-seeking, love-starved child, we make ourselves 

ready to enter more fully into community. We can experience the totality of life 

because we have become fully life-affirming. Like our ancestors using our powers to 

the fullest, we share the secrets of healing and come to know sustained joy. (p. 190) 

 

Summary 

I have provided a brief overview of each of the four theories that inform this study 

with an understanding that there is much more to be said about each of these theories. In 

employing Black Feminist Thought in this study, I was able to view the research from the 

Black female perspective, using that perspective to analyze and make meaning of the 
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research and data. Critical Race Theory served to name the permanence of racism as 

experienced by Black women in educational leadership and provided the framework for 

counter-storytelling as the six co-researchers told their stories about their leadership journey 

and maintenance of their sense of self. Intersectionality theory allowed the researcher to 

acknowledge the multiple oppressions experienced by Black female educational leaders and 

how those oppressions functioned to undermine and deconstruct their sense of self. This 

perspective empowered the Black female to reconstruct, rename, and reclaim her identity 

and complex, multiple selves. Finally, Womanist spirituality was used to convey the 

significance of the spiritual self as a vital aspect of the Black female educator’s identity and 

leadership journey. 

In the next chapter, a comprehensive review of the literature is provided, focusing on 

four key areas: the historical view of Black women as public school leaders, the experiences 

of Black women in the academy, invalidated voices of resounding silence, and alarming 

absence of African-American female educational leaders.  
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CHAPTER 3 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The multiple identities of race, gender, and class are interlocking components of 

most African American women’s identities. Furthermore, these multifaceted 

identities are immersed in oppression and subordinate their “status in an array of 

either/or dualities” (Collins, 2002, p. 472) 

 

Identifying the areas for the literature review required a close alignment to the 

problem of African-American women educators’ struggle to maintain a sense of self in their 

roles as educational leaders, often influencing and directing policies, practices, and learning 

environments of children. The analysis of the problem points to the need for a more 

culturally relevant definition related to self-concept (Boyd, 1993; Brody & Flor,1997; 

DeFrancisco, & Chatham-Carpenter, 2000; Brown et al., 2013; Maynard, 2018; Patterson, 

2004) and measurement tools (Hatcher, 2007; Patterson, 2004) that consider the contextual 

issues pertaining to their lives.  

During my search for literature regarding the sense of self pertaining to Black female 

secondary principals, superintendents, and academicians, I used several search sites and 

strategies to obtain relevant literature. The sources of literature were produced through 

search sites including Google Scholar, Ebsco (through the UMKC library), as well as hard 

copy books and journals that I either purchased or borrowed from critical friends. During my 

search I discovered several gaps in the literature, including material on sense of self, Black 

women in PreK-12 leadership positions, and statistical data on all three categories. As I 

initially searched for sense of self, the majority of the material I accessed referred to self-

esteem and self-concept. Over time, I was able to find some literature that referenced “self” 

and sense of self and that illustrated the connections between sense of self and self-esteem 
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and self-concept. I also discovered that literature was more readily available on Black 

women in the academy, than it was for Black women in PreK-12 education. There have been 

more empirical studies and doctoral works on Black women leaders in the PreK-12 space, 

but more are needed. It was also challenging to ascertain statistical data about Black female 

representation in these leadership categories. In many cases, Black females were grouped 

with “Women’ or “Other” categories, making it difficult to determine the actual number of 

Black women who fill these roles. As I have engaged in research over the last five years, 

each of these deficit areas has improved, and research is increasing in these areas. It is my 

intent that this study adds to the literature in the area of sense of self and Black women in 

the secondary principalship, superintendency, and the Academy.  

This chapter entails the predominant literature pertaining to African-American 

women in educational leadership roles. The first section provides the Historical View of 

Black Women as Public School Leaders, followed by Experiences of Black Women in the 

Academy. Next, the Invalidated Voices of Resounding Silence are explored, and the chapter 

concludes with Alarming Absence of African-American Female Educational Leaders. 

The Historical View of Black Women as Public School Leaders explores the 

historical perspectives of the leadership role African-American women played in early 

education of Black children and people. This section describes their struggles for education 

during slavery and pre-Brown and post-Brown as they fought to advance educational 

learning opportunities for Black children and adults. Black women have been participants in 

higher education for over a hundred years, often navigating a culture that is plagued with 

racism, sexism, classism, and other intersecting oppressions. Their coping strategies have 

included building community (Ricks, 2015) and faith/spirituality (Dillard & Okpalaoka, 
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2013). These and other issues are the focus of an in-depth review of the Experiences of 

Black Women in the Academy. The reality of Invalidated Voices of Resounding Silence is 

explored in the third section of the literature review, illuminating the systemic silencing and 

invisibility of Black women leaders. Silencing of Black women is a common, widely 

accepted, and often undetected practice that has become deeply embedded in numerous 

aspects of American culture (Grimes, 2005; Osborne, 2018; Swanson, 2017). Finally, the 

review of literature points to the alarming absence of African-American Female Educational 

Leaders in American educational institutions. Overall, while opportunities for professional 

advancement in education have gradually increased for women in general, the progress has 

proven to be much slower for Black women (Alston, 2000; Sanchez & Thornton, 2010) in 

the areas of education leadership such as secondary principalship and superintendency and 

for upper-level administration positions in higher education (Glazer-Raymo, 2008; Turner & 

Quaye, 2010). 

The Historical View of Black Women as Public School Leaders 

During Slavery and Pre-Brown  

During slavery and after, Black people demonstrated an unquenchable thirst for 

education; so much so that they often risked their lives in a quest for this knowledge. There 

were two major slave-initiated events that convinced slave owners of the dangers of literate 

slaves: The Stono Rebellion of 1739 and the Nat Turner revolt of 1842, in which numerous 

Whites and slaves were killed as slaves revolted and attempted to escape (Ruelas, 2017). 

Slaveholders, afraid that literate slaves posed a great risk of flight and revolt, forbade slaves 

to read and write. Sambol-Tosco (2004) explained: 
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Concerned that literate slaves would forge passes or convince other slaves to revolt, 

Southern slaveholders generally opposed slave literacy. In 1740 South Carolina 

enacted another response to the events that occurred at Stono by passing one of the 

earliest laws prohibiting teaching a slave to read or write. (para. 4)  
 

Laws prohibiting educating slaves were fairly common in the South and entailed threats of 

imprisonment and fiscal and corporal punishment. An excerpt from an Act passed by the 

General Assembly of the State of North Carolina at the Session of 1830-1831 read: 

AN ACT TO PREVENT ALL PERSONS FROM TEACHING SLAVES TO READ 

OR WRITE, THE USE OF FIGURES EXCEPTED 

 

That any free person, who shall hereafter teach, or attempt to teach, any slave within 

the State to read or write, the use of figures excepted, or shall give or sell to such 

slave or slaves any books or pamphlets, shall be liable to indictment in any court of 

record in this State having jurisdiction thereof, and upon conviction, shall, at the 

discretion of the court, if a white man or woman, be fined not less than one hundred 

dollars, nor more than two hundred dollars, or imprisoned; and if a free person of 

color, shall be fined, imprisoned, or whipped, at the discretion of the court, not 

exceeding thirty nine lashes, nor less than twenty lashes.  

 

II. Be it further enacted, That if any slave shall hereafter teach, or attempt to teach, 

any other slave to read or write, the use of figures excepted, he or she may be carried 

before any justice of the peace, and on conviction thereof, shall be sentenced to 

receive thirty-nine lashes on his or her bare back. (Acts Passed by the General 

Assembly of the State of North Carolina, 1830-1831, p. 14)  

 

Despite this threat, slaves continued to seek knowledge and learning, as “the pursuit of 

education became a communal effort” (Sambol-Tosco, 2004, para. 4). Black female slaves 

and free-born were among the brave who sought education at all costs. Some of them 

emerged as educational pioneers, served as teachers and school leaders for Black children, 

and fought to advance educational learning opportunities for Black children and adults. 

Among these early Black female educational pioneers to risk their lives to advocate for 

Black education were Harriet Jacobs, Mary Jane Patterson, and Mary McLeod-Bethune.  

 Harriet Jacobs, born in 1813 as a North Carolinian slave, became literate and was 

the first Black woman to write a slave narrative. Jacobs was taught to read and write by her 
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first mistress, whom she was with until age 13, when her mistress died and willed her to the 

youngest daughter of a doctor named James Norcom. In her self-published book, Incidents 

in the Life of a Slave Girl, she wrote of the unspeakable: the sexual exploitation of women.  

When he told me that I was made for his use, made to obey his command in 

everything; that I was nothing but a slave whose will must and should surrender to 

his, never before had my puny arm felt half so strong. (Jacobs, 1861/2000, p. 30) 

 

She told of being stalked and threatened with rape by her owner. “Norcom, a tyrant who had 

already had 11 children by other slaves, quickly began stalking Jacobs as a sexual prize” 

(Nakao, 2004, para. 23). Determined to escape a dehumanizing life of being treated as 

nothing more than property, “Jacobs hid in a tiny crawl space in her grandmother’s attic for 

nearly seven years before escaping north” (Nakao, 2004, para. 30). To protect herself, 

Jacobs wrote her book under the pseudonym Linda Brent. It was not until over 100 years 

after Jacobs’ death that she was credited with this literary work and named as author of the 

book at the Library of Congress.  

Jacobs went on to become an anti-slavery activist, and she and her daughter, Louisa, 

opened a school for free Blacks in Alexandria, Virginia. In a letter dated April 13, 1863, she 

spoke of the school: “I must say one word about our school. We have 125 scholars; we have 

no paid teachers as yet, the children have been taught by convalescent soldiers, who kindly 

volunteer their services until called to join their regiment” (Yellin, 2008, p. 478). Jacobs’ 

early years of learning to read and write served her well, as she went on to advance 

educational opportunities for other Black people.  

Mary Jane Patterson was another shero to support the advance of education for Black 

people. According to Mary Jane Patterson’s biography (“Mary Jane Patterson,” 2016), she 

was born into slavery in 1840 to fugitive slaves, Henry Irving and Emeline Patterson of 
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Raleigh, North Carolina. In 1856, her family left Raleigh and moved to Oberlin, Ohio, 

where she later attended Oberlin College and graduated with a four-year degree. She is 

largely recognized as the first Black woman in the United States to graduate from an 

established four-year college and earn a bachelor’s degree. After graduation, Patterson 

pursued a teaching career and taught at the Institute for Colored Youths in Philadelphia. She 

accepted a teaching position in Washington, D.C. at the Preparatory High School for 

Colored Youths. In 1871, she became the first Black principal of newly founded Preparatory 

High School for Negroes and mentored many African-American women over the course of 

her career. Patterson used her education to teach and lead other Blacks and to provide 

guidance and insights to other Black women who desired to pursue educational attainment 

(“Mary Jane Patterson,” 2016).  

In 1875, Mary Jane McLeod was born free in Mayesville, South Carolina, to 

sharecropper parents, Samuel and Patsy McLeod. Although they were no longer slaves, her 

mother continued to work and do laundry for their former owners. Mary would often 

accompany her mother and recalled an event that triggered her determination to learn and 

seek knowledge.  

On one particular visit, Mary picked up a book only to have it ripped from her hands 

by a white child, who screamed that Mary wasn’t supposed to read. Later in life, 

Mary said the experience inspired her to learn to read and write. (Mason, 2017, 

para. 6)  

 

As a child, Mary worked out in the fields, picking cotton with her family. At the age of 

seven, she was offered an opportunity to attend a school that was being established. The 

family could afford to allow only one child to attend, and Mary was chosen. Mary studied at 

the school for four years and graduated at age eleven. With no means to continue education 
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at that point, Mary returned to work with her family in the cotton fields. Because of the 

benevolence of a Quaker teacher in Denver, Colorado, Mary was able to resume her 

education, and at the age of 13, she was sent to Concord, North Carolina, to attend the Scotia 

Seminary for Negro Girls. Mary graduated in July 1894, and with a scholarship to Moody 

Bible Institute in Chicago, she immediately enrolled there. She took courses that would 

allow her to become a missionary, but after graduating was informed that “coloreds could 

not qualify as African missionaries” (Mason, 2017, para. 18).  

Disappointed, Mary returned home to assist in her old school. She later took a 

teaching job in Augusta, Georgia, and through this experience, realized that her missionary 

work was needed in America, not Africa. It was then that she began to consider opening her 

own school. In 1898, Mary met Albertus Bethune, who later became her husband. On 

October 4, 1904, Mary McLeod Bethune’s dream came to fruition, and she opened the 

Daytona Normal and Industrial Institute with just $1.50 and five 8- to 12-year-old girls and 

her son. Threatened by the Ku Klux Klan, Bethune persisted without hesitation. Mason 

(2017) explained: 

Jim Crow was the law and the KKK was again raging. Lynching was common. 

Bethune received a visit from the Klan over the formation of her school. Tall and 

hefty, Bethune stood resolutely in the doorway, and the Klan left without causing 

harm. (para. 27)  

 

Bethune was so convicted about the importance of education that she was willing to 

give her life to advance education for Black children. She began offering evening courses to 

adults, and by 1906 her school had expanded to 250 students. In 1923, Bethune merged with 

Cookman Institute for Men in Jacksonville, Florida, and the school became Bethune-
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Cookman College in 1929 and doubled in enrollment. Mary McLeod Bethune served as the 

first Black female college president until 1942 (Mason, 2017). 

In addition to great educational contributions, Bethune served as a political activist 

for Black women, becoming the President of the National Association of Colored Women, 

and later founding the National Council of Negro Women. Bethune’s contributions did not 

go unnoticed. She later became advisor to four United States Presidents, became the first 

Black woman to head a federal office as Director of the Division of Negro Affairs of the 

National Youth Association (NYA), and was the only Black delegate at the United Nations 

founding convention in 1945. Today a monument depicting Mary McLeod Bethune teaching 

children stands in Lincoln Park to commemorate her contributions to the advancement of the 

education of Black people (Mason, 2017).  

 These three biographical sketches give just a glimpse into the educational impact 

made by African-American women prior to the Brown v. Board of Education ruling. 

Numerous others made similar accomplishments and contributions to the education of Black 

children and people. Some of these Black sheroes, who defied the odds and founded schools 

for Black children, were Lucy Laney, Nannie Helen Burroughs, and Charlotte Hawkins 

Brown. 

Segregated Schooling and Institutional Caring 

Many early Black public school leaders emerged from slavery with a hunger for 

education that began in the slave community and emphasized learning and self-

improvement. “The historiography of African American education during the 

Reconstruction Era supports the attitudes toward learning and self-improvement… 

documented in the scholarship on slavery. Historians…characterized African Americans’ 
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beliefs in education…as resistance to oppression and a means to liberation” (Anderson, 

2004, p. 366). 

Anderson (1988) noted that when northern missionaries and representatives of the 

Freedman’s Bureau went to the South, they expected to find “uncivilized victims” (p. 6). 

Instead, they found that Blacks had established schools, and Black leaders were unwilling 

for their schools to be controlled by northern groups. It must be noted that “despite the 

structure and work rhythms of the southern agricultural economy, black children did not 

voluntarily sacrifice formal school for gainful employment. Rather, there were no public or 

private schools available to the great majority of black children” (Anderson, 1988, p. 150). 

Working in the fields in a system controlled by Southern planters kept Black children from 

regularly attending schools. Public schools did not begin for Black children until the early 

20th century (Anderson). 

Walker (2001) brought attention to historical studies of segregated settings in the 

South that often depicted schools for Blacks as inferior due to “inequality in facilities, lack 

of transportation, shorter school terms, teacher-pupil conflicts, overcrowding, poor teachers 

and poor student attendance” (p. 254). Newer ethnographic and qualitative methods 

provided an opportunity in the mid-1960s to dispel the idea that segregated schools were of 

poor quality. Walker and Tompkins (2004) gave attention to the culture and climate of these 

schools and concluded these segregated settings exemplified institutional caring as 

“interpersonal caring [which] defines a state in which the person who is caring is concerned 

about, and willing to attempt to meet, the physical, psychological, and academic needs of the 

individual for that person is caring” (p. 79). Walker (2009) explained the value of segregated 

Black schools to the well-being and achievement of Black children. 



96 

Many black segregated schools were characterized by self-efficacious, committed, 

and well-trained black teachers; extracurricular activities that encouraged students to 

utilize their multiple talents; strong leadership that engaged parents in the support of 

the children’s education; and institutional and interpersonal forms of caring that 

encouraged students to believe in what they could achieve. (pp. 272-273) 

 

The segregated Black schools served as an extension of home, or a safe, nurturing 

alternative to home in cases of less-than-ideal circumstances, where many Black educators 

engaged in what is known as “othermothering” (Walker & Snarey, 2004, p. 11). 

Othermothering is a practice of African-American women that dates back to the days of 

slavery where it was common for non-biological adults to assume the role and 

responsibilities of the parent, in the parents’ absence or inability to care for children. There 

was a distinguishing commitment to interdependence and community that compelled Black 

people to care for and take care of one another. Walker and Snarey (2004) describe this 

interdependence and reciprocal community care as, “to care for the self is to care for the 

group and to care for the group is to care for self” (p. 11). This “care for” and “cared for” is 

considered essential for success in current urban educational environments, and what was 

practiced in the segregated Black schools of the pre-Brown era and considered lost through 

the desegregation of schools (Walker, 2001, 2009; Walker & Snarey, 2004)  

After Brown v. Board of Education 

While the study of segregated schooling is a focus of her research, Vanessa Siddle 

Walker has also studied and written about the desegregation of schools in the United States 

for over 25 years. In her most recent book, The Lost Education of Horace Tate: Uncovering 

the Hidden Heroes Who Fought for Justice in Schools, she tells the story of how Black 

educators from the South worked tirelessly behind the scenes to push for desegregation 

through Brown v. Board of 1954. The story is told from the perspective of Horace Tate, a 
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well-known Georgia educator who had served as teacher, principal, and executive director 

of the Georgia Teachers and Educators Association. Prior to the 1954 Brown v. Board 

ruling, Tate and other Black educators from the South “courageously and covertly—laid the 

groundwork for 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education and weathered its aftermath” 

(Anderson, 2018, para. 1). These Black educators dreamed of the “opening of democratic 

opportunities represented by integrated schooling...accompanied by a continuation of the 

vision and agency black educators had used to construct educational opportunities for black 

children in the past” (Walker, 2009, p. 271). Regarding integration, Tate and other Black 

educators envisioned a first-class educational experience for Black children, characterized 

by high quality facilities, ample and well-conditioned teaching resources, transportation, and 

other staples of the separate White schools, coupled with excellent, well-educated Black 

educators and “the ethic of care that was once central to African American schools” 

(St. John & Cadray, 2004, p. 96).  

While Tate and other Black educators in the South held high hopes for integration, 

they soon discovered that integration turned out to be far less beneficial than they had 

originally anticipated. In an audio recording of Tate delivering one of his powerful speeches, 

he spoke of his disappointment with the realities of integration of schools. He described the 

manifestations of integration as the “elimination, annihilation, liquidation of everything 

initiated, developed or directed by the Negro” (Tate, 1970, n.p.). After the court enforcement 

of integration, as dictated by the Brown v. Board ruling, Tate focused on what he called the 

“evils of second-class integration” (Walker, 2009, p. 271). He was particularly concerned 

about the systematic firing of thousands of Black educators and what their absence would 

mean for Black children. He posited: 
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Second-class integration is evil because is it designed to steal from the Negro boy or 

girl that black image which has motivated boys and girls and made them to roll up 

their sleeves and carve out a new role for what we call democracy in this country. 

Second-class integration is evil because it is designed to make the Negro feel he is 

not good enough or trained enough or qualified enough to be the head of anything 

with which whites are involved. Second-class integration is evil because it does not 

consider the desire, the customs, the mores, the traditions, or feelings of black people 

as important in the scheme of our society. There can be no first-class citizenship with 

second-class integration. I say to you again that second-class integration is evil. 

(Tate, 1970, n.p.) 

 

In an interview with Melinda Anderson (2018), Vanessa Siddle Walker further 

elaborated on the losses to the Black community as a result of “second-class integration” 

(Tate, 1970).  

There are obvious losses—black teachers were fired and demoted. Wonderful black 

principals were put in charge of running school buses. They were humiliated because 

they had once been leaders in their communities. Some of them had to relocate and 

move north. But there are costs that we forget—like losing control over what black 

children learned. The black educators taught math and science and everything else as 

best as they could with the limited resources that they had. You also saw the infusion 

of blackness in their classrooms. They were teaching black children how to be 

resilient in a segregated society. They seeded the civil-rights movement with this 

curriculum. Those of us who reflect on the civil-rights era naturally think about 

people losing jobs and status. But to me just as important is understanding that they 

lost the chance to instill in another generation the ability to think about racial 

progress. We lost things that were foundational. We have to know the breadth of the 

costs, to understand both how we got to present-day conditions and how to think 

about moving forward. (paras. 7-9)  

 

The Brown v. Board of Education decision, on the surface, represented a “new day” 

of equality, opportunity, and justice for all. However, for many Black educators, it marked 

the unapologetic “wholesale dismissal of Black educators” (Tillman, 2004, p. 281). The 

history of African-American principal leadership dates back to the pre-Brown v. Board of 

Education era. African-American leaders have always been an essential component in the 

education of African-American children. In Tillman’s (2008) research related to the 
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leadership of Black principals, several themes consistently emerged as she explored the 

literature of Dr. Asa Hilliard. These themes include: 

(a) resistance to ideologies and individuals opposed to the education of black 

students, (b) the academic and social development of Black students as a priority, 

(c) the importance of the cultural perspectives of the Black principal, and 

(d) leadership based on interpersonal caring. (p. 590) 

 

These themes served as the primary foci of the early African-American educational leaders. 

The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education case established that Separate but Equal 

schooling was unconstitutional. Up until that time, Black school staffs were primarily 

comprised of Black teachers and principals. These Black educators willingly took on the 

responsibility of addressing the academic, psychological, and sociological needs of the 

students they served. Irvine and Irvine (1983) espoused this belief, stating: 

Black schools served as the instruments through which professional educators 

discharged their responsibility to their community. Black educators labored to help 

students realize their achievement goals. In their roles both principals and teachers 

were mere, but profound, extensions of the interest of the Black community. (p. 412) 

 

For example, the Black educators in Topeka were well-educated, with many of them having 

advanced degrees. In Richard Kluger’s (1975) Simple Justice, he explained that “at two of 

the four Black schools in [Topeka], more of the teachers held master’s degrees than at any of 

the white grade schools” (p. 380).  

Despite the injustices and inequalities that were commonplace for Blacks in the 

pre-Brown v. Board era, Black students found their schools to be a safe haven of education, 

edification, and inspiration. Black students of the pre-Brown era found that their teachers 

and principals were interested in their holistic development. These Black educators engaged 

in a leadership framework that Walker and Archung (2003) referred to as interpersonal 

caring. Interpersonal caring is defined as “a form of meeting the needs that teachers and 
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principals perceived the students to have” (p. 33). Black principals took personal 

responsibility for the intellectual and sociological protection and progress of their students. 

Tillman (2004) explained: 

these Black principal leaders fought against theories of inferiority, funding structures 

that disadvantaged Black students, an emphasis on vocational over academic 

preparation, and the displacement of massive numbers of Black teachers and 

principals. They risked their professional careers and their economic livelihood and 

stood in the way of opposition to equitable systems of education. Lacking any real 

power to implement policy, they worked with Black parents who went before White 

school boards to secure needed resources for schools. In the face of these challenges, 

they continued to educate Black children, doing more with less. (p. 132)  

 

The first objective of resisting ideologies and individuals opposed to the education of 

Black students was of primary importance to the pre-Brown Black principal leaders. They 

fought tirelessly to eradicate the injustice smoldering beneath the surface of “separate but 

equal” in American education. However, many of the pre-Brown Black teachers and 

principals were not optimistic about school integration. This was indicated in Jonas 

Rosenthal’s 1957 article, “Negro Teachers’ Attitudes toward Desegregation.” Many Black 

teachers shied away from desegregation for the following reasons: 

It discourages racial pride; it prevents Negro children from expressing themselves 

naturally; Negroes do not want to be where they are merely tolerated; it would end 

the cultural leadership of Negro teachers; White teachers would not understand 

Negro children; loss of incentive for Negro students who want to become teachers; 

and loss of positions by Negro teachers and principals. (p. 70) 

 

Considering the outcome of the Brown decision, there were good reasons for these 

Black educators to be concerned. While the Brown ruling began what was to be the journey 

for equal education for all students in America, it was definitely not free of negative 

by-products. One of those by-products was the displacement of thousands of Black 

educators. If schools were to be integrated, were White children to be taught by Black 



101 

teachers? Furthermore, did Black principals really expect to lead predominantly White staffs 

and White students? This historical and groundbreaking ruling brought much joy, as well as 

a great deal of pain for the Black community. While African-American students earned the 

right to equal education to their White counterparts, African-American teachers and 

principals found themselves with far fewer opportunities for employment. Alston (2005) 

spoke to this issue: 

The Supreme Court handed down a decision in Brown v. Board of Education stating 

that separate and unequal education was unconstitutional. The implementation of that 

decision in the 60s and 70s would lead to the desegregation of schools and a loss of 

many Black teachers and administrators, male and female. Men and women who 

were teaching and leading in all-Black schools found few opportunities to integrate 

the schools that the children of their communities soon attended.…in the 11 years 

following Brown, more than 38,000 Black teachers and administrators in 17 southern 

and border states lost their jobs. Many who were able to find employment were now 

in subordinate positions, not in administrative leadership positions. (p. 676) 

 

For example, the following states are representative of the drastic decreases to the number of 

Black principals from 1964 to 1970: Alabama, 134 Black secondary principals to 14; 

Kentucky, 350 Black principals to 36; Virginia, 107 Black secondary principals to16; and 

Delaware, 50 Black principals to 16 (Irvine & Irvine, 2007). 

After Brown, Black teachers and principals were stripped of opportunity, respect, 

and the ability to directly impact the lives of the students to whom they had been so deeply 

dedicated prior to Brown. This historical disservice marked a critical loss to the African-

American community, as the role and impact of the Black teacher and Black principal 

extended far beyond the realm of education. As Foster (2005) asserted: 

the courageous lives and the movement for educational access and equity 

championed by these leaders reinforced, supported, and sustained the ethic of 

interpersonal care and institutional care that became a historical hallmark of 

education for African American students in schools led by African American 

teachers and principals. (p. 696) 
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Unfortunately, after the Brown decision and subsequent dismissal of scores of Black 

educators, there continues to be an absence of Black educators even today. Klein (2017) 

elaborated, “Although about 15 percent of American students are black, only 8 percent of 

American teachers are black” (para. 10). The data for Black principals are just as bleak. 

According to April 2016 report of the National Center for Educational Statistics, the 

percentage of Black principals over the last 25 years has barely increased, from 9% to 10%. 

Anderson (2016) stated: 

The lack of principals of color has a long and complicated history that mirrors 

the shortage of teachers of color. As the NCES report notes, because principals are 

often drawn from the pool of teachers, “teacher demographics [such as race and 

ethnicity] may affect…principal demographics.” Additionally, for black school 

principals specifically, the after-effects of school desegregation were devastating. 

(para. 5) 

 

This absence can be seen most prominently at the secondary principalship level, which is 

predominantly White-male-dominated. This is particularly important, as the secondary 

principalship is a likely pathway to District-level positions, such as the Superintendency.  

Sharpe, Malone, Walter and Supley (2004) contended: 

the role of high school principal is often a stepping stone on the pathway to the 

superintendency. Many female elementary teachers become elementary principals, a 

position from which superintendents rarely emerge. The greatest number of positions 

leading to the superintendency were in secondary schools or the central office. 

(p. 24) 

 

 In a 2007 phenomenological study, Jean-Marie and Martinez investigated how 

female secondary principals from one southwestern state felt about complex views of 

leadership, gender, and race. The participants consisted of 11 female secondary principals 

from one southwestern state, who were purposively sampled from a state directory education 

list. Fifteen principals were contacted, but only 11 agreed to participate. The data were 
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collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews that were transcribed and analyzed 

using phenomenological steps. Three major themes emerged around gender, race, and 

improvement of the recruitment and retention processes. Regarding gender, these women 

were able to combine “the finer quality of masculinity and feminist perspective…they 

formed a newer, stronger, and more balanced practice of leadership” (p. 46). Regarding race, 

“Women of color, and to a lesser extent White women, are pressured to give up their 

cultural identities” (p. 46). To improve recruitment and retention processes, women should 

develop confidence to know that they are capable of being effective secondary school 

leaders, and this can be achieved through mentoring by other women and men. 

In Anita Brown’s (2014) phenomenological narrative design study including eight 

current and former Black female superintendents, she explored the issues of recruitment and 

retention of African-American women at that leadership level. Her eight participants were 

purposely selected from a Black superintendents’ directory from the National Alliance of 

Black School Educators. From this list she ascertained the names, contact information, and 

location of Black superintendents, particularly Black females. At that time, she noted that 

there were a total of 366 Black superintendents, out of 14,559. Of those 366 Black 

superintendents, 137 were women. Brown gathered the names of Black female 

superintendents who lived in the southeastern region of the United States. She reached out to 

potential participants by phone and email and obtained agreement from eight women. Each 

of these women were also the first Black women to hold the superintendent’s role in their 

respective school districts. Data were collected through three-hour semi-structured 

interviews that were recorded, as well as extensive notetaking by the researcher. Analysis of 

the data consisted of a thorough review of the interview transcripts that were coded for 
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themes. Brown referred to her findings as lessons learned and grouped them into three 

separate categories. The lessons learned from Brown’s (2014) research are outlined below.  

Lessons Learned about Race and Recruitment and Retention:  

 African American women superintendents must carry themselves to a higher 

standard of excellence in order to dispel the myths that have circulated over 

generations.  

 African American women superintendents must continue to work harder than 

their peers in order to prove their leadership capabilities, despite their credentials.  

 Race is always a factor in the games of social politics.  

 Despite credentials carried by an African American woman seeking the 

superintendency, she benefits more by having a strong white male 

mentor/advocate.  

 African American women must always be cognizant of the power of race and be 

accepting of it; knowing that “it is what it is.” (p. 588) 

 

Lessons Learned about Black Female Gender and on Recruitment and Retention:  

 There is a continued lack of access into powerful social and political 

organizations for many African American women.  

 Despite years of progress in racial and gender interactions, stereotypical beliefs 

and myths regarding Black women still exist within society.  

 Research continues to support the belief that there appears to be a dominant 

ascension order for hiring (e.g. White males, Black males, White females, Black 

females) within the superintendency).  

 Self-recruitment to the superintendency by African American women is crucial 

to their future recruitment to and retention in the position.  

 Hostile school board members continue to impact the recruitment and retention 

of African American women to the superintendency. (p. 589) 

 

Lessons Learned about Social Politics and Recruitment and Retention:  

 Recruitment and retention is often hampered when African American women 

candidates lack strong political and professional networks.  

 Strong White males as mentors and advocates are crucial to the African 

American woman in the school superintendency.  

 The lack of Black women superintendents leads to a lack of strong Black women 

superintendents who can and will serve as mentors/advocates. (p. 590) 

 

As illustrated in the historical overview of Black female public school leaders, care 

and advocacy for children/students has been and continues to be a critical focus for Black 

educational leaders. Walker (2009) defined the “role of black educators—specifically 

through their organizational structures—as advocates for equality before and after the 
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Brown decision” (Walker, 2009, p. 270). This relentless pursuit of justice and equality for 

themselves, their students, and others characterizes Black women’s leadership identity and is 

evidenced both historically and contemporarily. As a result, Black students, as well as 

others, have had doors of opportunity unlocked and opened, providing them access to a 

better future.  

Experiences of Black Women in the Academy 

There is no more isolated subgroup in academe than Black women. They have 

neither race nor sex in common with White males who dominate the decision making 

stratum of academe; Black males in the academe at least share with the White males 

their predominance over women. (Carroll, 1982, p. 118) 

 

Black Women Pioneers in the Academy 

Despite navigating a culture that is plagued with racism, sexism, classism, and other 

intersecting oppressions, Black women have been participants in higher education for over a 

hundred years. In 1921, the first three Black women to earn doctoral degrees were Eva B. 

Dykes, Georgiana R. Simpson, and Sadie T. Mossell Alexander. Eva B. Dykes earned her 

doctorate in English and taught at two Historically Black Universities – Howard University, 

and later Oakwood University, where she helped the school to achieve accreditation. 

Georgiana R. Simpson earned her doctorate in German at the end of her career and became a 

professor at Howard University. Sadie T. Mossell Alexander earned a doctorate degree in 

Economics and was the first Black person to hold both Ph.D. and J.D. degrees. Mosell 

Alexander joined her husband’s law firm and worked alongside him advocating against 

segregation, discrimination, and employment inequality. As the first Black women to 

achieve these goals, they “set out to design a blueprint for Black women in academia to 

follow” (Ricks, 2015, p. 45).  
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Anderson (1993), in the historical analysis of African-American scholars in the 

academy, stated:  

Until 1941 no African American scholar, no matter how qualified, how many 

degrees he or she had earned, or how many excellent articles and books he or she had 

published, was hired in a permanent faculty position at any predominantly white 

university in America. (pp. 153-154) 

 

While it is apparent that Southern exclusions from the academy were due to race 

segregation, the reasons often given by northern scholars regarding exclusion of African-

American faculty were publishing requirements of universities such as Harvard, lack of time 

for writing due to heavy teaching loads in historical Black colleges, absences of Ph.D. 

degrees, and African-American scholars’ preferences to teach in Black colleges 

(Anderson,1993). Anderson stated that what both areas had in common for the delay was 

institutional racism. African Americans were “hired to fill part-time positions, others to fill 

visiting faculty posts, and still others to hold nominal professorships. Yet none was hired in 

a regular faculty position” (p. 154). In 1941, Dr. Allison Davis, a distinguished 

anthropologist, author, and lecturer, was the first African-American scholar hired as 

professor of education at the University of Chicago “to serve with full status in a 

predominantly white university in America” (Anderson, p. 154). 

Paradoxical Realities within the Academy 

As with many other educational settings, the academy in America is a microcosm of 

our society. Therefore, many of the issues and challenges surrounding race, class, and 

gender that are common to the average American are present and prominent in the academy. 

This reality is not so surprising or even revelatory. However, ideally the academy is to 

function as a mid-wife of democracy, nurturing the birth and development of diverse, 
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challenging, and sometimes radical thought. Instead, for many African-American women, 

racism and sexism have crept into the cribs of critical thinking and strangled the life out of 

any ideas that appear risky, radical, or threatening to dominant culture norms and privilege. 

Ricks (2015) spoke to this issue: 

Educators and institutions of education operate from and are constructed by social 

and historical relations of power. Because of this, privileged narrative spaces are 

constructed for some social groups (dominant culture), and spaces for inequality and 

subordination are constructed for the “other.” (p. 6)  

 

In contrast, Paul (2001) spoke to the ideal functioning of the academy: “Academe should 

serve as an environment in which intellectual challenge and debate are fostered: a place in 

which nonconformity and the idiosyncrasy of thought is valued” (p. 27). As expressed in 

Paul’s Life, Culture, and Education on the Academic Plantation, this was often not the 

reality that African-American women in the academy experienced. Instead, they were 

confronted with the all-too-familiar racism that they had dealt with in other, less intellectual 

venues. Hobson, Russell and Taliaferro-Baszile (2015) asserted being Black and female 

seemed to be “the most salient and prevailing of the multiple identities of women of color in 

the academy” (p. 49). Although racism was commonplace for many of the women 

represented in Paul’s (2001) work, it took on a rare, unfamiliar form in the academy. Racism 

in academia is a creature of its own kind.  

The fact that scholarly racism is subtle, rather than blatant, and institutional, rather 

than individual, makes it all the more an insidiously oppressive and effective 

dimension of the ideological apparatus that justifies and supports patterns of racist 

thought and behavior in the public domain and in the socioeconomic macrostructure. 

(Smitherman, 1988, p. 145) 

 

As an African-American woman in the academy, Paul shared excerpts of her own 

personal experiences. She noted that her thoughts, ideas, and practices were not only 
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challenged by her colleagues, but by students. In this discussion, she clearly pointed to a 

distinct difference in the approach of White students and students of color. She stated,  

There was a major difference, however, between my discontented students of color 

and those who were White. The White female students were much more apt to 

challenge my authority. Without hesitation, they went to more established, older, 

White professors to discuss secretly my “progressive, radical beliefs,” my “racism,” 

“the difficult assignments” I gave, and my “lofty” academic standard. (2001, p. 18) 

 

As Paul sought to bring her whole self to her work, she, like so many other African-

American professors, was mercilessly ridiculed and challenged. Some of her evaluations 

included the following statements (2001): 

I strongly feel that most of her information is good but not appropriate for this class. 

Yes, multiculturalism can be tied to reading and literature, however, Mrs. Glenn has 

spent so much and too much time on this subject alone…She comes across as very 

prejudice and is offensive. 

 

The instructor was apparently a well-read person… I felt her focus on African 

American content was distracting and quite offensive. (p. 16) 

 

Like many other African-American scholars in the academy, Paul was expected to leave a 

vital aspect of her identity and experience outside of the classroom. As scholars, Black 

women are forced to take a unique position. It is a phenomenon that Patricia Collins (1990) 

termed “outsider-within.” The “outsider-within” position is based on a “grounding in 

traditional African-American culture that provides the material backdrop for a unique Black 

woman’s standpoint on self and society. As outsiders-within, Black women have a distinct 

view of the contradictions between the dominant group’s actions and ideologies” (Collins, 

1990, p. 11). While strong, determined African-American women find their way into the 

academe, they have often been relegated to a mere physical presence by others, with their 

rich intellectual contributions ignored, devalued, or dismissed as irrelevant. Howard-

Hamilton (2003) further explained the “outsider-within” experience, whereby African-
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American women have been, in ever increasing numbers, invited into the higher education 

setting but are still considered and often treated as outsiders with little voice within the 

academe walls. 

 In Russell, Hobson and Taliaferro-Baszile’s (2015) auto-ethnographic study, they 

engaged three African-American women faculty members, employed as tenure-track 

professors at three universities across the United States. To protect their identities, 

pseudonyms were used throughout the study. The purpose of the study was to identify 

challenges, obstacles, strategies, and options for tenured and non-tenured Black women 

navigating higher education. Through a narrative approach, they captured the lived stories of 

these three Black academicians. The framework used for the study “evolved from the 

exploration of the legacy of Harriet Tubman in her work of helping slaves escape to freedom 

through the Underground Railroad” (p. 50). The findings from this study centered around 

strategies to address the multiple oppressions that Black women face in the academy, which 

Russell and colleagues referred to as strategies. The strategies that emerged included: 

(a) employ strategy, not emotion, (b) determine their role in your life, (c) know the 

organizational culture, and (d) rest on the foundation of your identity.  

