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Abstract
Black Studies as the Study of the World: A Case Study of the Conceptualization, Design, and
Implementation of a PK—12 Black Studies Curriculum for

New York City

Michelle Kate Verdiner

This qualitative case study examines how key stakeholders conceptualized, designed, and
prepared for implementation of a districtwide PK—12 Black Studies curriculum, Black Studies as
the Study of the World, in New York City. Although districts increasingly pursue ethnic studies
initiatives, research more often emphasizes ideological rationales or student outcomes than the
early system-building work required to scale equity-centered curriculum. Bounded by the
initiative’s conceptualization and design period from September 2021 through June 2023, the
study draws on semi-structured interviews with nine stakeholders involved in executive
sponsorship, curriculum development, coalition partnership, professional learning, and pilot
support, alongside document analysis of planning artifacts, curricular materials, and professional
learning resources. Using the Curriculum Implementation Change Framework as an analytic lens
and Tillman’s Culturally Sensitive Methodology as an interpretive stance, data were coded and
thematically analyzed. Findings show that stakeholders experienced the work as iterative,
relational, and politically situated rather than linear, navigating philosophical tensions as they
built governance routines, aligned resources, and adjusted strategies within organizational and
political constraints. Leadership emerged as central to implementation readiness through

epistemic clarity, coalition building, coherence-making, and the development of professional



learning and pilot supports. The study concludes that district-scale Black Studies curriculum
reform depends on adaptive leadership and deliberate infrastructure-building during the early
stages of implementation to support coherence, educator learning, and sustainable capacity at

scale.
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PREFACE

Standing before a majestic Silk Cotton tree in Negril, Jamaica, I was captivated by its size,
strength, and cultural significance (Figure 1). Its massive trunk and expansive branches felt like
more than beauty—they felt like a lesson in endurance. The tree’s roots reach deep into the earth,
anchoring it against storms, while its towering presence offers shade, refuge, and continuity. The
Silk Cotton tree, an indigenous species, can live for centuries and holds cultural significance
throughout the Caribbean. Its imposing presence has made it a silent witness to generations of
history and, at times, a landmark that offers shelter and shade.

As a school leader and scholar—practitioner, I often return to this image when I think about
what it takes to create sustainable systems. Curriculum reform does not survive on good
intentions alone. For something like the Black Studies Curriculum (BSC) to take hold, it needs
roots deep enough to withstand pressure and systems strong enough to carry the work beyond a
moment. The roots of the Silk Cotton tree remind me of the foundations the BSC draws on—
histories and contributions of the African diaspora —and the urgent need to address inequities
that have shaped what students learn and whose stories are centered. These roots are not simply
content; they are grounding. They nourish identity, belonging, and the capacity to make meaning
of the world.

The trunk represents the work leaders do to translate those commitments into stability. In
my dissertation, I examine how district-level leaders and key stakeholders described the early
stages of the BSC—how the initiative was conceptualized, designed, and prepared for systems-
level implementation across New York City. What I learned is that implementation is not a quiet
planning period. It is a high-stakes phase where coherence is built (or lost): governance routines

are established, resources are aligned, partnerships are negotiated, and professional learning



structures are created so educators are not asked to do courageous work without preparation. The
trunk is what holds those elements together.

The branches of the tree remind me of the systems that must extend outward to support
people doing the daily work—teachers, students, families, and community partners. Strong
branches do not grow by accident; they are cultivated over time. Likewise, the BSC becomes
sustainable when leadership creates conditions that allow the curriculum to live in classrooms:
clear supports, shared language, aligned training, and ongoing feedback loops that help the work
adapt without losing its purpose.

And then there is the fruit. The Silk Cotton tree offers practical benefits to its community,
and for me, that mirrors what is possible when Black Studies is treated as foundational rather than
supplemental. The “fruit” of this work is not only knowledge; it is agency—students developing
deeper historical understanding, stronger identity, and the critical consciousness to recognize
injustice and imagine something better. Like fruit that falls and enriches the soil, what students
learn can travel beyond school walls and contribute to broader social growth. This is the promise I

carry as both a principal and a researcher: to help build the systems that allow this work to endure.



Figure 1

Silk Cotton Tree Negril, Jamaica




Chapter I: INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to document, describe, and analyze the
processes that informed the creation and design of the Black Studies Curriculum (BSC) within
New York City schools. Specifically, the study aims to explore the leadership practices and
motivations that shaped the conceptualization, design, and implementation of the curriculum, and
assess the challenges and successes encountered during this process. In addition, the study will
consider the broader implications of the BSC, including its potential role in education reform and
its contribution to promoting equity within urban schools.

Across the United States, K—12 public education continues to grapple with fundamental
questions about whose knowledge is legitimized in the curriculum and how educational equity is
enacted through instructional content. Curriculum is not neutral; it reflects dominant cultural
narratives, epistemologies, and value systems (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2018). Historically,
the U.S. curriculum has been structured around Western and Eurocentric traditions that have often
marginalized the histories, intellectual traditions, and cultural contributions of communities of
color (Sleeter, 2011). This imbalance has implications not only for representation but also for
student identity formation, engagement, and civic belonging (Delpit, 2006; Paris & Alim, 2014).

In response to these longstanding inequities, ethnic studies and Black Studies initiatives
have expanded across states and districts. These initiatives seek to reframe dominant narratives,
affirm marginalized identities, and provide a more comprehensive and accurate account of the
historical and contemporary contributions of communities of color (King, 2017; Givens, 2021).
However, formal policy commitments remain uneven nationwide. According to the Center for K-
12 Black History and Racial Literacy Education, housed within the Graduate School of Education

at the University at Buffalo, only 12 states currently mandate Black history instruction in K—12



public schools. This limited number reflects the decentralized and politically contingent nature of
Black history and ethnic studies policy in the United States. In many contexts, the inclusion of
Black history remains dependent on local or district-level decisions rather than comprehensive
statewide mandates (Najarro, 2023).

This uneven policy landscape presents a critical leadership challenge. When statewide
requirements are absent or limited, district leaders must decide whether and how to advance
equity-centered curriculum reform amid complex political, fiscal, and organizational
environments. Although scholarship has examined the philosophical foundations and student-
level outcomes of ethnic studies, comparatively less attention has been devoted to how district
leaders conceptualize, design, and prepare such curricula for integration at scale.

To address this gap, this study examines the conceptualization, design, and
implementation of Black Studies as the Study of the World: A PK—12 Black Studies Curriculum in
New York City. Drawing on reflections from key stakeholders, the study provides insight into
how a large urban district built organizational conditions to advance equity-centered curriculum
reform.

Background

Ethnic studies, as a field, has long challenged the dominance of Eurocentric curricula and
called for the inclusion of marginalized histories and epistemologies (Sleeter, 2011). Scholars of
culturally relevant and culturally sustaining education argue that the curriculum must reflect the
lived experiences, cultural identities, and intellectual traditions of diverse communities to promote
meaningful engagement and equitable learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2018; Paris & Alim,
2014). Research further suggests that leadership plays a central role in advancing culturally

responsive systems by addressing race, power, and structural inequities in instructional practice



and organizational design (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016; Theoharis, 2007). Despite growing
scholarly consensus on the importance of culturally responsive curriculum, implementation
remains inconsistent and politically contested. Even in states that mandate Black history
instruction, those mandates vary widely in scope, grade-level coverage, and enforcement
mechanisms (Joseph, 2025; Najarro, 2023). Few states have developed comprehensive, vertically
aligned K—12 Black Studies curricula. As a result, the responsibility for advancing equity-
centered curriculum reform often falls to district-level leadership.

Moreover, relatively little scholarship examines how districts conceptualize and build the
systems that sustain such initiatives. Leadership scholarship emphasizes that systems change
requires attention to organizational readiness, stakeholder alignment, and resource allocation
(Fullan, 2016; Hall & Hord, 2019). Still, few empirical studies document how district leaders
operationalize these principles in equity-centered curriculum reform.

The case of this process offers a consequential opportunity to examine district-level
curriculum reform at scale. In September 2021, city and district leaders announced the
development of a comprehensive PK—12 Black Studies curriculum at the Schomburg Center for
Research in Black Culture. The initiative was supported by the New York City Council’s
Education Equity Action Plan (EEAP), which funded a $3.25 million grant to the Black
Education Research Center (BERC) at Teachers College, Columbia University, to develop the
curriculum (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2021).

The curriculum, Black Studies as the Study of the World, was designed to deepen students’
understanding of early African civilizations, contemporary Africa, African American history, the
global contributions of the African diaspora, and the enduring impact of racial inequality

(NYCPS, 2024). Beyond its content, the initiative represented a coordinated districtwide effort



involving BERC, the New York City Council, NYCS leadership, educators, nonprofit
organizations, and community partners. Organizations funded under the EEAP included the
Association of Black Educators of New York, Black Edfluencers United, Eagle Academy
Foundation, and United Way of New York City (Teachers College, Columbia, 2024).

Through this cross-sector partnership, the curriculum was launched as an equity-centered
initiative intended to enrich the educational experiences of NYC’s diverse student population and
strengthen representation of Black histories and intellectual traditions within the district’s
instructional framework (NYCPS, 2024).

The significance of this curriculum lies not only in its content but also in its potential to
serve as a model for district-level equity-centered curriculum reform. By examining the processes
that informed the conceptualization, design, and implementation of the BSC, this study
contributes to a deeper understanding of the leadership practices and strategies necessary for
advancing educational equity.

Statement of the Problem

Despite growing scholarly and empirical recognition of the academic, civic, and identity-
based benefits of ethnic studies curricula (Dee & Penner, 2017; Douglass et al., 2022; King, 2017;
Sleeter, 2011), limited research examines how such curricula are conceptualized, designed, and
prepared for implementation as systems-level reforms within large urban school districts. While
existing scholarship demonstrates that culturally grounded curricula can enhance student
engagement, academic achievement, and critical consciousness (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings,
1995; Nasir, 2012), far less attention has been given to the leadership processes required to

translate equity-centered vision into coherent districtwide curricular transformation.



In large urban systems, curriculum reform extends beyond content development. It
requires district-level leaders to navigate political pressures, philosophical tensions,
organizational structures, resource allocation, stakeholder alignment, and professional learning
infrastructures. Systems-level transformation demands coordinated leadership across policy,
scholarship, administration, and school-based implementation, as well as the development of
structures capable of sustaining reform over time (Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis, 2010; Center for
Public Research and Leadership, 2026). Yet the field offers limited empirical evidence on how
leaders engage in this strategic and organizational work during the earliest phases of
conceptualization, design, and implementation preparation.

Although research on culturally responsive and transformative leadership underscores the
importance of equity-oriented leadership in challenging systemic injustice (Khalifa et al., 2016;
Shields, 2013; Theoharis, 2007), fewer studies examine how leaders operationalize such
commitments within the structural realities of large districts. This gap constrains both scholarly
understanding and practical guidance for district leaders seeking to initiate and sustain equity-
driven curriculum reform at scale. Without deeper insight into the processes through which such
initiatives are conceptualized, structured, and prepared for implementation, efforts to
institutionalize Black Studies and similar reforms risk remaining fragmented, episodic, or
politically vulnerable.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to document how key participants in the Black
Studies as the Study of the World initiative described and reflected upon the processes through
which a PK—12 Black Studies curriculum was conceptualized, designed, and prepared for

implementation as a systems-level curriculum transformation within a large urban school system,



focusing on activities between September 2021 and June 2023. This study examines (a) the
factors and motivations that shaped conceptualization, (b) the curriculum design/development and
implementation preparations that supported early rollout (e.g., design processes, stakeholder
engagement, professional learning structures, and implementation supports), and (c) the
leadership challenges and successes that emerged as the initiative progressed across phases.

Through in-depth interviews and document analysis, this study aims to contribute
empirical insight into the leadership practices, strategic decisions, and organizational conditions
necessary to initiate and prepare systems-level Black Studies curriculum reform. In doing so, it
addresses a critical gap in the literature concerning how equity-driven curricular transformation is
structured, coordinated, and positioned for sustainability at district-scale. Understanding these
processes provides practical and theoretical insight for district leaders seeking to replicate, adapt,
and sustain equity-centered curriculum initiatives in other high-need urban contexts (Creswell &
Poth, 2017; Yin, 2018).

Research Questions

The study is guided by the following research questions:

1. What factors and motivations led key stakeholders to conceptualize Black Studies as the
Study of the World as a PK—12 curriculum initiative in New York City schools?

2. How did key stakeholders design and develop the curriculum and prepare for
implementation (e.g., design processes, stakeholder engagement, professional learning
structures, and implementation supports)?

3. What leadership challenges and successes emerged throughout the conceptualization,

design/development, and implementation process?



Significance of the Study

This study contributes to the field of urban educational leadership by examining how
leaders in a large, diverse metropolitan school system conceptualize and prepare for equity-
focused curriculum reform. Urban districts operate within complex political, historical, and social
contexts shaped by systemic inequities and longstanding racialized structures (Horsford, 2011;
Theoharis, 2007). By documenting leadership practices associated with the design and
implementation of the BSC, this study advances understanding of how urban leaders structure
systems-level change within complex conditions.

The significance of Black Studies in education extends beyond New York City.
Historically, Black Studies initiatives have been driven by a broader movement to challenge
systemic inequities in education and affirm the cultural identities of Black students. In the 1960s
and 1970s, the introduction of Black Studies programs in higher education represented a critical
effort to transform academic spaces and curricula (Anderson, 1988; Banks, 1993). Today, these
efforts have found new urgency in K-12 education, particularly in large urban districts like New
York City, where diverse student populations demand curricula that reflect their lived
experiences.

The study centers district and systems-level leadership—an area often underexamined in
scholarship on culturally responsive and equity-driven reform (Khalifa et al., 2016). It highlights
how urban leaders navigate stakeholder alignment, organizational readiness, and resource
coordination to move equity-focused curriculum from vision to structured planning. In doing so, it

reframes curriculum reform as a leadership endeavor rather than solely a pedagogical one.
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Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study integrates three interrelated domains: Black
Studies as an intellectual and curricular tradition, curriculum design and implementation in large
educational systems, and leadership for equity in urban contexts. Together, these domains provide
a lens for examining how Black Studies as the Study of the World was conceptualized, designed,
and prepared for early implementation in New York City.

The study is further informed by the Curriculum Implementation Change Framework
(CICF) as an analytic lens for examining readiness-building, stakeholder engagement, resource
alignment, and iterative feedback during implementation. Tillman’s culturally sensitive
methodology also informs interpretation by foregrounding race, culture, power, and positionality
in the analysis of leadership and curriculum change.

Summary of Methodology

This study employs a qualitative case study design to examine the conceptualization,
design/development, and implementation of Black Studies as the Study of the World. Data sources
include semi-structured interviews with nine scholars, policymakers, and district leaders, as well
as process documents, curricular materials, and professional learning artifacts connected to the
initiative.

Through thematic analysis and document analysis, the study investigates how key
stakeholders described the motivations, organizational processes, and leadership practices that
shaped the initiative. Trustworthiness was supported through triangulation across interviews and

documents, reflexive memoing, and sustained attention to the researcher's positionality.
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Limitations of the Study

As with all qualitative research, this study is shaped by several limitations that must be
acknowledged to contextualize the findings and their interpretation. First, although the sample
size, consistent with a qualitative case study design, was intentionally limited to nine participants,
all held roles closely connected to the Black Studies Curriculum initiative. Their perspectives
offer deep insights into the conceptualization, development, and implementation processes. Still,
they cannot represent the full range of experiences across all individuals or organizations involved
in the effort. Additional voices—including classroom teachers who did not participate in pilots,
central office leaders beyond the core collaborators, and students—might have added further
nuance.

Second, the study was conducted during an ongoing, dynamic initiative. The BSC
implementation process remains incomplete, and district-level decisions, political shifts, or
organizational restructuring may continue to shape the curriculum's evolution. The findings
reflect a particular moment in the life of a long-term reform effort; therefore, future conditions
may differ, and the experiences captured in this study may not fully represent future phases of the
initiative. This is an inherent limitation of research conducted in real time during policy and
curriculum transitions.

A third limitation concerns the nature of participant roles. The study relies largely on
leaders, scholars, and district-level practitioners who approached the curriculum from positions of
formal influence, intellectual investment, or organizational responsibility. Their insights are
invaluable, but they may differ from those of classroom educators, who encounter different forms
of resistance, support, and workload demands. Their voices may have offered a more granular

view of implementation challenges and contextual variations across schools.
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Additionally, the study is geographically and institutionally bounded to New York City.
While this large urban school system provides a unique and meaningful context for exploring
large-scale Black Studies curriculum development, its organizational structure, demographic
composition, political climate, and resource landscape differ from those of other districts. As
such, the transferability of findings should be considered with caution. The insights from this
study may inform other contexts, but adaptations will be necessary to account for local nuances,
especially in places with differing political climates or resource constraints.

Finally, the researcher's positionality—while an asset within Culturally Sensitive
Methodology—also introduces potential bias. My positionality as a practicing principal and BSC
pilot participant required disciplined reflexivity to mitigate bias (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). As a
Black woman leader engaged in equity-centered work, my interpretations are informed by
personal commitments and lived experience. Although strategies such as member checking,
reflexive journaling, and triangulation were used to strengthen trustworthiness, complete
objectivity is neither possible nor desirable in an interpretive qualitative study. Instead, consistent
with Tillman’s (2002) framework, the goal was to foreground cultural insight as an analytic
strength while acknowledging the researcher's interpretive role.

Despite these limitations, the study offers a rigorous, credible, and culturally grounded
analysis of a rare and significant curriculum initiative. These limitations also point to rich
opportunities for future inquiry, particularly regarding long-term implementation outcomes and
comparative studies across contexts.

Role of the Researcher
I am a practicing principal in New York City Public Schools with over twenty-five years

of experience in education. In addition to my professional role, I was directly involved in the
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Black Studies Curriculum (BSC) initiative as a principal facilitator in design labs, a contributor to
rollout planning, a participant in professional learning, and a school leader piloting the curriculum
in my own school building.

These roles positioned me at the intersection of curriculum design and school-based
implementation. I provided a building-level leadership perspective on feasibility, professional
learning structures, sequencing, and sustainability, and I supported teachers during early
implementation.

While this proximity offered contextual insight into the BSC’s organizational realities, it
also required disciplined reflexivity. In this study, [ adopted a researcher stance rather than a
practitioner advocacy position. My role was not to promote or defend the initiative but to
systematically examine the leadership practices, decision-making processes, and structural
conditions that shaped its design and implementation.

To maintain analytic rigor, I employed bracketing, reflexive journaling, and grounded
interpretations in participant data rather than personal experience. I remain attentive to how my
positionality may influence interpretation and actively interrogate those assumptions during
analysis. This approach aligns with Tillman’s (2002) Culturally Sensitive Methodology, which
calls for researchers to draw upon their experiential knowledge while critically examining how
that positionality shapes research design, interpretation, and representation.

My dual positionality—as insider and researcher—therefore functions as both an asset and
a responsibility, strengthening contextual understanding while requiring methodological

transparency and rigor.
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Key Terms and Definitions

The following terms are defined to clarify key constructs central to the study’s conceptual
framework and analytic focus.

Black Studies Curriculum (BSC): A PK—12 curriculum initiative designed to integrate
Black histories, cultures, and intellectual traditions into the educational framework to promote
equity, inclusion, and cultural responsiveness in New York City schools (Teachers College,
Columbia University, 2024).

Curriculum: The organized body of knowledge, learning experiences, and instructional
goals formally adopted by an educational system. In this study, curriculum is conceptualized as a
systems-level reform effort rather than solely classroom content (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).

Equity: The intentional disruption of systemic disparities through differentiated access to
resources, opportunities, and instructional conditions to ensure meaningful outcomes for
historically marginalized students (Theoharis, 2007).

Urban Educational Leadership: The strategic practices through which district and school
leaders mobilize vision, policy alignment, stakeholder engagement, and organizational structures
to advance systemic improvement within complex metropolitan school systems (Horsford, 2011;
Khalifa et al., 2016).

Implementation Phase: The stage of curriculum reform involving conceptualization,
planning, stakeholder alignment, and resource coordination before formal integration into schools
(Fullan, 2016; Hall & Hord, 2019).

Professional Learning: Developmentally responsive and job-embedded learning structures
that build educators’ capacity to engage in reflective practice and navigate instructional

complexity (Drago-Severson, 2009, 2012). In this study, professional learning is conceptualized
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as a core mechanism within the CICF to strengthen organizational readiness and sustain
curriculum reform.
Organization of the Study

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the study’s
background, problem statement, purpose, research questions, conceptual framework,
methodology, and significance. Chapter 2 reviews the literature on Black Studies curricula in K-
12 education, curriculum reform, design and implementation, and systems-level leadership for
equity-centered curriculum change. Chapter 3 outlines the research design and methods, including
data collection and analysis procedures. Chapter 4 presents the findings, highlighting key themes
and insights from the data. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the findings for theory,
practice, and future research, concluding with recommendations for policymakers and educational

leaders.
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Chapter II - LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter synthesizes scholarship that informs the design and implementation of
equity-centered Black Studies curriculum in K—12 education. While Black Studies has long been
established as an intellectual, political, and pedagogical intervention into dominant narratives of
knowledge and power (Rojas, 2007; King, 2017), less attention has been given to how district-
level leaders conceptualize, organize, and prepare such initiatives for implementation within
complex urban school systems (Khalifa et al., 2016; Sleeter, 2011). To understand the
development of Black Studies as the Study of the World, it is necessary to situate the initiative
within broader scholarship on Black Studies, equity-centered curriculum, leadership, and
organizational readiness.

The literature is organized across three interrelated domains aligned with the study’s
conceptual framework: (a) Black Studies, (b) curriculum design and implementation, and (c)
leadership. Within the first domain, the review traces the historical evolution and purposes of
Black Studies and examines key knowledge traditions and related lenses that inform equity-
centered Black Studies curriculum. Within the second domain, the review synthesizes research on
culturally relevant and sustaining curriculum, highlighting evidence of academic, identity-based,
and civic outcomes while emphasizing the design requirements and implementation conditions
that support meaningful implementation (e.g., professional learning structures, implementation
supports, and feedback mechanisms). Within the third domain, the review examines equity-
centered leadership scholarship—particularly culturally responsive, transformative, adaptive, and
distributed leadership—to illuminate how leaders navigate power, resistance, stakeholder

alignment, and systemic coherence during large-scale reform.
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Together, these domains establish the intellectual and organizational context for
examining how nine key stakeholders conceptualized, designed, and prepared Black Studies as
the Study of the World for implementation. By integrating scholarship across Black Studies,
curriculum processes, and leadership, this chapter provides the foundation for analyzing how
equity-centered curriculum reform moves from vision to structured institutional practice.

Black Studies: History and Background

Black Studies, as both an academic field and educational initiative, emerged in the late
1960s amid widespread civil rights activism and demands for greater representation of African
American histories, cultures, and intellectual traditions in educational institutions (Rojas, 2007;
Karenga, 2010). Initially rooted in higher education, where student and community movements
compelled colleges and universities to create Black Studies programs, this scholarly domain has
since expanded its scope and influence into K-12 settings (Patterson & Kelley, 2000). The
fundamental purpose of Black Studies in education has been to counter Eurocentric curricular
frameworks, affirm the intellectual contributions of people of African descent, and foster a more
inclusive understanding of history and society (Asante, 1987; Banks, 1993).

