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Abstract 

 

Leading with Trauma Informed Care: A Qualitative Study on How Urban School Principals in 

NYC Support African American Male Students Diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance 

Charisse Bynoe 

 

Research exploring and examining school-based trauma-informed interventions 

specifically designed to support African-American male students diagnosed with emotional 

disturbance (ED) remains limited. This qualitative exploratory case study investigated how six 

urban school principals in New York City conceptualized and implemented trauma-informed 

practices to support this population. Drawing from interviews, a focus group, and school 

documentation, the study explored how principals addressed the intersection of trauma, race, and 

disability within urban school settings. 

Findings revealed that principals supported students through relationship-building, 

emotional regulation strategies, culturally responsive pedagogy, and structured behavioral 

interventions. They also acknowledged the compounding effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

students’ well-being and access to learning. This study highlights the importance of leadership 

that is both culturally responsive and trauma-informed, emphasizing the need for urban school 

leaders to examine the intersections of race, disability, and systemic inequities to better support 

students with emotional disturbance. Professional development, inclusive school environments, 

and mentorship initiatives emerge as effective strategies. The findings emphasize the essential 

role of school leadership in addressing trauma and advancing equity for African American male 

students diagnosed with emotional disturbance. 
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On The Pulse of Morning 

 

 

A Rock, A River, A Tree 

Hosts to species long since departed, 

Marked the mastodon, 

The dinosaur, who left dried tokens 

Of their sojourn here 

On our planet floor, 

Any broad alarm of their hastening doom 

Is lost in the gloom of dust and ages. 

 

But today, the Rock cries out to us, clearly, forcefully, 

Come, you may stand upon my 

Back and face your distant destiny, 

But seek no haven in my shadow, 

I will give you no hiding place down here. 

 

You, created only a little lower than 

The angels, have crouched too long in 

The bruising darkness 

Have lain too long 

Facedown in ignorance, 

Your mouths spilling words 

Armed for slaughter. 

 

The Rock cries out to us today, 

You may stand upon me, 

But do not hide your face…….. 

 

~Maya Angelou
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Culturally the Negro represents a paradox: Though he is an organic part of the 

nation, he is excluded by the ride and direction of American culture. (Wright, 

1945, p. 290) 

 

Richard Wright’s words in Black Boy illuminate the deep-rooted exclusion faced by 

African Americans, an exclusion that is not only institutional but also cultural, psychological, 

and emotional. For African American1 males, exclusion begins early and is often experienced 

repeatedly, particularly within the context of schools (Howard, 2014; Noguera, 2003). This study 

attends to the lived realities of African American boys labeled with emotional disturbance, who 

are overrepresented in special education (Harry & Klingner, 2006; Skiba et al., 2006) and 

disproportionately subjected to exclusionary practices such as suspensions, removals, and 

placements in restrictive settings (Gregory et al., 2010; Losen & Gillespie, 2012). 

These exclusionary practices are not merely disciplinary measures; they are often forms 

of re-traumatization. Trauma is broadly defined as the emotional, psychological, or physiological 

response to deeply distressing or disturbing events that overwhelm an individual’s ability to cope 

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2014; van der Kolk, 

2014). For African American boys, trauma may include chronic exposure to poverty, community 

violence, abuse, or neglect—experiences that are often concentrated in communities shaped by 

racial segregation, years of being economically neglected, and systemic inequality (Anderson, 

1999; Ginwright, 2016; Massey & Denton, 1993). 

Central to this study is an exploration of racial trauma, a form of trauma caused by 

cumulative experiences of racism, racial discrimination, and race-based stressors over the course 

 
1 In this paper, the terms “Black” and “African American” are used interchangeably to refer to individuals 

of African descent living in the United States, in alignment with common usage in educational and social science 

research. 
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of a person’s life (Carter, 2007; Comas-Díaz et al., 2019). Racial trauma is often exacerbated by 

institutional settings like schools, where African American boys may encounter biased 

disciplinary actions, lowered expectations, and cultural invalidation (DeGruy, 2017; Love, 

2019). While racial trauma is a core focus of this study, it does not exist in isolation. Rather, it 

intersects with other forms of trauma, creating compounded vulnerability for African American 

boys. In this study, trauma is understood as both individual and structural, both racial and social. 

Schools, rather than serving as safe or healing environments, can reflect and reproduce the social 

harms of the broader society through practices that punish, treat as if something is wrong with 

them, and marginalize students of color (Baldridge, 2014; Crenshaw et al., 2015; Ladson-

Billings, 2006). These patterns raise critical questions about how school leaders understand and 

respond to trauma, particularly in the lives of students who carry multiple forms of adversity. 

While this study was informed by theoretical perspectives that attend to the interplay of 

race, disability, trauma and leadership, including Disability Critical Race Theory (DisCrit) 

(Annamma et al., 2013), African American Male Theory (Bush & Bush, 2013), and Race-Based 

Traumatic Stress (Carter, 2007), Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) functions as 

the overarching theoretical framework. CRSL provides the central analytical lens for this study, 

exploring how school leaders develop a critical consciousness that not only challenges 

exclusionary and re-traumatizing practices, but also how they implement culturally responsive 

supports that affirm and care for the social-emotional well-being of African American boys. 

Like the character in Black Boy, many African American male students are consciously 

and subconsciously aware of their difference and exclusion from society and feel a sense of 

intrinsic inferiority (Brown & Donnor, 2011; Graham et al., 2017), the feeling Wright 

experienced as a young Black boy living under a system of segregation, removed from 
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mainstream society. These exclusionary practices were further exacerbated when laws and 

policies governed the inequities permeating educational spaces that ultimately manipulated the 

overall success of the African American male. Black Boy was written in 1945, 9 years before the 

landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954) decision was made to 

desegregate schools, and 1 year after the Brown II decision determined school desegregation 

could occur “with all deliberate speed,” thereby delaying the process of dismantling America’s 

dual educational system for at least another 15 years in most parts of the country, although one 

could argue, as Gooden et al. (2016) and others have noted, that the delay was far more 

extensive, particularly when considering the implications of Miliken v. Bradley (1974), which 

limited the scope of desegregation efforts by prohibiting cross-district remedies and further 

entrenched racial and spatial segregation. Now, 80 years after this book was written, Black boys 

continue to experience exclusionary practices within urban schools and districts that remain 

separate and unequal by race.  

The impact of slavery and racism, as underscored in the novel Black Boy, gave rise to 

other social ills that have altered the trajectory of the African American male. African American 

male students are unique in that their school experiences are different from any other population 

of students—they are the group of students most affected in schools, particularly through 

exclusionary practices (Bal et al., 2019; Bean, 2013; Howard, 2008). They are disproportionately 

suspended, expelled, and placed in special education, and they have the highest dropout rates in 

U.S. schools (Howard, 2014; Patterson, 2005; U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 2019). 

Racial, gender, and cultural biases remain integral aspects of the special education process, 

particularly for African American males (Harry & Anderson, 1994). Disability, specifically high-

incidence disability classifications of African American males such as Emotional Disturbance, is 
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a construct that is based on subjective referrals and derived from a history of racism, ableism, 

bias, discrimination, and other social factors that propagate the trauma African American males 

experience (Banks, 2018; DeMatthews, 2020; Scardamalia et al., 2019; Sullivan et al., 2015; 

Williams & Lisbon, 2021). In SY 2018-2019, African American students and male students  

ages 6-21 were more likely to receive special education services for an emotional disturbance 

disability than were students ages 6-21 in all other racial/ethnic groups combined (USDOE, 

2020).   

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law passed in 1975 that 

provides a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to eligible children with disabilities 

throughout the United States and ensures special education and related services to those children 

(USDOE, 2021). While the IDEA outlines the criteria for diagnosing students with Emotional 

Disturbance, it does not identify trauma or racial trauma as a criterion for diagnosis of Emotional 

Disturbance, although the reactions to and symptoms of race-based traumatic stress are closely 

aligned with the characteristics of Emotional Disturbance (Carter, 2007; USDOE, 2021). Since 

the criteria do not identify trauma or racial trauma as part of the conditions needed for diagnosis, 

school principals and staff do not directly assess or address the trauma or racial trauma many 

African American males experience and the role it plays in their behavior in schools. Under the 

IDEA, a school must offer an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) that allows a student to make 

appropriate progress “in light of their circumstances.” However, the criteria for a diagnosis of 

Emotional Disturbance do not adopt the development and implementation of a program for 

special education that addresses how trauma impacts a “child’s circumstances” and the ability to 

receive a FAPE (USDOE, 2021; Yoon, 2019). Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study 

was to explore and examine school leadership practice and the ways school principals consider 
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trauma-informed approaches in their school-wide interventions to support African American 

male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. This study further explored the ways in 

which school principals can develop school-wide approaches that will effectively address the 

trauma/racial trauma faced by students with multiple marginalized identities to promote equity, 

specifically for African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. 

Background 

According to the IDEA, Emotional Disturbance is defined as a condition exhibiting one 

or more of the following characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree that 

adversely affects a child’s educational performance: (a) an inability to learn that cannot be 

explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors; (b) an inability to build or maintain 

satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers; (c) inappropriate types of 

behavior or feelings under normal circumstances; (d) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness 

or depression; and (e) a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal 

or school problems. Emotional Disturbance includes schizophrenia. The term does not apply to 

children who are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they have an emotional 

disturbance under the IDEA (USDOE, 2021).  

Research has indicated that African American students are disproportionately represented 

in educational programs for students meeting the Emotional Disturbance eligibility criteria  

(Bal et al., 2019; DeMatthews, 2018; Green, 2012; Thomas, 2019). The Condition of Education 

Report (2020), a congressionally mandated annual report, presented a grim national picture of 

the state of education for African American students. The report highlighted African American 

students with disabilities disproportionately receiving more special education services for 

emotional disturbances than any other racial group. In the 2018-2019 school year, 16% of 
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African American students received services under the IDEA, compared with 14% of White 

students. Of all the students receiving services under the IDEA, 5% of students received services 

for Emotional Disturbances. However, 7% of African American students received services for 

Emotional Disturbances. Furthermore, 16% of students diagnosed with disabilities dropped out 

of school; the percentage of exiting students who dropped out was highest for students diagnosed 

with Emotional Disturbance—33% (Condition of Education Report, 2020). 

Of all the students in U.S. schools with and without disabilities, students placed in special 

education programs for Emotional Disturbance have the poorest outcomes in terms of academic 

achievement, graduation rates, and encounters with the criminal justice system (Cartledge, 1999; 

Darensbourg et al., 2010; Guetzloe, 1996; Williams & Lisbon, 2021). African American students 

are more than twice as likely to be identified as having an Emotional Disturbance disability than 

any other racial group, and African American males are disproportionately placed in special 

education programs more than African American females, White males, and White females 

(USDOE, 2020). Moreover, 18% of students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance are more 

likely to be in separate schools or in self-contained classrooms in mainstream schools 

(DeMatthews, 2018; Green, 2012).  

The features of Emotional Disturbance disability—including an inability to learn, an 

inability to create satisfactory relationships, inappropriate behavior, unhappiness, and depression, 

and may include students diagnosed with severe anxiety, bipolar disorder, and conduct 

disorder—are closely aligned with the symptoms of Race-Based Traumatic Stress (RBTS), 

which are marked by an inability to concentrate, depression, hyperactivity, avoidance, and poor 

relationships (Carter, 2007; Evans et al., 2016; Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010). A close 

examination of the diagnostic criteria for emotional disturbance under IDEA and the symptoms 
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associated with race-based traumatic stress reveals striking similarities. Both sets of indicators 

include behaviors such as inappropriate emotional responses, difficulties maintaining 

relationships, and pervasive feelings of unhappiness or depression. This overlap suggests more 

than a coincidental resemblance; it points to a potentially significant relationship between racial 

trauma and classifications of emotional disturbance. 

The criteria used to identify emotional disturbance are often broad and open to 

interpretation, which has led many scholars to question how racial and cultural bias may shape 

those interpretations (Blanchett, 2006; Codrington & Fairchild, 2012). In particular, behaviors 

shown by Black students, especially those shaped by ongoing racial stressors, are often 

misunderstood or treated as problematic, contributing to the disproportionate use of the ED label. 

This raises important questions about the validity of the category itself and whether it 

unintentionally masks systemic harms as individual disorders. 

Brain research has demonstrated that children and youth who are often traumatized have 

strongly developed fear and survival responses, which leave them in a state of anxiety and hyper-

awareness that makes it difficult for them to concentrate and listen in the classroom; thus, they 

are more prone to outbursts and behavioral challenges (Debellis & Zisk, 2014). Still, for the 

African American community, traumatic experiences have a racial and historical context that 

magnifies their experiences and makes them different from any other racial group (Hardy & 

Qureshi, 2012; Motley & Banks, 2018). White supremacy and systemic racism have contributed 

to and continue to impact a unique form of trauma experienced by many African Americans 

called racial trauma. Racial trauma refers to the events of danger related to real or perceived 

experiences of racial discrimination, threats of harm and injury, and humiliating and shaming 

events, in addition to witnessing harm to other people of color due to real or perceived racism 
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(American Psychological Association [APA], 2021). Racial trauma or RBTS can cause mental 

and emotional injury as a result of encounters with racial bias, ethnic discrimination, and hate 

crimes. Any individual who has experienced an emotionally painful and uncontrollable racist 

encounter is at risk of suffering from RBTS injury (Carter, 2007; Hardy & Querishi, 2012). In 

the United States, African Americans are most vulnerable due to living under a system of White 

supremacy (Mental Health America, n.d.). Racial trauma can lead to challenges in racial identity 

formation, emotional challenges, mental health challenges, meaning making, and self-advocacy 

when experiencing racism and discrimination (Carter, 1998; Thompson & Carter, 1997).  

Each year, trauma accounts for 41 million Emergency Department visits, 2.3 million 

hospital admissions, and 192,000 deaths across the nation (Motley & Banks, 2018; National 

Trauma Institute, 2014). Those numbers have increased significantly as a result of the 

Coronavirus pandemic, and trauma has now been identified as a major public health and medical 

issue, with African American males at a noticeably high risk for trauma exposure (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2016; Motley & Banks, 2018). In examining the impact 

of COVID-19 as a trauma type on students with diagnosed disabilities, a study conducted by 

Wheatley (2021) indicated that many schools across the United States that closed suddenly  

due to COVID-19 had to change the ways in which they offered instruction to students with 

disabilities. Wheatley evaluated 108 parents, teachers, and service providers who indicated that 

remote learning broadly impaired the quality of education offered to students with disabilities 

and that positive educational outcomes for these students were significantly reduced.  

African Americans in particular experience huge disparities in exclusionary discipline 

removal from the general education environment and special education placement for Emotional 

Disturbance (APA, 2021; USDOE, 2018). Research has shown that African American students, 
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especially boys, are subjected to more out-of-school suspensions and expulsions than their White 

counterparts (Darensbourg et al., 2010). In a national survey conducted between 2009-2010 on 

72,000 schools, including kindergarten, elementary, middle school, and high school, African 

American students constituted only 18% of the total students enrolled in the sample schools but 

accounted for 35% of one-time suspensions, 46% of more than one-time suspensions, and 39% 

of total expulsions (Rudd, 2014). Nationally, one in every six African American students, one  

in 12 Native Americans, one in 14 Latino students, one in 20 White students, and one in 50 

Asian students were suspended at least once (Bal et al., 2019; Losen & Gillespie, 2012). The 

indiscriminate use of out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, referrals to law enforcement 

agencies, and school-related arrests creates a school-to-prison pipeline for African American 

male students and does little to improve academic success (Fancsali, 2019; Graham et al., 2017). 

When students are suspended, they lose valuable instructional time, which contributes to lower 

academic performance. Suspension itself is also associated with poor long-term outcomes, 

including higher dropout rates and increased risk of incarceration (Farr et al., 2020; Patterson, 

2005).  

African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in urban schools are 

likely to be placed in self-contained classrooms or in separate schools, and are more likely to be 

excluded from the general population of students than White students with the same disability 

label (Conroy, 2013; DeMatthews, 2018). Just as exclusionary school practices result in poor 

academic outcomes for African American male students, placement in special education 

programs also leads to poor consequences for them. After African American male students are 

diagnosed and mislabeled with a disability, it becomes difficult for them to return to the regular 

classroom (Conroy, 2013). Placement in special education programs deprives African American 
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male students of the academic and social curriculum followed in traditional school settings;  

as a result, they do not learn the skills required for competing in postsecondary education. This 

results in their attainment of lower levels of education, decreased chances of postsecondary 

education, and limited employment opportunities in the future (Conroy, 2013). 

The Brown v. Board of Education case demonstrated that racial segregation caused 

psychological harm to African American children (Johnson, 1994), in turn producing a sense of 

inferiority and lowered self-esteem. Though many students experience similar instances of racial 

trauma (Evans et al., 2016), many schools have not developed the intervention structures needed 

to address the trauma these students face, and instead rely on harsh discipline policies and 

referrals to special education, aiming at what has often been misdiagnosed as a behavior problem 

(Darensbourg et al., 2010; Farr et al., 2020). Trauma is often not acknowledged as the root cause 

of this type of behavior; therefore, students are not receiving the intervention support they need 

to address the trauma and succeed in school (Garo & Lawson, 2019; Graham et al., 2017). 

School principals, teachers, mental health professionals, and the broader school community hold 

the potential to develop and apply foundational skills necessary to address trauma, including 

racial trauma, experienced by African American males with emotional disturbance. However, in 

many cases, these skills remain underdeveloped or unutilized due to systemic gaps in training, 

awareness, and support (Darensbourg et al., 2010; Goodman, 2015; Hardy, 2013; Nealy-Oparah 

& Scruggs-Hussein, 2018).  

Statement of the Problem 

 

Although some schools, nonprofit organizations, and healthcare agencies are attempting 

to address the trauma many children have experienced, many students are not adequately 

supported due to a lack of appropriate intervention services needed in schools and communities 
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that connect their trauma to their disability label. Research indicates that African American 

males diagnosed with emotional disturbance often exhibit behaviors rooted in unaddressed 

trauma, highlighting the need for trauma-informed approaches in their assessment and treatment 

(Lindsey et al., 2017). And, although many African American males who experience trauma are 

provided with interventions and supports in schools, oftentimes these interventions are 

exacerbated through school-induced trauma (Graham et al., 2017). This means that while schools 

may attempt to offer behavioral and emotional support, the very systems and practices meant to 

help, such as exclusionary discipline, biased labeling, or overly punitive responses, can reinforce 

the trauma students have already experienced. In effect, the school environment becomes another 

source of harm rather than a space of healing and support. Consequently, students may 

experience additional trauma and disconnection from the learning process (Noguera, 2003).  

While trauma can be formally diagnosed as a clinical condition, such as post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) by licensed mental health professionals, this study approaches trauma 

more broadly. Here, trauma is understood as both a psychological and socio-cultural experience 

that may or may not result in a formal diagnosis. It includes exposure to chronic adversity, such 

as racism, violence, poverty, and some school-based harms. These experiences, especially when 

unacknowledged or misinterpreted, can profoundly shape how students engage with schools and 

how school professionals respond to them. Therefore, schools are not fully equipped to address 

the needs many of these students face (Fancsali, 2019; Wright, 2017).   

Presently, some behavioral intervention programs target certain social-emotional 

challenges that African American males experience. These programs have been found to help 

students develop coping skills to improve social behaviors and emotional regulation (Graves et 

al., 2016). However, African American males diagnosed with emotional disturbance face 
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exposure to community violence, poverty, and other social challenges. Addressing their needs 

requires more targeted approaches that go beyond behavior management to also acknowledge the 

impact of racial and historical trauma linked to these experiences (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009; 

Evans et al., 2016; Garo & Lawson, 2019; Hardy, 2013; Serpell et al., 2009). Although the 

disability label of Emotional Disturbance is the classification assigned to students who exhibit 

certain acting-out behaviors, the behaviors may in fact be a result of some other social factor 

such as poverty, and so the actual root cause of the behavior may not be addressed (Bean, 2013; 

Smith & Patton, 2016). 

School principals in high-needs communities have implemented various interventions to 

support students exhibiting challenging behaviors, including Positive Behavioral Interventions 

and Supports (PBIS). PBIS is a widely used framework that emphasizes a multi-tiered system of 

support (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Sugai, 2002) aimed at improving student behavior, enhancing 

motivation and fostering positive interactions between students and adults in school settings. 

While PBIS has demonstrated benefits in some urban schools, critics argue that it does not 

adequately address the deeper social and emotional needs of students, particularly African 

American males diagnosed with emotional disturbance, nor does it incorporate culturally 

responsive strategies that reflect their lived experiences (Utley et al., 2002). Other school-based 

interventions such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Therapeutic Crisis Intervention 

(TCI), and Trauma-Informed Care (TIC) are increasingly employed to promote emotional 

regulation and reduce behavioral incidents. However, these models often assume a race-neutral 

or one size fits all approach. They were not originally designed with the cultural, historical, and 

racialized realities of African American male students in mind. Consequently, while these 

interventions can be useful tools, they may fall short in contexts where the effects of systemic 



13 

racism, community violence and race-based trauma are central to students’ lived experiences 

(Alexander et al., 2004; Aymer, 2016; Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006). This highlights the need for 

more culturally grounded, trauma-informed leadership practices that respond specifically to the 

complex needs of African American male students with emotional disturbance in urban 

communities. 

With the responsibility of developing the whole child (Fullan, 2002; Gentilucci & Muto, 

2007) and meeting the needs of all learners, school principals are therefore integral in supporting 

and educating African American males with Emotional Disturbance. In order to strengthen  

and provide the necessary means to support this population of students and to decrease the 

overrepresentation of African American males with an Emotional Disturbance classification, 

school principals must adopt a culturally responsive approach (Horsford et al., 2011; Khalifa  

et al., 2016; Thomas, 2019; Toldson, 2008) that centers race and takes into account students’ 

experiences before and after slavery, including structural racism and oppression. This includes a 

critical understanding of both pre-enslavement identities and the enduring impacts of slavery and 

systemic racism.  

Before slavery, African societies were rich with culture, scholarship, leadership, and 

familial structures that instilled pride, identity, and collective responsibility (Diop, 1989; Hotep, 

2003). Understanding this historical context helps reframe African American male students not 

as inherently deficient or troubled, but as descendants of strong, resilient, and intelligent people. 

The institution of slavery violently disrupted those identities, severing ties to culture, language 

and self-determination (Woodson, 1933/2006). Post-slavery, African Americans endured 

generations of racial violence, segregation, economic exclusion, and educational inequities that 

continue to influence how black boys are perceived and treated in schools today (Alexander, 
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2012; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Love, 2019). Structural racism, including biased discipline 

policies, misclassification in special education, and lowered academic expectations, has roots in 

these historical injustices (Artiles, 2011; Skiba et al., 2002).  

By integrating this full understanding of historical context, from cultural origins through 

enslavement to ongoing systemic oppression, principals can more effectively adopt trauma-

informed and culturally responsive leadership practices. These practices challenge deficit-based 

narratives and affirm students’ cultural identities, promote healing, and disrupt the biases 

embedded in school systems (Gay, 2018; Hammond, 2015; Horsford, 2014). Therefore, it is this 

critical consciousness and these practices that will improve academic outcomes for this 

population, including addressing their mental health (Garo & Lawson, 2019; Gooden & Dantley, 

2012; Motley & Banks, 2018). That said, however, intervention implementation efforts that 

address the needs of trauma-exposed students in urban communities require supports for school 

leader and educator professional development in not only addressing the trauma students 

experience but also dealing with the impact that a student’s race, culture, and socioeconomic 

status have on their academic achievement (Bean, 2013; Gooden & Dantley, 2012; Gooden & 

O’Doherty, 2015; Joseph et al., 2020). 

In the 2019-2020 school year, though 25% of the total student population in New York 

City were African American, 35% of the students receiving special education services were 

African American (26% African American males and 9% African American females). 

Furthermore, more than 50% of the students diagnosed with an Emotional Disturbance disability 

were African American, of which more than 75% were African American males, a trend that 

scholars have critiqued as indicative of racialized misclassification and systemic bias in special 

education identification processes (Blanchett, 2006; Skiba et al., 2006). Moreover, the graduation 
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rate for students with disabilities is at 53% in New York City, while the graduation rate for 

students without disabilities is at 85%. African American males receiving special education 

services in New York City represent the most disparate group (nysed.gov, 2019-2020). This 

disproportionate identification has profound implications for how African American males 

experience schooling, particularly in urban communities in New York City, where these patterns 

persist despite decades of equity-focused reform efforts. 

Currently, collective trauma in the United States disproportionately affects African 

Americans as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic. African American males have specifically 

experienced higher hospitalizations, mortality rates, and mental health needs (CDC, 2020). 

Given the social-emotional and academic impact of COVID-19 on students with disabilities and 

the fragile nature of students with multiple marginalized identities such as African American 

males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, as detailed in this study, there is a lack of 

information on the effects COVID-19 has had on this population, in particular from the 

perspectives of school principals and specifically what they can do to support them. 

Despite how well-documented the issue of trauma is and its impact on African American 

males, many schools have historically failed to address trauma, including racial trauma, and its 

effects on the lives of African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. School 

principals are critical in shaping the overall school experiences African American males have 

(Brown, 2004; Craig, 2016), including developing leadership approaches that are culturally 

relevant and inclusive (Gay, 2014; Horsford et al., 2011; Khalifa et al., 2016; Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995). School principals, particularly in decentralized school systems, oftentimes have the 

capacity to—and should—confront structural biases, educational inequities, and systems of 

oppression that continue to marginalize students, particularly students with multiple 
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marginalized identities such as African American males with Emotional Disturbance who have 

experienced racially traumatizing events (Annamma et al., 2014; Banks, 2018; DeMatthews, 

2018; DeMatthews et al., 2020). Because ableism and racism are built into school structures, 

school principals can unintentionally recreate these inequities in their practices and further 

exacerbate the trauma African American males experience (Annamma et al., 2018; DeMatthews, 

2020; Evans et al., 2016).  

Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and examine school 

leadership practice and the ways in which six public school principals in New York City 

consider trauma-informed approaches in their school-wide interventions to support African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. Data collected from structured 

face-to-face interviews, a focus group, and document analysis were used to look at the means of 

intervention implementation and its effect on African American male students diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance. This study further explored the ways in which school principals can 

develop school-wide approaches that will effectively address the trauma faced by students with 

multiple marginalized identities to promote equity, specifically for African American male 

students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to explore and examine school 

leadership practice and the ways in which six public school principals in New York City 

consider trauma-informed approaches in their school-wide interventions to support African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. Grounded in the frameworks of 

culturally responsive school leadership (Khalifa et al., 2016), disability critical race theory 

(Annamma et al., 2013), African American male theory (Bush & Bush, 2013), and race-based 



17 

traumatic stress treatment (Carter, 2007), this study draws on the work of DeMatthews (2018, 

2020) and Banks (2017) in exploring how school leaders address racism, ableism, and the 

intersectionality of race, gender, and disability in the educational experiences of African 

American male students. Data collected from structured face-to-face interviews, a focus group, 

and document analysis were used to examine the means of intervention implementation and its 

impact on African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. This study 

further explored how school principals can develop inclusive, school-wide approaches that 

address the compounded trauma faced by students with multiple marginalized identities, 

particularly African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, in order to 

promote equity and educational access. 

Research Questions 

To explore how school principals implement school-wide interventions for African 

American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in New York City, the following 

questions guided this study in order to look at how school leaders consider the trauma 

experienced by these African American males in their facilitation of these practices: 

1. In what ways do urban schools designed to support students diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance consider trauma-informed approaches in their interventions 

for their African American male students? 

2. What are the school principal’s perceptions on how COVID-19, as a trauma type, has 

impacted African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 

3. How can urban school principals effectively develop school-wide approaches that 

will address trauma/racial trauma to promote equity for the school’s African 

American male students who have been diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 
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Theoretical Framework 

In this study, culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) serves as the primary 

theoretical framework guiding the analysis of trauma-informed school leadership practices for 

African American male students diagnosed with emotional disturbance. While this population’s 

experiences are deeply rooted in the intersection of race, disability, gender, and trauma, CRSL 

offers a practice-oriented lens for examining how school leaders respond to these complexities 

within school systems. 

To deepen the analysis and situate CRSL within a broader conceptual context, this study 

also draws on three interrelated theories: African American male theory (AAMT), disability 

critical race theory (DisCrit), and race-based traumatic stress theory (RBTS). These frameworks 

do not serve as standalone lenses, but rather inform and enrich the core framework of CRSL by 

providing insight into the lived experiences, systemic inequities, and psychological dimensions 

that affect African American males with emotional disturbance. 

CRSL provides the operational framework through which the principles of DisCrit, 

AAMT, and RBTS are translated into school leadership practice. It bridges theory and action, 

offering practical guidance to educational leaders seeking to build trauma-informed schools that 

are culturally affirming, inclusive, and equity-driven. CRSL calls on leaders to engage in critical 

self-reflection, implement culturally responsive curriculum, foster authentic family and 

community engagement, and advocate for marginalized students, practices that are essential to 

disrupting cycles of marginalization and trauma. 

The integration of these frameworks reflects the interdisciplinary nature of this study  

and honors the complexity of this student population. CRSL operates as the guiding frame, 
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encompassing insights from DisCrit, AAMT, and RBTS to inform leadership practices that are 

both trauma-informed and culturally sustaining.  

Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) 

 

Culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL), as conceptualized by Khalifa et al. 

(2016), provides the central framework for this study. CRSL emphasizes the critical role school 

leaders play in disrupting inequitable practices and fostering inclusive, affirming school 

environments for marginalized student populations. The framework calls for school leaders to 

engage in four key practices: critically self-reflecting on their own leadership practices, 

promoting inclusive and culturally relevant curricula, cultivating strong family and community 

engagement, and advocating for underserved student populations through the development of 

culturally responsive teachers. These leadership behaviors are especially vital for African 

American male students diagnosed with emotional disturbance, who often navigate intersecting 

systems of oppression within schools. CRSL offers an actionable leadership framework that 

aligns with the values of equity, inclusion, and healing-centered engagement, making it the 

appropriate lens through which to examine trauma-informed leadership in this study. 

Disability Critical Race Theory (DisCrit) 

Disability critical race theory (DisCrit) blends key tenets of critical race theory (CRT) 

and disability studies (DS) to examine how racism and ableism function together to marginalize 

students with intersecting identities. DisCrit challenges deficit-based views of students with 

disabilities and interrogates how educational systems produce and maintain inequalities. 

Foundational scholars such as Annamma et al. (2013) argued that the labeling of students, 

particularly Black boys, as emotionally disturbed often reflects biased disciplinary structures, not 

inherent pathology. 
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This perspective informs CRSL by emphasizing the need for school leaders to critically 

analyze institutional practices that disproportionately label and exclude students of color with 

disabilities. Through the CRSL lens, the principles of DisCrit compel leaders to challenge 

systemic biases and restructure school environments to be more inclusive and equitable for 

students with multiple marginalized identities. 

African American Male Theory (AAMT) 

African American male theory (AAMT), developed by Bush and Bush (2013), centers the 

unique lived experiences of African American males, acknowledging the impact of historical, 

cultural, and systemic forces on their identity development and academic trajectories. AAMT 

introduces constructs such as the “social imaginaries” that shape society’s perceptions of Black 

masculinity and challenge the educational systems that often misinterpret or criminalize Black 

male behaviors. 

