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Abstract

“I (WE) Know What’s at Stake”: Critically Race-Conscious and Responsive Leadership as a Site
of Resistance

Yaribel Mercedes

This study explored the work of critically race-conscious on the front lines of
understanding, addressing, and confronting issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems
of power within their school context. Using personal narratives and critical racial reflections as a
qualitative research methodology, this research bears witness to four Black principals using the
race card to cultivate spaces filled with love, joy, and genius through high expectations and

community.



Table of Contents

Page

TabIE OF CONTENES ...ttt bbbttt ettt ettt bt i
List Of FIQUIES and TabIES..........couviiiiccece e iii
ACKNOWIBAGMENTS..... .ottt et e st e e te e s b e e ste e s e e reesbeeneesreeeas iv
=T [ Tox L1 o] o I SRRSO viii
Chapter 1: INTrOTUCTION ...ttt 1
Statement 0f the ProbIEM ..........oi e 5
PUPOSE OF the STUAY ....eeeieeic et te et esaeenreeneesreene e 8
RESEAICN QUESTIONS ... .ecvii ettt ettt ettt st e et e e sar e e sbe e s ab e e beesaseesbeesaeeebeesnbeesaeesnbeesseens 9
Theoretical Frameworks: Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership ..........c.cccccevevvvenen. 10
V=31 T o (o] [oT Y2 BSOS 12
Challenges to Transferability ..o s 14
SIgNITICANCE OF TN STUY ..o 14
@0 0] 113 [0 o PSSR 17
Definition OF the TEIMS ..o ettt 18
Chapter 2: LItErature REVIEW ..........civeiieiiecieeie ettt st ste et ste e st e ste e e sra e teanaesneesneeneenes 20
RACE IMIALEETS ...ttt b e bt et et e b e e e be e et e e be e e nne e nneeennas 21
T3 ] 1 PP URR PP PSRRI 24

The State of Leadership Preparation in the US............coiiiiiiiiiieee e 29
Background and CONTEXL........cuuiuiiiiiiieiie ittt 29
CONEMPOTANY ISSUES......c.eeieeee it eitie sttt ettt e st e e e et e e ssb e e b e e s sbe e beesreeesbeesnbeenseeeneee e 33
RACE-CONSCIOUS LEAAEISNID .. .cvveviciieiti ettt et e et e et e nte e e aneenneas 36
Conceptual Framework: Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership..........ccccccovvennene. 40
(O00] 0 0] (1] (o] o TSR P TSR 47
Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology ..........ccooeieiiieiiieniniseee e 48
Research Design: A QUAlitative STUAY ........cccoooiiiiiiiiiice s 48
Methodology: Narrative INQUITY ........cceeieeieiieie e e e sra e sre e sneenneas 50
TheoretiCal FramEWOTK .........ooviiiiiieiisiee e bbbttt 50
CritiCal RACE TNEOIY ...ttt ettt te e re e te et e reesreenneenes 51
Frontling Leadership .....c..ooee it 52
RESEAICH QUESTIONS ...ttt et e b et e e nteereesbeenbeaneenneas 53
PAITICTPANTS ...ttt bttt e bbbt b bt b et e et et b bbb 54
PartiCipant SEIECTION .......oouiiiiiiieie bbb 55



PartiCipant RECIUITIMENT .........oiiiiieiie ettt enne s 60

Participant DemMOQGIaPRICS .........cuiieieiiiee ittt 60
D=L W O] | 1=Tod o] o SRRSO 61
INAIVIAUAT INTEIVIEWS ...ttt bbbt 62
Critical Racial REFIECHIONS ........ccviiiiiiiie e 63
DAtA ANAIYSIS ...ttt et e e e re et e e e be e te e e areereareenre s 64
POSITIONAITTY STATEMENT ......eiiiii ettt nnes 65
(OF0] 0 0] 1] [0 o PSPPSR 67
Chapter 4: Research Findings, Themes, and ANalysiS.........cccciiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 68
PrINCIPAL DU BOIS ...ttt bbb 69
e Lot [0 L T Lo GRS 70
Principal MURAMMAQ ............ccoiiiieicceee ettt e esre e ens 72
PIINCIPAI COALES .....vviieiieciie ettt et e st b e e et e et e e e s te e saeeanbeesteeantee e 74
AANAIYSIS. ...ttt R e Ee et e R b e Rt e Rt e e ere e teenteaneenreas 76
Theme 1: Black Family Lineage: Black Mothers Serve as Pillars of Leadership ................ 76
Theme 2: Restorers of Humanity: Cultivating Spaces of Love, Joy, and Genius
Through High Expectations and COMMUNILY .........cccocveiieiiiiieiec e 94
Theme Three: The Black Tax: The Burden and Toll of Racism and Representation......... 111
(O00] 0 od (111 (o] o SO TTUTURTPPPRPRRRS 123
Chapter 5: Conclusions, Implications, and Future Research ..........ccccocvvveiieiiiiesieniene e 124
SUMMANY OF The STUY ...t 124
Learning from Critically Race-Conscious and Responsive Principals through Personal
Narratives and Critical Racial RefleCtions...........ccocvviiiiiiiiiec e, 126
IMpPlications FOr RESEAICI .........c.coiuiiiice e 127
IMPLCALIONS TOI PraCTICe ..o 129
R EToo] 4] 1] 0T Fo U o] OSSR 129
FEllowShip and ATFINITY .....ooviieeee e 130
Educational Leadership Scholarship and Preparation...........ccccccoovvieiieneiie e, 131
FINAL TROUGNES ...ttt et et e s e te et e re e re e e e 132
RETEIEINCES ...ttt bt b e bt s bbbt et b et et ne e e e e nnes 134
AppendixX A: INFOrMEd CONSENT........coiuiiieiiee ettt enes 144
APPENTIX B: SCIEENING SUIVEY ..ottt bbb 148
Appendix C: INTErVIEW ProtOCON ..........coiiiiiiieiees e 152
Appendix D: Critical Racial Reflections ProtoCol............cccoevviieiiiieiieece e 156



List of Figures and Tables

Figure 1: Participant Selection..............
Table 1: Participant Demographic Data



Acknowledgments

Dear God,

| am abundantly grateful. This past year was filled with your presence. At every turn, you asked
me to trust you, and I did. I leaned and locked in. | pushed past the fears and the lies and was
able to bear witness to the magic and glory of what you had written for me. Understanding that
this was bigger than me helped me hold on to and trust your power through me. | am merely a
vessel in this work; continue to use, guide, cover, and protect me. Thank you for your mercy and
grace.

This dissertation could not have been possible without the collective love, dedication, push, and
commitment from my village, which ensured that | was seen, loved, and taken care of at every
step of this process. Without them, none of this would be possible. While | am the vessel that
dedicated countless hours to write, read, think, (re)read, (re)think, and (re)write, THEY were
there standing with me, wiping my tears, calming my anxiety and fears, and serving as the push |
needed to finish. This is OURS, YOURS, and a testament to our collective LOVE. Love is the
waze. WE did it!

To My Committee,

| am truly humbled and honored to be guided and supported by those whose work, research, and
ways of being are my North Star. You all have had an indelible mark on my life, and I am a
better mother, sister, friend, aunt, researcher, and practitioner because of your exemplary models.
Y’all are BOUT’ this work, and we are so grateful for the way you love US for real.

Thank you for your care and love in this process. Thank you for strengthening my scholarship,
my pen, and my practice. | really had the ultimate DREAM Team, not because of your countless
awards and accolades in our field but because of your hearts, your integrity in living out this
work, and your ways of BE(ing). You all have created the model on how to LOVE Black people
fiercely, boldly, and without conditions. Your words, scholarship, and contributions to the field
transform me as a scholar in this work. Thank you for all you give; you are deeply loved and
appreciated. | am a mirror and reflection of you.

Dr. Mark Anthony Gooden, your words have forever left an indelible imprint in my heart, “You
are right where you are supposed to be.” I honestly was okay with just being accepted into a
room. However, you made sure | (we) felt | belonged there. You transformed my life through the
intentional design of a leadership program. You went beyond leadership's technical paradigms
and opened a portal for us to see and honor ourselves. Thank you for helping me by giving me
the tools to (re)member. What an honor to have always been in GOODen’s hands.

Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz, you are love personified. Your love changes us, transforms us, and
teaches us how to love more deeply and see our and each other’s humanity. You are all things
good in the world. Your love is a model of God’s mercy and grace. | am truly grateful for your
mentorship and sisterhood; it is life-making, a homeplace.

Dr. Gholdy Muhammad, my leadership disposition and praxis shifted from the first moment |

iv



encountered your work and scholarship. You called us all to believe, understand, and cultivate
our genius. An inheritance we carry from the beautiful legacy of our ancestors who gave us a
model of humanity and excellence. You called us to be in constant pursuit. I will always
(re)member when you (re)minded me about the power of our pens and why we should write to
(re)member ourselves. | am so grateful to be loved and nurtured by you, sis. Our genius garden
(I LOVE ALL YALL)) is a beautiful reflection of its gardener. You tend to us, water us, feed
us, and your radiant light transforms us. You are deeply loved.

Dr. Bettina L. Love, there are no words to fully articulate my love and gratitude for you and your
family, Chels, Chance, and Lauryn. From the first moment we met, | felt kin to your energy and
spirit, a cosmic shift in the universe (you know I'm dramatic, but really!) You are love
exemplified, and your name truly reflects how you exist in the world. Thank you for pushing my
intellect and pen to limits I never knew possible. Most importantly, thank you for choosing me,
loving me and my family, and showing your love ethic in this work. I could not have done this
with anyone else. You understood my ways of being and cared for me even in moments when |
displayed my flawed humanity. Black women need Black women to thrive, and you, sis, do not
play about US. Your sisterhood is a hush harbor, a sacred place, and a spiritual transcendent
experience. | am so grateful for your model. Your genius is unmatched, and your love is
unquantifiable. There are indeed no words to articulate how much you mean to the US, me, my
family, your love bugs, and this world. You are all things love. I love you for life. 1:21

Summer Principals Academy (SPA) Family

This journey began in 2018 when | decided to return to school after ten years and get a second
master’s in school leadership. | never imagined this experience would change my life forever and
put me on a journey of self-discovery and purpose.

Dr. Dena Simmons, my sister, my heart, my love, your fav (ha!). Thank you for providing
language to my experiences, honoring the wounds of the past, and helping me make the (re)turn
back to me, to US Or Twice, we did it!

Dr. Terrance Green, your coursework and pedagogical brilliance helped me release the chains of
my conditioning. Thank you for believing in me, pushing, and encouraging me at every turn.
Your words still ring loudly: “What are you doing with your freedom?!” It is a call | do not take
lightly. And it is my hope that I am loving US deeply every day. | am a better human because of
youl.

Dr. Soribel Genao, sis you took a chance on me and created a vision of possibilities. All We
Need Is One Mic reflects your belief and in seeing my wings in this space before | did. Te amo y
te adoro con toda mi alma.

To the Cookout

Yo! WE ARE OUTSIDE! The five of you carried me through this entire process, every course,
assignment, and UELP experience. We stayed ten toes down, and | could not have done this
without you. | love you for life!

Anna, thank you for your constant calls, texts, and check-ins. Love you sis! Jamie, brother, thank

\'



you for exemplifying the importance of protecting Black women and not playing about me! Your
example was transformative. Joe, we did this together, and having you by my side meant
everything to me. | love you deeply. Karissa, thank you for modeling hard work and discipline;
you were a great teacher! I love you deeply. Willie, brother, your words, love, and prayers
sustained me. God did his big one on this! I (re)member how we prayed for this, | love you
beyond.

To the LOVE garden

Jam, I am in awe of you and am constantly inspired by your brilliance; you are life, and I love
you! Ashira, your words, and affirmations kept me. Thank you for always holding up the mirror.
love you!