The importance of Black Studies curricula becomes particularly pronounced in urban
school contexts. Students in these settings often navigate systems shaped by longstanding racial,
economic, and social inequities (King, 2017). By integrating Black Studies content, urban schools
can provide culturally responsive and justice-oriented learning experiences that enhance academic
engagement, cultivate critical thinking, and affirm the identities of African American and other
marginalized student populations while simultaneously validating their cultural identities
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2018). Such curricular approaches are not merely an additive

dimension of social studies instruction; instead, they reposition African Americans as central
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agents of historical change, cultural innovation, and political thought (Nasir, 2012). It repositions
Black Americans as central figures in historical and contemporary narratives, enabling a
comprehensive understanding of U.S. and global histories that transcends tokenized or deficit-
based approaches (Nasir, 2012).

As school systems and policymakers increasingly acknowledge the transformative
potential of Black Studies, this field’s evolution mirrors broader educational shifts toward
inclusion and equity. Contemporary initiatives highlight the importance of culturally relevant
content, professional learning for educators, and ongoing assessment to ensure that Black Studies
contribute to students’ academic outcomes and to cultivating more equitable and inclusive
learning environments (Dee & Penner, 2017; Sleeter, 2011).

A core principle in Black Studies involves centering African people as active agents in
their own historical, cultural, and intellectual narratives. These knowledge traditions are central to
Black Studies scholarship. In K—12 curriculum work, they are often complemented by related
analytic lenses that help interpret how race, power, and identity shape schooling and knowledge
production. Afrocentricity, as articulated by Molefi Kete Asante (1987), challenges Eurocentric
frameworks and validates African epistemologies and worldviews. Within this context, W.E.B.
Du Bois’s (2007) notion of double consciousness further illuminates the subjective experiences of
African Americans as they navigate the tension between their self-perception and the dominant
society’s racial biases. Together, these perspectives underscore the importance of validating Black
subjectivity and acknowledging the internal complexities faced by African-descended peoples.

Expanding the scope further, the study of the African diaspora and Pan-Africanism
situates African-descended peoples within a global context, acknowledging interconnected

histories, cultures, and struggles (Patterson & Kelley, 2000). Pan-Africanism, championed by
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leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah (1963), fosters solidarity and collective liberation, counters the
legacies of colonialism, and shapes a transnational outlook. In addition, Critical Race Theory
(CRT) provides analytical tools to examine how racism is entrenched in legal, political, and social
systems (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Applied within Black Studies, CRT challenges dominant
narratives in education and society, exposing and confronting systemic inequities.

Building on these frameworks, Kimberlé¢ Crenshaw’s (1991) concept of intersectionality
recognizes that race, gender, class, and other social identities intersect to produce unique
experiences of oppression. This theoretical approach is central to Black feminist thought, as
advanced by scholars such as Patricia Hill Collins (2020) and Bell Hooks (1989), who emphasize
Black women'’s intellectual traditions and the need to address multiple axes of discrimination. By
attending to intersectionality and Black feminist thought, Black Studies can more fully account
for the diverse and nuanced realities of Black communities.

Finally, Black Studies’ grounding in social justice and liberation pedagogy draws on Paulo
Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy and the work of scholars such as Antonia Darder (2012). This
approach encourages critical consciousness, transformative learning, and resistance against
oppressive structures. Collectively, Afrocentricity, double consciousness, intersectionality, Black
feminist thought, diaspora and Pan-Africanism, Critical Race Theory, and liberation pedagogy
provide an interconnected theoretical foundation for Black Studies, guiding research, teaching,
and praxis toward the pursuit of equity, empowerment, and cultural integrity.

Black Studies in Higher Education

Black Studies in higher education emerged in the aftermath of the Civil Rights and Black

Power movements, when student activism demanded that universities recognize and

institutionalize Black histories, cultures, and intellectual traditions as legitimate fields of study
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(Rojas, 2007). A pivotal turning point occurred in 1968 at San Francisco State College, where
sustained student protests helped catalyze the establishment of the first Black Studies
department—marking an early moment of formal institutional acknowledgment and signaling that
curricular change was inseparable from broader struggles over power and knowledge (Rojas,
2007; Karenga, 2010).

As the field moved into the 1970s and 1980s, Black Studies expanded through
institutionalization and professionalization. Many colleges and universities formalized programs
and departments that increasingly embraced an interdisciplinary approach—drawing from history,
literature, sociology, political science, and the arts—reflecting Black Studies’ commitment to
examining Black life through multiple lenses rather than a single disciplinary frame (Kelley,
1998). Professional organizations, including the National Council for Black Studies (NCBS),
founded in 1975, contributed to this development by supporting scholarship, curricular
conversations, and the establishment of standards that strengthened the field’s academic footing
(Rojas, 2007).

From the 1980s into the early 2000s, Black Studies continued to broaden, increasingly
engaging global and diasporic perspectives that examined the lives and experiences of African-
descended peoples worldwide (Patterson & Kelley, 2000). During this period, scholars also
advanced and drew upon critical frameworks—such as Afrocentricity, Black feminism, and
intersectionality—to challenge Eurocentric epistemologies and analyze the multiple identities and
structures of oppression shaping Black life (Asante, 1987; Collins, 2022; Crenshaw, 1991). In the
21st century, Black Studies has extended into additional areas of inquiry, including
transnationalism, environmental justice, health disparities, criminal justice reform, and digital

humanities (Noble, 2018). At the same time, scholars have emphasized public scholarship and
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community engagement, increasingly partnering with grassroots organizations to address
systemic inequalities and connect academic work to social change efforts (Kelley, 2002).

While the origins of Black Studies are rooted in higher education, the field’s intellectual
and political aims have increasingly shaped K—12 curriculum debates about what counts as
legitimate knowledge and whose histories are positioned as foundational. Tracing Black Studies’
movement into K—12 education is essential for understanding the significance of districtwide
initiatives such as Black Studies as the Study of the World, which translates a historically
university-based discipline into systems-level PK—12 curriculum design and implementation.

Black Studies in K-12 Education

Black Studies emerged in the late 1960s as a response to institutional exclusion and
epistemological marginalization within higher education (Rojas, 2007; Karenga, 2010). Student
activism during the Civil Rights and Black Power movements demanded that colleges and
universities recognize Black histories, cultures, and intellectual traditions as legitimate areas of
academic inquiry. The establishment of early Black Studies departments represented not simply
curricular expansion, but a reconfiguration of whose knowledge was deemed authoritative.

Over time, Black Studies evolved into an interdisciplinary field integrating history,
sociology, literature, political science, and the arts (Kelley, 1998). The field expanded to include
diasporic and global perspectives, situating African-descended peoples within transnational
histories of resistance, creativity, and political thought (Patterson & Kelley, 2000). Thus, from its
inception, Black Studies functioned as both an academic field and a political intervention, seeking
to correct distortions in knowledge production and re-center Black agency in historical and

contemporary narratives (Asante, 1987; Banks, 1993).
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Although Black Studies began in higher education, its principles gradually informed K—12
reform efforts. Before formalizing Black Studies curricula in K-12 schools, community
institutions such as Black churches, independent Black institutions, and cultural centers taught
African American history and culture (Hilliard, 1995). Before the formal introduction of Black
Studies curricula into K-12 settings, educators like Madeline Morgan laid critical groundwork for
culturally responsive education. In the 1940s, Morgan developed an innovative Black history
curriculum for Chicago Public Schools, positioning African Americans as integral contributors to
national history rather than marginal figures. Her work was transformative, challenging the
tokenized representations common at the time and embedding Black historical narratives into
broader American history (Hines, 2022). These early efforts reflect the foundational role of
community-driven initiatives in advancing equity in education and providing models for future
reforms in K—12 systems.

Mainstream K—12 systems often limited Black history to isolated units or symbolic
observances. Multicultural education movements of the 1980s and 1990s expanded curricular
narratives (Banks, 1993), yet Black Studies remained unevenly integrated and frequently
marginalized (King, 2017). Comprehensive integration of Black Studies remained limited and
often confined to isolated units during Black History Month rather than woven throughout the
academic year (King, 2017).

In urban districts serving racially and culturally diverse student populations, Black Studies
initiatives increasingly emerged as responses to longstanding inequities in representation,
engagement, and outcomes. Scholars argue that culturally responsive curricula affirm identity,

strengthen belonging, and reposition marginalized communities as agents of knowledge rather
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than subjects of deficit discourse (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995). These commitments form
the intellectual basis for contemporary PK—12 Black Studies initiatives.

In response to ongoing advocacy from communities and educators, districts have begun to
incorporate more culturally responsive teaching practices. This includes embedding Black history,
literature, and cultural contributions within the core curriculum and recognizing the importance of
validating students’ identities (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2014).

Some urban school districts now develop dedicated Black Studies courses or mandate the
inclusion of Black history across subject areas (King, 2017). Collaborations among K-12
educators, policymakers, and Black Studies scholars in higher education have strengthened
curriculum design and professional learning efforts, advancing a more equitable, inclusive
educational landscape (Givens, 2021).

Several school districts and state-level initiatives across the United States have taken steps
to formally integrate African American history and broader Black Studies content into their
curricula. In 2005, the School District of Philadelphia made African American History a required
course for high school graduation, becoming one of the first large urban districts to adopt such a
measure. Rather than viewing Black history as an elective or seasonal focus, Philadelphia’s
approach embedded it into the core educational framework, with the explicit aim of offering a
more accurate, comprehensive narrative of the African American experience and engaging
students on a personal and cultural level (Simmons, 2019). Initial evaluations in Philadelphia
pointed to heightened student interest, increased awareness of African American contributions,
and a strengthened sense of pride and identity among Black students (Broderick, 2014; King,

2017).
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Similarly, Chicago Public Schools (CPS) sought to enhance Black history instruction by
collaborating with local cultural institutions and historians to develop richer classroom resources
and improve teacher training (Todd-Breland, 2018). Although Chicago did not mandate a
standalone African American history graduation requirement, these initiatives provided educators
with tools to present a more nuanced portrayal of Black communities’ roles in shaping the city’s
social fabric. Early qualitative and anecdotal reports suggest that this approach improved student
engagement, deeper critical thinking about race and society, and an overall improved racial
climate within schools (Todd-Breland, 2018).

In Oakland, California, the African American Male Achievement (AAMA) program—
launched in 2010—underscored how culturally responsive pedagogy can yield tangible benefits
even if not explicitly framed as a Black Studies curriculum. By centering African American
history and literature, mentorship opportunities, and community involvement, AAMA addressed
systemic inequities faced by African American male students (Watson, 2018). Outcome data from
the program demonstrated reductions in suspensions and increases in graduation rates, suggesting
that sustained, culturally relevant content can positively influence academic achievement and
student well-being (Dee & Penner, 2017).

Beyond these district-level examples, several California districts, including Los Angeles
Unified and San Francisco Unified, mandated or expanded Ethnic Studies courses that encompass
substantial content on Black history and culture. These courses often encourage critical
examination of race, power, and oppression while uplifting narratives from historically
marginalized groups. Empirical research found that introducing Ethnic Studies classes improved
attendance, GPA, and credit accumulation, demonstrating the academic value of culturally

sustaining pedagogies (Dee & Penner, 2017; Sleeter, 2011; Todd-Breland, 2018).
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At the state level, New Jersey’s Amistad Commission (2024) provides another model for
comprehensive integration. Established in 2002 through N.J.S.A. 18A:35-1 and 18A:35-2 (the
“Amistad Bill”’), the Commission ensures that African American history is embedded across K-12
social studies curricula. By aligning with state standards and emphasizing cultural responsiveness,
critical thinking, and civic engagement, New Jersey’s Amistad Curriculum promotes inquiry-
based learning. It encourages students to connect historical events to contemporary issues (New
Jersey Department of Education, 2023). While ongoing evaluation is necessary, preliminary
reports suggest that this approach resonates particularly with students of African descent.
However, challenges remain in ensuring consistent implementation and support (New Jersey
Department of Education, 2024).

More recently, the College Board introduced the Advanced Placement (AP) African
American Studies course as a rigorous, interdisciplinary option for high school students, further
signaling a shift in national educational priorities (College Board, 2022). Drawing on the tradition
of Black Studies scholarship and longstanding calls for inclusive historical narratives, the AP
course covers an expansive scope, from pre-colonial African civilizations to contemporary issues
of race, identity, and social justice. Although political debates and regulatory pushback have
marked the rollout, many educators, students, and community stakeholders view the course as
another step toward acknowledging African American experiences as integral to the national story
(Flannery, 2024; NAACP, 2023; Najarro, 2023). As the College Board refines the curriculum, its
reception and implementation will continue to evolve, reflecting broader social and political
tensions around how best to represent America’s complex past (Goldstein, 2023; Florida

Department of Education, 2023; U.S. GAO, 2022).
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Collectively, these examples—from district-level mandates in Philadelphia and locally
driven reforms in Chicago and Oakland to statewide strategies in New Jersey and innovative
approaches in AP African American Studies—underscore the potential of comprehensive,
culturally responsive curricula to enrich students’ educational experiences. They highlight the
importance of institutional support, well-designed resources, and ongoing evaluation. Moreover,
they demonstrate that, despite political and practical challenges, integrating Black Studies content
can promote academic engagement, encourage critical analysis, and foster a more inclusive
understanding of history and society.

In line with these developments, scholars emphasize the critical role of leadership and
policy in advancing meaningful and sustained reforms. Horsford (2011), for example, argues that
historically rooted inequities and racial ideologies continue to shape the schooling experiences of
Black students. Addressing these legacies demands leadership that is cognizant of systemic
barriers and committed to actively dismantling them. By ensuring that Black Studies initiatives
are supported by race-conscious leadership, informed by community input, and sustained through
ongoing professional learning, educators and policymakers can move beyond superficial
interventions and move toward transformational change that fully centers the intellectual and
cultural agency of Black students (Khalifa et al., 2016).

Black Studies in New York City

In collaboration with NYCPS and supported by the New York City Council and the
Education Equity Action Plan (EEAP) initiative, the Black Education Research Center (BERC) at
Teachers College, Columbia University has introduced a pioneering PK—12 Black Studies
curriculum for NYC’s public schools (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024). Officially

titled Black Studies as the Study of the World: A PK—12 Black Studies Curriculum for New York
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City Public Schools, this comprehensive educational program seeks to broaden students’
historical, cultural, and social understanding of African and African American experiences, as
well as those of the African diaspora worldwide.

The curriculum emphasizes both historical depth and contemporary relevance. It addresses
early African civilizations and contemporary African societies, African American history, and the
global contributions of people of African descent (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024).
Additionally, it explores systemic issues of racial inequality and its lasting impacts on modern
society.

Developed through collaborative efforts involving educators, government leaders,
nonprofits, and the EEAP initiative, the curriculum aligns with New York State standards. It
integrates content across multiple disciplines, including social studies, English language arts, and
the arts. Lessons are culturally affirming, interdisciplinary, and adaptable for diverse learners,
including students with disabilities and English language learners (Teachers College, Columbia
University, 2024).

The curriculum’s initial pilot phase during the 2023-2024 school year involved 120
schools across all five boroughs, reaching nearly 6,500 students (Teachers College, Columbia
University, 2024). Starting in the 2024-2025 academic year, it was made available to all PK—12
students in New York City and shared openly as a resource for educators nationwide, with the
intention of serving as a national model (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024).
Educators and community leaders convened at the inaugural BERC Summer Conference to
explore effective implementation strategies. Presentations and workshops provided historical
context, scholarly research, and practical guidance, ensuring teachers are well-prepared to

integrate the curriculum into their classrooms (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024).
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NYC Schools Chancellor David C. Banks highlighted that “every student should see their identity
and history in their education,” emphasizing the curriculum’s role in enriching the educational
experiences of all learners (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024).

The initiative received substantial financial backing, including an $8.35 million grant from
the New York City Council through EEAP, representing the largest single grant Teachers College
has ever received from the Council (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2021). As Dr. Sonya
Douglass, Founding Director of BERC, noted, “This curriculum reflects decades of scholarly
research, community organizing, policy advocacy, and leadership committed to ensuring students
have access to lessons that infuse the experiences of people of African descent in the U.S. and
throughout the world” (Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024).

A recent national poll, conducted against a backdrop of national debates over teaching
African American history and systemic racism, indicated that an overwhelming majority of
Americans (85%) support students learning about slavery, racism, and their ongoing effects
(Teachers College, Columbia University, 2024). With its comprehensive scope, rich historical
foundation, and inclusive approach, this BSC represents a significant educational advancement,
promising to deepen students’ understanding of African and African American histories, cultures,
and contributions—both within New York City and beyond.

The development of Black Studies as the Study of the World represents a district-scale
initiative grounded in the intellectual, theoretical, and leadership traditions reviewed above.
Supported by the New York City Council’s Education Equity Action Plan and developed through
collaboration among scholars, policymakers, educators, and community partners, the initiative
sought to integrate Black histories and global diasporic perspectives into PK—12 curriculum

(Teachers College, Columbia University, 2021; NYCPS, 2024). Its pilot planning and
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preparation, professional learning supports, and financial investments illustrate the kinds of
implementation structures identified in the literature as necessary for systemic reform (Fullan,
2016; Honig & Rainey, 2023). As such, this case offers an opportunity to examine how leadership
practices, stakeholder engagement, and resource alignment shape early-stage curriculum
development within a large urban school district (NYCPS, 2024; Teachers College, Columbia
University, 2024).

Despite extensive scholarship on Black Studies and culturally relevant pedagogy, limited
research examines how district-level actors navigate philosophical tensions, align resources, and
build infrastructure during early reform stages (Sleeter, 2011; Honig & Rainey, 2023). This gap is
particularly significant in large urban districts where equity initiatives intersect with complex
political and institutional contexts (Honig & Rainey, 2023).

Curriculum Design and Implementation

Research on culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) indicates that students who see
themselves and their communities reflected in the curriculum are more likely to feel a sense of
belonging and relevance, leading to increased motivation and improved academic performance
(Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995). A study in San Francisco found that a
culturally relevant ethnic studies course significantly boosted attendance and GPA among at-risk
high school students, demonstrating tangible academic benefits (Dee & Penner, 2017).

The early contributions of Madeline Morgan offer a powerful example of how culturally relevant
curricula can enhance academic engagement and achievement. Morgan’s Black history
curriculum not only challenged prevailing deficit narratives but also fostered pride and identity
among Black students in Chicago (Hines, 2022). This historical case aligns with contemporary

findings, such as Dee and Penner's (2017) research, which demonstrates that culturally responsive
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pedagogy improves attendance, GPA, and academic performance. By recognizing students'
cultural identities and experiences, such curricula foster higher-order thinking and promote a
more inclusive school climate (Gay, 2018; Khalifa et al., 2016).

While research demonstrates the academic and socio-emotional benefits of culturally
relevant and sustaining curriculum, it also underscores that positive outcomes depend on
sustained teacher preparation, coherent instructional materials, and supportive organizational
conditions (Gay, 2018; Khalifa et al., 2016). In other words, curriculum impact is mediated by
system-level capacity. Without structured professional learning, clear guidance, and ongoing
feedback mechanisms, even well-designed curricula risk uneven or superficial implementation.
These findings highlight the importance of examining how leaders anticipate teacher support
needs, plan professional learning structures, and build sustainability into early reform efforts.
Beyond academic metrics, culturally relevant curricula strengthen identity development and self-
efficacy (Chambers, 2009; King, 2017). By challenging deficit narratives and highlighting Black
contributions, such curricula affirm students’ intellectual agency (Nasir, 2012). Additionally,
critical engagement with systems of power promotes higher-order thinking and civic awareness
(Paris & Alim, 2014; Sleeter, 2011).

Culturally relevant curricula are associated with outcomes beyond academic achievement,
particularly in identity development and self-efficacy. Black students who experience a
curriculum that affirms cultural heritage often report enhanced self-esteem, stronger identity
development, and increased intellectual curiosity (Chambers, 2009; King, 2017). Such curricula
challenge deficit narratives by centering Black contributions, resilience, and leadership, thereby

supporting students’ positive self-concept and sense of intellectual agency (Nasir, 2012).
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These curricular approaches also support critical thinking and civic engagement by
inviting students to examine systems of power, recognize injustice, and connect historical study to
contemporary social issues (Paris & Alim, 2014; Sleeter, 2011). This critical engagement can
foster higher-order thinking and deepen civic awareness as students learn to question dominant
narratives and engage multiple perspectives (Banks, 1993). Importantly, the impact of culturally
responsive curriculum is mediated by school-level conditions, including teacher learning. When
schools adopt culturally responsive curricula, teachers often engage in professional learning that
strengthens cultural competence and instructional practice (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Khalifa et
al., 2016), which can contribute to improved school climate and more inclusive learning
environments (Gay, 2018; Hammond, 2015; Khalifa et al., 2016).

Implementation Readiness as an Analytic Lens

Curriculum reform does not succeed solely through vision or moral purpose; it requires
coordinated system-level preparation (Fullan, 2016; Honig & Rainey, 2023). Implementation
scholarship consistently demonstrates that early planning decisions shape long-term sustainability
(Fullan, 2016). Organizational readiness, clarity of governance structures, stakeholder alignment,
and resource coordination determine whether reforms are institutionalized or symbolic (Bottoms
& Schmidt-Davis, 2010; Honig & Rainey, 2023).

The Curriculum Implementation Change Framework (CICF) foregrounds these conditions
by emphasizing readiness assessment, structured stakeholder engagement, resource alignment,
and iterative feedback processes (Fullan, 2016; Honig & Rainey, 2023; Penuel & Gallagher,
2017). Implementation is not a passive planning phase; it is a strategic period in which
governance structures, funding decisions, communication systems, and professional supports are

intentionally constructed (Fullan, 2016; Honig & Rainey, 2023). By focusing on
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conceptualization, design, and implementation, this study addresses a stage of reform that remains
underexamined in ethnic studies scholarship (Sleeter, 2011). While much of the literature
documents ideological foundations or student outcomes (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Dee &
Penner, 2017), fewer studies examine how district leaders and policymakers navigate early-stage
system-building processes that enable equity-centered curricula to scale within complex urban
environments (Honig & Rainey, 2023). As such, implementation scholarship and readiness
frameworks provide a useful analytic lens for examining how district-level actors structure
curriculum design and build implementation supports in large urban systems. In this study, CICF
is used as an analytic lens for interpreting the implementation work described by participants; it
was not an explicit framework used by the initiative.
Leadership for Equity in Large Urban Systems

Equity-centered curriculum reform is fundamentally leadership work—particularly in
large urban systems where initiatives are shaped by political dynamics, competing stakeholder
interests, and uneven capacity across schools. System-level change scholarship suggests that
ambitious instructional reform requires more than a compelling vision; it also requires coherent
implementation routines, sustained attention to adult learning, and the ability to maintain
momentum amid resistance and shifting constraints (Fullan, 2016; Honig & Rainey, 2023).
Within Black Studies curriculum initiatives, leaders must translate an epistemological and cultural
project into actionable district structures—such as stakeholder engagement processes,
professional learning designs, resource allocation, and implementation supports—while
protecting the equity aims of the work. Educational leadership scholarship has evolved across
multiple frameworks—including instructional, transformational, and distributed leadership—each

emphasizing different mechanisms by which leaders shape improvement. Although these
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approaches vary, they converge on the idea that leaders influence student learning largely by
shaping the organizational conditions that enable teacher learning, coherent practice, and
sustained improvement. Leadership effectiveness is, therefore, contingent on context, and equity-
centered initiatives often require leaders to draw on multiple approaches rather than rely on a
single model.