Guilt and Internalized Oppression 

In the academy, Black women are, at times, loaded down by the expectations for 

mentoring and service work that they must complete. Ricks (2015) explained, “Black 

women faculty are often sought out by students to act as mentors, reducing the amount of 

time allotted for scholarly work” (p. 51), thus creating a moral dilemma for Black women. 

Committed to the ideal of the National Association Colored Women’s motto, “lifting as we 

climb,” Black women in the academy “struggle with guilt associated with protecting their 
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time” because they recognize that someone “lifted them as they climbed” (p. 52). Black 

women’s natural inclination to serve and advance others, as was demonstrated in the efforts 

of educational pioneers to advance education among Black children and adults, is a blessing 

that can quickly become a burden. Additionally, Black women in the academy deal with 

what Ricks (2015) called “role strain” (p. 52). These roles are not just the roles they play 

within the academy, but those that they occupy in their home, community, church, 

organizational affiliations, and so forth. Burke, Cropper and Harrison (2000) contended that 

this “role strain” can cause Black women to “struggle to maintain an integrated sense of self 

whilst simultaneously making connections to the concrete material realities of being Black 

and female” (p. 307). Reid (2012), President Emerita of Saint Joseph College in West 

Hartford, Connecticut, spoke to some of these challenges in her article “Black and Female in 

Academia.” She purported:  

Even after hiring minority faculty, their success may be thwarted if they are assigned 

heavy committee or service tasks that do not contribute to awards of tenure. Minority 

faculty, like women faculty, often receive lower teaching evaluations from students. 

And they may find that the tenure committee deems their “minority” research 

interests less valuable than more traditional ones. (para. 8) 

 

Additionally, Davis, Jones, and Reynolds (2011) explained that “developing and articulating 

a viable and sustainable research agenda is an important component of the designation as a 

scholar and is important to the tenure and promotion process” (p. 29). This can be 

problematic for Black women scholars, as the relevance and credibility of their research is 

subject to the value that the tenure committee places on their research. Unfortunately, the 

experience for many Black and other scholars of color is that their work is not validated by 

their peers, particularly when it is centered on gender and/or race (Ponjuan, Conley, & 
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Trower, 2011; Stanley, 2007). Reid (2012) provided an additional perspective on the 

consequences of Black women not being awarded tenure: 

The opportunities for advancement to administrative ranks can similarly suffer 

roadblocks. If few minority men and women are tenured, even fewer are appointed to 

positions of authority. In regularly reviewing announcements of minority 

administrators, one observes that minorities often receive positions without faculty-

line control, such as diversity officer or associate dean. These rarely lead to higher 

positions. (para. 9) 

 

These structural and systemic pressures are not solely responsible for the stressors that Black 

women in the academy experience. They also experience what is known as “internalized 

oppression” (Ricks, 2015). This is Black women’s tendency to want to prove that we are just 

as qualified and worthy as our non-Black and non-female counterparts. Evans (2007) termed 

this the “politics of respectability” and clarified:  

excellence is at once repressive and compelling: while buying into ideas of 

excellence reifies the trappings of ego and merit, it is nonetheless necessary to 

demonstrate that achievement is commonplace in black women’s collegiate history 

so that when other scholars do excel it is seen as normative rather than exceptional. 

(p. 210)  

 

This desire to be viewed as equal to others is common among Black women as well as other 

marginalized groups and is a vestige of slavery’s dehumanizing, destructive messages that 

were conveyed in the treatment and identification of Black people by White dominant 

culture. Ricks (2015) further asserted, “The desire of Black women to prove their equality is 

an indicator of an internalized oppression, which has seeped so far into the psyche of Black 

women” (p. 53).  

Alienation and Isolation 

Because African-American women often bring variance of culture, experience, and 

expression to their work, they sometimes find themselves in a precarious position in the 
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academy. Cook (2012) purported, “Navigating academia is hard enough for most people. 

Add unspoken cultural assumptions and expectations, and the challenge for women of color 

can be huge” (p. 13). Cook (2012) further spoke to the unique experience of Black women 

in the academy, stating, “Isolation, loneliness and lack of trust compound the effects of 

racism and sexism as barriers to African American women’s full participation in the upper 

levels of academia” (p. 13). Additionally, it is not uncommon for Black women in the 

academy to be treated like a “token minority professor” and as if their teaching and 

scholarship is “lacking in rigor and intensity” (Gregory, 2003, p. C5). Gregory highlighted 

the “double jeopardy of racial and gender oppression that still persists in the academy – a 

place where sometimes well-intentioned people confuse diversity with tokenism” (p. C5). 

This phenomenon of Blacks being treated as tokens in the academy leads to what Padilla 

(1994) referred to as “cultural taxation.” This is when Black women are tapped to be the 

voice of all racial or gender issues and endeavors within the department/university. Ricks 

(2015) described this as “the extra burden of responsibilities placed upon minority faculty 

because of their racial, ethnic, and/or gender group memberships. These responsibilities 

include serving as the ‘departmental experts’ for their particular gender or ethnic group” 

(pp. 50-51). Bush (1999) further asserted that this unique status of African-American 

women is “quadruple jeopardy – being black, female, educated, and isolated, is a daily 

source of stress for the African-American female” (p. 22). While this space of marginality 

may be painful and challenging at time for Black women, hooks (1990) offered an 

alternative perspective of this unique location, stating, “despite being located on the margins 

– an unsafe and risky position for any member of an oppressed group – Black women and 

other women of color need not consider their place in the academy as one of deprivation 
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solely” (p. 149). In this statement, she alluded to authentic opportunities that are embedded 

in this challenge. hooks (1990) further posited: 

Marginality [is] much more than a site of deprivation; in fact…it is also the site of 

radical possibility, a space of resistance. It was this marginality that I was naming as 

a central location for the production of a counter hegemonic discourse that is not just 

found in words but in habits of being and the way one lives. As such, I was not 

speaking of a marginality one wishes to lose – to give up or surrender as part of 

moving into the center – but rather of a site one stays in, clings to even, because it 

nourishes one’s capacity to resist. It offers to one the possibility of radical 

perspective from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds. 

(pp. 149-150) 

 

This is a form of taking what was meant to harm you/to destroy you and using it for your 

good, as is espoused in Christian teaching. With this, hooks took the focus and power away 

from the challenge and repurposed the challenge as a tool or strategy for coping and 

overcoming. These sources of stress can be problematic and have the potential to “lead to 

serious physical and psychological health problems for Black women in academia” (Ricks, 

2015, p. 54). Therefore, it behooves us to consider remedies and coping strategies for these 

stressors that will be reviewed in the next section. 

Coping Strategies of Black Women in the Academy 

Due to this potentially discouraging and highly stressful reality, it is critical that 

Black women in the academy “build community” (Ricks, 2015, p. 55). This is where Black 

women purposefully build networks of support and allyship that will support them as they 

navigate the rough terrains of academia. Ricks (2015) pointed to this psychologically 

supportive practice dating back to the days of slavery. She asserted that “evidence of Black 

women establishing communities of resistance can be traced all the way back to slavery 

when women gathered by the river or in the fields to share strategies, sing spirituals, and 
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uplift one another” (p. 56). Harley (2008) highlighted the significance of this health-

preservation strategy: 

They talk with each other about their experiences and challenges. Then, they 

strategize about ways to respond and how to examine the pros and cons of various 

situations. In many ways networking is therapeutic and African American faculty 

members act as “kitchen divas” for each other in which they gather support and 

strengthen each other. (p. 27)  

 

The Combahee River Collective, which assembled in 1974, understood the need for and the 

power of a collective and community of like-minded Black women who were actively 

committed to combating oppressions of all kind aimed at Black women. In an expression of 

their collective beliefs, the Combahee River Collective (2015) asserted, “our politics sprang 

from the shared belief that Black women are inherently valuable, that our liberation is a 

necessity not just as an adjunct to somebody else’s but because of our need as human 

persons for autonomy” (p. 15). 

Faith/Spirituality 

Faith/Spirituality is an additional coping strategy employed by Black women in the 

academy. This faith is a form of spirituality that includes the “innate need and conscious 

choice to seek connections including relationships with a higher being as well as with 

others” (Dillard & Okpalaoka, 2013, p. 15). Spirituality has been a standard in Black 

women’s lives, serving as a coping mechanism, dating back to slavery. Graham (2016) 

asserted that spirituality “has been identified as a central component to coping with anti-

social behavior, psychological distress, and personal plights” (p. 111). Bacchus and Holley 

(2004) identified five functions of spirituality when coping with work-related stressors, 

including: (a) as a protective factor, (b) source of personal strength, (c) resource for general 

guidance, (d) resource for general guidance in decision making, and (e) as a resource for 
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reappraising stressors. As Black women in the academy seek to assuage the hurts and 

wounds of systemic oppression and persevere, they often engage in what Cutts (2015) called 

the spiritual process of healing. “The spiritual process of healing is a prerequisite for being 

empowered and resilient. To be empowered and resilient or teach and heal someone else, I 

had to first be healed” (p. 195). This spiritual healing is not only necessary for Black 

women’s sustenance, but it has a great impact on Black women’s capacity to help and serve 

others. In Russell et al.’s (2015) study of three Black women in the academy that was 

designed to illustrate how they survived, one of the participants spoke of a negative 

encounter she had with an African-American male, whom she had initially deemed a friend. 

The encounter shocked her and left her with feelings of hurt and confusion. She spoke of her 

process of healing and moving forward from this experience: 

My faith in God was the fuel that propelled me to move beyond that day, and still be 

able to work with this individual. In this situation, I proclaimed “and the peace of 

God, which passeth understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ 

Jesus” (Philippians 4:7). (2015, p. 53) 

 

Finally, based on the multiple oppressions and stressors experienced by Black 

women in the academy, it is essential that they quickly find a mentor or someone who is 

interested and invested in her sustenance and success. Cook (2011) elaborated, “Women 

with mentors are more likely to be retained and to move forward. They have more 

confidence. It’s a positive socialization experience” (p. 23). As expressed by Hite (2004), a 

key factor in increasing African-American women’s representation is the consistent 

reproduction of women who are able to serve as role models. Hite further posited, “many 

Black women managers lack both role models and peers because they are the only 

representatives of their combined race and gender at higher levels in organizations” (p. 132). 
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In Dowdy-Kilgour’s (2008) work entitled PhD Stories: Conversations with My 

Sisters, she explored and depicted the experiences of nine African-American women 

professors and scholars. She conducted the study on a large campus: King University. Her 

participants consisted of nine Black female professors (including herself) from this 

university. She employed storytelling research method to capture the experiences of each of 

her participants as they shared accounts about their survival in a predominantly White 

university setting. Her data collection method was four sessions of interviews with each 

participant that were recorded and transcribed, peer debriefing, and member checking. Data 

analysis consisted of review of transcripts, coding, and then triangulation of the data from 

the various data sets. The findings from this study included Black women character traits, 

supports from family, a calling to teaching early in life that inspired the completion of the 

Ph.D., and the move into faculty and administrative positions in the academy.  

Dowdy-Kilgour (2008) recounted the experiences of these women from early 

childhood to their then-current placements in a predominantly White institution of higher 

education. Equally important to her narratives was her participation in the work as a Black 

professor in a predominantly White institution, as she began the book by questioning why 

she was “alone in a department, in a school that is committed to Eurocentric educational 

enterprise” (p. 1). Each of the participants in her study worked at the same institution; 

however, they did not know one another. Over the course of the research study, these 

women began to share their stories and to develop natural connections. They eventually 

began to affectionately “refer to each other as their sister scholars” (p. 7). From her research 

emerged a list of character traits of these women such as “warriors for social justice, 

equality for women, student advocacy and fairness in the workplace” (p. 16). Dowdy-
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Kilgour further explored the connections and support systems of these women that would 

serve to facilitate their sustenance and success. Some of the sources of support cited 

included “family, friends, faculty members, community members, and the students who 

work with them” (p. 37). Additionally, Dowdy-Kilgour emphasized the overwhelming need 

for African-American faculty members to “reach out to new academics and helping them 

build their support base” (p. 39). Much of her work addressed how these women in the 

academy found and maintained a sense of purpose through advocacy, as well as strategies to 

offset the isolation that was, more often than not, associated with their status of being Black 

and female in the academy. 

Invalidated Voices of Resounding Silence 

Until we have…a literature from the silenced, we will probably not have a full 

critique of the social order from their perspectives. Nor will we have their proposed 

solutions, or the means of sharing their daily worlds. (Lincoln, 1993, p. 44) 

 

Silence of Black Women in Educational Leadership Literature 

Upon thorough investigation and perusal of the literature, it has become glaringly 

apparent that literature centered on Black women in educational leadership is abhorrently 

limited. Thus, it is evident that the voices of this particular segment of the population have 

been systemically silenced, devalued, and disregarded. It has proven insufficient to merely 

pass off the experiences of non-Black female educational leaders as an adequate and 

authentic portrayal of the unique experiences of Black female educational leaders. Grimes 

(2005) contended, “African-American women experience the cultural, contextual, social, 

behavioral, and linguistic world differently than White females. Thus, the African-American 

woman’s challenges to leadership cannot be studied against a white hegemonic construct” 

(p. 1). The majority of current research conducted on educational leadership focuses on the 
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White male leadership model (Parker, 2005). Byrd (2009) further elaborated, “As a result, 

traditional and dominant leadership theories may not adequately address African American 

women’s leadership in terms of intersectionality (race, gender, and social class)” (p. 582). 

Much of the research that has been conducted has not focused solely on the experiences and 

perspectives of Black female educational leaders. Consequently, African-American 

women’s ways of knowing, understanding, and constructing meaning is almost completely 

ignored. Furthermore, the assertions of educated and forward-thinking leading voices among 

African-American women are silenced and deemed invalid. Collins (1990) posited: 

While black women can produce knowledge claims that contest those advanced by 

the white male community, this community does not grant that Black women 

scholars have competing knowledge claims based in another knowledge validation 

process. As a consequence, any credentials controlled by white male academicians 

can be denied to Black women producing Black feminist thought on the grounds that 

it is not credible research. (p. 204) 

 

The Black female voice speaking to leadership issues and barriers has largely been ignored 

and silenced. Grimes (2005) further explained that “the influence on mainstream leadership 

literature is to silence the sounds from African-American women; to dismiss her voice, 

devalue her pain, disengage her voice, or oversimplify the Black leadership paradigm in 

intellectual contexts” (p. 1).  

Literature that expresses the voice and experiences of women in educational 

leadership has slowly increased but continues to be challenging to ascertain. The literature 

that does exist about women in educational leadership “fails to identify the number and 

levels of women in administration” (Alston, 2000, p. 526). According to Tyack and Hansot 

(1982), this deficit of data and research is not a simple oversight. Instead, they asserted: 

Amid proliferation of other kinds of statistical reporting in an age enamored of 

numbers – reports so detailed that one could give the precise salary of staff in every 
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community across the country and exact information of all sorts of other variables – 

data by sex became strangely inaccessible. A conspiracy of silence could hardly have 

been unintentional. (p. 13) 

 

Additionally, in much of the sparse literature regarding women in educational 

leadership, race and class rarely emerge as key issues. Instead, studies and research that 

address issues associated with female leadership are expressed primarily by all White 

females and pose as representations of all women’s experiences. Bloom and Erlandson 

(2003) expressed serious concerns associated with employing a homogeneous perspective: 

Asking questions from a White woman’s view without incorporating race and class 

issues into the conceptual framework highlights the unwanted outcomes of such 

practices: (a) perpetuating the practice of intellectual and cultural exclusion by 

creating the appearance of acceptance in women’s studies using an ethnic additive 

model and (b) failing to acknowledge that White women retain White privilege: 

women of color do not hold a color privilege, thereby making African-American 

women’s experiences similar in some ways to women in general but deviant from the 

White female norm. (p. 344) 

 

The disregard for African-American culture, voice, and perspective is evidenced in 

the lack of literature that addresses the realities of Black female educational leaders. It 

inadvertently yet clearly conveys the message that the personal and professional 

perspectives of Black women are irrelevant or are of peripheral importance at best. Byrd 

(2009) stated, “Bringing the lived experiences and leadership perspectives of African 

American women into the discourse on leadership may be a beginning toward developing 

more sociocultural and inclusive theories of leadership” (p. 583). With the growing diversity 

of the U.S. student population and the current civil unrest in our nation and world, it is 

imperative that educational leadership paradigms give voice to the Black woman. As 

historical Black female leadership has demonstrated strength, courage, service, faith, and 

care, it is desperately needed in our nation at such a time as this. 
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Silence in Educational Equity Literature 

One of the leading voices of social justice and equity in education is that of Gloria 

Ladson-Billings. Culturally relevant education is a conceptual framework introduced by 

Ladson-Billings that acknowledges the significance of students’ cultural backgrounds, 

interests, and lived experiences and incorporates them into all aspects of teaching and 

learning within the classroom and across the school (Ladson-Billings, 2009). 

Implementation of culturally relevant education unmutes the voices of children of color, 

who are often overlooked, silenced, and erased in traditional curriculum design, school 

policies, and classroom instruction.  

 In much of her work, Ladson-Billings critically analyzes and dissects the 

unfortunate reality of the educational disparity that exists between White students and 

students of color. Ladson-Billings fervently advocates for this current inequality to be taken 

seriously and viewed through a different lens, which affords students of color equal respect 

and high expectations for achievement. Additionally, Ladson-Billings (2000) adamantly 

criticizes the lack of literature, as well as the role that literature and research plays in 

perpetuating these negative and skewed images of “black education.” She argues that the 

literature is “reflective of a generalized perception that African-American culture is not a 

useful rubric for addressing the needs of African-American learners, and thus, the African-

American culture is delegitimized in the classroom” (p. 206). As a consequence, Black 

children are often subject to negative stereotypes that subsequently impact their ability to 

succeed, both academically and socially, in school.  

In a 2017 quantitative study entitled “Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black 

Girls’ Childhood,” Epstein, Blake and Gonzalez found that adults view Black girls as less 
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innocent than their White peers and thus needing less protection. To conduct the study, 

Epstein, Blake and Gonzalez adapted the Scale of Childhood Innocence to include items 

associated with stereotypes of Black women and girls. They applied the scale to a new 

survey on adult perceptions of girls. The participant group consisted of 325 adults from a 

variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds and representing different educational levels from 

across the U.S. Participants were recruited through an online service in order to obtain a 

community sample of typical adults. Participants completed a nine-item questionnaire and 

were randomly asked about their perceptions of either Black girls or White girls. The 

findings showed significant bias against Black girls, starting as early as age five. The 

implications of these findings are concerning, as these perceptions impact the way adults 

think about, treat, and interact with Black girls, and can lead to harsher punishments for 

Black girls. Co-researcher Jamilia Blake expressed, “These findings show that pervasive 

stereotypes of Black women as hypersexualized and combative are reaching into our schools 

and playgrounds and helping to rob Black girls of the protections other children enjoy” 

(Georgetown Law, 2017, para. 12).  

Silencing by a Coordinated System of Oppression 

Silencing of Black women is not solely in the educational arena. The educational 

world is just a smaller microcosm of the larger society that also systematically silences 

Black women. Lorde (1984) posited: 

In the cause of silence, each of us draws the face of her own fear – fear of contempt, 

of censure, or some judgement, or recognition, of challenge, or annihilation. But, 

most of all, I think, we fear the visibility without which we cannot truly live.…And 

that visibility which makes us most vulnerable is that which also is the source of our 

greatest strength. Because the machine will try to grind you into dust anyway, 

whether or not we speak. We can sit in our corners mute forever while our sisters and 

ourselves are wasted, while our children are distorted and destroyed, while our earth 
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is poisoned; we can sit in our safe corners mute as bottles, and we will still be no less 

afraid. (p. 42)  

 

Here Lorde, a Black feminist, speaks to the tendency of Black women to surrender to the 

systemic silencing that is perpetuated by fear. As Black women push beyond this fear that 

governs our silence, we have seen that this courage does not come without a cost.  

 In the political arena, we see Black women overtly and shamelessly silenced on a 

regular basis. For example, we have witnessed “black women of elected office maligned and 

mocked as if what they do say is irrelevant and simply noise” (Osborne, 2018, para. 3). This 

is evidenced in the current administration’s relentless verbal attacks and disdain 

for Congresswoman Maxine Waters, as President Trump refers to her as “crazy” (“President  

Trump,” 2018, para. 1) and “an extraordinarily low IQ person” (Wagner & Selk, 2018, 

para. 2). This can also be seen in the sustained efforts to depict Florida Congressperson 

Frederica Wilson as a “wacky congresswoman” and an “empty barrel” as she advocated for 

the rights of a widow of a slain Black solider (Hansler & Vasquez, 2018, para. 14). 

California Senator Kamala Harris was unapologetically interrupted and cut off by White 

male colleagues during televised Senate Intelligence Committee hearings (Swanson, 2017). 

At a White House lawn press conference, President Trump responded to a question asked by 

CNN reporter, Abby Phillip, stating, “What a stupid question. But I watch you a lot. You ask 

a lot of stupid questions” (Bowden, 2018, paras. 4-5). Each of these degrading incidents 

involved professional Black women whose intellect and voice were being publicly 

undermined, discredited and muted. Unfortunately, this blatant racism and silencing of 

Black women emanated from the highest office in the United States. It is no wonder that 

silencing of Black women is a common, widely accepted, and often undetected practice that 

https://nypost.com/2018/06/25/trump-warns-maxine-waters-be-careful-what-you-wish-for/
https://www.cnn.com/2017/10/20/politics/empty-barrel-wilson-kelly/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/10/20/politics/empty-barrel-wilson-kelly/index.html
http://fortune.com/2017/06/07/kamala-harris-senate-intelligence-committee/
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has become deeply embedded in numerous aspects of American culture. It is an example of 

the permanence of racism that is characteristic of our American society.  

 Contemporary Black feminists Cooper, Morrison, and Boylorn (2017) pointedly take 

on a key component of systemic oppression, patriarchy, declaring:  

Patriarchy is invested in the normalization of masculinity in all of its manifestations 

(including rape culture and violence) and the silence and invisibility of women, 

especially women of color. The patriarchy tells us that women should stay in their 

place and not challenge authority. The patriarchy wants us to be defeated and 

disenchanted. (p. 12)  

 

In their letter entitled “Dear Patriarchy,” they used personification to give life-like qualities 

to patriarchy and compose the letter as a traditional “break-up” message. They stated: 

 Dear Patriarchy, 

This isn’t working. We both know that this hasn’t been working for very long time. 

It’s not you…No, actually it is you. This is an unhealthy, dysfunctional, abusive 

relationship – because of you. You are stifling, controlling, oppressive, and you have 

never had my best interests at heart. You have tricked me into believing that things 

are the way they are because they have to be, that they have always been that way, 

that there are no alternatives, and that they will never change. Anytime I question 

you or your ways, you find another way to silence me and coerce me back into 

submission. I can’t do this anymore. I’ve changed and in spite of your shackles, I’ve 

grown. I have realized that this whole restrictive system is your own fabrication and 

that the only one gaining anything from it is you. (p. 13) 

  

Patriarchy, within the broader system of oppression, has served to silence and disempower 

women, especially women of color.  

Patriarchy has found a home in the Black church that has historically been a place of 

healing and safety for Black people, but also a source of oppression for Black women. Kobo 

(2018), in speaking about South African Black women, contends that: 

patriarchy and the oppression of women have been justified and perpetuated by a 

complex interplay of Christian teachings and practices fused with culture and the use 

of the Bible. Yet for these women, church and the Bible continue to be central in 

their lives. (p. 1) 
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 A similar experience can be said of Black women in America today. Cooper (2017) spoke 

of her frustration with the misuse of biblical text to control and silence women. She stated:  

When Paul tells slaves to “be kind to your masters,” I whole heartedly reject such 

thinking. And I am so glad Harriet Tubman and Harriet Jacobs and Frederick 

Douglass and all the rest rejected it, too. The idea that we can’t struggle with the 

biblical text, that we have to agree with and live by everything says, it is not only 

impossible but unhealthy. For Black women to agree to live by it all is for us to sign 

up for silence, submission and slavery. (p. 36) 

 

 The Black church and the Black community have always been closely connected, so 

that what occurs in one place is often mirrored in the other. “The status of Black women in 

the community parallels that of Black women in church” (Grant, 2015, p. 145). Black 

women were silenced in various social justice movements and found the same experience in 

the church. Black women are often allowed participation in the Black church and in worship 

but are not readily accepted into leadership roles. Williams (2016) posited: 

The omission of African American women from the leadership and major 

participation within African American worship flows from a history of the 

community’s struggle through the oppression, which eventually made the women 

subordinate to African American men. Inclusive worship in the African American 

church must begin with the African American woman’s lived experience, with the 

spirituality that shapes her identity and guides her liturgical interpretation. (p. 107) 

 

As Black women have been integral to any positive movement within the Black community, 

it is essential that we are heard, honored, and given full citizenship rights within our Black 

churches. Grant (2015) challenged the current leadership paradigm in the Black church, 

declaring: 

Black theology cannot continue to treat Black women as if they were invisible 

creatures who are on the outside looking into the Black experience, the Black church 

and the Black theological enterprise. It will have to deal with women as integral parts 

of the whole community. (p. 148) 
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 Another component of the broader system of oppression that actively works to 

silence Black women and girls is “stereotype threat,” a term that was first used by Steele and 

Aronson (1995), who demonstrated via several experiments that when race was emphasized, 

Black college freshmen and sophomores performed more poorly on standardized tests than 

White students. Conversely, their experiments indicated that when race was not emphasized, 

Black students performed better or commensurate with their White counterparts. Black 

women and girls are often concerned that their behaviors will be critiqued and they will be 

assigned a stereotypical label, such as Jezebel, hood rat, or angry Black woman/girl.  

 In a 2017 article by Kansas City Star writer Jenee Osterheldt, she courageously 

explored the systematic silencing that occurs for Black women and girls. She told of her 

visit to a local high school where she addressed approximately 40 freshmen for about two 

hours on a variety of topics of their choice. She noted that one girl had not spoken or asked 

her a question during that entire session but approached her afterwards. Osterheldt described 

the encounter as follows: 

She wanted to know how I had the confidence to speak out despite what people say 

about me. All semester long she’s been reluctant to raise her hand in class out of fear 

of being labeled an angry black girl. Everything hurt as I looked into her eyes. I told 

her to never dim her light for anyone. I told her if she had a question, raise her hand. 

If she had an answer, raise her hand. I told her it was not her job to shrink so that 

others could feel comfortable and big. (paras. 3-4)  

 

In this story it is evident how the systematic silencing of Black women impacts young Black 

girls and teens as well. Black girls learn at an early age that they are not to be heard and that 

their voice does not matter.  

Osterheldt further pointed out the places of political silencing via the media that 

Black women still experience today. She called attention to Tarana Burke, a Black woman 
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who started the metoo# movement as an act of resistance and protest against sexual 

exploitation and violence toward women. Osterheldt (2017) noted: 

Black girls and women go unnoticed. Tarana Burke created the Me Too movement a 

decade ago for brown and black women. But it was when Alyssa Milano made it a 

hashtag during the week Harvey Weinstein was outed as a sexual predator that the 

media took notice. (para. 13) 

 

Whether the media accidentally or deliberately ignored Tarana Burke’s bold and necessary 

outcry against sexual harassment and sexual abuse of women, her voice was silenced. This 

is a painful, yet common experience for Black women to speak and not be heard until a 

non-Black or non-female person speaks the same message. The message appears to have no 

credibility or value until it is validated by someone other than a Black woman.  

In Mitchem’s (2003) work, No Longer Nailed to the Floor, she drew from another 

cultural perspective to address this issue of silence and its causes and effects in the lives of 

its victims. She retells the story of a Native American man who began seeking recovery and 

healing from his alcohol addiction by beginning a quest to discover his true self, history, old 

languages, stories, songs and prayers. He sought this in an attempt to restore his “sense of 

self” and to reclaim his true identity. He came to his grandmother with hopes of hearing the 

ancient stories that would reconnect him to his past and serve as a bridge to a purposeful 

present and future. However, each time his grandmother attempted to tell her story, she was 

able to only produce “silence for a while” and a painful expression. After many attempts, the 

grandson inquired as to his grandmother’s inability to speak about the past. Finally, the 

grandmother began to share the painful details of her past, which consisted of “being a child 

of conquered People,” taken from her home, being allowed to wear only “American 

clothing” and to speak only English. Mitchem vividly retold the consequences of “speaking 
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in the People’s words,” which was to literally have your shoes nailed to the floor. Mitchem 

(2003) recounted: 

The punished student was to stand there, nailed for the day. Singled out, no one was 

to speak to the student under punishment. They were children, cut off from families, 

dependent on hostile strangers; they would not dare to pull their feet free from the 

shoes. The grandmother’s shoes had been nailed to the floor, more than once, at 

around the age of four, she remembered. She could no longer speak the words of the 

People. Even the stories in her mind caused her pain. (p. 66) 

 

Mitchem (2003) used this story to help convey her own experiences of pain, silence, and 

immobilization as an African-American Womanist theologian. She explained, “The 

professional world is one of the places that finds multiple ways to nail the feet of people of 

color, and women in particular, to canonical Western-culture floors” (2003, para. 11). 

Mitchem (2003) further contended: 

The immobilization of black women is an all-American tradition. Some people, 

particularly in today’s climate, prefer to never hear black women’s pain stories. How 

distasteful! How sad they are, still stuck in the past! Yet, if there is ever to be an end 

to spirit murder, these stories need to be heard. (p. 68) 

 

Without the ability of African-American women to tell our stories and to be 

genuinely heard and respected, our marginalized reality is only perpetuated. Delgado and 

Stephancic (1999) posited, “Our social world with its rules, practices, and assignments of 

prestige and power, is not fixed; rather we construct it with words, stories, and silence” 

(p. xvii). Thus, we must speak, tell our stories, and be liberated by our own truth. Without 

the voices and honest reflections of the lived experiences of African-American female 

educational leaders, we will perpetually exist in an emotional, intellectual, and professional 

state of having our “shoes nailed to the floor.” 

Among the reasons for silence around the lived experiences of African-American 

female educational leaders is also the fear of ridicule, invalidation, and retaliation by those 
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in positions of power. In Lais’ (2018) Purposeful Silencing of Black Women in Educational 

Leadership, she recounts her experiences working with a strong Black female principal. As a 

White educator, she tells of witnessing her principal being called “too difficult to work with 

or too pushy.” Lais described her Black female principal as embodying the “the vision of not 

only equality but equity for our scholars, and she specifically combated the school-to-prison-

pipeline narrative through our restorative justice program” (para. 3). She recalled a time 

when her principal was advocating for a scholar and another employee talked over her and 

asked Lais to “reason with her” (para. 7). Lais then asked herself, “I can’t help but wonder if 

our principal had been white or male, would she have been deemed as ‘unreasonable’”? 

(para. 7). Lais observed firsthand how Black women leaders are often silenced and their 

thoughts and positions undermined and devalued by others. In response to this blatant 

mistreatment, Lais contended: 

It is not the responsibility of black women to tailor who they are and how they 

express themselves because of our white and male-dominated society. It is not the 

right of others to label anyone as “too” of anything. We need black women in 

leadership. (para. 11) 

 

As systems of oppression work to silence the voices of Black women, we must, in an act of 

courageous resistance, speak up anyway. Lorde (1984) explained: 

We can learn to work and speak when we are afraid in the same way we have learned 

to work and speak when we are tired. For we have been socialized to respect fear 

more than our own needs for language and definition, and while we wait in silence 

for that final luxury of fearlessness, the weight of that silence will choke us. The fact 

that we are here and that I speak these words is an attempt to break that silence and 

bridge some of those differences between us, for it is not difference which 

immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences to be broken (p. 44). 
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To add insult to injury, there is not only silence around issues concerning African-American 

women in educational leadership. There is also an overwhelming absence of Black women 

in key areas of educational leadership. 

Alarming Absence of African-American Female Educational Leaders 

By examining the history of hiring in administration, one finds that women who 

aspire to this level still remain at a disadvantage. Gains have been small and slow to 

accrue, and although there are more women in the workplace, the administrative 

ranks of most professions still remain predominantly male and predominantly White. 

(Alston, 2000, p. 528)  

 

Absence of Women in the Secondary Principalship and Superintendency 

Gradually, the number of women in school leadership is increasing, but the ranks of 

the secondary principalship and the superintendency remain a realm that is largely off limits 

for women, especially Black women. Grogan (2005) explained, “Although the numbers of 

women in the superintendency have more than doubled over the past ten years, they are still 

woefully small” (p. 24). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2016), 

after a ten-year time frame (1993-1994 and 2003-2004), the percentages of female public 

school principals grew from 41% to 56% among elementary schools and from 14% to 26% 

in secondary schools. However, despite this increase, women are still disproportionately 

under-represented in the high school prinicpalship and the superintendency. The absence of 

women in educational leadership is concerning, as women have ways of knowing and being 

that can be beneficial to the students that are being served. Lee and McKerrow (2005) 

asserted: 

As women achieve positions of influence and participate in policy decisions, they 

have opportunities to open up access to knowledge and resources to those with less 

power. Women from all levels of the social hierarchy, not just those with official 

status positions, have a role in social justice leadership. As social justice leaders, 

women work to alter the undemocratic culture and structure of institutions and 
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society, improving the lives of those who have been marginalized or oppressed. 

(p. 1) 

 

 Sanchez and Thornton (2010) further asserted, “it is particularly important to note 

the small percentage of female principals at the secondary schools because promotions to the 

upper levels of administration, such as the superintendency, often occur from this level” 

(p. 2). In Tallerico’s (2000) work, she explored Gatekeeping theory, as developed by Lewin 

(1947) and further developed by Shoemaker (1991) and its impact on the accessibility of the 

superintendency. A critical finding of her study is: 

most consultants and board members found to value…secondary over elementary 

principalships. Their rationale for these preferences is based on their belief that high 

school….experiences are tougher, more demanding and therefore, better preparation 

for the pressure-packed role of the superintendency. (p. 30) 

 

 Therefore, if women are rarely assigned to leadership roles that typically lead to 

upper level of administration, it is unlikely that they will ever be well represented in these 

positions of power and influence. Although the educational workforce is primarily 

comprised of women, it is important to note that “women as a group continue to be 

underrepresented in the ranks for superintendent” (Skrla, Reyes, & Scheurich, 2000, p. 45). 

Holland (2011) asserted that in 2011, 84% of the teaching force was female, while only 24% 

of the superintendents were female. Overwhelmingly, women continue to be oddly absent 

from top leadership roles in K-12 education. 

Absence of Black Women in the Secondary Principalship and Superintendency 

 While opportunities for professional advancement in education are gradually 

becoming more readily available to women in general, the progress has proven to be much 

slower for Black women. Alston (2000) suggested, “Although women in general are moving 
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more and more into powerful positions in education and other occupations and professions, 

African-American women are still a serious minority” (p. 525).  

As we consider the gross underrepresentation of women in upper levels of 

educational leadership, it is essential that we additionally confront and address the absence 

of African-American women in these ranks. Sanchez and Thornton (2010) contended, “It is 

necessary to take note of gender issues in educational leadership, but within-group 

consideration must also take place, such as ensuring proportionate racial and ethnic 

representation” (p. 10). 

According to the NCES (2016) report, in more than two decades, very little increase 

has occurred in the principal ranks for Black principals. During the 1987-88 school year, 

87% of principals identified as White, while 9% of principals identified as Black. After 24 

years, during the 2011-2012 school year, there was total of 89,810 public school principals. 

Of that 89,810, 80% identified as non-Hispanic White, and only 10% identified as non-

Hispanic Black or African American. That makes for a 1% increase of Black principals in 

over two decades. As American schools continue to progressively diversify, the need for 

leaders who understand the struggles and experiences of children of color increases as well. 

Sanchez, Thornton and Usinger (2009) purported:  

Leadership that represents the cultural and ethnic groups that make up U.S. society is 

important for all students because the world students will join as adults is richly 

diverse. And minority principals can make unique contributions to students’ levels of 

comfort, motivation, and achievement in schools with high populations of minorities. 

(para. 5) 

 

 In the superintendency, Black women continue to lag behind in representation. 

According to Robinson, Grogan, Newcomb and Shakeshaft (2017), based on findings from 

the American Association of School Administrators’ (AASA) 2015 Mid-Decade survey, “at 
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little more than one-fourth, there is continuing dearth of women in the superintendency and 

the percentage of minority women is dismal” (p. 1). It is important to note how the use of 

the classification “minority” serves as a barrier, as it makes it challenging to gather specific 

data regarding Black female superintendent and school leaders. Too often, data are reported 

for Black women as a part of a larger minority group, and this creates a silence around the 

representation of Black women in educational leadership positions. Alston (2005) 

highlighted that in the U.S., “persons of color represent 10.9% of the nation’s teachers, 

12.3% of the nation’s principals, but only 2.2% of the nation’s superintendents” (p. 675). 

Brown (2014) spoke to the need for additional research about Black female superintendents 

that focuses on their needs “as they have experienced the dual discrimination of being both 

African-American and women” (Robinson et al., 2017, p. 3). Brown (2014) emphasized the 

significance of recruitment and retention efforts for Black female superintendents: 

The voices of many African American women superintendents have been assigned to 

the voices of White women and African American men. Rarely are the voices of 

African American women superintendents revealed to solely address the issues and 

challenges of recruitment and retention faced by African American women to the 

public school superintendency. Neither has credence or validation been given to the 

impact of race, gender, and social politics on the recruitment and retention process of 

African American women in the public school superintendency. (p. 576)  

 

Another area of concern around data for the superintendency is low responses by 

respondents, which invalidates the data that could be shared. Robinson et al. (2017) 

explained, “despite the noted lack of women, and, in particular, minority women in the 

superintendency, the AASA 2015 Mid-Decade Study is not able to provide a current 

snapshot of race and gender in the position in the United States” (p. 3).  
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Absence in the Academy 

 This alarming absence of African-American female leaders is mirrored in the world 

of higher education. African-American women in the academe experience discrimination in 

higher education administration that hinders their access to senior level positions of 

authority (Turner & Quaye, 2010). While African-American women comprise the majority 

of women of color in higher education, they account for less than 3% of full time, tenured 

faculty. It is important to note that more than half of that 3% are serving in Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities, while less than 2% are represented at predominantly White 

colleges and universities (U.S. Department of Education Statistics, 2018). The implication 

here is that when African-American women are unable to secure a faculty position, they are 

far less likely to ever hold a senior level administrative position in a higher education 

institution (Glazer-Raymo, 2008; Turner & Quaye, 2010). 

 While the percentage of women college presidents continues to increase, a disparity 

continues to exist. According to the American Council on Education (2017), women make 

up 57% of higher education students, while only 30% of college presidents are women. The 

National Center for Education Statistics (2018) further cites that while 14% of all higher 

education students are Black, Blacks comprise only 8% of all college presidencies. Women 

of color make up only 5% of all college presidencies (American Council on Education, 

2017). Keisha Blain (2018), Black academician and author, explains that the absence of 

Black women in the academy is not by chance. She writes: 

All women do not wield power on campus equally. For women of color in academe, 

power is elusive. The dynamics of power in academe reflect the society in which we 

live – one that is shaped by hierarchies of class, gender, and race. It is not surprising, 

then, that whites occupy positions of leadership on college campuses at a far greater 

rate than their nonwhite counterparts. It is also not surprising that as opportunities for 
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women in leadership expand, white women have been the primary beneficiaries. 