Dr. Damaris Dunn, let me tell you something! Sis, there are simply no words. | am not here
without you; our countless hours on Zoom, pushing our pens, and (re)minding each other of the
real work was life-making. Your sisterhood is a kind of love we should all be privileged to
experience. You exemplify style and grace. | love you #5life

Dr. Brandelyn Tosolt, my Olivia Pope, my unofficial fifth committee member, and my ONE. |
literally could not have done this without you, truly. I love you deeply and appreciate you more
than you will ever know; however, I will make it my business that you feel it!

My Work Family

Dr. Gary Knight and Darnese Daniels, | will never forget your support in ensuring this happened.
| love you deep.

Dr. Malissa Mootoo, sis, sixteen years ago, you took a chance on me, and here we are! | am not
here without you, your love, and unequivocal support. | will be forever indebted to you; I love
you deeply.

Special mention

Kayley, thank you for all that you are. We sowed, nurtured, and manifested this together. | love
you deep!

To my family

None of this would be possible without the love of the people who have nurtured, cultivated, and
watered the soil from the beginning. Without their love and exemplary models, I am not who |
am yet. Thank you for your profound dedication, commitment, and love. I truly am because you
are and continue to BE. Y0 soy porque tu eres.

Mami (Bienvenida Ruiz, hija de Mercedes Gomez Ruiz y Bienvenido Ruiz), none of this would be
possible without you. Thank you for exemplifying a fierce love and commitment to your children
and grandchildren. Every sacrifice, every tear, and everything in between got us here. You
created the model of who | hope to be one day. Gracias por tu amor, y tu ejemplo. Tu eres una

Vi



mujer guerrera que no dejo que nada or nadie te pare. No soy nadie sin ti 0 tu amor. Te amo con
toda mi alma y corazon.

Louis, Pops (Ray), and Elly, you all are who I strive to be. Thank you for being models of
humanity, love, hard work and standing on business! I love you three beyond life, and | am so
grateful that God chose me to be your sister; it is truly an honor and privilege. | am a better
human being because of y’all.

To my love, babe, Danny, twenty years of loving you fiercely, growing, and evolving. Thank you
for enduring this with me. | appreciate your grace when this brought out the most flawed parts of
my humanity. Thank you for loving every part of me throughout this process. This is as much
yours as it is mine. WE did this together. Thank you for believing in my dreams and ensuring |
made them a reality. I love you beyond any words can encapsulate. I love you, te amo.

To my children, Isaiah and Scarlet, you are the light and fire of my life. Your hugs, smiles,
kisses, and love nurtured and sustained me throughout this process. This belongs to you, too; it is
yours; it is OURS. | am so grateful God chose me to be your mommy. You both are my favorite
humans in the entire world. Mommy loves you to infinity and beyond. WE did it!

vii



Dedication

To the ancestors who have covered, protected, and guided me, your love continues to sustain me.

(Luis Mercedes) Daddy, I will love and miss you every day of my life.

(Mercedes Gomez Ruiz) Mama, no soy nadie sin usted, su amor fue y sigue siendo un gran

ejemplo en mi vida.

Yo soy porque tu eres - Ubuntu

viii



Chapter 1: Introduction

“Racism is a profound neurosis that nobody examines for what it is.”

—Toni Morrison (1992, as cited in Price-Dennis and Sealey-Ruiz, 2021)

In public schools across America, educational leaders hold immense significance for
shaping the educational landscape and cultivating empowering learning communities. As
educational leaders, the principalship, specifically, serves as the driving force behind a school's
vision, mission, decision-making, management of school operations, instruction, and cultivating
a safe, inclusive, and belonging environment that nurtures all its community members (Hitt &
Tucker, 2016). After nearly four decades of research, experts have established well-supported
claims regarding the importance of leadership as a fundamental determinant of student
achievement, second only to teacher quality (Hess & Kelly, 2007; Hitt & Meyers, 2018; Khalifa
et al., 2016; Leithwood et al., 2019). According to Gooden et al. (2023), the school principal
plays a crucial role in shaping the school’s life. Their ideologies, paradigms, philosophies, and
beliefs influence their leadership practices and disposition. Thus, to advance social justice and
racial equity in schools, principals must be critically conscious and aware of the constructs,
ideas, and ideals that shape their practices and values (Milner, 2023). Great principals are not
born; they are developed through experience and preparation (Gooden et al., 2023).

Historically, leadership in the United States has primarily functioned as a managerial
role. Studies of educational leadership frequently draw on concepts from management theory to
solidify this orientation. Yet management theory does not address the rapidly changing education
terrain (Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021) and is often borne out of positivist epistemologies
that refuse the nuances of race, gender, and class (Capper, 2019). Race, gender, and class have,

both historically and presently, been suppressed and reduced by these dominant leadership
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philosophies (Ladson-Billings, 2021). Such philosophies, grounded in color- and race-
evasiveness and racism avoidance, have ramifications for the progress of inclusion, diversity,
and equity as well as the consequences for racial dysconsciousness (Gooden & Showunmi,
2021). These consequences have left leaders ill-equipped to recognize and address racist and
oppressive structures, policies, and practices engulfing their school communities. The current
repressive educational policies of anti-wokeness, anti-Critical Race Theory (CRT), book bans,
curriculum revisions, and censoring African American Advanced Placement (AP) course
offerings further sweep the nation toward racial injustice and disproportionality. The
consequences of such repressive educational policies serve to only reinforce “the undeniable
truth... that the everyday education experience for too many students of color violates the
principles of equity at the heart of the American promise” (Lewin, 2012, as cited in Gooden &
Dantley, 2012, p. 238). Finally, educators, including educational leaders, themselves say that
they are not entirely equipped to handle all the difficulties that arise when leading their school
communities and addressing issues of race and racism (Hess & Kelly, 2007; Price-Dennis &
Sealey-Ruiz, 2021). Combined, the grounding of educational leadership in managerial
approaches, rapidly changing educational policies, and educators’ recognition of their under-
preparedness to lead on issues of race and racism create a compelling rationale for educational
leadership preparation to intentionally and effectively develop educational leaders to do more
than manage as they’ve traditionally done.

Educational leadership scholarship has provided limited details on how to prepare a
socially just leader and the skills those aspiring leaders need to exercise such practice (Furman,
2012; Marshall & Olivia, 2010, as cited in Trujillo & Cooper, 2014). | argue that not only do

educational leaders need preparation and skills to operate within the educational system, but



leadership itself requires an awakening, a critical race consciousness?, that examines current
repressive systems of racism, anti-Blackness, and white supremacy (Gooden & Dantley, 2012;
Lépez, 2003; Milner, 2023) to allow educational leaders to do more than attempt to reform the
existing system (Love, 2023b). Leaders cannot effectively lead the fight for racial equity and
justice unless they understand race, its impact, and the pervasiveness of racism within the context
of America (Bell, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Gooden, 2012; L6pez, 2003). Without such
awareness, educational leaders are unaware that education for Black people in the United States
has always emerged as a contested space of repression, suffering, and violence (Love, 2019), and
despite this, throughout history, Black folx have continued to find ways to educate their children
(Anderson, 2016; Fairclough, 2007; Hale, 2018; Siddle Walker, 1996). Despite separate and
unequal schools, Black people constructed some of the largest accredited schools in the country,
with well-trained teachers and principals, where Black children thrived beyond quantifiable
measures of success (Siddle Walker, 1996).

What educational leaders are certainly aware of is the shift in public and political
discourse toward silencing education around race, its impact, and the pervasiveness of racism
within the context of America. With the election of Donald Trump, backed by the Republican
party, repressing Black education became national news. This focus functioned to score political
points and reactivate political dog whistles for the Republican party. The anti-woke and anti-

CRT political spectacle exploded, as did the goal of passing legislation prohibiting discussions of

L In this dissertation, | use the term critically race conscious as the ability to understand race, its impact, and the
continual pursuit of examining repressive systems of racism, anti-Blackness, and white supremacy. As Radd et al.
(2021) emphasize, leaders who have developed racial literacy have a deep understanding of race work and
“vigorously search for general discrepancies and disproportionality in areas such as curriculum access, special
education referrals, discipline data, and hiring data... they proceed to ask the tough questions of themselves and
others to disrupt these harmful patterns” (p. 63). Critical race consciousness requires both critical reflection and
action to reconcile the harm caused by schools and the larger society. Leaders for racial equity must be critical of
race, the history of racism, and the interconnected systems of oppression in society and schools in order to transform
them.



race, white supremacy, and injustice. Progress toward this goal is well underway, as evidenced
by

a backlash to the K—12 curricular resources that explicitly engage U.S. histories of

slavery and white supremacy through the 1619 Project (Wise, 2020); or the same

administration’s executive order that threatened to pull federal funding from institutions
who require curricula or training that critically interrogates the history of the United

States and race and gender-based discrimination (White House, 2020). (Sabati et al.,

2022, p. 183)

Racism, sexism, xenophobia, homophobia, and anti-immigrant sentiments echo a national
discourse that supports the dehumanization of marginalized communities and national headlines.
However, resistance is always present. #BlackLivesMatter, #TakeAKnee, and #SayTheirNames
resultantly grew into movements to fight against racial injustice (Price-Dennis & Sealey-Ruiz,
2021).

In light of this grave political climate, it is critical to examine the work of principals
engaged in resistance. Specifically, this study sought to understand principal resistance in the
form of advancing racial equity and justice agendas using the race card, in “amplifying and
intensifying focus on race, not shying away from it,” working to address and confront such
issues, thus dispelling the myths of color neutrality and color- and race-evasiveness (Milner,
2023, p. 2). This study explored how self-identified, critically race-conscious principals
recognized, addressed, and confronted issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of

power within their school communities.



Statement of the Problem

Racism and white supremacy are profoundly ingrained in American schools, as well as
society writ large, and Black people are particularly affected by its visceral effects enacted
through systems, structures, and institutions. Milner (2023) asserts racism as a vicious cycle of
perpetual violence and harm against racialized minoritized groups. More specifically, anti-
Blackness is the deliberate disregard and hatred towards the Black body that renders it vulnerable
to the violence of whiteness and white supremacy (Love, 2023b). Black bodies never feel at ease
due to the long brutal history of state-sanctioned violence through overpolicing, targeted
aggression, discrimination, microaggressions, and institutional disrespect (Menakem, 2017). In
schools, educational policy regarding discipline, curriculum, grading, dress code, and
instructional practices are often anti-Black (Milner, 2023). Black students are disproportionately
affected by the violence of racism and anti-Blackness and perpetual patterns of inequity persist.
Race continues to be a significant factor for disproportionate outcomes in high school dropout
rates, suspension rates, push-out practices, and incarceration rates (Ladson-Billings, 2021). Yet,
organizational research and theory has lacked a thorough examination of the impact of race,
racism, anti-Blackness, and white supremacy within its existing systems, structures, and policies.
Educational leadership's role and responsibility in addressing and confronting such issues
remains absent from the existing research (Ladson-Billings, 2021).

Except for recent collections of critical analyses about politics, power, and ideology, the
study of educational scholarship in the United States has primarily relied on highly technical and
managerial approaches (Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). Dating back almost a full century,
in 1931 Murphy revealed that educational preparation commonly included courses such as

finance, business administration, school curriculum organization and administration, and school



record and report management (Beck & Murphy, 1993, as cited in Brooks, 2019). However,
despite the fact that issues of race, racism, and hegemonic systems are continually present within
the aforementioned structures and are taken into account when developing educational policy
(Douglass Horsford, 2014), they were, and remain, disregarded in leadership scholarship.