For Black Studies curriculum work, leadership frameworks that explicitly attend to
culture, race, and institutional inequity are especially relevant. Culturally responsive school
leadership (CRSL) is particularly useful because it positions leadership as central to creating
school and system conditions that affirm historically marginalized communities and challenge
inequitable structures (Khalifa et al., 2016). Rather than treating curriculum as a neutral technical
artifact, CRSL frames curriculum, instruction, and teacher learning as sites where knowledge,
identity, and power are negotiated. Khalifa et al. (2016) identify four core dimensions of CRSL:
critical self-reflection, support for culturally responsive teachers and curricula, cultivation of
inclusive schooling environments, and engagement with students, families, and communities.
This dimension is especially important in relation to Black Studies curriculum reform, as it
reflects longstanding traditions of Black educational leadership grounded in community uplift,
cultural continuity, and accountability to Black families and communities (Lomotey, 1993).
Taken together, these dimensions are especially relevant to Black Studies curriculum reform
because they highlight not only what is taught, but also how leaders support teachers, shape
organizational conditions, and sustain meaningful relationships with historically marginalized
communities.

This literature is also important because it points to a persistent gap in scholarship on how

leaders prepare and support educators to enact culturally responsive curriculum in practice.
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Although research affirms the value of culturally responsive instruction for diverse learners, fewer
studies have examined how leaders guide the development and implementation of culturally
grounded curriculum or build teacher capacity for this work at scale (Khalifa et al., 2016; Wayne,
2009). CRSL, therefore, aligns closely with this study’s focus on conceptualization, design,
implementation, and teacher support. It is also distinct from broader leadership models because it
is explicitly action-oriented and connected to anti-racist and social justice leadership (Gooden &
O’Doherty, 2014; Khalifa et al., 2016; Radd et al., 2021). As several scholars note, culturally
responsive leadership remains under-theorized and underutilized relative to more established
leadership frameworks, making it especially important for examining equity-centered reform in
large urban systems (Capper & Green, 2015; Gooden & Showunmi, 2021; Khalifa et al., 2016).

Related critical perspectives further deepen this discussion. Critical Race Theory (CRT),
for example, provides a lens for understanding how educational policies, administrative
structures, and institutional routines may reproduce racial inequities while appearing neutral on
the surface (Gooden & Showunmi, 2021; Parker & Villalpando, 2007). In the context of Black
Studies curriculum reform, CRT is useful because it sharpens attention to the policy and
organizational conditions that shape whether racial justice efforts are supported, constrained, or
contested. Although CRT is not the primary analytic framework for this study, it reinforces the
importance of examining curriculum reform as part of a broader struggle over power, legitimacy,
and racial justice in schooling.

Transformative and social justice leadership further extend this perspective by
emphasizing that curriculum change often requires structural disruption, moral clarity, and
sustained advocacy rather than surface-level reform (Jean-Marie, 2008; Shields, 2010, 2013;

Theoharis, 2007). From this view, leaders do not simply manage instructional change; they
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confront how dominant narratives and institutional norms shape what counts as legitimate
knowledge, whose histories are centered, and how belonging is constructed through standards,
materials, and instructional guidance. This perspective is especially relevant to Black Studies
curriculum work in PK—12 education, where reform efforts seek to move Black histories,
intellectual traditions, and lived experiences from the margins to the center of the curriculum.
Transformative leadership, therefore, supports culturally grounded curriculum reform by
emphasizing systemic change, critical reflection, coalition building, and the restructuring of
school and district environments so that Black Studies is understood as a legitimate and
sustainable part of the educational framework.

Leading equity-centered curriculum change also involves navigating both technical and
adaptive challenges. Technical challenges can include creating materials, timelines, or
implementation guidance. In contrast, adaptive challenges require stakeholders to learn new ways
of thinking and working, and often surface value conflicts about what schools should teach and
whose knowledge should be centered (Heifetz et al., 2009). Adaptive leadership emphasizes
diagnosing the type of problem, regulating distress, and creating conditions for productive
engagement with difficult issues (Heifetz et al., 2009). This work is tightly linked to adult
learning and capacity development, since teachers and school leaders may need sustained
opportunities to build content knowledge, pedagogical confidence, and shared language for
practice; educators are also more likely to take instructional risks when learning environments
support psychological safety (Drago-Severson, 2009; Edmondson, 1999). Finally, districtwide
curriculum reform is typically distributed across multiple actors, making coalition building and
coherence-making central leadership practices. Distributed leadership perspectives emphasize

how work is organized through interactions among people, tools, and routines, underscoring the
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need for shared sensemaking, role clarity, and coordinated action (Spillane, 2006). Central office
research similarly highlights that equity-focused improvement is strengthened when district
leaders act as drivers of coherence—aligning resources, building supportive networks, and
reducing fragmentation across competing initiatives (Honig & Rainey, 2023).

Taken together, these literatures underscore that equity-centered curriculum reform
requires leaders to do more than endorse a vision; they must build systems that make the vision
actionable. These perspectives also clarify why leadership is inseparable from the other bodies of
scholarship reviewed in this chapter—Black Studies in K—12 educations and curriculum
design/development—because leaders mediate how knowledge frameworks become curricular
materials and how materials become supported practice. The next section articulates the study’s
conceptual framework by integrating these three domains.

Conceptual Framework: Integrating Black Studies, Curriculum, and Leadership

The conceptual framework for this study is informed by three bodies of scholarship
reviewed in this chapter, as illustrated in Figure 2: (a) Black Studies in K—12 education, (b)
curriculum design, development, and implementation (including culturally relevant and sustaining
curriculum), and (c¢) equity-centered and culturally responsive leadership. Taken together, these
literatures suggest that the knowledge commitments shape districtwide Black Studies curriculum
work and purposes of Black Studies, the organizational demands of curriculum development and
implementation, and the leadership actions required to align stakeholders, resources, and

professional learning.
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Figure 2

Conceptual Framework Linking Black Studies, Curriculum, and Leadership

Black

Studies
PK-12
intellectual and
curricular
tradition

Curriculum

Leadership
Equity-centered
change

Design,
development,
and implementation

Note. The conceptual framework illustrates the interrelationship among Black Studies,
curriculum, and leadership in the study. The connecting lines represent how these three domains
mutually inform the conceptualization, design/development, and implementation of the Black
Studies curriculum initiative.

This integrated framework supports examination of how these domains interact during
early-stage reform and addresses a gap in scholarship that often treats content, curriculum
processes, and leadership as separate conversations. In this study, the Curriculum Implementation
Change Framework (CICF) developed by the Center for Public Research and Leadership (2024)
is used as an analytic lens to interpret iterative phases of listening, analyzing, and acting, while a
culturally sensitive stance (Tillman, 2002) guides interpretation of participant perspectives within
their sociocultural and historical context. Although the initiative did not explicitly adopt the CICF
as a guiding framework, this study uses implementation change scholarship as an analytic lens to
interpret how stakeholders described readiness-building and iterative refinement during

implementation.
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Aligned to this framework, the study’s research questions examine (1) the factors and
motivations that shaped conceptualization, (2) the curriculum design/development and
implementation preparations that supported early rollout, and (3) the leadership challenges and
successes that emerged across phases as the initiative moved toward implementation at scale.

Conclusion

The literature reviewed in this chapter establishes Black Studies as both an intellectual
tradition and a curricular intervention rooted in efforts to challenge epistemological exclusion and
re-center marginalized histories and perspectives. As discussed under Black Studies and
Knowledge, the field’s evolution from higher education into K—12 schooling reflects broader
struggles over representation, power, and legitimacy within educational institutions.

The section on Theoretical Foundations demonstrated that an equity-centered Black Studies
curriculum is grounded in interconnected frameworks—including Afrocentricity,
intersectionality, diaspora studies, Critical Race Theory, and liberation pedagogy—that shape
how knowledge, identity, and justice are conceptualized in schooling. These frameworks
collectively underscore that curriculum functions as a site where inequities are either reproduced
or disrupted.

Research synthesized under Curriculum Design indicates that culturally relevant and
sustaining pedagogies can enhance academic engagement, identity development, and critical
consciousness. However, these outcomes depend upon coherent curricular design, sustained
professional learning, and supportive organizational conditions. Impact is therefore mediated by
system capacity.

The discussion of Curriculum Design and Implementation emphasized the importance of

organizational readiness, stakeholder engagement, and resource alignment during the early stages
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of reform. Implementation research and the Curriculum Implementation Change Framework
(CICF) suggest that implementation is a decisive period in which structural decisions shape the
trajectory and sustainability of curriculum initiatives.

Finally, the theme of system-level leadership highlighted the central role of district leaders
and policymakers in articulating vision, navigating resistance, building coalitions, and aligning
systems to sustain reform. Leadership serves as the mechanism through which philosophical
commitments are translated into institutional practice.

Although scholarship robustly addresses Black Studies theory, culturally relevant pedagogy,
and leadership for equity, limited research examines how these dimensions intersect during the
conceptualization and implementation of large-scale district initiatives. This study addresses that
gap by examining the experiences of nine key stakeholders involved in the development of the
Black Studies Curriculum. Chapter 3 outlines the qualitative case study design used to investigate
how vision, coalition-building, leadership practice, and system readiness shaped the early phases

of this reform.
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Chapter 11I: METHOD

This chapter describes the research design and methods used in the study. It outlines the
qualitative case study approach, defines the bounded case, describes participants and data sources,
and explains data collection and analysis procedures. The chapter concludes with strategies to
support credibility, address ethical considerations, and acknowledge the researcher's positionality.

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to examine how key stakeholders involved in
the Black Studies as the Study of the World initiative described and navigated (a) the motivations
and factors shaping its conceptualization, (b) the curriculum design/development and
implementation preparations, and (c) the leadership challenges and successes that emerged across
phases.

Through analysis of participant reflections, this study seeks to deepen understanding of the
political, philosophical, and organizational factors that shaped the curriculum’s conceptualization
and design; the leadership structures and cross-sector coordination that supported its
development; and the strategic decisions and tensions that informed early-stage preparation for
districtwide implementation.

The following research questions guided my decisions around identifying the
methodology for data collection:

1. What factors and motivations led key stakeholders to conceptualize Black Studies as
the Study of the World as a PK—12 curriculum initiative in New York City schools?

2. How did key stakeholders design and develop the curriculum and prepare for
implementation (e.g., design processes, stakeholder engagement, professional

learning structures, and implementation supports)?
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3. What leadership challenges and successes emerged throughout the
conceptualization, design/development, and implementation process?
This chapter details the research design, participant selection, data collection procedures,
analytic strategies, and approaches to trustworthiness used to investigate these processes.
Using the Curriculum Implementation Change Framework (CICF) as an analytic lens (Center for
Public Research and Leadership, 2024) and Tillman’s (2002) culturally sensitive methodology as
an interpretive stance, this qualitative case study examines how key stakeholders described the
conceptualization, curriculum design/development, and implementation preparations associated
with the Black Studies as the Study of the World initiative.
Research Design: A Qualitative Case Study

This study employed a qualitative research design because the research questions aimed to
understand how key stakeholders described and reflected on the processes by which Black
Studies, as the Study of the World, was conceptualized, designed, and prepared for
implementation. As Maxwell (2013) explains, qualitative research is particularly suited to
addressing “how” and “why” questions, enabling researchers to examine motivations, strategic
considerations, decision-making processes, and contextual influences that cannot be captured
through quantitative measures alone. ~ While quantitative methods emphasize statistical
relationships and generalizable patterns, this study focuses on an in-depth understanding of a
bounded case within a specific sociopolitical and organizational context (Schreiber & Asner-Self,
2011). My aim is not to measure outcomes or test hypotheses, but to illuminate the leadership
dynamics, tensions, adaptations, and strategic decisions that shaped early-stage curriculum reform

in New York City. Because the study centers on participant reflections and systems-level
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processes, a qualitative approach provides the depth, nuance, and contextual richness necessary to

examine this complex reform effort.

Rationale for a Case Study

This study employs a qualitative case study approach (Yin, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2017).
The case for this study is bounded as the conceptualization, design/development, and preparation
for implementation of Black Studies as the Study of the World within New York City. The case is
bounded temporally from September 2021 through June 2023, corresponding to the initiative’s
early-stage development and the preparation of implementation supports leading into pilot
implementation. The selected timeframe reflects the availability and relevance of data sources,
including interviews and documentary materials.

A case study approach is appropriate because it enables the examination of contemporary
events within real-life contexts, particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its
context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2018). District-level curriculum reform involves political
negotiation, resource alignment, stakeholder engagement, and adaptive leadership decisions
embedded within institutional structures. These dimensions cannot be isolated from their
sociopolitical context. In addition, Tomaszewski et al. (2020) note that case study research can
generate analytic insights that inform understanding across similar contexts. By examining
participants’ perspectives on the conceptualization, design/development, and preparation for
implementation of the initiative, this study seeks to illuminate the complex interplay of
leadership, equity, and systemic change within an urban educational setting. This case study does
not aim to generalize statistically; rather, it offers analytic insight into systems-level leadership

processes that may inform similar reform efforts in other urban districts.
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Although this study examines culture, relationships, and meaning-making within a
complex reform effort, ethnography was not selected because the purpose was not to produce a
prolonged, immersive cultural portrait of a social group through extended fieldwork and
participant observation (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Rather, the study focused on a bounded case: the
conceptualization, design/development, and preparation for implementation of Black Studies as
the Study of the World within New York City schools between September 2021 and June 2023
(Yin, 2018). This design choice was also appropriate because participants were not a single co-
located group observed together over time; instead, they held distinct roles across district and
partner contexts and contributed to different phases of the initiative. A qualitative case study
therefore provided the strongest approach for examining leadership processes, organizational
conditions, stakeholder perspectives, and documentary evidence within a defined initiative,
setting, and timeframe.

Analytic Lens and Interpretive Stance

The Curriculum Implementation Change Framework (CICF) served as the primary
analytic lens for interpreting findings. CICF conceptualizes curriculum reform as an iterative
Listen—Analyze—Act cycle structured around stakeholder engagement, resource alignment, and
adaptive leadership (Center for Public Research and Leadership, 2024). CICF was used as an
analytic lens to interpret participants’ descriptions of readiness-building and iterative refinement
during implementation; it was not an explicit framework used by the initiative.

For analytic purposes, participants’ descriptions were interpreted in relation to the CICF
Listen—Analyze—Act cycle as follows: (a) conceptualization was examined as aligning with Listen
(stakeholder input and surfacing tensions), (b) design/development was examined as aligning with

Analyze (strategic alignment and resource coordination), and (c) preparation for implementation
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was examined as aligning with Act (operational structuring, professional learning, and
implementation supports). CICF was used as an analytical lens for interpretation and was not an
explicit framework for the initiative.

Culturally sensitive methodology (Tillman, 2002) informs the interpretive stance of the
study, ensuring attention to sociocultural context, power dynamics, positionality of both
participants and researcher, and participant voice. The CICF provided the structural interpretation
of phases and implementation processes, while the CSM provided the cultural and relational
interpretation of leadership practice.

Participants

This study employed purposeful sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2017) to identify individuals
with direct and substantial involvement in the initiative. Elite interviewing techniques
(Hochschild, 2009) were used due to participants’ high-level leadership roles. According to
Hochschild (2009), elite interviewing “by name or position for a particular reason rather than
randomly or anonymously" is suited for this study because focusing on those directly involved in
the curriculum's stages—conceptualization, design/development, and implementation
preparation—allows for an in-depth understanding of the decision-making processes and
perspectives (p. 6).

Participants included nine key stakeholders who were directly involved in the
conceptualization, design/development, and implementation of Black Studies as the Study of the
World. The group included two men and seven women with 10 to 35 years of experience in
education. Participants were purposively selected based on their primary roles in decision-
making, curriculum design, coalition coordination, and/or implementation preparation within the

initiative (see Table 1, Participant Overview). Although stakeholders held different formal titles
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and worked across district and partner contexts, each participant was included because their
position enabled them to speak to the initiative’s aims, design processes, and the systems-level
conditions established to support implementation.

Participants held roles spanning executive and district governance, scholarly and policy
advising, coalition partnership, curriculum development, professional learning, and pilot support.
To protect confidentiality within a highly visible and politically significant reform effort,
participants are identified using pseudonyms and descriptive role categories rather than exact
titles. These role categories are intended to preserve analytic clarity while reducing identifiability
across district and partner contexts. Because the initiative involved prominent district, scholarly,
and partner-based actors whose formal titles could increase recognizability, the participant
descriptions in this study emphasize primary function rather than institutional prestige. The goal
was to provide sufficient contextual detail to support interpretation of the findings while
minimizing unnecessary identification of individual participants.

Participant characteristics and primary functions within the initiative are summarized in
Table 1. Their perspectives are presented in relation to the research questions and the phase-based
organization of findings. For clarity, Table 1 presents descriptive role categories that reflect each
participant’s primary function in the initiative rather than comparative participant groups. These
functions clustered across three areas that align with the study’s phases and research questions:
(a) executive and district governance roles (e.g., executive sponsorship, policy alignment,
oversight of curriculum development, cross-organization coordination, and stakeholder
mediation); (b) scholarly/policy and coalition roles (e.g., intellectual framing, landscape analysis,
advisory support, and coalition facilitation); and (c) curriculum and professional learning roles

(e.g., curriculum writing and design labs, professional learning design, pilot support, lesson
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demonstration, and curriculum refinement based on teacher feedback). Collectively, these
stakeholders contributed perspectives spanning Phases 1-3, supporting an examination of how the
initiative was conceptualized, developed, and prepared for implementation.

Table 1

Participant Overview

Primary Role in BSC Yearsin  Phase(s)
Pseudonym Role Category
Initiative Education Involved

Oversight of curriculum

District Leader /
Dr. Zora L. development; cross- Phases
Curriculum 20+
Sinclair organization coordination; 1-3
Executive
stakeholder mediation
Executive sponsorship;
Dr. Langston  District Executive Phases
policy alignment; strategic 25+
Reid Leader 1-2
framing of the initiative
Intellectual framing;
Dr. Marjorie  Scholar / Policy landscape analysis; Phases
20+
Asante Advisor curriculum guidance; design 1-2
oversight
Advisory support; coalition
Dr. Nia Phases
Scholar / Consultant  facilitation; disciplinary 15+
DuBois 1-2

framing
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Primary Role in BSC Yearsin  Phase(s)
Pseudonym Role Category
Initiative Education Involved
Cross-institutional
Organizational
Dr. Asha coordination; strategic Phases
Leader / Coalition 15+
Carmichael mediation; problem-solving 2-3
Partner
support
Curriculum & Curriculum writing; design
Dr. Sanaa Phases
Professional learning lab facilitation; professional 15+
Adjei 2-3
Specialist learning design
Professional learning
facilitation; culturally
Dr. Ama Professional
responsive pedagogy module 10+ Phase 3
Thurman Learning Leader
development; instructional
coaching support
Lesson demonstration;
Curriculum
David teacher grounding in Black
Implementation 10+ Phase 3
Garvey Studies content; pilot
Specialist
implementation support
Curriculum usability
Curriculum & Pilot  refinement; integration of Phase 2—
Della McKay 15+
Support Specialist teacher feedback; lesson 3

revision support
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Note. This table summarizes participant pseudonyms, role categories, primary roles in the Black
Studies as the Study of the World (BSC) initiative, years in education, and the phase(s) of the
initiative in which each participant was involved. Role categories are descriptive labels reflecting
participants’ primary functions in the initiative and are not intended to represent comparative
groups of participants. The phases refer to the analytical phases used in this study: Phase 1
(conceptualization), Phase 2 (design/development), and Phase 3 (implementation and professional
learning).

Aligned to the study’s research questions, these stakeholder perspectives supported
analysis of (RQ1) the motivations and contextual factors shaping the initiative’s
conceptualization, (RQ2) the design/development processes and structures established for
implementation, and (RQ?3) the leadership challenges and successes that emerged across Phases
1-3.

Selection Criteria

The 9 participants were selected based on:

1. Direct involvement in conceptualizing, designing, or preparing the curriculum.

2. Leadership or advisory roles influencing strategic decisions.

3. Demonstrated experience in equity-focused or culturally responsive initiatives.

4. Unique perspective on systems-level reform processes.

The goal was not representational diversity across all roles, but depth of insight from
individuals with direct influence over district-level decision-making. Participants were invited via

email and provided informed consent prior to data collection.
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Researcher Relationship to Initiative Leadership

The Black Studies as the Study of the World initiative was led by the Black Education
Research Center (BERC), where Dr. Sonya Douglass served in a central leadership role and also
served as the researcher’s dissertation advisor. Given Dr. Douglass’s leadership role in the
initiative and her advisory role in the dissertation process, she was not interviewed for this study.
This decision was made to preserve analytic boundaries, reduce role conflict, and avoid added
complexity related to power, mentorship, and interpretation. Her perspective remains important to
the broader history and development of the initiative and interviewing her may be a valuable
direction for future research.

Sample Size

The study employed a sample of nine participants who held direct, influential roles in the
conceptualization, design, and preparation of the Black Studies Curriculum. In qualitative case
study research, sample size is determined by depth of inquiry rather than representational breadth
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2002). Because participants shared a high degree of role-specific
homogeneity—each serving as a scholar, policymaker, or district-level leader centrally involved
in the initiative—a focused sample allowed for deep exploration of systems-level processes.

Research suggests that thematic saturation in qualitative studies can be achieved with
relatively small, homogenous samples when research questions are narrowly defined, and
participant expertise is concentrated (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). The sample of nine participants
provided sufficient depth to identify recurring patterns across leadership roles while maintaining

the analytic intensity required for a rigorous case study.
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Data Collection

Data for this qualitative case study were collected through (a) semi-structured interview
transcripts, (b) process documents (e.g., agendas, meeting notes, planning tools), and (c)
curricular and professional learning artifacts (e.g., curriculum materials and pilot supports). These
three sources were used to examine how participants described the conceptualization, curriculum
design/development, and preparations for implementation associated with the initiative. The use
of multiple data sources allowed for a holistic exploration of leadership practices and
strengthened the study’s credibility and validity (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Creswell & Poth,
2017; Patton, 2015). Consistent with the study’s systems-level focus, data collection methods
were designed to capture leadership decision-making processes, strategic coordination, and
organizational dynamics during the implementation phase.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Each participant engaged in two semi-structured interviews. A total of eighteen interviews
were conducted with participants who held key roles in the initiative. The first interview lasted
approximately 60 to 90 minutes. It focused on the participant’s role in the development process,
the leadership strategies employed, the political and philosophical factors shaping early decision-
making, and the challenges and successes encountered during the conceptualization and design
phases.