While more white women hold the powerful position of college president, the 

number of presidents who are racial and ethnic minorities is disproportionately low – 

a fact that remains unchanged since 1986. (para. 2) 

 
Based on the 2016 American College Presidents Study from the American Council on 

Education, women make up the majority of all undergraduates in the United States, and the 

number of students of color is projected to increase significantly in the future. Seltzer (2017) 

reported: 

less than a third of college presidents were women in 2016. Less than a fifth were 

members of a racial or ethnic minority group – and that low portion is driven up 

significantly by presidents at minority-serving institutions, who tend to be members 

of minority groups in greater than average numbers themselves. (para. 4) 
 

Absence of Black Women Leaders in other Fields 

While it may be assumed that the absence and silence of African-American female 

leaders is isolated to the world of education, research indicates the contrary. In a report by 

Catalyst (2004), the findings of a study of African-American women in corporate 

management were shared. In the report, their quantitative findings came from survey 

responses of 963 African-American women in Fortune 1000 companies. The qualitative 

findings were gathered from 23 focus groups consisting of entry and mid-level African-

American women. Additionally, two previous studies with many of the same participants 

were included. The report, entitled Advancing African American Women in the Workplace: 

What Managers Need to Know, sought to explore and uncover the impact of race and gender 

on opportunities for advancement in the corporate work environment. According to Catalyst 

(2004), “White women frequently reference the ‘glass ceiling’ as blocking their 

advancement up the career ladder,” while “women of color often characterize the barriers 
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they encounter as comprising a ‘concrete ceiling’ – one that is more dense and less easily 

shattered” (p. 3). 

While this study focused primarily on the lived experiences of African-American 

women and other women of color in the corporate environment, there were striking 

similarities to the expressed lived experiences of African-American women in educational 

leadership roles. For example, the report indicated that some of the daily challenges of 

African-American women in the study included: 

1. Encountering of negative, race-based stereotypes; authority and credibility 

frequently called into question; inconsistent institutional support. 

2. Perceived or real disconnection from others in the workplace; a need to guard 

themselves, so as not to disclose too much personal information, silence around 

race topics as it is viewed as “sensitive” and not taken seriously by some White 

counterparts. 

3. Problematic relationships with White female colleagues. (Study indicates that 

this problematic relationship with White colleagues is not a perceived 

experience by Hispanic and Asian female counterparts.)  

4. Diversity policies exist but are ineffective at creating inclusive work 

environments. (pp. 3-4) 

 

The study also shed light on what African-American women perceived as barriers to 

their advancement in the corporate environment. The findings in this study align closely to 

the expressed lived experiences and barriers of African-American women in educational 

leadership roles. A striking resemblance is the clear need for a mentor as these women 

attempt to cross into and navigate the upper levels of leadership. In this study (see Figure 1), 

43% of the African-American participants cited the lack of a mentor as the top barrier to 

advancement, followed by lack of informal networks (36%), lack of company role models of 

the same ethnic group (31%), and lack of high-visibility projects (29%).  
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Figure 1. Workplace barriers to advancement for African-American women in 2004 

according to the Catalyst study. Created by author. 

 

The findings from this 2004 study included: 

 Women of Color are not a monolithic group. 

 The concrete ceiling is difficult to shatter. 

 African-American women contribute unique perspectives. 

 Challenges remain for African-American women despite diversity programs. 

While African-American women’s entry into traditional leadership roles is more 

likely today, these opportunities “present challenges of isolation, exclusion from informal 

networks, and systemic discrimination” (Glazer-Raymo, 2001). However, much like 

Sojourner Truth, Anna Julia Cooper, Harriet Tubman, Ella Baker, and Fannie Lou Hamer, 

and their “commitment to social justice and resilience to thrive in the face of adversities, 

African-American women leaders are vigilant in their struggle for justice” (Jean-Marie, 

2006, p. 90). The inevitable quest for personal justice and equity for African-American 

women transfers into and is made evident in their leadership, irrespective of the forum. Jean-

Marie (2006) summed up this sentiment stating, “These women leaders advance social 
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justice, espouse the belief that democracy matters and exemplify the torchbearers of 

democratic ideals” (p. 90).  
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

There are countless African-American female educators across America who 

struggle to maintain a sense of self in schools and higher education institutions where they 

are often not able to express their authentic selves. In trying to discover our authentic selves, 

there is a constant struggle to get in touch with what Cattanach (2005) described as “the 

fractured aspects of the self, the buried self, the dislocated self, the self that is not in 

conjunction with the self we wish to be” (p. 28). The purpose of this heuristic, narratological 

case study was to explore, employ, and augment the volume of the voices of African-

American female leaders in public schools and higher educational institutions regarding 

their personal journey of discovering and establishing an authentic sense of self, as they 

assumed leadership roles in education. The following research questions guided this study: 

• How have life experiences affected the sense of self and identities of African-

American female educational leaders?  

• What type of barriers/challenges do African-American women face as they 

attempt to balance sense of self with their respective leadership roles? 

• What sustains the African-American women educational leaders when faced with 

challenges and setbacks, as they relate to being female and Black? 

Time and again, our sense of self is called into question. Who are we as African-American 

women, and just who has made that determination? Who has helped or attempted to shape or 

establish our identities? Collins (2002) illustrated how women have been labeled and 

oppressed by the images of “mammies, Jezebels, and breeder women of slavery to the 

smiling Aunt Jemimas on pancake mix boxes, to ubiquitous Black prostitutes, and…welfare 
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mothers of contemporary popular culture” (p. 6). How does our identity or sense of self 

affect how we work, live, and lead? As we approach our profession and everyday tasks, we 

inevitably bring “ourselves” to the work. “Ourselves” implies our substance, emotions, 

beliefs, ideas, and attitudes. As much of the literature has pointed out in the preceding 

chapters, the “three-pronged attack of racism, sexism, and economic exploitation of Black 

women results in a survival mentality and a multiple consciousness” (Patterson, 2004, p. 

324) which can either “lead to increasing oppression or to the will to oppose it” (p. 324). 

The deficit approaches to research in this area have often left these issues unresolved for 

lack of contextual definitions of self-esteem and culturally relevant tools (Hatcher, 2007). 

These approaches leave African-American women as victims without a sense of self and 

agency, which deepen oppression and victimization. Agency, as Patterson (2004) described, 

requires: 

an emancipatory thesis, stressing how various aspects present in African American 

women’s lives empower them to maintain high levels of self-esteem. What this 

reveals is the importance of the social function as a coping mechanism for African 

American women. Family and friendship networks contribute to the building and 

maintenance of their self-esteem. Thus, it is self in community that enables Black 

women to sustain their self-esteem over the years. (p. 324) 

 

This study is significant as it explored and disclosed a real, yet grossly neglected 

phenomenon of sense of self which is related to self-esteem. “For African-American women 

leaders/researchers living within our highly racist, sexist, and class-conscious society, how 

do we use experiences of racism, sexism, and other oppressions to inform our research as 

well as our leadership?” (Dillard, 2000, p. 661). This study was designed to allow African-

American women to share their stories, so that those stories may light the path for women of 
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different cultural backgrounds who may be struggling with this phenomenon in their 

personal and professional lives. 

This chapter describes the research methodology used in this study. This includes a 

rationale for qualitative research including the theoretical traditions of heuristic and 

narratology with case study research as the major design and a discussion of the role of the 

researcher. The chapter also describes site selections, participants, data collection 

procedures, and analysis. I close with a discussion of limitations including validity, 

reliability, and ethical considerations. The content and nature of this study presents a 

compelling argument for this heuristic, narratological case study.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research is a metaphor for colonial knowledge, for power, and for truth – 

“In the colonial context, research becomes an objective way of representing the dark-

skinned ‘Other’ to the white world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 1). This period of 

foundationalism (1900–1950) made use of empiricist and positivist epistemologies where 

the subject was viewed as an object, which gave the researcher the power to tell the subject’s 

story (Denzin & Lincoln). This period marked a focus on social realism, literary naturalism, 

and the “slice of life” approach, as represented by the Chicago school, with its emphasis on 

the life story which valued the narrated life history approach (Denzin & Lincoln). This 

stance gave the researcher the power to represent the subject’s story. 

The Modernist or Golden Age (1950–1970) marked the appearance of new 

perspectives: hermeneutics, structuralism, semiotics, phenomenology, cultural studies, and 

feminism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Texts sought to formalize qualitative methods and 

studies of important social processes, including deviance. The modernist age built on the 
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previous period and postpositivist arguments that sought unity among the sciences. Multiple 

methods, both quantitative and qualitative, were viewed as needed to generate and test 

theory and to understand how the world works. A major view was that only partially 

objective accounts of the world can be produced for all methods, and that truth is not 

absolute. Researchers were drawn to practices that would give voice to the underclass.  

The Blurred Genres phase, 1970–1986, employed a full complement of paradigms, 

methods, and strategies; the humanities became resources for critical, interpretive theory 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Research strategies and formats for reporting data ranged from 

grounded theory to the case study, to methods of historical, biographical, ethnographic, 

action, and clinical research. The Crisis of Representation phase followed (1986–1990), in 

which researchers learned how to represent themselves and their subjects in reflexive text; 

critical theory, feminist theory, and epistemologies of color now competed for attention. 

These new turns made problematic two assumptions: (a) qualitative research can no longer 

directly capture lived experience – such experience is created in the social text written by the 

researcher (thus the crisis of representation); and (b) problematic was the traditional criteria 

for evaluating and interpreting qualitative research – rethinking of validity, generalizability, 

and reliability (the crisis of legitimation) (Denzin et al., 2011). How are qualitative projects 

to be evaluated? These two crises shaped the third: is it possible to effect change in the 

world if society is only and always a text? 

The Post-Modern phase (1990–1995) represented experimentation in different 

methods, new ethnographies, and concerns for literacy. Ethnographies were composed in 

new ways: storytelling; local, small scale theories; and different ways to represent the other 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The Post-experimental Inquiry phase (1995–2000) involved 
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different forms of expressing lived experiences, including literary, poetic, autobiographical, 

multi-voiced, conversational, critical, visual, performative, and co-constructed 

representations. What Denzin and Lincoln (2011) depicted as the Methodologically 

Contested Present (2000–2004) asked that the social sciences and the humanities become 

sites for critical conversations about democracy, race, gender, class, nation-states, 

globalization, and freedom. Fractional Futures (2005 and beyond) began with the aftermath 

of No Child Left Behind Act of 2002. The scientifically-based research movement initiated 

by the National Research Council (NCR), characterized by an emergent scientism – a 

positivist, evidence-based epistemology – created a hostile political environment for 

qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln). With its emphasis on only one form of scientific 

rigor, the NCR ignored the value of using complex historical, contextual, and political 

inquiry to evaluate inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln). The place for qualitative research becomes 

the mixed-methods experimentalism with a methodological hierarchy that places 

quantitative at the top. 

 In the present, Denzin and Giardina (2016) suggested that qualitative researchers 

face a crossroads:  

those in higher education – especially those scholars in the humanities and social 

sciences doing critical, feminist, post-structural, postmodern, and posthuman 

research – face a crossroad, one in which (a) the act of reach is inherently political; 

(b) that act is governed by a particular free-market politics of research in the 

corporate university; (c) (post-) positivism still dominates this conversation; and 

(d) anti-foundational approaches to research are often marginalized or forced to sit 

alongside foundationalist perspectives in the problematic “mixed methods” space. 

(p. 5) 

 

Their solution is to turn away from methodology altogether, which may take on several 

meanings: “methodologies without strict boundaries or normative structures – 
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methodologies that can begin anywhere, anytime, but by doing so can create a sense of 

uncertainty and loss....and still promote change in onto-epistemological practices” (pp. 5-6). 

Others suggest not to lose our connections to methodology, but “we might do well to get 

outside or beyond the idea that an approach to understanding a given topic (i.e., race, class, 

gender, sexuality, the body, globalization, etc.) should be ‘formalized, precise, and methods-

driven’” (p. 6).  

I contend that the use of case study through the lens of heuristic inquiry and 

narratology removed the formalized, precise, and methods-driven qualities of which Denzin 

and Giardina (2016) spoke from my study. These approaches, combined with examining the 

sense of self through the theories of Black Feminist Thought, Critical Race Theory, 

Intersectionality Theory, and Spirituality Theory, did not always give closure to my study. I 

was left with thoughts of what more to discover about myself and co-researchers.  

Qualitative research was ideal for this study in that it allowed me, the researcher, to 

delve more deeply into the phenomenon of Black female educational leaders and their 

struggles to maintain a sense of self as they operate in a leadership capacity. Patton (2015) 

explained, “Qualitative methods facilitate study of issues in depth and detail. Approaching 

fieldwork without being constrained by predetermined categories of analysis contributes to 

the depth, openness, and detail of qualitative inquiry” (p. 14). As a heuristic researcher, my 

goal was to deepen an understanding of co-researchers’ realities and daily lived experiences 

and articulate their interpretations and expressions. While there are many definitions of 

qualitative research, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) further elaborated on the characteristics of 

the process in their Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research: 
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Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It 

consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These 

practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, 

including fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos 

to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic 

approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their 

natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them. (p. 3) 

 

The power of stories, the heart of my research, is also what drew me to qualitative 

research – what Charmaz (2016) described as “qualitative inquiry is part art, part science. 

Qualitative researchers have long demonstrated the power of stories. We have excelled at 

telling the stories about the lives of individuals, including our own” (p. 47). The 

aforementioned theories, applied to the co-researchers’ data, allowed me to “build on their 

stories to create theoretical analysis of them that tell a collective story” (Charmaz, p. 47). 

This is the art of qualitative research as it comingles with the intent of “qualitative 

researchers [who]are interested in how people interpret their experiences, how they 

construct their worlds, what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, 

p. 14) through “thick description” (Merriam, p. 43). A term originating from the 

anthropological world, “thick description” was depicted by Denzin (1989) as:  

A thick description…does more than record what a person is doing. It goes beyond 

mere fact and surface appearances. It presents detail, context, emotion, and the webs 

of social relationships that join persons to one another. Thick description evokes 

emotionality and self-feelings. It inserts history into experience. It establishes the 

significance of an experience, or the sequence of events, for the person or persons in 

question. In thick description, the voices, feelings, actions, and meanings of 

interacting individuals are heard. (p. 83) 

 

Essentially, I designed this study using a qualitative research paradigm instead of 

quantitative, which places an emphasis on measurement and causality, to capture the 

co-researchers’ perspectives with a focus on process. The theoretical traditions of heuristic 
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and narratology with the major design element of case study led to a well-rounded view of 

the design for communicating the meaning of sense of self. Patton (2015) described 

theoretical traditions or perspectives guided by core questions used to distinguish between 

arbitrary “paradigmatic, strategic, and theoretical dimensions” (p. 97). 

Case Study 

Case study research is a popular practice in psychology, medicine, law, and political 

science. The first documentation of case studies was in 1829 by Frederic Le Play, a social 

scientist, and thus began the first era of case studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018). During the 

early 1900s, anthropologist Malinowski studied the Trobriand Islands (Hamel, Dufour & 

Fortin, 1993). During the 1920s and 1930s through the 1950s, the University of Chicago’s 

Anthropology Department conducted numerous case studies (Creswell & Poth).  

Three prominent methodologists’ works have dominated the field of case study 

method in educational research: Robert K. Yin, Sharan B. Merriam, and Robert E. Stake 

(Yazan, 2015). They provide procedures to follow when conducting case study research that 

give researchers a roadmap (Yazan). Each methodologist appears to have a different 

epistemological orientation, with Yin approaching case study from a positivistic tradition, 

whereas both Stake and Merriam position qualitative case studies from a constructivist 

paradigm. 

Therefore, espousing this philosophical assumption, the primary interest of 

qualitative researchers is to understand the meaning or knowledge constructed by 

people. In other words, what really intrigues qualitative researchers is the way people 

make sense of their world and their experiences in this world. (Yazan, p. 137) 

 

Yin (2014) described a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the boundaries between 
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phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence 

are used” (p. 23). 

To accomplish a thorough, rich description of the lived experiences of each 

co-researcher, I incorporated the processes of case study. My decision to incorporate case 

study as a method was based on Yin’s (2003) considerations regarding its use; a case study 

design should be considered when: (a) the focus of the study is to answer “how” and “why” 

questions; (b) you cannot manipulate the behavior of those involved in the study; (c) you 

want to cover contextual conditions because you believe they are relevant to the 

phenomenon under study; or (d) the boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and 

context. 

Additionally, the researcher must decide what type of case study will be conducted. 

Yin (2014) described case studies as explanatory, exploratory, or descriptive. Explanatory 

makes a connection between causal links in real-life situations; whereas exploratory is 

applied when there are no clear or single set of outcomes; and descriptive seeks to describe 

an intervention or phenomenon within its real-word context. Stake (1995) identified case 

studies as intrinsic, instrumental, or collective. Intrinsic indicates that the researcher has an 

interest in the case and incorporates this approach with the intent to better understand its 

contours; the case itself is of interest, not a particular trait or problem. Instrumental is used 

to accomplish something other than understanding and provides insight into an issue or 

helps refine a theory; the case is secondary or of supportive interest (Stake, 1995). 

Collective case studies are similar in nature and description to multiple case studies. Stake 

(2006) explained, “in multi-case study research, the individual case is of interest because it 
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belongs to a particular collection of cases…cases in the collection are somehow bound to 

each other” (p. 6). Stake (1995) explained: 

A case study is expected to catch the complexity of a single case. The single leaf, 

even a single toothpick, has unique complexities – but rarely will we care enough to 

submit it to case study. We study a case when it itself is of very special interest. We 

look for detail of interaction with its context. Case study is the study of particularity 

and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within important 

circumstances. (p. xi) 

 

The illumination of single cases shines a greater light on the phenomenon as a whole. 

Rallis and Rossman (2003) posited that case studies enhance understanding of a broader 

phenomenon by focusing on a specific case or cases. They further asserted that case studies 

are particularly useful for providing thick, rich descriptions of a phenomenon or issue. “The 

strength of case studies is their detail, their complexity, and their use of multiple sources to 

obtain multiple perspectives” (p. 105). The detail and description that emerged from each 

individual case were the means possible to provide the thick, rich description in this study, 

which is the foundation for qualitative analysis and reporting. Creswell (2013) described the 

case study process: 

Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a 

bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 

detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., 

observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and 

reports a case description and case-based themes. (p. 97) 

 

To obtain the information to develop a thick, rich description, I collected data on each 

participant through the use of observations, interviews, and documents.  

Stake (1995) further pointed out, “In qualitative case study, we seek greater 

understanding of…the case. We want to appreciate the uniqueness and complexity of (it), its 

embeddedness and interaction with its contexts” (p. 16). With this in mind, I invited six 
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African-American female leaders in education to be co-researchers with me in this study. 

The goal was not to generate knowledge that would be generalizable to all female 

educational leaders. Instead, the goal was to produce and present an in-depth, informed 

understanding of the experiences of these women from their own perspectives. Merriam and 

Tisdell (2015) stated, “the unit of analysis, not the topic of investigation, characterizes a case 

study” (p. 38). For this study, each Black woman leader’s sense of self was the unit of 

analysis – a case. Merriam (1998) defined a case as “a thing, a single entity, a unit around 

which there are boundaries” (p. 27). Together, they represented multi-case research, which 

is a “collection of cases…cases in the collection are somehow bound to each other” (p. 6). I 

also characterized my case study research as instrumental in that I sought to gain insight into 

the issue of sense of self for African-American women leaders, with the case itself as 

supportive interest (Stake, 1995). Each case was bounded by gender, race, location, and time 

in history. Each case represented a different location in the Midwest region of the United 

States, including some higher education institutions and PreK-12 public schools. 

Narratology 

Thomas (2012), in a quest to give legitimacy to narrative research among her 

colleagues, set out to explore its historical place in the intellectual tradition of humanities. 

While it has a long intellectual history in the humanities “where it is broadly conceptualized 

as narratology...the essence of narrative extends well beyond its place in academia” (p. 209) 

as illustrative in such comments as “‘narratives [are] constitutive of humanness’....‘ancient 

approach to understanding human affairs’...‘narrative is present in every age, in every place, 

in every society’” (p. 209). Clearly, there is a belief in the scholarly community that 
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narrative is integral to the human experience. Understanding this relationship between 

human experience and narrative is critical (Thomas, 2012).  

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) depicted narrative as both phenomenon and method. 

They stated, “Narrative names the structured quality of experience to be studied, and it 

names the patterns of inquiry for its study. To preserve this distinction, we use the 

reasonably well-established device of calling the phenomenon ‘story’ and the inquiry 

‘narrative’” (p. 2). For Clandinin and Connelly, we all live storied lives which characterize 

narratology as “stories lived and told” (p. 20). Creswell (2013) further explained, “the 

narrative study tells the story of individuals unfolding in a chronology of their experiences, 

set within their personal, social, and historical context, and including the important themes 

in those lived experiences” (p. 57). “Stories are how we make sense of our experiences, how 

we communicate with others, and through which we understand the world around us” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 32). Through the capturing and retelling of stories and events in the lives 

of a handful of African-American female educators, I sought to obtain greater insight and 

understanding of their daily experiences and their interpretations of those experiences. This 

led me to identify this study as narratological in nature. 

This narratological approach makes for an excellent means of capturing the details of 

African-American females and their daily balance of leadership and a sense of self. By 

capturing and analyzing these Black female educational leaders’ narratives, this study 

actively found the voices of the participants in a particular time, place, or setting (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990). Through this process, the aforementioned questions that guided this 

study were addressed. Czarniawska (2004) further explained, “narrative is understood as a 

spoken or written text giving an account of an event/action or series of events/actions, 
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chronologically connected” (p. 17). Narrative research provides the researcher with a 

systematic approach to data collection, as well as a means of recounting the personal lived 

experiences of the participants. Simply stated by Clandinin and Connelly (2000), “Narrative 

inquiry is stories lived and told” (p. 20).  

Connelly and Clandinin (2006) pinpointed a three-dimension framework for 

understanding the nature of narrative inquiry: temporality, sociality, and place. Narrative 

events and people always have a sense of temporality – transition or change – understood 

through a past, present, and future. Social context and relationships surround events and 

people – we are social beings. Our positionality pertaining to place is the third dimension of 

narrative inquiry; the place has influence or impact on the unit of analysis, which might be 

events or individuals of the study. The researcher’s focus on the three dimensions 

contributes to a holistic telling of the stories.  

While this process allowed me to confront my own perceptions and beliefs, it was 

not about projecting my own personal beliefs and perceptions about their experiences onto 

them. Instead, this process was all about capturing and articulating the unadulterated 

perceptions and interpretations of Black females’ experiences with the balance of leadership 

and a sense of self. Patton (2015) expressed this idea: 

human beings make sense of experience and transform experience into 

consciousness, both individually and as shared meaning. This requires 

methodologically, carefully and thoroughly capturing and describing how people 

experience some phenomenon – how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge 

it, remember it, make sense of it and talk about it with others. (p. 104) 

 

Although this study was focused on a particular phenomenon, it was of critical 

importance to take a close look at each participant individually. Bernard (1995) posited, 

“Remember this rule: No matter what you are studying, always collect data on the lowest 
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level unit of analysis possible...You can always aggregate data collected on individuals, but 

you can never disaggregate data collected on groups” (p. 37). Each co-researcher shared her 

own unique perceptions and interpretations of her lived experiences, some of which varied 

or supported those of other participants. Nonetheless, their perceived realities needed to be 

captured and shared in order to gain a broader, in-depth understanding of the phenomenon, 

sense of self.  

Heuristic Inquiry  

Patton (2015) declared the following as the foundational question of heuristic 

inquiry: “What is my experience of this phenomenon and the essential experience of others 

who also experience this phenomenon intensely?” (p. 118). Implications of this central 

question were reflected throughout each phase of the research process. Moustakas (1990) 

defined heuristic inquiry as: 

[a] process of internal search through which one discovers the nature and meaning of 

experience and develops methods and procedures for further investigation and 

analysis. The self of the researcher is present throughout the process and, while 

understanding the phenomenon with increasing depth, the researcher also 

experiences growing self-awareness and self-knowledge. (p. 9) 

 

Heuristic inquiry placed me, the researcher, at the center of investigation along with 

my co-researchers, as we collectively sought to understand and make meaning of the 

phenomenon. Moustakas (1990) further asserted, “Heuristics is a form of phenomenological 

inquiry that brings to the fore the personal experiences and insights of the researcher” 

(p. 118); it is used to examine phenomena that has been intensely experienced by both the 

researcher and the participants, who are called co-researchers (Patton, 2015). Although 

heuristic inquiry is a form of phenomenology, it is important to note that there are clear 
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differences between the two. According to Douglass and Moustakas (1985), while heuristics 

is a form of phenomenology, it differs in four distinct ways:  

 Heuristics emphasizes connectedness and relationships, while phenomenology 

encourages more detachment in analyzing an experience.  

 Heuristics leads to depictions of essential meaning and portrayal of the intrigue 

and personal significance that imbue the search to know, while phenomenology 

emphasizes definitive description of the structure of the experience.  

 Heuristics concludes with a creative synthesis that includes the researcher’s 

intuition and tacit understandings, while phenomenology presents a distillation of 

the structures of experience.  

 Whereas phenomenology loses the persons in the process of descriptive analysis, 

in heuristics the research participants remain visible in the examination of the 

data and continue to be portrayed as whole persons. Phenomenology ends with 

the essence of the experience; heuristics retains the essence of the person in 

experience. (p. 43)  

 

Moustakas (1995) explained the internal awareness and intuition required of 

heuristic inquiry:  

It is the eye that we must hold onto to maintain our individuality, the eye from which 

we feel and know at the nature and meaning of our own experience, what is true of 

our life....Its opposite is publicness – the passing off or sale of ourselves as familiar, 

the way of adjusting and adapting to others; interests and expectations, a way of 

becoming accessible to everyone. Distance averageness, and leveling down are 

qualities of publicness....They are always right, not because they are distinctive and 

primary, not because of their actual relation to the truth of things, but because they 

are in positions of power. (p. 13) 

 

As an African-American female educational leader, this study had particular 

relevance to me as well as the co-researchers. It was the compilation of personal experiences 

and reflections of the co-researchers and, me, the researcher, that led to the findings that 

ultimately addressed the research questions. As Patton (2015) asserted, “self of the 

researcher is present throughout the process and, while understanding the phenomenon with 

increasing depth,” I also experienced “growing self-awareness and self-knowledge” 

(pp. 118-119). Heuristic inquiry gave me the latitude to speak to relevant issues and 
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occurrences that have made an impact on my personal and professional lives and those of 

my co-researchers.   

 As the researcher and an African-American female educational leader, the term “I” 

is inserted purposefully throughout the text. I injected my own understandings and insights 

regarding maintaining a sense of self while serving in an educational leadership role. The 

fact that I am an African-American female leader made the use of heuristic inquiry relevant 

for this study and provided greater opportunity for self-reflection, self-dialogue, self-

critique, and growth for me, the researcher, as well as for the co-researchers. Douglas and 

Moustakas (1985) asserted: 

The power of heuristic inquiry lies in its potential for disclosing truth. Through 

exhaustive self-search, dialogues with others, and creative depictions of experience, 

a comprehensive knowledge is generated, beginning as a series of subjective and 

developing into a systematic and definitive exposition. (p. 40) 

 

Because I and my co-researchers shared an intensity of experience of being Black 

female educational leaders who actively work to maintain a sense of self, heuristic inquiry 

was the most appropriate method of inquiry for the study. Patton (2015) explained: 

There are two focusing or narrowing elements of heuristic inquiry within the larger 

framework of phenomenology. First the researcher must have personal experience 

with and intense interest in the phenomenon under study. Second, others 

(coresearchers) who are part of the study must share an intensity of experience with 

the phenomenon. (p. 119) 

 

The six phases of Moustakas’ (1990) heuristic research were used to guide the 

investigation and to analyze the data. The first phase, initial engagement, was characterized 

by a period of “self-dialogue, an inner search to discover” (p. 27) the sense of self, which 

birthed the research questions that prompted this study. Once the research questions were 

settled, I entered into phase two, immersion. In this phase, essentially anything remotely 



154 

connected to the questions became “raw material for immersion, for staying with, and for 

maintaining a sustained focus and concentration” (p. 28). Phase three, incubation, is the 

phase of the process that “enables the inner tacit dimension to reach its full possibilities” 

(p. 28). In the fourth phase, illumination, there is “a breakthrough into conscious awareness 

of qualities and a clustering of qualities into themes inherent in the question” (p. 29). This is 

where I began to make meaning of the data collected. In the fifth phase, explication, I was 

prompted “to engage in a time of focusing, indwelling, self-searching and self-disclosure” 

(p. 31) so that I could make meaning of what was illuminated in my consciousness. In the 

final phase, creative synthesis, I was able to take all that I originally understood, the answers 

to questions that emerged, and all other data and information that derived from the research 

process to make meaning of the “details of the experience as a whole” (p. 31). In this phase, 

I was challenged to put the components and the core themes into a creative synthesis” 

(p. 32) of a narrative story for each case. 

The heuristic research process, while appropriately suited for my study, was also a 

time-consuming and psychologically and emotionally taxing process, as it required a 

thorough critique of self, my experiences, my understandings, my settled truths, as well as 

those of others. Moustakas (1990) clearly detailed this heuristic research process as: 

an extremely demanding process, not only in terms of continual questioning and  

checking to ensure full explication of one’s own experience and that of others, but  

also in the challenges of thinking and creating, and in the requirements of authentic 

self-dialogue, self-honesty, and unwavering diligence to an understanding of both 

obvious and subtle elements of meaning and essence inherent in human issues, 

problems, questions, and concerns. (p. 37) 
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Role of the Researcher 

As the researcher in this heuristic, narratological, case study, I was fully immersed in 

the research process as both a researcher and co-researcher. Because I came to this research 

with my own knowledge and experience, it required sustained, intentional efforts to build 

trust with participants, particularly those with whom I had no prior relationship. But even 

with those that I knew, I needed to assure them that the sensitive, personal information and 

stories that they shared would not be used outside of purposes as dictated by the 

specifications of this study. I engaged each of the co-researchers in phone and email 

conversations about this study, giving them opportunities to ask questions and to discuss 

their thoughts, fears, and apprehensions, if they had any. Additionally, when appropriate, I 

openly shared my relative experiences to form a sense of sisterhood around commonalities 

and shared understandings of experiences. I clearly recall that this was especially necessary 

for one co-researcher, as she was initially apprehensive and feared retribution from her 

employer if they discovered her honest reflections.  

During my data collection phase, I was mindful of things that could impact the 

validity of the study. One of those things is what is known as reactivity. Maxwell (2013) 

described reactivity as “the effect of the researcher on the individuals studied” (p. 124). It is 

important to note that it is impossible to completely eliminate the influence of the researcher 

from qualitative research, as the researcher is the instrument. Instead, it was important to 

acknowledge my presence and “to understand it and use it productively” (p. 125). When 

interviewing my co-researchers, I asked pre-determined, non-leading questions and allowed 

their responses to dictate what follow-up questions were asked. Also, I was conscious of my 

body language and facial expressions that might express some type of value I was assigning 
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to their responses, which would impact their authenticity in answering. As I approached 

each encounter with my co-researchers, I attempted to suspend all judgment and 

preconceived ideas about them or what they might say; I led with an open mind and an 

intention to learn and discover.  

In alignment with one of Patton’s (2015) 12 core strategies of qualitative inquiry, 

reflexivity: perspective and voice, I approached the study, particularly the analysis and 

reporting, with this knowledge. Patton (2015) explained: 

reflexivity reminds the qualitative inquirer to be attentive to and conscious of the 

cultural, political, social, linguistic, and economic origins of one’s own perspective 

and voice as well as the perspective and voices of those one interviews and those to 

whom one reports. (p. 604)  

 

Throughout the research process, I consistently audited my thinking and perspectives as they 

related to the study and considered the voices and perspectives of my co-researchers as I 

retold their stories. The ways in which I portrayed my own voice and gave voice to my 

co-researchers were particularly important, as we are representatives of a marginalized and 

silenced group. The telling of our stories need to be as authentic and honest as possible, 

because our stories have the potential to establish a broader and deeper understanding of our 

experiences as Black women in educational leadership roles. Thus, questions of reflexivity 

were asked throughout the process to guide my practice and procedures, to ensure that I, the 

researcher, engaged as both a knower and a learner, honored the perspective and ways of 

knowing of the co-researchers. As a result, those who read my study and findings would be 

able to make sense of what I provided and increase their understanding of the lived 

experiences of Black female educational leaders.  
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Finally, in following Moustakas’ six phases of heuristic research, I engaged in a 

specific activity for each. In the initial engagement phase, I began to consider what mattered 

to me; what was I grappling with in my life that I could not shake. Moustakas (1990) 

explained, “Within the researcher exists a topic, theme, problem, or question that represents 

a critical interest and area of search” (p. 27). I had been contemplating my experiences as a 

Black female educator well before I began the research process. From this desire to better 

understand and to expose my understandings and discoveries of the phenomenon with 

others, my research question emerged.  

Once I chose my research question, I immediately entered into the immersion phase, 

where the research totally consumed me and showed up in my world. With each encounter, 

experience, conversation and observation, I noticed aspects of my question or issues that 

were connected to it that added relevance and reinforced the need for this study. During this 

phase, I came to be on “intimate terms with the question – to live it and grow in knowledge 

and understanding of it” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 28).  

Following full immersion in the question, I entered the incubation phase and 

intentionally began to distance myself from the question. It was important for me to step 

back for a while and to suspend my personal and passionate feelings about the question. 

This phase allowed the space for objectivity to grow and take its rightful place within the 

research process. As Moustakas (1990) explained, this period “allows the inner workings of 

the tacit dimension and intuition to continue to clarify and extend understanding on levels 

outside the immediate awareness” (p. 29).  

Next, I moved into the illumination phase, where I was able to take advantage of my 

learnings and discoveries from the incubation period. “Illumination opens the door to a new 
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awareness, a modification of an old understanding, a synthesis of fragmented knowledge” 

(Moustakas, 1990, p. 30). It was during this phase that I really began to rethink and refine 

my understandings as I internalized and made sense of all the knowing and understandings 

of others. The incubation phase afforded me an enlightened understanding of my question 

and the phenomenon I was seeking to better understand and to expose to others.  

As with anything about which we are passionate, we inevitably bring bias and 

assumptions that could become problematic in achieving objectivity, authenticity, and 

trustworthiness. With this understanding, I entered the explication phase of the heuristic 

process, which was primarily during data collection and data analysis. Moustakas (1990) 

described this as a time to “fully examine what has awakened in the consciousness” (p. 31). 

Although the study was designed so that I could directly engage, it was important that my 

biases, beliefs, and perspectives did not overshadow, undermine, or skew the process or 

findings. This is where I had to disclose me to myself. I had to become fully aware of 

myself, have some honest conversations with myself, and challenge myself to be open and 

free of judgment.  

In the creative synthesis phase, I was “thoroughly familiar with all the data in its 

major constituents, qualities, and themes” (p. 31). It was in this phase that I was able to take 

all of my findings, my learnings, my challenges, and my new inquiries and bring them 

together to make meaning of the entire research process as well as the phenomenon. My task 

was to bring all of the data together – documents, in-depth interviews, and observations – to 

restory the data for each co-researcher. I also had the challenges of bringing all the data 

together through within-case and cross-case analysis, including the questionnaire, to answer 

the research questions. 
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Research Design 

Settings 

 For the purposes of this study, six different settings were selected. The settings for 

this study were purposefully selected using criterion-based sampling strategy, as they were 

locations where educational leaders would be found. These settings were all located in the 

Midwest region of the United States, covering four states, and consisted of four PreK-12 

school districts and two universities that had Educational Leadership divisions. To protect 

the anonymity of the co-researchers, the settings were assigned pseudonyms. Brief 

descriptors of each setting follow. 

Setting #1 was an urban PreK-12 public school district located in the Midwest region 

of the U.S. The school district has approximately 16,000 students enrolled. For the purposes 

of this study, the school district is named Courage Public Schools.  

Setting #2 was an urban PreK-12 public school district located in the Midwest region 

of the U.S. The school district has approximately 25,000 students enrolled. For the purposes 

of this study, the school district is named Resilient Public Schools. 

Setting #3 was an urban PreK-12 public school district located in the Midwest region 

of the U.S. The student population in this district is approximately 3,000 students. For the 

purposes of this study, the school district is named Humility Public Schools. 

Setting #4 was a suburban PreK-12 public school district located in the Midwest 

region of the U.S. The student population in this school district is approximately 12,000 

students. For the purposes of this study, the school district is named Collaboration Public 

Schools. 
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Setting #5 was a public four-year university located in a rural area in the Midwest 

region of the U.S. The undergraduate student enrollment at this university is approximately 

5,500. For the purposes of this study, the higher education institution is named Confidence 

State University.  

Setting #6 was a private four-year university located in a suburban area in the 

Midwest region of the U.S. The undergraduate student enrollment at this university is 

approximately 1,200. For the purposes of this study, the higher education institution is 

named Educated State University.  

Co-researchers of the Study 

This heuristic, narratological, multiple-case study was designed to draw out the 

perceptions and interpretations of African-American female educators’ experiences in 

balancing leadership and a sense of self. In selecting the co-researchers for this study, I 

employed intensity sampling. I purposefully selected co-researchers who represented 

“information-rich cases that manifest the phenomenon of interest intensely…excellent or 

rich examples of the phenomenon of interest, but not unusual cases” (Patton, 2015, p. 279). 

The research sites included PreK-12 public school districts and higher education institutions 

across the Midwest region. The study included six participants from the principalship, 

superintendency, and college/university levels of education. The study co-researchers 

consisted of:  

1. Two secondary principals 

2. Two school district superintendents  

3. Two educators in the Academy 
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To protect the identity of the co-researchers, I assigned each a pseudonym based on 

characteristics and attributes that consistently showed in their interview and observation data 

as well as documents. For example, Beloved Believer talked a lot about her beliefs during 

the interview. I consistently observed during her observation multiple references to teacher 

beliefs regarding students and references to their impact on student success. References to 

beliefs were also consistently coded in her document, the problem statement of the 

dissertation. The pseudonyms used for the co-researchers were: 

 Beloved Believer, secondary Principal 

 Observant Overcomer, secondary Principal 

 Savvy Strategist, PreK-12 Superintendent 

 Reflective Risk-taker, PreK-12 Superintendent 

 Wise Warrior, University (Vice-President) 

 Tough-as-nails Trailblazer, University (Director) 

The two principals were able to shed light on their experiences with students, 

parents, employees, and supervisors. Although they shared many of the same professional 

responsibilities and experiences, their interactions with the stakeholders varied, since their 

constituents were demographically dissimilar. As these women provided leadership in their 

own schools and worked to serve their constituents, their sense of self was challenged daily. 