As cited in Capper (2019), Capper et al. (1992) examined the knowledge base in more
than 50 university administrator programs. They found that the teachings in these courses were
limited to subjects shaped by traditional perspectives, with issues of race, gender, and class
remaining underrepresented (Capper, 2019). Nearly ten years later, Hess and Kelly (2007)
examined the syllabi from courses of 56 principal preparation programs in the United States and
discovered that only 12% of course weeks were devoted to ‘norms and values’. Concepts such as
social justice, race-based discrimination, inequity, and multiculturalism were addressed under
‘norms and values’. In comparison, ‘technical knowledge’ received 29.6% of the attention, twice
as much as ‘norms and values’, even though ‘norms and values’ is one of the seven principal
tasks the researchers identified as “vital to effective school leadership” (Hess & Kelly, 2007, p.
247). As evidenced by this research, principal preparation strongly emphasizes technical
approaches when guiding principals in their leadership dispositions, posing a grave threat to
critically examining persistent inequities within schooling institutions.

Current literature guiding leadership preparation is grounded in dysconscious
epistemology (Waite, 2021). Capper and Green's (2013) thirteen-year examination of the
empirical and theoretical research on social justice leadership and equitable practices published
in Educational Administration Quarterly revealed that only 77 of the 317 articles had any equity
focus and of those, 60 had a critical theory foundation. The dysconscious epistemology of the

field translates directly into what is taught in educational leadership preparation courses.



Nicolaides and Gaynor (1992) solicited syllabi from faculty who teach in 50 universities. They
found the course content of these syllabi subscribes to a perspective that intellectually and
theoretically socializes graduates to mainstream interpretations of educational administration
(Capper, 2019). More specifically, only five out of thirty-six courses addressed gender; topics
pertaining to race, ethnicity, and class were underrepresented (Capper, 2019). Further, more than
505 institutions in the United States provide school administration programs that do not
sufficiently address or emphasize issues of race or racism (Young & Laible, 2000). Nicolaides
and Gaynor (1992) examined the body of knowledge in administrative and organizational theory
that underpins administrative programs and discovered that only one of the 36 analyzed syllabi
addressed leaders of color (Capper, 2019). In their study, Nicolaides and Gaynor (1992) also
discovered that compulsory texts for critical theories were completely written by White women
and offered by White female teachers (Capper, 2019). Further, Young and Laible (2000),
referencing Parker and Shapiro's (1992) analysis of education administration programs, reveal
that very few systematic, explicitly taught courses address issues of race, gender, class, or
ethnicity in. Although this research is outdated, the critical research community has been
advocating for over three decades to prepare future leaders for social justice (Gooden et al.,
2023; Gooden et al., 2018; Khalifa, 2018; Radd et al., 2021; Trujillo & Cooper, 2014). However,
the information detailed here, while outdated, is both the most current available and sheds light
on the state of educational leadership preparation.

Even in preparation programs that have individual courses which highlight equity,
schools and communities, or culturally responsive leadership, such courses are rarely
emphatically highlighted, often made optional, and not given serious consideration (Hess &

Kelly, 2007; Trujillo & Cooper, 2014; Young & Laible, 2000). “This dismissive method



permeates the unpreparedness of principals and only supports their inabilities to address anti-
racist practices as leaders, especially in communities of color (Genao & Mercedes, 2021, p. 7). It
is incumbent on leadership preparation to ensure that aspiring principals have the necessary tools
and approaches to examine and investigate disparities within their school communities through a
critical lens (Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). If great principals are developed, educational
leadership preparation is failing to equip principals with the critical consciousness necessary
given our repressive political context of anti-, a political climate opposed to diversity, equity,
inclusion, and racial justice.

As bell hooks (1995) contends, there is no gap between theory and practice; instead, it is
the reciprocal relationship of critical reflection and action, a critical consciousness, that moves us
toward collective liberation. Education leadership and preparation requires a paradigm shift, an
awakening, in naming and confronting systems of subjugation and dominance in this white
supremacist, patriarchal, capitalistic, and imperialistic society (Milner, 2023). If ill-prepared to
understand the impact of race, racism, and systems of dominance within education, leaders have
the potential of upholding the status quo and perpetuating persistent racial inequities (Douglass
Horsford, 2014). The principalship is a complex, multifaceted role requiring leaders to lead
beyond color and race-neutral managerial and technical approaches to instead persistently work
to disrupt the violence of racism, anti-Blackness, whiteness, and white supremacy that adults and
young people experience. In order for educational leadership preparation to make such a shift,
though, it must first learn from those who are already doing such work.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore and examine the ways self-

identified critically race-conscious principals understood, addressed, and confronted



institutionalized systems of power and addressed and confronted issues of race and racism.
Educational leadership scholarship has made some progress in theorizing leadership for social
justice, as for decades scholars have emphasized the need for equity-centered leadership and
preparation (Gooden et al., 2023; Gooden et al., 2018; Khalifa, 2018; Radd et al., 2021; Trujillo
& Cooper, 2014). However, these calls are not reflected in educational leadership preparation
programs. As aforementioned, leadership remains the second most influential factor in student
achievement; thus, leadership preparation approaches and curricula must enable future leaders to
recognize, acknowledge, address, and confront issues of race, racism, and institutionalized
systems of power within schooling institutions (Capper, 2019; Douglass Horsford, 2014; Gooden
& Showunmi, 2021; Hess & Kelly, 2007). Principal preparation programs must prepare and
create learning environments and leaders that uphold the principles of abolitionist education and
regard Black, Indigenous, and racialized students of color as deserving of institutions whose
foundations are built on a hub of love, joy, creativity, and rehumanization (Dunn et al., 2021).
This research will examine how critically race-conscious principals understand, address, and
confront issues of race and racism and institutionalized systems of power with their school
communities to create a foundational understanding upon which educational leadership
preparation programs can build.
Research Questions

This research sought to understand how critically race-conscious and responsive school
leaders understood institutional systems of power and confronted issues of race and racism

within their school communities and was guided by the following questions:



1. In what ways do critically race-conscious principals understand, address, and confront
issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of power through systematic,
structural, and policy changes within their school community?
2. How do the efforts to understand, confront, and address issues of race and racism within
their school context impact critically race-conscious leaders' mental, physical, and
emotional well-being?
Theoretical Frameworks: Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership

Freire (2017) emphasizes the importance of theory in illuminating critical consciousness
and social practice, and hooks (1995) highlights its significance within the framework of
liberation. This study is guided by critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and Frontline
Leadership (Milner, 2023). Critical race theory provides the lens for understanding racism as
endemic to society, while Frontline Leadership focuses on the practices of leaders on the front
lines challenging the racist and oppressive structures existing in schools and classrooms.

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is an analytical framework that examines the permanence of
racism in law and society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; L6pez, 2003; Lynn & Parker, 2006).
Originally derived from legal studies at Harvard University, CRT is used as an analytical tool in
higher education that allows for educational scholarship to extrapolate the permanence of racism
within its structures. In Critical Race Theory, Delgado and Stefancic (2017) name the hallmarks
of CRT: racism as ordinary, interest convergence and material determination, race as a social
construction, critique of liberalism, counternarrative, intersectionality, and anti-essentialism.
Exposing racism in education and adopting radical practices to challenge is a prerequisite for
using CRT as a paradigm for educational equity (Capper, 2015). Further, CRT fosters racial

literacy development (Genao & Mercedes, 2021) and creates antiracist leadership identities that
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both build racial consciousness and create pathways for conversations about race. Gooden and
Showunmi contend,

because race is so prevalent in the United States, we should center it in leadership, since

responses to it impact several outcomes in schools, mainly ‘achievement indicators,’

discipline, curriculum, recruitment, and placement of teachers and principals. Only then

do we become conscious of race and how it also influences leaders' practices. (2021, p.

332)

Using a CRT lens will uncover internal, structural, institutional, and systemic racism, as well as
biases toward Eurocentric leadership and scholarship, that frame leadership practices (Douglass
Horsford, 2014).

While studies on culturally responsive leadership have appeared for several decades, race
and culture are not synonymous. Culture is flexible and changes through time, yet race and its
accompanying constructs racism and white supremacy, are fixed and at the fabric of schooling
institutions (Ladson-Billings, 2021). Frontline leadership is an educational framework and
leadership paradigm outlining eight tenets with aims of understanding and addressing race and
racism from the forefront. The tenets include: (1) understanding and knowing the research, (2)
disrupting color- and race-blindness, (3) advocating hard work and knowing meritocracy as a
myth, (4) moving beyond abstractions of race, racism, anti-Black racism, and whiteness, (5)
rejecting racial neutrality, (6) learning and developing every day, (7) revising punishment
practices and decreasing pushout, and (8) involving and centering young people (Milner, 2023).
This framework will be used to connect the beliefs held by research participants in order to

understand and locate the eight tenets shared by frontline leaders.
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Principal preparation programs face the pedagogical obligation to interrogate the current
political climate and examine epistemologies used to shape leadership models and dispositions
(Capper, 2019; Gooden & Dantley, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2021; Milner, 2023). School leaders
have a moral imperative to understand the perpetuation of racism, white supremacy, and systems
of domination within their schools. By doing so, they avoid hurt and perpetual harm to their
Black, Indigenous, and racialized communities of color (Love, 2023b; Milner, 2023; Radd et al.,
2021). This research will use the six tenets of CRT to understand the participants’ experiences in
understanding, addressing, and confronting issues of race and racism. Through combining the
lenses of CRT and Frontline Leadership, the findings of this research will illuminate critically
race-conscious principals to inform educational leadership preparation programs.
Methodology

This qualitative study utilized participant interviews and written critical racial reflections
as the primary sources of data. Further, narrative inquiry, a methodology and method, captures a
glimpse of participants' stories and lived experiences (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023) and
reflections. With narrative inquiry, participants' stories, personal narratives, and reflections were
a focal point in the analysis of their understanding, addressing, and confronting institutionalized
systems of power, race, and racism within their school communities. Critical theorists contend
that personal narratives, experiences, and reflections can be used for political mobilization in
order to "defy historical and contemporary racial oppression” (Tyson, 2003, as cited in Esposito
& Evans-Winters, 2023, p. 68).

For this research, a case study approach, that served the purpose of understanding how
“one's perception or behaviors are influenced by those around them, programs, and policies and

physical environment” (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023, p. 70) was conducted. Data gathering
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is especially process-focused for qualitative research, wherein the researcher must spend
considerable time and energy in practices such as conducting in-depth interviews, making careful
observations, engaging in introspection, and gathering relevant documents and artifacts (Oplatka,
2021). A crucial step of this research study required gathering the necessary data. Utilizing
interviews and critical racial reflections allowed for data credibility and trustworthiness.

The criteria for the selection of the study’s participants will include principals across
elementary, middle, and high schools in urban, suburban, and rural areas across the United States
of America. This study will include racially and gender diverse principals who identify as male,
female, and non-binary. The following criteria helped to select study participants:

1. Practicing school principals that lead urban, suburban, or rural schools across the United

States of America.

2. Principals with a self-identified, critically race-conscious, and responsive leadership
disposition.

3. School principals from various racial, ethnic, cultural, and gender backgrounds.

4. School principals who graduated from an education leadership program in the United

States within the past five years.