These extended interviews and semi-structured format allowed participants to provide
detailed reflections on their involvement in funding alignment, stakeholder engagement, cross-
sector coordination, and preparation for districtwide implementation. Because participants held
influential leadership or advisory roles, the longer format enabled discussion of layered strategic

considerations and behind-the-scenes dynamics that shaped systems-level reform.
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Following transcription and a preliminary review of the initial interview, participants were
invited to a follow-up conversation lasting approximately 15 to 30 minutes. The purpose of the
follow-up interview was to clarify emerging themes, expand upon specific leadership decisions,
and allow participants to reflect further on issues raised during the initial conversation. This two-
interview structure strengthened analytic depth and credibility by enabling iterative clarification
and deeper exploration of complex processes (Creswell & Poth, 2017).

All interviews were guided by a standardized semi-structured interview protocol (see
Appendix A), developed to align directly with the study’s research questions and conceptual
framework. While core questions remained consistent across participants, probing questions were
used flexibly to capture each participant’s unique perspective and role in the initiative. This
approach provides flexibility in questioning while maintaining alignment with the study’s key
research objectives (Creswell & Poth, 2017).

Interviews were conducted via Zoom, which enables the observation of nonverbal cues
that may add context to participants’ verbal responses (Yin, 2018). Zoom’s functionality saves
interviews in multiple formats—audio-only or combined video and audio—facilitating accurate
transcription and flexible data analysis. All interviews were audio-recorded with participant
consent and transcribed. Participants were invited to review transcripts for accuracy and
clarification.

Document Sharing and Analysis

In addition to interviews, participants were invited to share documents that could
contextualize their accounts of the initiative. Not all participants provided materials; therefore, the
document corpus reflects what participants were able to share, as well as documents available

through authorized initiative archives.
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As a researcher with prior professional involvement in the initiative, I also had authorized
access to key documents generated by the Black Education Research Center (BERC), including
planning agendas, internal meeting notes, design lab materials, and strategic planning documents
related to the curriculum’s conceptualization and preparation phases. These materials provided
insight into how leadership decisions were structured, how philosophical and strategic tensions
were navigated, and how organizational processes evolved.

Documents were selected purposely to align with the bounded case (September 2021-June
2023) and to illuminate the initiative’s conceptualization, design/development, and
implementation planning. The documentary corpus was not intended to be comprehensive; rather,
it includes information-rich artifacts that captured how the work was organized, coordinated, and
operationalized during the early stages of the initiative (See Appendix F). To support
triangulation, documents were organized into two sets: process documents (e.g., meeting agendas,
planning tools, timelines, roles/responsibilities, and analytic team artifacts) and curricular and
professional learning artifacts (e.g., curriculum materials, pilot program supports, orientation
resources, and professional learning materials). Together with interview transcripts, these sources
provided three complementary forms of evidence—stakeholder accounts, contemporaneous
process records, and tangible implementation deliverables—allowing themes to be examined
through convergence, elaboration, and disconfirmation across sources.

Participants were invited to share documents and artifacts they considered central to their
role in the initiative. While some participants provided materials (e.g., orientation resources, pilot
supports, and meeting artifacts), others did not share documents or indicated they no longer had
access. In those instances, the documentary corpus relied on materials available through the

BERC repository and publicly accessible initiative documents. This approach aligns with
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purposive document sampling in case study research (Yin, 2018) and is reflected in the selection
criteria described above.

Document analysis enabled examination of how leadership practices were formalized,
how stakeholder coordination and resource alignment were operationalized, and how supports for
teacher learning and early rollout were designed. Documents were analyzed alongside interview
transcripts to identify convergence, divergence, and elaboration across data sources, strengthening
credibility through triangulation (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011; Yin, 2018).

The integration of initial interviews, follow-up interviews, and document analysis allowed
for triangulation across data sources to ensure a comprehensive exploration of leadership practices
and decision-making processes during the planning and preparation of the BSC. This multi-
layered approach strengthened the credibility and depth of findings by enabling cross-verification
of themes and providing a comprehensive understanding of the leadership practices shaping early-
stage curriculum reform (Yin, 2018).

Data Analysis Procedures

Data analysis occurred iteratively alongside data collection to develop an in-depth
understanding of how participants described the conceptualization, design/development, and
implementation preparation of Black Studies as the Study of the World (Creswell & Poth, 2017;
Miles et al., 2020). Interview transcripts and selected documents were imported into NVivo to
support systematic organization, retrieval, and coding of qualitative data (Creswell & Poth, 2017).
Analysis used a multi-cycle coding process (Saldafia, 2016). In the first cycle, transcripts and
documents were coded to capture participants’ language, actions, decision points, and recurring
concepts relevant to the research questions (e.g., motivations shaping conceptualization;

design/development processes; preparation structures such as professional learning and
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implementation supports; and leadership challenges and successes) (Miles et al., 2020; Saldadia,
2016). In the second cycle, codes were consolidated into broader categories and refined into
themes through repeated review and comparison across participants and data sources (Miles et al.,
2020). Throughout analysis, themes were examined across interviews and documents to identify
convergence, elaboration, and disconfirming evidence, strengthening credibility through
triangulation within the case (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018).

The Curriculum Implementation Change Framework (CICF) was used as an analytic lens
to support the interpretation of participants’ descriptions of readiness-building and iterative
refinement during implementation; it was not an explicit framework used by the initiative (Center
for Public Research and Leadership, 2024). Specifically, CICF supported interpretation of how
participants described listening and sensemaking processes, analysis and alignment work, and the
development of structures and supports associated with preparation for implementation (Center
for Public Research and Leadership, 2024). A reflexive journal was maintained throughout coding
to document analytic decisions, emerging interpretations, and potential biases, particularly given
the researcher’s prior involvement with the initiative (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Ravitch & Riggan,
2017).

Trustworthiness, Rigor, and Credibility

To ensure this study's trustworthiness, rigor, and credibility, multiple strategies were
employed throughout the research process to enhance the findings' validity, reliability, and
authenticity. Triangulation was a central strategy, achieved through the integration of interview
transcripts, process documents (e.g., agendas, meeting notes, planning tools), and
curricular/professional learning artifacts (e.g., curriculum materials and pilot supports).

Comparing patterns across these sources strengthened confidence in themes and reduced reliance
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on any single form of evidence (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Yin, 2018). Integrating these data
sources strengthened the credibility of the interpretations, ensuring a more nuanced and accurate
representation of participants’ experiences.

Given my professional background as an experienced principal who had been directly
involved in the design, implementation, and pilot implementation of the BSC, reflexivity was
critical to maintaining analytic rigor. While this insider perspective offers valuable contextual
knowledge, steps were taken to minimize potential biases. Bracketing was employed to
consciously set aside prior assumptions and approach participants’ perspectives with openness
(Ravitch & Riggan, 2017; Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). In addition, I maintained a reflexive
journal throughout data collection and analysis to document decisions, assumptions, emerging
interpretations, and moments of tension related to my dual role as practitioner and researcher
(Creswell & Poth, 2017). These practices supported transparency and helped ensure that
interpretations remained grounded in participant accounts and documentary evidence rather than
personal advocacy.

Member checking was another vital component of ensuring credibility. Participants were
allowed to review their interview transcripts and provide feedback or clarification to confirm the
accuracy of their contributions. This process ensured that the findings accurately reflect
participants’ intended meanings and fostered trust by demonstrating that their voices and
experiences were valued (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2015; Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011).

Peer debriefing was employed to enhance the study's validity, involving colleagues
experienced in qualitative research and educational leadership. These peers reviewed the findings,
interpretations, and conclusions to identify potential biases or assumptions. Their feedback

provided additional rigor, ensuring the data's conclusions are well-supported (Creswell & Poth,
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2017; Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). Additionally, the study incorporated rich, thick descriptions
to enable readers to assess the transferability of the findings. By providing detailed contextual
information about the BSC, the leadership practices examined, and the unique dynamics
surrounding its development, the study enabled readers to evaluate the applicability of its results
to other educational contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2017).

Together, these strategies—triangulation, reflexivity, iterative clarification, peer
debriefing, and thick description—strengthen the credibility and dependability of the findings.
These measures ensured that interpretations remained grounded in participant accounts and
documentary evidence while maintaining transparency in the analytic process.

Ethical Considerations

Before data collection, approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
to ensure that the study adhered to ethical research standards. Participants were fully informed
about the purpose of the study, the data collection procedures, and the voluntary nature of their
involvement. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and their identities were
protected using pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. Additionally, all data is securely stored,
with digital files protected by passwords to safeguard participant information and maintain the

integrity of the research process.
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Chapter I'V: FINDINGS

This chapter presents findings from a qualitative case study examining the
conceptualization, design/development, and implementation of Black Studies as the Study of the
World: A PK—12 Black Studies Curriculum (BSC) in New York City. Findings are presented in
direct response to the study’s three research questions:

1. What factors and motivations led key stakeholders to conceptualize Black Studies as
the Study of the World as a PK—12 curriculum initiative in New York City schools?

2. How did key stakeholders design and develop the curriculum and prepare for
implementation (e.g., design processes, stakeholder engagement, professional
learning structures, and implementation supports)?

3. What leadership challenges and successes emerged throughout the
conceptualization, design/development, and implementation process?

Participants described the work as iterative and overlapping rather than linear.
Accordingly, findings are organized by research question to make explicit how the results address
each question. Phase-based language (conceptualization; design/development;
implementation/professional learning) is used to describe when key actions, tensions, and
decisions occurred, but the structure of this chapter follows the research questions.

Overview of Themes

Across the dataset, three themes emerged, supported by nine subthemes (Table 2). Table 2
summarizes the themes and subthemes and reports coding frequencies to describe prominence in
the dataset rather than importance. While Table 2 groups findings into analytic phases to reflect
how the work unfolded over time, the sections that follow present findings in response to

Research Questions 1-3.
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Table 2

Themes and Subthemes by Research Question

Research Question Theme

Subthemes

RQ1: Conceptualization — Theme 1: Vision and

Subtheme 1: Rationale and Purpose of

BSC | Subtheme 2: Competing

factors and motivations Philosophical Tensions Philosophies of Practice | Subtheme 3:
Stakeholder Alignment Challenges
Subtheme 4: Curriculum Content

RQ2: Curriculum Theme 2: Coalition Consensus Issues | Subtheme 5:

design/development + Building, Curriculum Funding and Resource Alignment |

implementation preparation Design, and Supports

Subtheme 6: Experiences in

Development

Theme 3: Adaptive and
RQ3: Leadership challenges

Strategic Leadership for
and successes

Implementation

Subtheme 7: Strategic Resilience and
Adaptive Leadership | Subtheme §:
Teacher Support Needs | Subtheme 9:
Stakeholder Engagement and Feedback

Loops

Note. Subthemes are italicized. Coding frequencies are reported in Appendix D (see Table 3)

and are included to describe prominence in the dataset rather than importance.
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Research Question 1: Factors and Motivations Shaping Conceptualization

This section addresses Research Question 1 by examining the political, philosophical, and
organizational factors shaping conceptualization.

Theme 1: More Than Black History: Vision, Purpose, and Philosophical Tensions

Theme 1 captures how participants articulated the foundational vision of the Black Studies
Curriculum (BSC) and how philosophical tensions shaped early leadership decisions during the
conceptualization phase. Participants consistently described Black Studies not as a narrow
extension of U.S.-based Black history, but as an interdisciplinary and globally grounded field of
study rooted in Africa, the Caribbean, and the broader African diaspora. This expansive framing
functioned as an intellectual anchor for the initiative and provided leaders with a shared rationale
for advancing the curriculum at a systems level.

Across interviews and documents, participants positioned the BSC as both corrective and
generative. Corrective, in that it sought to address longstanding erasure, fragmentation, and
misrepresentation of Black histories within school curricula; generative, in that it aimed to
reposition Black Studies as central to understanding global history, culture, and knowledge
production. This dual orientation influenced early leadership strategies, including how the
initiative was framed publicly, how legitimacy was built among stakeholders, and how urgency
was communicated across organizational contexts.

At the same time, participants described philosophical differences regarding how Black
Studies should be structured and positioned within the school system. Some advocated for
integration across content areas to ensure universal access, while others debated the merits of
standalone courses. Questions about naming, scope, and curricular placement surfaced repeatedly

and required leaders to navigate competing interpretations of purpose. These tensions did not
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undermine the initiative; rather, they shaped the early contours of decision-making and revealed
the complexity of translating an intellectual field into a districtwide curriculum.

Participants also emphasized that the curriculum’s global orientation was both
pedagogical and strategic. Framing the initiative as “Black Studies as the Study of the World”
expanded its conceptual reach and positioned it as foundational knowledge rather than
supplemental content. This framing helped leaders respond to political scrutiny, build broader
support, and situate the curriculum within national debates about race, history, and education. The
Black studies vision served as a unifying anchor for the leadership to rely on in managing internal
strains and external political forces.

Altogether, Theme 1 illustrated that a dynamic interplay between vision and negotiation
characterized the conceptualization phase. Leaders relied on a shared philosophical grounding to
establish coherence while simultaneously navigating differing perspectives about structure, scope,
and implementation. These early tensions laid the groundwork for subsequent collaboration and
design decisions explored in Theme 2.

Rationale and Purpose of BSC

Participants framed the BSC as both a corrective response to curricular erasure and a
generative effort to reposition Black Studies as foundational knowledge within a PK—12
framework. Across interviews and documents, the rationale for the BSC extended beyond adding
historical content; it centered on repositioning Black Studies as foundational to understanding
global history, identity formation, and systems of power. Participants consistently described the
curriculum as intentionally expansive—rooted in Africa, the Caribbean, and the broader African
diaspora—instead of limiting its scope to slavery or the United States. They described the BSC as

reflecting how people of African descent have shaped global history, culture, science, and
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knowledge. Participants also recognized the efforts of Black educators who had been raising their
voices for decades, but this was the first time it was organized as a comprehensive, system-wide
curriculum.

This rationale shaped early strategic decisions regarding scope, access, and structure.
Participants emphasized that the curriculum’s purpose was not only to address historical
omissions but also to ensure equitable access across grade levels. Concerns about whether Black
Studies would be integrated or remain elective reflected deeper commitments to universal
exposure and systems-level transformation. The purpose of the BSC, therefore, was articulated as
both intellectual and structural: to center Black experiences within the broader curriculum and to
institutionalize that centering across a PK—12 framework.

Participants explained that the curriculum addresses the missing content and is also
designed to challenge stereotypes, correct misinformation, and provide complete instructional
frameworks. Also, there are more than 100 lessons across grade levels, and they should be widely
accessible. Teachers are provided with support and structured lessons to help them interpret the
material. This results in students’ excitement, stronger engagement, and the seeing of their
identities represented in meaningful ways. The ability to connect historical events to present-day
issues and express greater empathy for marginalized communities was seen as a success of the
curriculum. Educators themselves also expanded their own learning, often studying Black studies
seriously for the first time in their careers.

Participants emphasized the significance of this work for all students. By broadening
perspectives, the curriculum helps reduce ignorance and stereotypes and encourages respect
across cultures. They also saw its potential to influence teacher preparation programs, higher

education, and community spaces such as churches and recreation centers. Public documents
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stressed that every student should see their identity and history reflected in school and described
the curriculum as a national model. It was viewed as a long-overdue effort that honors global
Black contributions while making education more inclusive, accurate, and empowering.

The categories of Global and Historical Orientation and Purpose of Black Studies
emerged from the data. Participants described the global and historical grounding that shaped the
curriculum’s development. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair emphasized that the curriculum developer wanted
to avoid a narrow view of Black history and did not want students to get “Fragmented pictures of
what it meant to study Black history in the Black community.” Chancellor Langston Reid
believed that there should be a distinction between African American history and African
American studies, because the idea of studies is more comprehensive and different, “because it
recognizes that Africans in America have made contributions in all of the subject areas. He
discussed previous attempts to express the African experience in America accurately. No one in
New York City was able to capture this global scope, although the system had curriculum guides,
but “There was no curriculum guide on African American studies.” Dr. Nia DuBois shared a
similar view, stating, “The curriculum should not be Black history. It should be Black studies,”
since it broadens the global and historical scope of the curriculum. The documents reflected these
perspectives. The New York Times explained that the curriculum “Covers early African
civilizations, Black American history and the achievements and contributions of the African
diaspora.” At the same time, the Press Release noted that it explores “The global migrations of
African people throughout the African Diaspora” and the “Continuum of the Black experience in
the Americas.” The “New Black Studies Curriculum Expands Access” document reinforced this
global orientation by explaining that lessons help students “Explore the long-lasting effects of

racial inequity” while also learning diaspora histories.
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Participants also focused on the purpose of developing Black Studies curriculum: ensuring
accessibility and equity and enhancing African American students’ sense of belonging. Dr. Zora
L. Sinclair explained that it was not centered on “Exclusively on what we know in contemporary
US, but wanting to have those roots.” She further shared that the curriculum, “Moves beyond
what we know as Black culture here to include some of what would be historically, culturally,
ethnically relevant,” and brought the “Pieces for Africa and the Caribbean and other nations.” She
also emphasized the need for equal access. She expressed concern that, if the curriculum were
limited to a standalone course, “Not all students would have it,” and wanted to make sure that
every child had access to information and experiences that shaped the history. The New York
Times similarly described the curriculum as spanning from Pre-K through 12th grade and “Has
been used by dozens of schools across the city.” Another document, the new Black Studies
Curriculum Expands Access, also emphasized the need for equitable access and stated that it is,
“Now essential that the curriculum is available and accessible to as many New York City schools
and students as possible.” The Press Release further confirms this and explained that the
curriculum was piloted in 120 schools and “Will now be available to the entire PK—12 school
system.” It stated:

It is intended to be a national model for school districts across the country. It is crucial that

our students see themselves reflected in textbooks and learn about the diverse and

immense impact that people of African descent have had on our nation and throughout the
world.

Participants also discussed the overall purpose of Black Studies, which is to pursue
corrective, generative, and identity-affirming goals. Dr. Marjorie Asante described the curriculum

was developed with the help of different stakeholders, it is, “Foundational, filled with tremendous
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amounts of information, but they can also lead you to other things around Black history so that
the curriculum can constantly be expanded on if the teacher chooses to do so”. She also explained
that curriculum can be used in many settings outside formal schooling. She shared that it “Can be
used in churches, in schools, in rec centers, in classrooms, and in college classrooms”. Chancellor
Langston Reid connected the purpose of the curriculum to district-wide policy commitments. He
explained that leaders “Passed something called the culturally responsive and sustaining
framework,” followed by the “Diversity, equity, inclusion policy,” which together created “A
launching pad so that we could then address some of these curricular issues.” The documents
reflected a similar viewpoint. The Press Release emphasized that “Every student should see their
identity and history in their education.” It also described the curriculum as reflecting “Decades of
scholarly research, community organizing, policy advocacy and leadership.” It positioned the
BSC as a model intended to “Fill gaps in the textbooks and to fortify their knowledge of the
world.” The New York Times highlighted its identity-focused early-grade lessons, which engaged
students and fostered a sense of belonging. It stated:

When students connect with the material, they are more engaged, develop critical thinking

skills, and build a deeper sense of belonging,” he said in a statement. “I am proud to lead a

school system that values inclusion and the powerful truth that our diversity is our

strength.
Competing Philosophies of Practice

The philosophical tensions that shaped decisions about structure, disciplinary framing, and
implementation models for Black Studies within the district were highlighted. While there was
broad agreement on the importance of centering Black histories and experiences, participants

offered divergent interpretations of implementation models, pedagogical approaches, and the role
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of culturally responsive frameworks. These tensions reflected bigger differences in beliefs about
the purpose of schooling, identity-centered instruction, and curricular integration.

Participants framed these philosophical differences as consequential rather than
superficial. Questions about whether the curriculum should be integrated across content areas or
offered as a standalone course carried implications for access, legitimacy, and institutional
commitment. Similarly, debates about naming—Black History, Black Studies, African American
Studies—revealed competing understandings of disciplinary scope and intellectual grounding.
These differences required leaders to mediate between scholarly traditions, district policies, and
broader national debates about race and curriculum.

The categories of Culturally Responsive Practice and Differing Visions of Curriculum
Purpose emerged from the data. Participants described cultural responsiveness as a practice
embedded in understanding students, communities, and instructional context. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair
explained that culturally responsive teaching requires more than resources and stated, “Often
people think of it as, ‘oh, I got books that have Black and brown kids in them’. That's not enough,
right? What it really means is to be culturally responsive.” She emphasized that responsiveness
means educators are culturally responsive and aware of State Standards, and that they hold “Kids
to high expectations that you are pushing critical thinking and creating opportunities for kids to
solve problems and do some real-world work.” She also highlighted that practice must reflect
community context and that everyone should be able to respond to their community’s needs.
Public documents aligned with this perspective. The New York Times explained that the BSC
“Emphasizes what is known as ‘culturally relevant’ teaching.” At the same time, the “New Black
Studies Curriculum Expands Access” release described teacher notes designed to support

educators who “May be learning new content alongside their students.” The Press Release further
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emphasized culturally relevant and sustaining approaches, describing them as central to
promoting equity and meeting the needs of all students. It stated, “This initiative builds on
Teachers College’s long history of adapting teaching methods and curricula to meet the needs of
all students in inclusive and supportive educational environments.”

Chancellor Langston Reid described cultural responsiveness as grounded in policy and
teacher knowledge. He explained that after adopting major state frameworks, “We passed
something called the culturally responsive and sustaining framework,” followed by the
“Diversity, equity, inclusion policy.” He stated that responsiveness “Is not about just teachers
being smart, but teachers’ knowledge of students’ level of learning”. Dr. Marjorie Asante
described culturally grounded pedagogy through her own practice and teaches with approaches
“Grounded in Blackness and grounded in culturally relevant pedagogy.” That research on Black
communities requires “Some kind of substantial framework for guiding you in what you are
doing.” She indicated:

And so, I would not say because I am not a curriculum person. I am not a teacher ed

person. I am an ed leadership person. But I would say I use some pedagogical skills

grounded in Blackness and culturally relevant pedagogy.

However, different visions of curriculum purpose shaped debates over implementation and
design. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair described early questions about whether this should be “A standalone
curriculum” or “Deliberately integrated into other content areas,” and expressed concern that
keeping it as an elective would result in exclusion, meaning “Not all students would have it.”
Chancellor Langston Reid emphasized that there should be debate over requirements and
questions such curriculum was “This an option? Is it an elective? Is it a requirement?”” and leaders

should answer before proceeding with curriculum initiatives. He also believed that just engaging
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stakeholders to decide would not result in the desired change. The leadership should pilot a multi-
year (2-3 year) implementation in selected districts, full-fledged (from pre-K to grade 8), to
achieve greater impact. Because of vague leadership and the absence of an original vision,
confusion arose, and different communities demanded their own separate ones (Asian, Latinx,
etc.). He explained:

You know, some other communities say we want Latinx history. You know, we want

whatever we want. And so, is that what we were trying to do? Right? Or what were we

trying to do originally? And so, when you have this lack of clarity and this lack of
leadership, you also have this to contend with. That couldn't have been the original vision
for this.