The next co-researcher category in the study was African-American females who had 

reached the coveted ranks of the superintendency. The U.S. public school superintendency is 

the most male-dominated executive position in the country (Bjork, 1999). Women at this 

level not only deal with students, parents, school personnel, and the board, but they interface 

regularly with a broader representation of the community as well. In this capacity, they 
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continuously live under the microscope of all in the community. Consequently, their sense 

of self is called into question each and every day.  

The final co-researcher group was African-American females working in the 

academy. They were just one of a handful of other women of color at that level within their 

institutions. In these positions, these women’s sense of self is challenged, as their 

intellectual acumen is often scrutinized by students, colleagues, and others with whom they 

must interface on a daily basis. According to Anyaso’s (2008) study, Mitchell, a participant 

in her fourth year of teaching, said: 

When students are not used to seeing someone one of color and a woman, and you 

walk into that classroom, they assume that you’re not qualified. Even after all these 

years, it simply does not ring qualified to them. My skin, my gender, do not read to 

them qualified. (p. 24) 

 

To initiate the research process, I generated an email/letter identifying myself as the 

researcher and sent it, along with the African American/Black Female Educational Leader 

Questionnaire, to 21 African-American female educational leaders identified from school 

district and university websites in a four-state area. The email/letter detailed the topic and 

purpose of the study and included a request for the educator’s participation. From this pool 

of potential participants, I expected to receive responses indicating a willingness to 

participate in the study from some of the recipients. Fifteen women responded to the 

questionnaire (described in the data collection section).  Of the 15, I received four responses 

expressing interest in further participation. I sent a follow-up email to them as well as to two 

additional potential co-researchers. Because I was employing intensity sampling, I was fully 

aware of all potential participants at the onset of my data collection stage. Patton (2015) 
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described the process of intensity sampling as one in which the researcher “seeks excellent 

or rich examples of the phenomenon of interest, but not highly unusual cases” (p. 234).  

Data Collection 

Case study research makes use of multiple data sources which also contribute to 

credibility of the study – the trustworthiness of its findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; 

Patton, 2015; Yin, 2014). Multiple data also support the validity of the study through 

crystallization of findings, which provides a “wide-angle view” of the unit of analysis of the 

study (Ellingson, 2009). The researcher may elect to use documents, archival records, 

artifacts, observations, photos, drawings, and any number of creative data sources. In some 

research case studies, quantitative data are used to help give meaning to the unit of analysis 

or the phenomenon of interest (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Miles et al., 2013). At the data 

analysis stage of the study, multiple data are analyzed to make meaning of the phenomenon 

of interest. Taking a deep dive into each data source is like putting together a piece of a 

puzzle that will provide wholistic meaning of the phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; 

Miles et al., 2013). The next section describes data sources that helped to form meaning of 

the heuristic narratological case study: questionnaire, interviews, observations, and 

documents.  

African American/Black Female Educational Leader Questionnaire. The pool of 

potential participants received an Informed Consent document (see Appendix A) and an 

email (see Appendix B) that introduced my study and gave access to the online “African 

American/Black Female Educational Leader” questionnaire (see Appendix C). The 

questionnaire was used to select co-researchers, a sampling strategy, and a data source. It 

was used to develop a baseline of data and information regarding the lived experiences and 
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perspectives of Black female educational leaders. While the data from the questionnaire 

were analyzed, they were only used in the final phase of the study, to answer the research 

questions along with the cross-case analysis of the individual cases. The participants used no 

identifying information, other than position within their districts or universities. The 

questionnaire consisted of 21 questions, with question one requesting information about 

positions, questions two through five providing pre-determined multiple-choice items, and 

open-ended questions 6-21 seeking participant comments and expression of views. 

The questionnaire gave participants the option to respond to four multiple-choice 

statements that best expressed their opinions about the unique experiences of the African-

American/Black female educational leader, how the sense of self has developed, and its role 

in balancing the demands and expectations of the educational leadership role. Participants 

were directed to select the answer that best represented their perspectives. They also had the 

choice of providing an alternative response if they selected the option “other.” For questions 

6-21, they were directed to record their answers in writing.  

The questionnaire was sent to a pool of 21 potential co-researchers at the outset of 

the research, and they were given a three-week window for completion. Fifteen responded to 

the questionnaire, and four of the 15 showed an interest in the study. The interested four 

represented the categories of two superintendents, one higher education, and one secondary 

principal. At this point, I had to reach out to find two co-researchers for the categories of 

university and secondary principal. A friendly follow-up reminder email was sent to the pool 

of co-researchers after the first two weeks (see Appendix B). Next, I contacted the six 

selected potential co-researchers by phone to formally request their participation in the full 

research process (see Appendix D). Once agreement of participation had been confirmed 
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with the six, an in-person interview was scheduled with each selected co-researcher (see 

Appendix E for Interview Guide).  

Interviews. Patton (2015) contended, “Qualitative interviewing begins with the 

assumption that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made 

explicit. We interview to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind, to gather their 

stories” (p. 341). As co-researchers were interviewed and their stories told, I examined their 

“human lives through the lens of a narrative, honoring their lived experience as a source of 

important knowledge and understanding” (Patton, 2015, p. 128). DeMarrais (2004) 

explained that qualitative interviews “are used when researchers want to gain in-depth 

knowledge from participants about particular phenomena, experiences, or sets of 

experiences” (p. 51).  

The interview times and locations were determined cooperatively by the 

co-researchers and researcher. We selected a place that was feasible, convenient, and 

conducive to a distraction-free interchange. As researcher, I wanted to fully capture and 

understand what was in the mind and heart of each participant regarding the unit of analysis, 

sense of self. The in-person interviews were semi-structured and consisted of 12 open-ended 

questions; the others were generated based on the co-researcher’s responses, which I labeled 

as impromptu questions. The 12 pre-determined questions were distributed to the 

co-researchers prior to the interviews, so that they might consider each question. Examples 

of the questions are listed below (see Appendix E for full Interview Protocol). 

1. Tell me how you came into your current or former leadership role.  

 Personal History – age, education, family influences 

 Professional History – skills, positions, networks 
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2. The unit of study for this research is “sense of self.” How would you define 

“sense of self”?  

 

3. What life experiences helped to shape who you are and what you believe? 

4. Give three words that best describe you and three that describe your leadership. 

The impromptu questions were derivatives of the original questions and were a 

specific follow-up to each co-researcher’s responses. I interviewed each co-researcher two 

or three times. All interviews were structured as informal conversations that tended to 

establish trust and rapport between the interviewer and the person being interviewed. 

Qualitative research interviews should resemble guided conversations instead of formally 

structured experiences (Turner, 2010). The first interview was structured to obtain in-depth 

information and lasted from 45 minutes to an hour with a shorter second interview 

scheduled to clarify data from the initial session; if warranted, a third interview was 

scheduled. The interviews were recorded, with the co-researcher’s permission. The recorded 

interviews were later transcribed, and each co-researcher was allowed to review the 

interview transcript to ensure that what they intended to say was what was actually captured. 

Once all transcripts were confirmed for accuracy, I read and re-read them and analyzed them 

for themes. I memoed my reactions throughout the process; this going back and forth 

between co-researchers and the inductive process of analysis supported credibility of 

findings. Interviews were followed by observations, the third source of data.  

Observations. One of the benefits of the observation process, as explained by 

Maxwell (2013) is, “Observation can enable you to draw inferences about this perspective 

(someone’s perspective) that you couldn’t obtain by relying exclusively on interview data” 

(p. 94). The ability to observe participants in their natural settings provides the researcher an 
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opportunity to observe behaviors, actions, and events, and surrounding context which aid in 

understanding the phenomenon or unit of analysis (Yin, 2009).  

Angrosino (2005) outlined three basic types of qualitative observation. During the 

first type, participant observation, the researcher is both a participant within the setting and 

an observer and may even join an activity. Reactive observations are used in controlled 

settings where the participant is aware of being observed and there is minimal interaction 

between the researcher and the participant. The third type described by Angrosino is the 

unobtrusive or nonreactive observation, in which participants are aware they are being 

observed. The researcher may take on “insider” or “outsider” roles regarding their 

relationships with the participants (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000). 

For the study, I assumed the role of an onlooker observer with an insider perspective 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2002). As a heuristic researcher, I shared the 

characteristics, roles, and experiences with the participants (Buckle & Dwyer, 2009). 

Observation of the co-researchers was the next order of business; thus, I set up times when I 

could observe them in their leadership practice. The places for observation included staff 

meetings; team meetings; school programs; and community programs, trainings, or 

appearances. Observation of the participants in their work settings was critical to the study 

in that they might reveal a nuance or vital facet of their experience that was not explored in 

the interview.  

The observation settings for this study were as follows: Beloved Believer’s 

observation setting was a staff meeting held at her school in the school library, where she 

focused on student achievement data. Observant Overcomer’s observation was at a student 

choral program at her school, where she addressed her students prior to their performance. 



168 

Savvy Strategist’s observation was a meeting with her Assistant Superintendent at Central 

Office, in her conference room, where they discussed school and student level data, 

curriculum, and assessments. Reflective Risk-taker’s observation occurred at her 

Superintendent’s Advisory Council meeting, held in a conference room at their Central 

Office. Wise Warrior’s observation occurred at an equity training that was held in a Central 

Office meeting space in a rural PreK-12 school district. Tough-as-nails Trailblazer’s 

observation was held at a staff meeting held on her campus in the school library.  

For this study, observation was a critical aspect of the data collection process (see 

Appendix F for Observation Guide). This process was intended to uncover areas that had not 

been disclosed during interviews. It also supported or refuted what emerged during 

interviewing. Observations placed me, the researcher, right in the heart of the 

co-researchers’ practices. The information I gathered during this process provided an 

intensified understanding of the participants and their unique perspectives. The length of the 

observations varied, but all were expected to last approximately 60 minutes. Data generated 

from the observation and interview processes were used cooperatively to gain greater depth 

of understanding and insight into the phenomenon.  

Documents. Documents were especially important to the data collection phase of 

this study. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) stated that documents are materials that can be 

developed by the researcher in the form of personal documents that can include individuals’ 

letters, diaries, notes, drafts, files, and books. Private documents are generally records of 

private organizations such as minutes of meetings, personnel records, budgets and memos – 

these are official documents of an organization (Bogdan & Biklen). The researcher must 

make sure that the documents are useful and appropriate for the methodology. Scott (2014) 
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suggested four criteria for judging the quality of documents: authenticity; credibility, 

representativeness, and meaning. 

Documents are a valuable source of information and provide visible facts that save 

the researcher from unfounded conclusions. In order to augment interviews and 

observations, I collected pertinent data from each participant. Documents have the potential 

to reveal what was not said in an interview or seen in an observation. Patton (2015) 

explained, “documents prove valuable not only because of what can be learned directly from 

them but also as stimulus for paths of inquiry that can be pursued only through direct 

observation and interviewing” (p. 294). Documents that were considered for this study were 

problem statements of dissertations. To protect the identity of the co-researchers, the 

dissertation titles are not disclosed; however, a brief explanation of each dissertation topic 

and subject matter is provided. Beloved Believer’s dissertation topic centered on the effects 

of mentoring on career advancement for women and people of color. Observant 

Overcomer’s dissertation topic focused on resiliency. She explored whether or not resiliency 

is a characteristic/trait that can be taught to students. Savvy Strategist’s dissertation served 

as a critique of the policies and procedures of Human Resources in urban educational 

settings. Reflective Risk-taker’s dissertation centered on analysis of district policies and 

practices that impact alternative school programming. Wise Warrior’s dissertation explored 

how African-American parents evaluate and choose charter school services for their young 

sons. Tough-as-nails Trailblazer’s dissertation centered on principal efficacy and their 

adoption of innovation.  

  These documents, combined with interviewing and observations, were analyzed 

through a data analysis process called coding, which involved finding meaning in the data. 
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My focus throughout the process remained on the unit of analysis; the sense of self as 

conveyed through the storied lives of six African-American female educational leaders, who 

served as co-researchers with me during the conduct of this study. I was also guided by the 

research questions.  

Data Analysis  

Data analysis is a critically important phase of a study. This is the phase when the 

researcher organizes data in such a way as to bring meaning to the study. It is a 

misconception that analyses should commence at the completion of the collection stage. 

Instead data collection and analysis are simultaneous acts, which reciprocally fuel and 

support each other. Maxwell (2013) asserted, “One of the most common problems in 

qualitative studies is letting your unanalyzed field notes and transcripts pile up, making the 

task of final analysis much more difficult and discouraging” (p. 95). I collected and analyzed 

simultaneously to ensure that I did not become overwhelmed in the study or lose critical 

information.  

As a heuristic researcher, I kept the five steps of data analysis were in mind 

throughout the field experience phase of my research. These steps are explained in the 

heuristic inquiry section and are explored again in the role of the researcher section. Data 

analysis took place in the illumination and explication phases of heuristic inquiry. In the 

fourth phase, illumination, “a breakthrough into conscious awareness of qualities and a 

clustering of qualities into themes inherent in the question” (p. 29) occurred; at this point, I 

began to see clear patterns and themes in the data. The fifth phase, explication, was where I 

was prompted “to engage in a time of focusing, indwelling, self-searching and self-

disclosure” (p. 31) so I could make meaning of what was illuminated in my consciousness. 
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Data analyses were performed using interpretive and thematic coding (Grbich, 2013; 

Miles et al., 2013) for the four qualitative data sources of documents, interviews, 

observations, and opened-ended questions of the questionnaire. Descriptive statistics were 

used to analyze the four quantitative questions of the questionnaire. However, once all the 

data were coded, the process changed. To restory the data for the individual cases, I used 

narrative analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and a socio-cultural process, maintaining a 

three-dimensional space and keeping cultural context at the center of the analysis. Each of 

these data analysis processes are described below. The quantitative data from the 

questionnaire and qualitative data of open-ended questions were kept separate; and, as 

noted, they were used to answer the research questions along with the restoried data of 

individual cases.  

Questionnaire: Analysis of multiple-choice questions. The quantitative data on the 

questionnaire consisted of four multiple-choice item questions. The multiple-choice items 

required the participants to take a stand on a particular topic. The fifth multiple-choice item 

consisted of the response “other,” which allowed participants to write in an alternative 

response. The response rate (N=15) represented a 70% response rate for the 21 recipients of 

the questionnaire. Descriptive statistics with the use of percentages were calculated for each 

of the four multiple-choice items. When percentages were calculated for the option of other, 

the write-in responses that represented the data for this option were included in the reporting 

of the findings. 

Analysis of qualitative data sources. Coding of the open-ended questions of the 

questionnaire, documents, in-depth interviews, and observations began with the enumerative 

and thematic coding process to identify descriptive codes (concepts within the data) which 
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clustered into interpretive codes (grouping of similar descriptive codes) to form 

interpretations of the data. The interpretive codes were then clustered to form patterns or 

themes in the data, aligned to specific research questions (Miles et al., 2013). Miles and 

Huberman (1994) indicated that “Codes are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to 

the descriptive or inferential information compiled during the study” (p. 56). Grbich (2013) 

pointed out that enumerative inquiry “involves the listing or classifying of items by 

percentages, frequencies, ranked order, or whatever is useful to the research questions” 

(p. 24). As the researcher, I began the process by defining simple descriptive codes and then 

clustered them into interpretive codes. A codebook was developed with defined themes 

based on the conceptual framework and research questions. 

This coding process also allowed me to establish patterns or themes to create rich, 

thick descriptions of the study’s findings (Grbich, 2013) that helped to create the narratives 

for the individual cases for the within-case analysis process. The themes and patterns that 

surfaced from the data are the information I was interested in sharing. Moustakas (1990) 

described the process of illumination as “one that occurs naturally when the researcher is 

open and receptive to tacit knowledge and intuition” (p. 29). 

The illumination phase of analysis of open-ended questions, observations, 

documents, and interviews involved bringing all of the knowledge and understandings that I 

have about leading in education while Black and female, and fusing those with the 

behaviors, rhetoric, and expressions of my co-researchers. In some cases, I sensed a comfort 

in the commonalities that I discovered we had, while others challenged me and caused me to 

examine myself, my thinking, and my practice. New understandings surfaced and developed 

in this phase, as I considered the ways that my co-researchers interfaced, communicated, and 
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behaved with others. As I entered the explication phase, I began to make sense of these 

commonalities, differences, and new information that was gathered during the data analysis. 

It was in this phase that I acknowledged and contemplated what to do about this new 

learning. The next step involved restorying the data into narratives. 

Restorying the data. The approach used for re-storying the data incorporated the 

three-dimension framework of temporality, sociality, and place. I also used the approach of 

sociocultural analysis to support narrative analysis. This type of analysis “looks at the 

broader interpretive frameworks that people use to make sense of particular incidents in 

individuals’ lives” (Grbich, 2013, p. 216). My focus was on restorying the data, which 

included in-depth interviews, observations, and documents. After coding each data set, the 

task was to put the data together for a complete story of the individual case. My intent was 

not to fragment the narrative but to present a holistic story so there was a sense of the 

complete context surrounding the phenomena. “The assumptions underpinning this approach 

are that stories reflect not only culture, ideology and socialization, they also provide insights 

to the political and historical climates impacting on the storyteller’s lives – like stones 

dropped into water” (Grbich, p. 221). The process for analysis involves determining the time 

boundaries of the narrative, exploring content and context, comparing different stories, 

linking the stories to relevant cultural and political landscapes, and interpreting stories being 

mindful of the research instrument for shaping the final text (Grbich, p. 222). “The 

sociocultural approach allows the contextual constructions and interpretations of the actor 

and the researcher to emerge” (Grbich, p. 227). 

Within-case and cross-case analyses. Next, I began within-case and cross-case 

analysis, and this work propelled me into the creative synthesis phase. Within-case analysis 
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supported the restorying of the data – bringing together in-depth interviews, observations, 

and documents for each case. This is similar to the aforementioned process in which I 

searched for unique attributes, codes, patterns, and themes for each data source. “Analysis of 

individual cases enables the researcher to understand those aspects of experience that occur 

not as individual ‘units of meaning’ but as part of the pattern formed by the confluence of 

meanings within individual accounts” (Ayres, Kavanaugh, & Knafl, 2003, p. 873).  

Following this process, I sought to “understand both the commonalities and 

differences across cases in the quintain” (Stake, 2006, p. 40). Finding the similarities and 

differences across the individual cases through conducting cross-case analysis for this type 

of analysis provided a fuller and deeper analysis of the phenomenon of inquiry. Khan and 

VanWynsberghe (2008) clarified this approach:  

cross-case analysis enables case study researchers to delineate the combination of 

factors that may have contributed to the outcomes of the case, seek or construct an 

explanation as to why one case is different or the same as others, make sense of 

puzzling or unique findings, or further articulate the concepts, hypotheses, or 

theories discovered or constructed from the original case. (p. 1)  

 

Multiple case descriptions give readers “a more holistic impression of what a certain 

experience is like in all its facets. A case description takes all the emerged themes into 

account and brings them together to provide an overview” (Boeije, 2010, p. 202). The 

cross-case analysis process was also used to answer the research questions, bringing together 

findings from combined data sources of the mixed questionnaire and the individual cases.  

In restorying the data during the within-case analysis process, I closely examined the 

themes that emerged for each individual co-researcher, which was considered a case. Here, I 

purposely considered their backgrounds, educational experiences, characteristics of their 

family unit, their challenges, and their victories and fused them into a three-dimensional 
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narrative that considered temporality, sociality, and place. I wanted to make meaning of the 

data and to tell their stories in a way that authentically reflected who they are as Black 

female educational leaders. The cross-case analysis process allowed me to identify 

similarities and differences among the cases. I was also able to bring in data from the larger 

questionnaire, which involved 15 participants to compare themes across the data sources. 

It was in this creative synthesis phase that I fully understood the extent to which 

Black women view themselves and operate from a point of victory. Despite multiple and 

relentless victimization from a number of sources, Black women resist the identity of victim 

and embrace and celebrate the very characteristics that have caused them to be marginalized 

and oppressed: Black and female. This is another example of Black women taking what was 

“meant for evil and turning it to good.” This thought process is grounded in the biblical 

scripture, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is 

now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 50:20, LASB [NIV], 2011, p. 124). Our 

struggle is not just for us or about us. Instead, it is for the liberation and greater good of all 

humanity. 

Reflection on the process. While in the illumination phase of analyzing the 

interview transcripts, I was deeply moved by the expressions and ways of knowing of my 

co-researchers. It was during this stage that the raw data were analyzed and coded for 

patterns and themes. It was also during this phase that my belief that Black women are not a 

monolithic group was concretized. While we connected through our commonalities, I 

discovered variances that continuously drove me to self-reflection and self-analysis. This 

phase began deepening my initially limited understandings of what it means to be a Black, 

female, educational leader. This process instilled a greater sense of pride in me to be a part 
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of a such a knowledge-rich, culturally-rich, diverse, and resilient group. Following the 

discovery of themes, the explication stage occurred.  

During explication, meaning was added to the themes and patterns that emerged. 

Further exploration took place, and new connections were made. As I moved into the 

explication phase during analysis of documents, interviews, and observations, I experienced 

a blossoming of sorts as I was able to start expressing and explaining the meaning of these 

new discoveries about my co-researchers and myself. Moving beyond theoretical knowledge 

and mere rhetoric, I was able to express with conviction that the beauty of Black women is 

embedded in our struggle and the loving embrace of our multiple selves that establish our 

true identity. I contend due to Black women’s engagement and struggle with sustained 

oppressions and marginalization that actively work to dismantle and deconstruct our identity 

and establishment of self, we have developed a capacity to engage in the complex process of 

self-searching, self-discovering, and establishing and maintaining an authentic sense of self. 

Through our struggles, we have consistently resisted and fought to discover and pursue our 

purpose, which is intricately woven into the multiple layers of our identity. This is where 

Black women have found the beauty and purpose in our pain. This thinking is grounded in 

the biblical scripture, “It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees” 

(Psalm 119:71, LASB [NIV], 2011, p. 1255).  

Limitations including Validity, Reliability, Ethical 

Considerations, and Crystallization 

As with any study, there are an inherent set of limitations that the researcher 

must come to terms with; the most demanding is researcher bias. As an African-American 

female educational leader, I brought my own assumptions and beliefs to the study. As 
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personally relevant as the study may be, this reality cannot override the findings of this 

study and must be constantly examined and guarded against. As the researcher, I relied on 

findings that emerged from the data as well as the literature.  

Additionally, there are relatively low numbers of African-American female 

educational leaders, particularly in suburban and rural areas. There appears to be a much 

larger representation of Black female leaders in urban school districts. However, I wanted to 

explore the realities of African-American female leaders in various educational venues to 

add to the validity of the findings of this study. This shortage of Black female educational 

leaders in diverse venues posed some issues for the study.  

Finally, the literature indicates that many current Black female educational leaders 

are apprehensive about fully disclosing the details of their daily lived experiences. Many of 

them fear that if they are exposed, there will be negative repercussions. Beekley (1994) 

corroborated this phenomenon of silence. 

Why did these women fail to acknowledge the prejudice and discrimination they 

experienced? They really did not talk at length about the problem. Was it because 

they just accepted it as part of the job, or were they so accustomed to it they didn’t 

find it unusual? Did they ignore it as a way of managing the work they had to do? Is 

it not socially acceptable to talk about it? (p. 149) 

 

With this understanding, I actively worked to build trust with all of my 

co-researchers. I reached out to them by both phone and email to discuss the study and to 

give them opportunities to ask questions and to share their apprehensions, if any, about 

participating. I also sent participants the interview questions in advance to alleviate any 

stress or concern regarding what would be asked of them. Additionally, I shared parts of my 

leadership journey that were relative to theirs to demonstrate commonality of experiences, 

understanding, and genuine empathy around their experiences. Patton (2015) posited: 
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Empathy develops from interpersonal interaction with the people interviewed and 

observed during fieldwork. Empathy involves being able to take and understand the 

stance, position, feelings, experiences, and worldview of others….Empathy as an 

inquiry stance, is rooted in the phenomenological doctrine of verstehen,…which 

undergirds much of qualitative inquiry. Verstehen means understanding at a deep 

level, grounded in the unique human capacity to make sense of the world, which has 

profound implications for how we can study our fellow human beings. (p. 59)  

 

Validity and Reliability 

 

To ensure validity, “trustworthiness...getting to the truth of the matter” (Grbich, 

2013, p. 5) in the research process, I prolonged my engagement in the field. I gathered and 

analyzed data over an 11-month period. I also recorded all interviews and later transcribed 

them so that I would not miss aspects of the co-researchers’ responses. I sent all 

co-researchers copies of their interview transcripts so they could review their responses and 

provide any feedback or share concerns as they deemed necessary.  

As the interviews, observations, and field notes were collected, they were analyzed 

using the coding system to bring meaning and significance. Stake (1995) explained, “the 

search for meaning often is a search for patterns of consistency” (p. 78). To ensure validity 

as I completed each interview, I immediately began coding that data. Careful content 

analysis was conducted to bring forth emerging words, patterns, or themes that helped to 

illuminate consistencies in the findings for each study participant. Patton explained, “content 

analysis is used to refer to qualitative data reduction and sense making effort that takes a 

volume of qualitative material and attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings” 

(p. 453). 

Reliability refers to issues of accuracy and dependability regarding the data 

(Creswell & Poth, 2017; Grbich, 2013). “Since there can be no validity without reliability 

(and thus no credibility without dependability), a demonstration of the former is sufficient to 
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establish the latter” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316). As researcher, I took specific steps to 

ensure reliability of the study. These steps are based on Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 

relevant queries, including: (a) Make sure that the research questions are clear and aligned 

with the study; (b) Clearly define my role in the study and convey that to participants; 

(c) Search for meaningful parallelisms across the data sources (informants, interviews, 

observations, documents); (d) Clearly specify analytic constructs and be sure that they are 

connected to theory; (e) Ensure that data are collected across the full range of appropriate 

settings, times, and respondents as specified in the research questions; (f) Make coding 

checks by employing a second set of eyes and the fresh perspective of another person; 

(g) Check for quality of data (bias, deceit); and (h) Engage several critical friends in the 

several aspects of the study. 

As data are collected and analyzed, it is important that validity is constantly 

considered. Crystallization of the data sources is a key validity strategy in case study 

research that allows the phenomenon to be analyzed from multiple perspectives, genres, or 

presentation styles with the idea of finding ways to provide varied viewpoints from which to 

view the phenomenon (Ellingson, 2009, 2014). 

Crystallization was applied using multiple data sources including the questionnaire, 

observations, interviews, and documents during the research period. I analyzed and 

identified the themes that emerged from the data. As such, the participants’ voices and 

unique perspectives were considered and examined for positions that that were influenced 

by perceptions, power, and oppression. Ellingson (2009) contended that “crystallization 

provides a framework in which to balance claims of truth with recognition of the 

intersubjective nature of all knowledge claims” (p. 14). It is through the crystallization 
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process that I uncovered the unique perspectives and “claims of truth” of African-American 

female educational leaders as made evident via the patterns and themes found in the data. To 

further strengthen the validity of the study, participants were given the opportunity to vet the 

interview transcripts and observation notes and were allowed to give their feedback. Stake 

(2005) suggested validating observations by trying out understandings of the case on its 

members. Member checks supported truthfully representing participants’ voices and lived 

experiences.  

Ethical Issues 

Finally, ethical issues are always a concern in a qualitative study, as with others. 

Creswell (2013) asserted, “Regardless of the approach to qualitative inquiry, a qualitative 

researcher faces many ethical issues that surface during data collection in the field and in 

analysis and dissemination of qualitative reports” (p. 141). Miles and Huberman (1994) 

explained that the only concern must not be simply what is truth. As a researcher, I am also 

obligated to consider what is wrong and what is right in terms of my actions in relation to 

participants of the study, colleagues, and those that may sponsor my work. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) further elaborated: 

Any qualitative researcher who is not asleep ponders moral and ethical questions: Is 

my project really worth doing? Do people really understand what they are getting 

into? Am I exploiting people with my “innocent” questions? What about their 

privacy? Do respondents have a right to see my report? What good is anonymity if 

people and their colleagues can easily recognize themselves in a case study? When 

they do, might it damage or hurt them in some way? What do I do if I observe 

harmful behavior in my cases? Who will benefit and who will lose as a result of my 

study? Who owns the data, and who owns the report? (p. 288) 

 

These were all potential concerns in my research study, and to address these, I 

heeded the advice of Miles and Huberman (1994) regarding the study’s implementation. I 
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fully informed participants of the purpose of the study and established certainty of their 

consent. “Weak consent usually leads to poorer data: Respondents will try to protect 

themselves in a mistrusted relationship, or one formed with the researcher by superiors 

only” (p. 291). I employed the insight of critical friends who helped me add balance and 

multiple perspectives regarding the study. “Graduate students often understand their own 

inexperience, but sometimes cannot get support and help from their teachers” (p. 291). I 

ensured that the balance of investment was equitable for all parties to the study. “Research 

participants normally must take time from or beyond whatever else they are doing and are 

usually not recompensed” (p. 292). Further, I proactively considered the harms and risks that 

might accompany the nature of the study. “The information of a qualitative study is never 

value-free, and it may have negative consequences” (p. 292). Striving for honesty in 

endeavors and establishing authentic relational trust was an ongoing consideration 

throughout the study. “Our deceptiveness and broken promises – especially if benefits and 

costs have been inequitable or harm has occurred – will make any continuation of inquiry 

problematic” (p. 293). Finally, with the utmost care, I actively protected the identity and 

privacy of all participants (i.e., by using pseudonyms). “You may need to err on the side of 

protecting anonymity, if it has been promised, and to rely on a dialogue and negotiation for 

corrective action before the report is finalized” (p. 293). 

As researcher, I worked to achieve all the aforementioned precautions, as well as 

others. Prior to any research in the field, I received approval from the University of 

Missouri-Kansas City’s Institutional Review Board (see Appendix G) and took the 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) basic course for protection of human 

subjects. Then, I obtained informed consent from participants prior to engaging in any 
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research. To alleviate any mental barriers or uncertainty, I, clearly explained the purpose of 

the study with participants. During data collection and reporting, I used pseudonyms as a 

means of maintaining the participants’ anonymity. To increase comfort level and feasibility 

for the co-researchers, we met in locations that were most preferable to them. Before 

finalizing and reporting, I allowed participants to review their interview notes to ensure they 

had been accurately represented in the study. 

In alignment with the requirements of the University of Missouri-Kansas City’s 

Institutional Review Board, I reviewed and became familiar with the guidelines for research 

involving human subjects, as outlined in the 1979 Belmont Report. The Belmont Report 

requires that research involving human subjects will be conducted following three ethical 

principles, including respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. Respect for persons 

mandates that participants voluntarily enter into a research program, and with clear 

information about the research goals (Shore, 2006). In addition to clearly sharing goals of 

the study, I informed the participants that if they became uncomfortable or no longer wanted 

to participate, they could drop out of the study at any time without fear of repercussions. 

Beneficence requires that the researcher operate with the participants’ best interest at heart. 

The Belmont Report describes beneficence as the researcher actively working to “maximize 

possible benefits and minimize possible harms” to the individual research participant. 

Justice, the final guiding principle, explains the benefits and harms to individual subjects of 

research (Shore, 2006). Through informed consent, the ethical research guidelines’ 

requirements of assessment of risk and benefits and dutiful selection of subjects were met.  

I also maintained security and confidentiality by keeping all research materials in a 

safe, secure area (locked file cabinet and password-protected USB drive to which only I had 
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access). Finally, once the research was completed, all hard copy and electronic files 

containing any identifiable information were securely stored in a locked file cabinet for up 

to seven years, as is protocol in the University of Missouri system. Not all issues are 

predictable, but I committed myself to principles of honesty and integrity in regard to my 

study and did all that I could to ensure an ethical, safe, and secure process for all involved.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Overview of the Study 

This heuristic, narratalogical, case-study was designed to capture the lived 

experiences of six Black female educational leaders. Narratology, the applied methodology 

in this study, amplified the silenced voices of Black female educational leaders and provided 

a platform for sharing their rich, lived experiences, with Black Feminist Thought, Critical 

Race Theory, Intersectionality Theory, and Spirituality Theory providing ways for these 

stories to be told and understood from a Black female leader perspective. Heuristic inquiry 

placed me, the researcher, at the center of investigation along with my co-researchers, as we 

collectively sought to understand and make meaning of the phenomenon. The six phases of 

Moustakas’ heuristic research were used to guide the investigation and to analyze the data: 

initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis. 

Case study research allows the study of a case within a real-life, contemporary 

context or setting (Yin, 2014). “The case study method “explores a real-life, contemporary 

bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, 

in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information…and reports a case 

description and case themes” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97). Based on the intent of the case 

analysis, multiple case study was selected for this study. Multiple cases highlight the issue 

and allow different perspectives to be explored (Stake, 2006). In order to capture a rich 

description and deeper insight into the phenomenon, this case study used a 

questionnaire/survey, in-depth interviews, observations, and documents (review of problem 

statements of dissertations) as data collection methods. Semi-structured interviews, 
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comprising 45 minutes to one hour, were conducted with the six co-researchers with 

follow-up interviews for clarifying information; each person was interviewed at least twice. 

For observations, I assumed the role of an onlooker observer with an insider perspective 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2002). 

I spent approximately 11 months during the 2018 school year collecting and 

analyzing data and reporting on findings from six different settings – urban, rural, and 

suburban – of the six Black women leaders, which involved an iterative process of moving 

back and forth between the data (i.e., transcripts of interviews, observations, documents, 

coding of all data, memos, and fieldwork notes) and creative synthesis of the findings. The 

study’s co-researchers consisted of: (a) two secondary principals, (b) two school district 

superintendents, and (c) two educators in the Academy. 

 I knew four of the six co-researchers before their selection and spent time during 

phone calls and emails establishing trust. I have not divulged how I know the four Black 

women in order not to compromise their identities. Additionally, I do not include the titles of 

their dissertations for fear of compromising their identities. No matter the previous 

relationship, I had to spend time building trust and rapport which continued during face-to-

face interviews. I used specific strategies to dispel feelings of distrust, such as informing 

them of the intent of the study, addressing all questions, using pseudonyms in place of their 

names, sharing my leadership journey to establish empathy, and using member checking of 

interview transcriptions. These efforts contributed to validity and reliability of the findings, 

the truth and trustworthiness of the data.  

In this chapter, I present the data gathered from several sources including: 

questionnaire/survey, in-depth interviews, observations, and the problem statements of co-



186 

researchers’ dissertations. The results of the study informed understanding of the unique, 

rich experiences of the African-American female leader illustrating how: (a) societal images 

(positive and negative) have affected the sense of self and identities of African-American 

female educational leaders; (b) race has impacted and informed the leadership practices and 

experiences of each participant; (c) gender has impacted and informed the leadership 

practices and experiences of each participant; and (d) faith/spirituality, family, mentors, and 

an unwavering commitment to equity and social justice for marginalized children and people 

have sustained and propelled these leaders onward when faced with challenges and setbacks. 

The major findings are presented in this chapter, followed by a summary of emergent 

themes that answer the research questions.  

African American/Black Female Educational Leader Online Questionnaire 

 

To initiate the study, an online, anonymous questionnaire (see Appendix C) was 

disseminated to a relatively wide pool of African-American female educational leaders who 

hold doctoral degrees – either an Ed.D. or Ph.D. This questionnaire was sent to 21 potential 

participants in the Midwest region of the United States identified from the websites of six 

districts and universities in four states. I used snowball sampling, which involved asking 

people who knew Black women who serve in educational leadership roles. Of those 21 

recipients, 15 completed and submitted responses. Based on questionnaire participant 

responses, the demographics of the respondents were: secondary principals (33.33%), 

superintendent/executive level (40%), and university level (26.67%). The questionnaire 

consisted of pre-determined multiple-choice items for questions 2 through 5, and a request 

for constructed responses for questions 6 through 21. The data from this questionnaire 

developed a baseline of data and information regarding the lived experiences and 
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perspectives of Black female educational leaders, serving both as a data source and a 

sampling strategy to identify potential co-researchers. Upon the return of the questionnaire, 

four participants indicated interest in the study and provided their contact information. The 

four were two superintendents, one principal, and one higher education faculty member. I 

used snowball sampling to identify the remaining categories – principal and higher 

education co-researchers.  

Analysis of Multiple-Choice Statements 

The first multiple-choice statement inquired about the 15 respondents’ perceptions of 

descriptions of “sense of self” that most aligned with their thinking. The response 

percentages in this area included: thinking/beliefs (71.43%), race/ethnicity (14.29%), and 

cultural practices (7.14%). One respondent selected other and wrote “it is a combination of 

faith/race” (7.14%). The strong response of the importance of thinking/beliefs and their 

relationship to “sense of self” connects to Collins’ (2002) explanation of the importance of 

one’s beliefs and thinking about sense of self. She stated, “Self-definition has been essential 

to U.S. Black women’s survival….By advancing Black women’s empowerment through 

self-definition, these safe spaces help Black women resist the dominant ideology 

promulgated not only outside Black civil society but within African-American institutions” 

(pp. 98, 101). None of the respondents chose “society’s perceptions of me” as their 

definition/description of “sense of self.”  

Over 50% of the participants, 64.29%, perceived that parents/family/community 

have contributed most to their sense of self; 28.57% responded spiritual/religious beliefs; 

and 7.14% responded past/current professional experiences. A higher response for parents/ 

family community is supported by Hatcher’s (2007) call for culturally relevant measures 
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that consider the socio-cultural context of the lives of Black women. “Whereas traditional 

definitions of self-esteem are based on personal evaluations of self-worth...African-

American women’s concept of self is more community based, including components of 

racial identity and based in part on collective experiences” (p. 229).  

When asked “what has been most troubling/detrimental to your sense of self,” there 

was an overwhelming response of media images/society’s perceptions at 69.23%, followed 

by past/current professional experiences at 23.08%, and one respondent, who selected other, 

elaborated, “my sense of self is stable.” Media images/society’s perceptions were raised in 

the early work of the 1982 Combahee River Collective feminist statement that claimed our 

oppression: “Merely naming the pejorative stereotypes attributed to Black women (e.g., 

mammy, matriarch, Sapphire, whore, bulldagger), let alone cataloguing the cruel, often 

murderous treatment we receive, indicates how little value has been placed upon our lives” 

(Hull, Bell-Scott, & Smith, 2015, p. 16). The finding that past/current professional 

experiences were rated by 23% of the 15 participants concurs with the current research that 

women in higher education (Cook, 2012: Gregory, 2003; Hobson et al., 2015; Paul, 2001; 

Ricks, 2015) as well as those in education leadership positions (Alston, 2000; Anderson, 

2016; Brown, 2014; Sanchez & Thornton, 2010) within districts often experience disparities 

in treatment based on race and gender.  