5. Principals with one or more years of experience.
Participants participated in two 60-minute interviews. The following resources will represent the
compiled research materials: 1) in-person/virtual interviews; and 2) written critical racial
reflections. Transcribing and coding all relevant documents for thematic analysis elevates
identifiable trends and patterns (Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). Data collected from multiple
viewpoints increases the validity of this study (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). Methods will

address two areas: 1) personal narratives highlighting participants' experiences and learning; and
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2) data exploring to what extent leaders understand, address, and confront institutional systems
of power and issues of race and racism.
Challenges to Transferability

Qualitative research is not intended to be generalizable, as it makes no claims about
universality (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). Instead, the goal of qualitative research is
transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 2000), or to generate understandings that may be applicable to
other contexts; the findings across contexts may create a more holistic and nuanced
understanding of a phenomenon. This narrative inquiry intended to highlight the experiences of
principals across racial and ethnic groups. However, all four participants self-identified as Black.
Because all the participants self-identified as Black, the transferability of this study to other
Black principals is increased; conversely, its transferability to principals with other racial or
ethnic identities is limited. In addition, the sample was limited to four participants. This small
sample allowed for a deeper understanding of each individual participants’ experiences, which
increases the impact of each individual participant’s experiences on the findings as a whole.
However, because the findings are based on fewer data points, transferability may be limited.
Significance of the Study

Educational leadership preparation is often cloaked in language urging leaders in urban,
suburban, and rural educational systems nationwide to provide an equitable education for a
diverse student body in terms of race, ethnicity, and language (Turner, 2020). However,
numerous measures indicate an equitable education is not what is being produced. Statistics from
the National Center for Education Statistics (2019) revealed that for school years from 2000-
2016, while specific indicators vary slightly by school year, Black students receive harsher

discipline penalties and are many times more likely to face suspension. In addition, Black
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students were underrepresented in gifted and talented programs and retained at higher levels,
starting in pre-K, in comparison to their white counterparts (Gooden & Dantley, 2012; Morris,
2016; National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). These statistics illuminate some of the
reasons school leaders must understand, address, and confront systemic patterns and predictable
outcomes and disrupt upholding racist and oppressive policies within their school communities.
Milner (2023) reminds us, “when people invoke race and racism in the spirit of improving
conditions for your people and other minoritized communities, there is nothing deceptive or
disingenuous about naming the conditions that continue to hurt and harm.” (p. 2). The statistics
shared here demonstrate that rather than creating an issue of race by calling attention to it, calling
attention to race serves to illuminate existing inequities. Leaders who serve all students cannot
apply color-evasive or race and racism-avoidant management theories, paradigms, and structures
— especially since these paradigms partake in a larger context fundamentally assuring and
compelling inequality (Radd et al., 2021).

School leaders for racial equity in education recognize the indomitable impact of racism
in policy, systems, and structures that physically, psychologically, emotionally, and spiritually
murder their communities (Love, 2019; Morris, 2016). As Coates (2015) underscores,

all our phrasing — race relations, racial chasm, racial justice, racial profiling, white

privilege, even white supremacy — serves to obscure that racism is a visceral experience,

that it dislodges brains, blocks airways, rips muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, breaks
teeth... You must always remember that the sociology, the history, the economics, the

graphs, the charts, the regressions all land with great violence, upon the body. (2015, p.

10)
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Delgado (1995) emphasizes that racism is pervasive and that white supremacist presuppositions
remain deeply established in the political, legal, and educational systems (as cited in Taylor,
2016). The various forms of racism, how racism functions, and how educational leaders
contribute to its perpetuation in their institutions are not sufficiently understood by educational
leaders (Young & Laible, 2000). Guiner (2004) underscores the pervasiveness of racism and its
function in schools as the maintenance of racial hierarchies governing resource distribution. It is
irresponsible and negligent to teach leaders without relevantly engaging race and culture in an
increasingly racially and culturally diverse society (Gooden & Showunmi, 2021).

Despite the importance of race to American society, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995)
point out that race remains untheorized as a scholarly inquiry in education. Education currently
has limitations in understanding race because it relies heavily on corporate knowledge and
confining logics (Ladson-Billings, 2021). In the literature, "alternative™ perspectives countering
managerial logic remain absent from the history and study of leadership in general (Gooden,
2012). This normalization of color-evasive and racially-avoidant scholarship means that leaders
are likely to approach their work from a place of epistemological unconsciousness (Capper,
2019). Instead of accepting that a color-evasive, race- and racism-avoidant, and post-racial
society exists, leaders must develop a thorough awareness of racism's history (Dunn et al., 2021)
to sustain communities that acknowledge and address the impact and harm of racism within
educational policy. This study employs Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership
framework approaches, juxtaposing social categories to systems of power and social phenomena
to power relations, to inform preparation programs about the practices and strategies utilized by
critically race-conscious and responsive school leaders to understand institutional systems of

power and confront issues of race and racism within their school communities.
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Conclusion

Leadership remains an understudied form of activism, embodied in transformative and
sustainable political work (Dillard, 1995, as cited in Capper, 2019). Numerous researchers in the
field of educational leadership continue to examine definitions of social justice, the
characteristics of social justice leadership, and the implications for leadership development
programs (Furman, 2012). Justice-oriented leadership requires learning to think and act in
paradigm-shifting ways (Radd et al., 2021).

Leading and leadership demand the unlearning and deconstruction of socialization into a
falsehood of “excellence” in education. The politicization of education and accountability
measures necessitate a leadership guided by a critical approach. “Considering the demographic
shifts of our nation,” write Genao and Mercedes, means “preparation programs are in need of
proactively engaging communities in scholarship that represents this shift. The increased
knowledge can be fundamental in creating a foundation of solidarity among scholars interested
in anti-racist education and leadership” (2021, pp. 5-6). Educational leadership training
programming must emerge and retool with a foundation of nuance in order to develop critically
race conscious and responsive leadership. The purpose of this research is to learn more about
how critically race-conscious principals recognize, address, and face issues of race, racism, and
institutionalized systems of power in their school communities. The findings of this research can
be applied to educational leadership preparation programs to help educational leadership
preparation programs build on the work of critically race-conscious principals.

Educational leadership must reroot into the complexities of creating schools that truly
work for all students, families, and members of the school community. This study includes

complexities regarding issues of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and other areas of
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difference — including their intersections. These intersections must take on a central role in our

knowledge base and practices.

Definition of the Terms

Anti-Blackness: “takes racism to an even deeper insidious level. The Black body is seen as a

problem in the social world, and policies and practices are enacted to work against the spirit,

mind, hopes, and dreams of Black people" (Milner, 2023, p. 7).

Color-Evasiveness: “directly calls into question the presupposed goodness of ignoring race,

evasiveness is about avoidance or escape, not about explicitly creating solutions to problems”

(Annamma et al., p. 156).

Critical Consciousness: “describes how oppressed or marginalized people learn to critically

analyze their social conditions and act to change them” (Watts et al., 2011, p. 44).

Critical Race Theory: a “progressive legal movement that seeks to transform the relationship

among race, racism, and power” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 171).

Intersectionality: the “compounding effects of multiple marginalized identities” (Radd et al.,

2021, p. 53).

Race: a
pervasive and faulty categorizing system that is variable over time and loosely based on a
combination of features that includes skin color and phenotypic features. In the United
States, race began with the construction of two categories, "Black™ and "White," to
quickly distinguish who was to be enslaved. More recently, race has come to be
associated — and is sometimes incorrectly interchanged -— with national origin,
ethnicity, culture, and so on. (Radd et al., 2021)

Racism:
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in the form of white supremacy is the greatest motivating force by people that exist
among the people of the known universe. Every person in the known universe is either
practicing white supremacy, or he/she or they/them is compelled at all times to react to
those persons who are practicing it. Both the practice of white supremacy, and the
reaction to it, affect all people in all areas of activity including economics, education,
entertainment, labor, law, politics, religion, sex, and war/counter-war. (Fuller, 2016, p. 4)
Race Consciousness: an “emancipatory effort to recognize racial differences, racial identity, and
racial inequality, racial hierarchy so as to address persistent and deeply entrenched racial
inequity” (Turner, 2020, p. 24).
Race- Neutral: an "ideology that believes that the best way to move through the world and to
end discrimination is to see and treat everyone as individuals without regard to race or ethnicity-
that is, to not see race" (Radd et al., 2021, p. 54).
Racial Literacy: requires “educators to acknowledge race as a major factor in the inequitable
systems present in schools (i.e., prison pipeline, achievement gaps, disproportionality in special
education, zero tolerance policies, etc.) and in American society” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2011, p. 118).
Frontline Leadership: in education, “names, disrupts, addresses, and counters interconnected
reality of oppression and human suffering that too many young people and adults experience in
schools and society” (Milner, 2023, p. 11).
White Supremacy: is the political system of domination based on the historic and current

accumulation of power that assumes White dominance and superiority (Menakem, 2017).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

“Education research is crowded with studies that acknowledge dark children’s pain but never the
source of their pain, the legacy that pain has left, or how that pain can be healed”
— Bettina Love (2019, p. 13)

In leadership education, the practices and approaches of race-conscious principals who
are on the front lines of addressing and confronting race and racism within schooling institutions
has garnered limited attention. While much has been written about the significance of preparing
future school leaders to comprehend race, the impact of racism in education, and the implications
for their leadership practice. Research studies highlight the importance of a more in-depth
understanding of the role race consciousness plays in influencing school leaders' abilities to
disrupt racist and oppressive systems, structures, and policies. Leaders play a crucial role in
shaping their communities' experiences and bringing about meaningful revolutionary change
(Hitt & Meyers, 2018; Khalifa, 2011; Khalifa et al., 2016). Furthermore, research has established
the importance for developing leaders' racial literacy, awareness, and consciousness. This study
seeks to focus on the dimensions of the Frontline Leadership framework that encompass: (1)
understanding and knowing the research, (2) disrupting color- and race-blindness, (3) advocating
hard work and knowing meritocracy as a myth, (4) moving beyond abstractions of race, racism,
anti-Black racism, and whiteness, (5) rejecting racial neutrality, (6) learning and developing
every day, (7) revising punishment practices and decreasing pushout, and (8) involving and
centering young people (Milner, 2023). This approach goes beyond racial neutrality and aims to
understand how race-conscious principals are leading the struggle for truth in America's schools,
as well as what is required to "heal and cure racial injustice” (p. 17). The purpose of this research

is to understand how self-identified, critically race-conscious principals recognize, address, and
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face issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of power within their school
communities. This chapter will cover three distinct areas: Section 1: the state of leadership
preparation in the United States; Section 2: race-conscious leadership and preparation; and
Section 3: theoretical frameworks—Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership. This
literature review will present a synthesis of what is currently known and being argued within the
field of race-conscious leadership and preparation in education.
Race Matters

The United States of America is a racialized society in which race dictates power
distribution and domination (Hill Collins, 2022). Race is a legally and socially constructed caste
system that upholds superiority and dominance based on an individual's physicality and was
originally designed to differentiate people who were enslaved, (Bell, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic,
2017; Milner, 2023; Radd et al., 2021). Race is far more than physical attributes, it is contextual
and geographical (Milner, 2023). And, as Anderson (2016) asserts,

redemption for this country’s ‘sin’ therefore would require not just the end of slavery but

also the recognition of full citizenship for African Americans, the right to vote, an

economic basis to ensure freedom and high quality schools to break the generational

chains of enforced ignorance and subjugation. (p. 7)
For more than 400 years of subjugation, Black folx have yearned to live in the fullness of their
humanity and hold this nation accountable to its ideals of life, liberty, and justice for all. Yet,
there is a dearth of understanding in educational leadership scholarship, discourse, policy, and
practice about the social construction of race and its profound effects on leader's views,
experiences, beliefs, attitudes, and actions (Bell, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Milner, 2023,

Radd et al., 2021). Thus, the prevailing managerial and neoliberal framework prevalent in
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American leadership preparation persists. The significance of race and racism is either
disregarded or not acknowledged (Ladson-Billings, 2021; Lopez, 2003; Trujillo & Douglass
Horsford, 2021).

The social construction of race is solidified by the ideologies of racism, a belief that a
person is inferior, and works to perpetuate, maintain, and uphold systems of power. Racism, as
defined by Milner (2023), “is a practice of comfort that maintains injustice and discrimination
striving to sustain white supremacy and the white status quo” (p. 7). Further, DiAngelo (2016),
as cited in Menakem (2017), defines white supremacy as a

political-economic social system of domination. This system is based on the historical

and current accumulation of structural power that privileges, centralizes, and elevates

white people as a group... I do not use it to refer to extreme hate groups. I use the term to
capture the pervasiveness, magnitude, and normalcy of white dominance and assumed

superiority. (pp. xvii-Xix)

Hence, racism is not solely interpersonal. It is structural, institutional, systemic, and endemic in
nature. It facilitates racial inequality in American society (Bell, 2004; Crenshaw et al., 1995;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Radd et al., 2021). School leaders devoted to racial justice will
magnify and deepen the attention on race and the consequences of racism, rather than avoiding
it.