There were also debates regarding the name of the curriculum. Dr. Marjorie Asante
described internal debates over naming: “We had some debates on whether it should be called
Black history, Black studies, African American studies,” reflecting different understandings of
purpose. Dr. Nia DuBois shared similar concerns and stated, “The curriculum should not be Black
history. It should be Black studies,” because studies encompass broader disciplines and
perspectives. Public documents also illustrated these competing philosophies. The New York
Times noted that some educators believe culturally responsive approaches improve academic
outcomes. However, others, such as leaders at classical academies, insist that students should
“Reject victimhood” and refuse to adopt frameworks like Black studies. These tensions reflect a
broader struggle over what schools should prioritize: identity, culture, and representation, or
traditional, standardized, and content-focused instruction. Together, the participants and

documents show that competing philosophies of practice shaped fundamental debates over the

68



BSC’s role, purpose, and future direction. The Press Release described the initiative as part of
efforts to create “Inclusive and supportive educational environments.” It stated:

This curriculum aims to expand PK—12 students' knowledge of early African civilizations

and contemporary Africa, African American history, and the global contributions and

achievements of peoples of the African diaspora, and to explore the enduring impact of
racial inequality on society.
Stakeholder Alignment Challenges

Perceptions illustrated how political, racial, and structural dynamics complicated
stakeholder alignment during the curriculum’s conceptualization and early coordination.
Participants described the initiative as collaborative but politically situated, unfolding within a
broader national climate of scrutiny surrounding race, equity, and curriculum reform. The official
records explained that federal efforts to prohibit equity programs and limit debate about race
caused confusion among local districts and promoted conflicts among partners. This wider picture
influenced the processes of organizational collaboration and decision-making, as well as how
various groups of people perceived the role and risks of the curriculum.

According to the participants, these political and organizational pressures complicated the
coordination. They discussed issues related to funding structure, contracts, bureaucracy, and the
scale of the New York City school system. Public records also documented the work needed to
unite educators, non-profits, government workers, and school administrators. They noted that the
curriculum was refined based on feedback from pilot teachers and that continuous training and
support were key to sustainability. Simultaneously, the national debate over ethnic studies implied
that different partners approached the work with varying expectations, degrees of urgency, and

philosophical commitments, creating unequal participation and different priorities.
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The respondents stressed that stakeholder alignment was influenced not only by structural
and political factors but also by cultural processes, racial characterizations, and the project's
various roles. They explained that there were tensions arising from organizations with different
agendas, teams that were not diverse in terms of race, and expectations of institutions based on
ownership and decision-making processes that were incompatible with collaborative intentions.
These dynamics were reflected in public documents, including the need to coordinate large
networks and the orientation toward broader discussions about whether students should study
systemic racism. Altogether, participants saw stakeholder alignment as a complex, ongoing
process shaped by relationships, power dynamics, racial context, and the political environment
surrounding Black studies.

The categories of Coordination across Organizations and Racial and Structural Barriers
emerged from the data. Participants described coordination as one of the most challenging parts of
the work. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair explained that developing the curriculum was a collaborative work
and “five organizations had to figure it out,” and they all “Had to coordinate and work in
partnership with us at some point.” Involvement in different organizations means accommodating
distinct perspectives, where some groups were easy to work with while others were “Like
wrangling cats,” and where incomplete paperwork or delays “Added to the tension of meetings.”
Public documents also shared that the curriculum was developed through collaboration among
BERC, NYC Council, EEAP, and school system partners, and that developers “Refined the
curriculum to ensure it meets the needs of all stakeholders” after teacher feedback. The Access
document also emphasized that sustainability required continued collaboration and stated that
BERC would “Partner with educators to deliver the resources and training they need.” Dr.

Marjorie Asante shared:
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So that all that took about a year. I mean, the landscape analysis, the work going back and
forth with the DOE about how it had to be structured, what were the groupings going to
be, what were we going to do, what were some of the things we wanted to put in there,
how are we going to work? At that point, we were working with three or four other
groups.

Participants also discussed racial and cultural factors as a significant factor affecting the
collaboration. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair emphasized that racial dynamics affected communication,
participation, and conflict resolution. She described early meetings where the DOE social studies
team was “So incredibly White,” and “Racial composition of the team was a factor, and so I
swapped out the racial composition of the team. I listened for who did most of the talking and
what it was that they spoke about specifically,” and was culturally aware. She also explained that
to create a relationship, she “Made a very strategic decision to meet in places that felt a little more
communal.” Chancellor Langston Reid highlighted disparities in resources and stated that
communities of color “They don't have the resources that they need, both instructional resources
and physical resources that they need.” He stresses that confusion occurs when it is “poor colored
kids are involved” and stated, “So if you go into poor communities, there is always this confusion
about, oh, what are we gonna do? What should they have? What do they mean?” Dr. Marjorie
Asante described the national issue of limited Black Studies preparation. She explained that “We
are not getting this knowledge. We do not know this knowledge. The kids do not know this
knowledge. The teachers do not know this knowledge. Parents do not know this knowledge,”
which contributed to discomfort among educators. The New York Times article also reflected the

broader national debate, noting that some states embraced ethnic studies while “More than 44
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states have restricted how race is discussed in public schools.” These political and racial contexts
influenced how partners approached the work and how aligned they could be.

Participants further identified structural barriers that complicated implementation and
coordination. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair described how budget cuts, hiring freezes, and APEG
constraints made training difficult and explained that “If you want teachers to teach this way, they
need to be trained,” but limited resources prevented this. She also described bureaucratic
challenges, such as policies that affect scheduling, professional learning, or the use of funding.
Chancellor Langston Reid explained that legal structures shaped the system and noted that in New
York State, “Education law says that we cannot, as a state, mandate curriculum. There are over
733 school districts in New York state. And so, the curriculum is to be funded by each of those
school boards,” and adoption depended on district decisions and leadership clarity. Dr. Nia
DuBois identified institutional ownership as a significant barrier. She explained that when
consultants work with universities, “The institution is going to own it,” calling it a “Culture of
appropriation” that complicates collaboration. Public documents reflected these concerns and
described how political opposition, through executive orders, funding threats, and accusations that
equity work “Shames students,” created external structural barriers that shaped internal dynamics.
The New York Times wrote:

In his second week in office, President Trump signed an executive order to withhold

funding from schools that teach that the United States is “fundamentally racist, sexist, or

otherwise discriminatory.” The order bans what it calls “discriminatory equity ideology,”
which “treats individuals as members of preferred or disfavored groups, rather than as
individuals, and minimizes agency, merit, and capability in favor of immoral

generalizations.”
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Participants described the conceptualization of the BSC as anchored in an expansive
vision of Black Studies as globally grounded and foundational, rather than a narrow extension of
U.S.-based Black history. At the same time, they emphasized that bringing this vision into a PK—
12 district initiative required ongoing negotiation about scope, structure, and naming, alongside
decisions about how the work would be positioned systemwide. Across accounts, stakeholder
alignment emerged as a central challenge, as leaders navigated differing philosophical
commitments, organizational constraints, and political pressures while working to build shared
legitimacy and coherence.

Research Question 2: Curriculum Design, Development, and Preparation for
Implementation

This section addresses Research Question 2 by examining how participants described the
curriculum design/development process and the concrete structures built to prepare for early
implementation (e.g., coalitions, design routines, resources, professional learning, and feedback

mechanisms).

Theme 2: Building It Together: Coalition Work, Curriculum Design, and Implementation
Supports

Theme 2 captures how leaders translated the philosophical vision of Black Studies into a
structured PK—12 curriculum through coalition-based collaboration, negotiated decision-making,
and coordinated resource alignment. Participants described this as a shift from conceptual
grounding to operational design, requiring sustained coordination across organizations,
disciplines, and institutional roles.

Across interviews and documents, participants emphasized that curriculum development
required more than content expertise; it required relational work, logistical planning, and strategic

navigation of system constraints. Scholars, nonprofit partners, district leaders, and curriculum
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writers contributed distinct perspectives regarding scope, sequencing, terminology, and
disciplinary framing. Leaders worked to clarify roles, establish shared processes, and manage
competing expectations while maintaining fidelity to the initiative’s equity-centered purpose.

Funding structures and institutional policies shaped the pace and parameters of
development. Participants described how grant timelines, bureaucratic processes, union
regulations, and COVID-related disruptions influenced design labs, writing cycles, and
professional learning schedules. These structural realities required adaptive coordination and, at
times, recalibration of deliverables. Despite these constraints, participants consistently framed
equity as the organizing principle guiding decisions about content inclusion, interdisciplinary
framing, and teacher-facing supports.

There were several struggles related to policies, teacher work hours, and union regulations
that affected design labs, professional learning sessions, and writing cycle schedules. This
required aligning the curriculum with the district's expectations. Despite these difficulties, the
equity-driven decision-making process remained high throughout the design. Leaders sought
content that reflected the diversity of Black experiences and provided students with inclusive
histories that counteracted stereotypes. They further identified that many teachers had not been
exposed to Black studies, which led the leadership to incorporate extensive teacher notes,
supports, and teaching in the curriculum. Cooperation with the pilot teachers was a crucial
component of this stage.

The design laboratories and pilot programs were among the structures intentionally
created so that teachers, school leaders, and community members could help shape the
curriculum. These approaches were based on a transition into collective ownership and an

understanding of the value of practitioner knowledge. Participants shared that this collaborative
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style was key to building credibility, enhancing implementation, and ensuring conformity with
student and community requirements.

This stage also surfaced ongoing philosophical tensions between integration and
standalone structures, historical depth and accessibility, and the balance between scholarly rigor
and classroom usability. The partners disagreed over the extent to which the curriculum would be
incorporated into the core subjects, the sequencing of the content, and the balance between
historical and contemporary relevance. Leaders responded by facilitating collaborative revision
processes, creating iterative feedback structures, and reinforcing shared commitments to a
globally grounded and culturally affirming curriculum.

Collectively, Theme 2 demonstrates that the design/development process required
leadership practices characterized by coalition coordination, structured negotiation, and sustained
attention to both intellectual integrity and practical feasibility within a large urban school system.
The leaders navigated logistical constraints, divergent stakeholder expectations, and philosophical
differences, maintaining a clear focus on creating a curriculum grounded in global perspectives,
academically sound, and rigorous. This stage exemplifies how leadership was transformed from a
vision-based approach to the administration of the intricate realities of coalitions, curriculum
development, and the structural situation at a large scale. It also sheds light on the cross-cutting
nature of leadership, which asserts a shared purpose, strategic alignment, inclusive cooperation,
and equity-driven decision-making patterns that remain influential in the initiative in later stages.
Curriculum Content Consensus Issues.

This subtheme highlights the negotiation required to reach consensus on curriculum scope,
sequencing, and interdisciplinary framing across a PK—12 design. Participants described the

development process as intellectually ambitious and interdisciplinary, requiring consensus on
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what constituted essential Black Studies knowledge across grade levels. Determining what to
include—and what to omit—emerged as both a technical and philosophical challenge. Public
documents highlighted that the curriculum was rooted in Black, African-centered, and Indigenous
knowledge systems, which centered Black studies as foundational to understanding the world
rather than treating it as a supplemental historical unit. At the same time, the process required
balancing the SCALE framework, design lab feedback, and professional learning structures to
create a coherent PK—12 sequence.

Participants explained that reaching consensus on content required integrating diverse
expectations from scholars, curriculum writers, educators, and community partners. They
discussed debates over terminology, grade-level scope, interdisciplinary integration, and the
balance between depth and accessibility. Consensus-building involved iterative review processes,
alignment with state standards, and structured feedback through design labs. Public documents
reflected the structural pieces necessary for alignment, such as curriculum planners, unit and
lesson templates, iterative feedback cycles, and regular design lab meetings, which demonstrated
the need for systematic coordination. The wide range of disciplinary perspectives, from literacy to
community arts to social studies, also shaped the evolution of the curriculum’s intellectual
framing during development.

Participants emphasized that content consensus was both a technical process and a deeply
conceptual exercise, shaped by differing worldviews, disciplinary traditions, and experiences with
Black Studies. They highlighted the ongoing challenge of integrating diverse voices, addressed
misconceptions, and ensured consistency across grades while maintaining the curriculum’s
interdisciplinary and global vision. Public documents reinforced this by describing decades of

scholarship and community advocacy that informed the curriculum’s content and by emphasizing
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its alignment with African diaspora histories and culturally affirming approaches. Collectively,
participants framed consensus-building as essential to producing a rigorous, interdisciplinary,
culturally grounded, and reflective curriculum that reflects the many perspectives that shape
Black studies.

The categories of Curriculum Scope, Structure, and Alignment, and Integrating Diverse
Perspectives emerged from the data. Participants described content scope as one of the central
challenges. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair explained that the curriculum covered “So much of national and
global history.” Dr. Marjorie Asante believed that “It is comprehensive in that we go from pre-k
through 12. So, there is something for every grade level. There is knowledge for every grade
level, and that knowledge can be built upon.” She also discussed the difficulty of choosing what
to include and stated, “But the challenges were deciding on what you are going to put in there for
each grade level because you cannot put everything in there” Dr. Asha Carmichael believed that
Black studies are not “Just a historical understanding of the world but a contemporary
understanding of the world the way the world works. You know that it is that Black people and
Blackness is in every corner of the world.” Public documents aligned with this, as Press Release
BERC described the curriculum’s commitment to “Traditional African cultures, the global
migrations of African people throughout the African Diaspora, the continuum of the Black
experience in the Americas from the 17th century to the present, African-American history in
New York State,” and also the “Black history and heritage in New York City.” Public document
BERC BSC Design Lab Orientation similarly reflected intentional scope decisions and noted the
goal to “Develop an interdisciplinary PK—12 Black studies Curriculum.” It stated:

We value production of research and scholarship grounded in Black, African-centered,

and Indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing; education research, policy, and practice
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communities will be better equipped to tackle the complex challenges associated with race

and social inequality in America’s schools.

Participants also described challenges related to curriculum structure and alignment. Dr.
Marjorie Asante described how design required coordination with state standards and explained
that the DOE ensured that “We are following state standards in terms of how we organize and
write up the curriculum and had to match certain things in the state standards.” She highlighted
the long process of structuring units and lessons, and stated that “Landscape analysis, the work
going back and forth with the DOE about how it had to be structured,” and discussions based on
“What were the groupings going to be, what were we going to do, what were some of the things
we wanted to put in there, how are we gonna work?” Dr. Sanaa Adjei viewed teachers as
curriculum designers since “The curriculum is 5 to 10 lesson plans on each grade level,” but
teachers are with the students every day, and they can “Take from the curriculum and apply to all
of your practice, so that you teach in this way to honor the identities of the kids in front of you.”
Public documents demonstrated similar structural attention, with agendas focused on “Review
Curriculum Planner (Units, Lessons, Activities)” and “Review BSC Unit and Lesson Plan
Templates.”

Participants further emphasized the importance and difficulty of integrating diverse
perspectives into the curriculum. Dr. Nia DuBois emphasized the need to correct problematic
language and stated, “That is somebody else's agenda. And so, I would very gently say How
about? Let's look at this language and come up with something else that represents our
perspective.” Participants also described the importance of balancing the diverse expertise within
teams. Public documents reinforced this by describing the curriculum as “Reflect decades of

scholarly research, community organizing, policy advocacy, and leadership.” Dr. Zora L. Sinclair
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also underscored the importance of collaborative revision, explaining that teacher feedback
allowed the team to “Really create a critical, interdisciplinary curricular framework.” Dr. Sanaa
Adjei explained that the term “Black studies” was chosen because “Black people are a global
experience,” and described the curriculum as “An ongoing and living, breathing culture, a study
of culture, study of existence, study of history, of contributions and lives, of people, of
contributions globally.” She also shares how diverse expertise came together to shape both the
Black Studies Curriculum and its professional learning. Their varied disciplinary perspectives
allowed them to engage deeply with Black studies as an academic field while also considering
effective pedagogy, which was essential to developing strong curriculum and teacher learning
experiences. She mentioned:

So all of us, with our different perspectives, like bringing it onto that table and talking

about the discipline of Black studies, and also thinking about the teacher, professional

development, and really having that space to dive deep from like intellectual, but also like

a pedagogical approach, really was very, very, very important for the development of the

Black studies curriculum, and also for the series of professional development.

Together, these perspectives show how integrating multiple viewpoints, disciplinary
approaches, and community voices was essential for ensuring that the Black Studies Curriculum

reflected a broad, accurate, and inclusive understanding of Black life.

Funding and Resource Alignment

Participants described how funding structures and resource constraints shaped
development timelines, partnership dynamics, and institutional coordination. Public documents
emphasized the scope of the project’s investment period, whereas participants explained that

financial conditions shaped decisions about staffing, timelines, and partnerships. There were
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substantial constraints, including budget cuts, hiring freezes, and competing fiscal priorities,
alongside the substantial infusion of resources through the Education Equity Action Plan. This
mixture of abundance and scarcity created a complex backdrop for decision-making and shaped
the team's ability to navigate the implementation stages of the curriculum.

Participants highlighted that funding mechanisms influenced the operational aspects of
collaboration, including consultant payments, contract requirements, and the bureaucratic
structures involved in grant-funded work. They discussed how financial oversight processes,
mandated partnerships, and institutional policies affected coordination among the DOE, United
Way, and community partners. Public documents similarly reflected the structured pacing of
curriculum development and pilot cycles, indicating how financial timelines and deliverables
shaped the sequencing of work. Participants described how logistical limitations, such as teacher
availability during COVID-19 disruptions, policy constraints on scheduling, and competing fiscal
demands had affected the scope and timing of curriculum activities.

Participants noted that resource coordination mechanisms, including design labs, focus
groups, and coalition meetings, played a critical role in managing the high-stakes political and
financial environment surrounding the project. The funding enabled and complicated
collaboration, which contributed to tensions around accountability, ownership of work, and
expectations for deliverables. Public documents emphasized that the curriculum’s development
relied on historic levels of investment, which supported the research, writing, and professional
learning structures. Participants framed funding and resource alignment as an essential yet
challenging element of the project—one that shaped relationships, influenced momentum, and

required constant negotiation across institutions.
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The categories of Funding Processes & Constraints and Resource Coordination
Mechanisms emerged from the data. Participants described funding as a major force that shaped
the collaboration. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair shared that previous administrations had received funding
for Mosaic and “Mosaic never happened.” She added, “Unfortunately, while we were developing
all this really great curriculum. That was one of the areas that was not being invested in as
highly.” She explained that her division had a “15% budget cut,” which restricted what teams
could do. Funding pressures also affected relationships and created “A relationship around
money, and so money and contracts were a very big deal.” Dr. Asha Carmichael shared that
mandated partnerships created challenges, such as “The political nature of the funding” and
“Partnerships that were mandated that made no sense. And that really complicated the issue.” She
also noted that partners sometimes created tasks solely to justify payment, and they were “Making
things up to do because they wanted to be able to say, well, I did this, so give us the money.” Dr.
Nia DuBois added that consultant involvement was shaped by institutional norms where
universities could “Own whatever you produce,” explaining that some experts declined
participation because “The university will own it.” The Press Release BERC highlighted the fiscal
structure surrounding development and stated:

BERC received $8.35 million dollars through the Education Equity Action Plan (EEAP)

initiative to develop the Black Studies Curriculum for the city’s public schools and

provide professional learning for teachers...It is the largest single grant Teachers College
has ever received from the Council and played an instrumental part in the research and
development that went into the curriculum.

Participants further described resource coordination mechanisms that allowed the

curriculum team to move forward despite political, fiscal, and logistical constraints. Dr. Sanaa
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Adjei explained that several lessons were revised to “Meet that year one deadline,” while others
were saved for “Let's revisit later, just because we can't meet the deadline to revise them,” due to
limited time and resources. Additionally, in the second year, with their larger coalition, “We
created a tool, a walkthrough tool, with our coalition that shared our deliverables for TC.” Also,
these “Deliverables of the curriculum with the larger coalition and walked each member of the
coalition through lessons in order for them to review and provide feedback for us.” Dr. Nia
DuBois shared efforts to increase resources by inviting people with diverse expertise. She stated,
“People who had very good curriculum experiences, good content, good research, and I gave their
names and invited them to step forward to see if they could be a part of the process,” and
facilitated the process. Dr. Asha Carmichael similarly shared that COVID-related shortages
forced timeline changes and required realistic adjustments to what schools could manage. She
stated, “With the testing schedule and you know, the winter break and the spring break, midwinter
break, right like all of those things, are part of,” careful listening and adjustment to these timing
constraints.

Public documents demonstrated structured coordination, outlining cycles of coaching,
breakouts, focus groups, and reporting. BERC EEP had, “CD consultants working on assigned
units/lessons.” Dr. Zora L. Sinclair emphasized that, despite resource challenges, public-facing
events helped sustain momentum, noting that announcements by city leaders “Helped move the
work forward,” illustrating how the strategic use of resources could advance the curriculum even
in a constrained environment. She mentioned:

To help move something forward that we know is in the best interest of the
community, and so, taking advantage of the resources that we had and the

pressures that are there, but also that people like mayors and chancellors need to
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have wins. And so, they need to make big announcements. It's great that it works
in our favor.
Experiences in Development

The participants described the relational and organizational dynamics that shaped day-to-
day development work across multiple institutions. Public documents list key partners, such as
BERC, United Way, Eagle Academy, BE-U, and ABENY, as well as the various teams operating
under the EEAP initiative. However, the cooperation process was dynamic, involving
interpersonal negotiations, conflict management, and constant balancing of roles. The
development was conducted through pilots, focus groups, design labs, and cross-organizational
meetings, which were both working and political spaces for the intersection of agendas, priorities,
and personalities.

The participants noted that negotiating these inter-organizational processes required
significant relational work. They explained the conflicting partnerships, the lack of congruence,
and the need for mediation among the teams representing the DOE, BERC, United Way, and
community organizations. Although organizations were formally integrated into a single
initiative, participants indicated that there was a significant difference in expertise, priorities, and
comfort levels across groups. The working environment was characterized as participatory and
contentious, with stakeholders bringing their obligations, reservations, and personalities to the
workplace. Public records indicated the extent of involvement as well. Parent and student focus
groups, professional learning planning, and stakeholder involvement processes were described
that were to aid in the creation of the curriculum.

In conjunction with these dynamics, participants discussed the definition, redefinition, and

expansion of roles as the development process progressed. Others came as consultants, others as
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curriculum developers, and others as facilitators of networking between institutional partners.
Numerous participants explained that they had to create their roles through observation,
experimentation, and bonding. The relationship-building became a through line as participants
gained trust through individual meetings, school visits, regular communication, and listening
habits, which helped mediate conflict and bring partners to a common point of purpose. These
relational approaches were characterized as key to advancing the work towards a multi-
institutional, politically visible project. Collectively, the participants defined the development
process as highly human, requiring flexibility, diplomacy, and a long-term focus on
organizational and interpersonal dynamics.

The categories of Inter-organizational Dynamics, Role Definition and Responsibilities,
and Strategic Relationship-Building emerged from the data. Participants described inter-
organizational dynamics shaped by competing agendas and tensions among partners. Dr. Zora L.
Sinclair explained that when “five groups try to do something together, there's a lot of room for
personalities to get in the way.” She noted that disagreements required intervention when
mediation “Did not go well,” which prompted her to step in directly. Dr. Asha Carmichael
similarly described internal tensions within the BERC ecosystem, including conflicts over whose
voices were valued and interpersonal dynamics involving egos. Different groups worked on the
same materials and sometimes altered one another’s work, creating confusion and conflict. She
stated, “There were a couple of things where it was like one group of people were working on
things and then another group of people would work on it and then change some of it. And there
was conflict.” Dr. Nia DuBois highlighted early political tensions, and stated, “There was, as I
said, there was a lot of tension, some conflict with CUNY faculty. All these different

stakeholders, let's say that had different agendas, and I studiously avoided those conflicts.”