When asked about the influences on the sense of self, 71.43% responded that they 

have been affirming, while 28.57% expressed that they have been both harmful and 

affirming. One participant elected not to respond. The higher rating of influences on sense of 

self bodes well with the contention that despite multiple oppressions of racism, sexism, and 

classism, researchers observed Black women often exhibit high levels of self-esteem, which 
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has stimulated further investigation of this area through the lens of Black feminist culture 

(Brown et al., 2013). Dowdy-Kilgour (2008) found that the connections and support systems 

of Black women in the academy often facilitated their sustenance and success. Some of the 

sources of support cited included “family, friends, faculty members, community members, 

and the students who work with them” (p. 37). Almost 30% of the respondents expressed 

duality regarding the influences of sense of self as being both harmful and affirming. This 

finding is not surprising given the harmful effects on the female psyche of damaging 

stereotypes, media images, and perceptions from the larger society.  

Analysis of Open-ended Questions 

Four themes and 17 sub-themes (interpretive codes) (see Table 1, Themes and Sub-

themes) emerged from the analysis of the open-ended questions of the online questionnaire. 

The four themes included: Burdens/Barriers, Blessings/Sustainers, Advocacy, and Requisite 

Traits. In order to organize and provide clarity in sharing responses, questionnaire 

participant responses that are shared are represented by P1, P2, P3, and so forth.  

Theme one: burdens/barriers. Throughout the questionnaire responses, references 

were made to the burdens, hardships, and barriers of Black female educational leaders as 

they worked to achieve and excel in their field while simultaneously maintaining a positive 

sense of self. Burdens are defined as challenges that are psychologically, emotionally, and 

sometimes physically taxing on the subject. Audre Lorde (1984) spoke to this issue of 

burden which creates an internal pain that Black women must contend with. She stated, “it is 

easier to deal with the external manifestations of racism and sexism than it is to deal with the 

results of those distortions internalized within our consciousness of ourselves and one 
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another” (p. 147). These burdens manifested in multiple forms for the Black women who 

participated in the online questionnaire. The results are below. 

Table 1 

Black Female Educational Leader Themes and Interpretive Codes (Online Questionnaire) 

 

Stereotypes/perceptions of others: related to race and gender. The co-researchers 

expressed numerous examples of how the perceptions of others regarding their race and 

gender have played out in their personal lives and careers as they assumed leadership roles. 

According to the questionnaire respondents, many of these perceptions and stereotypes have 

been born out of the media’s representation of the Black woman, and they contradict the 

Themes Interpretive Codes Occurrences 

Burdens/Barriers Stereotypes/perceptions of others – related to race and gender 36 

Double standard for Black women 19 

Silencing/absence of Black women 7 

Lack of positive role models/mentors  7 

Assignment types 6 

Blessings/Sustainers Role models/mentors 28 

Faith/spirituality/prayer 18 

Race/gender 12 

Family/community/friends 11 

Calling/purpose 7 

Advocacy For children 6 

For self and other Black women 5 

Requisite Traits Confidence/strength 23 

Embrace/love of heritage/culture 19 

Educated/smart 9 

Know and be true to self 9 

Resilient/determined 6 
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values, beliefs, and behaviors of these Black female educational leaders. According to 

Meyers (2002), “misconceptions and stereotypes about race and sex lead to the treatment of, 

and interaction with, African-American women as labels; thus mystifying the real persons 

behind the stigma and encouraging self-fulfilling prophecies about sex and race that hold 

power” (p. 23). P1 expressed this experience as follows: 

There are those who have kept me at arm’s length and seem to be hesitant. However, 

this may be because they have worked with few women of color or few Black 

academicians. I take this opportunity to impact these perceptions (positively, of 

course)  

 

This lack of exposure to Black women appeared to help reinforce myths and 

stereotypes that cause Black women to be alienated. Because people do not know who we 

really are, they are left to rely on what media and other sources have to say about us, which 

has typically been not positive. This idea is reinforced by additional statements from 

participants regarding the stereotypes that they must contend with daily. P3 recorded, “My 

constant challenge is counter-acting ‘Black women’ myths, especially in the workplace.” A 

similar statement was added by P4: “Sex objects (ex. Scandal) Ghetto Fabulous (ex. Empire) 

typically not portrayed positively in leading roles.” 

Due to these stereotypical myths about Black women, the competence and 

professional acumen of Black women is often called into question. Black women are 

constantly working to prove our worth, our knowledge, and our ability to others, and this 

becomes an exhausting process. P11 wrote, “Yes, there’s this presumption of incompetence 

before you have an opportunity to prove otherwise. Your skills are only seen after you’ve 

been denied the benefit of the doubt. The stereotyped images are major barriers.” 
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Double standard for Black women. In addition to actively navigating stereotypes 

and negative perceptions, Black female leaders also cited a double standard as a barrier. For 

this study, double standard is defined as an arbitrary and alternative standard of judgment or 

measurement of Black women in leadership roles that is not applied to non-Black and/or 

non-female leaders. Brittany Cooper (2018) shared her experience with this burden: “The 

Respectables credo is two-fold: You have to be twice as good to get half as far, and Never 

let ’em catch you slippin’” (p. 154).  

As I reviewed the participant responses, I could most certainly relate. For most of my 

career, I have felt that I had to do more and be more, to just to be treated the same as my 

non-Black and non-female counterparts. I initially felt a sense of sadness that this is such a 

common experience, but it also let me know that I am not alone. P1 spoke of how this shows 

up in compensation, position, and resource allocation. “In some ways my colleagues who 

are non-Black are treated equally. There are major differences, however, in pay, leadership 

positions, and allocation of resources.” 

In addition to material disparity, Black women often experience the feeling that we 

cannot afford to make any mistakes. This type of pressure serves as a major burden and 

leads to intense stress. P7 and P9, respectively, recorded the following commentary: 

People are just WAITING for us to make a small error to take action so they can say, 

“see I told you…” I have been treated MUCH differently than my male and White 

counterparts when it comes to compensation, discipline, etc. 

 

I believe my mistakes and shortcomings are magnified while other races are 

provided some level of grace or excuse for errors. I believe I have to be twice as 

good and work twice as hard to be viewed the same as my White counterpart. 

 

Closely tied to the desire to be perfect, so that we are not harshly critiqued or, worse, 

dismissed from the job, we also deal with feeling a need to be superior in our knowledge 
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claims and abilities. Otherwise we fear that we will not be heard, respected, or valued by the 

organization. The sentiment was identified in the response of P2: 

I have to be articulate, better-informed, sharper in my thinking, and clear in my 

delivery. All of this is more of a priority for me than for others who are not Black. It 

takes so much to help others get to a point of having confidence in my experience 

and education. Often, others who have earned much less experience and education 

are given priority over my decisions and suggestions. You get used to it and keep 

doing what’s needed to make things happen as they should. 

 

Silencing/absence of Black women. Consistent with the findings in literature, there 

is a systemic silencing and absence of Black women in leadership roles. Gibson (2016) 

contended, “So often, these same people, especially those who identify as Black, are 

expected to remain silent, internalize race-based trauma, deescalate and/or sanitize 

situations, and respond in “gentle ways” that do not offend or disrupt the oppressor” 

(para. 1). P10 commented on the deference to men in the family and patriarchy in the Black 

church. “The women in my family could always provide and guide, however, if a man was 

involved they would naturally defer to them. Especially in the church setting. Men are often 

served and looked to for leadership.” 

Here, we see the patriarchy that is characteristic of society also perpetuated in home 

life and in the church setting. It appears that everywhere Black women go, they are expected 

to follow and be submissive: home, church, and work. P1 added: 

The environment that I am in has been predominantly White and male. It was not 

until I joined a women’s leadership organization on campus that I feel included and 

also empowered to strengthen my leadership experiences and to grow as a scholar 

and also educator. 

 

Once again, Black women’s knowledge claims are questioned, and we are silenced by those 

who choose not to hear us. This is expressed in the sentiments of P14 and P5 below. Even as 
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a CEO – top of the company – P5 told of how she has to prove herself and fight to be heard 

and acknowledged by those who work with and for her.  

P14 - I think others initially believe that I’m not as smart or deserving of the job 

prior to getting to know me. I find myself having to prove that I qualify to have a 

voice in the group. 

 

P5 - As a CEO, I still notice that people struggle in working with/for us. Or, I notice 

that a man (no matter the color) can say the same thing at the table and it is taken 

more seriously than when I say it. 

 

Lack of positive role models/mentors. According to questionnaire responses, another 

barrier for Black female education leaders is the lack of positive role models and mentors. 

They spoke extensively about reality TV and the preponderance of negative images of Black 

women that are portrayed in modern mainstream media. Collins (2002) poignantly described 

this issue: 

Ideology represents the process by which certain assumed qualities are attached to 

Black women and how those qualities are used to justify oppression. From the 

mammies, Jezebels, and breeder women of slavery to the smiling Aunt Jemimas on 

pancake mix boxes, ubiquitous Black prostitutes, and ever-present welfare mothers 

of contemporary popular culture, the nexus of negative stereotypical images applied 

to African-American women has been fundamental to Black women’s oppression. 

(p. 5)  

 

While the presence of these negative images are prevalent, the role models and 

mentors for Black women and girls are not as available. Some Black female educational 

leaders have consciously observed the negative images and used those to gauge what they 

should or should not do, as reflected in the comments of P10. 

Now in the days of social media, I see many young women (18-22) arguing, talking 

about having a baby daddy or several, but never marriage. It seems as if the mother 

has not had a strong relationship or an education. I am seeing the daughter have the 

same situation. 
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Participants spoke extensively about the negative impact of social media and reality 

TV, as they perpetuate negative images and models of womanhood. Many expressed 

concerns about young Black girls and women who buy into these images. From this also 

emerged a clear absence of positive Black role models and mentors. Their responses each 

expressed a deep need for additional positive Black female role models and mentors, 

particularly in their field. P7 wrote: “I can just try to live my life in my own reality. I have 

been exposed to so few professional Black women.” P4 recorded, “Most leadership roles are 

not filled by Black people or women, so it’s difficult.” In fact, P13 spoke of learning what 

she should do by watching her two older sisters and doing the opposite. 

I have tried to be reflective and learn from other experiences, while at the same time 

living my life in a way that is fulfilled and not limiting. Two of my older sisters 

became mothers by the age of 16 and were in unhealthy relationships. Based off their 

experiences and choices, I always made decisions by doing the opposite of what I 

perceived they would do in school and socially. 

 

Assignment types. Assignment types was another sub-theme connected to the theme 

of Barriers/Burdens that emerged from the respondents of the questionnaire. Assignment 

types referred to the level of position (e.g., elementary principal versus secondary principal, 

or position in an urban school district versus a suburban school district). Sanchez and 

Thornton (2010) asserted, “it is particularly important to note the small percentage of female 

principals at the secondary schools because promotions to the upper levels of administration, 

such as the superintendency, often occur from this level” (p. 2). 

They expressed that while positions were offered to them, they were sometimes 

assignments that others would not want or ones that were less likely to serve as a gateway to 

broader leadership responsibilities. There were several written comments related to this 

sub-theme.  
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P15 - One barrier/challenge appears that some organizations tend to stop after they 

have 1-2 Black females. The locations that appear to be seeking this perspective tend 

to be urban or have a “changing” population and want someone who can relate to or 

communicate with families that are not White. 

 

P3 - In my educational leadership experience, I find that females are more apt to 

receive a principalship on the elementary level versus on the secondary level. Many 

times females are not the first choice for secondary. In addition, the number of 

female superintendents to that of males is extremely minute.  

 

P9 - In my experience there exists a glass ceiling among female leaders in education. 

Whereas it is widely acceptable for females to teach, direct, and lead on the lower 

levels, it is not widely acceptable to lead at the highest levels (i.e., the 

superintendency).  

 

P8 - I believe race has played a huge part as it pertains to which school a person will 

be appointed as principal. Blacks are more likely to be hired in an urban district than 

that of a suburban district.  

 

Each of these participants touched on the idea that they realize that the positions often 

offered to Black women are the less desirable positions and those that are less likely to lead 

to greater leadership roles. They felt race and gender both play a huge part in their 

placement in positions.  

Theme two: blessings/sustainers. While there were several barriers cited by 

questionnaire respondents, there were also several blessings/sustainers identified by the 

respondents. hooks (1993) spoke of one remedy to the stress and pain that Black women 

carry: mindfulness. She asserted, “Black women’s lives are enriched when we are able to be 

fully aware, to be mindful” (p. 187). Mindfulness and other supports serve as blessings of 

life that provide joy, enjoyment, and relief from the stressors that Black women often 

experience. Several sub-themes clustered to make meaning of blessings/sustainers: role 

models/mentor; faith/spirituality/prayer, race/gender, family/community/friends, and 

calling/purpose. 
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Role models/mentors. Role models and mentors are people who serve as excellent 

examples that others would want to emulate. Crawford and Smith (2005) asserted, “African-

American administrators in higher education concluded that few African-American women 

administrators were able to identify role models or mentors other than members of their 

family or community” (p. 56). It was evident that positive role models and mentors are 

critical to the well-being and positive sense of self of these Black female educational 

leaders. It was also clear that many of the role models that Black women obtained came 

from their home and community, just as Crawford and Smith stated. These elements were 

expressed in participant responses. 

P4 - In my home/family/community I have chosen to focus on the strong positive 

women who have been mentors and supporters throughout my life.  

 

P2 - I remember and look to the women in my family and my church. Who stand 

with integrity and strength even when it seems they are constantly struggling because 

they know who they are and to whom they work to please. 

 

While some role models came from home or community/church, for others, role models 

were found in their schools and workplaces, as viewed in the response of P15: 

I have had three very influential Black women in my personal career who have 

strongly influenced me: My only Black female professor, my only Black former 

assistant superintendent, and my only Black former assistant principal. I admire each 

of these women. 

 

Additionally, some of the Black role models that were named were famous public figures, 

such as former first Lady Michelle Obama and Oprah Winfrey. They were named more than 

once as positive models for Black women. There was a clear sense of pride as the 

participants spoke of them. P7 wrote, “I would, of course, highlight again those who have 

demonstrated intellect, strength, and honor, such as Michelle Obama, Oprah Winfrey, etc.” 

Finally, one of the participants, P5, took the next step and began to envision herself as a 
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positive Black female role model for young Black girls and professional ladies. She took the 

attention away from her needs and began advocating for Black girls whom she and others 

believe need positive role models if they are going to succeed. “I think Black women in my 

position have an opportunity to model for young Black female professionals. In fact, I feel 

that it is our responsibility to reach back and support/help others.” This comment reminded 

me of our historical tradition of “lifting as we climb.” 

Faith/spirituality/prayer. Another blessing/sustainer for Black female leaders was 

some form of faith, spirituality, and prayer. Faith/spirituality/prayer are forms of spiritual-

emotional supports that help to counteract the negative microaggressions that Black women 

face daily. hooks (1993) elaborated:  

I am sustained by spiritual life, by my belief in divine spirits, what other folks often 

call “higher powers.” Spirituality sustains most Black women I know who are 

engaged in recovery processes. For some of us, spiritual life is linked to traditional 

Christian faith. Others of us expand our horizons as we seek to give expression to 

our faith in gods, goddesses, or in higher powers. (pp. 183-184) 

 

The faith traditions may vary between participants, but the presence and reliance of 

faith/spirituality/prayer were clear in their answers. P4 wrote, “I maintain my priority list: 

God, then family, then work.” P12 recorded, “My spiritual growth is very integral to my 

balance.” P15 responded, “I use scriptures as affirmation and prayer to release the stress or 

hurts.” P11 advised, “Trust who God says you are and where he says you’re going.” P8 had 

the most to express, connecting faith/spirituality/prayer to “sense of self.” 

My “sense of self” is aligned to my faith (religion)/race. I find myself thinking about 

what God has said about me in the Bible. It is that message that reminds me that I am 

greater than circumstances and that God gives me the power to excel far beyond 

what society believes.  
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These representative statements by participants only scratched the surface of the significance 

that spirituality held for Black women who responded to the questionnaire. God, faith, and 

prayer were staples of their lives, and they relied on them to remain balanced, to heal, and to 

persevere.  

Race/gender. This blessing/sustainer was interesting to explore, as it also showed up 

for Black female leaders as a barrier. While some negative experiences have transpired due 

to the intersectionality of being Black and female, Black women still saw their race/gender 

as a source of blessing and a sustainer. Race/gender as a blessing was clearly expressed by 

participants.  

“Above all else, our politics initially sprang from the shared belief that Black women 

are inherently valuable” (Hull, Bell-Scott & Smith, 2015, p. 15). Although there was a clear 

pain associated with being Black and female, due to our experiences in an oppressive 

society, there was still a strong sense of pride in being Black and female expressed by the 

participants. There was an acknowledgment of the hardships we face, but the love of self 

and Black womanhood overshadowed those expressions of pain. In each of the expressions 

below is a sense of overcoming and victory. 

P1 - The other side of this sense of self is my acknowledgment of the power, intellect 

and perseverance of my people in history against all extreme odds. Their story is my 

story which inspires me in the work I do and the belief that I can and will succeed.  

 

P10 - I’m Black and beautiful. I have a rich heritage whose people have overcome 

the odds. Our race has renowned female authors, playwrights, inventors, astronauts, 

actors, mathematicians, scientists, entrepreneurs, pastors, educators (just to name a 

few) who has contributed to our society. I am proud to be among this prestigious 

group.  

 

P14 - I get to be me in my skin with my hair! I have the opportunity to represent my 

people in many situations when I am one of the only ones present. I come from a 

history of strong women.  
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The rich history of Black people and women clearly plays a role in how these Black women 

feel about being Black and female. Contemporary problems cannot sway their sense of pride 

in their rich history and culture. This even showed up in how Black women in this study 

viewed their hair, which has historically been a point of contention. Several women on the 

questionnaire made mention of loving and embracing their skin and hair.  

P7 acknowledged the struggles associated with being Black and female, but she also 

noted that there have been some advantages associated with this unique status. She wrote, 

“Being Black and female during this time (21st century) can be difficult but I believe the 

challenges that come with being Black and female have also opened doors of opportunity for 

me in academia.” I think it is important to note when we benefit from being Black and 

female, so that we do not become consumed with the burdens. There are clear blessings tied 

to our racial and gendered status that we must acknowledge and celebrate. 

Family/community/friends. Another source of blessing for Black female educational 

leaders as evidenced in the questionnaire responses was family, community, and friends. 

Family/community/friends are those people who provide a safe place, a haven from life’s 

struggles and who offer loving support and correction. McLane-Davison (2014) spoke of 

Black female leaders’ connection to community: “Leadership for these women was 

influenced by their relationships with one another, and their power was centered in 

mothering characteristics that fostered mutual support, while connecting them to the 

community at large” (p. 137). Many references were made to the blessings/sustainers of 

family, community and friends. It was interesting that faith and spirituality were woven 

throughout these responses. So, it is evident that for many Black women in this study, faith 
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and spirituality are supported by family, home, and community influences., as apparent in 

the following quotes: 

P9 - I am a person of faith who leans on this for my decision making and also 

support from my spouse and family. My commitment to these individuals helps me 

to navigate my career and keep my sense of balance.  

 

P4 - My mother and her sister have been a powerful example of faith, strength, 

academic pursuits, and love. Their example of how they teach, correct, support, and 

push their children to achieve is the image of Black womanhood that I possess.  

 

P10 - Black women in my home/family have been a testament of strong, determined 

Black women. Women who may have not been privileged to have the financial 

means, but extremely determined that through spiritual faith success would be 

imminent. In the community, it has been the strength of home and family that has 

made the community a source of positive strength. I grew up in a small community 

where we were always encouraged to be strong, smart, and hard working – an asset 

to self and others. That concept was embedded in my way of thinking and to this day 

guides my everyday outlook on life.  

 

P14 - Strong, supportive, culturally-aware, and activist-minded women were in my 

home and community.  

 

As mentioned earlier in the analysis of positive role models, this concentration on 

family/community and friends evidenced a direct connection with role models. In many of 

the responses, it was evident that family, friends, and community also doubled as positive 

role models.  

Calling/purpose. Several of the respondents wrote of their work as a calling or 

purpose that sustains them when faced with challenges and setbacks as they pertain to being 

Black and female in an educational leadership role. A calling/purpose refers to an unseen 

higher authority/feeling that pushes and compels you to a work or effort. P2 wrote, “Many 

will try to strip and judge but we must be sure of who we are and what we are called to do.” 

P8 included a focus on legacy: “Your purpose for succeeding is not just for you, but your 

legacy. Work hard and don’t get mad because you have to struggle because it’s in the 
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struggle that you are formed into greatness.” Here she points out the positive of what most 

would see as a negative or deterrent. This is taking the power away from the problem, and 

empowering yourself by leveraging your strengths. 

This calling/purpose in many cases was also attributed to God in their lives, which 

showed up clearly in their responses. This concept suggests that you do not choose your 

work; the work chooses you or God chooses and equips you for the work, as revealed in the 

responses of P11 and P12, respectively. 

By putting everything into perspective: God, family, work – to ensure a balance 

between all the demands and expectations… and being true to one’s calling and 

purpose.  

 

I always see myself as a change agent, even when no one agrees. I feel very firmly 

rooted and grounded in my God-given purpose and don’t compromise nor worry 

about what others think as long as I feel good about my position.  

 

Theme three: advocacy. Advocacy for self and others was another common theme 

that surfaced in the questionnaire responses. While Black women have been marginalized, 

silenced, devalued, and discounted, we have historically and contemporarily advocate and 

support others in their quest for rights, a voice, and equitable treatment. In this case, there 

was evidence of advocacy for children, self, and others. Black women have historically 

advocated for themselves and others and they continue to do this today, even if it means to 

their own detriment.  

For children. These Black female educational leaders find importance in advocating 

for the children they serve, particularly children of color who are often academically and 

behaviorally lagging behind their White counterparts. This aligns with the sentiments and 

work of Gloria Ladson-Billings, who coined the term and framework of culturally relevant 

pedagogy to address the glaring disparities in the academic achievement of Black and other 
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children of color. Howard and Navarro (2016) further elaborated on the significance of CRT 

in the educational arena. “The use of CRT when examining P-20 education entails 

scrutinizing the insights, concerns, and questions students of color have about their 

educational experiences, whether they are in elementary school or graduate programs” 

(p. 258). P15’s response expressed the strong advocacy she observed in a Black female 

teacher. “I worked with a Black female teacher who would often share her point of view 

with a hint of attitude. Some perceived her to be overbearing and aggressive. For the most 

part she typically was advocating for students.” P15’s statement illustrates how Black 

women often sacrifice themselves in order to advocate for the children they serve. This 

teacher is being assigned one of those “controlling images” that will negatively impact her 

personally, but she is doing that in an effort to help others see the needs of her students. This 

commitment to advocacy is also seen in the following statements as these Black female 

leaders are thinking of and concerned about the children that they have been “called” to 

serve.  

P7 - I work with many young Black high school students. I want the girls to see a 

strong, intelligent Black woman who is not always fighting and who is respected. I 

want the boys to see a strong Black woman who should be respected and trusted.  

 

P9 - It was very difficult fighting for Black and brown kids in a White district….I 

could have been perceived as pro-Black and only caring about Black and brown kids 

while most policies weren’t written for our kids so they needed to hear a different 

perspective. 

 

P4 - I keep students at the focus of what I do and it keeps me centered.  

 

For self and others. These Black female educational leaders also find themselves 

needing to advocate for themselves and others; if nothing more than helping others develop 

more positive perceptions of Black women. P15’s voice was strong in this regard: 
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Those who know me that are not of my race think I am more the exception and not 

the rule. My family and friends see themselves in me and I see myself in them. We 

know that I am not the exception, but the rule and are striving to have others to see 

every Black female as individual and not representing an entire race.  

 

In P15’s statement, she expressed that she is viewed in a positive light by her non-Black 

peers, but she is concerned that she is viewed as an exception. She acknowledged that there 

are more people like her than not in her circle of family and friends. Instead of being 

flattered by this masked compliment, she wanted others to know that many Black women 

possess the same character traits that she exhibits. P6 expressed concern about being Black 

and the need to work harder than male or White peers and, at the same time, advocate for 

self. She wrote, “I have seen Black women who work hard but have to work to advocate for 

themselves to get the acknowledgement that their male or White females get by default.” 

P11’s response expressed the need to advocate for how Black women are perceived by those 

in academia. She expressed that advocacy is really needed in places where Black women are 

scarce, like in academia.  

I have had to explain to Black men and professionals that we are not “one way.” 

Black men talk about how mean and disgruntled we are while White professionals 

feel we are angry when we make a point. I have fought this more when I was a 

professor without other Black women on staff.  

 

Theme four: requisite traits. Requisite traits are the characteristics that are 

necessary for a Black woman to embody in order to be successful. Although no one Black 

woman has all the characteristics, nor do we have the same characteristics, the right 

combination of characteristics make for a successful leader. Throughout the open-ended 

responses, references were made to the traits of strong, successful Black female leaders. 

“Despite the barriers and challenges – she persevered, achieved, and attained success as a 



205 

Black woman. Michelle Obama’s life story is full of opportunities to be resilient” (Scott, 

2017, p. 30). Of those traits, five emerged most prominently.  

Confidence/strength. Most frequently cited as a necessary trait was 

confidence/strength. The need to believe in their own abilities was highly important to Black 

women who responded to the survey. Some of the responses included: 

P2 - Those in leadership roles are competent, strong, and self-determined.  

P3 - I am confident in who I am and what I believe. 

 

P6 - Confidence, Competence, Cultural Sensitivity towards others, Communications 

skills (verbal and non-verbal), Credibility (be a woman of your word). 

 

P14 - Believe in your ability to accomplish more than you can imagine. 

 

As Black women, they expressed an understanding of the need to be confident in their own 

abilities. As Black women often receive critique and doubt from peers, they realize that they 

must become their own cheering section. We cannot afford to sit back and wait for others to 

acknowledge our skills and abilities. Sometimes, we have to be like David (from the Bible), 

and encourage ourselves.  

Embrace/love of heritage/culture. The second most frequently cited requisite traits 

was Embrace/Love of heritage/culture, with 19 occurrences. Many of the respondents shared 

their love and appreciation or their culture. In the spirit of the relatively young slogan, 

BlackGirlMagic#, they demonstrated a genuine respect and celebration for being Black and 

female.  

P1 - I am proud to be Black and female. I am comfortable in my skin and embrace 

my culture, heritage and also opportunity to share my experiences with others who 

are from different ethnic/racial backgrounds.  
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This expression shows a desire to share this deep appreciation for themselves with others. 

The celebration of self does not negate an appreciation and respect for others. In fact, I 

believe it enhances the connections we have with others. Only when we truly love ourselves 

can we love and respect others and their differences.  

P7 - It feels great to be Black and female. Proud of my heritage. And I embrace my 

femininity.  

 

P 8 - I love it! I believe Black Girl Magic is real and we can do a lot with a little. 

 

This statement speaks to Black women’s inclination to do something with nothing. This 

practice dates back to slavery, when slaves took the scraps from the slave master and 

survived on them. This is a celebration of our historical selves. P13 alluded to teaching her 

child to love herself and to embrace her beauty and worth. This is a necessary practice 

considering the proliferation of negative stereotypes of Black women that exist. 

P13 - GREAT! I love being Black and a woman. I know there are setbacks because 

of it, but I keep pushing. I have a 14-year-old daughter who is proud as well. I work 

hard to show her how valuable and beautiful we are each and every day.  

 

Educated/intelligent. Another requisite trait that surfaced in the questionnaire was 

being educated or intelligent. This trait showed up at least nine times in the questionnaire. 

The respondents indicated the need for Black women to educate themselves and expand 

their knowledge base.  

P4 - Strong, confident, and intelligent. My mother, aunts, and sister are all college-

educated and financially smart.  

 

P5 - I have seen the majority of strong, aware, and well-educated and supportive 

women.  

 

P9 - The most valuable attributes are intelligence, grace, beauty, strength, and a 

passion to continue to learn and lifting others up.  

 

P10 - Keep learning.  
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Know and be true to self . A resounding message highlighting the significance of 

being true to self was also delivered through the questionnaire responses. This sub-theme 

reflects the unit of analysis for this study: sense of self. Sense of self is firmly knowing who 

you are and what you were created to do. It is an unshakable knowing that steers and guides 

your life, despite the winds of challenges, disappointments, and setbacks. It is this trait that 

allows you to reach for and attain goals that seem unreachable. P3 advised, “Be yourself and 

never forget who you are.” P9 wrote, “Be true to who you are. You were born an original, so 

don’t die a copy!” P9’s statement really struck me. The thought of living this life and never 

discovering who you really are is a miserable state in which to exist. Unfortunately, I have 

observed some Black women who tried so hard to fit into White, male-dominated culture 

that they denied themselves and other Black women. There seemed to be a deep hatred for 

anything that represented Black culture. So, for me, knowing and being true to myself is of 

critical importance. I do not want to leave this world nothing more than a copy of someone 

else. No one can beat me being me. When I am authentically me, I win. So I take the advice 

of P12 and P15, respectively. “Be your authentic self, not who others want you to be.” 

“Authentic perspectives – possibilities to do things differently – that is, when one has the 

courage to be different and appreciate their own differences.” 

Resilient/determined. Considering the number of barriers that Black female leaders 

face, it is no wonder that resilience and determination surfaced as requisite traits. This is 

obviously a necessary leadership trait for Black women that is reflected in the early Black 

female writers from the Schomburg Library of Nineteenth Century Black Women Writers. 
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Their advice signaled the resilient and determined spirits of these early Black women 

feminists.  

P4 - Stay focused on the vision at hand. Don’t quit. 

 

P5 - Resilience… refusing to stay down…  

 

P7 -The images most often seen of Black women in my home/family have been a 

testament of strong, determined Black women. Women who may have not been 

privileged to have the financial means, but extremely determined that through 

spiritual faith, success would be imminent.  

 

In this statement, it is clear that resilience for some Black women is tied to their 

family/community/friends and spirituality. Family/community/friends and spirituality were 

both coded as a blessing and sustainer for Black women. Because of these 

blessings/sustainers, many Black women are able to persist despite obstacles and hardships. 

Summary 

I have provided an analysis of the African American/Black Female Educational 

Leader Online Questionnaire (see Appendix A) through descriptive statistics for the 

multiple-choice items and enumerative and thematic coding of 15 open-ended responses. 

This analysis is integrated in the discussion of the cross-case analysis phase of data analysis, 

comparing the themes from the multiple cases to the data from the questionnaire which 

supports crystallization of findings.  

This study, beyond the initial online questionnaire, included six African-American 

female educational leaders who represented individual case studies. Due to the anonymous 

nature of the questionnaire, data for the six individual cases are not included. I assigned 

pseudonyms that seemed to be representative of each respective co-researcher in order to 

preserve a level of confidentiality. The following section presents each individual case.  
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Within-case Analysis for Individual Cases 

 This research case study included six Black female educational leaders 

representative of the secondary principalship (2), Superintendent (2), and Academy (2) 

levels. Each represented an individual case, and collectively this research was described as a 

multiple case study. Using intensity sampling, I purposely selected Black female leaders 

holding a doctoral degree, as these cases would provide rich or excellent examples of the 

phenomenon of interest. The six participants were compensated for their participation in this 

study, with each receiving a $30 gift card for completing the in-depth interviews, 

observation session, and the African American/Black Female Educational Leader 

Questionnaire. The participants were selected from a small pool of Black female educational 

leaders with a doctoral degree who reside and work in the Midwest. Table 2 displays the 

demographic information of the six participants across the six case studies.  

Several types of data were collected for each of the Black female educational 

leaders, culminating in six case studies. These data consisted of in-depth interviews, 

observations, and review of the problem statements of individual dissertations. Key insights 

that emerged from the in-depth interviews, observations, and review of dissertations 

clustered around five themes: Barriers/Burdens, Blessings/Sustainers, Advocacy, Requisite 

Traits, and Organizational Structure. The themes and interpretive codes that surfaced in 

these collective data sets are displayed in Table 3. 
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Table 2 

Black Female Educational Leader Demographics 

Pseudonym Age Marital 

Status 

Years of 

Experience 

in Education 

Position Type Work 

Environment 

Beloved 

Believer 

(BB) 

 

53 

 

Widowed 

 

14 

Secondary 

Principal 

 

Urban 

Observant 

Overcomer 

(OO) 

 

44 

 

Divorced 

 

17 

Secondary 

Principal 

 

Urban 

Savvy 

Strategist 

(SS) 

 

Mid-40s 

 

Married 

 

21 

K-12 

Superintendent 

 

Urban 

Reflective 

Risk-taker 

(RR) 

 

44 

 

Married 

 

21 

K-12 

Superintendent 

Suburban 

Wise 

Warrior 

(WW) 

 

Late-60s 

 

Married 

 

30+ 

University 

Vice President 

 

Rural 

Tough-as-

Nails 

Trailblazer 

 

 

Mid-60s 

 

 

Married 

 

 

30+ 

University 

Director/Associate 

Professor 

 

 

Suburban 
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Table 3 

Within-case Themes in Qualitative Data Sets: Interviews, Observations and Documents 

 

  

Themes Interpretive Codes BB OO SS RR WW TT 

Burdens/Barriers Stereotypes/perceptions of others – related to 

race and gender 

M S M S S S 

Double standard for Black women M  M M M  

Negative media images  M  M M M 

Lack of positive role models/mentors for Black 

women/girls 

 M M    

Early-in-life struggles/challenges  M M M   

Race/gender   M M M  

Blessings/Sustainers Mentors   M    

Role models/mentors/positive images M M M M   

Faith/spirituality/prayer S M   S M 

Family/community/friends S    S M 

Students/children     M  

Calling/purpose     M  

For students/children M M M M M S 

Advocacy Advance equity   M M S  

Challenge status quo/White privilege    M S  

For self and others M  M M S  

For women     M  

Know/Be true to who you are M M M M S M 

Educated/intelligent      M 

Passionate     M  

Requisite Traits High expectations      M 

Know/be true to who you are M M M M S M 

Educated/intelligent      M 

Passionate     M  

Table continues 
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Note. S=Strong Presence (10 or more occurrences). M-Moderate Presence (at least 3 but no 

more than 10 occurrences) 

 

The findings related to the within-case analysis were delineated by co-researcher, 

with a narrative description of the participant’s interview, observation, and dissertation 

details, as they related to each theme. Within-case analysis allows the readers to hear and 

understand the lived experiences of Black female educational leaders and how we balance 

our sense of self with the demands/expectations and challenges associated with the 

leadership role. The profiles of the six participants are outlined in the introduction of each 

case, followed by the themes within each case and each data set.  

Case Study One: Beloved Believer (BB) 

Beloved Believer is a secondary principal in an urban school district. She is in her 

mid-50s, is widowed, and has one child. She holds a doctoral degree, and her dissertation 

centered on the effects of mentoring on career advancement for women and people of color. 

She is a former high school and college athlete and a beloved figure in her urban, hometown 

community. She originally began a career in news broadcasting before she transitioned into 

education. She began by subbing and discovered a passion for educating children. She 

 Confidence /strength M    M  

Resilient/determined  M    M 

Collaborative   M M   

 Relationship building   M M   

Courage M M   M M 

Educational programming   M M M M 

Human capital   M M  M 

Educational leadership  M    M 

Organizational 

Structures 

Educational programming   M M M M 

Human capital   M M  M 

Educational leadership  M    M 
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subsequently acquired a temporary authorization to teach while she earned her teaching 

certification. She has been an educator for approximately 14 years, 11 of those as a school 

administrator.  

Beloved Believer had strong and moderate occurrences in four of the five themes. 

The first theme that emerged through the interview, observation and review of dissertation 

was burdens/barriers. During her interview it was clear that Beloved Believer perceived 

that she faced barriers as a Black female leader, as she stated, “I know that society is 

attempting to put a glass ceiling on our (Black women) capabilities. “Within the first theme, 

interpretive codes of stereotypes/perceptions of others and double standard for Black 

women had a moderate occurrence. Northouse (2013) defined stereotypes as “cognitive 

shortcuts that influence the way people process information regarding groups and group 

members” (p. 358). During her interview, Beloved Believer asked, “Strong Black women 

are given the title of “bitch.” Why can’t we just be strong, confident, capable of doing the 

work?’ 

Beloved Believer expressed great disdain over the experience of being labeled 

“bitch.” Her whole demeanor exhibits strength and confidence. She frowned and spoke 

passionately about this, as well as about the disparate treatment that she feels she receives 

because she is a woman functioning in historically male-dominated role. She shared the 

challenges of serving as a secondary principal and being treated differently than the male 

principals who preceded her. Beloved Believer expressed the following sentiments. 

The men had the same practices as me, but when I did it, I would get a call from 

Central Office. It wasn’t race, but gender that played out in the workplace. Central 

Office stands with men on the same issues that I get addressed about. 
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In this scenario, she felt that gender was the primary actor at play here, and it showed up for 

her in ways that brought her great frustration.  

 Theme two, blessings/sustainers, was evidenced in Beloved Believer’s interview 

and doctoral work. The concepts of role model, mentors/positive images, which moderately 

occurred, informed this theme. While Beloved Believer spent a good amount of her time 

advocating for male role models for Black boys, she also shared what sustains her when she 

is faced with challenges and setbacks, as they relate to her being female, Black, and a school 

leader. She stated:  

This sustains me. Having that network of people. My network includes my mother, 

educational mentors, sister, colleagues (principals – three retired) who I lean and 

depend on professionally and personally. 

 

As she spoke, she shared that she had experienced a devastating loss of her husband, and 

this made her feel alone and unsupported at times. But she was thankful for the 

unconditional love and support she received from her mother, family, mentors, colleagues, 

and friends. It was interesting that people from her professional network also functioned as 

personal supports. She shared that her three retired principal friends are all Black women 

with whom she visits, consults, and shares her challenges and victories.  

Additional interpretive codes within the blessings/sustainers theme that evidenced 

strongly for Beloved Believer were faith/spirituality/prayer and family/community/friends. 

As she openly spoke of her sources of support and encouragement, she shared stories of the 

influence her mother and father had in her life, as they shaped her beliefs about herself, her 

ability, and God. She attributed her confidence in herself and ability to her late parents. She 

quoted her father as telling her frequently, “You are the best in the world and be the best by 

cultivating what God has given you.” She also spoke extensively about her mother’s impact 
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on her, saying, “my mother framed and fashioned me spiritually. I’d watch things not go 

well and then she’d pray and I would see God change things. This instilled in me being a 

faith believer.” When asked how she would define “sense of self,” she answered, “being 

who God created me to be, cultivating the talents he has given me and applying those in 

every facet of my life.” She gave much credit to her parents and hometown community for 

shaping who she is and what she believes. She passionately spoke of her community 

encouraging and supporting her when she went off to college and was low on financial 

resources. She said they collected money for her and sent it her way, and this is one of the 

reasons why she works with children. She explained that she wants to “speak life, as life was 

spoken” to her.  