Fuller (2016) emphasizes the vital importance of understanding white supremacy;
specifically, what it is and how it functions, to resist a state of continual confusion. Race and
racism are interwoven in our ideas, attitudes, processes, and societal structures. Thus, only race-

conscious actions will prevent the perpetuation of harm and systems of subjugation (Delgado &
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Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 2021; Lopez, 2003). White supremacy as Fuller (2016)
describes, is
the greatest motivating force by people that exist among the people of the known
universe. Every person in the known universe is either practicing white supremacy, or
he/she or they/them is compelled at all times to react to those persons who are practicing
it. (p. 2)
As a result, leaders who can fight and dismantle racist and oppressive systems require a strong
foundation in understanding race and racism, as well as its impact and lasting effects.
Confronting racism, anti-Blackness, and white supremacy necessitates a political education that
addresses the lies within our systems that perpetuate systems of dominance and preserve systems
of harm throughout our educational institutions (Milner, 2023). Once leaders see race and its
impact, they have the ability to understand, address, and confront racial inequities. Gooden et al.
(2018) discovered that curriculum centered on understanding race and the consequences of
racism had a substantial effect on leaders' views, decisions, and actions. In their research of an
anti-racist principal preparation, Samantha, a White middle school principal and research
participant, reflects,
We [the students in the principal preparation program] were talking about other
programs models, and a lot of principal prep programs ---they only have one class on race
or one class [on] gender issues, but since our program has been framed through that’s
how we see our day. There’s not a day that I don't think about race. There’s not a day |
don't think about gender. (p. 16)
Gooden et al. (2018) conducted research on students in their final year to demonstrate the impact

of anti-racist leadership preparation. They discovered that the program had a significant impact
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on their leadership practice and attitudes, and three primary themes emerged: 1) a sense of
preparedness in tackling racial issues; 2) the program's influence on their values and beliefs; and
3) the development of their leadership strategies. Participants in this study were immersed in a
leadership development program model designed to prepare leaders to become transformational
leaders who embrace anti-racist leadership dispositions (Gooden et al., 2018). This leadership
preparation model, however, is diametrically opposed to the traditional ideals of American
school leadership (Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021), given that “elite white men control
Western structures of knowledge validation, their interest pervades the themes, paradigms, and
epistemologies of traditional scholarship” (Hill Collins, 2022, p. 319). As a profession, leaders
will continue to be complicit in the marginalization and minoritization of their school
communities as long as they remain willfully ill-prepared and epistemologically and racially
dysconscious (Capper, 2019; Ladson-Billings, 2021; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011; Trujillo & Douglass
Horsford, 2021).
Racism

Racism changes our brains and our bodies' chemistry, creating trauma hubs that are
passed down from generation to generation (Menakem, 2017). According to Sandoiu (2021),
continuous discrimination, political marginalization, and recurrent exposure to racism can be
physically damaging. Dr. Geronimus, who first coined the term "weathering," discovered in a
1992 study that Black folx’ health deteriorates as a result of the cumulative effects of ongoing
social, political, and economic marginalization (Gupta, 2023). Other researchers have found that
Black adults are 2.6 years older biologically than they are chronologically, which lends credence
to this claim. In other words, Black adults aged 6.1 years faster than White adults, whose average

biological age was 3.5 years younger than their chronological age (Sandoiu, 2021). This decline
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in health is induced by the reported insurmountable stress produced by threats to safety by those
who experience systemic racism (American Psychological Association, APA Working Group on
Stress and Health Disparities, 2017). The American Public Health Association (2021) reports
that as of August 2021, 209 declarations in 37 states have been passed regarding racism as a
health crisis, with Milwaukee County, Wisconsin being the first county to do so in 2018. Black
people die at higher rates than White people from heart disease, cancer, stroke, diabetes, kidney
disease, and hypertension, among other major causes of death, and almost 100,000 die
prematurely each year from preventable causes if racial health disparities did not exist (Williams
& Mohammed, 2009). Those racialized as Black, including students, leaders, and teachers, are
confronted with the incomprehensible realities of racist trauma caused by white supremacy in
America. However, white supremacy impacts everyone, including those racialized as White, to
their hearts and psyches (Menakem, 2017). According to Menakem (2017), due to white (body)
supremacy, White bodies are seen as fragile and vulnerable, while dark bodies are seen as
aggressive and dangerous, needing to be controlled. White bodies, as Menakem (2017) describes,
feel uncomfortable with Black bodies' self-management and self-agency. The body is wired for
safety (Hammond, 2015); it does not care about logic or truth, it is focused on its own survival
(Menakem, 2017). Therefore, within a white (body) supremacy framework, white bodies are
placed in a survival framework requiring the suppression of Black bodies while Black bodies are
placed in a survival framework requiring the elevation of white bodies.

In education, examples of how systemic racism impacts education are the persistent racial
disparities in academic achievement, access to high-quality education, funding, employment
practices, and discipline policies (Grace et al., 2024; Love, 2019, 2023b; Morris, 2016). Black

children are overrepresented in remedial courses and special education and are twice as likely to
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be retained once during their K—12 schooling (Theoharis, 2009). The suspension rate of Black
girls is six times higher than that of their White counterparts (Morris, 2016). Murray and Clark
(1990) identified eight types of racism in American schools, according to Young and Laible
(2000): insensitive or hostile behavior, unfair punishment application, unequal attention from
teachers, biased curriculum materials, unequal instructional time, prejudiced attitudes toward
students, refusal to hire teachers and school personnel of color, and denial of racist acts. Schools
are failing their most vulnerable students, as well as those who are marginalized and minoritized
as a result of the persistence of racism. Failure to recognize this reality will increase the debt
owed to them (Ladson-Billings, 2021; Love, 2019; Muhammad, 2020; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011). Thus,
we must consider the stress students endure in classrooms as a direct result of racism and
understand that their safety-threat detection systems are prompted to be on the lookout for social
and psychological risks (Hammond, 2015). Black students face the insurmountable burden of
racism, more specifically, anti-Blackness. Anti-Blackness is the refusal to recognize the fullness
of humanity of the racialized Black body. As ross (2020) emphasizes, anti-Blackness is
predicated by society's hatred of blackness while also its need for its existence, once rendered as
property. Black students are constantly under duress by systems grounded in anti-Blackness that
do not honor their humanity or see them as valuable.

Black leaders and teachers endure both secondary trauma from students and the pain of
being racialized Black people themselves. In their study, Grace et al. (2024) highlighted the
experiences of Texas school administrators in facing and addressing issues of race and racism
following the death of George Floyd. Their study revealed the urgent necessity to investigate the
relationship between school leadership and their practice in understanding, addressing, and

confronting issues of race and racism. Jasmine, a Black assistant principal, describes,
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It’s very exhausting to have to come to work and deal with colleagues who act like
none of this is happening. I won’t say it’s impacted me to the point where I can’t do my
job, but it is extremely exhausting to navigate a White centered space. I don’t know if it’s
willful ignorance or I’m just not gonna address what’s going on. It’s just been really,
really tiring, and it doesn’t make my job fun. Even when our district put out a statement,
they never even mentioned George Floyd’s name. It was very generic. The Black people
were disgusted when surrounding districts did more. You had this event that was the
impetus to the protests and bringing things to light and awareness, you had companies
making statements, but you have people embracing willful ignorance acting like if I don’t
talk about it, it’s not happening, kind of like the boogeyman. (p. 12)
Research like this emphasizes the complexity of school leadership and the crucial importance in
understanding the impacts of race and racism. Grace et al. (2024) emphasize that, "color-
evasiveness has hindered progress toward achieving educational equity, and the death of George
Floyd has served as a catalyst for increased visibility of racial inequities on a micro and macro
level” (p. 13). Mahfouz and Richardson (2021) surveyed pre-service school leaders across 30
US-based principal preparation programs to evaluate stress levels and wellness. They discovered
that participants were ill-prepared to deal with the stresses of the principalship. Research findings
suggested the detrimental effects of stress and emotional exhaustion on these principals
(Mahfouz & Richardson, 2021). Yet, this study made no mention of race or the impacts of
racism. Racism causes stress to our bodies, minds, and nervous systems, which has profound
effects on how we lead, learn, and process information (Hammond, 2015; Hope et al., 2022;

Menakem, 2017). Our Black, Indigenous, and other leaders, teachers, and students of color
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rarely, if ever, feel safe in a system structured for them to survive rather than to thrive (Love,
2019).

Being a principal is a highly demanding job that involves playing multiple roles, such as
manager, instructional leader, and constant decision-maker. According to Woo and Steiner
(2022), the added stressors of high-stakes accountability policies, underfunded schools,
implementing reform efforts, and changing student demographics made the job more challenging
and stressful even before the global pandemic entered the leadership landscape. The COVID-19
pandemic has exacerbated these stressors and the principals’ experiences. As cited by Woo and
Steiner (2022), a survey conducted by the National Association of Secondary Principals
(NASSP) in August 2020 reported that the pandemic working conditions had caused almost one-
quarter of principals interviewed to consider leaving the principalship. As Superville (2021) also
adds, the pandemic, coupled with the violence of racism, white supremacy, and social justice
movements, calls for principals to need social and emotional learning support not just for their
teachers and students but for their own well-being and survival. In their study, Woo and Steiner
(2022) found that secondary principals experience frequent job-related stressors, and women of
color, specifically those serving in high-poverty schools, were more likely to experience constant
job-related stress. Principals of color, and specifically women principals of color, reported
experiencing higher levels of stress due to bias, microaggressions, and a lack of adequate
personal and professional supports (Woo & Steiner, 2022). There is urgency in understanding the
impact of the complexities of “job-related stressors that principals face and identify the ways
policymakers and educational leaders can support principal well-being” (p. 2).

To matter has always been the responsibility of Black, Indigenous, and people of color

since the formation of the human hierarchy to serve those racialized as white who gain from the
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preservation of white supremacy (Love, 2019). The insidious endemic nature of racism, as well
as the history of subjugation, exclusion, and discrimination in the United States, particularly in
education, should make studying race and racism a moral imperative (Douglass Horsford, 2011).
This is a matter of life or death.

The State of Leadership Preparation in the US

Background and Context

The foundations of educational preparation and scholarship emerge from organizational
ideas. Fundamentally, theories of knowledge affect and have an influence on the ideologies,
paradigms, philosophies, beliefs, and, in the end, practices of leaders (Milner, 2023). Leaders
analyze, comprehend, and interpret the world using theory. Theory makes it easier for people to
classify their thoughts, feelings, and memories (Thomson & Heffernan, 2021). Also a place of
possibilities, theory guides people to comprehend how things relate to one another, why they are
the way they are, and how they relate to other things (Capper, 2019; Hill Collins, 2022; hooks,
1995; Thomson & Heffernan, 2021). However, as Thomson and Heffernan (2021) posit, theory
is “not a neutral activity” (p. 198). Capper and Green (2013) situate organizational theory as a
tool that deepens, extends, and informs the practices of educational leaders. Thus, educational
leadership scholarship provides spaces for current and prospective school leaders to learn,
examine, and engage with issues of race and racism through theory and practice.

Educational leadership management and administration is a field which uses social theory
to examine, analyze, and investigate inequitable practices that call for social change; its scholars,
as a field, argue Thomson and Heffernan (2021), are “...primarily concerned with understanding
what leaders do, how they do what they do, how they might do the job better and how they might

be taught to do the job” (p. 159). Consequently, understanding these leadership behaviors makes
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room for educational leaders to deepen their knowledge and scholarship on leading for social and
racial justice. If leaders use theory to explicate inequitable practices, then they are able to halt the
reproduction of oppressive practices and upholding the status quo (Capper, 2019; Capper &
Green, 2013; Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021).