When embedded within CRSL, AAMT equips school leaders with a deeper cultural and 

historical understanding of their students. It reinforces the importance of cultural awareness, 

affirming identity, and developing relational trust with African American male students. CRSL, 

informed by AAMT, encourages school leaders to move beyond behavior management toward 

humanizing leadership practices that affirm Black male students’ brilliance, resilience, and 

humanity. 

Race-Based Traumatic Stress Theory (RBTS) 

Race-based traumatic stress assessment and treatment (RBTS), conceptualized by Robert 

T. Carter (2007), explains how racial discrimination and microaggressions can result in trauma 

responses similar to those experienced from other forms of psychological harm. RBTS provides 
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a clinical framework for understanding how repeated exposure to racism affects the emotional 

and psychological well-being of students of color. 

This theory adds a trauma-informed dimension to CRSL, urging school leaders to 

recognize the emotional toll of racialized school environments on African American male 

students. CRSL, when interpreted through the lens of RBTS, expands to include practices that 

support racial healing and affirm students’ mental health. Leaders who apply CRSL with an 

awareness of race-based trauma are better positioned to create psychologically safe and 

culturally affirming learning environments. 

Figure 1.1 presents a visual model of the theoretical framework for this study. The Venn 

diagram illustrates the overlapping principles of DisCrit, AAMT, and RBTS within the broader 

framework of CRSL, which holds these interlocking theories together and guides the analysis of 

leadership practices in schools serving African American males with emotional disturbance. 

Research Design 

 

Research design is an important part of research because it highlights the techniques  

and methodologies that a researcher will implement to carry out the study. This research study 

followed a case study methodology that included interviewing six urban school principals, a 

focus group with school principals, and document analysis. The study design was qualitative  

and exploratory. Thus, I chose a qualitative methodology because it aims to develop an 

understanding of the human factors associated with the problem. Since the disproportionate rate 

of African American male students diagnosed with emotional disturbance is a social factor, this 

qualitative study provided me with the lived experiences and opinions directly from school 

principals.  
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Figure 1.1   

 

Theoretical Framework Guiding the Study: Culturally Responsive School Leadership  

as the Overarching Frame 

 

 
This Venn diagram illustrates the integration of Disability Critical Race Theory, African American Male Theory, 

and Race-Based Traumatic Stress Theory within the overarching framework of Culturally Responsive School 

Leadership. CRSL serves as the central analytic and operational lens, while the intersecting theories inform the 

study’s understanding of the social-emotional, racialized, and systemic experiences of African American males with 

emotional disturbance. 

 

 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 

This research study focused on public schools in New York City, specifically with 

principals in urban school communities who have served African American male students 

diagnosed with emotional disturbance in some capacity throughout their school leadership 
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career. The school-based interventions in these schools included Positive Behavior Interventions 

and Supports (PBIS), Therapeutic Crisis Intervention, Restorative Justice Practices, Counseling, 

and other supports such as Mentoring Programs. The study was delimited to this population of 

schools because these schools serve African American male students who are or have been 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. This research study looked at schools specifically 

designed to support African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in 

order to understand their practices; this unique case drives the methodology.   

Although other racial, ethnic, and gender-specific groups around the world experience 

trauma and require school-based interventions, I chose to explore the implementation of trauma-

informed practices in New York City because the African American male student population in 

the United States in special education programs, and those specifically diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance, experience schools in a different way than any other population (Bal et al., 2019; 

Banks, 2017; Bean, 2013; Brooms, 2015; Cartledge, 1999; Noguera, 2003; Scardamalia et al., 

2019). Furthermore, trauma-informed practices and findings are not meant to be a universal 

solution for all school-based intervention programs supporting African American male students 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance who have experienced trauma. Rather, this study serves 

as an opportunity for school leaders to consider additional ways to enhance their practices. 

Since data collection took place over a period of only 2 months, it constrained the ability 

to observe longitudinal trends or shifts in participants’ experiences and responses, and limited the 

study’s capacity to examine potential seasonal, programmatic, or policy-driven variations. 

Furthermore, when utilizing intervention programs to improve the academic performance of 

African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, it is common for teachers and 

school leaders primarily to have higher expectations of a student (Blitz et al., 2020; Serpell et al., 
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2009). Therefore, there could be a plausible alternative explanation for a student’s increase in 

academic performance, such as the expectations the teacher has of the student. Although there is 

a relationship between implementing certain school practices and increasing academic 

performance for African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, this does not 

suggest a causal relationship (Shreiber & Asner-Self, 2011).   

Significance of the Study 

 

This study is important because, despite how well-documented the problem of trauma is 

for African American males who have been diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, educators 

and administrators still have challenges identifying and implementing an effective school-based 

trauma intervention program for these students. This study will illuminate the key features and 

dimensions of such programs and how schools can facilitate their implementation. It will also 

enhance best practices in schools for African American males diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance who have experienced trauma and require interventions to support their educational 

outcomes. Further, it will advance the current literature on trauma-informed schools by providing 

further insights into the unique challenges of African American males who have been diagnosed 

with Emotional Disturbance and are exposed to a range of traumatic events (Aymer, 2016; Bush 

& Bush, 2013). 

By understanding that New York City is unique in how many students, particularly its 

African American male student population, suffer from complex trauma, I identified additional 

approaches needed to increase the capacity of urban school leaders, teachers, therapists, and 

counselors in New York City who are working to improve the academic achievement of African 

American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance who have experienced trauma.  
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Definition of Terms 

African American: Refers to Americans of African descent (Ghee, 1990). 

African American Male Theory (AAMT): A theory developed to analyze the lives of 

African American boys and men. This theoretical framework can be used to articulate the 

position and trajectory of African American boys and men in society by drawing on and 

accounting for pre- and post-enslavement experiences, while capturing their spiritual, 

psychological, social, and educational development and station (Bush & Bush, 2013). 

Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT): The CBT approach integrates behavioral and 

cognitive therapy to create change in a person’s behavior that is influenced by external and 

internal factors (Meichenbaum, 1977). CBT is a hybrid of behavioral strategies and cognitive 

processes, and the goal is to create behavioral and cognitive change. “Cognitive-behavioral 

therapies share three fundamental propositions: cognitive activity affects behavior, cognitive 

activity may be monitored and altered, desired behavior change may be affected through 

cognitive change” (Dobson, 1988, p. 4).  

Complex Trauma: According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN), 

Complex Trauma describes both children’s exposure to multiple traumatic events—often of an 

invasive, interpersonal nature—and the wide-ranging, long-term effects of this exposure. These 

events are severe and pervasive, such as abuse or profound neglect. They usually occur early in 

life and can disrupt many aspects of the child’s development and the formation of a sense of self. 

Since these events often occur with a caregiver, they interfere with the child’s ability to form a 

secure attachment. 

Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19): According to the World Health Organization 

(WHO), Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered 
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coronavirus. Most people infected with the COVID-19 virus experienced mild to moderate 

respiratory illness and recovered without requiring special treatment. Older people, and those 

with underlying medical problems like cardiovascular disease, diabetes, chronic respiratory 

disease, and cancer, are more likely to develop serious illness. 

Cultural Trauma: The trauma members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected  

to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks on their group consciousness, marking their 

memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways 

(Alexander et al., 2004). 

Emotional Disturbance: Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 

Emotional Disturbance is defined as a condition exhibiting one or more of the following 

characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a child’s 

educational performance: (a) an inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, 

sensory, or health factors; (b) an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal 

relationships with peers and teachers; (c) inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under 

normal circumstances; (d) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; (e) a 

tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school problems; 

and (f) Emotional Disturbance including schizophrenia. The term does not apply to children who 

are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they have an emotional disturbance under 

the IDEA (USDOE, 2021). 

Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE): Refers to the rights guaranteed by the 

IDEA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (USDOE, 2021). 
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Individualized Education Plan (IEP): A written education plan designed to meet a 

child’s learning needs. It is developed following a student’s diagnosis of a specific disability 

according to the IDEA (USDOE, 2021). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): A law that makes available a free 

appropriate public education (FAPE) to eligible children with disabilities throughout the nation 

and ensures special education and related services to those children (USDOE, 2021). 

Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS): A multi-tiered framework for 

enhancing the adoption and implementation of an evidence-based intervention continuum to 

achieve students’ academically and behaviorally important outcomes (Sugai & Simonsen, 2012).  

Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS): According to DrGruy (2017), PTSS is 

     A condition that exists when a population has experienced multigenerational  

trauma resulting from centuries of slavery and continues to experience oppression and 

institutionalized racism today. Added to this is the belief (real or imagined) that the 

benefits of the society in which they live are not accessible to them. The combination of 

these factors leads to what I have termed “Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome.” (p. 121) 

 

Race: The idea that the human species is divided into distinct groups on the basis of 

inherited physical and behavioral differences. The term race generally refers to a group of people 

who have in common some visible physical traits, such as skin color, hair texture, facial features, 

and eye formation. Such distinctive features are associated with large, geographically separated 

populations, and these continental aggregates are also designated as races, such as the “African 

race,” the “European race,” and the “Asian race” (Race, 2025; Smedley et al., 2020).  

Racial Trauma: The events of danger related to real or perceived experience of racial 

discrimination, threats of harm and injury, humiliating and shaming events, in addition to 

witnessing harm to other people of color due to real or perceived racism (APA, 2021). 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/human-being
https://www.britannica.com/science/species-taxon
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/aggregates
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Racism: Racism can be understood as a structured societal system in which he dominant 

racial group uses its power, grounded in beliefs about the inferiority of others, to classify people 

into racial categories, assign them a lower status, and limit their access to resources and 

opportunities (Williams & Mohammed, 2013). 

Restorative Practices: Restorative practices comprise a social science that studies how  

to improve and repair relationships between people and communities. The purpose is to build 

healthy communities, increase social capital, decrease crime and antisocial behavior, repair 

harm, and restore relationships. It ties together research in a variety of social science fields, 

including education, psychology, social work, criminology, sociology, organizational 

development, and leadership (Restorative practices, 2024). 

School-Based Trauma-Informed Interventions: Refers to interventions that are 

administered by adults in schools when they recognize and respond to those who have been 

impacted by trauma (NCTSN, 2021). 

School-Wide Interventions: Refer to proactive, evidence-informed strategies 

implemented across an entire school community to promote academic achievement, positive 

behavior, and emotional well-being for all students. These interventions are designed to create 

consistent expectations, supportive environments, and equitable access to resources. Examples  

of school-wide interventions include Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), 

restorative justice practices, trauma-informed care, and therapeutic crisis intervention. These 

approaches emphasize prevention, early support, and the development of a school culture that 

meets the diverse needs of all learners. 

Therapeutic: Refers to the treatment of diseases and disorders and the discovery and 

application of remedial agents or methods (APA, 2021). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_capital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_work
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Criminology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sociology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leadership
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Therapeutic Crisis Intervention (TCI): Refers to a crisis prevention and intervention 

model designed to support students in learning constructive ways to handle crisis 

(rccp.cornell.edu). 

Trauma: An emotional response to a terrible event like an accident, a rape, or a natural 

disaster. Immediately after the event, shock and denial are typical. Longer-term reactions include 

unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, strained relationships, and even physical symptoms like 

headaches or nausea (APA, 2021). 

Trauma-Informed: A trauma-informed child and family service system is one in which 

all parties involved recognize and respond to the impact of traumatic stress on those who have 

contact with the system, including children, caregivers, and service providers. Programs and 

agencies within such a system infuse and sustain trauma awareness, knowledge, and skills in 

their organizational cultures, practices, and policies. They act in collaboration with all those  

who are involved with the child, using the best available science to maximize physical and 

psychological safety, facilitate the recovery of the child and family, and support their ability to 

thrive (NCTSN, 2021). 

Trauma-Type: Refers to a range of traumatic events to which children can be exposed 

(NCTSN, 2021). 

Wraparound Services: A way or process of working with children and youth with 

serious mental health challenges and their families. During Wraparound, community-based 

services and supports “wrap around” a child or youth and family in their home, school, and 

community in order to help meet their needs (Association for Children’s Mental Health, 2021). 

While this study used the term emotional disturbance in alignment with federal language 

under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2021), it is important to 
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acknowledge the ongoing shift in terminology among states and educators. Several states, 

including New York and California, have adopted the term emotional disability to reduce the 

stigma historically associated with the phrase emotionally disturbed (Chalkbeat, 2022; K12 Dive, 

2024). Though the criteria for identification and services have not changed, this evolving 

language reflects an effort to adopt more affirming, trauma-informed perspectives (National 

Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2021). As a practitioner and scholar, I recognize the limitations 

of both terms. Emotional disturbance may imply dysfunction, while emotional disability risks 

suggesting a permanent internal deficit. This study is grounded in the belief that many behaviors 

labeled as disordered are responses to unaddressed trauma, especially in the lives of African 

American male students with multiple marginalized identities (Carter, 2007; DeMatthews et al., 

2020). Therefore, any terminology must be considered with a critical lens that accounts for 

trauma, racial context, and systemic inequities. 

Researcher’s Perspective 

 

As an African American female and urban school leader who received accommodations 

for learning challenges while attending middle and high school and who has also experienced 

trauma, it is important that I draw attention to the unique experiences of African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance who require specialized program and support them (Bush 

& Bush, 2013; Cartledge, 1999; Scardamalia et al., 2019). I believe my prior experiences as an 

educator and my continued interest in urban education leadership studies have shaped my 

interest in improving solutions that will influence the academic experiences and outcomes of 

African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance who have experienced trauma. I 

believe my experiences as an African American female who has experienced the traumatic loss 

of my brother to community violence encourages my persistence in this field.  
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Overview 

The purpose of this research study was to examine the ways in which school principals in 

urban schools in New York City design their school structures and interventions to consider the 

trauma/racial trauma African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance have 

historically experienced, and to explore how school principals can develop approaches to 

promote equity effectively for this population of students. The literature review begins with an 

introduction and overview of the concepts outlined in this study and their connections to the 

research problem. Next, I examine the role and impact of trauma in urban schools; specifically 

highlighted are how slavery and racism have historically shaped the progressive development of 

trauma and emotional challenges experienced by African American males, thereby affecting their 

social and school experiences, including their academic performance, graduation rates, and 

overall life trajectory. The focus of this discussion is African American males with Emotional 

Disturbance in schools, mental health, and trauma-informed interventions and support in urban 

schools, including race-based traumatic stress (RBTS) treatment. 

In addition, I consider the challenges and barriers to student achievement that African 

American males have faced in American urban schools as a result of their race as well as being 

in special education programs. I discuss the discrimination faced by African American males  

and the privileges afforded to other races, particularly White male and female students, followed 

by some of the factors that have contributed to underachievement for African American  

males, including the types of trauma they have faced inside and outside of school and the 

overrepresentation of African American males in special education programs. I then examine 

present research and information about interventions that are useful supports for African 
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American male student achievement. In addition, I consider how community violence, poverty, 

and racial trauma have all contributed to the traumatic experiences African American males have 

faced in schools. I then argue for how these circumstances have been the result of systemic and 

structural racism. 

Various practices that have been used in schools to support students who have been 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance are then described, including Positive Behavior 

Interventions and Supports (PBIS), different therapies, and Restorative Justice practices. I make 

a case for the necessity of culturally relevant trauma-informed practices in schools. Finally, I 

consider the role of the school leader in shaping the experiences students have in light of the 

importance of culturally responsive leadership for impacting African American male student 

achievement. Since I specifically explored the school-based intervention practices employed by 

urban schools in New York City, it was important to examine the landscape of urban education 

in New York City and consider the unique traumatic experiences African American males face  

in this context. 

Despite extensive literature on the trauma faced by African American males who are 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance and how schools have worked to develop interventions  

to support students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, the literature is limited in scope  

and analysis on how schools can develop the needed structures and supports that provide 

interventions distinctively for African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance 

who have experienced trauma (Graham et al., 2017). Researchers have only narrowly examined 

the field of education leadership and how school leaders can best support these students using 

culturally responsive trauma-informed interventions. In short, the literature review examines how 

African American male students have experienced school differently than any other population 
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and considers how this has impacted their success in school and altered their overall life 

trajectory. That said, literature is absent on culturally responsive school leadership practices for 

African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance who have experienced trauma, 

particularly in light of the role that school leaders play in shaping their school experiences and 

implementing school-based trauma-informed practices specifically for this student population. 

Although the academic achievement of African American males diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance who have experienced trauma is a national concern, this study not only 

looked at how school leaders nationally can develop school structures needed to support them 

but also which unique challenges African American male students in New York City face in 

particular. To highlight the key features of school-based interventions designed for African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in urban schools in New York 

City and how school leaders facilitate these practices, I conducted this research as a qualitative 

case study. When considering the unique experiences of African American boys diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance, it is important to recognize and study how slavery and its aftermath have 

taken shape and continue to manifest in various ways. This includes the impact racism has had 

on the African American family and the interconnectedness of its influence on American urban 

education. Despite how well-documented the problem of trauma is for African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, educators and administrators still have challenges 

identifying and implementing an effective school-based trauma intervention program.  

In reviewing the literature, I used disability critical race theory (DisCrit) to examine the 

interconnectedness between race and disability, how racism and ableism are linked to emotional 

and psychological injury, and how the reactions to race-based traumatic stress (RBTS) are 

aligned with the characteristics of Emotional Disturbance disability. Further, critical race theory 
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(CRT), Disability Studies (DS), DisCrit, African American male theory (AAMT), and RBTS are 

foregrounded to highlight how existing school leadership practices do not consider trauma/racial 

trauma efficiently in supporting African American male students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance. I combine aspects of DisCrit, AAMT, RBTS theory, and culturally responsive 

school leadership (CRSL) that incorporates an analysis of race, disability, and gender, and the 

inherent trauma students with multiple marginalized identities experience.  

Literature Review 

 

The academic achievement and school completion of African American males have  

been matters of great concern and contention for many years because they often predict future 

outcomes for these students. The residue of slavery and racism (Aymer, 2016; Graves, 2016; 

Howard, 2014; Noguera, 2003) which gave rise to other social factors has altered the trajectory 

of the African American male, impacting many areas of their lives, including their academic 

performance and school graduation rates (Milner, 2013; Noguera, 2003; Sinclair et al., 2005). 

African American males are disproportionately suspended, expelled, and placed in special 

education programs in urban school districts across the United States. Further, African American 

males in U.S. schools are twice as likely as their White peers to be identified as Emotionally 

Disturbed (USDOE, 2018).   

Of all students who are diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, African American males 

are the group of students most frequently diagnosed and placed in special education programs 

(Bal et al., 2019; Cartledge, 1999; Green, 2012; Patterson, 2005); they are at an elevated risk of 

placement in special education programs for Emotional Disturbance. The disproportionate 

placement of African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in special 

education programs has a direct correlation with their academic achievement (Bal et al., 2019) 
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and, therefore, require schools to provide appropriate and successful interventions. Oftentimes, 

the academic achievement and path to graduation for African American males diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance are contingent on the leadership skills and cultural competence of school 

leaders and the structures that are established and maintained in school districts and schools 

(DeMatthew et al., 2020; Hernandez et al., 2008; Khalifa, 2013; Serpell et al., 2009). All across 

the United States and in the city of New York in particular, there is a growing concern that 

African American male students in special education programs are not receiving the intervention 

supports they need to succeed in school (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Vincent et al., 2011; Wright, 

2017). Though schools continue to improve their practices, the academic achievement and 

graduation rates for African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance continue  

to be impacted by community issues, inadequate school leadership practices, and lack of 

appropriate structures and programs needed to support them.  

In trauma-informed schools, school personnel utilize evidence-based trauma 

interventions as well as culturally responsive trauma-informed interventions. However, seldom 

do these interventions take into account the unique experiences of African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance (Knight, 2019; Williams & Lisbon, 2021). Achievement 

data on African American males in urban schools who are diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance provides evidence that suggests African American males experience schools in a 

different way from any other population (Bean, 2013; Brooms, 2015; Noguera, 2003). Not  

only are they overrepresented in special education programs, but they are impacted by poor 

academic achievement levels, low graduation rates, and high incarceration rates. 

Although structural inequalities limit access to resources and opportunities for many 

groups of people, the individual group that has been most affected in schools consists of African 
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American males (Bush & Bush, 2013; Howard, 2008; Miller-Dyce, 2015). Even more, for 

African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, the trauma they have 

experienced often goes unaddressed. Therefore, the experiences of many African American 

males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance require a laser-type focus and analysis solely on 

them to seek viable interventions and solutions (Fallon et al., 2012; Graham et al., 2017; Graves 

et al., 2016; Howard, 2014). 

Understanding the Role and Impact of Trauma in Urban Schools 

Multiple factors have contributed to how trauma is manifested in urban schools. To 

recognize the impact schooling has had on African American males and why they are the  

group whose academic achievement has been most affected in U.S. schools, it is important to 

understand how African American males have been historically marginalized inside and outside 

of schools in the United States. Further, the residual effect of slavery and racism has produced 

many social issues that directly and negatively affect this population (Howard, 2014). This is 

manifested in their behaviors which are often correlated with the traumatic events they have 

experienced (Aymer, 2016).   

White Supremacist Ideology and Its Impact on African American Males in Schools. 

White Supremacist ideology is based on the ideas and beliefs that purport the White race 

as superior to other races. White Supremacy is a worldwide domination system affecting African 

Americans both within America and throughout the diaspora (Aymer, 2016). White Supremacist 

ideology is manifested in urban schools through established policies and structures that drive and 

maintain racial inequities. These structures and policies continue to overrepresent the values, 

histories, accomplishments, and views of the White race, while very minimal attention is given 

to African and African American culture, people, and their contributions (Brooms, 2015;  
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Kohli et al., 2017). White Supremacist ideology influences racial injustices in urban 

communities and how discriminatory practices and policies in urban schools are executed  

(Bell, 1980; Johnson et al., 2014); it also has a considerable impact on African American male 

students and their vulnerability to behavioral and emotional instability. 

White Supremacy, which fuels structural racism, is widely manifested in school systems 

that preserve racial disparities in school structures such as school funding, curriculum, and 

school personnel choices, as well as how students relate to those choices and which exclusionary 

practices are used in urban schools. Repeated suspensions and expulsions, disproportionate 

placement of African American males in special education, and lack of culturally relevant 

practices in schools often convince African American male students that school is not a place  

for them; ultimately, this leads to increased school dropout rates among this population, with  

a disproportionate number of African American male students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance leaving school (Cartledge, 1999; Green, 2012). Therefore, circumstances owing to 

structures arising from White Supremacist ideologies in urban schools minimize the chances of 

African American males’ academic prosperity and graduation; instead, they advance social 

issues such as poverty, crime, and the school-to-prison pipeline (Darensbourg et al., 2010). The 

school-to-prison pipeline not only blocks the academic success of African American males but 

also instills a sense of fear and uncertainty that has a tremendous impact on their emotional well-

being (Avelling, 2007). Since White Supremacy significantly impacts African American male 

students in urban schools from several perspectives, school principals must, in such cases, 

engage instructional and school-wide practices that facilitate and support being a change catalyst 

for equity (Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006).  
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The African American Male Student Experience 

African American males in America have faced significant academic disparities and 

inequities in schools. Although African American males only comprise 12% of the U.S. 

population (USDOE, 2018), they make up 56% of suspensions and 62% of special education 

programs, compared to 23% and 18%, respectively, for White male students, despite comprising 

52% of the U.S. population (USDOE, 2021). Academic proficiency scores for African American 

males continue to fall behind those of their White, Latino, and Asian male counterparts. In fact, 

African American males are the group most likely to be retained during their K-8 education  

(Aud et al., 2010).   

Although we live in a patriarchal society, African American males do not benefit from 

the same privileges White males are allowed socially, politically, and economically because they 

are racialized minorities. In fact, the experiences that African American males face are largely 

linked to historical, community, and social factors that exist and pose a number of challenges 

even prior to them entering school (Wilson, 2008). Further, several factors impact the African 

American male student experience: African American males are more likely to live in 

neighborhoods that are crime-ridden, become victims of homicide, become incarcerated, and are 

vulnerable to many of the challenges faced by African Americans on the whole in low-income 

urban communities (Howard, 2008; Milner, 2013; Truman & Rand, 2010). Some of these 

challenges include the likelihood of being born into poverty, less access to adequate healthcare, 

and the absence of higher education for their parents, compared with White, Asian, and Latino 

children.   

Additionally, African American males are often labeled “at-risk” and “uneducable.” 

These labels are contributing factors for the low representation of African American males in 
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gifted and talented education programs and the high representation of African American males in 

special education (Bean, 2013). These labels are often the result of structural racism in which the 

attitudes of school staff toward African American males are negative and racially biased. When 

this happens, African American males often become disengaged and resistant (Brooms, 2015). 

The manifestation of racism, both overt and subtle, has been a part of U.S. schools since 

the inception of the U.S. educational system. Given that race has been undertheorized (Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995), African American males experience schooling negatively as a result of 

embedded practices, norms, and ideologies stemming from slavery and its remnants (Howard, 

2013). African American boys are viewed as less innocent than White boys. In schools, this  

is manifested when African American boys suffer from harsh discipline policies and are 

disproportionately suspended and expelled from schools and placed in special education. A 

research study conducted found that Black boys can be seen as responsible for their actions at an 

age when White boys still benefit from the assumption that children are essentially innocent 

(Goff et al., 2014).  

African American Males in U.S. Schools: Historical Landscape 

 

In many cases, African Americans are more likely than other racial groups to be victims 

of racism, discrimination, and exclusion from mainstream opportunities. Historically, African 

American male identity and masculinity have largely been distorted and treated as one-

dimensional, in which African American males play certain gender roles—as the key provider in 

the family, the one who disciplines the children in the home, and as a man absent of emotions 

(Howard & Gay, 2010). This construction is largely preserved in African American culture and 

is a by-product of White patriarchy, which has defined what it means to be a male in very 

limiting ways (hooks, 2004). How does this manifest in classroom spaces and schools?  
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Watts and Erevelles (2004) suggested that historically, U.S. schools have used oppressive 

systems and beliefs associated with race, class, gender, and ability to rationalize social constructs 

that exist in schools. Some of these ideologies illustrate African American students, particularly 

males, as defiant and resistant, which erroneously centers the problem on the student rather  

than on the system. Further, African American males continue to experience segregation and 

discrimination through school sorting practices and discipline (Howard, 2014). Howard (2008) 

contended that the coupling of being both African American and male has historically been met 

with numerous challenges in U.S. schools. The disproportionality in educational outcomes, 

unemployment, and incarceration rates among African American males indicates that when 

maleness and Blackness are combined, prejudice and discrimination for this group increase in 

ways that they do not for any other group of people (Horner et al., 2017). As privileges are 

afforded to White males that are not provided to African American males, it is important to 

consider the impact this has historically had on educational outcomes for African American 

males. 

The legacy of slavery, racism, and discrimination against the African American 

population has impacted the African American male tremendously. Further, race, racism, racial 

microaggressions, segregation, Jim Crow laws, Anti-Literacy Laws, and Case Law, namely 

Plessy v. Ferguson and Brown v. Board of Education, have all impacted the experience and 

academic achievement of African American males. Although racial progress through integration 

is often celebrated by many, Judge Robert L. Carter (1968), who presented part of the argument 

in Brown v. Board of Education, expressed that there is a persistence of racism in U.S. K-12 

institutions that continues to be racially isolated and inferior (Bell, 1980): “Few in the country, 

black or white, understood in 1954 that racial segregation was merely a symptom, not the 
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disease; that the real sickness is that our society in all its manifestations is geared to the 

maintenance of white superiority” (p. 247). 

“New racism,” a more covert and hidden racism than that of the past, exists in schools 

and continues to perpetuate the inequalities African American males face (Kohli et al., 2017). 

Although class and gender intersect race, they do not explain the high rates of dropout, 

suspensions, and expulsions among African American males (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995)  

that we continue to see with “new racist” ideologies.   

Still, it is important to emphasize the impact White racism has had on the mental health 

of African American males. When African American males are consistently met with racist  

and discriminatory acts, whether overt or covert, and repress those feelings, this may be 

psychologically damaging and cause mental health problems and behaviors (Carten, 2015). No 

one likes to talk about slavery, but for many African American males, thoughts of slavery evoke 

feelings of shame and anger. When anger is internalized and becomes a part of the subconscious, 

the unresolved pain manifests in mental health issues, such as PTSD, clinical depression, and 

other psychiatric disorders. African American males begin to feel physically and mentally 

trapped (Brown & Donnor, 2011), which ultimately impacts student learning outcomes. For 

African American males to become academically successful, resiliency and self-determination 

must be taught to develop a sense of agency and change. 

African American Males and Academic Achievement 

An examination of the educational outcomes for African American males in U.S. K-12 

schools has been centered around their persistent underachievement and possible interventions 

that can improve their academic achievement and overall trajectory toward success in life 

(Howard, 2014). The NCES (2020) has revealed that African American males experience 
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education differently than any other group. For example, African American males consistently 

underperform academically than any other group of students. Statistics revealed that many 

African American males do not reach grade-level proficiency in major subject areas such as 

reading, math, science, and history. In addition, less than 25% of African American males 

perform at or above grade level in those same subject areas. Further, less than 5% of African 

American males perform at advanced levels and are therefore not eligible for gifted and talented 

programs or advanced placement classes (USDOE, NCES, 2021). 

In 2015, the Schott Foundation for Public Education revealed that African American 

males remain at the bottom of 4-year high school graduation rates, with a national average 

graduation rate of 59%. Urban school districts have the lowest graduation rates in the United 

States, with large gaps existing between African American male and White male graduation 

rates. Out-of-school suspension, expulsion, reading and math proficiency, and higher educational 

attainment continue to remain challenges for African American males, as they represent the 

population that undergoes the greatest disparity. 

The cumulative consequences of underachievement are the most severe for African 

American male students, and consistent academic underachievement has created perpetual 

negative outcomes for them. Though academic achievement continues to present a challenge for 

African American males in K-12 schools, social-emotional challenges persist as well (West  

et al., 2014). Although African American males make up 8% of the K-12 student population, 

they represent a disproportionate number of students who are suspended and expelled from 

schools in special education, alternative schools, and remedial classes (USDOE, 2019). This 

overrepresentation has implications for African American males in schools and is directly 

correlated to their quality of life (Khanna & Kendall, 2009). Many African American males  
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who perform poorly in school ultimately drop out (Noguera, 2003) and become subsequently 

involved in the criminal justice system. African American males outnumber all other ethnic 

groups of the prison population and have a rate of incarceration that is five times higher than that 

of White males (Howard, 2014). Embedded within these challenges facing African American 

males is the element of race, which still remains one of the most contentious in our society 

(Howard, 2014). 

Race, and all of its manifestations in the American educational system, has continued to 

be a central component in impacting the academic achievement of African American males 

(Bush & Bush, 2013). Therefore, it is important to recognize race and racism as significant in the 

overall experience African American males continue to have in schools. The framing of the 

achievement gap, Ladson-Billings (2006) argued, serves as a diversion from the racism that 

persists in U.S. schools and the education debt that is owed to students of color. The structural 

racism present in U.S. schools is often not directly addressed as a root cause for the disparities 

that exist. Instead, numerous social justice, diversity, and equity movements mask inequities that 

are established through high-stakes standardized testing policies, school choice policies, and 

colorblind racism which substantiate racism (Kohli et al., 2017). Furthermore, the criminalizing 

and deficit perceptions of African American male students held by educators and policymakers 

create challenges for academic achievement by African American males. 