Beloved Believer’s explanation of her desire to speak life to children was one 

example of her advocacy for students/children, Theme three, interpretive code for 

students/children, informed theme three: advocacy. There was a moderate occurrence of 

advocacy for students/children, as well as interpretive code for self and others. She 

demonstrated her capacity to advocate for herself as she contended, “I know how to stand 

firm and fight.” Beloved Believer’s advocacy for others showed up in an unexpected way 

during her interview. While Beloved Believer takes great pride in being an African-

American female leader, she, without hesitation, spoke up and advocated for the Black male. 

I also observed equity for children as a sub-theme of advocacy. During the observation, I 

recorded the following in my field notes:  

She used the current student data to further demonstrate to staff the need to provide 

quality and rigorous instruction to students each day. In doing so, she courageously 

talked about race and the implications of students of color falling behind their White 

counterparts. The majority of her staff was White, while the student data indicated 

that the majority of the students were non-White. 
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I also observed instances of the interpretive code challenge status quo/White privilege. I 

wrote, “She appeared to be comfortable discussing race with her staff, and it was clear that 

they had had similar conversations before. Many of the staff members joined the 

conversation and demonstrated a similar belief to that of the principal.” 

When asked about the societal images that have been most troubling to her, she 

quickly responded, “women as leaders of the Black race.” This advocacy for others is 

consistent with the historical experience of Black women who championed causes that 

garnered rights and opportunities for others, that they were subsequently denied. 

Initially, I was a bit taken aback by this statement; after all, one of the purposes of 

this study was to amplify the often silenced and ignored voices of African-American female 

leaders. However, as she further explained the context for this position, I better understood, 

although I still grappled with the sentiment. She explained:  

All other races, the man is the head and fashioned that way. We are pit against the 

Black man, when we should be one with him. When Black women are placed in 

these positions, we allow society to close the door on our Black men. We should put 

our foot on the proverbial door, and bring him in. 

 

When asked about society’s images and perceptions of Black women manifesting in 

the workplace, she once again began to advocate for Black men. She expressed disgust over 

“very few Black men in buildings as teachers, while 90% of student body is African 

American. The roles of Black men in the building are mainly maintenance and custodial and 

this troubles me.” She then went on to quote Dick Gregory, saying, “little Black boy cannot 

be, what little Black boy cannot see.” “We need more professional Black men in front of our 

boys as examples.” This is a sentiment that I as a Black woman share. However, I found it 

interesting that when given the opportunity to speak about her experiences as a Black female 
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educational leader, she used it to advocate for another marginalized group, Black men/boys. 

Immediately, I was reminded of how historically, Black women have championed numerous 

causes that resulted in expanded rights and opportunities for others, that we were 

subsequently denied. This was evidenced in the thoughts of Black feminist Grant (2015) as 

she expressed: 

…the experience of Black women working in the Black Power Movement further 

accentuated the problem of the oppression of women in the Black community. 

Because of their invisibility among the leadership of the movement, they like women 

of the church, provided support”; they filled the streets when numbers were needed 

for demonstrations; they stuffed envelopes in the offices and performed other menial 

tasks. (p. 146)  

 

But what I discovered is that Beloved Believer selflessly considered the experiences of the 

children she served, even above her own. While her own professional circumstances have 

not been ideal, she is more concerned about providing a more equitable educational 

experience for her students than she is about improving her own professional experiences. 

The final theme that emerged for Beloved Believer was requisite traits. There were 

two traits that showed up in her interview, observation, and dissertation. The two requisite 

traits were: know/be true to who you are and confidence/strength. These traits were 

expressed as she stated,  

I don’t allow the world to tell me who I am. I tell the world who I am. Too often we 

allow the world to tell us who we are supposed to be. We are charged with figuring 

out God’s plan and purpose. 

 

She also demonstrated confidence/strength during her observation as she boldly addressed 

her staff and unapologetically addressed race and student academic achievement with her 

predominantly White staff. My observation field notes follow:  



218 

Her confidence and firm speaking voice demanded the attention of all in the room, 

yet she was still personable and warm. She led off the meeting, but also allowed 

other staff members (leadership team and teachers) to present on certain topics.  

 

Another sub-theme of expectations connected to requisite skills was reflected in her 

observation. My field notes reflected the following:  

Much of her focus during this meeting was on her expectations for instructional rigor 

and student learning. She also gave a compelling illustration of what life would 

potentially be for their students if they do not receive a quality education and are not 

adequately prepared for some type of post-secondary.  

 

In her dissertation, she wrote, “establishing confidence in who you are is essential to success 

on the job. A skillful, caring mentor can be helpful in the process of self-discovery and 

bringing your authentic self to the role” (p. 7).  

Beloved Believer also held a unique position when asked about race and gender 

influencing her leadership experiences. She does not believe that race has had much 

influence on her leadership experiences as she said, “Race doesn’t worry me, God takes care 

of that. My faith carries me through.” While she acknowledged that due to race, there are 

attempts to stifle a productive leadership experience, she viewed her faith and spirituality as 

a protective shield from its impact. The common thread throughout Beloved Believer’s 

responses was her firm faith and belief in God. There were three things that she attributed to 

sustaining her during challenging moments as a Black female leader: her family/community, 

her students’ love and appreciation for her, and her “faith in the Lord.” Her advice to other 

African-American women who are pursuing leadership in education was, “Never lose 

yourself in this profession, but be wise enough to get what you need for your children. 

Never compromise your integrity and be willing to walk away when necessary.” When 

asked if her advice would be different if she were not Black and female, she answered: 
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Absolutely. If I was a White man in society, I would feel privileged, entitled, and the 

world would be my oyster. I wouldn’t have to worry about police. I would know I’m 

favored at work. My whole life perspective would be different. 

 

This sentiment speaks to the Critical Race Theory “White privilege,” as she views 

the experience of a White male as one that is significantly different than her own, and one 

that she would never know. When sharing this, she was matter-of-fact, held her eye contact 

with me, and paused in silence. The unspoken message of that moment was, “This is just 

how it is.”  

Case Study Two: Observant Overcomer (OO) 

Observant Overcomer is a secondary principal in an urban school district. She is in 

her mid-40s and is divorced with three children. She holds a doctoral degree, and her 

dissertation centers on resiliency. It explores whether or not it is a characteristic/trait that can 

be taught to students. Observant Overcomer’s interview, at times, flowed effortlessly, while 

at other times it felt strained, uneasy, and awkward. It was clear that before I could access 

Observant Overcomer’s authentic thoughts and sentiments, I had to first build trust with her. 

She needed to know more about me and my story, so we sat and talked about my life, who I 

am, and why I was even engaging in this study, before I ever asked her one question. Over 

time, I could feel her relaxing and see her guards coming down. She was ready to unveil her 

passion about her educational leadership journey as a Black woman.  

Observant Overcomer had occurrences in all five themes. In theme one, 

burden/barriers, four sub-themes emerged for OO. Stereotypes/perceptions of others – 

related to race and gender had a strong occurrence, while all other interpretive codes 

occurrences show up moderately. When answering the question about sense of self, without 

my prompting, she transitioned into her thoughts about societal images that have been 
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assigned to Black women that have been most troubling for her. It was apparent that 

stereotypes and perceptions of others was a point of contention for her. She started by 

expressing concern about being stereotyped as “the angry Black woman” by her staff. This 

concern mirrored the literature, as Lais (2018) spoke of the negative perceptions that people 

had of her Black female principal. She expressed that although her principal worked 

“tirelessly and fiercely on behalf of her students,” she was given unfair labels such as “too 

difficult to work with” or “too pushy” (para. 4). When talking about how societal images 

and perceptions have manifested in the workplace, OO said that her staff sometimes viewed 

her as an angry Black woman. She elaborated:  

When I correct student behaviors, sometimes students will go to my staff to confide 

and seek cover in them. Some of my White staff members try to pacify the students 

and be their friends. So, it makes me look like I’m angry and irrational. 

 

She then touched on negative media images such as sexy Black woman, single 

struggling mother, fighting Black woman, and images of Black women on reality TV. She 

talked at length about the disgust she has with how Black women are portrayed on reality 

TV and how detrimental it is to the psyche of young Black girls and the views that others 

have about Black women. The Combahee River Collective (2015) shared this concern, 

stating, “Merely naming the pejorative stereotypes attributed to Black women (e.g., mammy, 

matriarch, Sapphire, whore, bulldagger), let alone cataloguing the cruel, often murderous 

treatment we receive, indicates how little value has been placed upon our lives” (pp. 15-16). 

Interestingly, Combahee River Collective made that statement originally in 1977, yet 

Observant Overcomer expressed a similar concern regarding the stereotypes and negative 

images assigned to Black women and girls and how they were being perpetuated in media 



221 

today. Her concern regarding how Black women and girls were being portrayed led to her 

discussion of the next sub-theme that showed up for her.  

The lack of positive role models/mentors for Black women/girls was evidenced in her 

discussion about the impact these negative images and stereotypes have on Black women 

and girls. Her responses to numerous questions included references to having dark skin and 

what this has meant for her and young Black girls. She talked about her own experiences as 

a dark-skinned Black woman and how there have been few positive images provided. She 

discussed her own daughters and even two dark-complexioned girls in the school with 

whom she has connected and informally mentors. She said that she could tell they have low 

self-esteem and are self-conscious about their skin color. Hatcher (2007) described self-

esteem as including self-worth based on individual and collective appraisals of self, 

including experiences stemming from sexism and racism from the larger society. Observant 

Overcomer realized that self-esteem of her two students and her daughters would be shaped 

by what they thought of themselves, but also by their experiences within society. She 

explained, “They don’t see beautiful dark Black women on TV enough.” She quickly 

inserted that she has three daughters, and it is important to her that they and other children 

have strong Black women with dark skin, to emulate. When she first mentioned dark skin, it 

caught my attention because it was so specific, but I soon discovered that due to her own 

experiences as a dark-complexioned woman, this is an area of deep passion for her.  

Early-in-life struggles/challenges was another barrier/burden that showed up for 

Observant Overcomer. Unlike Beloved Believer, she had a tumultuous childhood, full of 

pain and struggle, as she conveyed it. She was the first in her family to go to college and to 

earn a doctoral degree. When sharing the life experiences that helped to shape who she is 
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and what she believes, she unapologetically declared, “statistically speaking, I am not 

supposed to be in this seat. From childhood to now, I had to overcome major adversity. I 

was homeless, mother a drug addict, and had a very unstable home life.” Despite these 

early-in-life challenges, she acknowledged that there have been some blessings and 

sustainers in her life that have carried her to where she is today.  

In theme two, blessings/sustainers, Observant Overcomer had two interpretive 

codes that occurred moderately across her data sets. Role models/mentors/positive images 

were important to her, as she shared her concern that there is lack of role models and 

positive Black female images. She called herself an anomaly in that she is petite, dark-

complexioned, and physically unlike any other principal in her district. She stated that she 

feels a connection to Michelle Obama and spoke of her intellect and physical appearance 

with great pride. She even mentioned that Michelle Obama was confident showing her arms 

and that she desires to be like her. So, although society has put forth some negative Black 

female images, she has sought out and found an image of a Black female of whom she is 

proud and seeks to emulate. An additional blessing/sustainer for OO is her faith, spirituality 

and prayer. Although the perpetual inequitable reality faced by Black female leaders is 

frustrating to her, she passionately shared what sustains her when she is faced with 

challenges and setbacks, as they relate to being a Black female leader. She stated,  

It’s my belief system. What I do is a mission and calling. I’m not moved easily from 

this seat. While it’s tough, I’ll reset; go into my prayer closet. I’ll reflect on 

childhood and who was there for me. My African-American teachers, my students, 

my daughters; if I fall, they fall. They all give me strength. I’m the change agent for 

my family. Most of all is my faith in God. 

 

It was evident that Observant Overcomer relied heavily on her faith in God. When I 

was at her school to observe her, we sat in her office and talked. As she spoke about her 
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faith, I noticed scriptures displayed in various places around her office. Her spirituality was 

very much a part of who she is, and it was woven throughout every aspect of her life. She 

embodied what Williams (2016) described when she said:  

Womanist spirituality is a part of what it means to be an African American woman. 

It is not separate from her daily living, but rather is the intersection of her humanity 

and her faith in God, expressed through her all of her life experiences. (p. 99)  

 

Observant Overcomer’s passion informed her deep commitment to the third theme, 

advocacy, as she demonstrated a commitment to advocacy of students and children. This 

was evidenced in her interview and observation. During her observation she addressed her 

students before their choir performance. According to my field notes, she addressed the 

teacher, who was concerned about the students’ behavior. I heard her tell the teacher, “Don’t 

worry. They can do it. They will do a great job for you.” She later addressed the students 

before they went into the auditorium, but she did not hesitate in assuring the teacher that her 

students could rise to high expectations and behave in ways that would make themselves and 

others proud. During her interview she talked about how 90% of her staff is White and how 

her communication and leadership style “screams equity, resilience, and courage.” She told 

her staff, “Don’t coddle kids, raise the bar and keep the bar high.” She confidently expressed 

that she is called to this work for the benefit of children. 

In the fourth theme, requisite traits, Know/Be true to who you are showed up as she 

provided advice to aspiring Black female educational leaders. When asked what advice she 

would give other African-American women pursuing leadership in education, she said: 

Know who you are. Too many women forget that we are Proverbs 31 women. She 

was virtuous, homemaker, business woman, etc. God has given us the ability to 

multi-task. Know where your strength comes from and if you are called, you have to 

walk in it. 
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This message was echoed during her observation when she addressed her students. 

As she spoke to them before they took the stage for a choir concert, she opened with a 

question that clearly pointed to her belief that knowing and being one’s authentic self is 

significant and makes a difference in one’s life and experiences. Her question was, “Who 

are we?” She went on to say, “You will be representing our school. You want to show pride 

by sitting up in your seats, listening during the performances, and showing appropriate 

performance etiquette.” She was actively working to instill a sense of pride and esteem in 

her students. Observant Overcomer defined sense of self as “staying true to core beliefs and 

values and making the work and decisions personal.” 

Resilient/determined showed up across all data sets and was strongly referenced in 

her interview and dissertation. In addition to resiliency showing up in her explanations of 

her early life struggles and her advocacy for her students/children, she simply stated, 

“Always been resilient.” During her interview, she said that all of her early experiences 

influenced her decision to become an educator. She said she learned to be resilient as a child 

and because of her experiences, she can help children who look like her and have had some 

of the same challenges to be resilient and persevere. As Observant Overcomer shared her 

deep spirituality as a source a strength, it is likely that this helped to reinforce her resilience. 

As in Agosto and Karanxha’s (2011) study of one Black female educational leader, her 

“resilient resistance is guided by critical spirituality so that circumstances and people who 

challenge her also confront this source of power” (p. 41). She spoke passionately about her 

doctoral work, which was centered on resiliency and explored whether or not it can be 

taught. In examining the statement of the problem section of her dissertation, it was evident 

that resilience is of great importance to her. Her narrative of her own personal story of her 



225 

journey made it clear that resilience was a vital trait that carried her to where she is today. 

She prides herself on demonstrating resiliency in her own life and believes this uniquely 

qualifies her to serve her student demographic. She is confident that her personal 

experiences have prepared her for this work with children, many of whom are living through 

what she did. 

Courage was the final requisite trait that evidenced in her interview. Observant 

Overcomer demonstrated courage as she expressed her views on how race and gender have 

influenced her leadership experiences. She dared to ask some difficult and unpopular 

questions that challenged the status quo and systemic inequities. She said the lack of Black 

female leaders at the secondary level is what compelled her to pursue that particular 

leadership role. As a teacher, she said that she often saw a White principal with African-

American assistant principals. She further explained: 

I wanted to know why the high-performing schools were always led by a White 

person. I wanted to represent and think about what legacy that I would leave. As a 

teacher, I always questioned decisions. I always wanted to know the why behind 

decisions and I wanted to be in leadership. It always appeared to me that African 

American females did all the work, and the White males did very little. 

 

Her desire and determination to promote to an educational leadership level served to 

inform the fifth theme, organizational structure. Organizational structure is defined as the 

hierarchies, systems, culture, policies, and procedures within an entity. While courage and 

resiliency were woven throughout her data sets, an interesting reality surfaced from her 

interview. Her educational leadership experience has not only been impacted by perceptions 

that others have of her, but also by the beliefs that she has about how her non-Black staff 

members perceive her. She explained that she does not have a strong email presence, and 

that is primarily because she believes that many of the teachers look for reasons to criticize 
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her as a leader. She shared that she believes they will look for errors in her writing and use 

that to critique and disqualify her as their leader. So, the majority of her communication with 

staff is face-to-face, and she prides herself in going by, talking with each staff member daily, 

and establishing strong personal connections. OO’s position is supported by the literature 

regarding silence in her written communication, as she fears judgment by her staff. Lorde 

(1984) expressed, “In the cause of silence, each of us draws the face of her own fear – fear 

of contempt, of censure, or some judgement, or recognition, of challenge, or annihilation” 

(p. 42) 

Observant Overcomer was transparent about stereotypes and perceptions serving as 

challenges that oppose her core values and beliefs and experiences as a Black female 

educational leader. She shared that it is not uncommon for people to unwittingly express 

sentiments such as, “You are cute to be dark,” “You’re smart to be a Black woman,” or “that 

was creative of you to be Black and poor and come up how you did.” She said, “I’m 

questioned daily. I have to do above and beyond to prove who I am. They (White 

counterparts) can lack education and experience, but they are never questioned.” Despite 

these unfortunate experiences, she said, “I’m more steady than down, more optimistic than 

not.” She advised aspiring Black female leaders, “Be happy and kind to yourself. I used to 

be so hard on myself. We have to keep our circle of influence close, and strong faith. 

Always educate yourself. Remain current and relevant.” She said that she would give the 

same advice, even if she was not Black or female. 
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Case Study Three: Savvy Strategist (SS) 

Savvy Strategist is superintendent of an urban school system in the Midwest. She is 

in her mid-40s, married, and has one child. She holds a doctoral degree, and her dissertation 

served as a critique of the policies and procedures of Human Resources in urban educational 

settings. She is a petite, well-spoken woman with a youthful appearance. Her kind face and 

smile were welcoming and warm, but it did not take long to discover her acute intellect and 

keen awareness of all things happening around her. Our encounter during her interview was 

free-flowing and effortless and felt more like a conversation between two friends than an 

interview. As we visited, she sat in a relaxed position, and without any apprehension or 

hesitation, shared her leadership journey as a Black woman. She was comfortable sharing 

her story, and it appeared that she had done this many times before.  

The analysis of Savvy Strategist’s data reflected sub-themes or interpretive code 

occurrences related to all of the five themes. Under the theme burdens/barriers, the first 

sub-theme, stereotypes/perceptions of others – related to race and gender showed up in her 

interview. During SS’s interview she spoke extensively about stereotypes and perceptions of 

Black women and girls. Much like Observant Overcomer, she expressed great disgust for 

images of Black women portrayed on television. She spoke of the detrimental effect that 

reality TV has had on Black girls and women and how we are viewed by others. She 

asserted, “These images are very troubling, because young women aspire to be video girls 

and reality show personalities.” She expressed disgust over how these negative images have 

played out in interviews and in the behavior of girls in the schools. She stated that in 

interviews she can see that some Black women “don’t know who they are. They visualize all 

of this extra as beauty and some young girls are flippant and fighting and come to school 
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like that.” SS articulated a sadness over the manifestations of these Black women and girls 

not knowing who they are. This identity crisis is what bell hooks (1995) spoke of when she 

said, “Unitary representations of Black identity do not reflect the real lives of African 

Americans who struggle to create self and identity” (pp. 248-249).  

Double standard was also moderately evidenced in SS’s interview. When asked 

about how gender has influenced her leadership experiences, she shared how women are 

viewed as emotional, irrational, and subject to crying. She said that we are seen as either too 

weak or too strong when working in a male-dominated field. This thought aligns with a 

finding from Shoemaker’s (1991) study related to the role of superintendency: 

most consultants and board members found to value…secondary over elementary 

principalships. Their rationale for these preferences is based on their belief that high 

school….experiences are tougher, more demanding and therefore, better preparation 

for the pressure-packed role of the superintendency. (p. 30) 

 

 Given she was able to rise to the ranks of superintendent, her advice could be helpful 

to other women who are interested in becoming a superintendent. When asked if her advice 

would be different if she were not Black and female, she answered, “Probably, because non-

Black women often fit more of a mold. They are the norm, society’s norm and view.” Jean-

Marie and Martinez (2007) found in their study that “Women of color, and to a lesser extent 

white women, are pressured to give up their cultural identities” (p. 46). While White 

women, too, have challenges due to sexism, Black women and other women of color must 

also contend with racism. SS went on to give her rationale for her advice. She stated, “As a 

Black woman I am more cautious about hair and African earrings. I wear them on the 

weekend, but don’t wear them to work. White women can be their authentic selves without a 

negative narrative.” 
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As Savvy Strategist expressed, it is challenging for Black female leaders to be their 

authentic selves at all times. This raises another concern that surfaced as a burden/barrier 

in her interview, about the lack of positive role models/mentors for Black women/girls. She 

contended, “There is a lack of guidance. Young people are minimizing their benefits and 

work.” The final burden/barrier that emerged in SS’s interview derived from interpretive 

code early-in-life struggles/challenges. Interestingly, her story about her early life 

experiences also tapped into theme three: advocacy and interpretive codes for 

students/children and to advance equity. Similar to Observant Observer, her early-in-life 

struggles/challenges impacted her commitment to advocacy for children/students and for 

the advancement of equity. However, she did not share these challenges and experiences 

with the same degree of pain. Instead, she shared her past struggles, pains, and inequities 

with a level of calm, contentment, and control that indicated to me that she has faced, 

grappled with, and overcome the past in a way that she could leverage for her present and 

future. I described her in my field notes as a master of her past, the ups and downs. She 

intentionally positioned those facts and experiences as a platform on which she stands and 

leads. When asked about what life experiences helped to shape who she is and what she 

believes, she immediately talked about her experiences as a child attending desegregated 

schools in a large urban community. She explained how she was bussed an hour away from 

her home and how she witnessed and experienced numerous inequities, racism, and low 

expectations. She explained how she would sit in the back of the classroom and how the 

teacher never bothered to get to know her. In fact, the teacher pronounced her name 

incorrectly all year, without apology. This experience set her on a course to ensure that all 

children have a sense of belonging, regardless of their zip code. She stated, “All means all 
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for me.” She further elaborated how in public school she was placed in remedial classes, 

because she, like other Black students, was prejudged. But when she was tested, she was 

moved to upper levels. She explained that her mother was a single mother and did not really 

understand or know how to advocate for her. Because of these early educational 

experiences, she has committed her life to making sure that all children over whom she has 

influence, experience equity and high expectations. 

This advocacy for students/children and to advance equity also showed up in her 

dissertation and during her observation as she discussed student achievement with her 

assistant superintendent. In her dissertation she advocated for a review of state personnel 

policies and statutes that negatively impact teacher quality, which ultimately negatively 

impact student achievement. She explained that a critical component of her study “addresses 

race and overall equity in the context of structures that have created and sustained current 

state personnel policies and statutes.” During SS’s observation, she was knowledgeable 

about school staff, students’ scores, and what would be financially achievable. She also 

spoke specifically about the curriculum and what she believed would be necessary for its 

implementation. She knew children by name and discussed curriculum and a reading 

program that would be helpful for moving them ahead. Her detailed knowledge of her 

students demonstrated her great care for them. She spoke of them specifically and advocated 

for instructional supports that would advance their learning and achievement. She also 

demonstrated advocacy is for self and others. When sharing her experiences as a Black 

female leader interfacing with other non-Black and/or non-female leaders, she explained,  

It’s frustrating, because I know that I’m not the only one. When at the table, I must 

be a voice for those who aren’t there. I use my voice even if it means I’m not invited 

back. I use my voice to advance equity. 
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Similar to Beloved Believer, she views her presence and purpose as greater and more 

important than her own personal advancement. Beloved Believer expressed a great passion 

for and strong advocacy for Black boys and men, while Savvy Strategist advocates for and 

uses her voice and platform for those who are not present at the table, whoever that may be. 

She is willing to do this even it means that she will not be invited back. Self-preservation is 

not more important than advancing a cause to which she is committed. Savvy Strategist went 

on to contend, “When you bring truth, it can be unsettling. When folks have their own 

agendas, I challenge them so that the people who will be served will have a role in the 

decision.” In this expression, SS has intentionally chosen to dismantle the “tyrannies of 

silence” as spoken of by Gibson (2016). She stated, “I challenge those who have privilege. I 

don’t debate things, but I speak my truth. You can’t attack problems without getting to the 

root cause. I’m passionate, but not disrespectful.”  

Savvy Strategist also spoke of her blessing/sustainers, as indicated by interpretive 

codes race/gender and role models/mentors/positive images. While there are challenges 

associated with being both Black and female, she also cited advantages. She explained: 

I choose when and with whom I engage. Sometimes I don’t want to do the “good 

ole-boy” thing. I’m strategic about engagement. As a woman I am reminded of my 

emotions. It pains me when women are so passive, so I use my gender to my favor. I 

will be an emotional woman if it will advance my cause or purpose. 

 

Additionally, when asked if she feels that race has influenced her leadership 

experiences, she immediately answered “yes” and began to elaborate. “I wake up Black 

every day. I know that I make it difficult for people to take me. I may have had doors 

opened because of how I show up, articulate Black female.” In this case, SS is embodying 

what it means to be a positive Black female role model. She realizes that her ways of being 
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may not be celebrated by all, but she spoke of showing up in a positive way from a place of 

pride and satisfaction.  

In contrast to the negative images that she spoke of, she also cited Michelle Obama 

as a positive image for Black girls and women. She called her inspiring and further 

expressed, “her grace and intelligence leaves me in awe. Seeing how she always shows up.” 

She spoke of her own young daughter and explained that she “loves her skin and hair.” In 

the spirit of CRT, she engages in a counter-storytelling method with her daughter, as she 

attempts to alleviate the potentially detrimental impact of stereotypes and negative 

perceptions about Black women and girls. She said that she deliberately shares positive 

images of herself and others African-American girls through stories. She believes that these 

stories are powerful as they help to make critical connections. She also mentioned Oprah 

magazine and how the information provided has been helpful and encouraging to her as a 

Black woman. 

In theme four: requisite traits, SS evidenced in her interview and observation 

know/be true to who you are. The advice that she offered to other African-American women 

pursuing leadership in education was, “Be true to who you are. Stand on your belief. Be 

relentless and focused. We don’t have to compromise who we are. Jobs happen, roles 

happen, but your purpose is your purpose. Firmly believe in being your authentic self.” In 

this plea for knowing self, she recognized that “identity continues to be a site of resistance 

for members of different subordinated groups” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1297) as naming and 

defining self is critical to establishing and maintaining a sense of self.  

Additionally, being collaborative is a characteristic she values as she evidenced this 

trait in her interview and observation. Collaborative is an openness, willingness, and ease 
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with working and sharing ideas with others. During her observation, she allowed her 

Assistant Superintendent to be a full-fledged thought partner in the discussion and planning 

about student achievement. She also explained how she began in the field of education as a 

teacher and became a principal at the age of 27. This fact did not surprise me, as she carried 

an aura of confidence and wisdom well beyond her years. Although clearly wise, she 

admitted that as a new leader, she just simply did not know what she did not know. But she 

prides herself on being innovative, creative, and collaborative and believes that this has 

served her well along her leadership journey. 

The last requisite trait that showed up was interpretive code, relationship building. 

Relationship building is making authentic, deep connections with others that facilitate high 

levels of trust. Through observation and experience, I personally discovered that relationship 

building is an innate strength for Savvy Strategist. This trait overlapped with the fifth theme: 

organizational structure and interpretive code human capital, which had occurrences in 

the interview, observation, and her dissertation. After leaving the principalship, Savvy 

Strategist moved into Human Resources and served as Director and Assistant 

Superintendent of Human Resources in two urban school districts. She spoke with great 

pride of her certifications and organizational affiliations in the areas of Human Resources 

and business that she believes serve her well in her current role of superintendent. The 

connections with the people in these various organizations are important to her. As she 

spoke of her experiences and connections with others, she made a statement that stood out to 

me. She said, “People are everything to me.” This sentiment accurately summed up how she 

presents herself. You get the sense that when she is talking with you, you and the 

conversation are the most important thing to her in that moment. She is skillful at being fully 
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present when she engages others and makes people feel heard, seen, and valued. My 

observation notes included, “very knowledgeable of staff and discussed the types of 

professional development that could beneficial.” Her dissertation topic focused on human 

resources in an urban school district and how policies and statutes impact teacher quality. 

Everything that SS said and did demonstrated that people matter to her.  

The final interpretive code that informs the fifth theme, organizational structure, 

showed up in her observation. This is educational programming. During her observation she 

talked with her Assistant Superintendent in great detail about the curriculum, staff, and 

student achievement in the district.  

Savvy Strategist defined sense of self as confidence, acceptance, awareness, 

humility, honesty, and purpose. As I reflected on my visit with her, it was apparent that she 

embodied each of these words, and there was evidence of them sprinkled throughout her 

observation and responses to the interview questions. As she told her stories of past 

challenges, her face lit up when she spoke of her blessings and sustainers. Without hesitation 

she named “my faith, my family, food, and fellowship.” Once again she talked about how 

much she enjoys people and that she has a great circle of family and friends around her as 

support. She is a lover of people, and this came through loud and clear and will continue to 

serve her well in the future. 

Case Study Four: Reflective Risk-taker (RR) 

Reflective Risk-taker is a superintendent in a small suburban community in the 

Midwest. She is in her mid-40s and is married with one child. She holds a doctoral degree; 

her dissertation centered on analysis of district policies and practices that impact alternative 

school programming. She has served as teacher, assistant principal, principal, assistant 
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superintendent of Human Resources, deputy, and now superintendent. She originally 

planned to major in medicine in college, but she was encouraged by her adopted mother and 

family members to pursue a career in education, as many of them were educators.  

In examining Reflective Risk-taker across all data sets, she produced interpretive 

codes that informed all five of the themes. In theme one, burdens/barriers, four sub-themes 

emerged. Stereotypes/perception of others – related to race and gender was a definite 

burden for her as she expressed that what bothers her the most is that she feels her work 

colleagues often view her as a rare exception to what they see on reality TV and social 

media about Black women. She said, “they don’t know that most of my friends are just like 

me and not the images that they see on TV or social media.” This sentiment of “not being an 

exception” or the “only one” was also expressed by Savvy Strategist. She said that when 

Black women show up as the stereotypes that are put before the masses, it drives her crazy. 

Catalyst’s (2004) study of African-American women in corporate management identified 

encountering “negative, race-based stereotypes” as a daily challenge for Black women 

(p. 3). She explained that she intentionally works to help Black women understand how 

people see us. She described this as “trying to peel back the layers through mentoring.”  

Another burden that RR indicated in her interview was double standard as she 

shared her frustration with being treated differently than her White, male colleagues. She 

stated, “People automatically assume you don’t know about certain things. When I took over 

Operations, my predecessor continued to handle the finances, almost as if I couldn’t.” 

“Authority and credibility frequently questioned” was another daily challenge identified by 

African-American women in the Catalyst (2004, p. 3) study. It was clear that this 
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assumption that she could not do an aspect of her job bothered her. She adamantly expressed 

that she was capable of handling the finances of that role as well.  

RR also found negative media images to be a burden. When asked about what 

images she has seen society associate with Black women, she said that the images portrayed 

on reality TV have been prominent and are worse now than ever. She explained, “The Black 

women on reality TV and social media are often portrayed as aggressive, angry, and over 

sexualized.” When asked how society’s images and perceptions of Black women have 

manifested in the workplace, she explained that she is not viewed as angry or aggressive. 

Instead, she said that men often comment on her looks. She has been compared to stars like 

Beyoncé and has even been told by a colleague, “You are so sexy.” This association with an 

overly sexualized identity is not a new concept, but another stereotype that has been used to 

oppress Black women. Cooper (2018) explained, “To justify enslaving, raping and breeding 

Black women and girls, white Americans created a mythos around Black women’s 

sexuality. They cast us as sexually insatiable, unrapeable, licentious, and dirty” (p. 133). RR 

was visibly frustrated when she shared this story and said that his level of comfort saying 

that aloud was disturbing to her. Although she has not been viewed as angry or aggressive in 

the workplace, she says that she has been viewed as angry or aggressive as she has 

advocated for her child in school.  

The final burden for RR was her early-in-life struggles/challenges, and it occurred 

moderately in her interview. Similar to Observant Overcomer and Savvy Strategist, her 

childhood was distinguished by less than ideal circumstances. She spoke of a biological 

mother who had eight children, she being the seventh and having had to make adult 

decisions since she was ten. She said that her mother loved her, but by the time she came 
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along, her mother was tired. Consequently, her high school coach asked her mother if she 

could take her and help to raise her, and her mother agreed. The high school coach became a 

sort of “othermother” for RR. She credits this life event with shaping who she is. She said 

that her mother recognized her strengths but did not have the strength or capabilities to tap 

into and develop them. So she allowed someone else who did have the capacity to do so, to 

do it. She explained that she looks back on that decision and has great respect and 

appreciation for her biological mother having the strength and courage to do that for her. 

This explanation of her “othermother” experience also represents interpretive code, role 

models/mentors/positive images. RR ultimately became a teacher and educational leader due 

to the positive influence of her adopted mother, who was her high school teacher and coach. 

According to Case (1997): 

Othermothering and community Othermothering can be defined as African American 

women’s maternal assistance offered to the children of blood mothers within the 

African American community. Originally traced to slavery, Othermothering was a 

survival mechanism that served as a vehicle for educational and cultural 

transmission. (p. 25) 

 

In addition to the Reflective Risk-taker’s early-in-life struggles, she faced challenges 

as an adult that initially shook, but eventually solidified her sense of self. RR talked 

extensively about some personal struggles that she endured that deeply shaped her thinking 

and who she is. Those included losing her first child and being diagnosed with cancer and 

overcoming. She shared that she is able to talk about these things openly now. She said, 

“with counseling and prayer,” she was able to go through these challenging life events. As 

hooks (1993) expressed, “Spirituality sustains most Black women I know who are engaged 

in recovery processes” (p. 183). RR was able to get through and heal from these devastating 

challenges that she faced over her lifetime. She further explained that these two events 
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helped her solidify her sense of self, and she confidently declared, “I will survive this.” Now 

when she faces challenges at work, she says that she faces them knowing that things could 

be far worse.  

Informing theme two, blessings/sustainers, was also race/gender, which showed up 

moderately for RR. Although RR acknowledged that race and gender intersect in a way that 

can be challenging for Black women, she also openly spoke of how she has been and is 

advantaged because of her race and gender. When asked how race has influenced her 

leadership experiences, she elaborated that the experiences have been both positive and 

negative. She could clearly point to an example of when she was passed over for a principal 

job because she was Black, but also that she was given an opportunity to serve as principal 

in another district. She said that although the district she moved to was also suburban, the 

school for which she was selected to serve as principal was considered the “ghetto school.” 

Although she was offended by this notion of “ghetto school,” she acknowledges that this 

played to her advantage. She views her gender as having positively influenced her 

leadership experiences as well. She explained: 

Many women feel that they have to put on a hard shell to seem like a good leader. 

Being a wife and mother impacts how I lead. People need a little nurturing and 

understanding. I’ve seen where men want to cut and do away with things, but there is 

good in there. This seems more instinctual for women. 

 

Hull and Smith (2015) reaffirmed this sentiment, asserting, “Our credibility as autonomous 

beings and thinkers in the White, male-run intellectual establishment is constantly in 

question and rises and falls in direct proportion to the degree to which we continue to act 

and think like our Black female selves” (p. xxiv). RR celebrates being a Black woman and 

brings that part of herself to her role of superintendent without apology.  
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Theme three, advocacy, had four interpretive codes which all showed up moderately 

in her data sets. The first interpretive code was for children. Advocacy for children showed 

up across all data sets for RR. During her observation, she advocated for students who 

lacked transportation during inclement weather, as she met with her Superintendent’s 

Advisory Council. She explained how she made a decision to close school with those 

students in mind. She also shared how she is viewed as an “angry Black woman” when she 

advocates for her son at his school. She explained how she has been perceived as she sat 

across the table from fellow educators to discuss her child’s progress and needs. She said 

that she has witnessed the discomfort and apprehensiveness from White educators who 

attempted to respond to her passion, concern, and advocacy for her child. In RR’s 

dissertation problem statement section, she advocated for the academic and social needs of 

students who attend alternative programs to ensure they had the best opportunity to learn. 

Another interpretive code that informed her advocacy was advance equity. This was 

viewed in her observation as she met with the Superintendent’s Advisory Council and 

discussed the need for equity training for all of the staff in the district. She also expressed 

strong advocacy for advancing equity during the meeting when she discussed the major 

differences that she noticed between urban and suburban education. During the interview, 

she stated that she began her career in an urban school district but was encouraged by an 

educational advisor to try a suburban school district. As a teacher she said that she always 

worked with “at-risk” students, but as an administrator she applied to and was hired in a 

suburban school district. She said that she was hesitant to apply in a suburban district, but 

now she is so glad that she did. She said that it was a true culture shock, but a great learning 

experience. She noted the differences in urban and suburban educational experiences: 
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The suburban district, given the demographics, approaches education very differently 

than the urban core. Unfortunately, in the urban core schools are run like prisons. 

Even how we welcome students is different. In Collaboration Public Schools they are 

intentional about building support within the school day. I find this fascinating 

because those students (suburban) have more access to resources. 

 

It was evident in her discussions that the “prison-like” urban schools disturbed her. She did 

not understand why there was such disparity in these two educational experiences and why 

children who are more economically advantaged would receive so many more 

resources/experiences embedded in their traditional school day.  

As RR strongly advocated for students/children and for advancing equity, she also 

displayed advocacy in her challenge of the status quo/White privilege. When discussing 

some of her experiences at work she elaborated: 

they (White counterparts) spout out traditionally what they’ve done and why we 

need to keep doing it. I’ll challenge that thinking and their reaction is an unspoken, 

“Who are you to challenge the status quo?” They don’t realize that many of these 

traditions are steeped in racism and White privilege. 

 

Through the challenges that she has faced as a Black female educational leader, she 

has also learned to advocate for herself as well. The fourth interpretive code, for self and 

others, further informed the theme advocacy. She encouraged other Black female 

educational leaders to step outside of their comfort zones. She advised, “Don’t be afraid to 

do things that are outside of what you perceive as your strengths. Going to the suburban 

district, as terrifying as it was, was one of the best decisions I could have made. Take risks.” 

She went on to encourage aspiring Black female educational leaders to advocate for 

themselves by giving themselves some grace by not feeling like they have to have all the 

answers. She said, “We think we have to be an expert, while White men just jump right in 

even if they don’t know what they are doing. I used to feel like I had to have all the 
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answers.” When asked if her advice would be different if she were not Black and female, 

she expressed that she thought it would be different. She explained, “White women also 

jump right in more readily than African-American women do. We have to own our deficits 

just like White men do. We feel like if we fail, it’s a burden to our entire race.”  