Capper and Green (2013) explicate seven reasons organizational theories develop the
capacities for leading integrated, socially just schools. They posit that studying organizational
theories pushes leaders to first, think critically, allowing them to deepen their thinking about
leadership practices. Second, leaders can start to have a systems thinking approach in seeing “the
bigger picture” (Capper & Green, 2013, p. 64). Third, theory provides leaders who are working
towards equity and excellence the toolbox to examine, analyze, and investigate their work.
Fourth, organizational theories can provide leaders with a new set of self-examination tools, and
fifth, can help leaders become conscious of their values. Sixth, learning about organizational
theories helps leaders connect commonalities across all organizations. Finally, seventh, using
critically orientated theories can help leaders move toward equity and social justice orientations.
Theory offers language and the lens through which leaders can begin to understand and examine
the existing conditions within their organizations. For several decades, scholars have called for
educational leadership scholarship and preparation to use critical theories that center race to
examine persistent inequities in education (Dantley & Tillman, 2010; Gooden et al., 2023;
Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Gooden & Showunmi, 2021; Ladson-Billings, 2021; Tillman &
Scheurich, 2013).

Yet, course syllabi and texts used in programs to develop educational leaders for future
leadership roles continue to reflect organizational theory from the past and present, with minimal

emphasis on critically oriented approaches that address the pervasiveness of structural racism in
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education (Capper, 2019; Capper & Green, 2013; Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). In other
words, beliefs produced by “White guys who are now dead based on research of White guys who
are also now dead” endanger the preparation of leaders to run socially just schools (Capper &
Green, 2013, p. 63). Educational leaders and institutions of higher learning have adopted
Eurocentrism into their practices, beliefs, and aspirations, and the continuation of racist systems
of dominance persists (Muhammad, 2020). Bell (2004) refers to this as a commitment to
whiteness as property, with the globalization of schools ensuring the transfer of that property
across school systems. Whiteness and white privilege compose the basis of American higher
education, as well as the "American democratic” principles of meritocracy, objectivity, and
individuality. As such, a Eurocentric, epistemic worldview forms the foundation of academic
instruction (Delgado Bernal et al., 2016). Such an orientation of whiteness and epistemic
privilege is also emphasized by Hill Collins (2022), who names that power influences what and
why people think in the ways they do.

The term research is inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism
(Smith, 2012, as cited in Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). White male theorists with
Eurocentric values and ideological perspectives formed American normative educational
standards, as demonstrated by traditional educational leadership, scholarship, theory, and
research (Capper, 2019; Hill Collins, 2022; Love, 2019; Muhammad, 2020). This historical
research still influences the current racialized and repressive hierarchical organizations,
structures, and policies in the field of education (Ladson-Billings, 2021).

Gooden and Showunmi (2021) explain that dominant leadership theories have
“traditionally suppressed and neutralized ‘difference,” and the data generated in early leadership

research was gathered in business, military, and government settings from White, Anglo-Saxon
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men in so-called leadership (i.e., hierarchical authority) positions” (p. 286). These dysconscious
White dominant perspectives, pedagogical beliefs, and authorship still garner great impact in the
standardization of leadership practice and assessment of its efficacy and effectiveness.
Dysconsciousness, as King (2015) defines it, is an “uncritical habit of mind” that accepts and
justifies inequities as normal (p. 113). Welton (1997) emphasizes, “uncritical ways of thinking
about racial inequity accept certain culturally sanctioned assumptions, myths and beliefs that
justify the social economics advantages White people have as a result of subordinating diverse
others” (as cited in King, 2015 p. 113). Black, Indigenous, and other leaders, teachers, and
students of color are rendered invisible by these dominant and harmful, dysconscious,
Eurocentric ideals and paradigms, which invisibilize their voices and experiences (Khalifa et al.,
2013).

While organizational theory has been foundational to educational leadership, the legacy
of these White dominant, dysconscious Eurocentric ideological perspectives still are reflected in
leadership scholarship. Perrow (1973) creates an analogy which describes the history of
organizational theory and identifies the mechanical school of organization as “the forces of
darkness” who treat the organization as a machine (p. 3). Early research reflecting the principles
of scientific management has positioned schooling institutions mirroring that of factories with
bureaucracy at the center. This structure can only emphasize results-driven outcomes,
specialization, and rules and regulations, as these are what are produced and normalized within a
factory mindset. As Trujillo and Douglass Horsford (2021) emphasize, “school leadership in the
United States was framed largely as a managerial endeavor, and many of its researchers still
follow suit” (p. 18). This has resulted in top-down leadership, standardized education, measures

of accountability, and market-based schooling. Schools have reproduced inequitable outcomes
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and a school-to-prison nexus in which Black students are overrepresented in school suspensions
and special education programs while being underrepresented in gifted or advanced classes
(Gregory et al., 2010; Morris, 2016; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011). In Punished for Dreaming, Love
(2023b) contends that disproportionality affects Black, Indigenous, and other students of color,
particularly Black children, and is linked to "a range of unintended outcomes... including lower
cognitive ability and academic achievement and higher rates of mental health problems” (p. 101).
These hierarchical, race-dysconscious, market-based practices reproduce anti-Black oppressive
systems that harm and punish students who are most vulnerable.
Contemporary Issues

With the politicization of education, significant demographic shifts, and the emergence of
Critical Race Theory in education, there has been a push for a paradigm shift from managerial
theory to a critical research perspectives approach, though such approaches remain on the
margins of mainstream educational leadership scholarship and preparation (Ladson-Billings,
2021). Through critical research, theorists examine the power structures that exacerbate
oppression. For example, Trujillo and Douglass Horsford (2021) argue that

critical research approaches... [place] the social construct of race at the center of

researchers’ analysis, and [enable] them to more fully describe how and why educational

leaders may challenge or reinforce issues of marginalization and the structural roots of

inequality. (p. 21)
Critical research approaches enable educational leaders to understand race as a social
construction, its impact, and its implications in examining repressive social inequities.

Lerma et al. (2013) underscore the politicization of education since its inception and

outline the impact of policy and politics on discriminatory and oppressive practices. From Brown
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v. Board to the Gl Bill, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), and No Child Left Behind,
schooling institutions have become segregated, high stakes, and standardized without proper
funding, resources, and support. Reformist policies implemented after Brown are masked as
promoting equity while prioritizing competition as the driving force in education (Radd et al.,
2021). However, these neo-liberal reforms from the past forty years continue to reproduce anti-
Black racism through laws, regulations, and school policies and have positioned Black,
Indigenous, and other students of color as inferior (Love, 2023b). Further, Scott and Quinn
(2014) examine the impact racial politics has had on education after the ruling of Brown v Board
to desegregate schools. Specifically, they describe the effect Brown’s ruling had on urban school
districts in the uprising of market-based reform toward school choice policies in San Francisco
and Philadelphia. They link this uprising to four developments post-desegregation: the resistance
of White policymakers, a move towards “excellence” through accountability measures, a
colorblindness approach, and the push towards market-based schooling. Due to market-based
schooling and school choice, schools are more segregated than ever, and school districts continue
to experience the disproportionate effects of high-stakes standardized education. Racialized
disparities in disciplinary referrals, suspensions, expulsions, and court citations—as well as
lower performance on almost all educational standardized measures valued by U.S. schools— all
clear signs that schooling institutions are hostile environments (Khalifa et al., 2016), illustrate the
impact of long-standing policies established after Brown in fostering inequitable school systems,
structures, and policies that further segregate schools and school districts. A wave of tremendous
white rage, resulting in decades of anti-Black educational practices, was heralded by Brown,
signaling a change in the educational legacy for Black children (Love, 2023b). Anderson (2016)

stresses
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The truth is that when the Brown v. Board of Education decision came down in 1954 and

Black children finally had a chance at a decent education, white authorities didn't see

children striving for quality schools and an opportunity to fully contribute to society; they

only saw a threat and acted accordingly, shutting down schools, diverting public money
into private coffers, leaving millions of citizens in educational rot, willing even to
undermine national security in the midst of a major crisis - all to ensure Blacks did not

advance. (p. 5)

While Brown's historical decision may have been well intended, it did not produce equity or
integration; instead, it unleashed the rage of reformist policies which created separate and
unequal schooling institutions within a so-called desegregated system.

Gooden and Showunmi (2021) stress the importance of understanding historical context
and centering race and the impacts of racism in leadership, scholarship, and dialogue to
illuminate racialized power structures. They define institutional racism (also called systemic
racism) as "a form of racism expressed in the practice and structure of social and political
institutions” (p. 336). By seeing the roles of institutional racism and anti-Blackness in
educational leadership scholarship, theory, and practice, leaders can begin to understand the
importance of using theory that centers race, due its historical impact on inequitable and unjust
practices.

Further, Gooden and Showunmi (2021) use the Williams v. Port Huron School District
(2012) court case to demonstrate how racial avoidance treats race, power, and privilege as
indifferent. In the Williams case, Black students at Port Huron Northern High School, a
predominately White school, reported constant harassment and bullying, including the use of the

N* word, racial insults, and displays of the Confederate flag from their peers. After two years of
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documented bullying, the principal did nothing, and parents of students filed a class action
lawsuit against the school. In the end, the principal was fired, but the court ruled that

Black students failed to establish a violation of their constitutional rights based on school

administrators’ deliberate indifference to the harassment because they could not show

that the administrators’ response 'to the harassment or lack therefore of [was] clearly

unreasonable in light of the known circumstances’ (Gooden & Showunmi, 2021, p. 287).
To make matters worse, the newly-appointed principal appeared to legitimize White students'
racist acts by stating that Black students called themselves the N* word. The Williams case
highlights the implications of ignoring race and racism and emphasizes the importance of
exploring leadership dispositions that actively confront such issues.
Race-Conscious Leadership

Today, much data reflects established systems of hierarchy: “The teaching and leading
workforce remain largely white ([teachers are] 80 percent white and 76.6 percent female; and
[educational leaders are] 78 percent white and 54 percent female, respectively)” (McFarland et
al., 2019, as cited in Gooden & Showunmi, 2021, p. 284). The educational workforce’s
continued dominance by White educators, combined with educational scholarship solidifying
hierarchical racially-dysconscious structures, make clear the need for race-conscious leadership
preparation. According to Capper (2015), leaders must recognize that not seeing race has the
potential of cementing racist ideology and views. The dangers of invisibilizing race, systemic
racism, and institutionalized systems of power can lead to color-evasive orientations that
perpetuate existing racial inequities. Turner (2020) emphasizes that color-evasive beliefs
promote, sustain, and uphold management approaches to education, putting leaders at risk of

perpetuating color-evasive racism. In their study, Turner (2020) discovered that White school
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district leaders considered color-evasive orientations as the solution to racial justice. Without
racial literacy, awareness, or critical consciousness, educational leaders may avoid, oppose,
perpetuate, or even maintain the inequitable outcomes they seek to disrupt (Douglass Horsford,
2011). Thus, moving away from color-evasiveness requires using a critical research approach
that understands institutionalized systems of power and questions, examines, investigates, and
analyzes the impact of race in systemic structures, policies, and policies that inflame racism and
oppression. “U.S. education, in policy and practice,” writes Taylor, “...has been accused of
lacking a coherent theory of race or the necessary tools to overcome racial inequalities in
academic achievements” (2016, p. 8). Developing race consciousness challenges the notions of
racial neutrality that underpin the current regressive color-evasive leadership approaches guided
by dysconscious educational scholarship.

To address persistent and deeply entrenched racial inequalities, leaders must be race-
literate and recognize racial differences, racial identity, racial inequality, and racial hierarchy
(Gooden et al., 2018; Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Grace et al., 2024; Milner, 2023; Sealey-
Ruiz, 2011; Turner, 2020). In their research, Gooden and O'Doherty (2015) looked at the racial
autobiographies of 12 participants in programs for principal preparation and discovered that
reflecting on their own racial autobiographies is a helpful tool for developing the racial
consciousness and commitment to action of future leaders. One participant describes their
transition from color-evasive to racial awareness,

| feel as if | had been blissfully ignorant in the past assuming that all students are

given equal opportunities and are treated equally regardless of race and/ or their culture. |

can definitely see that ignoring a person’s race and culture contributes to the White power

dilemma. (p. 243)
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Consequently, it is critical that graduate programs include courses in which aspiring leaders
wrestle with deep-seated ideas about race, racism, and bias and how these beliefs influence their
decisions and, ultimately, who they are as leaders (Capper, 2019; Capper & Green, 2013;
Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Gooden et al., 2018; Price-Dennis & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021).
According to Gooden and O'Doherty (2015), further research is necessary to fully comprehend
the influence of racial consciousness on the beliefs, decisions, and actions of leaders after they
graduate.