Failure to engage in conversations about race will continue to marginalize this group and 

perpetuate the inequities that pervade schools in America. The trauma that African American 

males face through these policies that affirm White privilege and continue to marginalize them 

further exacerbates these inequities (Kohli et al., 2017). Therefore, examining the historical 
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legacy of race and racism is crucial to determining solutions that will cultivate academic 

improvements for African American males (Brooms, 2015).  

African American Males with Emotional Disturbance in Urban Schools 
 

Racial disparities in behavioral outcomes for African American male students have a long 

history in U.S. schools (Aymer, 2016; Bal et al., 2019; Banks, 2017; Brown, 2011; Bush & Bush, 

2013; Darensbourg et al., 2010; Howard, 2008, 2014; Noguera, 2003; Patterson, 2005; Ross, 

2016). These disparities persist today among African American males who are disproportionately 

suspended, expelled, and placed in special education programs in urban school districts across 

the United States. African American males are at an elevated risk of placement in special 

education programs specifically for Emotional Disturbance. Of all students who are diagnosed 

with Emotional Disturbance, African American males are the group of students most frequently 

diagnosed and placed in special education programs (Bal et al., 2019; Banks, 2017; Cartledge, 

1999; Green, 2012; Hughes & Banks, 2013; Patterson, 2005; Sullivan, 2015). African American 

males are twice as likely as their White peers to be identified as Emotionally Disturbed (Green, 

2012; Ross, 2016; USDOE, 2014). This disproportionate placement of African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in special education programs has a direct correlation 

with their academic achievement (Bal et al., 2019; Green, 2012) and, therefore, requires schools 

to provide appropriate and successful interventions. 

Further, of all the students in urban public schools with or without disabilities, students 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance and placed in special education programs have the  

lowest outcomes in terms of academic achievement, dropout rates, and placement in the criminal 

justice system (Noguera, 2003; Ross, 2016). This disproportionality is a result of experiential 

differences as well as referral and assessment practices relative to culture, family conditions, and 
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bias. Research has indicated that culturally responsive pedagogy free from gender and ethnic 

biases should be employed (Ross, 2016; Williams & Lisbon, 2021). 

In their 3-year ethnographic study, researchers Hart et al. (2010) looked at the special 

education referral and placement process in a large, culturally diverse urban school district and 

found that the quality of instruction was a factor in the behavior and academic performance of 

African American male students. Furthermore, the study found that bias was present in the 

referral, evaluation, and diagnosis of African American males diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance. The researchers contended that African American males continue to be 

overrepresented with a classification of Emotional Disturbance. Still, placement in special 

education programs for African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance 

not only has negative effects on their academic achievement, but also impacts their life outcomes 

(Bal et al., 2019; Green, 2012; Scardamalia et al., 2019).  

Still, many African American males who are diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in 

U.S. schools, including students with other high-incidence disabilities, experience problem 

situations in schools (Sullivan et al., 2015). For example, students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance identify peer influence, bullying, student-teacher relationships, and academic 

challenges resulting from poverty, abuse, and community violence (Sullivan et al., 2015; 

Williams & Lisbon, 2021). Furthermore, there has been an elevated risk of suicide among 

African American boys (DeVylder et al., 2019). Between 1991 and 2017, suicide attempts 

among African American adolescents increased by 73%, while attempts among White youth 

decreased (Bridge et al., 2018). According to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), as 

of 2018, suicide was the second leading cause of death among African American youth ages  

10-14 and the third leading cause of death among African American adolescents ages 15-19. 
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Psychologists have identified trauma, depression, and anxiety stemming from exposure to 

violence, racial discrimination, and poverty as some of the precursors for suicidal thoughts, 

attempts, and deaths resulting from suicide. These problem situations may be directly related to 

students’ emotional well-being and, therefore, have implications for school-based interventions 

aimed at reducing the risk for emotional and behavioral challenges within the school context.  

In her study, Banks (2017) looked at the inequities that exist in special education 

programs from the perspective of the African American male student. This qualitative study 

investigated the educational experiences of African American male students who were labeled 

with learning disabilities and diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. The African American 

males in this study were college students who provided interpretative recollections of their K-12 

educational experience. Students recalled their dislike for segregated self-contained classrooms 

and their satisfaction in being taught by skillful teachers, which helped to minimize the 

consequences of the disability label. Furthermore, the study revealed that dominant narratives, 

primarily made by school professionals, mischaracterized African American males as students 

with behavioral difficulties without considering the racial and social factors that influenced their 

behavior in schools. Some of these social factors include chronic and cumulative stress, 

victimization, structural violence, and abuse, which often initiate the trauma they experience and 

exacerbate it (Alim et al., 2006; Evans et al., 2016; Wright, 2017). 

African American Males and Mental Health 

 

African American males face many challenges that significantly impact their mental 

health and overall development. Therapists who work with and employ interventions for African 

American males in schools must consider the unique experiences they face. The historical 

oppression, violence, and dehumanization of African Americans have evolved into contemporary 
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racism characterized by various forms of racial inequalities that impact the African American 

male psyche (Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010; Noguera, 2003; Ross, 2016). Therefore, mental 

health interventions must be thoughtful and based on an understanding of the historical, social, 

and cultural backgrounds of African American males (Motley & Banks, 2018; Ross, 2016). Urie 

Bronfenbrenner (2004) highlighted the importance of environmental and societal influences on 

psychological development. Toldson (2008) further asserted that the psychological development 

of African American males is intricate in that ecological factors influence who they are; 

however, this has been overlooked by many mental health professionals.  

Slavery and the effects of racism and discrimination impact the psychosocial 

development of African American males and, therefore, necessitate that school personnel 

consider these concerns in their implementation of interventions such as counseling, trauma-

informed approaches, and counseling-behavioral therapy (Evans et al., 2016; Ross, 2016). 

Furthermore, treatment and interventions for African American males should not only consider 

the effects of racism on the mental health of this unique population but must also incorporate  

an approach that is culturally responsive, reflecting aspects of African heritage and cognitive 

styles, because all African American males have, to some extent, been traumatized by persistent 

racism and discrimination (Darensbourg et al., 2010; Evans et al., 2016; Ross, 2016). Racial 

discrimination, for example, has caused many African American males to engage in emotional 

and cultural identity suppression and internalize negative stereotypes regarding their own 

manhood and masculinity development. These socially constructed systems of discrimination 

and oppression, therefore, have had a significant impact on the mental health of African 

American males (Alim et al., 2006; Motley & Banks, 2018). Other social ills that have created 

and maintained trauma in the African American community, such as physical and sexual abuse, 
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community violence, poverty, and homelessness, have influenced the development and 

maintenance of mental illness for African American males (Motley & Banks, 2018; Ross, 2016).  

Racial oppression has been identified as a form of interpersonal violence that can 

potentially dismantle the spirit, puncture the psyche, and scar the soul (Hardy, 2013). 

Consequently, racism has a significant relationship to African American male students’ poor 

mental health conditions, such as trauma disorders, depression, and stress rising from the impact 

of structural and institutional racism in society and being further intensified in urban schools. 

However, past research has not extensively examined the effects of racism that contribute to 

trauma and how that manifests in the behaviors in schools exhibited by African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. Trauma is a prevalent issue affecting the mental health 

of African American males in urban schools; urban schools in particular deal with a population 

of African American male students who are challenging to reach and teach (Hardy, 2013). 

Usually, the challenge is not in the resistance, as a majority of the people may think, but rather in 

the failure to appreciate how race is connected to the suffering of African American males in 

urban schools (Williams & Lisbon, 2021).  

The major contributor to racism and its presumed impact on the mental health of its 

victims is the lack of a clear understanding of the psychological, emotional, and partly physical 

impacts it has on the targets (Carter, 2007). African American males are the most impacted by 

traumatic events based on race that contribute to emotional and psychological injury (Mental 

Health America, n.d.). Mental health professionals have found that racial discrimination, trauma, 

and life event stress have an impact on mental health (Carter, 2007). Apart from the trauma of 

racial discrimination, most African American males are raised in impoverished environments 

stricken with violence and drug abuse (Alim et al., 2006). Often, most African American males 
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will have an incarcerated parent or sibling (Brooms, 2015; Compas et al., 2010). Such incidents 

are traumatic and profile African American males in urban schools as criminals, thus translating 

to poor mental health. The mental burdens stemming from the socioeconomic backgrounds of 

African Americans males that result in high cases of trauma are significantly overlooked or 

unrecognized by educators and school leaders. Thus, the urban school environment can become  

a racially hostile place for African American male students. Research has asserted that trauma 

exposure is prevalent for people of color living in stressful environments (Alim et al., 2006).  

The exposure to trauma then results in other mental health issues such as depression and PTSD 

(Alim et al., 2006). Therefore, schools must invest in mental health support systems and develop 

interventions to support African American males in coping with trauma. 

Studies examining trauma exposure among African American males have shown that 

approximately 62% have directly experienced a traumatic event in their lifetime, 72% have 

witnessed a traumatic event, and 59% have learned of a traumatic event involving a friend or 

family member (CDC, 2016; Kilpatrick et al., 2013; Motley & Banks, 2018; SAMHSA, 2014). 

Furthermore, homicide rates for African American males occur 26.8 times per 100,000, 

compared to 2.7 times per 100,000 for their White counterparts, and they are three times more 

likely than White men to be victims of injury by firearm (CDC, 2016). 

According to Villines (2020), approximately 20% of African Americans experience high 

rates of anxiety due to trauma and racism. As Williams et al. (2012) noted, 20% of African 

American males suffer from hyperactivity disorder and conduct disorder, compared to 7% of 

White men. A total of 33% of African Americans have schizophrenia, and about 1.6% have an 

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) (Mental Health America, n.d.). Studies indicated that 

more African American males die of suicide than any other racial group, and that number has 
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quadrupled in the last two decades (Graham et al., 2017; Mental Health America, n.d.; Milner, 

2017; Motley & Bank, 2018). In 2018, the number of African American males who committed 

suicide was four times the number of African American women; in the following year, for 

African American males between 15 to 24, suicide was the second leading cause of death 

(Mental Health America, n.d.). About 2.5% of African American males in 2018 reported severe 

psychological distress, while deaths due to suicide were 12.2%, compared to 0.4% of the non-

Hispanic White population. The rate of African American males between 15 to 24 who died due 

to suicide in 2018 was 17.3%, while 10.2% of African American male students in Grades 9-12 

had suicide ideations (Mental Health America, n.d.). These numbers have intensified since the 

outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic (Yancy, 2020).  

In a study conducted by Czeisler et al. (2020), over 40.9% of children developed 

depression and anxiety, while 30.9% developed stress-related trauma as a result of the pandemic. 

Also from the survey, 13.3% of African American students began abusing substances, and 10.7% 

developed suicide ideations. In another study, Jones et al. (2021) focused on how COVID-19  

has affected African American students receiving special education services. Jones et al. found 

that COVID-19 worsened the living conditions of these students and increased their trauma; 

moreover, remote learning only disengaged these students from learning, causing them to fall 

behind academically and further isolating them from progressing with their peers (Yancy, 2020). 

This further exclusion, disengagement, and increased trauma compound the marginalization 

many students with disabilities experience. 

Racial discrimination, unfavorable policies and practices, and the social factors that stem 

from structural and institutional racism significantly influence the onset of mental health issues 

among African American males. Thus, high academic achievement and school completion 
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become a challenge for this population of students. Notably, racism is known to be a stressor that 

can injure or harm an individual. However, past research has not discussed the direct effects of 

racism as a stressor. The notion is not recognized in psychiatric or psychological diagnostic 

systems (Carter, 2007). Therefore, there is a need for mental health support systems in urban 

schools to develop approaches to treat African American males who have experienced stressors 

stemming from racism.  

It is important that school personnel approach interventions by considering the values  

and beliefs of African American males. Researchers Evans et al. (2016) asserted that African 

American males in educational contexts need counselors and other school professionals to 

demonstrate a great deal of empathy in order to meet their educational and emotional needs. 

They further stated that while having high expectations and focusing on academic achievement 

are essential, it is imperative to develop African American males’ social-emotional aptitude. This 

empathy must involve having authentic, positive relationships with African American male 

students because this is the source from which they thrive (Ross, 2016). Furthermore, showing 

that one is interested in these students’ success, values their perspectives, and validates their 

experiences contribute to their positive mental health (Motley & Banks, 2018). 

Race-Based Traumatic Stress  

Race-based traumatic stress (RBTS) refers to the emotional and psychological distress 

resulting from incidents related to ethnic discrimination, racial bias, and racism (Carter & 

Pieterse, 2020). RBTS among African American males in urban schools is connected to  

the traumatic experiences this population has experienced that involve racial injustice, 

discrimination, and bias (Carten, 2015; Evans et al., 2016). Besides being in a state of poverty, 

African American students’ social backgrounds are characterized by racial injustice, such as 
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unarmed African American male shootings, arrests for no rational reasons, and other forms  

of abuse by police power (Jones-Brown, 2000; Brown, 2019). Such encounters of racial 

discrimination, hostility, and harassment inflict psychological injury on African American males 

in schools, affecting their academic performance and graduation rates, and can undoubtedly 

impact their behavior in school, thereby leading to special education referrals (Conroy, 2013; 

Patterson, 2005) and subsequent diagnosis of an Emotional Disturbance disability (Green,  

2012; Williams & Lisbon, 2021). Moreover, African American males who experience fellow 

schoolmates of the same race facing extreme disciplinary action that involves the police and 

possible imprisonment could result in RBTS (Alim et al., 2006). Consequently, stress is an 

integral component of the Race-Based Traumatic Injury Model.  

Studies on race-related stress and discrimination were cultivated on the foundation of life 

events and stress research, and similar measurement strategies and methods have been utilized to 

examine both elements (Carter, 2007). However, researchers who have taken an interest in the 

psychological and health effects of stress have not focused on racism or the effects of racism on 

health-related issues (Carten, 2015; Carter, 2007). In other studies, several dimensions of 

stressors were found to elevate stress production (Carter, 2007). For example, an increase in 

stress can be attributable to an adverse, uncontrollable, ambiguous, and unpredictable event. 

Therefore, African American males who interpret their encounters as immensely uncontrollable 

and harmful may exhibit signs and symptoms of stress. Such encounters that contribute to 

African American male students portraying RBTS translate into educators’ biased perceptions of 

African American males as disabled. The plight of the African American male population in 

urban schools revolves around educators, principals, and institutions lacking adequate knowledge 
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of how racism influences the conditions with which African American male students are often 

confronted (Darensbourg et al., 2010; Gooden, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

Coping with RBTS in school and social environments where racial encounters are likely 

to trigger stress is challenging for African American males in urban schools. In addition, 

discussing encounters and the impact of RBTS with educators and counselors in mental health 

support systems is also a challenge for African American males in urban schools (Charney, 

2006). Mental health diagnostic categories and mental health assessments offer no guidance in 

recognizing and assessing race-based encounters as the causes of psychological and emotional 

harm (Carter, 2007). Victims are often unable to delineate and describe the encounter and instead 

only name it as discrimination or racism. According to Carter (2007), in classifying RBTS 

Injury, victims cannot explain the psychological and emotional impact racial encounters have 

caused them; rather, they just describe the anger they experience or their feelings of being upset. 

Therefore, examining and discussing RBTS with mental health professionals in schools are 

necessary in identifying approaches to recognize, assess, and treat RBTS. To confront the 

various forms of systemic, covert, unconscious racism and promote healing in urban schools, 

therapists can also offer trauma-informed therapeutic counseling based on an adequate 

understanding of the feelings and encounters of the victims (Howell et al., 2019; Ross, 2016; 

Serpell et al., 2009). Principals and educators can advocate for an environment that 

accommodates the cultural needs of African American males diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance. 

Trauma-Informed Interventions and Support in Urban Schools 

 

Trauma is a response to a deeply distressing or disturbing event that overwhelms an 

individual’s ability to cope, causes feelings of helplessness, and diminishes a sense of self and 
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the ability to feel the full range of emotions and experiences (Aymer, 2016). Instead of asking 

the question “What is wrong with them?” we have to ask the trauma-informed question, “What 

has happened to them?” Racism and racial oppression are traumatic forms of violence (Hardy, 

2013) that impact Black males and can cause significant psychological damage. When African 

American males lack the ability and opportunity to express and describe these experiences, their 

condition worsens. Often, the source of the damage is camouflaged by disengagement and 

acting-out behaviors, and conversations about race are often dismissed. 

All across the United States, students are attending school having experienced a great 

deal of trauma (Smith & Patton, 2016). Much of this trauma is greatly impacting their ability  

to focus and engage productively in learning, thus significantly impacting their academic 

achievement (Graham et al., 2017). Many schools are beginning to recognize the impact trauma 

has in a student’s life and are, therefore, implementing some trauma-informed practices to 

address students’ needs. When schools are able to provide students with both the academic and 

social-emotional supports they need, they are better equipped to move students toward better 

academic outcomes (Phifer & Hull, 2016). However, intervention implementation efforts that 

address the needs of trauma-exposed students in urban communities require supports for 

educator professional development in not only addressing the trauma students experience but 

also dealing with the impact that a student’s race, culture, and socioeconomic status have on their 

academic achievement (Bean, 2013). 

Trauma-informed practices in schools reflect a national movement in which schools are 

working to create responsive educational environments that address the needs of students 

exposed to trauma. Many states, including the state of New York, have implemented trauma-

informed practices in small clusters of schools. This movement has been strengthened through 
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federal legislation, as evidenced in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA), now Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (Pub. L. 114-95), which 

outlines and makes provisions for trauma-informed approaches in schools (Overstreet & 

Chafouleas, 2016). 

African American males in urban communities are at a greater and disproportionate risk 

for exposure to violence and trauma (Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010). Trauma experienced by 

African American males that is situated in contexts of exposure to violence has an impact on 

their mental health and well-being and can influence many areas of their lives, including their 

academic achievement. Although many African American males who experience trauma are 

provided with interventions and supports in schools, oftentimes these interventions are 

exacerbated through school-induced trauma (Graham et al., 2017). This happens when students 

feel traumatized and disconnected from the learning process (Noguera, 2003). Since African 

American males are disproportionately suspended and expelled from schools, they are at risk. 

Howard (2014) asserted the need to create healing spaces in urban schools in which African 

American males have the ability to experience the agency needed for their overall academic 

success (Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010). 

Race-Based Traumatic Stress Treatment 

Traumatic stress arising from race-based encounters can have damaging impacts on the 

victims. Psychiatrists and psychologists must have the utmost knowledge and expertise when 

treating African American male student victims of RBTS. Specifically, in the urban school 

environment, mental health practitioners should utilize mental health support systems that attend 

to students with a great deal of care (Evans et al., 2016); recognition of both the professional and 

the victim must be present before an assessment is accurate (Carter, 2007; Evans et al., 2016). 
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Self-identifying the specific impact of racism on an individual is challenging, and past studies 

have not covered the concern. Therefore, targets cannot tell the exact effects but can only 

classify the incident as racism and express their feelings (Carter, 2007). 

Most African American male students could also have suffered silently for a long time. 

Thus, accurate recognition and assessment of psychological injury from RBTS is imperative in 

seeking relief and remedying the psychological and emotional pain (Carter, 2007) that most 

African American male students could have suffered in silence. It could also be close to 

impossible to shield African American male students entirely from exposure to racial injustice 

and traumatizing conditions in school and at home (Garo & Lawson, 2019; Hardy, 2013). Yet,  

it is essential that steps necessary to heal the wounds related to RBTS be incorporated into 

treatment protocols. The approach involves engaging effective strategies that include gradual 

acknowledgment and restoration of strength and purpose. 

According to Hardy (2013), eight essential steps are involved in healing the wounds of 

racial trauma. The first step is to include affirmation and acknowledgment. The professional 

must first demonstrate a general understanding that race is a core societal organizing principle. 

Through affirmation and acknowledgment, race-based conversations can then begin. The second 

step is to create a safe space in which to talk about race and racism. The professional must 

develop a sense of curiosity and openness where conversations regarding race may be discussed 

(Hardy, 2013). Step three involves racial storytelling where African American male students can 

openly share individual racial experiences to develop the ability to think critically about growing 

up as an African American male in a racially defined society. The fourth step is validation. 

Validation should be used as a tool to counteract an assaulted sense of oneself and devaluation 

among African American male students. Unlike affirmation and acknowledgment, validation 
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would apply as a more personal and specific aspect (Hardy, 2013). The fifth step is naming. For 

African American students in urban schools, identifying a common name for what is transpiring 

is essential to avoid deepening the self-denigration and self-doubt cycle. The idea is to identify 

titles for race-based experiences. By naming “the hidden wounds” related to racial oppression 

that results in trauma among African American males in urban schools, the targets can always 

remember and understand how the issue has impacted their lives. Step six incorporates 

externalizing devaluation as a means of helping African Americans understand the importance of 

respect. The idea is to enhance the thirst for respect and help African American male students 

understand that racial assaults do not lessen who they are. Step seven is about counteracting 

devaluation, which focuses on equipping African American male students with resources to 

shield themselves from future assaults to the sense of oneself and dignity. Step eight involves 

rechanneling rage (Hardy, 2013). This step endeavors to help African American male students to 

avoid accumulating anger and differentiate between voicelessness and rage because accumulated 

emotions may be destructive, all-consuming, and displaced to an individual or others. 

African American Male Students with Traumatic Experiences in Urban Schools 

 

This review of the literature indicates that socially constructed systems of slavery and 

racial oppression have shaped the educational challenges African American males face, thus 

affecting their achievement in schools (Bush & Bush, 2013). The consequences of these  

systems have resulted in social issues, which Milner (2013) asserted influences the academic 

achievement of African American males. Milner found a correlation between race and poverty, 

highlighting how systems of oppression, racism, and discrimination are ingrained in school 

policies and practices; race is therefore a significant cause for how students experience 

education.   
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The impact of slavery was a significant traumatic experience for African Americans 

which carried through successive generations, and it provides an explanation of current anxiety-

related conditions and maladaptive behaviors found in African American males (Halloran, 2019). 

Alexander et al. (2004) also defined as trauma that impacts one’s culture (cultural trauma), a 

state that occurs when a people’s cultural worldview has been destabilized to the point where it 

does not effectively function to provide a buffer against basic anxiety and uncertainty. Post-

traumatic slave syndrome (PTSS) (DeGruy, 2017), a mental health condition that exists as a 

consequence of the multigenerational oppression of Africans and their descendants resulting 

from centuries of chattel slavery, leads to trauma found in African American families generation 

after generation. The trauma of slavery and its effects have been carried by many African 

Americans and manifest in contemporary social and psychological issues. 

The overrepresentation of African American males experiencing disciplinary practices 

that exclude them from traditional schooling is vastly different when compared to students of 

other races. School-wide initiatives that include school-based mental health professionals in 

assisting schools to decrease African American males’ exposure to exclusionary discipline 

practices (Darensbourg et al., 2010) can serve as a supportive mechanism for African American 

males with traumatic experiences. 

African American Male Theory 

African American male theory (AAMT) articulates the current state and trajectory of the 

African American male experience before and after slavery, while capturing their psychological, 

spiritual, educational, and social development and station. The theory involves six central tenets. 

The first tenet states that an ecological systems approach is the best way to analyze the collective 

and individual behaviors, events, outcomes, phenomenon, trajectory, and experiences of African 
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American boys and men. This tenet implies that African American males exist in various 

environmental structures such as a mesosystem, a microsystem, and an exosystem that influence 

their spiritual, cultural, biological, and psychological facility (Bush & Bush, 2013). This suggests 

that the trajectory of African American male students is shaped by the structures, experiences, 

outcomes, and phenomena of the environment in which they live. 

The second tenet states that there is something unique about being African American  

and male. This tenet is concerned with exploring what makes African American males unique. 

Schools should expect that African American males are unique in both nature and nurture, and 

pedagogies, school systems, and structures should be designed to meet their needs. The third 

tenet states that African American experiences are influenced by an existing continuation and 

continuity of African consciousness, culture, and biology (Bush & Bush, 2013). This tenet 

asserts that conducting transdisciplinary research about African American males must consider 

their relation to Africa and how the adoption of African principles is a necessary part of their 

culture. Therefore, schools must consider culturally responsive pedagogy and practices that 

connect African American male students to the origins of their African culture. 

The fourth tenet emphasizes that African American boys and men are resistant (Bush & 

Bush, 2013) and resilient, which means they have an outstanding resilience to prosper and are 

resistant to the ideals of the White race. Therefore, schools should resist socially constructed 

systems established by the “dominant” White culture that negatively impact African American 

male students, while recognizing and affirming African American male resiliency. The fifth tenet 

maintains that racism and race, together with sexism and classism, have a significant impact on 

every aspect of the lives of African American boys and men (Bush & Bush, 2013). It recognizes 

how race and racism impact African American male students and how they experience school, 
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while sexism and classism also determine how they thrive in various spaces in urban schools 

(Bush & Bush, 2013). The sixth tenet affirms that the purpose and focus of programs and studies 

about African American males should be the pursuit of social justice (Bush & Bush, 2013). This 

tenet emphasizes the need for research and practice to seek to acquire social justice for African 

American males. Consequently, schools should develop programs in schools with the intent to 

foster social justice and equity for African American male students. 

Overview of Trauma Types 

Children and adolescents can experience a range of traumatic events or trauma types. 

When a child feels intensely threatened by an event he or she is involved in or witnesses, that 

event is called trauma. Complex trauma describes both children’s exposure to multiple traumatic 

events—often of an invasive and interpersonal nature—and the wide-ranging long-term effects 

of this exposure (NCTSN, 2021). Some trauma types include physical abuse, community 

violence, bullying, disasters, terrorism, and traumatic grief, such as the death of a loved one. 

Some groups of children disproportionately experience trauma, which means they may be 

exposed to trauma at high rates or be at increased risk for repeated victimization. Some of these 

groups of children include homeless youth, those facing economic stress, LGBTQ youth, and 

students with disabilities (Amstadter & Vernon, 2008). 

Research has indicated that emotional responses to different types of traumatic events 

play a role in psychopathology, the mental and behavioral disorders associated with these 

traumatic events (Amstadter & Vernon, 2008). Traumatic events such as sexual assault, physical 

assault, accidents, and injuries can cause emotional responses such as fear, shame, guilt, anger, 

and sadness. In recent years, there has been a push to acknowledge the difference between what 

has traditionally been considered trauma/PTSD and complex or developmental trauma, which 
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many African American males have experienced (NCTSN, 2021). The term complex trauma 

describes the dual problem of children’s exposure to traumatic events and the impact of this 

exposure on immediate and long-term outcomes. Complex traumatic exposure refers to 

children’s experiences of multiple traumatic events that occur within the caregiving system— 

the social environment that is supposed to be the source of safety and stability in a child’s life. 

Typically, complex trauma exposure refers to the simultaneous or sequential occurrences of child 

maltreatment—including emotional abuse and neglect, sexual abuse, physical abuse, and 

witnessing domestic violence—that are chronic and begin in early childhood (NCTSN, 2021). 

Moreover, the initial traumatic experiences (e.g., parental neglect and emotional abuse) and the 

resulting emotional dysregulation, loss of a safe base, loss of direction, and inability to detect or 

respond to danger cues often lead to subsequent trauma exposure (e.g., physical and sexual abuse 

or community violence).   

Oftentimes, African American students are diagnosed with learning disabilities when 

they are, in fact, experiencing repeated traumatic events that have an impact on their learning and 

well-being (Sparks, 2019). Bad things that are traumatizing happen all the time. However, it is 

not about the event that happened but the impact of the event. Traumatic experiences can trigger 

neurological stress responses, which are often called “fight, flight, or freeze.” These can 

eventually develop into disabilities if one is not provided with the mental and emotional health 

support to cope with and manage these experiences. In fact, ADHD is one of the most common 

misdiagnoses for post-traumatic stress (NCTSN, 2021). Symptoms common in PTSD such as 

hyperactivity and variations in mood are also found with ADHD. In addition, the term trauma is 

framed in a way so as not to stigmatize those students who live in impoverished communities. 

Just because students live in impoverished communities does not signify that they have all 
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experienced trauma. Labeling students like this can potentially risk reinforcing negative 

stereotypes about race and disability (Sparks, 2019). 

In African American males, racial trauma—which consists of events of danger related to 

the real or perceived experience of racial discrimination, threats of harm and injury, humiliating 

and shaming events, in addition to witnessing harm to other people of color due to real or 

perceived racism (APA, 2021) is often manifested in the form of internalized devaluation, 

internalized voicelessness, and an “assaulted sense of self” (Hardy, 2013). This trauma is often 

masked in African American males as rage and can manifest as anger, sadness, or depression. 

Youth of color, particularly African American males, are often provided with interventions in 

schools, while the effects of racial oppression are not considered or addressed. Therefore, the 

traumatic experiences African American males face that all groups of people experience are 

further intensified when race is incorporated (Hardy, 2013). Community violence, poverty, and 

racial trauma inside and outside of schools all contribute to the traumatic experiences African 

American males face. 

Community Violence 

 

African American males’ exposure to violence and loss (Smith & Patton, 2016) can cause 

traumatic stress. Other types of trauma include abuse, domestic violence, death of a loved one, 

and historical trauma, which typically occurs to a group of people over a period of time and 

impacts future areas of their lives (Hardy, 2013). African American males disproportionately 

experience violence, are more likely to be incarcerated than White males, and have the highest 

unemployment rate. These are all contributing factors to the traumatic stress experienced by 

African American males. When African American males experience traumatic stress, it impacts 
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their psychological development and has negative consequences on brain development, as well 

as causes depression, anxiety, and substance abuse (Smith & Patton, 2016).   

In addition, exposure to trauma can have physical effects on a child’s neurodevelopment 

and can generate stress and vulnerability to other disorders. Trauma affects African American 

males’ ability to regulate and express emotions, and can have a negative impact on their identity 

and ability to relate well to others, especially in schools. Therefore, culturally responsive trauma-

informed school leadership responses are crucial for the development and overall academic 

achievement of African American males in schools (Aymer, 2016). 

Poverty 

 

Poverty, one of the primary social ills that has a national prevalence predominantly 

affecting African American families (Milner, 2013), influences stress and low self-esteem 

experienced by African American boys (Bean, 2013). This stress and low self-esteem have been 

found to be directly linked to acting-out behaviors, which impacts academic performance. While 

this is the stark reality, this justifies the need for specialized and relevant practices for African 

American boys. In a qualitative study using semi-structured interviews with 20 African 

American male students attending an urban high school in Chicago, Illinois, researcher Derrick 

Brooms (2015) found that although there is a relationship between race, poverty, and its impact 

on student achievement (as also underscored in Milner’s [2013] findings), there are approaches 

that schools and families took to alleviate the challenges experienced by African American 

males.   

Busby et al. (2013) found that when supportive families and schools were not present, 

poverty and other social challenges such as crime and violence were found to have an indirect 

effect on the academic performance of African American males. Nevertheless, based on these 
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students’ own accounts, it was found that when school leaders, teachers, and community 

members worked to improve students’ academic performance, students progressed (Brooms, 

2015). Based on some research, it is probable that social factors such as poverty and exposure  

to crime and violence can adversely impact African American males and their academic 

performance. Thus, school leaders should work toward a more thoughtful and supportive 

approach to educating African American males, especially those who are living in poverty.   