The fourth theme, requisite traits, derived from two interpretive codes in RR’s 

interview. The first interpretive code was know/be true to who you are. When asked how she 

defines a sense of self, she answered: 

knowing and understanding your strengths. Being comfortable with things that aren’t 

your strength. I feel that I can learn lots of different things. The more I lean into my 

strengths, I don’t have to work as hard. Leaning into my strengths and capitalizing 

on those is having a good sense of self. 

 

The second sub-theme related to requisite traits was relationship building, which 

was depicted in RR’s interview and observation and seemed to be a logical trait for her, as 

she was a former Human Resources leader. She described herself as positive, eternally 

optimistic, and fun-loving. When discussing her leadership style, she put a lot of emphasis 

on individualization and developing people. She spoke of the importance of getting to know 

and authentically connecting with people. Similar to Savvy Strategist, who was also a 

former assistant superintendent of Human Resources prior to becoming a superintendent, 

building strong, positive relationships is important to her. During the observation of the 

Superintendent’s Advisory Council, one of the principals on the team thanked her for 

involving teachers in decisions. She said: 

In all the years I’ve been here, I’ve never known teachers to be involved. One of my 

Special Education teachers is on the curriculum committee and they appreciate an 

opportunity to have a voice in selection of materials and curriculum. 
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What stood out for me in this meeting was RR’s level of humility. At no point did she 

attempt to exert authority or use her position or title to dominate the group. She willingly 

shared the power with people in the room, and it was evident that they appreciated and 

respected her for this. She was clearly a natural relationship builder.  

The final theme, organizational structure, was produced from two interpretive 

codes, which both occurred moderately in RR’s data sets. Educational programming was the 

topic of her dissertation as she explored quality education in alternative school settings. 

Human capital was her area of professional practice before she took on the role of 

superintendent, and in alignment with that former role, she expressed a passion for 

developing others during her interview. During her observation, she engaged staff members 

from multiple levels of her organization and treated them as equal to her, although she held 

the top role in the organization. Her title and accomplishments did not hinder her from 

valuing other people’s ideas and voice, and she brought them into the decision-making 

process in an engaging and authentic way. As a result, they expressed great appreciation for 

her.  

Case Study Five: Wise Warrior (WW) 

Wise Warrior serves in a vice-president role at a Midwestern university and 

embodies a lifetime and wealth of knowledge and experiences associated with civil rights 

and social justice. She is in her late 60s and is married with two children. She holds a 

doctoral degree; her dissertation focused on how African-American parents evaluate and 

choose charter school services for their young sons. She is one of two participants who has 

served in both K-12 and university-level educational settings. While I learned a lot from my 

time spent with each participant, my encounter with Wise Warrior was one that made an 
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indelible imprint on my heart and mind and caused me to reflect and challenge myself in the 

area of advocacy for equity and social justice. My time with her caused me to reflect deeply 

and to closely examine myself, my practices, my beliefs, and my impact in my workplace 

and community. She confronted bias, inequities, and injustice with a skill and courage that I 

have rarely seen before. I observed her before I interviewed her, so after I interviewed her 

and learned more about her story, I better understood the perspective from which she 

operates.  

Wise Warrior’s analysis of her multiple data yielded three sub-themes to inform the 

first theme, burdens/barriers. Stereotypes/perceptions of others – related to race and 

gender showed up strongly across WW’s data sets. She said, “you have the mammy, you’ve 

got Sapphire, and there are a number of images that are formed from caricatures of women 

of color.” She explained:  

in everything that I do, somebody’s going to see Sapphire, mammy, or Jezebel. If I 

come out as a strong Black woman who is very passionate, I’m Sapphire. If I come 

out as one who is very, very nurturing who cares about people (which I am), then 

I’m mammy. If I come out jazzy, kind of spicy with it, cause I’m kinda spicy, hot-

tempered, then I’m Jezebel. So, when I’m seen in the workplace, I’m seen through 

those lenses with most people. I’m not seen as me, until first I have been seen as 

those individuals/images. 

 

She spoke of this reality in a way that demonstrated that she was fully aware of this, but was 

not going to allow these stereotypes/perceptions of others to deter her from anything that she 

set out to do. There was an aura of firmly settled confidence and strength that exuded from 

her words and actions during her interview and observation.  

Double standard for Black women was an additional burden for WW. During her 

interview she shared stories of her upbringing and how her home was a haven for the least, 

the lost, and the marginalized in society. She explained: 
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Social services did not take in girls and women of color who were abused and 

molested. They were not worthy of those institutions and services, even though we 

were tax payers. People would bring them to our home. And so it was not unusual 

that we would wake up to someone’s mom or a young lady sleeping on our sofa. So 

it was part of our childhood, this self-uplift and community respect. 

 

In this story, she pointed out that Black women and girls were treated differently than White 

women even when they needed social services. This reality brought to mind the 2017 study 

conducted by Epstein, Blake, and Gonzalez, in which they found that adults view Black girls 

as less innocent than their White peers and thus needing less protection. Co-researcher Blake 

further asserted that these “pervasive stereotypes of Black women as hypersexualized and 

combative are reaching into our schools and playgrounds and helping to rob Black girls of 

the protections other children enjoy” (Georgetown Law, 2017, para. 12). Although WW’s 

home was a haven and safe place from the psychological and emotional strains of inequity 

and injustice, she acknowledged that negative media images were and are still prevalent, 

which caused this disparate treatment of Black women and girls. The image of an overly 

sexualized Black woman placed Black women and girls in a situation where their sexual 

exploitation was not taken seriously, and they were viewed as not worthy of protections and 

support. During the Implicit Bias training that I observed, she talked about how media 

impacts the way people view and form perceptions of others. She explained, “The media just 

started showing commercials with Black men holding their babies. This psychologically 

suggests that Black men don’t care about their children.” She spoke powerfully and 

unapologetically about the implicit biases with which many educators are living and 

operating. She explained that this is detrimental for children of color who have to contend 

with this.  
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Theme two, blessings/sustainers, was informed by five interpretive codes. The first 

code, race/gender evidenced during her interview as she spoke proudly of her two 

professional daughters who faced challenges on their respective jobs. She elaborated: 

They are both highly educated and when they go through this Black woman problem 

on their job, they know what I mean when I say, “put your red heels on and get your 

stick in your hand.” They know what that stick is. Red heels mean, take your 

confidence and walk out; step regardless of what they are saying. That stick in the 

hand is “know the power that you have and use it.” It’s your rod and staff. I’m telling 

them this since they were five. I ask, “You got your stick in your hand?” “How can 

you give your feelings and emotions to another person? You’ve got your stick in 

your hand. 

 

WW spoke of the red heels and stick in the hand as a type of supernatural power 

experienced by Black women. It was apparent that she viewed being Black and female as a 

blessing, and she passed this belief on to her daughters. This rod and staff that she spoke of 

also alluded to faith/spirituality/prayer, as Psalm 23:4 says, “Even though I walk through the 

darkest valley, I will fear no evil for you are with me; your rod and staff, they comfort me” 

(LASB [NIV], 2011, p. 1120).  

Faith/spirituality/prayer, another sub-theme that informed the theme 

blessings/sustainers, showed up when WW shared what anchors her when she is personally 

faced with challenges and setbacks as they relate to being female, Black, and a leader. She 

answered similarly to other participants, citing her belief in God first and elaborating on 

being part of a Monday through Friday, 5 a.m. prayer line with other women. She further 

explained: 

Some don’t even know how to read, some retired from districts, various states. They 

were praying for me for this presentation today. When we have mandatory budget 

cuts at my University they are praying for me. They don’t know my education or the 

details of my work. They don’t even care. They just know the core of my work and 

that I’m a Black woman out here trying to do something for people and this is a 

Christian. This helps to sustain me. 
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In addition to faith/spirituality and prayer serving as a sustainer for WW, her family, 

community and friends also have played and continue to play a major role in her life. When 

asked about life experiences that helped to shape who she is and what she believes, she 

started to speak of her childhood. She elaborated: 

I was blessed to have come from a family of highly conscious, community-oriented 

people who were not apologetic in their activism for community. Growing up in that 

environment, the church and working around the community. Mom was an 

elementary school teacher so a lot of things happened at our house, from voter 

registration, to campaigning and people organizing. Father was a civil engineer, 

certified pilot; his passion was pastoring a church in our community. So between 

elementary teacher and pastor, growing up in a Jim Crow environment, our home 

was a place where you could come get a meal. 

 

Her vivid description of her childhood experience gave me a glimpse into the source 

of her deep passion and unusual courage. Additionally, during her interview she spoke of 

her husband, her son, and her daughters. She used several examples of them as she painted a 

picture of the ways that implicit bias shows up. She talked about how she has taught her 

children about the realities of implicit bias and how as a family they support one another 

when they have experienced hurtful situations in which implicit bias has surfaced. Wise 

Warrior’s family/community/ friends have had a major impact in WW’s life, and she spoke 

of them, saying, “what sustains me is my faith in God, my upbringing, my family, and I 

have a strong supportive husband of 46 years, kids, and grandkids.” Interpretive code 

students/children showed up moderately and is well represented in the expression above. 

They too, have served as blessings/sustainers for Wise Warrior. In Dowdy-Kilgour’s (2008) 

study of nine African-American women professors and scholars, she found that their 

sustainers included “family, friends, faculty members, community members, and the 

students who work with them” (p. 37). 
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Calling/purpose was evident in what and how Wise Warrior expressed her 

commitment to the work that she does. As she answered each question I asked during the 

interview, she responded with such passion, almost as if her life depended on it. It was 

intense and compelling, and she kept me engaged and hanging on to every word. I found her 

answer to my question about her leadership style intriguing. She talked about all the 

different types of leadership styles that she has studied over the years: transformative, 

transactional, servant. But then she went on to say:  

When looking at the leadership that is needed, when you see this work as a mission, 

it’s no joke. My work is my mission. It is what I am supposed to be doing. When you 

are committed to social justice, you are committed to the work of preserving and 

respecting personhood. When you are committed to that, what type of leadership is 

that? And so I call it emancipatory leadership. Not just what I do, but what I’ve seen 

others do. Because the whole goal of my leadership, whether it’s servant-oriented, 

transactional, transformative, I don’t care what people want to call it, the main goal 

of it is about bringing people toward emancipation. That’s all it means to me. It’s a 

mission. It’s my ministry.  

 

Theme three, advocacy, showed up strongly in Wise Warrior’s data sets, as she 

spoke on behalf of students/children during my observation of the Implicit Bias training that 

she conducted. She talked about the significance of the curriculum and how important it is 

for students/children to see themselves in their curriculum. She closed out this first day of a 

two-day training by reminding the group of how students of color have to contend with 

negative images of themselves all around them. She let the group know that they have a 

responsibility to ensure that all children see positive images of themselves in their schools 

and community. Also, this advocacy for students showed up in her dissertation statement of 

her problem section of her dissertation. As she shared the impetus for exploring how 

African-American parents make decisions around selecting charter schools’ services, she 

stated, “the disproportionate numbers of African-American males who enrolled into charter 
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schools during their fourth and/or fifth grade years, as studies identify these grades as the 

height of the achievement gap” (p. vii).  

Advocacy to advance equity evidenced in her data sets, as this is the very work that 

she does. Advancing equity is threaded throughout her interview, observation, and 

dissertation. I was deeply intrigued by Wise Warrior’s answers to my questions about 

gender and race influencing her leadership journey. She explained: 

Ultimately the controlling factor of everything that we do is race. People want to talk 

about socioeconomic levels…race takes priority and we know that because of the six 

major institutions controlling our lives because of race. Lack of being able to vote 

didn’t have anything to do with poverty or wealth. It didn’t have anything to do with 

gender. It had to do with race. So ultimately being in America, the priority oppressor 

is race. Now the double whammy of being female is the secondary part of that. But 

I’m very careful, because if you use gender as the controlling factor, and we’ve done 

that too much and it’s given an unequal balance of power to White women. 

 

Although this sentiment was not expressed as pointedly by other participants, this position 

most certainly emerged in the literature of Black feminists bell hooks and Patricia Hill 

Collins. Collins (2002) contended: 

As part of a generalized ideology of domination, these controlling images of Black 

womanhood take on special meaning because the authority to define these symbols is 

a major instrument of power. In order to exercise power, elite white men and their 

representatives must be in a position to manipulate appropriate symbols concerning 

Black women. (p. 86) 

 

Wise Warrior bravely confronted and challenged the status quo/White privilege 

when she asked the training attendees,  

If you as White people don’t believe that what you are teaching is institutional 

racism, what would you call it? Did you see how quiet the room got when I started 

talking about institutional racism? How many of you have ever had to think about 

the advantages you’ve had as White people? 

 

Advocacy for self and others also had strong occurrences across her data sets. 

Interestingly, WW’s advocacy of self showed up a little differently than it did in other 
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participants. She did not view advocacy for self as actively attempting to help others see 

who she really is. Instead, it was just the opposite. When asked about the images that she has 

seen society associate with Black women and how these images and perceptions have 

manifested in her workplace, she readily answered. Her answer to that prompted a follow-up 

question from me. I asked if she feels like she has to help people to see who she really is. 

Her answer to this question surprised and challenged me. Unlike Observant Overcomer, 

Savvy Strategist, and Reflective Risk-taker, who each intimated that they take some 

personal responsibility in helping others form a positive perception of Black women, she did 

not. She stated: 

I don’t take responsibility for it. I used to. Now in my research, I write about it. I talk 

about mammy and Sapphire and the influence on women of color in educational 

leadership positions. I don’t have to try to show you who I am. I’m not proving 

anything to anyone. For me to try to take the responsibility, to show another person, 

and to prove to them, is for me acquiesce. It’s like saying, “look at me, take me, I’m 

not so bad”…uh uh. I would be collaborating with privilege, and I don’t do that. 

 

That phrase “collaborating with privilege” hit me hard, and I asked, “Have I been 

collaborating with privilege?” I could certainly recall times when I found myself 

consciously trying to demonstrate to my White counterparts that I am not like the 

stereotypes of Black women; I am safe. I had never seen this as possibly collaborating with 

privilege, but after deep reflection, I began to see how this strong desire and effort to make 

others accept me is in some ways helping to perpetuate privilege, as this suggests that 

dominant culture norms are the standard toward which we all should strive. I wondered if 

age made the difference, as Observant Overcomer, Savvy Strategist, Reflective Risk-taker 

and I are all in our early 40s, while she is in her late 60s and has experienced a great deal 

more than we have. After all, Wise Warrior admitted that she used to, but is no longer 
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compelled to carry the responsibility of helping non-Black persons view her as “okay,” 

“safe,” or “acceptable.” During her observation, she advocated for students, marginalized 

people, all women, disabled, and anyone who could potentially be a target of implicit bias.  

Although WW had strong feelings about being Black and female, she also expressed 

her commitment to advocacy for women, in general. When asked if her advice would be 

different if she were not Black or female, she felt it would be different. She clarified: 

It would still be a message of strength to womanhood and motherhood. But it would 

be different. From the cultural perspective and the uplift, it would be slightly 

different. As lots of it crosses over. I’m a supporter of women. But there is a special 

“us-ness” that’s needed, and we haven’t gotten there yet. And I think we need to quit 

playing like everything is okay under the sun. It’s not okay, and I’m not going to 

play with you and act like it’s okay.  

 

Requisite traits is the fourth theme that emerged in WW’s interview and 

observation. Know/be true to who you are showed up strongly and was evidenced in her 

interview response about advice to other Black female educational leaders. The advice she 

would give to other African-American women pursuing leadership in education was all 

about knowing and being true to oneself. She stated: 

Don’t sell out. Know who you are and who you are committed to. There is a way we 

can get what we need done and the support and the respect from all people. But what 

causes us not to get this is that we don’t know who we are. We think we have to 

compromise. We think we have to acquiesce. Too many times, we’ve had too many 

people get up to the plate and then start shrinking. Then, you just blew an 

opportunity for another generation to move forward. It takes a minute to really know 

who you are and what your passions are and what you’re really about. 

 

This sentiment synthesizes with Hull and Smith’s (2015) assertion, “Intellectual “passing” is 

a dangerously limiting solution for Black women, a non-solution that make us invisible 

women” (p. xxiv). WW is expressing that we have an obligation to show up in our 
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respective workplaces as our authentic selves, and when we do not, we negatively impact 

Black women as a whole, by further perpetuating our silence and invisibility.  

Interpretive codes passionate, confidence/strength, and courage are the other 

interpretive codes for requisite traits. Each of these traits was evidenced as WW conducted a 

thorough, honest, and challenging Implicit Bias training for a predominantly White group. 

She confronted racism, prejudice, bias, and inequity throughout the training and did not 

apologize for doing so. Even though at times there was obvious discomfort in the room, she 

persisted and spoke truth. One telling moment was when a White male got up and spoke. He 

asked, “As a 50-year-old White man who has lived with implicit bias, is it possible for us 

old people to change?” He followed up the question with what I found to be a powerful 

confession: “Many White people have been taught not to show their bias. Even though we 

have them, we never say things or do things that would reveal it.” Wise Warrior passionately 

addressed the room of approximately 50 participants, saying, “The minority has to walk out 

the door with a strong sense of self because they won’t get positive reinforcements from 

media, curriculum, and other societal influences.”  

The final interpretive code that surfaced for WW was educational programming. It 

helped to inform the larger theme of organizational structure. During the Implicit Bias 

training, WW addressed inequities in student curriculum and the need to include a positive 

presence of people who looked like the students. Her dissertation focused on advocacy for 

parents who were electing to evaluate charter school options for their fourth and fifth grade 

sons. Wise Warrior is a true advocate for herself and others, and she lives, breathes, and eats 

equity and unapologetically educates others on its value and necessity in our society.  
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With all that transpired throughout the session, Wise Warrior never lost her 

composure or focus. She pressed forward relentlessly, wearing her truth as a badge of honor. 

This observation of Wise Warrior gave me a rare glimpse of a freedom fighter in living 

color and in action. She left no room for excuses or loopholes that would excuse away 

racism and injustice. She called it for what it was and challenged everyone in the room to 

face our implicit biases and consider how they play out and impact others on a daily basis. 

Some received her message and others did not, but she did her part and delivered the truth, 

the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. 

Case Study Six: Tough-as-nails Trailblazer (TT) 

Tough-as-nails Trailblazer was the final participant. She was similar to Wise Warrior 

as she has served in both K-12 and university-level educational institutions. She is in her 

mid-60s, married with two children, and has had a wealth of experience in educational 

leadership roles. She holds a doctoral degree. Her dissertation centered on principal efficacy 

and their adoption of innovation. Her role at a mid-size Midwestern university started as 

associate professor and quickly moved into a director-level role.  

Tough-as-nails Trailblazer showed occurrences in all five themes. Two interpretive 

codes comprised the first theme, burdens/barriers. The first code, stereotypes/perceptions 

of others, evidenced as TT talked about two incidents where stereotypes and perceptions of 

others related to her race and gender showed up in her workplace. She said: 

When I had to make tough decisions, I was characterized as being an angry Black 

woman. Once a White man told me, “You act like a man.” I asked him what that 

meant, and he said, “You don’t hold petty grudges.” That surprised him that a 

woman could do that. He thought it was a compliment. 
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She reminisced about how statements such as this were made often in her higher education 

academic setting. She said to me, “You would think that of all places, people would know 

better and be more conscious about those types of sexist remarks.” In another example, she 

shared how her race impacted the way someone viewed and treated her when she was a 

principal. She shared: 

Once a lady came and spoke to me and my assistant principal who was a White male, 

and she walked right by me and said she wanted to speak with the principal. He 

turned and said, “If you want to talk to the principal you need to talk to her.” She 

was completely shocked and tried to overcompensate for this oversight. 

 

She chuckled as she contemplated that day and the lady’s embarrassment when she 

discovered that she was the principal. Although she has had these types of negative 

experiences, she shared that she feels that “people are now more woke about gender,” but 

she believes her doctoral research, which was focused on principal efficacy and revealed 

that people prefer men leaders over women, is still somewhat relevant today in some places. 

However, she adamantly expressed that race continues to play a major role in the level of 

access and opportunities one receives. This idea that “people are now more woke about 

gender” resonated, as it reinforced the sentiments of Wise Warrior, who talked about race 

being the controlling factor. She explained, “I’m very careful because, if you use gender as 

the controlling factor, and we’ve done that too much and it’s given an unequal balance of 

power to White women.” This assertion aligned with TT’s claim that “people are now more 

woke about gender,” in that they are more accepting of female leaders. She did not express 

the same level of confidence in awareness and sensitivity to race.  

Closely related to the first theme, TT’s multiple data indicated the sub-theme of 

interpretive code, negative media images. Tough-as-nails Trailblazer spoke passionately 
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about images that society has associated with Black women and those that have manifested 

in the workplace. She made reference to Tyler Perry’s depiction of an angry Black woman. 

She discussed how that image is almost made to be masculine. Interestingly, Tyler Perry is a 

Black movie writer and producer, yet that image of an angry Black woman was most 

prominent to her. She also made reference to the mammy character, in that African-

American women have historically been expected to “take care of everyone’s babies.” In 

Speight and Witherspoon’s (2004) study examining how Black women’s self-esteem is 

impacted by stereotypic images, they found that two of these stereotypic images had a slight 

negative impact on self-esteem: When she spoke of the mammy character, she closed her 

eyes and shook her head, showing her level of disgust with this stereotypic role.  

For the second theme, blessings/sustainers, two interpretive codes showed up 

moderately in her interview. The first code, faith/spirituality/prayer, was evidenced in her 

interview. When asked what sustains her when faced with challenges and setbacks as they 

relate to being Black, female, and a leader, she shared, “It is my faith in God. I don’t walk 

around quoting scriptures, but I’ve been saved so many times. You could see a bigger hand 

at work when I’ve done the right things.” The second interpretive code informing 

blessing/sustainers was family/community/friends. TT spoke a lot about her parents and 

their high expectations for her that influenced her and pushed her to achieve. Although her 

parents were supportive of her receiving a quality education, she was a first generation high 

school, college, and doctoral degree earner. Neither her mom or dad had high school 

diplomas. She said, “but mom knew the value of education and expected us to achieve.” She 

spoke of her parents with great pride and appreciation. It was clear that they had made an 
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indelible imprint on her life. She appreciated them for holding her to high standards, even 

when they had not achieved academically as she had.  

The third theme, advocacy, had one interpretive code, but is showed up strongly in 

TT’s data sets. From her interview and observation, it was evident that TT is passionate 

about advocacy for students/children. During her meeting with staff, she challenged her staff 

to keep their expectations and standards high for their students. Her conversation with staff 

was student-centered and focused on ways to improve their educational experiences and 

outcomes. Before she concluded the meeting, she put out a challenge to the staff. She said, 

“Until we can say I would enroll my student at Educated State University, we still have 

work to do.” 

For the fourth theme, requisite traits, five interpretive codes emerged, all with 

moderate occurrences. Three of these interpretive codes, know/be true to who you are, 

resilient/determined, and courage showed up clearly in her interview and observation. 

Know/be true to who you are was apparent in TT’s advice to other African-American 

women pursuing leadership: 

First know who you are. Dream the impossible dream. Dare and be willing to fight 

the unbeatable foe. Leadership is a gift and a huge responsibility. We must use that 

gift for all the people who have not been invited to the table. 

 

Savvy Strategist also expressed a strong inclination toward representing those who were not 

fortunate enough to be at the decision-making table. Tough-as-nails Trailblazer further 

elaborated that if she were not Black and female, her advice would not be different. She 

said, “Every leader should have a heart to advocate for those who cannot advocate for 

themselves.” 
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The remaining two interpretive codes that informed requisite traits was 

educated/intelligent and high expectations. They were evident in both her interview and 

observations. During her interview, she shared how she transitioned from PreK-12 education 

into higher education. She mentioned that she had been initially hired on as an associate 

professor due to her Ph.D. and number of years in education. She prided herself on being 

tapped for this role. In less than a month she was asked to be the Director of Continuing 

Education. She said that when she took on continuing education, she agreed to teach only 

one course per semester. She was asked to develop a new course, and because she had 

experience with program planning and evaluation, she developed the course. She discussed 

how the course really challenged students and became known as the “most hated and loved 

course.” She spoke of her accomplishments there at her university and attributed that to her 

intelligence and abilities.  

TT also shared a personal educational experience that made an indelible imprint on 

her life that drove her to excel intellectually and to maintain high expectations for herself 

and others. More than 30 years removed from the incident, I could hear, feel, and see the 

pain and frustration that this experience wrought. She explained that her instinct to fight to 

win was born out of her experience in college. She attended a community college and earned 

all A’s all the way through and steadily held the valedictorian position. In her final class she 

was given a grade of C, and this pushed her into the salutatorian role. She shared that one of 

the professors secretly visited her mother and let her know that she had earned an A and 

should have been valedictorian, but they could not allow a Black person to receive this 

honor. She still firmly believes that she earned an A and should have been valedictorian, but 

the college did not want a Black person to hold that honor. She said, “This experience made 
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me this person that fights.” She cited three life experiences that shaped who she is and what 

she believes. Those included: being cheated out of valedictorian, family environment that 

maintained a philosophy of “no excuses,” and faith in God. 

Summary 

 I shared the narratives of the six co-researchers of my study. As a heuristic 

researcher, my story as an educational leader blends with their challenges and experiences 

regarding sense of self. I used my voice to interact with who they are as leaders. I 

incorporated Connelly and Clandinin’s (2006) three-dimension framework for restorying 

their data: temporality, sociality, and place. I also sought to maintain a socio-cultural process 

that kept cultural context at the center of the analysis. The next step involved cross-case 

analysis process in bringing all the data together. It was in this creative synthesis phase that I 

fully came to understand the extent to which Black women view themselves and operate 

from a point of victory. 

Cross-case Analysis 

Using the cross-case analysis process, I compared the results of each case with the 

results that emerged from the collective data sets, in order to understand and discuss how 

they related to each other. In-depth interviews, observations, and documents were used to 

restory the data through narrative analysis for the six co-researchers: Beloved Believer, 

Observant Overcomer, Savvy Strategist, Reflective Risk-taker, Wise Warrior, and Tough-as-

nails Trailblazer. I applied the theoretical traditions of Black Feminist Thought, Critical 

Race Theory, Intersectionality, and Womanist Spirituality in this multiple case study to both 

describe and amplify the voices of Black female educational leaders.  
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I compared the themes from open-ended questions of the African American/Black 

Female Educational Leader Online Questionnaire with themes from the individual cases. 

Kahn and VanWynsberghe (2008) contended, “Cross-case analysis is a research method that 

facilitates the comparison of commonalities and difference in the events, activities, and 

processes that are the units of analyses in case studies” (p. 1). The dominant themes in the 

cross-case analysis of the four data sets were barriers/burdens, blessings/sustainers, 

advocacy, requisite traits, and organizational structures. Tables 4, 5, and 6 display the 

data from the within-case analysis. Additionally, themes from the open-ended questions of 

the online questionnaire (see Table 1 for Themes) are integrated. I was also interested in 

how the quantitative data from the multiple-choice statements compared with the findings of 

the qualitative data. Therefore, in the discussion of cross-case analysis I integrate 

quantitative data.  

The research questions that guided cross-case analysis were: 

1. How have life experiences affected the sense of self and identities of African-

American female educational leaders? 

2. What type of barriers/challenges do African-American women face as they 

attempt to balance sense of self with their respective leadership role? 

3. What sustains the African-American female educational leader when faced with 

challenges and setbacks, as they relate to being female and Black? 
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Table 4 

Cross-case Themes in Interview Qualitative Data Sets 

 

 

  

Themes Interpretive Codes BB OO SS RR WW TT 

Burdens/Barriers Race X X X X X X 

Gender X  X X   

Negative media images/perceptions X X X X X X 

Lack of positive role models/mentors for 

Black women/girls 
 X X X X  

Early-in-life struggles/challenges  X X X  X 

Blessings/Sustainers Positive media images/perceptions  X X X X  

Role models/mentors X X  X X X 

Faith/spirituality X X X X X X 

Family/community X X X X X  

Students/children X X     

Friends/close network  X X X X  

Mission/calling X X   X  

Advocacy For students/children X X X X X  
Advance equity   X X X  
Challenge status quo/White privilege X  X X X  
For self and others   X X X X 

Requisite Traits Know/be true to who you are X X X X X X 

Passion X X X  X X 

High expectations X X X  X  

Confidence/strength X  X X X  
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Table 5 

Cross-case Themes in Observation Qualitative Data Sets 

Themes Interpretive Codes BB OO SS RR WW TT 

Requisite Traits Confidence X X X X X X 

Warm/Personable X  X X  X 

Collaborative X  X X  X 

High Expectations X X X X X X 

Knowledgeable X  X  X X 

Organized   X X X X 

Relationship building   X X  X 

Humility   X X   

Courage X    X X 

Advocacy/Care For Students X X X X X X 

For equity X   X X X 

 

Table 6 

Cross-case Themes in Dissertation Qualitative Data Sets 

Themes Interpretive Codes BB OO SS RR WW TT 

Advocacy For children  X X X X X 

For women  X     X 

For people of color X      

Parents      X  

Equity X    X X 

Organizational 

Structures 

Educational 

Programming 

   X   

Human capital   X    

Educational 

leadership 

X   X  X 

Requisite Traits Resilience  X     

Blessing/Sustainer Mentoring X X X   X 

 

Burdens/barriers emerged as a dominant theme in the cross-case analysis. 

Burdens/barriers was defined by participants’ explanations and discussions of 

stereotypes/perception of others – related to race and gender, double standard for Black 
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women, and negative media images as factors that impact the way Black female educational 

leaders are viewed and treated by others. The interpretive code stereotypes/perceptions of 

others – related to race and gender developed with a strong occurrence. 

Stereotypes/perceptions of others – related to race and gender consisted of being viewed as 

“angry Black woman” when passionately expressing oneself. OO stated:  

When I correct student behaviors, sometimes students will go to my staff to confide 

and seek cover in them. Some of my White staff members try to pacify the students 

and be their friends. So, it makes me look like I’m angry and irrational. 

 

Another negative perception that surfaced was non-Black colleagues assuming 

incompetence or lack of capacity to function effectively in a particular role. RR spoke of this 

when she moved into a Director of Operations role and was not allowed to handle the 

financial component. This sentiment was also evidenced strongly in the interviews and in 

the quantitative and qualitative data from the online questionnaire. When asked what has 

been most troubling/detrimental to your sense of self?, almost 70% of the 15 participants 

selected media images and society’s perceptions that are fueled by the negative stereotypes 

that have misrepresented Black women. Harris (1982) expressed this experience well: 

Matriarch, Emasculator and Hot Momma. Sometimes Sister, Pretty Baby, Auntie, 

Mammy and Girl. Called unwed Mother, Welfare Recipient and Inner City 

Consumer. The Black American Woman has had to admit that while nobody knew 

the troubles she saw, everybody, his brother and his dog, felt qualified to explain her, 

even to herself. (p. 4) 

 

P3’s qualitative response from the online questionnaire was “my constant challenge is 

counteracting ‘Black woman’ myth, especially in the workplace.”  

Blessings/Sustainers also emerged as a dominant theme from the cross-case 

analysis. Blessing/Sustainers were defined by participants’ discussions of valued 

relationships, beliefs, and motivators that encouraged them to persevere even when things 
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were most challenging. Interpretive codes included race/gender, role 

models/mentors/positive images, faith/spirituality/prayer, family/community/friends, 

students/children, and calling/purpose. Two interpretive codes developed a strong 

occurrence: role models/mentors/positive images and faith/spirituality/prayer. Participants 

shared how their family, mentors, and positive images of Black women encourage and 

sustain them and confirm their sense of pride and appreciation for being a Black woman. 

This showed up in the interviews and observations with multiple comments from 

co-researchers. Savvy Strategist expressed a great fondness and respect for Michelle Obama 

and views her as a positive role model. She also shared how she seeks those models for her 

young daughter. She stated, “Her grace and intelligence leaves me in awe. Seeing how she 

always shows up.” She began to speak of her own young daughter and explained that she 

“loves her skin and hair.” Beloved Believer spoke fondly of her parents and quoted her 

father telling her, “You are the best in the world and be the best by cultivating what God has 

given you.” She also spoke extensively about her mother’s impact on her, saying, “My 

mother framed and fashioned me spiritually. I’d watch things not go well and then she’d 

pray and I would see God change things. This instilled in me being a faith believer.” Wise 

Warrior also demonstrated a strong reliance on her family, stating, “what sustains me is my 

faith in God, my upbringing, my family and I have a strong supportive husband of 46 years, 

kids, and grandkids.” 

The quantitative data from the online questionnaire showed that overall, the 

influences on the participants’ sense of self have been affirming, with 71.43% selecting that 

as their answer. The majority of the respondents on the survey selected 
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parents/family/community as the primary contributor to their sense of self at 64.29%. P3 

said: 

I look to the women in my family and my church. Who stand with integrity and 

strength even when it seems they are constantly struggling because they have peace 

because they know who they are and to whom they work to please. 

 

Evidenced in that statement is also a reliance on spirituality. Spirituality, which 

showed up as a primary blessing and sustainer, was the second highest selection on the 

online questionnaire, with 28.57% of the respondents selecting spiritual/religious beliefs. 

One of the questionnaire respondents stated, “I am a person of faith who leans on this for my 

decision making and also support from my spouse and family.”  

What I noted most was that the blessings and sustainers for Black women leaders 

were often interdependent. There were traces of positive role models that often doubled with 

family and community and those from their spiritual community. Family and community 

support was also undergirded by faith and spirituality in several instances.  

Advocacy emerged as a dominant theme from the cross-case analysis. Advocacy 

was defined by participants’ discussions about speaking out, challenging, and promoting the 

well-being of self and others. Interpretive codes included for students/children, advance 

equity, challenge the status quo/White privilege and for self and others. There was a strong 

occurrence of interpretive code, for students/children. Advocacy for students was evident 

across all cases and clearly a focal point for each of the Black female educational leaders. 

Observant Overcomer showed strong advocacy for her students, particularly two dark-

complexioned girls. As a dark-complexioned woman, she had an understanding and 

empathy for them that showed up in her interview. In her observation, she once again 

demonstrated advocacy for her students as she confidently told the teacher that her students 
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could demonstrate appropriate behaviors. Reflective Risk-taker also expressed how 

advocacy shows up for her when she is visiting her son’s school to address staff who are not 

always the most culturally sensitive. During Beloved Believer’s observation, she exhibited 

strong advocacy for her students when she addressed her staff about beliefs about her 

predominantly African-American student population and that beliefs and expectations will 

impact their achievement. Observant Overcomer, Wise Warrior, Savvy Strategist, and 

Reflective Risk-taker all demonstrated advocacy through their dissertation topics, as they 

centered on issues that would directly impact student achievement and well-being. Tough-

as-nails Trailblazer demonstrated advocacy for students during her meeting with staff as she 

challenged her staff to maintain high expectations for their students. Advocacy also showed 

up in the qualitative responses on the online questionnaire. P4- stated, “I keep students at the 

center of what I do, and it keeps me centered.”  

Requisite traits emerged as the final dominant theme from the cross-case analysis. 

Requisite traits were defined by participants’ discussion and demonstration of personal and 

professional characteristics that showed up in the daily lives of the participants. Interpretive 

codes for requisite traits included know and be true to who you are, confidence/strength, 

educated/intelligent, resilient/determined and courage. There was a strong occurrence for 

know and be true to who you are. Knowing and being true to who you are was voiced by 

each participant and also showed heavily on the online questionnaire, which included the 

voices of a larger pool of Black female educational leaders. Some of the online 

questionnaire responses were, “know yourself” (P3), “be your authentic self, not who others 

want you to be” (P12), and “Be true to who you are. You were born an original, so don’t die 

a copy” (P9). BB declared: 
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I don’t allow the world to tell me who I am. I tell the world who I am. Too often we 

allow the world to tell us who we are supposed to be. We are charged with figuring 

out God’s plan and purpose. 

 

TT adamantly stated, “First know who you are,” when she gave advice to aspiring 

Black female leaders. These are just a few of the powerful declarations of the mandate to 

know self as Black women engage in educational leadership work. A celebration of self-

definition is also found in the theoretical approach of BFT, as McLane-Davison (2014) 

stated:  

Black women have “self-defined” and emerged as the “intellectual voice” of the 

community during times of societal unrest. Contemporary definitions of Black 

women’s leadership take into account the historical presence of Black women’s 

experiences of “racial uplift,” activism, and resistance, to produce Black women’s 

self-defined leadership which incorporates group-centered models of leadership, 

Black feminist leadership, and Black women’s community leadership. (p. 139) 

 

Defining and knowing self is not just for the individual. McLane-Davison (2014) contended 

that this self-definition informs the Black woman’s leadership, which could potentially 

impact the community at large.  

Summary of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study was to discover, explore, and describe how 

African-American women maintain a sense of self as they navigate the challenges and 

opportunities, burdens, and blessings of a professional leadership role in education. Chapter 

5 presented the findings from the data collection and analysis for this multiple case study to 

better understand how Black female educational leaders view their lived, personal, and 

professional experiences. The results included five themes: burdens/barriers, 

blessings/sustainers, advocacy, requisite traits, and organizational structures. The larger 

quantitative and qualitative data from the online questionnaire were confirming of the 
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themes identified in the case studies. The online open-ended questions reflected four of the 

five themes; organizational structures was not identified in the data. 

Black female educational leaders have faced and continue to face numerous 

challenges related to their status as Black and female. For some, the challenges began early 

in life, and some left invisible scars and insecurities. However, each of these Black female 

leaders have not only survived – they have thrived. They have found refuge and strength 

from family, community, spirituality, and mentors. Despite their own hurts, 

disappointments, and pain, they all prioritize advocacy for children/students. Some have 

located themselves in the children they serve and have made it a personal mission to inspire, 

speak life, and instill unshakable confidence and belief in their students/children. As 

professional educators, they selflessly and courageously advocate for equity, education, and 

opportunity for all children, regardless of zip code. Because their responsibilities are vast 

and, at times, a heavy load, they call upon numerous character traits that serve them and 

their constituents well. Most importantly, they all know who they are. They resist the subtle 

and not-so-subtle suggestions from society, media, and colleagues about who and what they 

are. They have courageously decided that they will ultimately determine who they are, and 

they walk in and live out that truth. 

In the concluding chapter, the cross-case analysis was used to answer the research 

questions. Chapter 6 also suggests implications for practice and future research. I offer 

concluding remarks and, as a heuristic researcher, reflect on what I have learned from my 

journey with these six co-researchers. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

In Chapter 5, this multiple case research study provided the findings related to the 

study. In this chapter, a summary of the findings is discussed under each research question. 

Additionally, Chapter 6 extends a discussion of implications of the findings for educational 

leaders, educational institutions, and leadership preparation programs. Recommendations for 

future research are proposed based on the current research and findings from the study. As a 

heuristic researcher, I conclude with my reflections of this journey and what I have learned 

about my own leadership and sense of self. 