84



Participants further emphasized the importance of strategic relationship-building in
navigating the development process. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair deliberately fostered trust, explaining
that she met partners in communal places for coffee. She added that once trust was built, “The
people were in my cell phone,” allowing work to progress. She emphasized that development
required transparency and “Relationship building,” and stated, “If you don't have that no matter
how great your plan is, you're always going to fall short right?”” She further stated that to build
trust, people must be transparent and consistent. She stated, “Do the thing that you just said you're
going to do and trust that you'll communicate with accuracy, but also trust that you'll respect their
feelings.” Dr. Sanaa Adjei similarly explained that implementing the curriculum required
individualized school engagement and provided support with the curriculum. She stated, “What
we were trying to do then was to really build those relationships and think about how we can
support teams and implement that into particular lesson plans.” Dr. Asha Carmichael believed that
relationship-building created a supportive community where educators felt safe admitting their
lack of knowledge and expressing their worries about taking on such an important responsibility.
This sense of psychological safety was seen as a significant achievement. She stated, “The fact
that we were able to cultivate a community where people felt safe saying the things that were
worrying them about being charged with this big responsibility was a really powerful, I think a
real powerful win.” Public documents also reflected relational engagement through parent and
student focus groups and stakeholder engagement sessions. Together, participants depicted
relationship-building as indispensable to progressing through a complex, multi-institutional
development process.

Participants also described how roles were defined through necessity, observation, and

evolving responsibilities. Dr. Zora L. Sinclair explained that she had “Multiple roles” and needed
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to “Not only review the units but then create a team that would be committed to that work with
regularity.” Dr. Asha Carmichael played the role of a mediator who “Sort of really walked
between the different spaces between the different sort of like the curriculum writers, the partners,
and the DOE slice of it.” Dr. Sanaa Adjei shifted roles over time and was “Only part of the pilot
and the feedback.” Her role shifted from piloting to reviewing the curriculum to become a “Senior
curriculum specialist, curriculum professional development specialist. So, the role was really to
conceptualize the curriculum and the professional development of the curriculum in year 2.” Dr.
Nia DuBois described her role as supportive rather than directive, explaining he was “Much more
of a facilitator, not an implementer.” BERC BSC Design Lab specified the BERC EEAP team's
roles, including “Project Administration, Planning & Evaluation, Curriculum Development,
Professional Development, Research & Dissemination, and BERC DesignLabs.” Dr. Marjorie
Asante likewise described leading curriculum work and explained that her role was to do a
landscape analysis of existing curriculum across the country. She explained:

So, mine was the overall guidance. We had professional development. We had the design

labs. We had evaluations. But mine, my job, was to make sure all these parts were fulfilled

and that they all meshed. So, it was not anything scientific.

Participants described curriculum development as requiring sustained coalition
coordination to translate a shared Black Studies vision into a coherent, usable PK—12 design
across partners, roles, and system constraints. They emphasized that this work depended on
building systems-level readiness structures—especially professional learning, implementation
supports, and iterative feedback loops—to make the curriculum teachable in real classrooms and
responsive to educator needs during implementation. Participants also described readiness

structures (professional learning and feedback loops) as essential to making the curriculum
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teachable; these leadership-driven supports are examined in the RQ3 findings.

Research Question 3: Leadership Challenges and Successes Across the Initiative

This section addresses Research Question 3 by examining leadership challenges and

successes that emerged across conceptualization, design/development, and implementation,
including how leaders navigated constraints, misalignment, and political context while sustaining

momentum.

Theme 3: Preparing People for the Work: Adaptive Leadership, Teacher Readiness, and
Sustainability

Theme 3 captures how leaders exercised adaptive and strategic leadership as the initiative
shifted from curriculum development to implementation and early rollout preparation.
Participants described this stage as a period of intensified coordination, capacity-building, and
real-time decision-making, in which leaders had to sustain momentum while responding to a
complex, shifting district context. Across accounts, leadership was defined less by linear planning
and more by the ongoing work of diagnosing emerging needs, recalibrating structures, and
protecting the initiative’s equity aims amid uncertainty.

Participants consistently framed teacher supports as a central leadership responsibility
rather than a supplemental implementation task. Because many educators lacked prior grounding
in Black Studies content and culturally responsive pedagogies, leaders built layered professional
learning systems—design labs, coaching cycles, lesson demonstrations, and collaborative review
sessions—to strengthen instructional readiness and confidence. These supports were designed to
address both content knowledge gaps and the emotional labor associated with teaching
historically marginalized narratives, positioning professional learning as integral to making the

curriculum usable and teachable.
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Leaders also operationalized stakeholder engagement and feedback loops as strategic
levers for improvement and sustainability. Participants described navigating political volatility,
pandemic disruptions, resource limitations, coalition misalignment, and evolving district priorities
by revising lesson structures, clarifying templates, adjusting pacing expectations, and refining
implementation supports in response to pilot feedback and system constraints. Feedback
mechanisms—focus groups, walkthrough tools, structured reflection cycles, and pilot routines—
became increasingly formalized, strengthening shared ownership and enabling iterative
refinement of both curriculum materials and professional learning structures. Taken together,
Theme 3 shows that implementation demanded distributed, relational, and adaptive leadership
capable of balancing operational demands with philosophical commitments while sustaining the
conditions for districtwide transformation.

Strategic Resilience and Adaptive Leadership

This subtheme highlights how adaptive leadership and strategic resilience enabled the
initiative to progress amid political volatility and system-level constraints. The participants
described that the work during the COVID-19 pandemic was disrupted by fast deadlines, political
checks and balances, and the challenges of working in DOE units and partner agencies. The
records indicated that the planning was constantly adjusted for either rearranging meetings or
restructuring team duties. The leaders were always able to use the professional learning
objectives, curriculum maps, and project outlines to identify the path. Participants defined
leadership as functional and ethical, helping them refocus priorities, expectations, and momentum
despite political circumstances, conflicting schedules, or budget constraints.

The participants stressed that strategic resilience was required because the curriculum was

developed in a system with many fragmented roles, dynamic expectations, and no stable
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arrangements for innovative work. Early curriculum team agendas indicated the need to consider
standards, templates, and planning tools, as well as to form a DesignLab working group to
synchronize the work of various teams. Pilot documents outlined cyclical, repetitive planning, the
appointment of facilitators, the construction of assessments, and the notification of families. They
emphasized that the leaders needed to continually evolve to ensure coherence. Participants
outlined strains among coalition members, a lack of balance, and difficulties posed by policies,
the testing schedule, and changes in leadership. Despite these pressures, they portrayed leadership
as keeping the work flowing, assisting teachers, and preserving the integrity of the project.

The categories of Adaptive Leadership Moves, Managing System Constraints, and
Navigating Misalignment and Conflict emerged from the data. Participants described adaptive
leadership as essential throughout the initiative. Dr. Asha Carmichael emphasized that strong
leadership required moral courage to persist despite political volatility, and “A certain amount of
moral courage to also say, like, this is the thing we're going to do, especially in a place like New
York, where, like, the higher up you go, the more exposed you are.” She further highlighted that
adaptive leadership also involves clarity and structure, stating that leaders must ensure
“Expectations and roles and responsibilities and deliverables and a timeline, right? Like those are
all sorts of things that you do as a leader.” David Garvey described demonstrating lessons for
principals and grounding teachers in the curriculum before piloting, while also discussing that
leadership decisions helped move the work forward and stated, “I was able to ground the idea
before I met with the principals in the fall, to talk a bit about some of the lessons that were
featured, kind of like demonstration a little bit.” Across the documents, leaders were shown
rescheduling meetings, providing professional learning, facilitating planning sessions, supporting

teachers through protocols, and making structural adjustments to maintain progress under
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pressure.

Participants also discussed the need to manage system constraints at multiple levels. Dr.
Asha Carmichael noted that public schools operate under shifting political conditions, with
decisions “At the whim of the mayor,” making long-term consistency difficult. Dr. Ama Thurman
described how equity work had to be formalized in district policy because structural harm toward
Black, Brown, and disabled students required explicit commitments, and the district then needed
new roles, institutes, and professional learning to make those commitments real. Documents
showed additional system limits, from scheduling pilots and ensuring funding supplements to
aligning with DOE frameworks and navigating the expectations built into standards, rubrics, and
professional guides. Participants repeatedly emphasized that, although the curriculum offered rich
content, Black Reconstruction had to be integrated into a system often resistant to innovation and
lacking structural support for sustained ethnic studies work.

Participants further described navigating misalignment and conflict as an unavoidable part
of the work. David Garvey described “Friction with some of the other members of EEAP” and
tensions between curriculum writers who were “Sensitive about art.” He showed how creative
work, professional identities, and differing expectations often collided. Dr. Asha Carmichael
reflected on the tensions that surfaced when assumptions about expertise did not align and the
project revealed “The importance of not expecting that Black people know all about Black
studies, that they are the expectation around expertise and knowledge base, including myself.”
She added that trying to find a way to integrate Black studies into existing structures was difficult
because the system is “Not good with that kind of innovation and that kind of nuance.” Dr. Ama
Thurman highlighted how individuals with more positional power functioned as barriers, working

from deficit assumptions. She stated:
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So, the challenges are these people who have more positional power than I do, who
sometimes have been barriers in the work because they are. So, going back to the SCALE
framework, Dr. Douglass' framework, the self-knowledge they have. They don't see their
biases as just working from misperception and assumptions. That this stuff doesn't work
right? Why are you listening to those parents? They don't know, you know, that kind of
very deficit orientation, so that to me is, I think, is ongoing. So that is a barrier.

Teacher Support Needs

The data captures how teacher preparedness became a central leadership concern during
implementation planning. Participants consistently emphasized that the depth and
interdisciplinary scope of Black Studies content exceeded the prior training of many educators.
As a result, teacher support was not treated as supplementary but as essential to the viability of
the curriculum’s rollout. Content knowledge gaps, instructional confidence, and concerns about
readiness surfaced repeatedly across interviews and pilot feedback cycles.

Participants described the curriculum as intellectually rich and ambitious, but they also
acknowledged that many educators were encountering Black Studies as a formal discipline for the
first time. This reality required layered professional learning structures that addressed both
conceptual understanding and pedagogical application. Supports were designed to build content
grounding, reduce instructional insecurity, and provide usable entry points for teachers navigating
complex historical and contemporary topics. Teacher feedback during pilot cycles further
reinforced the need for scaffolded materials, clearer pacing structures, and practical tools that
balanced rigor with classroom feasibility. Documents also underscored that the Black Studies
Curriculum was designed to serve as both a resource for students and a learning vehicle for

educators, offering content, structures, and frameworks that helped teachers develop over time.
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The categories of Content Knowledge Gaps and Supports, Curriculum Usability and
Readiness, and Pedagogical Training and Instructional Support emerged from the data.
Participants shared that the depth of Black Studies content was broader and exceeded the teacher's
previous knowledge of the matter. This indicated the gaps between the knowledge teachers had
and the knowledge they would require to teach students. Dr. Ama Thurman loved history and
realized that “There's erasure and gaps that are not being taught to our youth,” and there is “Such
a disconnect with our history and just the content knowledge of all the adults in our system.” She
shared that different people with different backgrounds come into office, “Who just want to learn
because they didn't learn this in school. To be a better neighbor, as one told me. And we've got
school safety officers signed up to come learn.” Dr. Asha Carmichael noted that even people who
identified closely with Black communities were often learning alongside students, and people
provided feedback that “I don't know this. This is new to me. Teachers were saying that, and so
they were trying to figure out how to provide support around that.” David Garvey explained that
some teachers’ understanding of Africana or Black studies content was “Very surface level,” so
part of his role was “To ground them deeper in that. And so, I started collaborating with them. I
started supporting these teachers, and then I was retaining the summer.” Della McKay similarly
observed, “Teachers' insecurity is about their own content, knowledge, and their own abilities and
their own readiness to teach these lessons. And then really thinking about how long it would take
to prepare,” which shaped how they engaged with the curriculum.

Documents such as the Black Studies Curriculum itself positioned lessons as a way to
expand teacher understanding through topics like “Early African civilizations, the global
migrations of African people throughout the African Diaspora, the continuum of the Black

experience in America from the 17th century, as well as Black history in New York State and
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local Black histories from New York City.” The BERC Design Labs Orientation described BERC
as “Conducts and analyzes research focused on improving the educational experiences and
outcomes of students of African descent,” signaling that the project was rooted in specialized
expertise that many classroom educators would need support to access.

Participants also emphasized issues of curriculum usability and readiness, explaining that
even with strong written materials, teachers needed structures that made the curriculum accessible
and teachable. The Black Studies Curriculum described its lessons as “Interdisciplinary, culturally
affirming, and relevant to all NYC students.” It introduced features such as hooks tied to students’
identities, lesson extensions, homework, and a “Bridge to Literacy” with recommended readings.
Planning documents like the BERC EEAP Curriculum Team Agenda included time to “Review
Curriculum Planner (Units, Lessons, Activities)” and “Review BSC Unit and Lesson Plan
Templates,” and indicated deliberate attention to how lessons were organized and presented. Della
McKay explained that comprehensive lessons were deliberately designed to provide “A real menu
about how they’re going to incorporate this topic into their classrooms,” including “Integrated
learning plans that have, like an overview discussion of the Black studies for the grade level” and
sections on “Prior knowledge and misconceptions.” The feedback from the first phase of the pilot
showed that some teachers found the lessons “Too rigorous,” which led to revising and
simplifying, so that some of the lessons had a different project and had “To break those apart so
that they will be simplified so that a teacher could pick up a part of it and have a part two. That's
why you see part one and part two in the curriculum for some lessons.” Dr. Asha Carmichael
recalled that teachers said there was “Too much information here where there’s too little
information here, we need to be able to access it in this way,” and tried to “Have like the perfect

balance of, how much information to include was important So it sounds like as everything was
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getting rolled out, even in the pre phases of the design.” Documents such as the Pilot Program
update described cycles of “Benchmark check-ins — student artifacts,” “rubric,” and “BSC Grade
Lab Meetings,” showing how usability concerns were addressed through iterative feedback and
revision.

Pedagogical training and instructional support formed another critical dimension of this
subtheme. Participants described a range of structures built specifically to strengthen teaching
practice and content delivery. The BERC Design Labs Orientation stated that the purpose of the
Design Labs was “To create the conditions for cooperative learning and collaboration led by
students, facilitated by teachers, and supported by leaders,” anchored in the SCALE Framework
for Emancipatory Education and Leadership, which emphasized concepts such as Culture, Self-
Knowledge, and community. The BERC Pilot one-pager explained that the Design Lab was
designed to “Provide an opportunity for school leaders and DesignLab teachers to learn and
strengthen practices in a supported collaborative structure with a goal of advancing student
outcomes through a Culturally Responsive curriculum model.” Dr. Ama Thurman shared that she
developed “four modules that I put together that focused on culturally relevant pedagogy kind of
moving towards culturally sustaining pedagogy,” and stressed “Higher order pedagogical
practices, where you’re really engaging kids in a more inquiry based approach to learning” which
disrupts deficit narratives of, “I can’t do inquiry with those kids because they’ll get out of their
seat and get out of control.” She stated that teachers were trained, took notes, and “When we have
our weekly meetings, you know, they will share. Oh, this was too much. Or this video worked
better than this reading, or vice versa. Or I did all of them because of the range in the room.”
Della McKay shared that teachers needed significant preparation time before they could

confidently teach the new curriculum, and this feedback shaped the design of professional
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learning sessions, leading to more hands-on structures such as breakout groups, lesson
walkthroughs, modeling of student activities, and demonstrations of teaching protocols. She
stated they “Get into breakout sessions of the lessons and go through them and demonstrate. You
know, some of the student activities demonstrate some of the teaching protocols,” and helped
“Teachers more readily be able to adapt these lessons and come into this multimodal learning.
This is a culturally responsive approach.” These strategies were intended to help teachers adapt
the lessons, engage in multimodal and culturally responsive approaches, and build readiness.
David Garvey detailed how virtual learning sessions functioned as sustained professional learning
spaces. During the pilot phase, people would leave feedback about the teaching, and I would “Do
a demo. I would walk through a lesson, share my ideas behind it, where you can take it, and how
it can be taught. Letting them know you can use this lesson to be taught in several different
ways.”

At the end of the PD session, there would be discussions, and “People get to ask different
questions and have different conversations, clarifying their position as they're going back into the
school or going back into the classroom.” The DesignLab Roles and Responsibilities document
specified that DesignLab teachers should “Collect, analyze, and share student work products,”
“Make instructional decisions and needed adjustments,” and “Share effective strategies.” At the
same time, coaches were tasked with “Ensuring that school teams collect and reflect on data
throughout curriculum implementation” and “Fostering trust and collaborative relationships
across schools.”

Dr. Asha Carmichael recalled that over time, sessions shifted from content delivery to
spaces where teachers could “Talk about the things that we're doing and to like share ideas for

how you are doing or how you are using the materials, how you were doing the work,” and had
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“A particular plan that was more sort of like content teaching as the design lab sessions evolved.”
Dr. Sanaa Adjei shared that “There was a moment when we were on an instructional leadership
meeting on Zoom, where we were trying to think of brainstorming topics to give to PD.” She
explicated:

So, I think of curriculum and professional development as very overlapping, and it can't

really be teased apart. I see them very, very intricately tied together. So, one of the things I

hope for in the curriculum is that it may be a different answer than many of your

participants might say: the curriculum is professional development.
Stakeholder Engagement and Feedback Loops

This subtheme examines how structured stakeholder engagement and feedback
mechanisms informed curriculum refinement and preparedness for implementation. They
emphasized that the work extended far beyond curriculum writing and depended on networks of
schools, families, researchers, community organizations, and educators working together to build
trust, surface needs, and strengthen implementation. Documents also highlighted the coalition-
based nature of the initiative, naming partners such as BERC, United Way of NYC, Eagle
Academy Foundation, BE-U, and ABENY, all contributing expertise and community reach.
Participants and records showed that engagement required structures for communication, shared
decision-making, and continuous feedback, ranging from DesignLab planning sessions to parent
and student focus groups and interschool meetings facilitated by BERC’s research and facilitation
teams.

Participants described stakeholder feedback as essential to improving the curriculum and
professional learning model. They noted that early sessions, online meetings, and pilot cycles all

provided insights into what was working and what needed revision. Planning and meeting
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documents described systems for organizing focus groups, collecting surveys, and reporting
findings back to the EEAP team. Pilot processes included pre-assessments, post-assessments, and
opportunities for school leaders, teachers, and students to share concerns and recommendations.
Participants emphasized that feedback not only informed curriculum revisions but also
strengthened relationships across schools, communities, and partners, helping shape a shared
vision for how Black studies should be implemented and sustained long term.

The categories of Collaboration across Stakeholders, Stakeholder Feedback, and Insights
and Emerging Needs emerged from the data. Participants highlighted how development and
implementation relied on collaboration among multiple groups. The DesignLabs Orientation
described “Core partners: BERC, United Way of NYC, Eagle Academy Foundation, Black
Edfluencers United (BE-U), Association of Black Educators of New York,” reflected a broad
network contributing to the initiative. Dr. Sanaa Adjei emphasized the coalition model, explaining
that “You have the benefit of getting different perspectives and getting outreach on different
fronts,” and described partners who helped “Connect with a community outside of public
schools.” Dr. Asha Carmichael noted the importance of educators’ investment. She stated, “I
think the fact that the educators were so invested in being part of the development of this work,
right? So as much as they. They really, I think, saw themselves as, and we try to frame it as like
you are our partners,” even during difficult conditions such as Covid-19 disruptions.

Documents also showed regular structures for collaboration, such as “Weekly School
Level DesignLab Planning Sessions” and interschool meetings where BSC coaches “Develop
clear and consistent communication structures” and “Foster trust and collaborative relationships
across schools.” In research team notes, responsibilities included conducting parent and student

focus groups, participating in planning sessions, and sharing findings with the larger EEAP team,
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showing how data and collaboration were built into the process from the start.

Stakeholder Feedback was described as an intentional and multilayered aspect of the
work. The Pilot Program update outlined processes for “Pre assessment for students,” focus
groups to “Gather feedback from parents and students,” and later “Post assessment,” sharing of
student feedback and recommendations. The DesignLab Meeting Agenda documented efforts to
recruit “Learners, Parents, Teachers /Admin/Staff” for focus groups and noted the use of
breakouts “To gather information-rich sampling.” Della McKay explained how teachers’
reflections shaped revisions and shared that, after the pilot, they reviewed “Evaluation forms and
the notes that teachers were taking,” which revealed needs, such as adding vocabulary to lessons.
David Garvey described collaborative review processes in which teachers read lessons, left
comments in “A shared document on the Google document and they're editing. And yeah, put in
comments, questions, and suggestions. And then we reconvene.” Dr. Sanaa Adjei described year-
two processes in which coalition members used a walkthrough tool to review lessons and provide
further input and stated, “So the feedback ended up being like, these are the changes that [ made
when I actually implemented into the curriculum, which was, I think, really beautiful to see.”
These examples show that feedback was understood not as a single stage but as a continuous loop
embedded throughout implementation.

Participants also discussed emerging needs and insights that stakeholders surfaced during
this process. Della McKay described several key insights that emerged during the curriculum
development and pilot process. She shared that the curriculum must be culturally inclusive, and
“This knowledge is, you know, part of, you know, a problem in education. That we're still trying
to include people's, you know, and cultures that are, you know, significant, significantly missing

from the core curriculum.” She further shared that “Teachers would need to prepare to teach the
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lesson” and revealed practical needs to ensure sufficient time and support. She also shared that the
solution to teach vocabulary in lower grades was to highlight “Key concepts and vocabulary
words. So that wouldn't slow down the teacher.” David Garvey shared that they operate with a
deficit standpoint. He stated, “We operated from the standpoint that, or the expectation that our
teachers did not have any grounding in Black studies. And this was as pervasive.” He further
stated, “So we had to introduce some of what we're talking about in a way in which they can
identify, and they can have some kind of linkage to it, so to speak.”

Documents also revealed insights from early data cycles, such as the curriculum team
agenda listing “Stakeholder and Community Engagement” as a core section, showing that
engagement was not optional but recognized as foundational. Additionally, DesignLab roles
identified responsibilities such as “Plan the facilitation of feedback surveys,” “Reflect on the
effectiveness of the pilot,” and determine “Adjustments needed,” indicating that the work required
ongoing adaptation. Together, participants and documents pointed to the importance of continuing
to expand engagement, with Dr. Sanaa Adjei calling for even deeper inclusion of parents, stating
that they are “The stakeholder group that needs to be thought of and included more.”

Dr. Sanaa Adjei emphasized the significance of teacher and school input in shaping the
curriculum’s direction and explained that “We wouldn't have gone to that space without our pilot
teachers. Without our pilot schools. Without the input, we wouldn't have gotten that.” She also
highlighted the emerging need to document the learning and dialogue that occurred within the
development team. She stated, “We talk about it a lot about the importance of documenting that.”
As political constraints increased around DEI-related language, Dr. Sanaa Adjei described the

need for new adaptive approaches and stated:
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And I think, like now, more than ever, we need to do that like we need to know, like

where we are and where we stand and how we maneuver in these spaces like they don't

want us to use the word diversity, equity, and inclusion. So, we talk about love, humanity,

and community. Like, because if you're going to say those words are taboo, you're going

to threaten me with funding that we need. Right? I'm going to use the words love,

humanity, and community. I'm going to mean the same thing. So, I'm going to reteach you

what diversity, equity, and inclusion means. I think we need to be really subversive and

insidious in our approach to teaching the truth.