Racial Injustice and the Policing of African American Males 

 

The historical trauma of racism and social ills is part of the history and institutional 

practices of American policing. Race and class in America have always shaped the role that law 

enforcement agencies and law enforcement officers play in society (Brown, 2019). Racial 

injustices continue to pervade our systems of justice in America today. The encounters that many 

African American boys have with law enforcement today are the direct result of the foundation 

of policing in America (Aymer, 2016; Jones-Brown, 2000). These encounters often involve the 

use of excessive force that highlights racial discrimination primarily against African American 

males. 

Too often have conversations taken place within African American households that  

warn young African American males about the dangers associated with law enforcement in 

America. This advice cautions African American males to be aware and on guard in the event 

they are stopped by the police. The history of policing in America required that states adopt a 

form of policing that had to manage the institution of slavery (Brown, 2019). Maintaining  

White Supremacy and the formal policing of African Americans were realized through the 

establishment of slave patrols (Brown, 2019). “The slave patrol was the first distinctly American 

police system,” and it set the pattern of policing that Africans in America and Americans of 
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African descent would experience throughout American history. These slave patrols subjected 

African Americans, particularly African American males, to the harsh violence and racial 

injustices that would continue to permeate society to this day. This would set the stage and help 

shape the fear that many African American males have as a result of their consistent physical 

beatings, lynchings, stop searches, enslavement, and incarceration (Aymer, 2016). 

There is a direct correlation between racism, including subtle microaggressions, and 

PTSD (Aymer, 2016). The racial stressors and anxiety-provoking nature of racist events can lead 

to chronic fear, depression, paranoia, and mental stress (Aymer, 2016). Researcher Samuel 

Aymer (2016) looked at how police interactions and killings of African American males not  

only impact the victims and their families, but also have an influence on the psychological 

consciousness of all African American males. He highlighted how African Americans are  

re-traumatized when law enforcement officials are not held accountable for their actions against 

African Americans, particularly when African American males are unarmed. Aymer underscored 

how difficult it is for African American males to thrive in education and the workforce when 

they experience racial injustice, when their environments are hostile, and when their civil 

liberties are denied (Brown, 2019). From his study using a case vignette involving an African 

American male engaged in psychotherapy, Aymer found that racial profiling by the police 

triggered RBTS, which underscores the necessity for intentional therapeutic work with African 

American males who have been affected by this trauma type. 

Disasters—COVID-19 

 

Historically, Americans are not equally impacted as a result of disasters and national 

public health crises (Ebor et al., 2020). African Americans have been disproportionately affected 

by the COVID-19 pandemic, in which they have experienced higher hospitalizations and 
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mortality rates (CDC, 2020). The direct links to the high number of COVID-19 cases among 

African Americans have been attributed to risk factors such as overcrowded housing conditions. 

Crowded living conditions are a primary challenge among African Americans that result in long-

time redlining policies and racial residential segregation (Novacek et al., 2020). Another risk 

factor has been inconsistent access to healthcare. Most African Americans cannot afford medical 

insurance coverage and, as such, have had limited or no access to healthcare services throughout 

the course of the pandemic (Yancy, 2020). The high rates of poverty among African American 

households make it challenging to pay for healthcare coverage. In addition, chronic health 

conditions, such as diabetes and lung and heart diseases that are more prevalent among African 

Americans versus other minority races, have resulted in poor health outcomes upon contraction 

of COVID-19. These challenges are coupled with the systemic racial inequities, historical 

trauma, and existing healthcare stressors with which African Americans are already faced.  

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, African Americans have experienced an increase 

in mental health needs (Novacek et al., 2020; Yancy, 2020). PTSD in African American 

communities already exist at higher rates, compared with groups in other racial/ethnic 

communities, and it is expected that as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, mental health 

challenges, including post-traumatic stress, will persist in African American communities (Kira 

et al., 2020; Sneed et al., 2020). Following other disasters such as Hurricanes Andrew, Ike, and 

Katrina, African American males had increased psychological stress and were vulnerable to 

negative mental health consequences (Sneed et al., 2020). Although African Americans whose 

mental health has been affected by disasters have developed high levels of resilience, including 

spiritual and collective coping strategies, social support and extra care are needed to reduce the 

behavioral health consequences of COVID-19 (Thompkins et al., 2020). African Americans, 
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particularly African American males with emotional dysregulation issues, will require integrated 

behavioral healthcare, ease to access of healthcare, and culturally competent treatment and 

providers (Kira et al., 2020).  

COVID-19 has also had an impact on the mental well-being of African American 

students in schools. The containment measures implemented during the pandemic limited 

socialization with family and peers and caused some level of distress among African American 

students (Thompkins et al., 2020). The shifts in school operations and inaccessibility to services 

due to familial financial constraints, coupled with harsh conditions in African American 

neighborhoods where most of them spend time, have elevated mental health issues. As a result, 

mental health professionals must help address mental health issues among African Americans by 

recognizing and familiarizing themselves with the needs of this population (Novacek et al., 

2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the African American community on many 

levels, exacerbating their challenges already associated with race. Mental health professionals 

must thus employ approaches that suit the changing needs of African Americans. 

Disability Critical Race Theory (DisCrit) 

Disability Critical Race Theory (DisCrit) is based on both critical race theory (CRT)  

and Disability Studies (DS) to reveal how the social constructions of ability and race are 

interconnected. A dual analysis of ableism and racism increases understanding of the 

discriminating situation that affects African Americans with or without disabilities (Annamma et 

al, 2018). CRT acknowledges racism as prime to establishing group advantage or disadvantage 

and seeks to understand how White Supremacy and racism function in education while 

simultaneously attempting to disrupt them (Annamma et al., 2018; Banks, 2018; Ladson-Billings 

& Tate, 1995). There are five primary tenets of DisCrit which highlight how race and ability are 
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social constructs that impact those labeled as disabled or minority, psychologically and 

materially. DisCrit factors in the historical background of race and disability and acknowledges 

that African Americans, as well as people with disabilities, have been denied protection and 

equal rights under federal law (DeMatthews, 2020). DisCrit pointed out that the majority group 

(Whites) and ability only benefit those who enjoy those statuses, while disadvantaging those who 

do not have those statuses. Therefore, the final DisCrit tenet calls for resistance and activism for 

changing all types of marginalization (Annamma et al., 2018). 

DisCrit is applicable to the case of how schools treat students with multiple marginalized 

identities because it highlights how perceptions of teachers and school leadership are influenced 

by race and ability (DeMatthews, 2020). In viewing how school leaders function in schools, from 

the perspective of DisCrit, school principals play an important role in addressing issues of race 

and disability that impact teachers’ negative perceptions of African American male students and 

how those issues negatively affect their academic outcomes. Principals should develop an 

awareness of the historical, legal, and political aspects of education policy so that they are  

better equipped to recruit, retain, and professionally support teachers from diverse groups 

(DeMatthews, 2020). DisCrit seeks to help principals understand the manifestation of race in 

schools (DeMatthews, 2020). Through DisCrit, principals can reshape inclusive leadership 

practice in urban schools by creating ways that considerably restructure how African American 

students and their families experience school. By understanding how ability and racism work 

interdependently, principals can collaborate with teachers, communities, and families to 

reimagine their classrooms and schools. Fostering a DisCrit classroom ecology is beneficial in 

creating an environment that accommodates the identity of African American male students, 

builds solidarity, and teaches about structural inequities (Banks, 2018; DeMatthews et al., 2020). 
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A DisCrit classroom ecology would also channel resistance to African American male students’ 

societal marginalizing conditions (Horsford, 2014).  

As discussed, structural racism and ableism contribute to the formation of stereotypical 

perceptions against African American males, which explains the increased number of African 

American male students being referred for special education evaluations and consequently 

diagnosed. Making up 9% of the overall school population, African American males also make 

up 33% of all students placed in special education programs (Banks, 2017). When school 

principals are aware of how race and disability issues negatively impact African American 

students, they can develop policies and form networks with other stakeholders in the school 

community to take initiative for changing mindsets. School principals can facilitate an awareness 

of the historical and marginalization factors experienced by the African American community 

and how the application of an education policy based on the identities of race, ethnicity, and 

ability create disadvantages for African American students (Kozleski et al., 2020).  

School principals should underscore the negative impact of inequitably referring students 

to special education programs based on educators’ subjective opinions. Therefore, school 

principals should adopt and institute policies that adhere to strict eligibility criteria in order to 

refer students for an evaluation for special education (Bal et al., 2019; Kozleski et al., 2020). The 

referral forms used for identifying and determining student eligibility for special education 

services should incorporate the strengths of the students as well as address issues of linguistic 

and cultural diversity (Murtadha-Watts & Stoughton, 2004; Patterson, 2005; Scardamalia et al., 

2019). 
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African American Males with Trauma Diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance 

 

African American males are unique in the intergenerational transmission of trauma they 

have endured throughout American history and within the educational context (Blitz et al., 2020; 

Williams & Lisbon, 2021). The African American community is often resistant to mental health 

concepts, and African American males must navigate these social norms within the African 

American community. The inherent racism that exists in the American educational system 

significantly impacts the mental health of African American males. For African American males 

who have difficulty regulating their emotions and behaviors, schools often refer them for special 

education services, where they are diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. Rarely do schools 

consider the impact of trauma and other mental health concerns associated with the behaviors 

(Howell et al., 2019; Knight, 2019; Owens et al., 2016).   

The language in the definition of Emotional Disturbance, according to the IDEA, is faulty 

because it does not take into account a student’s “inability to learn”; that is, they may not be 

emotionally available as a result of the trauma they have faced. It has been noted that our current 

educational system is ill-prepared to manage the mental health needs associated with the trauma 

many African American students face (O’Reilly et al., 2018; Williams & Lisbon, 2021). 

Furthermore, although schools provide supportive services, interventions, and counseling in 

schools, trauma is neither considered nor focused on when providing intervention services, 

especially as a school-wide practice (Howell et al., 2019). Still, mental health professionals in 

schools, including counselors and school psychologists, often have very busy schedules and do 

not provide therapeutic intervention services on a consistent basis. 

Research studies have shown that approximately 62% of African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance have experienced some form of trauma in their lives 
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(Williams & Lisbon, 2021). Further, this population has experienced complex trauma three times 

as much as their same-aged peers (Knight, 2019), which provides the rationale for why schools 

should employ trauma-informed approaches for this population (Goodman, 2015). With African 

American males being the most over-referred, identified, and represented population in special 

education, particularly those identified as Emotionally Disturbed (Ford & Russo, 2016), they are 

likely to experience low academic performance, high dropout rates, and contact with the juvenile 

justice systems without the proper support and interventions, compared to their non-disabled 

peers (Williams & Lisbon, 2021). To support African American males with trauma who are 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, schools must consider the institutional racism they are 

faced with and adopt culturally responsive and affirming practices, diversify the teaching force, 

and advocate for appropriate school interventions to support them (Knight, 2019). 

Manifestation of Racial Trauma in Schools 

 

Learning how to cope with traumatic experiences while in educational settings can be 

challenging for any student, and exposure to trauma by African American males is likely to have 

an impact on their academic achievement (Van der Kolk, 2014). Trauma is defined as having a 

deeply distressing or disturbing experience; a disordered psychological or behavioral state 

resulting from severe mental or emotional stress or physical injury (APA, 2021). Systemic 

oppression and racial trauma were described by Goodman and West-Olatunji (2010) as 

maltreatment or distress as a result of identifying with or having a connection to a specific 

cultural, social, or racial group. Similarly, Hardy (2013) stated that racial oppression is a form of 

trauma that can affect a child’s psychological state, asserting that hopelessness and behavioral 

challenges occur in African American children as a result of this oppression. 
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American children experience racial oppression when they are forming their identities. 

Hardy (2013) asserted that we must treat the wounds of racial trauma by developing a sense of 

self through intervention. Although the type of trauma associated with racial oppression may be 

different than the experiences related to the death of a loved one, maltreatment, or abandonment, 

both types of trauma can contribute to emotional distress and behavioral challenges in African 

American males (Graham et al., 2017). As Hardy contended, this will require school intervention 

programs that support the social and emotional welfare of African American males. As 

demonstrated in Goodman and West-Olatunji’s (2010) study, educational outcomes improve for 

culturally diverse students when trauma is managed in educational settings. These researchers 

used traumatic stress theory to gain insight into how hegemony and barriers in educational 

systems affect educational success for culturally diverse students. They contended that a number 

of obstacles contribute to underachievement among African American students, including trauma 

and systemic oppression. This study is insightful because it provided specific methods for coping 

with traumatic stressors in an educational setting, such as taking time for self-care, developing 

self-regulation skills using specific techniques, and getting organized. 

Trauma-Informed School Leadership Practices for  

African American Male Students in Urban Schools 

 

School-Based Trauma-Informed Practices 

 

Though schools have traditionally been designed to primarily instruct students, the 

responsibility of school leaders has shifted with a focus on developing the whole child, not just  

at the elementary level but throughout a child’s education. The exposure of African American 

males to community violence, poverty, and other social ills calls for more targeted and applicable 

approaches to individual students, which Cooley-Strickland et al. (2009) asserted can be found in 

school intervention programs. School-based prevention, intervention, and treatment programs 
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allow students to remain in their educational settings, providing them with a continuum of 

services based on their needs. Community violence, which has adverse implications for African 

American males, has an impact on their emotional and behavioral functioning which directly 

influences their academic performance (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009; Graves et al., 2016). 

Behavioral intervention programs targeted to improve the social-emotional outcomes of African 

American males have been found to help students develop coping skills as a result of the social 

challenges they may face. These coping skills help to improve social behaviors and emotional 

regulation, which positively influence academic achievement (Graves et al., 2016).   

An analysis of one such intervention program, the Strong Start Program (which was 

evaluated in an urban school setting), demonstrated that African American males who were 

exposed to community violence and crime-ridden communities were able to develop positive 

social behaviors and emotional regulation skills once they were taught the appropriate skills to 

manage their behaviors. Students classified with emotional or behavioral disabilities also benefit 

from school intervention programs and approaches; they are more likely to have persistent 

attendance and less likely to drop out of school (Sinclair et al., 2005). However, students 

diagnosed with emotional or behavioral disabilities are often misdiagnosed. Although this is the 

classification assigned to students who exhibit certain acting-out behaviors, these behaviors may 

be a result of some other social factor such as poverty (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009).   

The IEP provided to students following a disability diagnosis is a document that outlines 

the special education services a student receives, including instructional supports and any other 

services deemed necessary for the student to make progress in school. Since all IEPs are 

designed to meet the unique needs of a student, specific supports and services are written into  

the document. The IEP serves as a form of intervention in that it provides students with 
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accommodations and related services intended to meet their unique needs. Furthermore, it 

provides certain legal protections under the IDEA meant to ensure that the interventions and 

supports students receive are improving their overall educational achievement. 

Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 

 

Intervention approaches such as PBIS have been found to enhance the academic 

achievement of African American males. PBIS is a universal school-wide prevention framework 

strategy used to decrease disruptive behavior problems (Bradshaw et al., 2009). Grounded in the 

behavioral and prevention sciences, it is employed in schools throughout the United States and 

the world and emphasizes a multi-tiered support system framework with measurable outcomes, 

evidence-based practices, implementation systems, and data for decision making (Sugai, 2002). 

Though PBIS is utilized in many schools throughout the world, the social-emotional health  

and needs of children in urban communities are unique and place them at risk for academic 

challenges. Therefore, a culturally relevant approach coupled with positive behavior 

interventions and supports can positively impact the overall educational outcomes of children  

in urban communities (Utley et al., 2002), particularly among African American males.   

Therapy 

 

Another approach utilized by schools to support students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance who have had traumatic experiences is therapy. Schools utilize therapeutic 

approaches, such as CBT and Therapeutic Crisis Interventions (TCI) to help students develop the 

behavioral skills necessary to function productively in school (Christner et al., 2007). Although 

research is scarce on the clinical work using a CBT approach with African American students, 

particularly African American male students, studies have illustrated that CBT, if applied 

effectively, can produce successful outcomes for them (Boxer & Butkus, 2005; Dobson, 1988; 
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Wilson & Cottone, 2013). The CBT approach integrates behavior and cognitive therapy to 

produce change in a person’s behavior, which can be influenced by both internal and external 

factors (Meichenbaum, 1977). CBT recognizes that behavior supports as well as cognitive 

changes can assist in modifying students’ behavior. This approach has been used as a trauma-

informed intervention for students who have had issues with depression, anxiety, anger, and 

other thought and behavior disturbances such as attention difficulties, impulsivity, hyperactivity, 

and acting-out behaviors (Christner et al., 2007; Dobson, 1988). 

Students who exhibit these behaviors frequently have an absence of effective mediating 

strategies to control the behaviors. Thus, CBT utilizes verbal mediation strategies to teach 

students to develop more reflective problem-solving behavior and self-control (Christner et al., 

2007). Since CBT is a linear model, the idea is that there are connections between one’s 

situations, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Since children can be taught to reason and think 

about alternative ways to solve a problem (Dobson, 1988), emotional responses and behavioral 

reactions become more rational (Wilson & Cottone, 2013) once thought patterns are targeted and 

changed. 

Culturally relevant treatment as well as African American families’ views about CBT 

treatment (Scheeringa et al., 2011) can create barriers to successful outcomes for students 

because most treatment does not consider multicultural approaches (Bryant & Harder, 2008). 

Further, families’ perceptions of CBT are indifferent, given their lack of knowledge and 

appropriate access to counseling and other specialty healthcare (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Only limited studies have looked at CBT treatment outcomes for African American 

families experiencing poverty and living in urban communities (McCart, 2006). However, 

studies that have looked at CBT treatment for African American adolescent male students, ages 
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12-18, have demonstrated greater increases in students’ use of effective coping skills and 

improvement in overall behavior functioning, especially when families were involved in the 

treatment (Compas et al., 2010; Khanna & Kendall, 2009). Interventions reduce aggressive 

behaviors and increase positive social interactions. 

Restorative Justice Practices 

 

The practice of Restorative Justice is built on the idea of empowering students to have 

their own voices heard as a result of either a conflict or disagreement. It is a collaborative 

approach in which those involved take responsibility for their own actions, and work to repair 

relationships with others through dialogue (Muhammad, 2018). School-based Restorative Justice 

practices have been found to be effective in reducing suspensions, expulsions, and acts of 

violence while increasing positive academic outcomes, including reading scores and graduation 

rates (Russell, 2013). 

Restorative Justice practices are successful in urban communities when relational 

strategies are holistic. They question racial bias, systemic racism, and other factors that have 

historically maintained racial hierarchies in school and in society (Russell, 2013; Sugai, 2002). 

African American males are predominantly impacted by the use of zero-tolerance disciplinary 

practices, referrals to suspension, and expulsions in schools. Schools in urban communities, in 

which the majority of students are African American and Latino, that implement Restorative 

Justice practices are said to have significantly reduced these exclusionary disciplinary practices 

(McInerney & McKlindon, 2015). This, therefore, has a positive impact on academic 

achievement because students have greater opportunities for doing well in school. 

The trauma many African American males face requires schools to utilize nontraditional 

approaches in order to influence positive change in their behavior appropriately and support 
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healing and restoration. This includes making considerations for racially conscious Restorative 

Justice practices, which should explicitly address race since racial bias exists in our criminal 

justice system as well as without the proper support and interventions in school discipline 

practices (Muhammad, 2018). 

Culturally Relevant Trauma-Informed Schools 

 

Many African American males come from communities where they experience the 

effects of historical trauma and racial inequalities. Therefore, it is important for schools and 

educators to provide an environment that not only supports the trauma many students face but 

also considers how race has influenced that trauma (Hardy & Quereshi, 2012). To connect with 

African American male students who have experienced trauma, educators must employ specific 

practices (NCTSN, 2021) such as: 

1. Learn About and Honor the Impact of History and Systemic Racism 

Educators must commit to having honest discussions through the recognition that many 

African American males have had negative experiences with various systems, including the 

criminal justice system, the social services system, and even the educational system. Educators 

must understand the culture of the students with whom they are working to understand the 

historical trauma associated with race, including slavery, Jim Crow laws, and segregation. 

Educators must also ensure that cultural references are being made by being aware of their own 

beliefs, biases, and privileges; this is essential for facilitating productive discussions with 

students. When students engage and have emotional responses, educators must acknowledge this 

and honor the impact of historical racism. Trauma-informed classrooms have educators who 

understand and help students understand the connection between historical racism and trauma in 

communities of color. They also provide opportunities for students to experience classroom texts 
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and learning material about people of color who have made positive and significant contributions 

to United States and world history. 

2. Create and Support Safe and Brave Environments 

Establishing a safe and brave environment involves being able to discuss issues that 

impact African American males and providing opportunities to acknowledge their trauma and 

experiences. A safe environment encourages feeling both physically safe as well as safe from 

psychological harm from others. Trauma-informed classrooms promote psychological safety and 

identify potential triggers. A brave environment is one that allows students to take risks and 

engage productively and feel able to express their perspectives and listen to others’ views. 

3. Model and Support Honesty and Authenticity 

It is important to allow students to experience truthful and authentic engagement in 

trauma-informed classrooms for African American males. It is important to acknowledge when 

one does not know something and to have honest conversations so that students can feel safe. 

Using restorative conversations to engage students also helps to facilitate an honest and authentic 

space for students to voice their opinions and concerns in healthy and productive ways.   

4. Encourage and Empower Students as Leaders 

Helping students feel empowered and heard can promote safety and security in students, 

while also helping to reduce traumatic stress reactions in students. Helping students recognize 

some of their challenges and develop self-advocacy skills can also support their trauma history. 

In addition, students will be helped to lead activities in which they can see themselves as leaders 

and develop leadership skills through action. 

There is a growing awareness of the need to have culturally sensitive trauma-informed 

practices in schools that target African American children affected by cultural trauma (Phipps & 
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Thorne, 2019). Cohen et al. (2011) developed trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy (TF-

CBT) as an integrated approach designed to reduce negative affective responses, distorted 

cognitions, and maladaptive behaviors that can result from exposure to trauma. TF-CBT looks at 

the construct of cultural trauma identified in relation to the enslavement of Africans in the United 

States and subsequent oppression through Jim Crow laws, segregation, and discrimination 

practices (Eyerman, 2004). Traumatic psychological and emotional damage due to slavery, 

which has been intensified through institutional inequality, racism, and oppression (DeGruy, 

2017; Reid et al., 2004), predominantly affects African American males. 

Cultural trauma has been recognized as a part of the experiences of marginalized groups 

of people that are linked to the psychosocial outcomes resulting from the wounds left by the 

experiences of slavery (Eyerman, 2004; Stamm et al., 2004). Due to the effectiveness of  

TB-CBT in treating students by reducing PTSD symptoms, students exhibit less depression and 

greater improvements in functional impairment (Cohen et al., 2011; Jaycox et al., 2010). Using 

this model as a frame for cultural trauma to fit the cultural context of clients, Warfield (2013) 

asserted that schools can utilize this as an in-school intervention to supporting African American 

males with traumatic experiences.   

Urban School Leadership and African American Male Students 

 

Leading in an Urban School 

  

School outcomes in urban districts rest heavily on school leadership and its ability to 

increase student achievement (Gooden, 2012). However, effective school leadership not only 

depends on the principal but also on the efforts and capacity of other school leaders and teachers 

to address school-wide challenges (Johnson et al., 2014). White-Smith (2012) asserted that when 

school leaders take an inclusive approach, providing teachers with the opportunity to engage as 
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partners, teachers will become invested in school-wide reforms. Moreover, in urban school 

districts, the job of a school principal is very demanding and complex within a system of 

persistent change. Leading change in urban schools depends on how principals promote the 

development of teachers’ knowledge and skills, foster professional community, use resources 

effectively, and support program coherence (Fullan, 2002). Leithwood et al. (1999) added that 

when urban school principals utilize transformational leadership to build teacher commitment, 

they position a school’s capacity to operationalize change. 

Furthermore, urban school leadership that is required to facilitate school improvement in 

some of the most challenging schools in urban communities in the country need transformational 

leadership; schools in urban districts are often identified as challenging with larger bureaucratic 

systems and a high percentage of students living in poverty, diagnosed with a disability, and 

having English as their second language (Orr et al., 2005). In urban schools, implementation 

progress varies by schools because of differences in leadership. Urban school principals who 

have implemented change effectively have strongly held visions, were motivators and great 

problem solvers, and focused on student work. However, urban school principals who were 

managers and responders to change had challenges with implementing new changes (Orr et al., 

2005). Still, urban school principals must develop an awareness of the complexities that exist in 

urban communities and must take these into consideration when developing and implementing 

school practices and interventions. Principals have the ability to change the trajectory of 

students’ lives through their application of appropriate transformational practices, including their 

decision making about disciplinary consequences as a result of student behavior (Farr et al., 

2020). 
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School leadership is important in shaping school working conditions and contributes to 

access to effective educators and school outcomes, including teacher retention and turnover and 

student and family engagement (Fuller et al., 2017). White-Smith (2012) further contended that 

in order to serve and educate students in urban schools effectively, principals must focus on 

enhancing the quality of instruction as the priority. However, while instruction is essential, 

students who have experienced trauma as a result of poverty, community violence, or the like 

would find relationships (White-Smith, 2012) are crucial in helping them have access to and 

engage fully in classroom instruction. These relationships are often designed and cultivated by 

school leaders, particularly African American female school leaders. African American female 

school leaders often serve as a bridge for others and to others in frequently complex school 

settings, transforming schools into more nurturing and welcoming environments for minorities, 

particularly African American male students (Horsford, 2012).  

Culturally Relevant School Leadership Practices 

 

The literature review suggested that since the experience of African American males is 

unique, it requires a unique approach to educating them—an approach that is rooted in their 

culture that considers the diversity of the social and cultural contexts existing in schools and 

accounts for their experiences before and after slavery, including racial oppression within an 

educational context (Bush & Bush, 2013; Horsford et al., 2011). Khalifa et al. (2016) asserted 

that culturally relevant leadership consciousness, insight, and practice improve achievement 

outcomes for African American males. Through an examination of qualitative case studies, 

Khalifa et al. investigated the practices of school principals that either facilitated high 

achievement for African American males or school leadership practices that perpetuated the low 

achievement of African American males. They found that the more salient culturally responsive 
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school leadership practices that impact African American males were having a critical self-

awareness, culturally responsive curricula and teacher preparation, culturally responsive and 

inclusive school environments, and student and parent engagement in community contexts. 

Developing a framework for educational leadership that considers race within a broader 

context of social justice (Gooden, 2012) and securing and nurturing the identity of African 

American males helps to prevent marginalization and exclusionary practice in schools (Khalifa, 

2013). Often, educators police the identity of African American male students, critiquing and 

censuring their speaking, dressing, and mannerisms and resulting in marginalization. Other 

educators criticize and shame the identity of African American male students. Khalifa stressed 

the need to incorporate leadership practices that are culturally responsive for students and 

asserted that culturally relevant scholarship and pedagogies influence how students perform, 

negotiate, re-establish, and reinvent themselves through the identity, literacy, and culture of  

Hip Hop. Integrating such cultural practices would significantly afford African American male 

students an opportunity to reinvent themselves and rediscover a self-identity that has been long 

exposed to destructive racial constructs. Creating culturally responsive leadership practices 

develops credibility, trust, and educator-student rapport, as well as rapport with the 

community—which is only successful when engaging with and listening to their voices. 

In a 2-year ethnographic study conducted at an alternative school, Khalifa (2013) found 

that although the school leader did not know much about Hip Hop himself, he was able to 

validate the identities of African American males and establish a safe space that allowed students 

to connect to the curriculum through this practice. While the bigger picture is to address racism 

in schools through practices that are culturally responsive, racial inequities are also addressed. It 

is essential that schools utilize culture and race by weaving them into student and adult learning 
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experiences through approaches that provide a better understanding and an opportunity to 

express themselves (Khalifa, 2013; Serpell et al., 2009). Although teachers and school leaders 

may implement special practices that are culturally relevant, it is important to connect these 

practices to an understanding of how their own beliefs contribute to their prejudices against 

African American males (Natesan et al., 2011).   

In a parallel mixed-methods study, Natesan et al. (2011) examined the score-validity and 

score-reliability of the Cultural Awareness and Beliefs Inventory (CABI) that measured urban 

schoolteachers’ beliefs about and awareness of their African American students. The researchers 

gathered the perspectives of European American, Hispanic American, and African American 

teachers about their African American students. Moreover, they discovered and validated that 

although many teachers have developed an awareness of the appropriate applicable pedagogy for 

their African American male students, deficit thinking still exists, especially among European 

American and Hispanic American teachers. Therefore, it is not only important for teachers and 

school leaders to adopt culturally relevant practices for African American males in order to 

increase their academic performance, but they must also consider how their personal journey 

(Horsford et al., 2011), including their own philosophy and personal narratives of effective 

school leadership (Gooden, 2012), may influence their behaviors toward students in the 

classroom. School leaders must also consider the most appropriate types of interventions and 

approaches that will ultimately improve student achievement.  

Leadership for social justice and equity in urban schools that support multicultural 

learners should be transformative for school leaders and promote self-advocacy for students. 

Critical Theory, as described by Brown (2004), emphasizes the need for school leaders to 

recognize the educational ideas, policies, and practices that serve the interests of the dominant 



84 

culture while silencing and marginalizing others. There is a need for educational leaders and 

teachers to retool their structures and teaching practices to address issues of power and privilege 

by adopting an educational leadership curriculum that is culturally responsive. School leaders 

must assess and challenge their assumptions, while recognizing and affirming the connection 

between diversity and student achievement (Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006). School principals and 

staff must be knowledgeable about diversity, multiculturalism, special education, and equity in 

order to foster an educational environment that is culturally sensitive to differences, taking into 

account discrimination and prejudices that undermine educational equity. In supporting students 

with diagnosed disabilities, principals must provide an inclusive environment for African 

American male students with disabilities. Integrating educator leadership alongside principal 

leadership is productive in achieving inclusivity. Once principals acknowledge trends that depict 

struggles with inclusion, they can link educators to resources and offer more professional 

development and learning opportunities (DeMatthews et al., 2020). Successful principals utilize 

consultants and administrators to achieve professional development on essential knowledge and 

skills to enhance educators’ ability to support every student and enhance instructional practice.  

Non-White students are placed in special education programs due to inadequate 

appreciation of the socialization and culture that influences behavior (Gay, 2002). Therefore, 

leadership practices that promote cultural responsiveness are also vital in promoting the well-

being of students of color. School principals have a critical role in ensuring that inclusive 

teaching and learning and culturally relevant practices be explored and implemented. While it is 

important to maintain high expectations for all students, it is equally important to implement and 

advocate for appropriate school practices for all students (Riel, 2000). Researchers Murtadha-

Watts and Stoughton (2004) further contended that educational equity and cultural diversity 



85 

continue to be issues of concern in education. They noted that the need for culturally responsive 

school leaders is even more critical when analyzing the effects of issues concerning culture and 

difference in special education. School principals are responsible for providing instructional 

leadership and influencing the overall climate in a school, but still grapple with addressing the 

specific learning needs of students with disabilities. Dismantling cultural biases through self-

reflection and providing individualized educational tools to students with disabilities from 

culturally diverse backgrounds will help to support them. 

Trauma-Informed School Leadership Practices 

 

African American males are exposed to traumatic events at higher rates than any other 

demographic group (Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010). Researchers Graham et al. (2017) 

explored the mental and behavioral health effects of trauma, taking into account the causes and 

effects of exposure to trauma, specifically for African American males. They presented the 

responses and evidence-based programs and practices that were provided by schools and 

communities to support African American males who experienced trauma. They found that 

usage of an “optimal development model” instead of a “deficit model” in educational settings 

helped to better understand how to support African American males through nurturing 

environments. This clinical perspective was useful in addressing stressors affecting African 

American males (Craig, 2016). 