The purpose of the study was to discover how Black women as educational leaders 

maintain a sense of self, despite the demands, challenges, and setbacks they face, as they 

relate to their unique gendered and racial status. I engaged in this examination of the Black 

female educational leaders’ sense of self using theories of Black Feminist Thought, Critical 

Race Theory, Intersectionality, and Spirituality, as well as relevant research. To develop an 

understanding of the lived experiences of Black female educational leaders and their balance 

of their sense of self, qualitative methodology was employed, specifically multiple case 

study through the lens of heuristic inquiry and narratology. Six African-American, female 

educational leaders who reside and work in the Midwest were co-researchers with me. Data 

sources included an online questionnaire, in-depth interviews, observations, and review of 

the problem statements of co-researchers’ dissertations. The results indicated that 

participants defined sense of self as knowing and being true to one’s self and one’s core 

values/beliefs.  
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Answering the Research Questions 

There were three research questions in this study. The synthesis of the findings from 

cross-case analysis of the six research case studies and the online mixed questionnaire were 

used to answer the research questions. The multiple data sources served as crystallization of 

findings. Ellingson (2009) contended that “crystallization provides a framework in which to 

balance claims of truth with recognition of the intersubjective nature of all knowledge 

claims” (p. 14).  

Question #1 

How have life experiences affected the sense of self and identities of African-

American female educational leaders?  

The life experiences of the participants in this study varied. Some had a safe, secure 

upbringing, while others dealt with homelessness, poverty, and unavailable parents 

(emotionally and physically). However, they all at some time or another faced major 

challenges that could have broken their self-esteem and desire to persevere and achieve. In 

the study, these challenges presented as burdens/barriers. As the Black female educational 

leaders discussed their life experiences, none of them spoke in terms of being defeated or 

used those experiences as excuses to quit or fail. Instead, they used their unfortunate 

experiences as fuel to progress and succeed.  

The sub-theme of resilient/determined captured how they dealt with burdens and 

barriers in their lives. For example, Observant Overcomer acknowledged that given her 

early-in-life struggles, she should “statistically not be here” (referring to her educational and 

professional accomplishments). Tough-as-nails Trailblazer attributed her inclination to fight 

to her experience of being cheated out of being valedictorian. There were multiple responses 
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to the open-ended questions from the online questionnaire. P4 responded, “Stay focused on 

the vision at hand. Don’t quit.” 

The co-researchers who had positive experiences early in life were impacted and 

cited those experiences as their cause for doing the work that they do now. In this study, this 

motivator to give back presented as advocacy. Most used advocacy for children, which was 

strongly capture in the data through interviews, observations, and documents (problem 

statements of dissertations). Beloved Believer shared that she speaks life to the children she 

serves, just as her family and community spoke life to her. P15, the online questionnaire 

respondent, gave an example of a Black teacher who strongly advocates for her students and 

is mischaracterized as “angry.” She stated, “some perceived her to be overbearing and 

aggressive.” For the most part she typically was advocating for students. During her 

interview, she advocated strongly for Black boys and Black men. Advocacy to advance 

equity and for self and others was also revealed in the co-researchers’ case narratives and on 

the online questionnaire. On the questionnaire, advocacy for self and others could be 

observed in P6’s statement, “seen Black women work hard, but have to work to advocate for 

themselves to get acknowledgement that males or White females get by default.” Wise 

Warrior proudly reminisced about her childhood with parents who demonstrated advocacy 

to advance equity as they challenged the racist Jim Crow systems, promoted voter 

registration, and allowed their home to be a safe haven for abused and mistreated women 

and girls of color. As she facilitated Implicit Bias training, woven through her words was 

strong advocacy for those whose perspectives and lived experiences are devalued and 

ignored. In each of these cases, their sense of self and identity defies the stereotypes and 

negative perceptions that have been developed and widely disseminated. 
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All of the co-researchers demonstrated the requisite trait of knowing and being true 

to who you are, as evidenced in their stories. The online questionnaire respondents 

demonstrated this as well, with statements such as, “Be your authentic self, not who others 

want you to be.” These Black women indicate that they have a strong sense of self and firm 

identity. They have deliberately chosen to not be what society, racism, sexism, and all other 

oppressive systems dictate through negative media images and stereotypes that they are. 

As they experienced and witnessed multiple oppressions over their lifetime – refusal 

to provide social services, being placed in the back of the classroom simply because of race, 

having a drug-addicted parent that caused them to live in poverty, being silenced and looked 

over – they each persisted and determined their own identity. They each resisted the power 

structures that attempted to tell them they were incapable of intellectual pursuits, 

undeserving of equitable treatment, or not worthy of holding the educational leadership role. 

They defined themselves as strong, confident, intelligent, humble, collaborative, capable, 

and wise. As they expressed in their interviews, they know who they are and have not 

allowed detrimental messages and damaging images to dictate their identity. Despite the 

multiple oppressions, they have each achieved a high level of success in their personal and 

professional lives. 

Question #2 

What type of barriers/challenges do African-American women face as they attempt 

to balance sense of self with their respective leadership role? 

In this study, it was revealed that the challenges and hardships faced by Black female 

educational leaders is very real. The results indicate that there is a preponderance of negative 

media images of Black women and girls that impact the way Black women/girls perceive 
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themselves. This raises issues about identity for Black women and girls, as they must 

actively resist the stereotypical images that media and entertainment have assigned to us. 

Unfortunately, these negative images also shape the way others view and treat Black 

women. These erroneous beliefs about Black women morph into stereotypes and perceptions 

that creep into the workplace and show up daily for Black women. Interpretive code 

stereotypes/perceptions of others – related to race and gender were consistent across data 

sets and showed up in each case. Beloved Believer expressed frustration over Black women 

being given the title of “bitch.” She asked, “Why can’t we just be strong, confident, and 

capable of doing the work?” Observant Overcomer shared, “they think I’m an angry Black 

woman.” Savvy Strategist spoke of being viewed as “an emotional woman.” Reflective 

Risk-taker shared how she was told by a colleague in a professional setting, “You are so 

sexy” and has been compared to stars like Beyoncé. Wise Warrior contended,  

In everything that I do, somebody’s going to see Sapphire, mammy, or Jezebel. So 

when I’m seen in the workplace, I’m seen through those lenses with most people. 

I’m not seen as me, until first I have been seen as those individual images. 

 

Tough-as-nails Trailblazer explained, “When I had to make tough decisions, I was 

characterized as being an angry Black woman.” A respondent to the online questionnaire 

alluded to the overly sexualized Black woman, asserting, “strong with a lack of integrity and 

a lack of modesty, like fictional character Olivia Polk in Scandal.”  

So, while the Black female educational leader carries the heavy load of leadership 

and actively works to advocate for the marginalized and most vulnerable in their schools, 

districts, and learning institutions, they must simultaneously combat these stereotypes and 

negative perceptions. Black women who have risen to these levels of leadership have had to 

navigate their various identities as they serve in executive leadership roles (Beckwith, 



272 

Carter, & Peters, 2016). For many, the weight is too much, and they never reach these 

esteemed, yet burden-laden positions. They face barriers such as not being considered for 

administrative positions and having their scholarly work dismissed and devalued. The 

realization of these women in presidential roles remains unlikely compared to that of their 

White male counterparts (Sotello, 2007). These stereotypes and negative images are not 

harmful just because they cause hurt feelings. The harm is much deeper, because they 

diminish employment opportunities, equity in compensation, the ability to be seen and heard 

by others, and equitable treatment compared to that afforded their non-Black and non-female 

counterparts. 

The barriers that these women face included: stereotypes and negative perceptions, 

double standards, silencing/absence, lack of positive role models, and early-in-life struggles. 

Stereotypes appeared to be most prevalent in their lives and have shown up in the lives from 

childhood to the present. Although they have all attained a doctorate degree, their 

intelligence is still called into question from time to time. People look at them and assume 

that they are not the leader. Often, they make comments and suggestions, and they are not 

heard or accepted. They acknowledge a lack of positive role models and mentors to help 

Black women navigate the terrains of PreK-12 leadership roles and academia. These are 

some of the examples of how the sense of self of Black female educational leaders is 

challenged and undermined. 

Simultaneously, as these women struggled with these stereotypes, negative 

perceptions, and double standards, they managed to maintain a sense of self related to self-

esteem as described in the literature. The strong indicator of sense of self in the quantitative 

data is confirming of this observation, with over 70% of the 15 respondents indicating that 
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they use their thinking and beliefs to help them to determine a sense of self. A smaller 

number, 14%, cited race as an influence on sense of self. 

Question #3 

The third question was: What sustains the African-American female educational 

leader when faced with challenges and setbacks, as they relate to being female and Black? 

The answer to this question showed up as blessing/sustainer in the study; more 

specifically, through the synergistic sub-themes of role models/mentors/positive images and 

faith/spirituality/prayer across cases. Observant Overcomer shared that she empathizes with 

two students in her school who have dark complexions. As a dark-complexioned woman, 

she understands the challenges they face in developing a positive sense of self and identity. 

She expressed, “You can tell they have low self-esteem. They are very self-conscious about 

their skin color. They don’t see beautiful Black women on TV enough.” She also expressed 

her appreciation for a positive Black female example that she can look to. She said, ‘I feel a 

connection to Michelle Obama. She is physically fit and shows her arms. I desire to emulate 

her.” Savvy Strategist spoke of Michelle Obama as an inspiration for her. She expressed, 

“her grace and intelligence leaves me in awe. Seeing how she shows up.” 

In the online questionnaire, multiple respondents advised aspiring Black female 

educational leaders to find a mentor through such comments as: “Find an accomplished 

mentor!”; “I would encourage them to adopt a team of mentors”; and “I have been fortunate 

to have been mentored by great leaders. I continue to evolve as a leader and listen very 

closely to those who are mentors.” 

 



274 

Faith/spirituality/prayer also answers the question about what sustains the African-

American female educational leader when she is faced with challenges and setbacks, as they 

relate to being female and Black. Beloved Believer defined her sense of self as “Being who 

God created me to be, cultivating the talents he has given me and applying those to every 

facet of my life.” When asked about how race influences her leadership experiences, she 

answered, “My view is that I’m where God will have me. It doesn’t matter what the world 

says, God controls my destiny. My life is not predicated on what man thinks. Race doesn’t 

worry me. God takes care of that.” When asked the same question, Observant Overcomer 

said, “While it’s tough, I’ll reset. I’ll go into my prayer closet.” Savvy Strategist stated that 

her faith is what sustains her. When Reflective Risk-taker shared her challenges of losing a 

child and battling cancer, she said, “I can talk about it now. With counseling and prayer, I 

was able to get through it.” When asked what sustains her, she answered, “My faith.” Wise 

Warrior’s father was a pastor, and she talked about growing up in the church community. 

When asked what sustains her when faced with challenges, her initial response was, 

“Strongly believe in God. Every morning, Monday through Friday, I’m up on a prayer line 

at 5 a.m.” Tough-as-nails Trailblazer named a faith-based family as one of her life 

experiences that has shaped who she is and what she believes. When asked what sustains her 

when faced with challenges, she answered, “It is my faith.” It is not clear if they all have the 

same faith tradition. However, they all rely on spiritual support when they face challenges, 

disappointments, and setbacks.  

The sustainers and blessings for Black women educational leaders include: 

appreciation for being Black and female, role model/mentors, faith/spirituality/prayer, 

family/community/friends, and a commitment to serving children, and calling/purpose. 
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Although being Black and female serves as a barrier at times, Black women have turned that 

on its head and transformed it into a blessing. All of the participants viewed their Black and 

female status as a positive and expressed a love and appreciation for their culture, heritage, 

and physical attributes associated with being Black. Role models and mentors have also 

been instrumental in the lives of Black women. However, many individuals who sustained 

them were role models and mentors that they identified as family and friends. A respondent 

from the online questionnaire identified positive images of education and strength from the 

media as sustainers. Respondent P10 stated, “I miss the days of A Different World and 

Cosby Show when the image was about being educated and strong.” 

Faith/spirituality/prayer was another significant sustainer for Black women in this 

study. The literature related to spirituality suggests that it is an integral part of Black 

women’s identity (Dillard & Okpalaoka, 2013; Graham, 2016; Matthis, 2002). Black women 

do not all honor the same faith tradition. There is a great deal of diversity in how we practice 

and live out our spirituality, but it some way it is a part of our lives and helps to ease the 

hurts and stresses of the multiple oppressions we experience at the intersection of our 

multiple identities.  

Family/friends/community was another major sustainer for Black women 

co-researchers. Whether the co-researchers had a positive upbringing or not, they all 

expressed a deep appreciation and reliance on family as a source of support. These Black 

women also pointed to an unwavering commitment to the children they serve, as well as 

their own children. They expressed that they persevere so that children have positive 

examples of Black womanhood before them. Some of their negative early-in-life 

experiences compelled them to want to ensure that ALL children are provided a quality 
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education and are set up to thrive. Others wanted to ensure that children had the same kinds 

of supports and encouragement they received as young people. Despite negative life 

experiences, they all expressed a deep passion for their students. Finally, they served as 

educational leaders because they believed that they were called to this work. This belief is 

deeply rooted in the womanist spirituality approach, as they are being governed by a higher 

authority that calls them to this noble work of education.  

The study contributes to understandings about shaping and maintenance of the Black 

female educational leader’s sense of self. The findings of this study can be used to better 

understand the lived experiences of Black female educational leaders. The cross-case 

analysis of this study served as a method to illuminate the findings in relation to the research 

questions and deepen an understanding of their collective sense of self. 

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this study have implications for organizational culture in school 

districts and higher educational institutions. Implications of the findings can also be applied 

to Black women in other settings, such as corporate, non-profit, government, and private 

organizations. Because stereotypes and negative perceptions of Black women are a reality, it 

is essential that entities actively work to shift traditional patriarchal, dominant-culture-

favored environments, to authentically inclusive, culturally-aware and culturally-responsive 

environments. This is not something that can be accomplished by one person or one 

department of an organization; it must be an intentional, system-wide, organization-wide 

effort, championed by those who are in the highest levels of leadership. Fallon (2017) 

contended, “Once your company’s leadership sets the tone, it’s easy to extend that attitude 



277 

throughout the organization” (para. 9). Shifting culture can be accomplished by doing 

several things: 

1. Review system/department policies and practices that help to perpetuate 

inequities and disparity among stakeholders;  

2. Institute an organization-wide equity and implicit bias campaign and training 

program; and 

3. Develop leadership pipelines and preparation programs that recognize, value, and 

celebrate the uniqueness of diverse group 

When entities become serious about moving toward a more inclusive, culturally-aware, 

culturally response environment, Black women and other marginalized groups will begin to 

feel more valued and appreciated for their differences and strengths. 

Another critical implication for practice is the acquisition of a good mentor. “Today, 

mentoring relationships are acutely needed by two groups of women: women who aspire to 

leadership in nontraditional fields (mathematics, science, business, etc.) and women of 

color” (Alston, 2000, p. 529). Despite the advancement of Black women in the field of 

educational leadership, celebration may not be in order. While African-American women 

have made tremendous headway, their tenure in educational leadership positions remain 

questionable. The truth is, a mentoring relationship is important to any aspiring leader 

regardless of race and/or ethnicity. Sandberg (2013) explained that research in workplace 

settings indicates that employees are more likely to succeed when they have a mentor. As 

mentoring relationships are critical for all, they take on even greater significance for women, 

particularly those of color. Crawford and Smith (2005) contended, “the lack of sensitivity 

toward minorities on most university campuses has made the African-American female 
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administrator particularly vulnerable in this system. Mentoring, as a tool to enhance job 

satisfaction and advancement, is lacking for these women” (p. 53).  

One critical dilemma here is that while the number of Black women in educational 

leadership is slowly increasing, we continue to be underrepresented, and that makes it 

difficult for Black female aspiring leaders to find a mentor who has shared their unique 

experiences. Pertinent to this study, this unfortunate reality is most prevalent among Black 

women in the academy and the superintendency. The struggle for relevance and equality by 

African-American female leaders in institutions of higher learning remains real. This reality 

was expressed in the writing of Anyaso (2008) as she addressed the many adversities that 

challenge Black scholars: 

The terrain that Mitchell references encompasses some of the experiences that Black 

faculty at majority institutions say are unique to them – including the assumption 

from students and colleagues that they are not qualified to teach at their respective 

institutions, the lack of mentorship and the feelings of isolation. (p. 25) 

  

African-American women at the academy level must contend with a number of 

challenges simultaneously. While they fight to demand respect from peers, they are forced to 

prove themselves to the very students who are gleaning learning from their knowledge and 

skills. To compound these issues, they often are required to “navigate the terrain” of the 

academy in isolation.  

Another barrier for many Black women is that they often come from a working class 

background that does not give them exposure to the social and political aspects of 

professional life. This serves as two strikes against many Black females. The first strike is 

that they are female, and the second is the class in which they were raised. This belief is 

supported by Chase (1995), who asserted that Black women from working-class 
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backgrounds were more likely to be excluded from opportunities for mentoring 

relationships; this observation is rooted in other research that shows the offering of 

opportunities for advancement is given to those who are of similar backgrounds or to those 

who are in positions of power. 

Recommendations for Future Research  

This qualitative research provided an explanation of how Black female educational 

leaders have maintained a positive sense of self, despite the barriers and disruptors that we 

face. The co-researchers shared elements of their lived experiences that have impacted their 

sense of self. The findings derived from a small sample, but rich, detailed narratives were 

produced using thick description to elucidate the phenomenon. 

Future research should continue to examine the lives and experiences of Black 

women in leadership within the field of education. Findings suggest the following areas for 

future research.  

 Develop culturally relevant instruments to measure the self-esteem of Black 

women that are sensitive to their unique backgrounds. 

 Examine educational organizations that have adopted inclusive, culturally 

responsive policies, practices, and programs to learn what type of impact they 

have had on Black women, as well as their non-Black and non-female 

counterparts.  

 Explore the experiences of younger cohorts of Black women leaders. These 

women’s ages ranged from 44 to over 60 with 14 to 30 plus years in education. It 

would be valuable to explore the sense of self among younger women. 
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 Conduct quantitative studies to investigate the impact of mentoring on the career 

progressions of African-American women. 

 Replicate similar studies within multiple settings (corporate, private, and non-

profit) to investigate sense of self. 

Conclusion of the Study 

Like all human beings, Black women have an innate desire to be heard, seen, and 

valued. While we have demonstrated a capacity to persevere through the worst of 

challenges, Black women desire to engage professionally without being stereotyped, 

measured against alternative standards, misunderstood, or judged when we show up as our 

authentic selves or are taken seriously only after another person voices what we have just 

spoken as if we are speaking in an unknown tongue.  

Any leadership role represents a rewarding and challenging task, as well as a 

personal calling. Educational leadership is particularly important work because it in some 

way or another informs or impacts the opportunities that children/students have to achieve 

their dreams and to realize their greatest potential. This study on African-American female 

educational leaders exposes the ups and downs, joys and challenges, and blessings and 

burdens of their work. This is especially true when the calling to lead is complicated with 

discriminatory practices and behaviors, along with political, social, and psychological 

barriers. These women have committed their lives to improving educational outcomes for 

students/children, while navigating professional and personal obstacles that appear minor 

compared to their resilience, determination, and will to succeed. 

This study highlighted the stories of six powerful women who have inspired me to 

continue to strive for excellence in education. Their amplified voices serve to lead the way 
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for other aspiring Black female leaders, as well as to bring understanding to those who have 

historically misunderstood, ignored, or devalued our experience.  

In conclusion, it is important to note that while we acknowledge and share our stories 

of struggle, we are not victims. We share our stories not for sympathy or pity. Instead, we 

share them for understanding, respect, and the advancement of equity for all. The goals of 

our journeys are not self-serving and are not just about us. As systems of oppression are 

dismantled for us, we desire and will fight for the same for all people. 

Closing Reflections 

As I engaged in this study of African-American female educational leaders’ sense of 

self, it naturally caused me to self-reflect and examine my own sense of self. What helped to 

shape my sense of self? What experiences impacted my self-esteem and identity, either 

positively or negatively? What are my blessings and sustainers when the storms of personal 

and professional life are beating down on me? Like many of my co-researchers in this study, 

I have had my fair share of trials, both early in life and more recently. I have lived through 

the negative stereotypes, the silencing, the questioning of my knowledge and double 

standards, but I have refused to give up or to allow those negative realities to impact the way 

I see and speak about myself.  

As I combed through the historical research about Black women, my sense of pride 

and appreciation for those who have come before me deepened and grew exponentially. 

How did these women survive the cruel and harsh conditions of slavery? What inside of 

them compelled them to dare to pick up a book when their very lives could be terminated for 

doing so? When I read about the Black women during slavery, it reminded me of the story 

of my great-great grandmother, whose fingers were chopped off when she was caught 
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reading. I remember my grandfather telling me about his grandmother and asking her, “Why 

don’t you have any fingers on your right hand?” That story now has so much more 

significance for me because I know that I come from a people who valued education so 

much that they were willing to suffer to obtain it. 

One phrase that was used during my research grabbed me and would not let me go. 

This statement caused me to pause and consider my role in perpetuating privilege. Wise 

Warrior talked about “collaborating with privilege.” Following my interview with her, I 

began asking myself, “In what ways have I been collaborating with privilege?” Instead of 

focusing outward and concentrating on what I perceived as having been done to me, I began 

to consider what I have been doing to myself. What power have I been relinquishing as I 

collaborate with privilege? Have I been using my voice to consistently confront and 

challenge the status quo and the multiple forms of oppression that seem to be a natural part 

of society? Following my encounter with Wise Warrior, I have noticed a more conscious, 

more awoke Jennifer, who now looks for opportunities to be a “voice in the wilderness.”  

Much like my co-researchers, family and community have been a vital aspect of my 

sustenance. When those torrential rains of life pour down, I am covered and protected by 

their love, encouragement, and support. The daily microaggressions do not seem to be as 

great when family, community, and friends are there to remind you of who you are and 

whose you are. That sense of community and collective spirit of resilience has and continues 

to lift and empower Black women, and I can see that evidenced in my own life.  

My family, community, and friends are very much intertwined with my greatest 

blessing and sustainer. My ultimate sustainer, my source of strength, my rock in a weary 

land, is nobody but my Savior, Jesus. I learned of Christ as a young child, watching my 
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mother serve in church and in school, giving of herself in ways that enriched the lives of 

others. She, as my first and greatest role model, inspired me to want to know and love her 

God. In my pursuit of God, I discovered the greatness of His love for me. I have come to 

know who I am, my value and worth, and my capacity to achieve far beyond anything that I 

can imagine or think.  

I am grateful for the six co-researchers who allowed me to take a glimpse into their 

lives. I realize now just how much we share in common, yet respect and genuinely admire 

and appreciate the uniqueness of each one of you. Despite your challenges, scars, hurts, and 

pain, you all prevailed. Most importantly, as you look back over your journeys and tell your 

stories, you tell it from a position and perspective of victory. You are overcomers, despite 

the barriers and burdens. Because of your journeys and will to succeed, others are inspired 

and propelled on to achieve more. Ladies, thank you for having the courage to be 

authentically you. Your courage liberates, uplifts, and inspires others to do the same! 
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APPENDIX A 

 

CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY 

 

Burdens and Blessings: The Duality of Black Female Educational Leaders 

 

Jennifer A. Collier 

B.M. University of Kansas, 1999 

M.A. Avila University, 2006 

Ed. S. University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2008 

 

Request to Participate  

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  

 

The researcher in charge of this study is Jennifer Collier. 

 

The study team is asking you to take part in this research study because you are an African 

American Educational Leader who holds a doctoral degree. Research studies only include 

people who choose to take part. This document is called a consent form. Please read this 

consent form carefully and take your time making your decision. The researcher will go over 

this consent form with you. Ask her to explain anything that you do not understand. Think 

about it and talk it over with your family and friends before you decide if you want to take 

part in this research study. This consent form explains what to expect: the risks, discomforts, 

and benefits, if any, if you consent to this study.  

 

Background  

 

You are being asked to participate in this study because you are an African American female 

who holds or has held a leadership position in the field of education. As a subject in this 

study, you will be asked to take part in this research study because of the unique experiences 

you have had functioning in a leadership role in an educational setting, being black and 

female. 

 

You will be one of about six (6) subjects in the study. 

 

Researcher’s Affiliation 

 

The researcher’s name is Jennifer Alisia Collier and she is currently completing her doctoral 

dissertation in Educational Leadership and Policy at University of Missouri-Kansas City, 

School of Education. Her research is centered on the African American female educational 

leader and their balance of the sense of self with the expectations and demands of the 

leadership role. This research will take an in-depth look at the impact of the intersectionality 

of race and gender on the experiences of the African American female educational leader. 
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The title of her study is “A Paradoxical Reality: The Blessings and Burdens of the African 

American Female Educational Leader.”  

 

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this study is to research the ways in which African American, female 

educational leaders balance a sense of self as they navigate and manage the demands and 

expectations of the leadership role. The study will also illustrate how the intersectionality of 

race and gender impact the sense of self, and how that impacts their approach and 

management of the educational leadership role. Additionally, the research will serve to 

inform the larger body of educational leadership work, reveal strategies that could assist 

current African American female educational leaders, and better prepare aspiring African 

American female educational leaders. Data will also be collected via observation and 

documented on the observation guide.  

 

Procedures 

 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked the following: 

 to complete an African American/Black Female Educational Leader questionnaire 

 to be observed in your work setting (during a meeting or some other gathering)  

 to consent to a one in-person interview (approximately 60 minutes) 

 to share with the researcher, any published works, including your dissertation. 

This study will last from approximately November 2017-March 2017. While you will be 

considered a participant during this time, your actual involvement is further detailed below. 

 

1. The African American/Black Female Educational Leader Questionnaire will ask you 

to describe your experiences as a black female leader in the field of education. The link to 

the online questionnaire will be sent via email to a pool of African American female 

educational leaders (including the 6 designated participants) at the outset of the research. 

The pool will be asked to complete the survey within a 3-week window. After the first two 

weeks, a friendly follow up reminder email will be sent to identified pool of African 

American female educational leaders. The link for the questionnaire is 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6LVP67M 

 

 

2. An Interview: The interview will use twelve open-ended questions and last 

approximately 60 minutes. The interviews will be held at your workplace or an off-site 

location (whichever is your preference). The researcher will take notes and use a recorder, 

pending the participant’s permission to record the interview. All questions should be 

considered optional; you have the option at any time to not answer or skip any question. 

 

After the in-person interview, your time as a participant in the study will conclude.  

  

Pending your permission, the interview will be recorded. The interview can still take place 

even if you elect to not be recorded. After the interview, the researcher will transcribe the 
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recording/notes and email them to you so that you can review the interview and make sure 

you said things the way you meant them. Recordings will be used solely to make accurate 

transcripts and will be kept on the researcher’s password protected laptop that only she has 

access to; after the transcript has been created and you have verified the accuracy, all 

recordings will be deleted.  

  

Participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in certain activities or answer 

certain questions. If at any point you wish to withdraw for the study, you may do so by 

contacting the researcher, Jennifer Collier. 

 

3. An Observation will be conducted during the course of the research. The researcher will 

obtain permission to visit you in your respective workplace. The observation will occur 

during a team meeting, staff meeting, board meeting or some other gathering where the 

participants are interacting with others. Notes from the observation will be recorded on the 

observation guide. This observation data will be shared with each participant following the 

observation. 

 

4. Documents (published works or dissertation) will be requested once consent for 

participation is given. Those documents will be reviewed and examined for themes 

associated with race, gender and identity.  

 

Risks and Inconveniences  

  

There are no known physical, social, or economic risks associated with this study; there is 

also no risk or criminal or civil liability. You may, however, feel uncomfortable describing 

the experiences you have had as they relate to your race and gender and your educational 

leadership experiences. In order to minimize these risks, all participation, including 

conversations, are voluntary and may be discontinued at any time for any reason. This 

research is considered to be minimal risk. That means that the risks of taking part in this 

research study are not expected to be more than risks in your daily life. There are no other 

known risks to you if you choose to take part in this study.  

  

Benefits  

  

There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this research. Indirectly, however, 

talking about your experiences may lead to a broader understanding of the unique lived 

experiences of African American female leaders in the field of education. Current and future 

African American female educational leaders may benefit in the future from the information 

that comes from this study. Additionally, this research may serve to enhance the broader 

literary work on educational leaders from historically marginalized groups.  

  

Fees and Expenses  

  

There are no fees or expenses linked to participating in this study.  
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Compensation  

 

You will receive a $30 gift card for completing the interview, observation and 

survey/questionnaire. If you leave the study early, compensation will be prorated to cover 

the time you participated.  

  

Alternatives to Study Participation  

  

The alternative is not to take part in the study.  

 

Confidentiality  

  

While we will do our best to keep the information you share with us confidential, it cannot 

be completely guaranteed. Persons from the University of Missouri-Kansas City Institutional 

Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves research studies), Research 

Protections Program, and Federal regulatory agencies may look at records related to this 

study to make sure we are doing proper, safe research and protecting human subjects. The 

results of this research may be published or presented to others. You will not be named in 

any reports of the results, nor will the educational institution or school district be identified. 

Although audio recordings will be used for precise interviews, no audio will be used in 

publications or presentations. If you decide to leave the study early, which you may do at 

any time, all data collected will be destroyed at that point.  

  

During the research, the data collected (hard copies and password-protected USB drive) will 

be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s locked office. After the study is 

complete, all research files will be stored in safety deposit box for up to seven years.  

  

Contacts for Questions about the Study  

  

You should contact the Office of UMKC’s Social Sciences Institutional Review Board at 

816-235-5927 if you have any questions, concerns or complaints about your rights as a 

research subject. You may call the researcher, Jennifer Collier, if you have any questions 

about this study.  

  

Voluntary Participation  

  

Taking part in this research study is your choice. If you choose to be in the study, you are 

free to stop participating at any time and for any reason. If you choose not to be in the study 

or decide to stop participating, your decision will not affect any care or benefits you are 

entitled to. The researcher or sponsors may stop the study or take you out of the study at any 

time if they decide that it is in your best interest to do so. They may do this for medical or 

administrative reasons or if you no longer meet the study criteria. You will be told of any 

important findings developed during the course of this research.  
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You have read this Consent Form or it has been read to you. You have been told why this 

research is being done and what will happen if you take part in the study, including the risks 

and benefits. You have had the chance to ask questions, and you may ask questions at any 

time in the future by calling Dr. Loyce Caruthers.  

  

By signing this consent form, you volunteer and consent to take part in this research study. 

The researcher will give you a copy of this consent form.  

 

  

Thank you for your time and assistance.  

  

Sincerely,  

 

  

Jennifer Collier 

  

Shirley Marie McCarther, Ed.D.  
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APPENDIX B 

 

EMAIL TRANSCRIPTS 

 

 

Initial Introductory Email 

 

Dear Fellow Educational Leader, 

 

My name is Jennifer Collier, a doctoral student at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. I 

am completing my dissertation, which examines African American female educational 

leaders balancing a sense of self with the demands/expectations of the leadership role. The 

study will closely examine the intersectionality of race and gender and its impact on the 

overall experience of the African American female educational leader. Secondary principals, 

Superintendents and College/University level administrators are being asked to assist in 

gathering data by completing a questionnaire through the use of an on-line survey tool. 

There will be a 3-week window for the completion of the online questionnaire. The 

questionnaire window will close on (date TBD).  

  

The questionnaire will include no personal demographic information. The questions on the 

questionnaire are centered on the sense of self, images/identity, race and gender, and 

educational leadership experience. Ultimately the questions attempt to explore the sense of 

self and the intersectionality of race and gender, and how they impact the educational 

leadership experience of African American women. Completion of the 21-question 

questionnaire is estimated to take approximately 20-30 minutes. You will respond by 

clicking on your desired answers for questions 1-5 and by providing written comments for 

questions 6-20. All information will be reported in the aggregate protecting individual’s 

identity, and there are no risks to you as a participant. 

 

Participation in this study may benefit you directly as you are provided an opportunity to 

share your experience as an African American female educational leader. Your participation 

may benefit others helping to further research on African American female educational 

leaders. The results of the study may help African American female educational leaders and 

others better understand how African American women who assume leadership position in 

the educational field balance a sense of self with the demands/challenges of the leadership 

role. Overall, the experience of the African American female educational leader will have 

her story heard, her perspectives more broadly understood, and her experiences validated.  

You can choose not to participate. If you decide not to participate, there will not be a penalty 

to you or loss of any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw from 

this study at any time. If you have questions about this research study, you can call Jennifer 

Collier at 913-219-4178. If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, 

you can call the Office of UMKC’s Social Sciences Institutional Review Board at 816-235-

5927 reference IRB # 17-335. 

 

Thank you in advance for your participation. 
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Follow this link to the survey: 

Start Survey  

 

Follow-Up Email Reminder 

Dear Fellow Educational Leader, 

 

On (TBD), you received an email from me regarding my dissertation questionnaire, which 

seeks to explore the “sense of self” and the intersectionality of race and gender, and how 

they impact the educational leadership experience of African American women. If you have 

already responded to the questionnaire, thank you! You may disregard the remainder of this 

email. 

  

I realize this is a very busy time, but if you have not had an opportunity to respond to the 

survey I am hopeful that you will consider helping me with my data gathering. Completion 

of the 20 question survey is estimated to take approximately 20-30 minutes. 

  

Thank you in advance for your participation. 

 

Follow this link to the survey: 

Start Survey 
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APPENDIX C 

 

AFRICAN AMERICAN/BLACK FEMALE EDUCATIONAL LEADER 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

This questionnaire explores your opinion about the unique experiences of the African 

American/Black female educational leader, how the sense of self has developed, and its role 

in balancing the demands and expectations of the educational leadership role. On questions 

1-4, please circle the answer that best represents your perspective. On questions 5-20, please 

record your answers in the corresponding box. 

 

 

I. Sense of Self 

 

 1. Which description of “sense of self” most aligns with your thinking?  

  a. culture/practices 

  b. race/ethnicity 

  c. thinking/beliefs 

  d. society’s perceptions of me 

  e. other (please elaborate) 

  

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

2. What has contributed most to your sense of self? 

  a. parents/family/community 

  b. past/current professional experiences 

  c. media images/society’s perceptions 

  d. spiritual/religious beliefs 

  e. other (please elaborate) 
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3. What has been most troubling/detrimental to your sense of self? 

  a. parents/family/community 

  b. past/current professional experiences 

  c. media images/society’s perceptions 

  d. spiritual/religious beliefs 

  e. other (please elaborate) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 4. Overall the influences on your sense of self have been: 

  a. affirming/positive 

  b. harmful/negative 

  c. both harmful and affirming 

  d. insignificant 

  e. other (please elaborate) 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. Images/Perceptions/Identity 

 

 5. What type of images of black women have you seen most in your 

 home/family/community? (Provide examples) 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

6. What type of images of black women have you seen most in your 

professional career? (Provide examples) 
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7.7. What type of images of black women have you seen most in the 

media/society? (provide examples) 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. How have you responded to images of black women that have been 

portrayed over your lifetime. (please elaborate) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III. Race/Gender 

  

9. How do you personally feel about being black and female? 
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10. How do you perceive that others feel about you as a black/female individual?  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Do you see any benefits to being black and female? If so, what are they? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12. Do you see any barriers/challenges to being black and female? If so, what are 

they? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV. Educational Leadership Experience 

  

13. How would you describe your overall educational leadership experience? 
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 14. Has race ever impacted your educational leadership experience? If so, 

how? 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

15. Has gender ever impacted your educational leadership experience? If so, how? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16. Do you feel that you are viewed and treated the same as other non-black 

educational leaders? Please elaborate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. Do you feel that you are viewed and treated the same as other non-female 

educational leaders? Please elaborate. 
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18. 

What 

do you see as the most valuable attributes/characteristics of a black, female 

educational leader, if she hopes to be successful?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

19. As a black, female educational leader, how do you balance your sense of self, 

with the demands/expectations associated with the educational leadership role? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

20. What advice would you offer to other aspiring black, female educational leaders? 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



298 

APPENDIX D 

 

PHONE TRANSCRIPT 

 

 

Hello Dr. _______________, 

 

This is Jennifer Collier. Thank you for taking my call today. I am reaching out to you to 

request your participation in my doctoral research study. I am currently working to complete 

my doctoral dissertation in Educational Leadership and Policy at the University of Missouri-

Kansas City. My study is entitled, A Paradoxical Reality: The Blessings and Burdens of the 

African American Female Educational Leader.” My research is centered on the African 

American female, educational leader and their balance of the sense of self with the 

expectations and demands of the leadership role. This research will take an in-depth look at 

the impact of the intersectionality of race and gender on the experiences of the African 

American female educational leader. As an African American female educational leader, I 

believe that you can add great insight and depth to this study and I would like to request 

your participation. If you agree your total time commitment would be no more than four 

hours. Also, I would like to interview you, to observe you in your work setting (for a 

meeting of some sort) and to review your dissertation and/or other published works that 

you’d like to share with me. Are you willing to participate? 

 

If the participant agrees… 

Thank you. I appreciate your willingness to be a part of my study. I will send you the 

following information by email so that you may review prior to the interview. 

 A few potential dates for the interview 

 Informed consent document 

 Interview questions  

Please feel free to send me a few dates and times that work well for your schedule as well. 

Thank you. I’ll be back in touch very soon.  
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

AFRICAN AMERICAN FEMALE EDUCATIONAL LEADERS 
 

1. Tell me how you came into your current or former leadership role.  

 Personal History – age, education, family influences 

 Professional History – skills, positions, networks 

 

2. The unit of study for this research is “sense of self.” How would you define 

“sense of self”?  

 

3. What life experiences helped to shape who you are and what you believe? 

4. Give three words that best describe you and three that describe your leadership. 

5. Over your lifetime, what images have you seen society associate with black 

women and which of these images has been most troubling for you? Why? 

 

6. How has society’s images and perceptions of black women manifested in your 

work place, and what was your response?  

 

7. Do you feel that race influences (or influenced) your leadership experiences? If 

so, please elaborate. 

 

8. Do you feel that gender influences (or influenced) your leadership experiences? 

If so, please elaborate.  

 

9. As an African American female leader, what types of challenges have you faced 

that have directly opposed your core values and beliefs? 

 

10. What sustains you when you are faced with challenges and setbacks, as they 

relate to being female, black, and a leader? 

 

11. What advice would you give to other African-American women pursuing 

leadership in Education? 

 

12. Imagine you were not black or female; do you believe your advice would be 

different? If so, how? 
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APPENDIX F 

 

RESEARCH OBSERVATION GUIDE 

AFRICAN AMERICAN FEMALE EDUCATIONAL LEADERS 

 

 

Participant Name:  Date:  

Meeting Type:  Time:  

Meeting Location:  

 

Number of meeting 

participants? 

 

Where does participant sit?  

How meeting begins?  

 

Pertinent statements made by 

participant: 

 

 

 

Pertinent statements made by 

other meeting participants: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Physical gestures of 

participant 

 

 

 

 

Physical gestures of other 

meeting participants 

 

 

 

 

 

How meeting adjourns?  

 

 

Other key observations  
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APPENDIX G 

IRB STUDY APPROVAL 
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