Gooden et al. (2018) explored the impact of anti-racist leadership preparation on the
orientation of future principals. During this two-year program, students were immersed in
content that centralized race and examined power structures and the implications for their
practice. Their findings suggested that race became more salient for participants in the study and
impacted their beliefs, actions, and decisions. However, while this research explored the
experience of principals immersed in anti-racist leadership preparation and programming, this
research did not explore the actions of these leaders while in the principalship. These leaders
went back into their institutions knowing that racial inequities existed and actions needed to be
taken. However, how they subsequently fought those inequities was not explored. In 2019,
Flores and Gunzenhauser’s research study called for race-conscious leaders. Their study
examined how 22 school leaders who represented over 13 school districts perceived racial
inequities and how these beliefs impacted their leadership practices. They found that
colorblindness was a major component in their approach to addressing racial issues and
disparities. As Flores and Gunzenhauser (2019) assert, while none of these leaders dispelled the
importance of educational equity, their capacities in race-conscious approaches and racial equity

were limited, at times severely. These studies suggest the importance of exploring race-conscious
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leadership to understand how leaders who comprehend race and racial disparities approach the
work of challenging and disrupting them.

Educational leadership scholars marshal using critical theories to establish language
around injustices that underpin educational practices (Capper, 2019; Capper & Green, 2013;
Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). Such language moves beyond the color-evasive ideals of
meritocracy and autonomy that sustain race-neutral approaches to leadership (Gooden &
Showunmi, 2021; Milner, 2023; Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). Freire (2017) describes
critical consciousness as the ability to perceive a challenge, comprehend it, and recognize the
opportunities to respond. Fundamentally, it is through reflection, and critical understanding that
critical action emerges (Freire, 2017). Developing critical consciousness requires understanding
the language of injustice and cultivating a justice-oriented disposition (Watts et al., 2011). Being
conscious, then, is becoming aware, awakened even, in understanding our internal and external
existence and seeing inequality and injustice. As a result, critical theory cultivates critical
consciousness and informs us about what we know and who has disciplined us in that
knowledge. Becoming conscious is seeing race and understanding the world through the lens of
racial literacy (Douglass Horsford, 2011; Price-Dennis & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021; Sealey-Ruiz,
2011). With this critical understanding, leaders can move toward a just and moral leadership
disposition to disrupt the ongoing harm that educational institutions cause.

The development of critical consciousness can be supported with specific strategies. For
example, Watts et al. (2011) identified three components to critical consciousness: critical
reflection, political efficacy, and critical action. Critical reflection is a social analysis and moral
rejection of societal inequities, political efficacy is the perceived ability to effect change through

individual or collective action, and critical action is individual or collective action to create
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institutional, systemic, and policy changes (Watts et al., 2011). Critical theorist Freire (2017)
identified critical reflection as a precursor to action, indicating the reciprocal relationship
between reflection and action. As critical reflection awareness increases comprehension of
societal inequities and injustices, a political perspective and critical action emerge (Watts et al.,
2011).

Critical consciousness as a liberation tool describes how people learn to analyze social
injustice and act to create a more just society (Watts et al., 2011). This critical orientation is a
conduit for analyzing systems, structures, and institutions to take a critical stance on social,
political, and economic challenges, as well as comprehending the fundamental root causes of
such problems (Watts et al., 2011). Educational leaders who develop critical awareness and
consciousness, those who are able to perceive racism’s endemic presence in education policies
and practices, have the capacity to develop adaptive ways for dismantling such policies and
practices. Moreover, critical consciousness is an indispensable awareness of the hierarchical
structures and unequal power relations that result from race in America (Carter, 2008).
Dispelling the myth of neutrality ingrained in our society, school leaders for racial justice must
understand race and racism and develop the critical social analyses required for political activism
in education. School leaders are either working for or against anti-oppressive, anti-racist, and
racially-equitable schools (Milner, 2023). A greater knowledge of how to eliminate systemic
injustices starts by analyzing what school leaders are doing to address and confront issues of race
and racism (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015).

Conceptual Framework: Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership

Organizational theory must evolve from standing on the footing of scientific

management, requiring a critical, race-conscious approach in theory and practice. As
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aforementioned, theory unearths patterns and helps us understand why something works the way
it does. Educational leadership scholarship and future researchers cannot ignore the unarguable
disproportionate inequitable outcomes for Black, Indigenous, and other students of color have.
Educational leadership and scholarship must contend with the realities that education for Black,
Indigenous, and students of color has mirrored the brunt effects of systemic racism and white
supremacy. Taylor (2019) underscores,

Non-White access to education has never been a de facto legal or social right: the

Constitution and the courts have and continue to be, the gatekeeper. All too often, we

avoid discussing the historic reasons Whites and the people of color have had separate

and unequal educations. (p. 6)

Thus, theory has significant implications for educational leadership scholarship and preparation.
It equips leaders with the knowledge and the tools to be on the forefront of racial justice and
equity in education. Leadership as a site of resistance demands critical reflection and critical
action to oppose the existing racial inequities in education.

Critical Race Theory. Critical Race Theory emerged from Derrick Bell and other
critical legal scholars who contented racism as endemic, normal not aberrant, in U.S. society,
dispelling myths of racial neutrality and meritocracy and calling for laws to remedy racial
injustice (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). As Delgado and Stefancic (2017) underscore, “CRT
questions the very foundation of the liberal order, including equality theory, legal reasoning,
Enlightenment rationalism and neutral principals of constitution law” (p. 3). In 1995, Ladson-
Billings and Tate marshaled Critical Race Theory in education, urging for theorizing race using
CRT as an analytic tool for examining persistent inequities. Their research argued three central

components to social inequity: race as significant factor to determining racial inequity in the
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U.S., property rights as foundational to U.S. society, and using race and property as an analytic
tool to understand social inequities. Gloria Ladson-Billings (2021) asserts,

we have an obligation to point out the endemic racism that is extant in our schools,

colleges, and other public spaces. We must deconstruct laws, ordinances, and policies

that work to re-inscribe racism and deny people their full rights. (p. 45).

CRT, as an analytical tool for critical reflection, enforces social justice and social practice not as
a separate tenet of CRT, but as foundational to race-conscious leadership.

Critical theories conceptualize leadership practice that can transform and reform unjust
schooling institutions. Lerma et al. (2013) propose using Critical Race Theory as an analysis tool
in examining educational policy and politics at the local and national level, arguing “CRT has an
important role to play in terms of reshaping the thinking around the politics of education and
advocacy leadership in educational administration” (p. 38). Lopez (2003) uses a centralized
version of CRT as a framework to deconstruct the idea of a racially neutral society and present
an alternative narrative of a highly racialized social order, one in which social structures and
practices serve White people's interests. While the literature on CRT has expanded significantly
since Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) marshaled it into the field of education and movement
toward a critical perspective approach is emerging (Dixson & Rousseau Anderson, 2018; Trujillo
& Douglass Horsford, 2021), Lopez’s use of CRT illuminates and critiques the lack of
organizational theories that render issues of race and racism invisible or trivialized but which
guide education leadership programming, policy, and practice. The promise of CRT is that it can
be deployed as a theoretical tool for uncovering many types of inequities and social injustices

(Ladson-Billings, 2021).
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The reviewed literature exposes a grave need to develop critical race-conscious
leadership that centers racial literacy, an indispensable tool for eradicating structural racism from
educational systems (Douglass Horsford, 2011). Racial literacy is about equipping leaders with
the knowledge and skills to recognize, analyze, and combat the deep-seated biases that surface in
school policies, curriculum, and interpersonal relationships (Price-Dennis & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021).
Race-conscious leadership demands the address of persistent and deeply entrenched racial
inequities through critical approaches that recognize racial differences, racial identity, racial
inequity, and racial hierarchy (Turner, 2020). Leadership preparation requires a paradigm shift in
organizational theory to move beyond color- and race-neutral managerial approaches to
leadership. Existing dysconscious, color-evasive, and racially avoidant preparation has nurtured
apolitical leaders who continue to uphold and perpetuate systems of oppression that harm the
most vulnerable Black, Indigenous, and other students of color in their communities (Capper,
2019; Douglass Horsford, 2014; Gooden & Showunmi, 2021; Milner, 2023). It also requires
leadership standards that underscore the importance of centralizing race, equity, culture, and
diversity in education.

Educational governance and policy decisions are influenced by the racial sense-making
of leaders in schools and districts (Turner, 2020). Yet, in an analysis of the Interstate School
Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) and the Educational Leadership Constituent Council
(ELCC), the standards that guide preparation programs in defining what effective learning or
performance looks like for future principals, there is no mention of race, ethnicity, or color
(Davis et al., 2015). The ELCC outlines indicators for effective school leadership to support
candidates throughout their principal preparation programming. Yet, these indicators do not

outline any effective strategies needed in preparing future leaders to understand race, social

43



constructs, and justice knowledge. (Genao & Mercedes, 2021). Davis et al. (2015) analyzed the
frequency with which keywords like race, ethnicity, color, culture, diversity, equity, and social
justice appear in the ELCC and ISCC standards. They found that culture, diversity, and equity
received significant reference, while race, ethnicity, and color did not. "Essentially,” write Davis
et al., (2015) “this means that one could completely review both sets of standards and conclude
that race, ethnicity, and color have nothing to do with the practice of school leadership or
preparation of school leaders” (p. 349). Almost identically, the Professional Standards for
Educational Leaders (PSEL), which guide the practices, policies, regulations, and frameworks
that determine the quality of leaders' work in over 45 states, only mention race as a footnote to
Standard 3: Equity and Cultural Responsiveness. These professional standards were recently
revised to center students and their learning and ensure “that each child is well-educated and
prepared for the 21st century” (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015, p.
2). However, the lack of explicit attention to race, ethnicity, and color across educational
leadership standards demonstrates a commitment to color-evasive over race-conscious
approaches to leadership and practice.

Centralizing race is how we address racist and inequitable systems, structures, policies,
and systems of dominance that continue to impact education today. It is vital to apply critically
race-conscious educational approaches based on critical theories to leadership preparation to
enable future leaders to understand such injustices and focus on social justice and equity
leadership discourse (Capper, 2019). “School leaders working to transform their school
environments toward racial justice” writes Milner (2023), ... understand that they must have

and/or possess insights about the constructs, ideas, and ideals they pursue” (p. 4). Consequently,
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creating antiracist leadership identities requires building racial consciousness and pathways for
leaders to examine policies and practices (Genao & Mercedes, 2021).

For the nearly 30 years since the emergence of CRT in the field of education, researchers
have recommended critical research approaches to remedy conceptual shortcomings in
leadership preparation (Capper, 2019; Capper & Green, 2013; Trujillo & Douglass Horsford,
2021). These approaches must draw from frameworks like Critical Race Theory that use an
intersectional analytical framework and place the social constructs of race, gender, and class and
hegemonic structures of power at the center of researchers’ analyses (Capper, 2019). For
leadership research and theory, critically oriented perspectives and approaches are necessary
when examining decision-making, organizational effectiveness, culture, and change (Capper &
Green, 2013; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). Centering race in
analyses enables researchers to describe more fully how and why educational leaders may
challenge or reinforce issues of marginalization and the structural roots of inequality (Trujillo &
Douglass Horsford, 2021).