For example, some of these trauma-related stressors that affect the emotional well-being 

of African American male students may include poverty, community violence, and other unique 

social challenges faced by African American males in out-of-home placements such as group 

homes and foster care (Miller Dyce, 2015). Miller Dyce examined the causes of such 

placements, such as drug use/abuse, death of a parent, and incarceration, as risks for academic 
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failure among African American males. In his study, he emphasized that when schoolteachers 

and administrators understand the challenges of these students, they can provide specific 

strategies and interventions to increase educational outcomes for them. Many students who are in 

out-of-home placements experience emotional distress that has an impact on their behavior and 

academic performance (Ruff et al., 2016). Therefore, this study explored the necessary skills 

school leaders need to have in order to specifically support students who have emotional and 

behavioral challenges (McInerney & McKlindon, 2015) as a result of living in foster care as well 

as to provide potential approaches for supporting students affected by trauma (Ruff et al., 2016).   

Researchers Nealy-Oparah and Scruggs-Hussein (2018) asserted that being a trauma-

informed leader is transformational work that heals and develops social-emotional intelligence. 

They contended that this work should be “inside-out” and must start with ourselves as educators 

by reflecting on and evaluating the trauma we may have experienced in our own lives.  

Further, they indicated that some of the common triggers of trauma in schools include:  

(a) unpredictability, (b) transitions, (c) sensory overload, (d) feeling disrespected, and  

(e) confrontation. Trauma-informed leadership provides school principals with a unique lens for 

creating a trauma-sensitive environment. Therefore, for principals to create a trauma-sensitive 

environment, they must first realize that students have been exposed to trauma, recognize the 

trauma through responsive actions, respond appropriately through self-regulation, and resist 

retraumatizing. Additionally, school principals must support teachers in establishing routines, 

rituals, relationships, and the necessary coping skills to regulate their own emotions. Further, the 

researchers contended that their study identified five key elements to creating and sustaining 

trauma-informed leadership and a trauma sensitive environment: 
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1. Adults must adaptively change behaviors, assumptions, and beliefs. 

2. Adults must focus on student engagement with positive school-wide plans linked with 

positive classroom management. 

3. All school staff need to be involved in the professional development and reflection 

process around trauma-sensitive environments. 

4. High-quality, relevant instruction to engage students is essential to learning. 

5. School leaders must create an environment in which it is safe for adults to share and 

reflect on beliefs and practices. 

Moreover, trauma-informed education has emerged as a transformative framework for 

supporting students’ academic and emotional well-being, particularly in schools serving trauma-

affected communities. Stokes (2022) presented trauma-informed practice not only as a 

behavioral support strategy but as an instructional model that centers safety, trust, and emotional 

regulation as foundations for teaching and learning. This approach calls for educators to shift 

their pedagogical lens and adapt instructional strategies that are responsive to students’ lived 

experiences. Similarly, Stokes and Brunzell (2019) emphasized the importance of professional 

learning communities in trauma-informed positive education, advocating for school-wide shifts 

from trauma-affected to trauma-aware cultures. They argued that sustained professional learning 

equips educators to understand trauma’s impact and co-create environments where students and 

staff can thrive. Complementing these perspectives, Eller and Hierck (2022) underscored the role 

of trauma-sensitive leadership in cultivating safe, predictable, and supportive school climates. 

They highlight the necessity for leaders to model emotional intelligence, consistency, and 

responsiveness, thereby reinforcing trauma-informed practices at every level of the school 
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system. Together, these scholars illustrated how trauma-informed education and leadership are 

deeply interconnected and essential for creating equitable learning environments. 

Still, culturally responsive trauma-informed school leadership practices for students in 

urban schools involve recognizing the disproportionally negative outcomes for students of color 

and those who are economically disadvantaged (Blitz et al., 2020). Therefore, a culturally 

responsive trauma-informed school is one in which the school leaders and teachers recognize and 

understand the trauma in students and provide supports by using students’ culture, ethnic 

heritage, and experiences of oppression as cornerstones of pedagogy (Gay, 2014). Researchers 

Blitz et al. found that the role of leadership is crucial in implementing a whole-school approach, 

and schools need strong and flexible leaders who are able to create a trauma-informed school 

climate that honors commitments to (a) psychological and moral safety and (b) appreciation for 

emotional intelligence, social learning, and social responsibility.  

The use of Cognitive Behavioral Intervention Programs for culturally diverse students 

experiencing trauma helps to decrease the negative effects associated with trauma and increase 

academic achievement (Ngo et al., 2008). In their study, Ngo et al. (2008) found school-based 

cognitive intervention programs useful when integrating cultural sensitivity. The intervention 

programs in this study were developed for culturally diverse groups of children exposed to 

specific stressors. Like Graves et al. (2016) who analyzed the effectiveness of the Strong Start 

Program (a behavioral intervention program), this study similarly examined the usefulness of 

specific school-based intervention programs. The researchers in this study, however, investigated 

cognitive-behavioral intervention programs for students with emotional disturbance difficulties. 

School-wide PBIS has been identified as a useful strategy in promoting academic 

achievement and reducing disciplinary referrals (Gresham et al., 2001). Bradshaw et al. (2010) 
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asserted that students’ disruptive behavior is reduced when social-emotional learning (SEL) and 

organizational behavioral principles are applied. In their longitudinal study, they found that when 

behaviors are specifically targeted and a consistent PBIS system is implemented with social-

emotional intervention, there is a significant decrease in student suspensions. Social competence 

is particularly significant for students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance and other high-

incidence disabilities (Gresham et al., 2001). Social skills training is among the more popular 

approaches for these students. However, according to Gresham et al. (2001), social skills training 

may not produce long-term changes in social competence. Nevertheless, PBIS can be an 

effective prevention strategy for decreasing challenging behaviors. 

Another idea derived from the research literature emphasizes the importance of school-

wide systems for implementing PBIS. By specifically targeting staff behaviors, school-wide 

PBIS, which is established and structured by school leaders, facilitates changes in the school 

culture through the development of specific systems and behavioral approaches that promote 

positive change in the entire school community (Bradshaw et al., 2010). Longitudinal data of a 

group-randomized controlled effectiveness trial of PBIS conducted in 37 elementary schools 

across the United States revealed that PBIS systems had a considerable impact on student 

academic performance when they were implemented consistently as a whole-school prevention 

model (Bradshaw et al., 2009). Furthermore, implementation of an effective tiered PBIS system 

in schools will provide a structured and systematic approach to managing student behaviors 

(Horner et al., 2017; Sugai, 2002). 

Although effective PBIS systems can produce favorable outcomes, children in urban 

communities require unique supports that can accommodate and support their cultural needs 

(Utley et al., 2002). Students from various racial groups experience disparate outcomes in their 
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achievement gains, placement in special education, higher dropout rates, and exclusionary 

practices (Fallon et al., 2012). This necessitates consideration of cultural context since behavior 

has a direct relationship with culture (Vincent et al., 2011). Therefore, school systems should 

ensure school leadership is representative of the cultural groups of the school and community, 

and establish correction procedures that are culturally and contextually appropriate, valid, and 

meaningful (Fallon et al., 2012).   

To make schools in America better equipped and able to serve all students, it is important 

that I, along with other educational leaders, work to serve as activists for change so that schools 

can serve all students adequately. Horsford (2018) argued that actively leading change and taking 

a stand on issues include a number of important factors. “Reclaiming a vision of education 

grounded in equality, liberation, and justice” will ultimately support underserved African 

American students in urban communities (Horsford, 2018). 

Trauma-Informed School Leadership Practices for 

African American Males Diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance 

 

School leaders, particularly urban school leaders, who manage schools with a sizeable 

population of students with disabilities have a huge responsibility to ensure that the systems and 

structures developed and implemented in the school environment daily are driving students 

toward making progress, as outlined in their IEPs. Additionally, in developing a positive school 

culture and a culture of achievement in their schools, school leaders must consider the additional 

school-wide approaches that will influence positive learning outcomes for their students. When 

students are diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, school principals should also plan for, 

develop, and improve strategies that will promote SEL. Disparities exist in the social-emotional 

support that students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance receive regarding poor academic 

performance, dropout rates, incarceration, and an overall feeling of despair (Joseph et al., 2020). 
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Still, African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance require additional supports 

that will address the impact race and gender have on this population of students (Joseph et al., 

2020; Serpell et al., 2009). Therefore, as a preventive measure for negative school and 

community outcomes, the school principal needs to establish supportive mechanisms. 

In a 2008 research study, Hernandez et al. recognized there was a persistent 

disproportionate representation of African American males in special education diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance. They emphasized that as school systems and schools continue to respond 

to special education mandates, efforts to identify root causes must be combined with solutions 

that are responsive to school-specific needs. For example, when students are referred for an 

evaluation to determine whether special education services are needed, a school-based 

intervention process that evaluates why students are being referred, and what the instructional 

strategies and supportive structures look like in the classroom, will inform the professional 

development needed for teachers. When the referral process is strengthened through a  

school leader’s assessment and re-establishment of goals, strategies, and an action plan for 

implementation, students can make significant progress (DeMatthews et al., 2020). Furthermore, 

school principals must create a climate that begins with changing adult behaviors. Specifically, 

changing adult behaviors involves adults self-reflecting, challenging their assumptions and 

biases, and operating from a place of healing (Thomas, 2019). 

Since 72% of African American male students who are diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance in U.S. schools have also experienced complex trauma, a plan for trauma-informed 

approaches in schools by the school principal should be established that complements school-

wide data on African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance and a student’s 

IEP. 
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

Qualitative research, which occurs in a natural setting, enables a researcher to develop a 

level of detail from high involvement in actual experiences (Creswell, 2013). Additionally, 

qualitative research builds its premises on generalizing based on specific observations, in which 

conclusions are drawn from the data (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). Therefore, I explored 

school-based interventions for African American male students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance and examined how school principals consider the trauma these students have 

experienced when implementing such interventions.  

The importance of this inquiry lies in the persistent gap between what is known about the 

impact of trauma on African American males and what is practiced in schools. Research has 

shown that African American male students are disproportionately exposed to adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs), systemic racism, and school-based disciplinary actions that compound  

their trauma (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Harper, 2015; Wade et al., 2014). Despite the well-

documented nature of these challenges, educators and administrators often struggle to identify 

and implement effective trauma-informed interventions. For instance, programs such as Trauma 

and Learning Policy Initiative (TLPI) and HeartsSmarts have been introduced in some school 

districts to provide trauma-informed support, and in New York City, the Path Program aims to 

promote the inclusion of students with emotional disabilities within community schools by 

fostering academic success and social-emotional growth through partnerships with families and 

school staff (NYU Steinhardt, n.d.).  However, their implementation is inconsistent and often 

lacks cultural responsiveness tailored to the needs of African American males (Cole et al., 2013).  

To guide this study, I developed the following research questions that provided the 

opportunity to look at these practices for future consideration: 
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1. In what ways do schools designed to support students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance consider trauma-informed approaches in their interventions for their 

African American male students? 

2. What are the school principal’s perceptions on how COVID-19, as a trauma type, has 

impacted African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 

3. How can school principals effectively develop school-wide approaches that will 

address trauma/racial trauma to promote equity for the school’s African American 

male students who have been diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 

These research questions, along with the objective of strengthening best practices and 

supporting academic outcomes for African American males diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance who have experienced trauma, gave rise to utilizing a qualitative research 

methodology and design. 

Research Design: A Qualitative Case Study 

 

Stake (1995) suggested that qualitative case studies as a form of research are “defined by 

interest in an individual case, not by the methods of inquiry used” (p. 443), and “the object of 

study is a specific, unique bounded system” (p. 2). Case study methodology was used to describe 

the implementation of school-based interventions for African American male students diagnosed 

with Emotional Disturbance in urban public schools in New York City. Qualitative case study 

methodology allows researchers to study intricate phenomena within their environments to 

evaluate programs and develop interventions (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Yin (2003) asserted that 

case study methodology allows researchers to explore individuals and organizations through 

interventions or programs to describe the phenomena using a variety of data sources.  
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Further, case study methodology can inform professional practice, providing 

opportunities for collaboration between the researcher and the participants, allowing participants 

to tell their stories and describe their views of the phenomena under study (Yin, 2003). Case 

studies allow researchers to examine people, issues, and programs closely (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

This fit the needs of this study because my goal was to look at the implementation of school-

based intervention practices within one school district while also examining the leadership 

practices being implemented. I planned to describe these experiences using multiple data 

sources, including document analysis, interviews, and a focus group. 

I chose to use a case study to illustrate how interventions are implemented in urban 

public school environments. Case studies are used as a method of research study “to enable a 

researcher to closely examine the data within a specific context” (Yin, 2003, p. 13). For example, 

a researcher may explore and investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context 

in which multiple sources of evidence are used (Yin, 2003). Thus, I chose a case study for my 

research because I aimed to examine the implementation of school-based trauma-informed 

leadership practices for African American male students who are diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance.  

Sampling and Context 

Using purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2012), I intentionally selected school principals 

whose professional experiences aligned with the focus of this study: trauma-informed school 

leadership practices that support African American male students diagnosed with emotional 

disturbance. Purposeful sampling allowed me to identify information-rich cases, selecting 

participants who could provide deep insight into the phenomena under study. 
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Participants in this study included six urban public charter school principals in New York 

City. These principals were selected based on their leadership experience in schools serving 

predominantly African American male student populations, particularly those identified with 

emotional and behavioral challenges. While not all schools exclusively enrolled African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, all participants led schools 

where these students were either currently enrolled or had been part of the student population in 

recent years. In many cases, the schools served large numbers of students who faced ongoing 

behavioral challenges, trauma-related issues, and were frequently referred for special education 

services or behavioral interventions. 

To identify participants, I used a combination of recruitment methods, including 

professional networking, word-of-mouth referrals, snowball sampling, and outreach via 

professional platforms such as LinkedIn. I also prioritized gender balance among participants, 

resulting in a diverse group that included both male and female principals. While I was 

intentional in selecting leaders from schools with high populations of African American male 

students, some of which are single-gender school environments, I intentionally withheld specific 

school identifiers and geographic descriptors to preserve participant confidentiality. 

Design 

 

Case study inquiry is effective when data from multiple sources are used (Yin, 2003). 

Triangulation of the data supported the reliability of the findings. The design of this study 

included my identified sources of data, which were in-depth interviews, a focus group, and 

document analysis. The design also comprised my data collection methods, how the data were 

analyzed, and how the data represented the school-based intervention practices utilized and their 

effect on African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. 
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Participants 

 

Sample Size and Recruitment 

I selected six principals through purposive sampling. In qualitative research, sample size 

is typically determined by the concept of data saturation—the point at which no new information 

or themes emerge from data collection (Guest et al., 2006). For case study research, particularly 

exploratory studies such as this one, smaller, purposefully selected samples are acceptable and 

even desirable to allow for in-depth exploration (Yin, 2018). My initial proposed sample size, as 

approved by the Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB), was eight principals. This 

range aligned with best practices in qualitative inquiry, where Creswell and Poth (2018) 

recommended between 5 and 10 participants for case studies to allow for rich, contextual 

analysis while remaining manageable for in-depth data interpretation. However, due to a variety 

of recruitment challenges, I was ultimately able to secure six participants. While slightly fewer 

than originally proposed, this sample size was sufficient to support the depth of analysis required 

for this study and allowed for thematic saturation across interviews and the focus group. 

Recruitment began within my existing professional network of urban school leaders, a 

strategy aligned with purposeful sampling methods that prioritize participants who can offer 

relevant and meaningful insights (Patton, 2015). Snowball sampling was also used—one 

participant referred another principal, along with outreach on professional platforms such as 

LinkedIn. Despite sending over 70 personalized recruitment messages, responses were limited. 

From LinkedIn outreach, only three principals responded affirmatively; one was ineligible due to 

being based in New Jersey, while the other two participated in the study. 

Additional barriers included scheduling conflicts and the intensity of principals’ daily 

responsibilities. Several prospective participants expressed that they were unable to commit the 
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necessary time to participate meaningfully in interviews or focus groups. One principal also 

noted that the specificity of the study, focusing on African American male students diagnosed 

with Emotional Disturbance, made them unsure whether they could contribute adequately, even 

though the criteria were broadly defined to include principals who currently or previously 

supported such students in urban settings. While these challenges slightly reduced the initial 

target number of participants, the final group of six still represented a diverse and experienced 

range of urban principals, and the study retained its credibility and depth due to the richness of 

their contributions. 

Data collection was limited to in-depth interviews, a focus group, and document analysis. 

Interviews took place over a period of 2 months—approximately one to two interviews per week. 

Limiting the data collection to 2 months allowed the data collection to be more manageable and 

well-regulated (Yin, 2003).  

Data Collection 

 

This study utilized semi-structured interviews, a follow-up focus group, and document 

analysis to triangulate the data and enhance the validity of the findings. Using multiple data 

sources allowed for a comprehensive exploration of how urban school principals support African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance through trauma-informed 

leadership practices. 

Semi-structured interviews enabled deep individualized engagement with each principal’s 

leadership experiences, beliefs, and practices. This method provided the flexibility to explore 

emerging themes while maintaining alignment with the study’s guiding questions (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2015). Following the interviews, a focus group was conducted to enrich the data and 

explore collective insights. Focus groups are particularly valuable in qualitative research for 
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capturing interactive dialogue, allowing participants to build upon one another’s ideas, challenge 

assumptions, and elaborate on shared experiences (Barbour, 2007; Morgan, 1996). In this study, 

the focus group also served as a form of member checking, where participants reflected on 

preliminary findings and validated or clarified interpretations, as well as a means of exploring 

cross-case patterns in a collaborative setting. 

In addition to participant interviews and the focus group, school-level intervention 

documents were reviewed to provide further contextual understanding. These documents offered 

insight into the formal structures and institutional practices shaping behavioral supports within 

each school. As existing artifacts, they complemented participants’ perspectives by grounding 

the data in real-world policies and protocols that influence daily decision-making. Together, 

these data collection methods promoted methodological triangulation (Denzin, 2012), enhancing 

the credibility and depth of the study through the convergence of individual narratives, group 

dialogue, and institutional documents. This integrated approach contributed to a fuller, more 

nuanced understanding of trauma-informed leadership in urban schools. 

Participant Interviews 

 

Interviews are an important aspect of the research process, allowing researchers to collect 

meaningful data using participants’ own words. This qualitative approach helps the researcher 

gain valuable insight into how individuals interpret and experience phenomena within similar 

environments (Biklen, 1992; Creswell, 2007). This is significant because it enables the 

researcher to explore participants’ perspectives, meanings, and lived experiences in depth. 

I conducted face-to-face semi-structured interviews. An interview protocol based on 

open-ended questions (Yin, 2003) was used to gather additional data on the specific school-based 

intervention practices used for African American male students diagnosed with Emotional 
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Disturbance and how the trauma that many of these students experience was explicitly or 

implicitly addressed in the school’s intervention practices. This format allowed for a consistent 

set of guiding questions while also providing the flexibility to probe deeper based on 

participants’ responses. As a result, I was able to gain rich, contextualized understandings of  

how school leaders implement trauma-informed practices for this population of students. 

Interviews were conducted with six school principals and inquired about the school-based 

intervention practices employed throughout the school day based on the student’s goals and the 

needs of the student and school on the whole. All one-on-one interviews were conducted either at 

the school or via Zoom over a 2-month period. The length of each interview was approximately 

1 hour, as agreed upon by each participant. I transcribed all interviews. Prior to each audio-

recorded semi-structured interview, I reviewed the Informed Consent form with the study 

participants and explained the purpose and aim of my study. The semi-structured interview 

protocol developed (see Appendix B) was based on the literature reviewed on trauma-informed 

practices for African American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance as well as the 

research questions guiding this study. The semi-structured, open-ended format of the interview 

allowed participants to best voice their experiences unconstrained by any perspectives of the 

researcher or past research findings (Creswell, 2012). 

As Creswell (2012) emphasized, careful attention to the structure and flow of interviews 

is essential for meaningful data collection. Guided by Creswell (2012) and Berg (2007), I 

followed a structured sequence that began with non-threatening questions to build rapport, 

gradually introduced more significant and potentially sensitive topics, and incorporated 

validating questions to deepen responses. This approach ensured that questions remained focused 

on single concepts, transitioned smoothly between major themes, and allowed opportunities to 
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revisit key ideas that may have been missed. The interview process concluded with simple 

factual clarifications. This structured sequence supported in-depth, purposeful inquiry aligned 

with the study’s aims (Berg, 2007). Interviews with 6 principals were conducted prior to the 

focus group discussion. 

Focus Group 

 

Focus groups, a research methodology, allow researchers to extend their knowledge and 

insight into specific issues while listening and gathering information from study participants. In 

research methodology, a focus group is a meeting with participants designed to obtain data that 

are of interest to the researcher with a focused discussion (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Discussions 

are relaxed, and participants often enjoy sharing their thoughts and ideas related to the topic 

under study. In focus group discussions, “the questions are phrased and sequenced so they are 

easy to understand and logical to the participant” (Krueger, 2002, p. 6). Open-ended questions 

are used and may appear spontaneous, but they are carefully developed and arranged in a logical 

sequence. 

Participants in a focus group are selected because they share commonalities that are 

related to the topic of the study. In focus groups, the researcher encourages study participants  

to share their opinions and points of view without them feeling as if they have to reach an 

agreement (Hall, 2020; Krueger & Casey, 2015). When focus group discussions are conducted 

and analyzed, they provide insight into participants’ perceptions of the topic under study. In  

this case, the focus group I conducted was designed to gather collective thoughts and ideas  

about school-based interventions that were being implemented in the participants’ schools. 

Furthermore, the aim of my focus group discussion was to gain insight into how participants 

perceive trauma is addressed in their intervention supports for African American males who are 
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diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance in their schools. My research study, which was centered 

on the experiences of African American males, was also intended to find out more about their 

experiences as a racial group; this inquiry was necessary for the thoughtful consideration of 

culturally responsive approaches for their academic achievement (Hall, 2020). 

I chose to conduct a focus group because I felt it would help me understand participants’ 

perceptions of the topic under study and how they view, understand, and value it. Furthermore, 

the focus group allowed for a collaborative dialogue among school leaders, which generated 

insights into effective and ineffective practices related to supporting African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. The collective perspectives shared in this setting offered 

practical considerations that can inform decision-making in urban schools, particularly around 

selecting, adapting, or refining trauma-informed interventions and culturally responsive supports. 

By surfacing shared challenges and successful strategies, the focus group contributed knowledge 

that urban educators can use to enhance equity-driven approaches within their own contexts. 

While one of the challenges in conducting focus groups is the potential for participants to offer 

socially desirable or constructed responses (Kitzinger, 1995), I did not foresee this as a 

significant issue in my study. Given the nature of the topic and the participants’ roles in this 

important work, I believed they would respond with honesty and authenticity. 

I conducted my focus group after I completed all of my face-to-face interviews with  

the six school principals. I scheduled the focus group this way because it was important for 

participants to feel comfortable and free to provide their honest insights without feeling judged 

(Kitzinger, 1995; Krueger & Casey, 2015). I wanted participants to feel a sense of trust while 

engaging in discussion during the focus group session. Thus, building a rapport with participants 

during the face-to-face interviews first facilitated that rapport. 
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Although COVID-19 restrictions were no longer in effect at the time of the study, the 

focus group was conducted via videoconference. This decision was influenced less by health-

related mandates and more by the post-pandemic shift in professional norms. Since the onset of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, remote meetings have become a common and widely accepted method 

of communication, especially among school leaders who manage demanding schedules. 

Conducting the focus group online allowed for greater flexibility and accessibility, making it 

possible for all participants, who are current school principals, to join from their respective 

locations without the additional burden of travel or time away from their schools. 

While videoconferencing remains an effective method for facilitating group dialogue and 

collecting qualitative data, it may limit the ability to fully capture nonverbal communication and 

spontaneous interactions that are more easily observed in in-person settings. Nevertheless, 

participants appeared engaged throughout the session, and the virtual format did not appear to 

significantly inhibit the flow of conversation or the depth of insight shared. At the conclusion of 

the focus group, I provided a summary of the major themes discussed. This served as a form of 

member checking, allowing participants to clarify or expand on their contributions and ensuring 

that I had interpreted their perspectives accurately (Ayudhya et al., 2014). 

Documentation 

 

Documentation is significant to case study research because it preserves the language, 

voice, and context of participants (Creswell, 2012; Yin, 2003). In this study, I reviewed school-

level intervention documents, such as behavior support plans, intervention frameworks, and 

student support team protocols, to understand the structures and systems that influence 

educational and behavioral supports for African American male students with emotional 

disturbance. These documents, while not created solely for this population, reflect school-wide 
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practices that shape the intervention landscape. Since the documents already exist in written 

form, they are ready for analysis without the need for transcription. In other words, unlike 

interviews or focus groups that must be transcribed from audio recordings, the documentation is 

pre-existing text that can be immediately coded and analyzed. 

Documentation is useful in highlighting the value system embedded within institutions 

(Hatch, 2002) that allows the researcher to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the 

physical and social environment under study (Stake, 1995). By analyzing these materials, I was 

able to uncover, to some extent, how leadership decisions, intervention structures, and 

institutional priorities are communicated and enacted within each school context. 

I requested all school-wide intervention documents, including academic and social-

emotional learning (SEL) plan templates that guide all school-wide interventions, including but 

not limited to counseling plan templates, behavior intervention plan templates, and therapy and 

crisis intervention plan templates, to determine how intentional the principals are in their 

planning and preparation for the school’s African American males diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance. In addition, Case Planning Meeting documents and professional development 

preparation documents helped to support the data collected from these interviews and provided 

valuable information to answer my research questions. 

Utilization of multiple data sources allows the interventions to be explored through a 

variety of lenses, which reveals various components of the interventions to be discovered and 

understood.  

  



104 

Analytic Procedures 

Data Analysis 

 

Content analysis involves making inferences from texts using a variety of techniques. 

Since much of the data were collected in the form of narrative text, analyzing the content to 

describe how trauma is considered in the school’s intervention practices was one of my goals as 

a researcher. Further, gathering and analyzing the data for themes or patterns that may be present 

(Creswell, 2007) moved me toward developing the legitimacy of the data. 

Creswell (2012) suggested a general process for analyzing the data as outlined: 

1. Prepare and organize the data for analysis. 

2. Engage in an initial exploration of the data through coding the text for descriptions 

and themes. 

3. Use the codes to develop a more general picture of the data, including descriptions 

and themes. 

4. Represent the findings through narratives and visuals. 

5. Interpret the meanings of the results by reflecting personally on the impact of the 

findings and on the literature that might inform the findings. 

6. Conduct strategies to validate the accuracy of the findings. 

In exploring and getting a general sense of the data, I wrote memos in the margins of both 

my interview notes and transcripts, using short phrases, ideas, concepts, or hunches that occurred 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Creswell (2012) identified this process as crucial to the initial 

exploration of the data. Further analysis of the data involved coding of the data. 

“Coding is the process of segmenting and labeling text to form descriptions and broad 

themes in the data” (Creswell, 2012, p. 243). Throughout the process of coding, I selected 
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specific data to be used and disregarded data that did not provide evidence for my themes. I 

identified themes by examining the codes that (a) participants discussed most frequently,  

(b) were unique or surprising, (c) had the most evidence to support them, or (d) were expected  

in my research study. 

In coding the text for descriptions, I provided a detailed account of how the in-depth 

interviews and focus group were conducted. Developing details through descriptions are 

important to depict individuals and events. Diagramming the data (Lofland & Lofland, 1995) 

was a process I used, thereby laying the data out before me and moving them around to organize 

them into a concise visual display. The narrative data collected were transcribed and coded based 

on their connection/relation to the school-based interventions used. Being consistently aware of 

the research questions during the disaggregation of the data (Hays, 2004) was useful in my final 

reporting of the findings. 

Theme Development 

In order to analyze the data, I followed a structured content analysis approach to identify 

patterns, themes, and key insights related to the participants’ descriptions of trauma-informed 

approaches in their school-wide interventions to support African American male students 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. The analysis process was based on Creswell’s (2012) 

general framework for qualitative data analysis, which involves preparing the data, coding for 

themes, developing descriptions, representing findings, and interpreting meanings. I utilized the 

qualitative data analysis software NVivo 14 to aid in the storage, management, and visualization 

of the data and themes during the analysis process. 

I began with preparing and organizing the data for analysis. This phase entailed 

transcribing the interview and focus group recordings to turn the data into a textual format. I  
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read the transcripts once from start to finish while checking for clarity and misspellings. I read 

through the transcripts for a second time while referencing my interview notes to mark notable 

instances during data collection. This initial step allowed me to become familiar with the data 

and begin identifying key areas of interest. 

Next, I proceeded with coding, a systematic process of segmenting and labeling text to 

form meaningful descriptions and broad themes (Creswell, 2012). Using NVivo, I re-read the 

transcripts while highlighting sections of text that aligned with the study’s research questions. I 

gave short descriptive labels to these highlighted sections to form codes. During this process,  

I prioritized codes that (a) were frequently mentioned by participants, (b) were unique or 

unexpected, (c) had strong supporting evidence, or (d) aligned with existing literature on trauma-

informed practices. Any data that did not provide meaningful evidence for the emerging themes 

were set aside. A list of codes is presented in Appendix A. 

Following the initial coding, I grouped related codes into broader themes to develop a 

more general picture of the data. This step involved identifying relationships between codes, 

consolidating overlapping categories, and refining the themes to ensure clarity and coherence.  

I used NVivo’s hierarchical listing of narrower codes and broader themes (see Figure 3.1) for  

a visual representation of the theme development process. Figure 3.1 shows that the codes 

recognizing students’ externalizing behaviors, risk counseling, and restorative justice practices 

were related by the concept that students’ disengagement and acting-out behaviors were 

manifestations of trauma. This visual provided a clear overview of the connections between 

different themes and their relevance to the study’s focus on school-based trauma interventions. 
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Figure 3.1 

 

Example Theme Hierarchy in NVivo 14 

 

The themes were refined to encompass broad yet complete and contextualized 

representations of the participants’ descriptions of their experiences. For instance, the themes 

recognizing disengagement and acting-out as trauma manifestations, trauma-informed 

pedagogy, and culturally responsive curriculum collectively represented the participants’ 

experiences of showing considerations towards African American male students with Emotional 

Disturbance as part of their trauma-informed approaches. Thus, the overarching theme study 

participants show considerations for the needs of African American male students with 

emotional disturbance emerged. Table 3.1 contains the list of themes merged into the final 

overarching themes. Six overarching themes emerged in the analysis. 