Leadership through Capacity-Building and Coherence-Making

Across the initiative, leadership challenges and successes were not limited to external
pressures; they also emerged in the ongoing work of building adult capacity and sustaining
coherence across a large system. Participants described leadership as requiring attention to teacher
readiness and confidence, including the design of professional learning structures and usable
supports that enable educators to engage complex Black Studies content. Participants also
characterized stakeholder engagement and feedback loops as leadership work—mechanisms for
listening, surfacing concerns, and revising curriculum and implementation supports in response to
school-based realities. In this way, teacher support needs and feedback cycles functioned not only
as implementation tasks but as central leadership strategies for sustaining the initiative’s equity
aims under shifting system conditions.

Leadership successes in this phase reflected participants’ ability to sustain the initiative’s
equity commitments while navigating political volatility, resource constraints, and shifting system
demands. Across accounts, leaders coordinated work across multiple actors and institutions, using

adaptive decision-making to refine structures and supports as new challenges surfaced. Feedback
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loops from pilots, design labs, and stakeholder engagement processes informed ongoing
adjustments that strengthened readiness and positioned the curriculum as more usable and
teachable at scale.

Summary

Research Question 1 (Conceptualization). Participants described the conceptualization
of Black Studies as the Study of the World, driven by a shared commitment to address curricular
erasure and to reposition Black Studies as foundational knowledge rather than supplemental
content. They emphasized an expansive, globally grounded vision rooted in Africa, the
Caribbean, and the broader African diaspora, while also navigating philosophical tensions over
scope, naming, and the structure of Black Studies within a PK—12 system. Stakeholder alignment
was portrayed as politically situated and relationally complex, requiring leaders to build
legitimacy, manage competing interpretations of purpose, and sustain coherence amid internal and
external pressures.

Research Question 2 (Curriculum Design/Development and Implementation
Preparation). Participants described curriculum design/development as coalition-based work that
required sustained coordination across district units, scholars, partner organizations, and
practitioners. They highlighted the negotiation involved in reaching consensus on curriculum
content, scope, and sequencing, while balancing scholarly rigor with classroom usability and
alignment to system expectations. Participants also emphasized that preparation for
implementation depended on intentional supports—particularly design labs, pilot structures, and
iterative feedback mechanisms—to refine materials, strengthen usability, and build professional
learning structures that could translate the curriculum from written guidance into teachable

practice.
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Research Question 3 (Leadership Challenges and Successes). Participants identified
leadership as central to sustaining the initiative’s equity aims across conceptualization,
development, and early rollout preparation. Leadership challenges included navigating system
constraints, political volatility, coalition misalignment, and educator readiness needs, while
leadership successes involved building coherence through adaptive decision-making, structured
coordination, and capacity-building supports for teachers and schools. Across the initiative,
participants described leadership as requiring both technical action (structures, resources,
routines) and adaptive work (managing tensions, fostering shared ownership, and sustaining
momentum) to move the curriculum toward implementation at scale.

Chapter 5 interprets these findings through the study’s conceptual framework and

discusses implications for leadership, policy, and practice.
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Chapter V: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION

This chapter interprets the findings presented in Chapter IV and situates their significance
within the study’s research questions, conceptual framework, and relevant scholarship. Whereas
Chapter IV presented findings organized by research question, using phase-based language
(conceptualization; design/development; implementation/professional learning) to contextualize
when key actions and tensions occurred, this chapter moves beyond description toward analytic
interpretation and synthesis. It explains what the findings suggest about (a) district-scale Black
Studies curriculum reform, (b) systems-level design and implementation conditions, and (c)
leadership practices required to sustain equity-centered curriculum change in complex urban
systems.

The chapter proceeds in several sections. First, it summarizes findings aligned to each
research question. Next, it discusses those findings in relation to the scholarship reviewed in
Chapter II and the study’s conceptual framework. The chapter then outlines implications for
practice, policy, theory, and future research, followed by recommendations for leadership,
professional learning, policy support, and lower-resource contexts. It concludes by addressing
limitations and synthesizing the study’s contributions.

Summary of Findings
This section provides a consolidated summary of findings aligned to each research question.
The purpose is to synthesize what participants described across the initiative; deeper
interpretation and connections to scholarship and analytic lenses are presented in the discussion

that follows.
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From Erasure to Vision: Conceptualization of the Curriculum

A key implication from this study is that conceptualization of the BSC emerged from an
interplay of intellectual, political, historical, and equity-driven motivations. Participants described
the curriculum as both corrective—addressing longstanding omission and marginalization of
Black histories in public schooling—and generative—repositioning Black Studies as foundational
to how students understand global history, knowledge systems, and identity. Participants
emphasized an expansive, globally grounded framing rooted in Africa, the Caribbean, and the
broader African diaspora.

At the same time, participants described philosophical tensions that shaped early decision-
making, including debates about disciplinary scope, naming, academic rigor, access, and political
framing. Organizational conditions—including the scale of the district and racial dynamics within
decision-making spaces—shaped how leaders articulated purpose, built legitimacy, and worked
toward alignment during the conceptualization phase.

From Vision to Infrastructure: Curriculum Design and Implementation

Across participants, one consistent theme was that stakeholders relied on coalition-based
structures to translate vision into a coherent PK—12 curriculum. Design/development required
coordination across scholars, district leaders, nonprofit partners, and curriculum writers.
Participants described structured tools and routines—design labs, writing templates, pacing
guides, iterative review cycles, and lesson frameworks—as mechanisms for aligning content
across grade levels and disciplines while balancing scholarly integrity with classroom usability.

Funding enabled large-scale development but also introduced bureaucratic and logistical
complexities requiring negotiation across institutions. Participants described ongoing efforts to

manage misalignment, clarify roles, respond to timeline constraints, and adjust to shifting district
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conditions. Design was described as iterative and relational rather than linear, shaped by both
intellectual debate and system-level constraints. Implementation preparation was closely linked to
design: professional learning supports and feedback mechanisms were built alongside curriculum

materials to strengthen usability and readiness for early rollout.

Leading for Readiness, Coherence, and Sustainability: Challenges and Successes

As the initiative moved into implementation, leadership became more operationally
complex and increasingly focused on coherence, teacher readiness, and sustainability. Participants
consistently described professional learning as essential because many educators lacked formal
preparation in Black Studies content and culturally responsive pedagogies. Leaders developed
layered supports—design labs, coaching cycles, lesson walkthroughs, modeling, and collaborative
revision structures—to build teacher confidence, reduce instructional insecurity, and support
enactment of the curriculum’s interdisciplinary content.

Leaders also navigated political volatility, coalition tensions, and structural constraints,
including scheduling constraints and competing district priorities. Strategic adjustments—
including refining teacher-facing scaffolds, formalizing feedback loops, and adapting
implementation approaches in response to external pressures—were described as necessary to
preserve the curriculum’s integrity while preparing for districtwide implementation.

Discussion
Conceptualization Factors and Motivations

The findings related to Research Question 1 suggest that the conceptualization of Black
Studies as the Study of the World was not simply a matter of curricular development, but an
epistemic and political process within a large urban educational system. Participants described the

work as rooted in a desire to address historical omissions and to reposition Black knowledge,
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history, and intellectual traditions as central to the educational experience rather than peripheral.
In this sense, the early conceptualization of the initiative involved determining not only what
content would be included, but also what would count as legitimate knowledge within PK—12
education.

In this respect, the initiative reflects longstanding critiques within Black Studies
scholarship that identify curriculum as a primary site of epistemic exclusion and racialized
knowledge hierarchies and highlights the role of Black Studies as an intellectual, political, and
educational intervention (Banks, 1993; Givens, 2021; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Rojas, 2007).

Participants described the initiative as grounded in intellectual justice—a commitment to
correcting historical exclusion while advancing a broader epistemic shift. This echoes Givens’s
(2021) argument that Black education constitutes a distinct intellectual tradition challenging
dominant Western epistemologies. Participants’ framing of Black Studies as “the study of the
world” signals a move beyond additive inclusion toward curricular reconstitution. Rather than
positioning Black histories as a supplemental unit within U.S. history, leaders advanced a
diasporic and global orientation that situated African civilizations, transnational movements, and
Black intellectual traditions at the center of human history. Importantly, the conceptualization
phase served both as intellectual reconstruction and strategic positioning. Participants described
working within a politically contested climate, requiring careful framing and deliberate decisions
about scope, naming, and legitimacy. This move aligns with Afrocentric and diasporic scholarship
(Asante, 1987; Karenga, 2010) while simultaneously adapting those traditions to the structural
realities of a districtwide PK—12 system. The conceptualization phase, therefore, served both as

intellectual reconstruction and strategic positioning.
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At the same time, the analysis suggests that shared moral and equity commitment did not
eliminate philosophical divergence. Participants described tensions regarding disciplinary scope,
pedagogical accessibility, academic rigor, naming conventions, and structural format (integration
versus standalone offerings). These conflicts reflect broader debates within Black Studies itself,
including longstanding questions about institutionalization, intellectual boundaries, and the
relationship between activist traditions and academic formalization (Rojas, 2007). Importantly,
these tensions did not signal fragmentation; rather, they required what Fullan (2007) describes as
coherence-building in complex reform environments, alongside sustained sensemaking to
preserve intellectual integrity while maintaining institutional viability (Horsford, 2011). Leaders
were required to negotiate meaning while preserving intellectual integrity.

The political context further shaped how this conceptualization unfolded. Participants
described operating during a period of heightened scrutiny around race-related curricula, which
required careful language choices, strategic framing, and ongoing attention to institutional
viability. This suggests that conceptualization was never purely intellectual; it was simultaneously
moral, strategic, and organizational. The decision to foreground global grounding and academic
rigor reflects what Horsford (2011) identifies as the political dexterity required of leaders
operating within racially contested systems. In this case, leaders were required to protect the
integrity of the curriculum’s purpose while also making it legible and defensible within a racially
contested policy environment.

Taken together, these findings underscore that systems-level Black Studies reform begins
not with materials alone, but with epistemic clarity. Before design structures could be built,

leaders first had to establish what Black Studies would mean in this context, how it would be
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framed, and why it mattered across the district. The findings, therefore, position conceptualization
as foundational leadership work rather than a preliminary step preceding implementation.
Curriculum Design/Development and Implementation

The study suggests that curriculum design operated as a site of distributed coordination
rather than a linear technical sequence. Development required translating an expansive epistemic
vision into grade-level sequences, interdisciplinary coherence, and teacher-facing supports across
a diverse and decentralized system. Coalition building functioned not only as collaboration but
also as governance—coordinating expertise, aligning priorities, and negotiating decision-making
across district units, partner organizations, and scholarly contributors.

Coalition-building served both as infrastructure and as negotiation. Participants described
sustained coordination across scholars, district officials, nonprofit partners, and curriculum
writers, each bringing distinct epistemological commitments and institutional priorities. This
boundary-spanning work aligns with Williams’s (2013) conception of leadership that bridges
knowledge systems and organizational cultures. However, the findings extend that scholarship by
illustrating how racialized dynamics shape boundary-spanning efforts, influencing whose
expertise is legitimized and how conflict is mediated (Horsford, 2011).

Across the data, a clear pattern emerged: formal structures played an important role in
supporting coherence. Participants described design labs, templates, pacing frameworks, and
iterative review cycles as mechanisms that helped organize the work and maintain alignment
across contributors (Fullan, 2016). However, the broader pattern in the data makes clear that
technical structures alone were insufficient. When misalignment emerged through overlapping
revisions, competing interpretations, or unclear authority, leaders relied on relational

interventions, including mediated dialogue, one-on-one conversation, and trust-building, to
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sustain forward movement. This suggests that coherence in equity-centered reform is built
through the interaction of structure and relationship, rather than through technical systems alone.
These actions reflect Tillman’s (2002) culturally sensitive leadership orientation, emphasizing
relational ethics and contextual responsiveness.

Funding and system conditions also shaped the design process in important ways.
Financial investment enabled the scale and ambition of the initiative, but bureaucratic procedures
and shifting institutional conditions required constant recalibration. These findings reinforce the
view that curriculum reform is iterative, contingent, and shaped by organizational realities rather
than unfolding through a predictable or fully controlled sequence (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).

Perhaps most importantly, the findings suggest that design and implementation were
deeply intertwined. Teacher-facing supports, background notes, and usability scaffolds were
developed as part of preparing for enactment rather than after adoption. Participants described
professional learning design and feedback loops as integral features of curriculum development,
reflecting implementation scholarship that emphasizes readiness-building, iterative refinement,
and alignment of resources and routines as conditions for sustainability (Penuel & Gallagher,
2017; Honig & Rainey, 2023). This suggests that early design work was already functioning as
implementation infrastructure, blurring the boundary between development and readiness-
building. In that sense, this case positions implementation not as a separate stage, but as part of
the design process through which capacity, coherence, and sustainability were being built.

Leadership Challenges and Successes

The findings related to Research Question 3 suggest that leadership during implementation

was defined by the work of sustaining coherence under conditions of uncertainty and constraint.

As the initiative moved from conceptualization and design toward enactment, leadership became

109



increasingly adaptive and strategic. Participants described leaders as diagnosing emerging needs,
recalibrating structures, and protecting the initiative’s equity aims amid political volatility, limited
resources, and competing system demands. These findings suggest that leadership in this case
extended beyond technical coordination and required ongoing judgment about how to preserve
both integrity and viability. These challenges were not solely technical; they required shifts in
adult learning, confidence, and organizational culture consistent with adaptive leadership
perspectives (Heifetz et al., 2009).

Teacher readiness emerged as one of the clearest leadership concerns. Participants noted
that many educators lacked prior preparation in Black Studies content and culturally responsive
pedagogies, making professional learning a central condition of readiness rather than a
supplemental support. In response, leaders developed layered supports, including design labs,
coaching cycles, collaborative revision structures, and modeling sessions, to reduce instructional
uncertainty and build educator confidence. This suggests that implementation leadership required
substantial attention to adult learning systems and to the emotional and pedagogical demands
placed on teachers engaging historically marginalized content. These supports align with
scholarship emphasizing adult learning, capacity development, and psychological safety as
conditions that enable educators to engage complex and contested curriculum work (Edmondson,
1999; Drago-Severson, 2009; Gay, 2018).

Psychological safety was highlighted as an important leadership success. Participants
described spaces in which educators and partners could express uncertainty, name discomfort, and
engage honestly with the demands of the work. In this study, psychological safety has functioned
as more than a climate condition; it operated as an enabling structure for organizational learning,

refinement, and stakeholder ownership. Edmondson’s (1999) research on psychological safety
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underscores its role in fostering organizational learning and innovation. This is especially
significant in the context of equity-centered curriculum reform, where discomfort, scrutiny, and
ideological tension are often part of the implementation environment.

Political pressures and system constraints further shaped leadership action. Participants
described revising pacing, refining terminology, and strengthening teacher supports in response to
external scrutiny and evolving conditions. These moves suggest that adaptive leadership in this
case involved not retreating from the curriculum’s intellectual commitments, but recalibrating
strategy to protect long-term viability. These adaptive moves demonstrate what Shields (2013)
characterizes as transformative leadership grounded in moral purpose yet responsive to contextual
realities. Leadership success, therefore, appears to have been tied not to the absence of conflict or
challenge but to the capacity to respond strategically without abandoning core purpose.

Across the data, feedback loops also emerged as a central leadership mechanism. Focus
groups, pilot cycles, walkthrough tools, and structured reflection routines helped leaders refine
both curriculum materials and professional learning supports while strengthening distributed
ownership. This suggests that stakeholder engagement and teacher support were not peripheral
features of the initiative, but key leadership strategies for sustaining coherence and readiness at
scale (Honig & Rainey, 2023; Spillane, 2006).

Collectively, the findings position leadership in this initiative as relational, adaptive, and
politically attuned. Early preparation for implementation required more than planning; it required
resilience, moral clarity, and the capacity to navigate complexity while building trust, readiness,
and sustainability across the system. The BSC initiative illustrates that equity-centered
curriculum reform is sustained not by static structures but by leaders who can navigate

complexity while maintaining principled clarity.
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Integrative Synthesis Across Research Questions

Taken together, the findings across the three research questions illuminate how
conceptualization, curriculum design, and leadership mutually shaped the initiative's early stages.
Participants did not describe the initiative as moving through clearly bounded stages. Instead, they
described an iterative and politically situated process in which epistemic vision, coalition
negotiation, and readiness-building structures continuously interacted.

The study suggests that the initiative began with conceptual clarification about what Black
Studies would mean in PK—12 education, but that this clarity had to be continually revisited as the
work moved into design and preparation. Design processes translated that vision into materials,
routines, and teacher supports, while leadership work helped maintain coherence as participants
navigated institutional complexity, external pressures, and evolving needs. In this sense,
conceptualization was not left behind once design began, and implementation readiness was not
deferred until after materials were completed. Each dimension of the work remained active
throughout the initiative.

What emerges across the findings is a view of equity-centered curriculum reform as an
ongoing process of alignment. Leaders were required to align intellectual commitments with
organizational structures, relational trust with formal systems, and long-term vision with
immediate practical demands. Across the initiative, coherence was not achieved through stability
alone, but through repeated negotiation, adaptation, and recommitment. The findings, therefore,
suggest that district-scale Black Studies reform is best understood as a dynamic process of

meaning-making, design, and leadership operating simultaneously rather than in isolation.
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Integration of Conceptual Framework and Analytical Lenses

The conceptual framework guiding this study integrates three interconnected domains:
Black Studies in PK—12 education, systems-level curriculum reform and implementation, and
leadership for equity-centered change. The findings suggest that these domains are not parallel
conversations, but deeply intertwined dimensions of the same reform effort. In this case, leaders
mediated the translation of Black Studies knowledge commitments into curriculum materials,
professional supports, and implementation structures that positioned Black Studies as an
emerging PK—12 practice.

CICF offers a useful lens for understanding the iterative readiness-building that
characterized the initiative’s implementation work. Participants described repeated cycles of
gathering feedback, refining materials, strengthening supports, and adjusting plans in ways that
align with implementation change scholarship. At the same time, this study suggests that CICF is
most useful when applied flexibly, since the initiative did not proceed through a fixed or linear
sequence. Rather, readiness-building unfolded through recursive movement among design,
feedback, coordination, and adaptation.

Tillman’s (2002) culturally sensitive methodology adds interpretive depth by
foregrounding the racialized, cultural, and relational dimensions of the initiative. Participants
described leadership practices grounded in culturally informed knowledge, trust-building,
relational ethics, and context-responsive mediation. These dimensions might remain
underexamined in implementation frameworks that privilege structure while failing to account for
race, power, and historical context fully.

Together, CICF and culturally sensitive methodology provide complementary interpretive

leverage. CICF clarifies how structures, routines, and alignment mechanisms supported coherence
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and readiness, while culturally sensitive methodology illuminates the relational, epistemological,
and historical dimensions of leading equity-centered curriculum reform. Used together, these
lenses help explain not only how the work was organized, but also why the work required
culturally grounded leadership and political sensitivity at every stage.

Implications of the Study
Implications for Practice

Findings related to Research Question 1 suggest that equity-centered curriculum reform
must begin with epistemic clarity before structural design. Leaders implementing Black Studies or
similar initiatives should articulate a coherent purpose that addresses historical omission while
positioning culturally grounded knowledge as foundational rather than supplemental. Without
shared conceptual grounding, design work is more vulnerable to fragmentation or dilution;
therefore, practitioners should engage stakeholders early in deliberate conversations about
purpose, scope, and intellectual framing.

Findings related to Research Question 2 further suggest that large-scale curriculum
design/development require both structured coalition mechanisms and boundary-spanning
leadership. In this case, coherence depended on formal structures such as design labs, shared
templates, review cycles, and feedback routines. At the same time, these structures alone were
insufficient. Relational mediation was necessary to navigate philosophical divergence, role
ambiguity, and racialized dynamics within collaborative spaces. For practitioners, this
underscores the importance of culturally responsive facilitation that builds trust while maintaining
shared direction. From a CICF perspective, this involves aligning purpose, resources, and
communication systems. From a Culturally Sensitive Methodology (CSM) perspective, it also

requires sustained attention to relational ethics, power, and context.
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A central implication of the findings for Research Question 3 is that professional learning
infrastructure must be embedded in implementation from the outset rather than treated as a
supplemental support added after rollout. In this study, teacher readiness could not be assumed,
particularly when the curriculum introduced content and pedagogical approaches that had been
historically marginalized in teacher preparation. This suggests that districts should embed layered
professional learning supports, including coaching, collaborative inquiry, modeling, and
structured reflection, from the outset. The broader significance of this finding lies in recognizing
that implementation is not secured by adoption alone. Sustained resources, protected time, and
ongoing leadership attention to adult learning systems are necessary if reform is to move beyond
symbolic commitment. Transparent communication and feedback loops also strengthened
psychological safety and distributed ownership, reinforcing the idea that implementation is
ongoing leadership work rather than a one-time task.

Implications for Policy

The policy implications of this study suggest that sustained support is essential if equity-
driven curriculum reform is to endure beyond moments of political will or symbolic commitment.
Findings related to Research Question 1 suggest that philosophical clarity alone does not protect
initiatives from political volatility. Black Studies is more likely to remain stable when it is
formally integrated into district and/or state standards in ways that reduce vulnerability to shifting
political climates.

Findings related to Research Question 2 further highlight the importance of policies that
support cross-sector collaboration without creating unnecessary friction. In this study, curriculum

development required coordination across district units, scholars, and community partners, yet
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such coordination depended heavily on systems that could either enable or constrain the work.
This suggests that procurement systems, partnership agreements, and funding mechanisms should
be intentionally designed to support alignment and coherent governance. More broadly, policy
leaders should recognize that equity-centered curriculum development requires flexible structures
capable of integrating scholarly expertise, community knowledge, and district coordination.

The findings for Research Question 3 also point to the need for greater policy attention to
teacher preparation and certification. When teachers are not systematically prepared to teach
Black Studies content or to use culturally responsive pedagogies, districts remain overly
dependent on post-hire professional learning to build foundational capacity. This study therefore
suggests that long-term policy support must extend beyond episodic funding to institutional
commitment. From a CICF perspective, this reinforces the importance of structural alignment.
From a culturally sensitive methodology perspective, it further suggests that such alignment must
account for race, culture, and historical context rather than being treated as a purely technical
matter.

Implications for Theory

This study contributes to implementation and leadership theory by demonstrating that
curriculum development itself is a site of implementation complexity. Findings related to
Research Question 2 suggest that models separating development from implementation may be
insufficient for equity-centered reform. In this case, capacity-building, relational negotiation, and
adaptive recalibration were already underway during design rather than beginning only after
formal adoption. This suggests that implementation theory should account more explicitly for the
recursive and overlapping nature of design, preparation, and enactment in culturally grounded

reform.
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The integration of CICF and CSM further suggests that implementation frameworks
benefit from more explicit attention to race and epistemology when applied to equity-centered
curriculum initiatives. While CICF offers a useful account of structural alignment and
sequencing, this study shows that such alignment cannot be fully understood without reference to
the racialized, relational, and epistemological dimensions of the work. CSM makes those
dimensions more visible by centering context, power, and cultural meaning. Together, these
frameworks provide a more robust explanation of how culturally grounded reform unfolds in
practice.