I then used narrative descriptions that incorporated direct quotes from participants to 

illustrate key themes and provide context for the data. These narratives revealed the experiences 

and perspectives of school leaders regarding trauma-informed interventions for African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. Throughout this process, I 

remained consistently aware of the research questions, ensuring that the disaggregation and 

reporting of the data aligned with the study’s objectives (Hays, 2004). 
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Table 3.1 

Overarching Themes 

Themes Overarching Themes 

Relationship-building 

Implementing structured behavior 

intervention 

Emotion management support 

Study participants equip African American 

male students with emotional disturbance with 

social-emotional supports 

Recognizing disengagement and 

acting-out as trauma manifestations 

Trauma-Informed pedagogy 

Culturally responsive curriculum 

Study participants show considerations for the 

needs of African American male students with 

emotional disturbance 

Disparities in remote learning 

Disconnection from support systems 

COVID-19 as a layered trauma 

Suffered loss and grief 

Study participants perceived that  

the COVID-19 pandemic worsened the 

inequalities experienced by African American 

male students with emotional disturbance 

Affected social life 

Mental health deterioration 

Study participants perceived that the COVID-

19 pandemic negatively affected the socio-

emotional well-being of African American 

male students with emotional disturbance 

Involving the community 

Equipping teachers and staff to address 

needs of students 

Study participants involve the community in 

and out of the school to support the students 

Affirmation and acknowledgment 

Providing a safe space for all students 

Study participants encourage school-wide 

conversations about trauma and racial issues 
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Finally, I interpreted the meanings of the findings by reflecting on their implications, 

considering how they related to existing literature, and identifying potential contributions to the 

field. These conclusions are presented in Chapter 5. The themes along with the narratives are 

reported in the following Findings section. 

Trustworthiness 

 

Trustworthiness of data is vital to increase the reliability of a research study (Creswell, 

2012). I triangulated the data collection procedures by utilizing a variety of forms of data, 

including interviews, a focus group, transcript data, and document analysis. Data triangulation is 

referred to as the process of improving the probability that the findings and interpretations will 

be found credible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To evaluate the credibility of my findings, validating 

the legitimacy of my research was crucial. Validity refers to “the degree to which the indicators 

or variables of a research concept are made measurable, accurately representing that concept” 

(Lub, 2015, p. 3). Trustworthiness was examined utilizing four components: credibility, 

dependability, confirmability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Credibility 

 

Viewed as the most important aspect of establishing trustworthiness, credibility calls for 

the study’s research findings to be linked with reality through techniques such as triangulation 

and member checking. Member checking is the process whereby data, interpretations, and 

conclusions are made with those from whom the data were originally collected (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). Member checking is critical in establishing credibility. In 

this study, I utilized member checking by having the participants in the study validate the 

findings by reading them over and providing feedback. 
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Dependability and Confirmability 

To ensure the dependability of my findings, I engaged in practices that promote 

consistency and transparency throughout the research process. While I did not conduct a formal 

inquiry audit, I sought feedback from a trusted scholar-practitioner with a doctorate in education 

and postdoctoral experience in qualitative research. This individual reviewed my data analysis 

process and preliminary findings, offering insight into whether the interpretations aligned with 

the raw data. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), dependability refers to the consistency of 

findings over time and across researchers. My documentation of coding decisions, analytic 

memos, and a clear audit trail further support the dependability of the study, allowing others to 

trace the logic and progression of my interpretations. Furthermore, the dependability of any 

research study is important because it establishes the research study as consistent and repeatable, 

verifying that my findings were consistent with the raw data I collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

A researcher would arrive at similar findings, interpretations, and conclusions about the data. 

Confirmability refers to ensuring the findings are based on the participants’ narratives 

and words rather than any biases held by the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By utilizing an 

audit trail, I was able to detail the process of data collection, analysis, and interpretation by 

recording the topics that were unique and interesting, writing my thoughts about the coding and 

what the themes meant. 

Transferability 

Transferability is established when the findings of the research study can be applied to 

other contexts and situations. The findings may not be directly transferable. However, providing 

the database that makes transferability possible on the part of potential appliers (Lincoln & 
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Guba, 1985) is one of the aims of increasing the trustworthiness of the study. I provided evidence 

that the data and findings obtained could be applicable.  

Researcher Bias 

Researcher bias occurs when researchers try to influence the results of their work in order 

to get the outcome they desire (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By keeping detailed records of my 

research study, being aware that bias exists, and recognizing the limitations of my study, I 

minimized any biases that could occur. To reduce researcher bias, I was sure to analyze all my 

data. Furthermore, I ensured my work was consistently checked throughout my study. 

Role of the Researcher 

 

As an African American woman who has been an educator for more than 20 years, the 

educational achievement of African American students has been of great importance to me 

because positive school outcomes are linked to a better quality of life. This is important for all 

people. However, groups of people who are frequently marginalized require additional resources. 

Conducting research on school-based intervention practices for African American males 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance informs future practices that school leaders can utilize. 

As an educational leader and special education professional, the opportunity to research, 

understand, and document intervention practices that will inform my current and future 

professional practice helped me refine my own educational leadership practice. It is important to 

recognize that, as an educational leader and special education professional, I have biases; thus, I 

needed to identify them and have others read over my study. 

Heifetz and Linsky (2002) contended that for educational leaders to lead change efforts 

effectively, they must do so by “getting off the dance floor and going to the balcony” (p. 51). 

This means that educational leaders can seek out change by examining leadership practices 
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through the lens of an educational leader. As a researcher, educational leader, and special 

education professional, I plan to continue pursuing career opportunities in the field of special 

education and educational leadership. Therefore, researching “from the balcony” provided me 

with an opportunity to investigate how school leaders in schools that support students in special 

education facilitate leadership practices and, thus, obtain insights that will further enhance my 

leadership practice.  

Dana et al. (2011) described inquiry as a systematic and intentional process through 

which educators examine their own professional practice. Inquiring professionals seek out 

change by reflecting on their own practice and/or the practices of others. As the principal 

investigator in this study, my interest was to place inquiry at the core of my research by 

developing questions based on wonderings I have and am passionate about exploring. Collecting 

and analyzing data to inform my questions for the purpose of sharing what I have learned with 

others was how I intended to carry out my study as a broader approach to inquiry. 

As an administrator and a special education professional, I play a critical role in 

cultivating the success of my present and future educational practice, and so, it is important for 

me to establish myself in the inquiry process. Inquiry into the leadership practices in schools 

illuminates the intervention process, including how trauma is systematically and explicitly 

addressed in the school, and allows the data from my research questions to potentially serve as a 

productive frame for professional development that occurs in New York City public schools.  

As an educational leader, a special education professional, and a researcher in this study, 

my objective was to create an opportunity to reflect on leadership practices and gain insight into 

my wonderings through data collection and analysis. While I did not disseminate findings 

widely, I did share key insights with the participating principals to ensure transparency and to 
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support the accuracy of the findings. This step also allowed participants to review how their 

perspectives were represented, and to offer feedback, clarification, or corrections if needed. In 

recognizing that this study involved complex dynamics of power and potential risks to myself, 

the participants, and their school communities, I remained committed to conducting ethical, 

respectful, and insightful research. My approach throughout was grounded in critical self-

reflection, professional integrity, and a desire to contribute meaningfully to the field of trauma-

informed leadership in urban education.  

Positionality and Theme Construction 

 

My positionality as an African-American woman and urban educator with over twenty 

years of experience in New York City schools significantly informed how I approached this 

study and shaped the construction of the themes that emerged during data analysis. As a former 

teacher, assistant principal, and director of student support services, I have spent much of my 

career working directly with African-American male students diagnosed with emotional 

disturbance. These professional experiences, coupled with my personal cultural lens, influenced 

my understanding of the data and contributed to the identification and interpretation of key 

patterns. 

In qualitative research, the researcher’s identity is not separate from the research process, 

but rather part of the lens through which meaning is made (Holmes, 2020; Milner, 2007). My 

awareness of systemic inequities, particularly those experienced by Black boys who are often 

disproportionately identified with emotional or behavioral disorders, heightened my sensitivity to 

certain responses from participants. For instance, I may have been more attuned to expressions of 

racialized trauma, the significance of culturally responsive practices, and the emotional and 

relational dimensions of leadership in high-needs settings. These insights informed how I coded  
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the data and how overarching themes, such as “Creating affirming spaces” or “Acknowledging 

racialized trauma,” came to be conceptualized. Throughout the analytic process, I engaged in 

reflexive journaling and memo writing to monitor how my positionality might influence my 

interpretations. This reflexivity helped ensure that while my experiences provided a valuable 

lens, I remained grounded in the participants’ words and took steps to avoid imposing meaning 

not supported by the data. I also used strategies such as member checking to strengthen the 

credibility of the themes and mitigate potential researcher bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Ultimately, my positionality served as both a resource and a responsibility. It helped me 

recognize the complex sociocultural and emotional landscapes in which school leaders operate, 

and it guided the construction of themes that reflect both the challenges and the possibilities for 

trauma-informed leadership in support of African-American male students diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance. 
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Chapter 4: FINDINGS 

Trauma, particularly among African American male students, remains largely 

unaddressed due to the lack of appropriate and culturally responsive intervention services needed 

in schools and communities. These students are often raised in communities impacted by 

violence, poverty, and systemic inequities, which can lead to behavioral expressions that schools 

struggle to interpret and support. Frequently, these trauma responses are misunderstood and 

framed as a disorder, leading to a diagnosis of emotional disturbance. In this way, emotional 

disturbance becomes a central classification that connects student’s lived trauma to the services 

and intervention, or lack thereof, that they receive in schools.  

However, the label itself often fails to reflect the root causes of students’ behaviors, 

resulting in misaligned supports. Therefore, African American male students with an emotional 

disturbance diagnosis require more targeted, trauma-informed, and culturally responsive 

approaches. Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and examine school 

leadership practice and the ways in which urban school principals in New York City consider 

trauma-informed approaches and school-wide interventions to support African American male 

students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. The research questions that guided this study 

were: 

1. In what ways do urban schools designed to support students diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance consider trauma-informed approaches in their interventions 

for their African American male students? 

2. What are the school principal’s perceptions on how COVID-19, as a trauma type, has 

impacted African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 
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3. How can urban school principals effectively develop school-wide approaches that 

will address trauma, including racial trauma, to promote equity for the school’s 

African American male students who have been diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance? 

The findings of this study are presented in this chapter. A sample of six urban school 

principals in New York City were purposefully selected for this study. All participants are 

principals of color. The description of the participants is provided in this chapter. Participants 

were interviewed individually, joined a focus group discussion, and provided materials for the 

document review for data collection purposes. The interview and focus group data were analyzed 

to develop themes representative of the participants’ experience and perception of how trauma is 

considered in their school’s intervention practices. The themes are reported in this chapter to 

answer the research questions. 

Sample of the Study 

The sample of this study consisted of six New York City urban school principals. For the 

purpose of this study, all participants met the criteria of being an urban school principal and/or 

school leader for at least 5 years to account for the experience of being in their role during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and having served African American male students with Emotional 

Disturbance. All names used in this study are pseudonyms. 

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the study participants, including their personal and 

professional demographics, school locations, grade levels served, school sizes, and the 

percentage of African American male students enrolled. Each participant serves as a principal in 

a public charter school within New York City, representing a range of boroughs, leadership 
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experiences, and school models. This table offers contextual background that supports the 

analysis of their perspectives and practices described in the Findings chapter. 

Table 4.1 

 

Participant Demographics and School Contexts 

 

Participant Gender 
Years in 

Education 

Years as 

Principal 

School 

Location 

Grade 

Levels 

% of 

African 

American 

Males 

School Type 

Allison Female 17 6 Harlem PreK-5 42 Public Charter 

School; arts 

integrated 

Brittany Female 9 3 Brooklyn 5-8 48 Public Charter 

School; focus 

on structured 

behavior 

systems 

Cortney Female 7 2 Brooklyn K-8 15 Public Charter 

School; 

diverse and 

multicultural 

focus 

Samuel Male 10 5 Bronx PreK-8 46 Public Charter 

School; large 

male student 

population 

Brandon Male 10 7 Brooklyn 5-8 92 Public Charter 

School; large 

male student 

population 

Salvador Male 36 10 Bronx 9-12 15 Public Charter 

School; 

STEM focus 
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Participant Profiles 

 

The following section provides a brief narrative profile for each participant, highlighting 

their personal background, professional experience, and school context. 

Allison 

Allison’s journey into education was unplanned but transformative. She worked in 

museum education, but she soon transitioned to the classroom upon earning a master’s degree  

in elementary education. She has a background in anthropology, and language and literature, and 

her initial experience in education was teaching English outside of the United States. Allison 

spent 5 years as a charter school elementary teacher before moving into leadership roles in New 

York City. She first became a director at an all-boys charter school, a position that solidified her 

belief in single-gender education and the potential for boys of color to achieve academic 

excellence. 

Her leadership journey continued as a founding team member of a charter school where 

she took on the role of principal. Currently, Allison serves as the principal of a school where she 

is committed to providing high-quality education to students who have historically limited access 

to educational resources. She is passionate about increasing diversity in education and helping 

students, particularly students of color, receive the same opportunities and exposure to the arts 

that she had growing up. 

Brittany 

Brittany is a middle school principal overseeing approximately 360 students in Grades 5 

through 8. With 3 years of experience in school leadership, Brittany has observed that many of 

her students, particularly African American males, face challenges related to trauma, poverty, 

and social-emotional development. She emphasizes the importance of restorative practices  



119 

over punitive discipline, focusing on relationship building, community service, and targeted 

interventions to support students struggling with behavioral issues as a result of their trauma. 

Brittany has implemented structured discussions on social-emotional topics such as self-care, 

bullying, and the impact of social media to help students navigate their emotions and interactions 

as a response to the lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. She actively seeks support 

from fellow principals, as well as her school social worker and special education coordinator, to 

ensure her students receive the necessary resources and interventions to thrive. 

Cortney 

Cortney’s path to becoming a principal was rooted in social work rather than traditional 

education. As an African American woman, she earned her master’s degree with the intent of 

working with Black girls in youth development or nonprofit settings. However, her career took a 

turn when she was offered a leadership position at a charter school in Brooklyn. The school, 

serving a historically under-resourced community, sought a leader with a social-emotional 

learning (SEL) background to help shape school culture. Cortney accepted the role despite not 

having prior teaching experience. She became a key influence in school leadership. 

Her experience in the position exposed her to the complexities of discipline policies in 

different school settings. Later, at a different school, she encountered a rigid, zero-tolerance 

disciplinary model. She sought a school with a more restorative justice-based approach, which 

was how she became employed at her current school in Brooklyn. She has a deep commitment  

to culturally responsive leadership, as evidenced by bringing a social work lens to school 

administration, balancing academic rigor with emotional and community-based support systems. 
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Brandon 

Brandon’s career path in education was shaped by his own experiences as a student who 

often found himself in the principal’s office. His elementary school principal, who later became 

his high school principal, inspired him with her intellect and leadership to pursue his future in 

education. Brandon shared being determined to follow in his former principal’s footsteps. He 

obtained a degree and participated in a summer teaching internship in Brooklyn, which was his 

firsthand experience leading a classroom. By the end of the internship and upon graduation, he 

secured a teaching position. 

Brandon’s teaching career began with teaching first and third grade before transitioning 

to middle school reading instruction. He was encouraged by his colleagues to pursue leadership; 

thus, he joined a principal fellowship program. The program helped him prepare for a school 

leadership role. He was later hired as a principal in the same school community where he had 

once been a teacher. Brandon has remained committed to challenging the negative identities that 

some students internalize. He recognizes how many young Black boys are labeled as “bad” from 

an early age and works to break that cycle so that they see themselves as scholars and leaders 

instead. His leadership is driven by his belief that representation matters and that students benefit 

from seeing educators who understand their lived experiences. 

Samuel 

Samuel did not expect to work in the field of education as he was initially pursuing  

a career in social work. He was drawn to education because of his desire to build strong 

relationships with both students and families. Samuel was a family advocate in a middle school 

in which he served as a case manager connecting students to resources. However, due to staffing 

shortages, he was unexpectedly placed in a teaching role just 2 days into the school year. What 
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was initially meant to be a temporary assignment turned into a 4-year teaching position, during 

which he simultaneously balanced classroom instruction and case management responsibilities. 

His leadership approach remains rooted in his background in social work, emphasizing the 

importance of understanding students beyond their academic performance. He sees education as 

a holistic process that requires addressing students’ emotional and social needs alongside their 

academic development. 

Salvador 

Salvador has been in the field of education for over 3 decades and has experienced  

roles from teacher to superintendent. In his first teaching job, he was immersed in progressive 

education, project-based learning, and restorative practices. These concepts were not widely 

recognized at that time. He later transitioned to teaching math and geometry in middle and high 

schools while mentoring young men through boys’ groups focused on personal development and 

conflict mediation. 

Salvador then served as the assistant principal at a community high school before 

becoming a principal at a different high school. He was dedicated to supporting young men of 

color, particularly those involved in the justice system, by creating spaces for them to reflect, 

heal, and grow. His commitment to restorative justice and student empowerment was evident in 

his approach of prioritizing building strong, trusting relationships with students. Salvador’s 

leadership philosophy is centered on accountability, honesty, and giving students the tools to 

change their trajectories. He believes in the power of relationships and refuses to accept failure 

as an option for the students he serves. His extensive experience across all levels of education 

makes him a formidable advocate for equity and school transformation. 
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Findings 

The analytic procedures, including the development of themes and use of qualitative  

data analysis software, are detailed in Chapter 3. The findings presented here reflect the six 

overarching themes that emerged from that process to answer the three research questions of  

this study. The themes were: (a) study participants equip African American male students  

with Emotional Disturbance with social-emotional supports; (b) study participants show 

consideration for the needs of African American male students with Emotional Disturbance;  

(c) study participants perceive that the COVID-19 pandemic worsened the inequalities 

experienced by African American male students with Emotional Disturbance; (d) study 

participants perceive that the COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected the socioemotional well-

being of African American male students with Emotional Disturbance; (e) study participants 

involve the community in and out of the school to support the students; and (f) study participants 

encourage school-wide conversations about trauma and racial issues. Each theme is discussed 

with excerpts from the interviews. 

Theme 1 

Study participants equip African American male students with Emotional 

Disturbance with social-emotional supports. 

The participants of this study shared their perceptions that urban school principals  

play a crucial role in supporting African American male students diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance. The participants discussed their role to include implementing social-emotional 

supports that address both behavioral and emotional needs. They acknowledged that fostering 

strong relationships, creating spaces for emotional regulation, and involving students in their 

own intervention plans are essential components of helping students thrive academically and 
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emotionally. The participants’ descriptions of their practices reflected a holistic approach that 

prioritizes students’ well-being alongside academic outcomes. 

According to the participants, one method of social-emotional support is the 

establishment of relationships through interactions and check-in systems to help students 

navigate daily challenges. Allison explained the value of assigning check-in and check-out 

mentors and paraprofessional support: 

     Having mentors potentially like a check-in and checkout mentor—those have been 

somewhat successful for students—paraprofessional support where it’s eighty to a 

hundred percent—just someone who can provide those breaks for students, provide some 

individual social emotional support versus response support when needed. 

 

Samuel shared a copy of the student observation form they used to record students’ 

appearance and behaviors, which is comprised of checkboxes of behaviors that can be observed 

and a referral form for recommended disciplinary action. Brittany forwarded a similar document 

called a Discipline Referral Form, which also contains checkboxes of behaviors and a referral 

form. In the focus group, Brandon shared, “They become more mindful of like their actions 

because they have these younger boys looking up to them, and they look forward to like going to 

check in and so they don’t want to lose those opportunities.” Similarly, Brittany reported the 

need to provide students with consistent adult interactions: “Myself and the deans greet students 

every morning when they walk in the building, smile, say their name...sometimes those little 

things too make a difference.” The participants described how small yet intentional interactions 

contribute to students feeling seen and supported, fostering a sense of belonging. 

Additionally, the participants shared that they implemented targeted intervention  

plans and sensory supports to help students regulate their emotions and behaviors. Allison 

acknowledged the significance of sensory tools, expressing that “sensory walls, sensory gyms... 
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could be really helpful to help students regulate themselves.” Samuel similarly stated that they 

offered a range of sensory outlets tailored to students’ needs. He specified: 

     There are some students who come in here who are just angry…I’m not going to sit 

there and force you to talk, but you may need to release energy. So, we make sure that we 

provide them the space to actually do that…we will take the time to just go to the gym, 

have them shoot around. Now we’re shooting around, we’re playing basketball, we’re 

talking…. I may take you down to one of the social worker’s offices and there’s a 

punching bag there. You get to put gloves on and you get to punch the bag. And that 

actually allows them, helps them release the energy, because afterwards they usually take 

a breath. 

 

The participants shared their perceptions that they enabled students to de-escalate without 

resorting to disruptive behaviors by creating designated spaces and tools for emotional regulation 

to support their social-emotional needs. 

Another method of supporting students’ social-emotional needs shared by the participants 

was student empowerment through involvement in their own intervention plans. Samuel 

described the importance of collaborating with students: “Before we put anything into place...we 

have to sit down and make sure we sit down with the child first to review what we’ve talked 

about...they are much more bought into the system.” This participatory approach allows students 

to have agency in their behavioral plans, fostering a sense of ownership and accountability. 

Similarly, Brandon discussed the implementation of leadership opportunities for students; he 

justified, “I’ve made it a point to find a way to get them involved...whether I want you to have 

the responsibility of being the office monitor or in a school leadership program.” Allison shared 

a participatory approach through helping students set goals. The goals along with the action plan 

and evaluation of success are documented in a goal-setting form shared by the participant. 

Samuel’s participatory approach involved the use of a restorative reflection form to allow 

students to de-escalate while thinking about their actions. The first part of the form is shown in 
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Figure 4.1. The participants articulated that their initiatives not only redirect students’ energy 

into positive roles but also affirm their capacity to contribute to the school community.  

Figure 4.1 

A Portion of the Restorative Reflection Form 

 

The participants expressed the belief that relationships between students and staff were 

foundational to effective social-emotional interventions. Salvador reported the importance of 

staff demonstrating belief in students: “They know somebody cares...you don’t have to be 

perfect, but you got to make good decisions for yourself.” Samuel’s statement corroborated with 

Salvador’s insight by highlighting the necessity of making students feel valued: “Too many 

instances...Black and Brown young men, they don’t get that love...but there should always be 
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another side of that.” The participants’ narratives revealed the impact that consistent care, 

respect, and trust from adults, have on students’ emotional well-being. 

Finally, the participants reported that they worked to involve families and communities in 

the support process. Cortney reported that their school adopted a Multi-Tiered System of Support 

(MTSS) model that included a leadership team, counselors, and grade-level leads, as well as a 

data dashboard to track counseling referrals and absenteeism. The participant provided a copy of 

their MTSS Application Handbook. An excerpt from the document is shown in Figure 4.2. 

Figure 4.2 

Excerpt from MTSS Application Handbook 

 

This collaborative approach included social-emotional interventions that were 

comprehensive and data-driven. Samuel recounted the value of family involvement: “The 

parents, their guardians, the people who are in their lives...can tell us more than what we know  
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about the job...that helps us when dealing with different issues.” The participants described that 

they create a support network that extends beyond the school campus by engaging families and 

community members. 

Theme 2 

Study participants show consideration for the needs of African American male 

students with Emotional Disturbance. 

The participants of this study collectively noted that African American male students 

with Emotional Disturbance have unique needs and require a range of strategies to help them 

receive appropriate support. The participants referenced support for needs including behavioral 

manifestations of trauma and the underlying emotional needs of their students. The support 

discussed by the participants included structured interventions, such as behavior support plans, 

social-emotional learning curricula, and targeted academic or behavioral interventions delivered 

in a consistent data-driven manner, alongside restorative practices and individualized counseling. 

These structured interventions provided predictable supports tailored to student needs, often 

implemented through Multi-Tiered Systems of Support or Individualized Education Plans to 

address both behavioral challenges and underlying emotional concerns. The participants’ 

perceptions reflected an understanding that traditional punitive measures often fail to address  

the root causes of students’ struggles and that a more holistic, student-centered approach is 

necessary. 

The participants disclosed that they showed consideration for their students by 

acknowledging the externalization of trauma and responding with targeted interventions rather 

than punishment. Allison described that many African American male students with trauma 

exhibit “a lot more externalizing behavior versus internalizing behavior,” which was often 
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perceived as aggression when it is actually an emotional outburst. Brittany similarly explained, 

“Whenever students misbehave, I’m always looking at the full scope of it…. What is the cause 

and effect? I don’t think suspension is the answer for everything a child does.” The participants 

shared documents that evidenced this practice. Brittany sent the behavior intervention plan 

student profile worksheet, a document containing sets of checklists of events that potentially 

trigger behaviors. A portion of the Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) Student Profile Worksheet 

is shown in Figure 4.3. 

Figure 4.3 

A Portion of the BIP Student Profile Worksheet 

 

 

Instead of resorting to punitive measures, principals incorporate restorative practices to 

help students understand and manage their emotions. Brittany shared an experience of assigning 

two students who were bullying each other to engage in a project together: “We had them work 

on a project together, made them sit together during lunch and recess and interview each other…  

they needed to build that relationship.” In the focus group, Cortney explained that building 

relationships with individual students was vital to trauma-informed practices: “Trauma-informed 
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practices really have to be customized to the child.” The participants noted that they helped 

students process their actions in a constructive way while maintaining their engagement in the 

school community through using restorative methods instead of exclusionary discipline methods. 

In addition to addressing behavior through relational approaches, the participants noted 

the implementation of predictable structures and individualized supports to help students feel 

more in control of their emotions. Allison described that students need consistency in their 

environment: “Providing very predictable student schedules…sometimes without them can lead 

to anxiety, just like, ‘I don’t know what’s going on.’ So having some control, some choice 

incentives like choice charts or menus have been helpful.” Her statement underscores the 

importance of environmental stability for students with emotional disturbance, many of whom 

may experience a heightened sensitivity to unpredictability due to prior trauma or inconsistent 

routines in their personal lives. Structured environments help students manage uncertainty, 

reducing the likelihood of emotional outbursts.  

Samuel shared how deeply trauma influences African American male students’ behavior, 

noting, “The communities they’re coming from…they’re used to aggression, they’re used to 

violence…they start to believe that’s normal.” While this perspective reflects his lived 

experience as a school leader, it is important to acknowledge that such behaviors are often rooted 

in systemic inequities, underinvestment in neighborhoods, exposure to racialized stress, and 

intergenerational trauma, not inherent traits of the students or their communities. Samuel’s 

comments highlight the normalization of trauma responses in environments where survival may 

require hypervigilance or defensive behaviors. As such, the participants recognized that 

addressing emotional and behavioral challenges required more than disciplinary measures; they 

shared that they embedded social-emotional learning interventions in the curriculum to support 
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students in developing self-regulation and positive coping strategies. Samuel explained, “We 

have school counselors where…as long as we get consent or permission from the parent, it starts 

with just having a conversation. Sometimes many of our students just need that time to talk to 

express themselves.” According to the participants, these interventions provide students with a 

safe outlet to process their experiences and develop emotional regulation skills. 

The participants shared that another way they showed consideration for their African 

American male students with Emotional Disturbance was through avoiding unnecessary 

stigmatization and over-reliance on restrictive support measures. Cortney expressed caution 

regarding the automatic assignment of paraprofessionals, staff members who provide one-on-one 

assistance to students, as this can unintentionally label or isolate students. Similarly, Salvador 

emphasized the importance of maintaining a supportive, inclusive classroom environment that 

does not rely heavily on isolating interventions or constant adult supervision. Salvador shared, 

“We don’t have any metal restraints, no plastic restraints because this is not a jail…. If you’re 

having a bad day, we give you the space to cool out but also hold you accountable.” The 

participants described the need for balance between providing necessary structure and ensuring 

that students do not feel overly controlled or singled out. In the focus group, Brittany shared: 

     And I think the word I would use is understanding…we’re in such a fast-paced 

environment, so making sure like I’m taking the time to like really slow down and 

understand my students…[that we] are understanding their story, understand their 

background, because we all have different perspectives and different backgrounds. 

 

Another way the participants demonstrated consideration for students who have 

experienced trauma or who may have been diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance was through 

building strong family partnerships to better understand students’ needs. Brittany stated that 

parental involvement was essential for African American male students with Emotional 

Disturbance: “Through building relationships with families, we’re able to better understand what 
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that student may need.” Brandon described an example of how family dynamics influence 

student behavior: 

     He was just like this angry kid…his mom…she had given up on him. And [M] was 

one of my students who I was able to just have some of the most real conversations with. 

But I’ll never forget, I had a white teacher on staff and [M] was doing something and he 

pulled the camera out and started recording [M]. He lost it. He lost it, cursing…but I had 

to step in and defend [M] because [M] is a kid and what you did triggered him, and you 

were wrong. And so that was an informal way of where I had to step in and…told [M], if 

I was not your principal, you would probably be in handcuffs the way you carried 

yourself. And then people looking and wondering, why is it a two-day suspension? Why 

is he not going up for five days? Why is he not going up for expulsion? And it was 

because of that informal structure that I knew I had to give him that grace to teach him 

but still hold him accountable. 

 

The participants’ insights illustrated how principals navigate complex family-school 

dynamics to ensure students receive the compassion and structure they need to succeed. While 

the student still received a suspension, Brandon’s decision illustrates the delicate balance trauma-

informed leaders must strike between accountability and compassion. His response was not 

simply punitive but intentionally calibrated, shortening the suspension and avoiding more severe 

consequences in recognition of the student’s trauma history and the adult’s triggering behavior. 

This approach reflects a nuanced form of discipline that seeks to preserve student dignity, 

promote growth, and support emotional regulation, while also maintaining school expectations 

and safety. 

Theme 3 

Study participants perceive that the COVID-19 pandemic worsened the inequalities 

experienced by African American Male students with Emotional Disturbance. 

The participants reported the observation that the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the 

pre-existing inequalities faced by African American male students with Emotional Disturbance. 

According to the participants, the pandemic widened academic gaps, disrupted essential support 
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systems, and created barriers to accessing necessary services, disproportionately impacting 

students who were already vulnerable. The participants described that African American male 

students were largely affected by disruptions in learning and lack of access to technology during 

the pandemic. Allison noted the disparities in remote learning between African American male 

students and other students: “There’s a technology gap. So, I’m not sure what their access was to 

remote schooling. The participants perceived that this digital divide meant that many students 

struggled to keep up with lessons, leading to long-term academic setbacks.” Allison further 

explained that some students “may or may not have attended school” consistently, particularly in 

lower grade levels where parental supervision was essential but not always available. According 

to Brandon, the consequences of this interrupted learning remain visible even after 5 years from 

the onset of the pandemic. Brandon shared, “If you didn’t really do remote schooling in 

kindergarten, first grade, you’re in fourth and fifth grade right now and you might not have 

caught up.” The participants stated that setbacks have left many students significantly behind 

their peers, reinforcing educational inequities. 

The participants also believed that the pandemic led to gaps in early diagnosis and 

intervention for African American male students with Emotional Disturbance, which 

consequently delayed critical support services. Allison disclosed that “people were just 

surviving,” meaning that many students who needed evaluations or special education services 

did not receive them in a timely manner. The participants stated that this lack of early 

identification resulted in students struggling without proper accommodations, further 

exacerbating behavioral and academic challenges. 

Communities of color, including African American communities, were believed to have 

experienced increased loss and trauma during the COVID-19 pandemic (CDC, 2020). Allison 
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acknowledged that “a lot of communities of color lost more individuals than other communities,” 

forcing children to cope with grief at a young age. This loss, coupled with instability at home, 

created an environment where students faced heightened emotional distress, making it even more 

difficult for them to succeed in school. 

The participants stated that beyond academic and emotional challenges, the pandemic 

also strained parental involvement, reducing a key source of advocacy for students with 

emotional disturbance. Brandon reflected on the shift, stating, “I saw a decrease in parental 

involvement post-COVID…there was a certain camaraderie before COVID where parents just 

wanted to be in the school, they wanted to be a part of it.” This decline in engagement meant that 

fewer parents were available to push for necessary accommodations or participate in their child’s 

intervention plans. As Brandon further explained, even parents who previously showed up did 

not anymore. He stated: 

     Even those who I talk about, that abandonment issue, they would still show up. They 

were going to come to report card conferences. They were going to have an attitude, but 

they were there. And I think post-COVID, it was like, “I don’t have to come if I don’t 

want to.” And that, I think, that had an impact on the school environment because we 

have fewer parents coming in as well, and of course for health reasons. But once all the 

health reasons had really been lifted, it still stayed that way. There was still that distance. 

 

The participants perceived that without strong parental advocacy, students with emotional 

disturbance faced additional barriers in accessing the services and accommodations they needed. 

The participants reported the need to rebuild community engagement as a way to counteract 

these growing inequalities. Samuel shared that, while many students struggled with remote 

learning, others “wanted to come back into the school building…because the experience is 

completely different.” The desire to return to school signaled that students recognized the value 

of in-person learning and the support structures that come with it. However, the participants 

acknowledged that simply returning to physical classrooms would not be enough to undo the 
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damage caused by the pandemic. Moving forward, school leaders identified the need for targeted 

interventions, increased family engagement, and trauma-informed practices to help close the 

gaps widened by the pandemic. 

Theme 4 

Study participants perceived that the COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected the 

socioemotional well-being of African American male students with Emotional Disturbance. 

The participants shared their perceptions that the COVID-19 pandemic may have also 

negatively impacted the socioemotional well-being of African American male students with 

emotional disturbance. According to the participants, African American male students with 

emotional disturbance tended to have experienced prolonged isolation from the school 

environment, increased anxiety, and weakened social skills. These experiences created a 

challenging emotional landscape for students as they returned to in-person learning. 

The participants stated that loss of social and communication skills, particularly among 

students who were already struggling with emotional regulation, was one of the most immediate 

effects of the pandemic. Allison noted that African American male students with emotional 

disturbance fell behind in social skills following the pandemic. Allison shared, “I think there’s a 

lot of lagging skills socially, just because of some of the isolation children experienced during 

that year or two. Their social skills were affected, and then there was also a lag of academic 

skills that could have been exacerbated.” Brittany described how students now preferred digital 

interactions over face-to-face communication: “They were just on their phone…now they’re 

used to just being on their phone and not really interacting with folks, not being able to hold an 

in-person conversation.” The reliance on technology as a primary form of communication made 

it difficult for students to re-engage in social settings. The participants perceived that dependence 
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on technology led to increased withdrawal and struggles with peer relationships among African 

American male students with emotional disturbance. Samuel reported observing a shift in 

students’ ability to process emotions, particularly for students who spent the pandemic at home 

with minimal social interaction. He described how some students “really did not know how to 

interact with people, other students or adults…they really did not know how to express their 

emotions.” Samuel explained that many students were left alone for long hours while their 

parents worked: “If you live at home by yourself, no siblings, you don’t have any interaction 

with any other human being all day…that was a big piece of it.” This emotional flatness often led 

to misinterpretations of behavior, with educators sometimes assuming students were being 

defiant or disengaged when, in reality, they were struggling to reconnect with the world around 

them. 

The participants also reported that many students experienced heightened feelings of 

anxiety, insecurity, and depression. Cortney noted that young African American male students 

who lived through COVID-19 at a formative age showed signs of long-term emotional distress. 

Cortney explained, “There’s a lot of just, I would say, anxiety…some trauma around feeling very 

insecure and unsafe at school.” In response to the issue, Cortney shared that her school held 

family town halls on recognizing depression and promoting positive mental health to reflect the 

urgent need for intervention strategies to address the emotional impact of the pandemic. 

Some participants elaborated that beyond anxiety, they noticed a shift in student behavior 

toward increased aggression or emotional detachment. Brandon described how students became 

less expressive: “Before COVID, students were not afraid to be open and have conversations… 

post-COVID, there was a world of silence.” This emotional shutdown made it more difficult for 

educators to identify and address students’ struggles. At the same time, some students exhibited 
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higher levels of frustration and aggression, with Brandon observing an “uptick in just meanness.” 

He speculated that students who had spent long periods isolated or in stressful home 

environments had developed new behavioral patterns that manifested as conflict or detachment 

in the school setting. 

Theme 5 

Study participants involve the community in and out of the school to support the 

students. 

The participants reported that supporting students, particularly African American males 

with emotional disturbance, was linked with a community-centered approach that extended 

beyond the classroom. The participants described that they aimed to create a network of support 

that meets students’ diverse needs by leveraging family partnerships, external organizations, and 

community resources. They noted the understanding of the benefits of a holistic approach to 

support students’ needs consistently.  

The participants articulated that they involved the community by connecting families 

with social workers and external resources to address the broader challenges that impact student 

success. In the focus group, Brandon talked about relying on their social worker to provide 

“research-based practices” that equip families and teachers with “best practices” in supporting 

students’ needs. Allison noted the importance of supporting families: “We have a social worker 

now…who can provide families with resources. I think it’s really about supporting the adults so 

that the children can thrive.” By helping families access job training, health services, and other 

critical support, schools can create a more stable home environment, which in turn benefits 

students emotionally and academically. These resources not only help students but also empower 

parents to be more engaged in their children’s education and well-being. 
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Outside of the formal support systems, the participants shared that they worked with the 

parents to keep them well-informed and equipped to advocate for their children. Brittany 

described her efforts to normalize seeking special education services: “I always tell parents, now 

is the time to get the extra support while they’re young…. If you don’t know and if you don’t 

have anybody to inform you or support you, then it would forever just go untreated.” Samuel 

also reported the importance of educating parents about special education laws: “If they don’t 

have the right supports, anything could be added to their child’s IEP…. We have pre-meetings 

with parents before they go into these meetings to review everything.” The participants 

articulated that keeping parents actively involved in the school community helped students 

receive the appropriate and timely interventions without unnecessary labeling or stigmatization. 

The participants added that they also worked with external organizations to provide 

students with mentorship, career exposure, and additional support services. Brandon shared that 

he was intentional in seeking grant funding to expose African American male students to new 

opportunities: “I was able to get a grant to take students to Morehouse College…. I was 

intentional in selecting students who had been going through trauma.” The participants justified 

that providing students with experiences outside their immediate environment helps them see 

possibilities for their future and builds their confidence. The participants noted that community 

partnerships provide students with access to specialized support beyond what the school alone 

can provide. 

The participants acknowledged the benefits of engaging with other educators and leaders 

to share knowledge and find innovative solutions for student support. Brittany admitted, “I go to 

other principals. I go to the special education coordinator. I don’t have all the answers…and I’m 

not afraid to find the expert for the answer.” This collaborative approach ensures that students 
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receive the best possible interventions, even when challenges are complex and unfamiliar. At a 

more direct level, the participants reported using community-based interventions to address 

students’ basic needs. Salvador described a simple yet impactful example: “Sometimes 

intervention is just providing them with a gift card to go get a coat.… A few thousand dollars  

of $100 gift cards to Burlington were donated, so a bunch of our kids were able to get coats.” 

Addressing basic necessities can remove stressors that interfere with students’ ability to focus  

on learning. 

Lastly, the participants shared that they worked to foster a strong sense of belonging and 

representation within the school environment. Cortney explained that she prioritizes hiring a 

diverse staff that reflects the students they serve: “Eighty-six percent of my team identify as 

people of color, with the vast majority being Black women.… Being able to connect and show 

up in a certain way has always come naturally.” Representation within the school staff helps 

students feel understood and supported, especially when they face challenges related to their 

racial or cultural identity. 

Theme 6 

Study participants encourage school-wide conversations about trauma and racial 

issues. 

The participants stated that they typically recognize the impact of trauma and racial 

issues on students, particularly among African American male students with emotional 

disturbance. According to the participants, they address this issue at a school-wide level by 

creating intentional spaces for open discussions. These conversations help students process their 

experiences, develop social-emotional skills, and navigate complex societal challenges. Through 
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community circles, structured classroom discussions, and faculty training, principals encourage 

dialogue that fosters understanding, resilience, and empowerment. 

The participants elucidated that they facilitated structured conversations with students 

about issues that directly impact their lives. Brittany described how she shifted her morning 

community circles to center on student-led discussions: “I pulled them in, asked them, ‘What are 

some topics we want to talk about?’” Through these discussions, students engaged in meaningful 

conversations about social media, bullying, and self-care, allowing them to voice their concerns 

and receive guidance. Brittany continued that while these topics may seem minor to adults, they 

are deeply significant to students: “To kids, when you don’t have bills, you don’t have children, 

the things that are not so serious to us are really, really heavy for them.” The participants 

expressed that they fostered an environment where students felt heard and supported by 

acknowledging the emotional weight of these experiences. 

According to the participants, they encouraged conversations about racial issues that were 

integrated into the school culture. Brandon cited the importance of schools providing safe spaces 

for students to process racial trauma, especially in an era of instant access to violent imagery on 

social media: 

     When I think about Rodney King and how that spread versus what happened with 

George Floyd.… With Rodney King, you were probably in a living room setting 

watching it on TV, and there was conversation. With George Floyd, it was instant 

updates at your fingertips. 

 

Brandon explained that many students process these traumatic events alone, without support 

systems to help them understand or cope. As a result, schools play a crucial role in ensuring that 

students have opportunities to discuss and make sense of these experiences in a guided, 

supportive setting. Teachers and staff are also involved in these conversations, though some 

struggle to reconcile their commitment to equity with the realities of discipline disparities. 



140 

Cortney shared how she facilitates data-driven discussions with her team to help them reflect on 

racial disparities in their schools: “We recently had a day where we looked at just the facts—our 

referral data, our academic data—to see why the subgroup gap continues to persist.” While many 

teachers identify as social justice advocates, she noted the contradictions between their values 

and their disciplinary practices: “You still send [X] out of your class five times a day.” By 

confronting these inconsistencies, Cortney challenges educators to reflect on their biases and 

improve their interactions with students of color. 

Some participants explained that they also held school-wide town halls to foster dialogue 

on race and identity. Salvador noted the power of consistent, open forums where students and 

staff engage in these topics. He stated, “I would do a town hall meeting every week.” These 

meetings provide students with the opportunity to express their thoughts, share personal 

experiences, and engage with faculty on issues that impact them daily. While impactful, these 

large forums may present some challenges for some students, especially when addressing 

sensitive topics like race and colorism. To ensure all students feel supported, schools can offer 

smaller, more intimate spaces such as classroom discussions, advisory periods, or affinity 

groups. Samuel emphasized that these conversations were not limited to special events but 

embedded into the school culture, creating multiple pathways for student voice and emotional 

safety across different contexts. The participants generally revealed that they were committed to 

creating a culture of open dialogue around trauma and racial issues, ensuring that students feel 

heard, supported, and empowered. 
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Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the study, drawn from interviews, a focus group, 

and document analysis involving six principals from urban public schools serving (or previously 

serving) African American males identified with emotional disturbance. These multiple data 

sources were analyzed using qualitative content analysis, resulting in six themes aligned with the 

study’s three research questions. Findings reflected the core principles of culturally responsive 

school leadership, particularly in how school leaders addressed trauma, race, and disability to 

foster equitable school environments for African American male students with emotional 

disturbance.  

Research Question 1 was an inquiry on the ways in which urban schools designed to 

support students diagnosed with emotional disturbance implement trauma-informed approaches 

to provide holistic interventions for African American male students. Findings revealed that 

school principals prioritized relationship-building, structured routines, restorative justice 

practices, and community engagement, actions that align closely with CRSL’s emphasis on 

fostering inclusive school climates and engaging families and communities. Rather than relying 

on traditional punitive measures, school leaders adopted supportive interventions such as 

mentorship programs, sensory regulation strategies, and student-led behavioral planning. These 

culturally responsive and trauma-informed strategies promoted student empowerment and 

emotional regulation, creating learning environments where students could thrive both 

academically and socially. 

Research Question 2 was an exploration of school principals’ perceptions of how the 

COVID-19 pandemic, as a trauma type, affected African American male students diagnosed  

with emotional disturbance. The participants reported that the pandemic exacerbated academic 
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disparities, heightened emotional distress, and weakened social skills among these students. 

Prolonged isolation, disrupted routines, and decreased parental involvement contributed to 

increased anxiety, detachment, and behavioral dysregulation. Many students struggled to 

reintegrate into school settings, with some displaying increased aggression while others 

withdrew socially. Additionally, the reliance on digital interactions over in-person 

communication further impaired students’ ability to build relationships and express their 

emotions effectively. In response, school leaders applied CRSL practices by expanding access to 

counseling services, reestablishing structured routines, and prioritizing social-emotional learning. 

Their efforts reflected a culturally responsive understanding of trauma’s differential impact on 

marginalized student populations and the need for intentional school-wide supports. 

Research Question 3 was an examination of how urban school principals can effectively 

develop school-wide approaches to address trauma and racial trauma in ways that promote equity 

for African American male students diagnosed with emotional disturbance. Findings indicated  

that principals embedded trauma-informed care with a culturally responsive school culture. This 

included staff professional development, culturally responsive curricula, restorative justice 

practices, and community engagement. These strategies supported the goals of CRSL by 

reducing disciplinary disparities, validating students’ racial and cultural identities, and ensuring 

that students receive support rather than punishment, thereby operating as affirming and 

inclusive spaces. Participants described integrating culturally relevant curricula and facilitated 

structured discussions on race, identity, and systemic inequalities, allowing students to process 

their lived experiences and develop a sense of agency and empowerment.  

Additionally, restorative justice practices such as peer mediation and mentorship 

programs helped students navigate conflicts and emotional challenges without resorting to 
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exclusionary discipline. The participants also involved families and communities to extend 

support beyond the school, ensuring students have access to counseling, mentorship, and external 

resources. Through these culturally responsive and community-rooted efforts, urban school 

leaders worked to create equitable learning environments where African American male students 

with emotional disturbance feel valued, supported, and empowered to succeed. 
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Chapter 5: DISCUSSION 

 

Trauma, particularly among African American male students, often goes unrecognized  

or unsupported due to the limited availability of appropriate school-based intervention services. 

As a result, their trauma is frequently disconnected from the educational classification of 

emotional disturbance. Many African American male students live in communities that are 

disproportionately impacted by systemic inequities, including poverty, under-resourced schools, 

and community violence, conditions that may contribute to behaviors interpreted as “acting out.” 

These experiences call for more targeted, trauma-informed intervention approaches that are 

culturally responsive and equity-centered. 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how urban school principals in New 

York City understand and implement trauma-informed practices within their school-wide 

interventions to support African American male students identified with Emotional Disturbance. 

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings in relation to the following research questions: 

1. In what ways do urban schools designed to support students diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance consider trauma-informed approaches in their interventions 

for their African American male students? 

2. What are the school principal’s perceptions on how COVID-19, as a trauma type, has 

impacted African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 

3. How can urban school principals effectively develop school-wide approaches that 

will address trauma/racial trauma to promote equity for the school’s African 

American male students who have been diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance? 

Six urban school principals in New York City were purposefully selected for this study. 

The interview and focus group data were analyzed to develop themes representative of the 
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participants’ experience and perception of how trauma is considered in the school’s intervention 

practices. I followed a structured content analysis approach to identify patterns, themes, and key 

insights related to the participants’ descriptions of trauma-informed approaches in their school-

wide interventions to support African American male students diagnosed with emotional 

disturbance to analyze the data. The analysis process was based on Creswell’s (2012) general 

framework for qualitative data analysis, which indicated six themes: (a) study participants equip 

African American male students with Emotional Disturbance with social-emotional supports;  

(b) study participants show considerations for the needs of African American male students with 

Emotional Disturbance; (c) study participants perceived that the COVID-19 pandemic worsened 

the inequalities experienced by African American male students with Emotional Disturbance;  

(d) study participants perceived that the COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected the 

socioemotional well-being of African American male students with Emotional Disturbance;  

(e) study participants involve the community in and out of the school to support the students; and 

(f) study participants encourage school-wide conversations about trauma and racial issues.  

This chapter discusses the key themes that emerged from the data in relation to the 

existing literature reviewed in Chapter 2. The interpretation of findings is primarily grounded in 

the CRSL framework, which serves as the central lens through which the data is analyzed. While 

CRSL provided the primary theoretical foundation, insights from DisCrit, AAMT, RBTS were 

selectively integrated to deepen the analysis and highlight the intersectional experiences of 

African American males identified with Emotional Disturbance. In addition, this chapter 

addresses the study’s limitations, outlines implications for practice and policy, provides 

recommendations for future research, and concludes with final reflections. 
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Interpretation of the Findings 

This section begins with an interpretation of the findings, organized by the three research 

questions guiding this study. Each research question is explored in relation to the themes that 

emerged during data analysis and is connected to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 

Specifically, Research Question 1 is addressed by Themes 1 and 2; Research Question 2 is 

addressed by Themes 3 and 4; and Research Question 3 is addressed by Themes 5 and 6. The 

following sections present a discussion of each research question and corresponding themes in 

the context of existing research. 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 was an inquiry into how urban schools designed to support students 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance implemented trauma-informed approaches to provide 

holistic interventions for African American male students. The question was answered by 

Themes 1 and 2, revealing that school principals prioritized relationship-building, structured 

routines, restorative justice practices, and community engagement to foster emotional regulation 

and student empowerment. The participants reported that they worked to involve families and 

communities in the support process. Cortney reported that her school adopted an MTSS model 

that included a leadership team, counselors, and grade-level leads, as well as a data dashboard to 

track counseling referrals and absenteeism. This finding supported the literature emphasizing the 

importance of community involvement and support, as demonstrated in the work of education 

scholar Tyrone Howard (2014), who asserted the need to create healing spaces in urban schools 

where African American males could experience the agency needed for their overall academic 

success, and Graham et al. (2017), who found the need for educators to employ specific practices 
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to reach African American male students with trauma. The participants used many practices to 

reach this student population, thereby aligning with literature recommendations and findings.  

The findings also aligned with the literature showing that traditional punitive measures 

were often cited as ineffective in addressing the root causes of students’ behaviors, leading 

school leaders to adopt interventions such as mentorship programs, sensory regulation strategies, 

and student-led behavioral planning (NCTSN, 2021). These strategies created an environment 

where students feel supported, enabling them to navigate their emotions and succeed 

academically and socially in a constructive way (Bean, 2013; Howard, 2014). For example, the 

participants shared that they implemented targeted intervention plans and sensory supports to 

help students regulate their emotions and behaviors. Allison acknowledged the significance of 

sensory tools, expressing that “sensory walls, sensory gyms...could be really helpful to help 

students regulate themselves.” This finding added to the literature, highlighting the importance of 

implementing trauma-informed interventions that are responsive to the needs of students in urban 

communities. It emphasizes the value of strategies that address the impact of trauma on learning, 

particularly for students whose academic experiences are shaped by intersecting factors such as 

race, culture, and socioeconomic factors (Bean, 2013). The use of sensory supports illustrates 

one way in which school leaders are enacting these broader trauma-informed principles in 

contextually relevant ways.  

In addition to implementing contextually relevant trauma-informed strategies like sensory 

supports, participants also emphasized the importance of understanding students’ cultural and 

emotional responses to adversity. Research has shown that African Americans whose mental 

health has been affected by disasters have developed high levels of resilience, including spiritual 

and collective coping strategies, social support, and extra care are needed to reduce the 
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behavioral health consequences of COVID-19 (Thompkins et al., 2020). In alignment with this 

literature, participants disclosed the importance of showing consideration for their students by 

acknowledging the externalization of trauma and responding with targeted interventions rather 

than punishment. Allison described that many African American male students with trauma 

exhibit “a lot more externalizing behavior versus internalizing behavior,” which was often 

perceived as aggression when it was an emotional outburst. The literature supported this finding; 

for example, Nealy-Oparah and Scruggs-Hussein (2018) emphasized that when teachers and 

administrators understand the challenges of these students, they can provide specific strategies 

and interventions to increase educational outcomes for them.  

Similarly, Miller Dyce (2015) found that the usage of an “optimal development model” 

(p. 20) instead of a “deficit model” in educational settings helped to better understand how to 

support African American males through nurturing environments. This clinical perspective was 

useful in addressing stressors affecting African American males (Craig, 2016). Therefore, 

another method of supporting students’ social-emotional needs shared by the participants was 

student empowerment through involvement in their intervention plans. Samuel described the 

importance of collaborating with students: “Before we put anything into place...we have to sit 

down and make sure we sit down with the child first to review what we’ve talked about...they are 

much more bought into the system.” This participatory approach allows students to have agency 

in their behavioral plans, fostering a sense of ownership and accountability; the literature 

supported this finding, showing that with such methods, African American males may 

experience the agency needed for their overall academic success (Goodman & West-Olatunji, 

2010).  
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In addition to addressing behavior through relational approaches, participants emphasized 

the importance of implementing predictable structures and individualized supports to help 

students feel a sense of control over their emotions. This finding aligned with key tenets of 

CRSL, particularly the focus on cultivating inclusive school environments and responding to 

students’ socioemotional and cultural needs. Participants described how structured routines and 

consistent expectations helped reduce student anxiety and fostered emotional safety, especially 

critical for African American males who have experienced trauma. 

While the existing literature on interventions for African American males diagnosed with 

emotional disturbance is limited in both scope and depth (Graham et al., 2017), the participants’ 

practices contributed valuable insights. Several participants recognized that traditional, 

compliance-based systems often ignore the lived realities of these students, who navigate 

systemic racism, poverty, and school-based trauma. Instead, they described culturally responsive 

strategies that provide both structure and flexibility, allowing students to feel supported rather 

than controlled. For instance, Allison shared that consistency was essential for her students: 

“Providing very predictable student schedules—sometimes without them, students feel anxiety, 

like ‘I don’t know what’s going on.’ So having some control, some choice, incentives like choice 

charts or menus have been helpful.” This approach reflected CRSL’s emphasis on aligning 

school practices with the cultural and emotional realities of marginalized students. By offering 

both predictability and choice, educators demonstrated an understanding of how to affirm student 

agency while also maintaining structure. 

These findings also reflected elements of AAMT, particularly the emphasis on 

recognizing the unique experiences of African American males in educational settings. AAMT’s 

second tenet, encouraging awareness of African American male identity among educators, 
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supported the notion that school structures must be tailored to affirm and engage these students. 

Moreover, CRSL demonstrated how school leaders can operationalize that awareness through 

culturally responsive systems and supports. Participants’ trauma-informed and student-centered 

practices also resonated with principles found in DisCrit, particularly the recognition that ability 

and race are interdependent and socially constructed (Annamma et al., 2016). By rejecting one-

size-fits-all disciplinary responses, such as automatic suspensions, leaders demonstrated an 

understanding of how intersecting forms of marginalization shape student behavior and 

outcomes. For example, Brittany noted: “Whenever students misbehave, I’m always looking at 

the full scope of it—what is the cause and effect? I don’t think suspension is the answer for 

everything a child does.” Similarly, Cortney emphasized that “trauma-informed practices really 

have to be customized to the child.” These insights reflected CRSL in action, as leaders 

prioritized reflective, individualized responses that consider both context and culture. Ultimately, 

the participants’ strategies—relational engagement, predictable structure, and individualized 

support—demonstrated how culturally responsive school leadership can be a powerful approach 

to serving African American males with Emotional Disturbance. These findings not only 

expanded the application of CRSL in specialized school settings but also suggested promising 

avenues for reimagining educational leadership in urban contexts shaped by historical and 

ongoing inequities. 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 was an exploration of school principals’ perceptions of how the 

COVID-19 pandemic, as a trauma type, affected African American male students diagnosed with 

Emotional Disturbance. This question was addressed through Themes 3 and 4, which revealed 

that participants perceived the pandemic as deepening existing inequalities and negatively 
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impacting students’ social-emotional well-being. The literature supported this finding; for 

example, in examining the impact of COVID-19 as a trauma type on students with diagnosed 

disabilities, Wheatley (2021) indicated that many schools across the United States that closed 

suddenly due to COVID-19 had to change how they offered instruction to students with 

disabilities. The present study’s participants agreed and reported that the pandemic exacerbated 

academic disparities, heightened emotional distress, and weakened social skills among these 

students. For example, Brandon described how students became less expressive; “Before 

COVID, students were not afraid to be open and have conversations…post-COVID, there was a 

world of silence.”  

Therefore, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, African Americans have experienced 

an increase in mental health needs (Novacek et al., 2020; Yancy, 2020). Participants shared that 

the pandemic acted as a layered trauma, compounding students’ prior adverse experiences and 

widening disparities already present in education. The participants agreed and reported that 

prolonged isolation, disrupted routines, and decreased parental involvement contributed to 

increased anxiety, detachment, and behavioral dysregulation. Allison acknowledged that many 

“communities of color lost more individuals than other communities,” forcing children to cope 

with grief at a young age. Jones et al. (2020) found that COVID-19 worsened the living 

conditions of students with disabilities, intensifying their trauma. Additionally, Yancy (2020) 

explained that remote learning further disengaged students, hindering academic progress and 

social connection. These findings aligned with principals’ perceptions that African American 

male students with Emotional Disturbance were not only academically isolated, but also 

emotionally destabilized. 
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From a culturally responsive school leadership lens, these observations underscored the 

need for school leaders to be equity-oriented, critically self-reflective, and committed to 

disrupting systemic barriers. CRSL calls for leaders to recognize and respond to the 

sociopolitical context of education (Khalifa et al., 2016). In this study, participants 

acknowledged how pandemic-related disruptions disproportionately affected African American 

male students, thereby demonstrating the importance of school leaders advocating for equitable 

resources and culturally responsive supports during crisis recovery. Participants described 

students struggling to reintegrate into school, with some displaying increased aggression and 

others withdrawing socially. These behaviors reflected not only individual trauma responses, but 

also systemic neglect. Tompkins et al. (2020) noted that the containment measures implemented 

during COVID-19 limited essential socialization, causing distress particularly among African 

American communities. This aligned with Cortney’s observation that students exhibited long-

term emotional distress, stating: “There’s a lot of just, I would say, anxiety, some trauma around 

feeling very insecure and unsafe at school.” 

The CRSL framework emphasized the development of inclusive school environments 

where the emotional well-being of marginalized students is prioritized. Principals in this study 

responded by rebuilding SEL structures, increasing mental health supports, and facilitating 

restorative practices to re-engage students. These efforts aligned with Novacek et al. (2020), who 

called for greater mental health interventions tailored to the unique needs of African American 

youth during and after the pandemic. Moreover, Allison noted the deep impact on special 

education services, stating: “People were just surviving,” emphasizing that students needing 

evaluations or services were often overlooked during the height of the pandemic. While not 

every participant used the terminology of systemic oppression, their descriptions resonated with 
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DisCrit, which acknowledges the intersections of racism and ableism in educational policy and 

practice (DeMatthews, 2020). The lack of timely evaluations may have worsened educational 

exclusion, underscoring the need for school leaders to dismantle policies that perpetuate inequity, 

a key principle of CRSL. 

Participants highlighted how academic delays, behavioral challenges, and lack of mental 

health support may contribute to broader systemic injustices. Aveling (2007) argued that the 

legacy of white supremacy within urban schools shapes students’ emotional realities. CRSL 

demands that leaders confront such legacies and cultivate school cultures grounded in belonging, 

affirmation, and student-centered advocacy. Finally, participants noted that digital learning and 

prolonged isolation impaired students’ ability to express emotions and build social relationships. 

Allison explained: “I think there’s a lot of lagging skills socially just because of some of the 

isolation children experienced during that year or two. Their social skills were affected, and then 

there was also a lack of academic skills that could have been exacerbated.” 

This quote illustrated how trauma can manifest in delayed development, especially for 

students already navigating multiple marginalized identities. Through a CRSL approach, leaders 

responded by expanding access to counseling, creating structured opportunities for peer 

interaction, and investing in SEL programming that is culturally affirming. These practices 

represent what Khalifa et al. (2016) described as “critical self-awareness and culturally 

responsive teaching,” essential in addressing the lingering effects of pandemic-induced trauma. 

In summary, the principals in this study viewed the COVID-19 pandemic as a trauma that 

disproportionately burdened African American male students with Emotional Disturbance. Their 

responses, centered on equity, inclusion, and healing, reflected core tenets of CRSL and offered a 

model for addressing both immediate and systemic harm. 
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Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 was an examination of how urban school principals can effectively 

develop school-wide approaches to address trauma, including racial trauma, to promote equity 

for African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance; the question was 

answered by Themes 5 and 6. Theme 5 reflected how study participants involved the broader 

community, both within and outside of the school, to support students, while Theme 6 centered 

on encouraging school-wide conversations about trauma and racial issues. Participants shared a 

variety of strategies, including equipping teachers and staff to address students’ needs, 

supporting families, affirming students’ identities, and providing safe spaces where all students 

feel seen and heard. 

Findings indicated that school leaders embedded trauma-informed practices into the 

culture of their schools through professional development, culturally responsive curricula, 

restorative justice practices, and community engagement. These leadership practices reflected 

key dimensions of CRSL, which included developing critical consciousness, engaging in 

culturally relevant instruction, creating inclusive school environments, and fostering inclusive, 

transformative partnerships with families and communities (Khalifa et al., 2016). These findings 

also supported the work of DeMatthews et al. (2020), who emphasized that in supporting 

students with disabilities, particularly African American males, principals must foster 

environments that are inclusive, equity-driven, and culturally responsive. 

Participants demonstrated CRSL through collaboration and humility. Brittany stated, “I 

go to other principals, I go to my special education coordinator. I don’t have all the answers, and 

I’m not afraid to find the expert for the answers…” Her willingness to seek expertise aligned 

with culturally responsive leaders’ acknowledgment that equity work requires continuous 
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learning, self-reflection, and shared leadership. Rather than position themselves as all-knowing, 

leaders like Brittany modeled openness to feedback and professional growth, a key tenet of 

CRSL’s emphasis on equity-centered leadership development. Additionally, providing educators 

with training on trauma-informed care and racial equity supported staff self-assessment and 

helped reduce disciplinary disparities, allowing students to receive support rather than 

punishment. This is consistent with DeMatthews et al. (2020), who found that when principals 

recognize patterns of exclusion or inequity, they must take intentional steps to address them, 

including linking educators to professional learning opportunities. Allison underscored this when 

she said, “We have a social worker now…who can provide families with resources. I think it’s 

really about supporting the adults so that children can thrive.” This highlighted the CRSL 

dimension of building human capacity through targeted adult learning and holistic systems of 

support. 

Moreover, these leaders facilitated race-conscious dialogue and equity audits that allowed 

educators to examine data and their own practices through a critical lens. For example, Cortney 

shared, “We recently had a day where we looked at just the facts—our referral data, our 

academic data—to see why the subgroup gap continues to persist.” She went on to point out 

contradictions between teachers’ values and actions: “You still send [X] out of your class five 

times a day.” These moments of reflection exemplified CRSL’s commitment to disrupting 

inequitable practices by encouraging educators to interrogate their own biases and assumptions; 

the literature supported this finding. Khalifa et al. (2016) emphasized that culturally responsive 

leadership must move beyond surface-level cultural appreciation to address systemic inequities 

head on. Leaders must model and promote critical self-reflection and accountability among staff. 

Similarly, Muhammad (2018) stressed that restorative justice practices must be rooted in an 
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understanding of trauma, especially the racialized trauma African American males often 

experience. These practices, as seen in this study, created non-punitive spaces for healing, 

behavior support, and relationship-building. 