Finally, the findings related to Research Question 3 extend adaptive leadership scholarship
by locating adaptive practice within contested knowledge politics. In this study, adaptive
leadership involved not only managing change but also navigating epistemic resistance, political
scrutiny, and competing understandings of legitimacy. Adaptive leadership models may be
strengthened by greater attention to how struggles over knowledge, identity, and history shape
leadership decision-making in curriculum reform.

Implications for Future Research

Several directions for future research emerge from this study. First, longitudinal research
should examine how the implementation of Black Studies curricula influences students’ academic
outcomes, identity development, engagement, and critical consciousness over time. Such work
would be especially valuable if it also examined the mediating role of teacher capacity, given this
study’s finding that teacher learning is central to implementation quality and sustainability.

Second, future research should examine how teachers develop content knowledge and

racial literacy as they implement culturally grounded curricula. This includes attention to adult
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learning trajectories, changes in instructional practice, and the conditions under which
professional learning supports deeper pedagogical transformation.

Third, comparative case studies across districts could clarify how political contexts,
governance structures, and resource conditions shape coalition design, curriculum development,
and long-term sustainability. Because this study highlights the importance of context, such
comparisons would deepen understanding of how similar initiatives unfold under different
organizational and political conditions.

Finally, future studies should examine how equity-centered reforms become
institutionalized over time. In particular, more research is needed on how leadership transitions
affect continuity, what organizational conditions support long-term embedding, and under what
circumstances reforms remain episodic rather than becoming part of the enduring infrastructure of
a school system. An additional direction for future research would be to interview Dr. Sonya
Douglass, given her central leadership role in the initiative and the broader historical and policy
perspective she could offer on its development, significance, and long-term vision.

While the implications of this study identify what the findings suggest for practice, policy,
theory, and future research, the following recommendations make those implications more
explicit and actionable for leaders seeking to design, implement, and sustain Black Studies and
similar equity-centered curriculum reforms.

Recommendations
Recommendations for District Leadership

District leaders seeking to advance Black Studies or similar equity-centered curriculum

reforms should begin by establishing epistemic clarity before structural design. This study

suggests that leaders must articulate a coherent purpose that positions Black Studies as
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foundational knowledge rather than supplemental content and must create early opportunities for
stakeholders to build shared understanding around scope, language, and intellectual framing.
Leaders should also establish formal coalition structures, including clearly defined roles, shared
decision-making routines, review processes, and cross-sector communication mechanisms, so that
collaboration does not depend solely on goodwill or informal coordination. In addition,
sustainability planning should begin during the design phase rather than waiting until after early
rollout. This includes attention to ownership, governance, implementation supports, and long-
term resource planning.
Recommendations for Professional Learning

This study suggests that professional learning for Black Studies implementation must be
embedded, intentional, and responsive. Embedded professional learning means that teacher
learning is integrated into curriculum rollout through coaching, collaborative planning, design
labs, lesson walkthroughs, modeling, and structured reflection rather than delivered as isolated
workshops. Intentional professional learning means that districts explicitly address both Black
Studies content knowledge and pedagogical practice, recognizing that many teachers may be
encountering this material as a field of study for the first time. Responsive professional learning
means that supports are revised based on teacher feedback, classroom usability concerns, pilot
implementation data, and the political and organizational realities shaping enactment. Districts
should therefore build protected time, coaching capacity, and ongoing feedback loops into
implementation plans from the outset.
Recommendations for Policy and System Support

Policy leaders should move beyond symbolic endorsement and formally integrate Black

Studies into district and, where possible, state curriculum structures. This includes developing
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policy protections that reduce vulnerability to shifting political climates, revising procurement
and partnership systems to better support cross-sector collaboration, and strengthening teacher
preparation and certification pathways related to Black Studies content, culturally responsive
pedagogy, and racial literacy. In addition, policy support should be designed to outlast episodic
funding cycles by creating durable institutional commitments.
Cautionary Considerations for Leaders

The findings also point to several cautions for leaders pursuing equity-centered curriculum
reform. First, leaders should not begin with materials alone; without epistemic clarity, curriculum
design is more vulnerable to fragmentation, dilution, or political misunderstanding. Second,
leaders should not assume that collaborative structures automatically produce coherence. In this
case, coalition work required mediation, trust-building, and clear communication across roles and
organizations. Third, leaders should not treat professional learning as separate from
implementation. Teacher readiness emerged as a central leadership responsibility, not a secondary
support. Finally, leaders should not assume that equity-centered curriculum reform can be
sustained without attention to political volatility, organizational fragility, and long-term
ownership.
Recommendations for Lower-Resource Contexts

A practical question raised by this study is how districts might pursue similar reform
without the level of funding available through the Education Equity Action Plan. The findings
suggest that lower-resource districts may need to begin with narrower, phased implementation
plans, such as piloting fewer grade bands, prioritizing professional learning for a smaller number
of teacher leaders, and building coherence before attempting immediate scale. In these contexts,

cross-sector partnerships become even more important, but so do clarity of purpose, governance,
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and strategic sequencing. Rather than attempting to replicate the full scope of this initiative at
once, districts with fewer resources may need to prioritize teacher learning, implementation
supports, and sustainable infrastructure before attempting breadth or scale.

Taken together, these implications and recommendations suggest that Black Studies
reform requires more than curriculum materials alone; it requires leadership, infrastructure, and
institutional commitment capable of sustaining equity-centered change over time. While these
implications and recommendations highlight what this case suggests for leadership, policy, and
practice, the study’s conclusions should be interpreted in light of several important limitations.

Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations that contextualize the findings and their interpretation.
First, the sample, though appropriate for a qualitative case study, was limited to nine participants
with roles closely connected to the BSC initiative. Their perspectives provide depth on
conceptualization, development, and implementation, but do not represent all individuals or
organizations involved. Additional voices—such as classroom teachers beyond pilot participation,
central office leaders outside the core collaborators, and students—could provide further nuance.

Second, the study examined an ongoing initiative. Because the BSC continues to evolve,
shifting district conditions, political changes, and organizational restructuring may shape future
implementation in ways not captured here. The findings, therefore, reflect a particular period
within a longer reform trajectory.

Third, the study relied primarily on leaders, scholars, and district-level practitioners with
formal influence or organizational responsibility. Their insights are essential for understanding
systems-level processes but may differ from those of classroom educators, who encounter distinct

implementation pressures and day-to-day variations across schools.
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Fourth, the case is bounded geographically and institutionally by New York City. NYC
offers a distinctive setting for studying district-scale Black Studies curriculum reform, but its
structures, demographics, political environment, and resources differ from those of other districts;
transferability should be considered with appropriate caution.

Finally, researcher positionality may shape interpretation. My positionality as a practicing
principal and BSC pilot participant required reflexivity to mitigate potential bias (Ravitch &
Riggan, 2017). As a Black woman leader in New York City schools, my interpretations are
informed by lived experience and professional commitments. Strategies including member
checking, triangulation, and reflexive journaling strengthened trustworthiness; consistent with
Tillman’s (2002) framework, the goal was not neutrality detached from context, but culturally
grounded rigor with transparent interpretation.

Despite these limitations, the study offers a rigorous, credible, and culturally grounded
analysis of a rare and significant curriculum initiative. These limitations also point to rich
opportunities for future inquiry, especially regarding long-term implementation outcomes and
comparative studies across contexts.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine how key stakeholders described and navigated
the processes through which Black Studies, as the Study of the World, was conceptualized,
designed, and prepared for implementation in New York City. Drawing on interviews and
document analysis, the study illuminates the intellectual, organizational, and relational
dimensions of a district-scale Black Studies curriculum initiative.

The findings demonstrate that BSC development was neither linear nor merely technical.

Conceptualization required epistemic clarity and philosophical negotiation about the purpose,
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scope, and positioning of Black Studies within PK—12 education. Design/development required
coalition coordination, coherence mechanisms, and boundary-spanning work across institutions
and disciplines. Preparation for implementation required adaptive leadership, embedded
professional learning infrastructure, political navigation, and sustained relational trust, with
iterative recalibration in response to feedback and constraint.

This study provides an empirical account of Black Studies curriculum reform at the
district-scale—an area that is more often theorized than documented in practice. The findings
suggest that equity-centered curriculum reform functions as systems leadership, requiring leaders
to operate simultaneously as system architects and cultural stewards. The BSC case indicates that
epistemic inclusion becomes durable when culturally grounded commitments are paired with
coherent organizational structures that support readiness, teacher learning, and iterative
improvement.

The implications and recommendations presented in this chapter underscore that Black
Studies reform requires more than curricular materials alone. It requires leadership capable of
building shared purpose, coordinating across institutional boundaries, embedding responsive
professional learning, and planning for sustainability under conditions of political and
organizational uncertainty. At the same time, the study points to cautionary considerations for
leaders, including the risks of fragmented purpose, underdeveloped implementation infrastructure,
and overreliance on temporary funding.

As districts nationwide continue to grapple with debates over race, curriculum, and
historical representation, this study offers insight into how equity-centered reform can be
conceptualized, structured, and prepared for implementation at scale. It affirms that Black Studies

curriculum development is both a cultural project and a systems-level change effort—one that
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reshapes not only what is taught, but how knowledge is positioned within urban education.
Ultimately, the study suggests that sustaining Black Studies in schools requires systems willing to
confront their histories, structures, and assumptions while building the organizational conditions

necessary for enduring change.
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EPILOGUE

This study explored the leadership practices, motivations, and processes that shaped the
conceptualization, design, and implementation of the Black Studies as the Study of the World
curriculum for New York City. By centering the voices of scholars, policymakers, and district
leaders, this work illuminated the challenges and successes of creating a culturally responsive
PK—12 curriculum within a large urban school system.

The findings reveal that the curriculum’s conceptualization was born of a shared
recognition: that U.S. education has too often erased or marginalized Black histories and cultures,
and that there is both a moral and professional responsibility to address these omissions. Leaders
who engaged in this work demonstrated courage and adaptability, drawing upon collaborative
networks, stakeholder engagement, and resource alignment to advance equity-focused reforms.
Their efforts were shaped by visionary commitments and constrained by real-world challenges,
reminding us that systemic change is always contested, incomplete, and ongoing.

Though bounded by its focus on the early stages of implementation, this study provides a
foundation for understanding how equity-driven initiatives begin to take root. The documented
successes—broad-based partnerships, strong advocacy, and public investment—show what is
possible when leadership is grounded in equity and cultural responsiveness. The challenges—
political tensions, sustainability questions, and the demands of coherence—underscore the work
that remains.

The significance of this research extends beyond New York City. As other districts
consider ethnic studies or culturally responsive curricula, the BSC offers both inspiration and
caution: a reminder that curricular reform is not simply about content, but about the leadership

practices, relationships, and commitments that make such content possible.
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In February 2026, I delivered remarks at Teachers College during an event
commemorating the centennial of Black History Month. These remarks reflect the scholar—
practitioner commitments that this study helped clarify:

“Black history is not an add-on. It is the story of this country. Our students deserve to
see themselves, their families, and their communities reflected in what they learn
every single day.

...When we build systems that sustain this work, we are not just teaching history—
we are building identity, critical thinking, and power for our young people.

... This work is about liberation. It is about building school communities where every
student—especially every Black student—knows that their history is foundational,
their identity is celebrated, and their potential is limitless.”

(Verdiner, 2026).

As the findings in this dissertation demonstrate, realizing that vision requires more
than curricular intent; it depends on leadership that can build coherence, strengthen
capacity, and create the organizational conditions that allow equity-centered curriculum to
move from design to durable practice across schools.

This work is also a tribute to Dr. Sonya Douglass, my professor, advisor, and
mentor—and most importantly, the author, inspiration, and designer of the Black Studies
Curriculum. Dr. Douglass has been instrumental in using her leadership to bring together
policymakers, scholars, educators, and community leaders to support the vision, design, and
implementation of this curriculum. Her creation of the SCALE framework reflects her

belief in empowering not only African Americans but also all citizens to understand the
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history, culture, and love of the African diaspora, and to recognize the value of people
whose contributions are too often ignored.

Dr. Douglass is, in many ways, the root of this theoretical tree—the silkwood tree—
anchored steadily in fertile ground. She drew nourishment from policy contexts, financial
supports, varied scholars and practitioners, always reminding us that “the answer is in the room.”
I feel profoundly honored to have played even a small role in this journey, one that is so much
larger than myself. I remember hearing her vision in class through the Urban Education Leaders
Program at Teachers College, when it was still only an idea. She spoke of the frameworks that
needed to be woven together: policy, philosophical frameworks, family engagement, higher
education preparation for teachers, support systems for school leaders, and inspiration. I told her
then, in the wake of George Floyd’s murder and the political unrest of January 6th, that the time
was now. And she made it happen.

She gathered scholars across perspectives and philosophies, motivating them to share a
common language and bringing coherence to their collective work. Through her leadership,
intelligence, humility, and foresight, she created something remarkable—an instrumental, much-
needed curriculum to educate not only students and teachers, but also families and communities
about the narratives, struggles, impact, and triumphs of Black Studies. She stands tall, like the silk
tree, both beacon and landmark, guiding us through murky waters and reminding us of the power
of education to build community.

As both principal and researcher, I entered this study with a dual lens—an insider’s
knowledge of urban schooling and an academic’s responsibility to reflect critically. That
positionality demanded reflexivity, but it also deepened my conviction that leadership is not

merely managerial; it is moral, relational, and imaginative. This dissertation is also deeply
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personal. As the leader of a Pre K—8 school, I am committed to ensuring that students see
themselves in the curriculum, feel affirmed in their identities, and know their stories matter. I also
feel that it gives students space to learn about perspectives and narratives they do not know, as
well as their own. As a mother, I think about the kind of education I want for my own sons—an
education that not only prepares them academically but also grounds them in belonging, dignity,
and possibility.

To study Black Studies is to study the world; to teach it is to reimagine schooling itself as
inclusive, affirming, and liberatory. The story of the Black Studies Curriculum in New York City
is still being written. Its future depends on the continued will of leaders, the strength of
communities, and the belief that schools can be sites of justice, empowerment, and
transformation. I hope that this research not only contributes to the academic literature but also
serves as a call to action for those who believe—as I do—that education must be both a mirror
and a window: a mirror that reflects who our students are, and a window that shows them whom

they might yet become.
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APPENDIX A: LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS

Participant Invitation Letter
Black Studies as the Study of the World: A Case Study of the Conceptualization, Design, and
Implementation of a PK—12 Black Studies Curriculum for New York City.

Dear [Participant's Name],

I hope this letter finds you well. I am writing to invite you to participate in my doctoral
dissertation study titled "Black Studies as the Study of the World: A Case Study of the Design,
Development, and Implementation of a PK—12 Black Studies Curriculum for New York City." As
part of my dissertation research at Teachers College, Columbia University, I aim to explore the
leadership practices, motivations, and strategies employed during the development and
Implementation stages of the Black Studies Curriculum (BSC) in New York City (NYC).

Purpose of the Study

This study aims to investigate the decision-making processes that shaped the conceptualization of
the BSC, the planning and design phases, and the leadership practices that guided the
development of this historic curriculum for New York City students. Understanding these
processes will contribute to the broader body of knowledge on leadership practices in curriculum
development, particularly in advancing equity and inclusion through ethnic studies and culturally
relevant curricula.

Study Overview and Participant Role

As an [education researcher/education policy maker/ education advocate/education practitioner]
involved in the early stages of the BSC's development, your insights and experiences are crucial
to this research. Specifically, your participation will involve:

1. Two semi-structured interviews (one approximately 60-90 minutes and a follow-up 15-
30 minutes) to discuss your role in the development process, the leadership strategies
employed, and the challenges and successes you encountered during the planning phase.

2. Document sharing to review relevant documents such as meeting notes, planning
materials, or curriculum drafts that can help contextualize your responses.

Confidentiality and Voluntary Participation

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Should you choose to participate, your
confidentiality will always be maintained. Identifying information will be replaced with
pseudonyms in the dissertation and any publications stemming from this research. All data
collected will be securely stored and used solely for the purpose of this study.

Risks and Benefits

There are minimal risks associated with this study. While there is no direct compensation, your
participation will contribute to the broader understanding of how leadership practices impact the
development of ethnic studies curricula, which could have implications for future educational
reforms. Your input will also help shape strategies for replicating such initiatives in other urban
school districts.

136



Consent

Please take the time to review the attached consent form, which provides further details about the
study. If you choose to participate, please sign and return the form. If you have any questions or
want additional information, please contact me at 917-446-9650 or mkv2102@tc.columbia.edu.

I sincerely hope you will consider participating in this vital research project. Your valuable
insights will contribute to the field’s understanding of curriculum design, development,
implementation considerations, and processes in large urban districts, as well as the implications
and impact of such initiatives on educational equity and achievement.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Warm regards,

Michelle Verdiner

Doctoral Candidate

Teachers College, Columbia University
UELP

mkv2102@tc.columbia.edu
917-446-9650
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APPENDIX B: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Interview Protocol
Introduction

e Brief introduction about the purpose of the study and the interview.
e Inform participants that their responses will remain confidential and are voluntary.
e Obtain consent for recording.

Background Questions

1. In your own words, how would you describe the Black Studies as the Study of the World
curriculum?

2. What role did you play in the development, implementation, or advocacy of the BSC?
How did you become involved?

3. What is your background knowledge and experience in:

Education policy and leadership?

Curriculum development and design?

Culturally relevant pedagogy?

Black Studies or ethnic studies?

O O O O

Policy, Design, and Goals

1. What motivated you to support, design, or advocate for the development of the BSC?

2. What were the main goals you hoped the BSC would achieve for NYC students,
educators, and communities?

3. How do you believe this curriculum can address systemic inequities in education?

Collaboration and Stakeholder Engagement

1. How did you collaborate with other stakeholders (educators, scholars, policymakers,
district leaders) during the design, advocacy, or implementation process?
2. What were some challenges faced during this collaborative phase, and how were they
addressed?
3. How did you incorporate listening, analyzing, and acting in your approach to the BSC?
o What feedback did you receive from stakeholders?
o How was this feedback analyzed and prioritized?
o What specific actions or adjustments were made based on the analysis?
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Implementation Strategies

1. What specific strategies were employed to communicate the BSC to school principals,
teachers, and the broader education community?
o What channels were used (e.g., emails, meetings, workshops)?
o How was feedback gathered and addressed?
2. What resources and materials were provided to schools to facilitate the integration of the
BSC?
o Can you provide specific examples of these resources and how they were
disseminated?
3. How was teacher and school leader buy-in secured for the BSC?
o What professional learning or support was provided?
o How effective were these efforts in addressing teacher concerns or resistance?

Challenges and Successes

1. What challenges did you face during the policy, design, implementation, or advocacy of
the BSC, and how were they addressed?

2. What successes or best practices emerged from your work on the BSC?

3. What strategies were used to overcome systemic barriers to curriculum adoption and
implementation?

Impact and Sustainability

1. What impact do you believe the BSC has had thus far on school-level practices, student
engagement, and the broader education landscape?

2. What strategies are being considered or have been implemented to ensure the
sustainability of the BSC?

3. How do you envision the future of Black Studies curricula in NYC and beyond? What
recommendations do you have for scaling similar efforts to other districts or states?

Closing

e s there anything else you would like to share about your experiences with the BSC?
e Thank the participant and outline next steps (e.g., member checking).
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APPENDIX C: FIGURE ILLUSTRATION FOR EACH THEME

Figure C1
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Figure C2

Figure Representing Theme 2
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Figure C3

Figure Representing Theme 3
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APPENDIX D: THEMES BY DOCUMENT

Table 3

Themes, Subthemes, and Frequencies for the Research Questions by Type of Data

Themes and Subthemes Frequencies  Frequencies
for for
Documents Interviews

Phase 1: Conceptualization and Design

Theme 1 Vision and Philosophical Tensions 44 112
Competing Philosophies of Practice 12 34
Rationale and Purpose of BSC 20 36
Stakeholder Alignment Challenges 16 52

Phase 2: Design & Development Process

Theme 2: Coalition Building and Curriculum Design 34 151
Curriculum Content Consensus Issues 17 67
Funding and Resource Alignment 12 46
Experiences in Development 8 53

Phase 3: Implementation and Professional learning

Theme 3: Leadership Challenges, Sustainability and Teacher 62 167

Support
Stakeholder Engagement and Feedback Loops 29 60
Strategic Resilience and Adaptive Leadership 16 54
Teacher Support Needs 24 93
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APPENDIX E: NUMBER OF CODES AND REFERENCES BY DATA TYPE

Document Name Cod Reference
es s
2022.01.31 Feedback Analytic Team Meeting (1) 7 8
A Black Studies Curriculum Is (Defiantly) Rolling Out in New York City 23 68
- The New York Times
BERC BSC DesignLabs Orientation-8Jan2022 42 92
BERC Pilot one pager draft 12 4 10 16
black studies full curriculum PK-12 30 92
BERC EEAP CD and PD Timeline 13 24
BERC EEAP Curriculum Team Agenda-2Dec2021 39 72
BSC DesignLab Roles and Responsibilities 20 44
Pilot Program Doc update 27 60
DesignLab Meeting Agenda 1Feb2022 14 24
DesignLab Meeting Agenda 25Jan2022 8 12
New Black Studies Curriculum Expands Access to Culturally Responsive 24 64
Learning
Dr. Zora L. Sinclair 130 440
Dr. Langston Reid 60 200
David Garvey 56 180
Della McKay 54 172
Dr. Marjorie Asante 94 308
Dr. Ama Thurman 83 288
Dr. Asha Carmichael 98 304
Dr. Sanaa Adjei 130 436
Dr. Nia DuBois 74 216
Press Release BERC Curriculum 45 108
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APPENDIX F: DOCUMENT CATEGORIZATION FOR TRIANGULATION

Table 4

Document Categorization for Triangulation

Data type Document title

Process 2022.01.31 Feedback Analytic Team
Meeting (1)

Process BERC EEAP CD and PD Timeline

Process BERC EEAP Curriculum Team Agenda-
2Dec2021

Process BSC DesignLab Roles and Responsibilities

Process DesignLab Meeting Agenda 1Feb2022

Process DesignLab Meeting Agenda 25Jan2022

Curricular / Professional Learning black studies full curriculum PK-12

Curricular / Professional Learning BERC BSC DesignLabs Orientation-
8Jan2022

Curricular / Professional Learning BERC Pilot one pager draft 12 4

Curricular / Professional Learning Pilot Program Doc update

Public context A Black Studies Curriculum Is (Defiantly)
Rolling Out in New York City - The New
York Times

Public context New Black Studies Curriculum Expands
Access to Culturally Responsive Learning

Public context Press Release BERC Curriculum

Note. Document titles reflect the exact naming used in the study’s document table. Data type
categories are used to support triangulation across participant interviews, process artifacts, and
curricular/professional learning materials; public context documents are included to situate the
initiative externally.
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