Participants extended their leadership beyond the school walls by involving families and 

community organizations in providing wraparound services such as counseling, mentorship, and 

resource access. These efforts mirror CRSL’s focus on engaging with historically marginalized 

families as valued partners rather than passive recipients of information. As Russell (2013) and 

Sugai (2002) have noted, such relational and holistic approaches are most effective in urban 

contexts when they address both systemic conditions and individual student needs. Ultimately, 

the principals in this study embodied culturally responsive leadership by questioning racial bias, 

disrupting traditional discipline norms, and fostering inclusive spaces where African American 

male students with Emotional Disturbance felt valued, supported, and empowered to succeed. 

Their practices reflected a shift in school leadership from compliance-driven to equity-driven 

approaches, anchored in cultural relevance, self-awareness, and transformative community 

engagement. 

Limitations of the Study 

As with all qualitative studies, this research was subject to several limitations (Biklen, 

1992; Creswell, 2007). While measures were taken to enhance the study’s trustworthiness, some 

limitations remain inherent to the study’s design, scope, and methodology. 

First, the findings of this study are not generalizable to all populations, which is a 

common limitation in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, the insights 

generated remain valuable for future research and practice. Although students from various 

racial, ethnic, and gender backgrounds experience trauma and benefit from school-based 
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interventions, this study focused specifically on African American male students in New York 

City diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. This population was chosen because they often 

experience schooling differently than any other group (Bal et al., 2019; Banks, 2017; Bean, 

2013; Brooms, 2015; Cartledge, 1999; Noguera, 2003; Scardamalia et al., 2019). The trauma-

informed practices explored in this study are not intended as a universal solution, but rather as a 

contribution to the literature and a resource for school leaders seeking to improve support 

systems for this particular student population. To address this limitation, the study presented data 

transparently to allow others to assess transferability and build on the findings. 

Second, the data collection period was limited to 2 months, which constrained 

opportunities for long-term observation and deeper engagement. While the shorter timeframe 

helped maintain a manageable and organized data collection process (Yin, 2003), it also 

restricted the scope of potential insights. Despite this, efforts were made to ensure the 

dependability of the findings through clear documentation and a rigorous analytical process. 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), dependability ensures that a study’s findings are 

consistent and could be repeated under similar conditions. Third, there was a potential for social 

desirability bias, where participants might have shared responses they believed the researcher 

wanted to hear. However, based on the depth and candor of their responses, this bias appeared 

minimal. To address this concern, member checking was used to enhance credibility. Participants 

reviewed summaries of the findings independently and privately, providing feedback to ensure 

their perspectives were accurately captured. This process encouraged honesty and transparency. 

Fourth, researcher bias presented another limitation. As with most qualitative studies, the 

researcher’s background, experiences, and positionality may influence data interpretation 

(Creswell, 2007). Researcher bias occurs when the investigator’s prior assumptions 
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unintentionally affect the study’s outcomes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To mitigate this, I engaged 

in reflexive practices throughout the research process, maintaining detailed records, remaining 

critically aware of my positionality, and consistently reviewing and checking my analyses for 

consistency and accuracy. 

Finally, the study involved a small sample size—six participants in total. While small 

sample sizes are typical and acceptable in qualitative research, this limits the breadth of 

perspectives represented. Nevertheless, the rich, in-depth data gathered from these participants 

offers valuable insight and opens the door for future studies with larger and more diverse 

samples. 

Recommendations 

This study offers several recommendations for future research, school leadership practice, 

and policy development aimed at improving educational outcomes for African American male 

students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. These recommendations are grounded in the 

study’s findings and supported by current literature on trauma, education, and equity. 

First, future researchers should consider conducting causal-comparative quantitative 

studies to explore the relationship between trauma-informed intervention programs and academic 

performance among African American males with Emotional Disturbance. Although this study 

identified connections between leadership practices and student outcomes, it did not establish 

causality. Previous research has shown that teacher expectations can significantly influence 

student achievement (Blitz et al., 2020; Serpell et al., 2009). It is possible that improvements in 

student performance may result from elevated teacher expectations rather than specific 

interventions. Quantitative studies incorporating pre- and post-assessments could help isolate the 

impact of trauma-informed practices and provide stronger evidence of effectiveness. 
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Second, this study should be replicated with larger sample sizes and in different 

geographical regions to assess the transferability of findings. Expanding this work across diverse 

urban contexts can contribute to a broader understanding of how trauma-informed practices 

function in different school and community settings. For example, in New Orleans, the Trauma-

Informed Schools Learning Collaborative (TIS-LC) has supported schools in transforming their 

climate and culture to better serve students experiencing trauma (Safe Schools NOLA, 2023). In 

Chicago, the Becoming A Man (BAM) program offers school-based counseling for young men 

of color, providing them with the tools to navigate trauma and develop social-emotional skills 

(Youth Guidance, 2023). In Los Angeles, Children’s Institute Inc. offers trauma-informed, 

evidence-based services to students and families, including counseling and therapeutic support 

(Children’s Institute, 2023). Future research should examine these and similar programs to 

inform context-specific practices and guide policymakers in scaling effective strategies. 

Third, future researchers should consider conducting mixed-methods studies to 

investigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the social development of African 

American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. This study found, through qualitative 

interviews, that participants observed a significant decline in social skills following extended 

periods of remote learning. However, these perspectives were not supported by quantitative data. 

Researchers could analyze state-level data on academic performance, graduation rates, 

disciplinary actions, and social-emotional indicators before and after the pandemic to determine 

the extent of the impact. Such studies would not only validate findings but also provide empirical 

data to support recovery efforts. Comparing multiple states and school districts could also offer 

insight into best practices for supporting this population post-pandemic. 
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Additionally, future research should prioritize exploring the lived experiences of African 

American males diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance, particularly those who have navigated 

the New York City public school system. These individuals offer invaluable insights into how 

this diagnosis has influenced their educational and social-emotional trajectories. Understanding 

the interventions, supports, and school environments they found beneficial, as well as those they 

found detrimental, can inform more culturally responsive and student-centered practices. 

Educational research often emphasizes policy and practice without adequately incorporating the 

voices of those most affected by these systems. Elevating the narratives of these young men is 

essential for challenging deficit-based discourses and promoting equity-focused reforms. 

Garwood and Carrero (2023) highlighted the critical need to include the perspectives of Black 

students labeled with Emotional Disturbance to inform more equitable and effective educational 

practices. Furthermore, participatory action research offers a framework for engaging these 

individuals as co-researchers, ensuring their experiences and insights drive the research process 

and outcomes (Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020). Therefore, future studies should intentionally employ 

qualitative methods such as narrative inquiry, life history interviews, or participatory action 

research, to authentically engage with and amplify the voices of these Black men. 

Fourth, the study revealed an emerging area for exploration: the emotional impact of 

caregiver disengagement or perceived abandonment. During interviews, several school leaders 

described cases where caregivers, often single mothers, expressed feelings of helplessness or 

detachment after repeated disciplinary calls or suspensions. Statements such as “I give up” or  

“I don’t know what else to do” reflected a breakdown in the caregiver-school relationship. 

Principals observed that when caregivers withdrew, students often became more disconnected 

from their education, compounding the trauma they were already experiencing. Future research 
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should examine the effects of caregiver disengagement on student identity and academic 

motivation, and explore strategies to re-engage families in meaningful, sustainable ways. School-

based family support services and culturally affirming parent engagement practices could be 

critical tools for addressing this issue. 

Furthermore, this study recommends increased attention to early intervention and trauma 

identification in early childhood education. Many students discussed in this study were not 

diagnosed with emotional disturbance until middle or high school, by which point the effects of 

trauma had already become deeply embedded. If trauma symptoms are identified earlier, ideally 

between pre-kindergarten and Grade 3, educators can intervene more effectively and prevent 

long-term academic and behavioral struggles. Parents are typically more engaged in the early 

years of schooling, which provides an optimal window for building strong school-family 

partnerships. Mariana Souto-Manning (2021) emphasized the importance of equity and justice in 

early childhood education, calling for systems that support the holistic development of young 

learners from historically marginalized communities. Future studies should examine how early 

childhood educators can be equipped with the tools and knowledge to recognize trauma, 

implement preventative supports, and engage families in culturally sensitive ways. 

Finally, supporting educators in trauma-informed, culturally responsive practices must 

begin at the level of teacher and leadership preparation. Findings from this study highlighted a 

pressing need to reimagine teacher and leadership preparation programs to meet the needs of 

African American male students diagnosed with emotional disturbance. The principals in this 

study consistently described a gap between what preservice programs offer and what educators 

actually need in the field to build trust, promote healing, and provide equitable, culturally 

affirming education to this population. The following recommendations are grounded in both the 
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lived experiences shared by school leaders and the theoretical framework guiding this study, one 

that centers CRSL (Khalifa et al., 2016) and is informed by RBTS (Carter, 2007), AAMT (Bush 

& Bush, 2013), and DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013). 

1. Embed Trauma and Race-Conscious Coursework in Preservice Training 

School leaders in this study emphasized that many educators enter the profession 

unprepared to understand or respond to trauma, especially trauma that is racialized and systemic. 

Therefore, teacher and leadership preparation programs must offer coursework that (a) explores 

trauma symptoms and survival responses in the classroom; (b) addresses race-based traumatic 

stress and its behavioral and emotional manifestations in Black boys (Carter, 2007; Hardy, 

2013); (c) introduces equity-driven behavior management and culturally sustaining pedagogy 

(Souto-Manning & Stillman, 2020); and (d) equips educators to deconstruct deficit narratives 

and see Black boys through a strength-based, affirming lens. 

Principals noted that educators who lacked this knowledge often defaulted to punitive 

discipline or misidentified trauma responses as behavioral disorders, leading to exclusionary 

practices. Grounding coursework in real-life scenarios, such as implicit bias in classroom 

referrals or the over-policing of Black boys’ emotions, can bridge theory and practice. 

2. Utilize Racial Healing Frameworks and Required Texts 

To deepen understanding, programs should include the following foundational texts: 

• Annamma, S. A., Connor, D., & Ferri, B. A. (2013). DisCrit: Disability Studies and 

Critical Race Theory in Education – Establishes a framework for understanding how 

racism and ableism intersect in special education and discipline. 
 

• Bush, L., & Bush, E. (2013). African American Male Theory (AAMT): A Framework 

for Researching African American Males Through a Theoretical Lens – A 

foundational article that introduces African American Male Theory (AAMT) as a 

critical framework centering the unique lived experiences, identities, and systemic 

challenges faced by African American males, offering researchers and educators a 

culturally grounded lens for equity-driven inquiry and practice. 
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• Carter, R. T., & Petierse, A. (2020). Measuring the Effects of Racism: Guidelines for 

the Assessment and Treatment of Race-Based Traumatic Stress Injury – A clinical 

and school-based framework for identifying and addressing race-based stress in youth 

and communities. 

 

• Douglas Horsford, S. (2019). Schooling as Racialized Space: Educators’ Perspectives 

on Racial Opportunity Cost – Explores how schools operate as racialized spaces and 

the emotional labor educators of color must navigate; useful for preparing future 

leaders to confront whiteness in school structures. 

 

• Ginwright, S. (2018). The Future of Healing: Shifting from Trauma-Informed Care to 

Healing-Centered Engagement – Encourages a holistic, culturally grounded approach 

to youth development and educational healing. 

 

• Gooden, M. A., & Dantley, M. E. (2012). Centering Race in Leadership Preparation: 

Reframing Discourse – Argues for race-conscious leadership development in 

educational administration and policymaking. 

 

• Hardy, K. (2013). Healing the Hidden Wounds of Racial Trauma – A foundational 

article on the psychological and relational toll of racial trauma, with actionable 

guidance for educators and clinicians. 

 

• Howard, T. C. (2014). Black Male(d): Peril and Promise in the Education of African 

American Males – Explores systemic inequities and culturally relevant practices for 

reimagining support for Black male learners. 

 

• Khalifa, M. (2018). Culturally Responsive School Leadership – A seminal guide for 

school leaders on disrupting inequity through culturally responsive and community-

centered leadership. 

 

• Kunjufu, J. (2002). The Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys – A critical look at the 

educational and societal forces that marginalize Black male youth, offering historical 

and policy context. 

 

• Love, B. L. (2019). We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and 

the Pursuit of Educational Freedom – A manifesto for transformative education 

rooted in radical love, anti-racism, and collective liberation. 

 

• McCutcheon, R. L. (2009). Radical Care: Schooling for Love, Justice, and Liberation 

– Introduces “radical care” as an act of resistance, advocating for love-centered, 

justice-driven educational practice. 

 

• Milner, H. R. (2010). Start Where You Are, But Don’t Stay There: Understanding 

Diversity, Opportunity Gaps, and Teaching in Today’s Classrooms – Offers a 

practical and reflective framework for teacher growth in addressing race and 

opportunity gaps. 
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• Rajan, S., & Branas, C. (2018). Addressing Youth Exposure to Violence: The Role of 

Schools and School-Based Practitioners – Offers practical strategies for schools to 

recognize and mitigate the effects of community violence and trauma on student 

development. 

 

• Souto-Manning, M., & Stillman, J. (2020). Reclaiming Equity for Teacher Education: 

Justice-Oriented Pedagogy in Practice (The New Educator, 16[1]) – Outlines how 

teacher education can be restructured to prepare justice-oriented, equity-driven 

educators. 

 

These texts collectively equip educators with the critical tools, healing frameworks, and 

leadership strategies required to support African American males diagnosed with emotional 

disturbance. Their inclusion in educator preparation programs affirms the findings of this study, 

that sustainable change requires heart work, healing-centered practice, and an unflinching 

commitment to racial equity. Principals reported that racial identity work and deep personal 

reflection are essential for educators who serve Black boys diagnosed with Emotional 

Disturbance. These texts offer critical frameworks for healing-centered engagement and insight 

into the systemic forces that shape how Black boys are labeled and treated in schools. 

3. Offer Guided Fieldwork in Trauma-Informed, High-Need Schools 

 

The leaders interviewed repeatedly emphasized the value of experience, what one 

participant called “learning in the fire.” They shared that educators develop stronger skills when 

mentored by staff in schools that model trauma-informed, culturally affirming practices. 

Preparation programs should: 

• Require fieldwork in high-poverty, high-trauma communities with experienced 

mentors. 

• Provide guided reflection during practicum experiences to help educators interrogate 

their assumptions and biases. 

• Partner with schools that reflect the community contexts most educators will serve. 
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4. Redefine Leadership Preparation to Center Healing, Equity, and Advocacy 

 

Leadership preparation must move beyond compliance and managerialism to emphasize 

advocacy, healing-centered practices, and relational leadership. Many principals described 

themselves as “disruptors”—leaders who intentionally create emotionally safe, racially affirming 

environments. Therefore, programs should explicitly cultivate this disposition. Based on the 

experiences of school leaders in this study, leadership programs should: 

• Train aspiring leaders to lead equity audits and create trauma-informed school-wide 

systems. 

• Address how IEP meetings, manifestation determination reviews, and referral 

processes can perpetuate racial injustice. 

• Prioritize relationship-centered leadership, which includes visibility, authenticity, and 

emotional attunement with students and staff. 

5. Adopt the Study’s Framework as a Training Tool 
 

Preparation programs should adopt the integrated framework developed in this study as a 

foundation for training educators. This framework: 

• Centers Culturally Responsive School Leadership as the operational lens. 

• Uses Race-Based Traumatic Stress Theory to recognize and validate the racialized 

emotional pain of Black boys. 

• Applies African American Male Theory to understand identity development, hyper-

surveillance, and gendered racism. 

• Incorporates DisCrit to analyze how race and disability labels intersect in educational 

inequities. 
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This layered approach reflects the reality school leaders described: that Black boys  

with Emotional Disturbance are navigating multiple systems of oppression that demand an 

intersectional, critically conscious response. 

6. Sustain Support Through Induction and In-Service Professional Development 
 

Principals reported that even well-prepared new teachers need ongoing support once they 

enter complex, high-needs schools. Preparation programs should: 

• Collaborate with districts to build trauma-informed induction programs with 

mentoring, coaching, and reflective practice. 

• Offer ongoing professional development in healing-centered leadership, de-

escalation, culturally responsive pedagogy, and family partnership. 

• Promote PLC structures that support teacher wellness, critical consciousness, and 

peer learning around equity. 

7. Build Capacity for Community and Mental Health Collaboration 

Principals emphasized the need for culturally competent, multidisciplinary collaboration, 

especially when supporting students with Emotional Disturbance who are navigating both school 

and therapeutic systems. Preparation programs should not isolate educators from community-

based knowledge. Instead, they should train educators to: 

• Partner with therapists, social workers, and community-based organizations. 

• Engage caregivers and community members as co-creators of support systems. 

• Understand cultural humility and how to navigate systems that often distrust schools. 

Transforming teacher and leadership preparation is essential to advancing equity, healing, 

and opportunity for African American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. The 

data from this study made clear that educators must be trained to lead with empathy, cultural 
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consciousness, and a deep commitment to social justice. Preparation programs that embed 

trauma-informed, racially affirming, and critically conscious frameworks will be better equipped 

to break cycles of exclusion and uplift the brilliance, resilience, and humanity of Black boys. 

In addition to preparation programs, school leaders and teachers must be equipped with 

tools and practices they can implement immediately to support African American male students 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. School-based practices must begin with relationship-

centered strategies such as greeting students by name each morning, using warm nonverbal cues, 

and intentionally affirming students’ presence, small yet powerful acts that communicate 

belonging and care (Noguera, 2003). Leaders should implement mentorship structures like adult 

check-in/check-out systems and peer mentorship opportunities, which study participants 

identified as effective in helping students regulate emotions and feel supported. Providing 

structured sensory outlets or calming spaces for students experiencing emotional dysregulation is 

another practical strategy that can reduce behavioral incidents and promote self-regulation 

(National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], 2020). Importantly, students should be 

involved in developing their own behavior support plans. Co-creating these plans fosters agency, 

self-reflection, and accountability, aligning with trauma-informed principles and empowering 

students to take ownership of their growth (Khalifa, 2018). 

Additionally, teachers and leaders must adopt a trauma-informed lens when responding to 

behavior, moving away from punitive responses toward practices that consider the underlying 

emotional and psychological needs of students. This includes customizing support strategies 

based on each student’s trauma history and strengths, rather than using a one-size-fits-all 

approach. Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) should incorporate social-emotional 

learning, behavioral supports, and access to culturally competent mental health professionals 
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(Blake & Darling-Churchill, 2013). School leaders can also strengthen equity by conducting 

trauma-informed equity audits, evaluating school climate, and refining disciplinary procedures to 

eliminate disparities (Khalifa, 2018). Importantly, schools should implement training for staff on 

recognizing symptoms of race-based traumatic stress and provide school counselors with access 

to validated tools like the Race-Based Traumatic Stress Symptom Scale (Carter & Pieterse, 

2020). Leaders should ensure that healing-centered mental health services are in place for 

students impacted by racialized trauma, loss, or compounded stress. 

A critical component of supporting African American male students with Emotional 

Disturbance is the intentional creation of healing spaces that center conversations on race, 

identity, and trauma. This work requires schools to move beyond ‘safe spaces’ and toward  

‘brave spaces,’ where students feel affirmed in naming and processing their lived experiences. 

Participants in this study emphasized the importance of fostering open, school-wide dialogue 

about racial injustice, historical trauma, and the emotional weight that Black boys carry. As one 

principal noted, ‘Too many instances, Black and Brown young men…they don’t get that love.’ 

Educators must be trained not only to teach, but to listen—to hold space for students’ pain, 

resilience, and joy. Healing-centered engagement (Ginwright, 2018) encourages school leaders 

to humanize students rather than stigmatize them, and to focus on strengths, cultural identity, and 

community. School-based mental health teams should reflect the communities they serve and 

offer individual and group counseling that centers racial identity and validates students’ 

experiences. Moreover, leaders should partner with culturally aligned community organizations, 

including churches, grassroots mental health providers, and local mentorship programs, to extend 

healing beyond the school walls (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005; NCTSN, 2020). 
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Finally, teacher and leadership preparation programs, school leaders, and district 

policymakers must prioritize the recruitment and retention of Black male educators. 

Representation matters. The presence of Black male teachers and leaders can serve as powerful 

affirmations for African American male students, fostering a sense of possibility and connection. 

As Kunjufu (2002) argued, one of the most urgent needs in education is for Black boys to see 

themselves reflected in positions of leadership and care. In addition to diversifying the 

workforce, educators must be exposed to the scholarship and lived experiences that illuminate 

the systemic barriers facing Black boys in education. Required readings like The Conspiracy to 

Destroy Black Boys and training on critical consciousness and cultural humility should become 

staples in certification and professional development programs. Through a commitment to 

radical care (McCutcheon, 2009), trauma-informed responsiveness, and culturally affirming 

leadership, schools can become healing institutions where African American male students with 

emotional disturbance are not merely managed, but truly seen, supported, and empowered. 

When teachers and school leaders enter schools with a foundation in cultural 

responsiveness and critical consciousness, they are better equipped to serve children in urban 

communities who have experienced trauma. This preparation reduces the likelihood of 

stigmatization, marginalization, and inappropriate referrals, fostering instead inclusive, affirming 

learning environments. As Souto-Manning and Stillman (2020) argued, rethinking the 

preparation of teacher educators requires centering equity and justice, shifting the focus from 

procedural training to the development of critical, justice-oriented pedagogical frameworks. 

Their work emphasized the importance of embedding anti-racist, anti-oppressive approaches in 

the fabric of teacher education. Leadership preparation programs must similarly prioritize equity-
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centered practices, equipping school leaders with the tools to disrupt deficit-based narratives and 

lead schools that affirm the identities and experiences of all students (Khalifa et al., 2016). 

Taken together, these recommendations support the development of more equitable, 

responsive, and evidence-informed approaches to educating African American male students 

with Emotional Disturbance. They underscore the importance of continued research, systemic 

reform, and intentional collaboration across schools, families, and communities. 

Implications 

This section outlines the theoretical, practical, and social implications of this study, 

grounded in the study’s findings and existing literature. CRSL serves as a guiding framework for 

trauma-informed practices. The findings suggest that school leaders who employ CRSL are 

better positioned to understand and address the layered experiences of African American male 

students who have faced trauma and have been labeled with Emotional Disturbance. Participants 

in this study described how student-centered strategies, such as mentoring programs, affirming 

relationships, structured behavior supports, and opportunities for leadership, have been 

instrumental in promoting both academic and social-emotional growth. These practices align 

with key tenets of CRSL, including cultivating inclusive school environments, valuing students 

and families as cultural assets, and leading with an intentional focus on equity (Khalifa et al., 

2016). 

However, the findings also imply that while school leaders are making meaningful efforts 

to support African American male students with Emotional Disturbance, the current level of 

support is not sufficient. One participant explicitly stated, “I’m glad we’re having this 

conversation,” which points to a broader absence of consistent and intentional dialogue around 

this specific population of students. This suggests that conversations about racial trauma and 
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equity must be expanded beyond general discussions of race to include focused, nuanced 

exploration of how schools are serving students with emotional disturbance, especially African 

American males who continue to experience disproportionate rates of exclusion, suspension, and 

misidentification (Carter & Pieterse, 2020; Skiba et al., 2014). These findings imply that school 

leadership teams should make space during leadership meetings and professional development to 

examine disaggregated data through both a racial and disability lens. Discussions should center 

the question: How are we serving our most marginalized students, and what specific supports are 

in place to disrupt inequitable outcomes? 

Moreover, the data implied that while some principals are providing trauma-informed 

care reactively, there is a pressing need for more proactive leadership planning. Although 

participants expressed concern about the compounding effects of trauma, especially during and 

after COVID-19, there was little evidence of school-wide, strategic plans that anticipate how 

additional or future trauma might affect already vulnerable students. This indicates a need for 

schools to create trauma-response protocols specific to students with Emotional Disturbance. 

These plans should address not only immediate support, but long-term emotional recovery and 

re-engagement strategies. They must also include clear roles for school mental health 

professionals and culturally aligned community partnerships (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005; NCTSN, 

2020). 

Another implication emerging from this study is the need for deeper, clearer articulation 

of what cultural responsiveness actually looks like in everyday school practice. While 

participants spoke about affirming students’ identities, building relationships, and using 

culturally relevant curriculum, there was noticeable variation in how they defined and 

operationalized these concepts. This suggests that further training and inquiry are needed to 
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clarify and standardize culturally responsive practices in ways that are both actionable and 

measurable. Without shared language and examples, cultural responsiveness risks becoming a 

vague or symbolic concept rather than a transformative framework. Future research should 

explore how school leaders can assess the effectiveness of culturally responsive leadership and 

pedagogy in improving outcomes for Black boys with disabilities (Khalifa, 2018; Souto-

Manning & Stillman, 2020). Additionally, the study’s findings reinforced the urgent need to 

recruit and retain Black male teachers and leaders. Multiple participants emphasized the value of 

having Black male role models in school buildings and the impact that representation has on 

students’ sense of belonging, identity, and aspiration. The continued underrepresentation of 

Black men in education must be understood as both a pipeline issue and a systems-level failure 

to create affirming, supportive environments for educators of color (Kunjufu, 2002). The data 

suggested that efforts to increase Black male representation must be paired with structural 

changes, including mentorship for educators of color, leadership development pipelines, and 

school cultures that celebrate diverse ways of knowing, leading, and teaching. 

Furthermore, this study implied that school leaders must approach trauma not only as  

an individual experience, but as a racialized and systemic phenomenon. Healing-centered 

engagement (Ginwright, 2018) invites school leaders to shift from a deficit-based, clinical view 

of trauma to one that emphasizes identity, hope, and agency. Schools must create ‘brave spaces’ 

where African American male students can discuss their experiences with racism, community 

violence, and intergenerational trauma in ways that honor their voice and humanity. The role of 

the school leader, then, is not just to manage compliance or oversee discipline but to actively 

cultivate healing institutions that center justice, empowerment, and joy. 
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Finally, school leaders can draw on DisCrit to deepen their awareness of systemic 

inequities but use CRSL to operationalize this awareness by building inclusive structures, 

creating culturally affirming policies, and ensuring accountability for equity. Together, these 

frameworks reinforce the importance of school leadership that is not only aware of systemic 

barriers but also actively engaged in dismantling them. School leaders who lead with cultural 

responsiveness can help build school environments where African American male students feel 

seen, heard, and valued, conditions necessary for healing, learning, and growth. School leaders 

play a pivotal role in influencing social change within and beyond school walls. By empowering 

students to develop self-advocacy skills and take on leadership roles, school leaders can help 

reduce trauma-related stress reactions and promote a sense of agency. Trauma-informed CRSL 

supports students in recognizing their own potential and encourages them to contribute positively 

to their communities. Moreover, culturally responsive trauma-informed leadership can serve as a 

catalyst for long-term equity and inclusion, not only in schools but also in future career and 

leadership spaces (Warfield, 2013). Through such leadership practices, schools can disrupt 

cycles of marginalization and elevate African American male students’ voices in both 

educational and societal contexts. 

Conclusion 

For decades, the academic performance and graduation outcomes of African American 

males have been areas of critical concern. These concerns are deeply rooted in the legacy of 

racism and systemic oppression that continue to shape educational institutions today (Aymer, 

2016; Graves, 2016; Howard, 2014; Noguera, 2003). This historical context has contributed to 

patterns of disproportionate disciplinary action, overrepresentation in special education, and 

underachievement among African American males (Milner, 2013; USDOE, 2018). 
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This study addressed one dimension of that inequity by exploring how urban school 

principals in New York City implement trauma-informed approaches to support African 

American male students diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance. Given the prevalence of trauma 

among these students, and the intersecting impact of race, gender, and disability, the study 

underscores the urgent need for culturally responsive school leadership. The findings revealed 

that when school leaders are empowered to create supportive, structured, and culturally affirming 

school environments, they can effectively interrupt cycles of marginalization and promote 

academic and emotional success. These leaders enacted strategies, such as mentorship, 

community engagement, and authentic student relationships, that offer a model for how schools 

can better serve this population. 

This study contributes to the growing body of research on trauma-informed and equity-

driven education. It offers practical strategies and theoretical insight for reimagining leadership 

practice in urban schools. More importantly, it affirms that African American male students 

diagnosed with Emotional Disturbance deserve schools that nurture their full humanity, not 

despite their trauma, but with a deep understanding of it. Future research should continue to 

examine leadership practices that elevate the voices, strengths, and needs of African American 

males with emotional disturbance, ensuring that these students are not only supported but also 

empowered to thrive. 
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Appendix A: List of Codes and Themes 

 

Codes Themes Overarching Themes 

Providing healing spaces Emotion management 

support 

Principals of urban 

schools equip African 

American male students 

with emotional 

disturbance with social-

emotional supports 

Storytelling   

Teaching self-regulation   

Involvement in school activities Implementing structured 

behavior intervention 

 

Monitoring behaviors   

Monitoring progress   

Multi-tiered Support Services 

committee 

  

Targeting safety   

Check-in, check-out with mentors Relationship-building  

Holding students accountable   

Involving students before 

intervention 

  

Presence of adults   

Showing care   

Teaching social skills   

Not excluding students Culturally responsive 

curriculum 

Principals of urban 

schools show 

considerations for the 

needs of African 

American male students 

with emotional 

disturbance 

Relevant and responsive   

Recognizing students externalizing 

behaviors 

Recognizing 

disengagement and acting-

out as trauma 

manifestations 

 

Restorative justice practices   

Risk counseling   

Assigning a para-educator to assist 

with needs 

Trauma-informed 

pedagogy 

 

Buddy system   

Having routines   

IEP   

Providing reinforcements   
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Codes Themes Overarching Themes 

Increased instability at home COVID-19 as a layered 

trauma 

Principals of urban 

school perceived that 

the COVID-19 

pandemic worsened the 

inequalities experienced 

by African American 

male students with 

emotional disturbance 

Decreased parental involvement Disconnection from 

support systems 

 

Lacked access to basic resources   

Lacked access to mental healthcare 

support 

  

Falling behind in post-pandemic 

times 

Disparities in remote 

learning 

 

Interruptions of learning or 

schooling 

  

Technology and access gap   

POC communities experienced 

more loss than other communities 

Suffered loss and grief  

Values education   

Diminished social skills Affected social life Principals of urban 

schools perceived that 

the COVID-19 

pandemic negatively 

affected the socio-

emotional well-being of 

African American male 

students with emotional 

disturbance 

Increased isolation   

Increased anxiety especially over 

uncertainty 

 

Mental health deterioration  

Hired POC to serve as 

representations of African 

American students 

Equipping teachers and 

staff to address needs of 

students 

Principals of urban 

schools involve the 

community in and out 

of the school to support 

the students 

Teachers   

Train staff   

Getting parents informed and 

involved 

Involving the community  

Seeking external resources   

Finding external financial support   
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Codes Themes Overarching Themes 

Networking to increase resources   

Referring students to organizations   

Working with other principals to 

seek answers 

  

Connecting families to resources Supporting families  

Involving social workers to connect 

families to resources 

  

Encouraging discussions Affirmation and 

acknowledgment 

Principals of urban 

schools encourage 

school-wide 

conversations about 

trauma and racial issues 

Talking about race-based problems 

and issues 

  

Providing consistency and stability 

for the students 

Providing a safe space for 

all students 

 

‘Woke’ social justice warriors   

 