Frontline Leadership in Education. The complexity of school leadership necessitates
aspiring leaders and current practitioners to use tools to comprehend, address, and combat
institutional power structures and racism's enduring nature. Frontline leadership is an emergent
framework that offers a paradigm shift in centralizing leadership for social change that
centralizes race and understands the impact of racism. As Milner (2023) defines it,

frontline leadership in education requires school leaders to move beyond mindsets,

attitudes, dispositions, perceptions, beliefs, policies, and practices of white normalcy

where communities of color are not considered, are viewed as consequential, or are seen

as problems in schools and society. (p. 11)
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Frontline leaders transcend racial neutrality and adopt a political disposition that acknowledges
the influence of race and the persistence of racism as systemic issues in education. In, The Race
Card: Leading the Fight for Truth in America’s Schools, Milner (2023) outlines the tenets of
Frontline Leadership as 1) understanding and knowing the research, (2) disrupting color- and
race-blindness, (3) advocating hard work and knowing meritocracy as a myth, (4) moving
beyond abstractions of race, racism, anti-Black racism, and whiteness, (5) rejecting racial
neutrality, (6) learning and developing every day, (7) revising punishment practices and
decreasing pushout, and (8) involving and centering young people. These tenets, as outlined by
Milner (2023), are the foundational practices for leaders on the frontlines of racial justice using
the race card in examining why educational outcomes are the way that they are. Requiring in-
depth critical reflection of the systems, structures, policies, and practices in schools and the
working to transform them.

Through each tenet, Frontline Leadership tackles and seeks to treat the root causes of
racism. And the requirements for uncovering the “underLYING” issues that school
administrators deal with and eliminating anti-Black racism and white supremacy in schools and
society are outlined in this leadership framework (Milner, 2023). In order to lead for racial
justice, one must not only consider race but also demolish harmful structures and transform
schools into places of joy rather than hubs of trauma (Muhammad, 2020). This study will use
CRT and Frontline Leadership as the analytic frameworks to understand how self-identified,
critically race-conscious principals understand, address, and confront issues of race and racism

and institutionalized systems of power.
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Conclusion

Critically race-conscious leadership demands critical approaches to addressing power
(Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021). Leadership that is race-neutral, racial-avoidant, and color-
evasive is not an option. Critical Race Theory and Frontline leadership offer foundational
theoretical approaches to help us move toward equity and excellence in education. Leadership
informed by a political education; grounded in understandings of why systems, structures, and
policies are why they are; and working tirelessly is what is needed to transform and improve
conditions of learning (Milner, 2023). Critical and racial consciousness not only challenges
existing power structures, but also nurtures a generation of informed and socially-conscious

leaders capable of dismantling systemic racism at its roots.
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology

“We must go back and fetch what we need and bring it to this moment in order to move forward
and (re)member who we’ve been, what we’ve been through, who we are and can be.”
—Cynthia Dillard (2021, p. 10)

This study explored how leaders, principals specifically, who identify as critically race-
conscious, understand, address, and confront issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems
of power. More specifically, this study sought to understand how critically race-conscious and
responsive leadership impacts the school leaders and the communities they serve. The
methodology for this study included critical racial reflections and interviews with-principals from
various intersectional backgrounds across the United States. Participants shared their critically
race-conscious leadership journeys and lived experiences through a narrative inquiry
methodological approach. This approach also revealed how they dealt with issues of racism in
their school and personal contexts (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023).

Roberts and Hyatt (2019) maintain that narrative inquiry focuses on people's experiences
from their perspectives using the philosophical constructs of ontology—the nature of reality,
axiology—values, rhetoric—the research language; epistemology—the nature of reality, and
methodology—research procedures. This chapter discusses this qualitative study's research
design, the conceptual and methodological frameworks, the documents and artifacts examined,
the participants' descriptions and selection criteria, and a conclusion of the chapter.

Research Design: A Qualitative Study

This research study consisted of a qualitative case study approach to serve “the purpose

of understanding how one’s perception or behaviors are influenced by those around them,

programs and policies, and physical environment” (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023, p. 70). This
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study focused on four self-identified, critically race-conscious school leaders, specifically
principals, from various intersectional backgrounds across the United States. A narrative inquiry
methodological approach was employed with each participant, which included two virtual
interviews and written critical racial reflections. “For researchers exploring the social world from
an intersectional framework...narrative research can be used to defy historical and contemporary
racial oppression” (Tyson, 2003, p. 24, as cited in Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023, p. 68).
Documenting, analyzing, and utilizing these narratives helps us to learn more about the lived
experiences of critically race-conscious principals coping with dominant structures of power, as
well as the consequences of addressing and confronting issues of race and racism in both their
personal and professional lives.

Schreiber and Asner-Self (2011) characterize narrative inquiry as "the exploration of the
social, cultural, and institutional stories that affect a person’s life and the people involved with
that life” (p. 205); in both cases, the researcher becomes the landscape (Clandinin, 2006;
Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). Gathering relevant data is a critical
step in any research endeavor. For qualitative research, data collection is highly process-focused.
The researcher must devote significant time and attention to conducting in-depth interviews,
making meticulous observations, participating in reflection, and obtaining relevant documents
and artifacts (Oplatka, 2021). To acquire the necessary data to understand how critically race-
conscious leaders responded to and confronted issues of race and racism, a combination of
interviews and written critical racial reflections were utilized to strengthen this study's credibility
(Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023; Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). Through in-depth data

analysis, this study examined the personal experiences of critically race-conscious principals
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leading for racial justice, opposing institutionalized systems of supremacy within their school
context, and facing racism's violence.
Methodology: Narrative Inquiry

This study used narrative inquiry to highlight the experiences of critically race-conscious
and responsive principals while emphasizing their personal narratives and critical racial
reflections. “Humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and collectively, lead story
lives. Thus, the study of narrative is the study of how humans experience the world” (Schreiber
& Asner-Self, 2011, pp. 205-206). Narrative inquiry sets out to center the stories and to capture a
glimpse of the experiences of those central to the research (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023).
Storytelling is a political act that offers a counter-narrative about injustice and oppression; also,
sharing personal narratives authorizes, heals, and affirms the storyteller (Ginwright, 2022). This
study highlighted the lived experiences of critically race-conscious principals from various
intersectional backgrounds and examined their understanding of the persistence of racism. It
surfaced whether and how they addressed and confronted institutionalized systems of power and
issues of race within their school context through systematic, structural, and policy changes.
Theoretical Framework

Consciousness is a collective solidarity, an awakening of the systemic societal ills and
systems of supremacy based in/on race, class, gender, religion, sexual orientation, ability, and
othering outside of the bounds of an imperialist, patriarchal, white supremacist society that
oppresses, harms, and dehumanizes. “Consciousness represents the development of the
awakening of critical awareness and grows out of a critical education effort based on historical
conditions” (Freire, 2017, p. 15). The journey toward consciousness requires a political

education that avoids the danger of indoctrination and colonization of the mind. Leaders must
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understand the world they coexist with to transform, disrupt, and confront systems of
dehumanization, an understanding illuminated by theory (Freire, 2017). Theory is a social
practice, a praxis, of critical reflection and actions that help critically race-conscious leaders
understand the complexities of harm and the actions required to work towards justice in
education. In Teaching to Transgress: Education as Practice of Freedom, hooks underscores that
“theory is not inherently healing, liberatory, or revolutionary. It fulfills this function only when
we ask that it do so and direct our theorizing towards this end” (hooks, 1995, p. 61). Those
committed to the cause of liberation accept themes as conscious beings working towards
opposing education as the practice of domination (Freire, 2017). Without a thorough
understanding of the effects of race and the enduring nature of racism in their context and in the
society they serve, school leaders—practicing principals, in particular—cannot lead effectively
for racial equity and justice (Milner, 2023). Critical race theory was crucial to this study in
understanding the significance of race, racism, and systems of dominance and its impact on
critically race-conscious and responsive leaders. Critical Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic,
2017) and Frontline Leadership (Milner, 2023) were utilized to address the purpose of this
research.
Critical Race Theory

By drawing on counternarratives, critical race theorists have advanced their
understanding of how Americans see and recognize the impact of race and systemic racism
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework is essential
for examining, analyzing, and interrogating leadership practice and preparation.

Issues of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and other areas of difference — including

their intersections — must take a central role in our knowledge base and practices so that
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the 'important stuff” in educational leadership is not solely rooted in technical knowledge

of leadership and organizational theory but rests in the nuances of creating schools that

truly work for all children, families, and members of the school community. (Lépez,

2003, pp. 86-87)

CRT centralizes race and the pervasiveness of racism and creates the framing to examine
inequitable policy and politics in education that impact student and school communities. CRT
provides a tool that centers racial justice and social practice not as separate tenets but as a
foundational practice of transformational leadership (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Lopez, 2003;
Lynn & Parker, 2006). The six tenets that serve as the foundations for CRT are the persistence of
racism, whiteness as property, counter-storytelling and majoritarian narratives, interest
convergence, liberalism critique, and intersectionality (Capper, 2019; Delgado & Stefancic,
2017; Lopez, 2003; Lynn & Parker, 2006). In education, critical race theory amalgamates the
endemic nature of racism and its effects and challenges the established power structures in
schooling institutions. By exposing the permanence of racism, CRT debunks the idea of a post-
racial, color-evasive, and neutral society. Racism is inescapable; it impacts the lives, bodies, and
capacities of those who encounter it, including the families, communities, educators, and young
people leaders serve (Milner, 2023).

Frontline Leadership

While CRT undergirds the permanence and endemic nature of racism in American
society, Milner's Frontline Leadership framework (2023) investigates how race-conscious
leaders who prioritize race fight against the precondition of racial neutrality and meritocracy in
education. Milner marshals this emergent leadership framework to highlight how race-conscious

leaders in the struggle for racial justice
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address and attempt to cure the underlying conditions of racism (attempts to subordinate,
disenfranchise, and dehumanize individuals and collectives of people), whiteness (the
practice of perpetuating a normative white way of living and being for white supremacy),
and anti-Black racism (deeply ingrained disdain for Black people that pushes above and
beyond general forms of racism such that, for Black people, racism alone is insufficient,
so added levels of hate, subjugation, and violence must be practiced on the Black body).
(Milner, 2023, p. 17, emphasis in the original)
Critically race-conscious leaders fighting for truth in American schools understand the
importance of using the race card to heal and cure the ills and destruction of racism, as well as to
disrupt the myths that frame, maintain, and sustain oppressive systems, structures, and policies in
school communities (Milner, 2023). The eight tenets that shape frontline leadership are
understanding and knowing the research, disrupting color and race blindness, advocating hard
work and knowing meritocracy as a myth, moving beyond abstractions of race, racism anti-Black
racism and whiteness, rejecting racial neutrality, learning and developing every day, revising
punishment practices and decreasing pushout, and involving and centering young people
(Milner, 2023). Leaders on the frontlines, as Milner (2023) defines, “name, disrupt, address and
counter the interconnected reality of oppression and human suffering that too many young
people and adults experience in schools and society” (p. 11). Frontline leadership bridges
together theory and practice, praxis, to underscore the necessary work and actions required by
critically race-conscious leaders confronting the visceral experience of racism in schools.
Research Questions
This research sought to understand how critically race-conscious and responsive school

leaders understood institutional systems of power and confronted issues of race and racism
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within their school communities. Through interviews and written critical racial reflections with
four practicing school leaders from intersectional backgrounds across the United States, their
personal narratives and critical racial reflections (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023) provided
insight into the following questions:

1. In what ways do critically race-conscious principals understand, address, and confront
issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of power through systematic,
structural, and policy changes within their school community?

2. How do the efforts to understand, confront, and address issues of race and racism within
their school context impact critically race-conscious leaders' mental, physical, and
emotional well-being?

This study examined, through in-depth data analysis and research, how critically race-
conscious principals recognized, addressed, and confronted issues of race, racism, and
institutionalized systems of power within their school communities.

Participants

This research included self-identified, critically race-conscious principals from various
intersectional backgrounds from around the United States of America. Because this study also
intended to explore leadership preparation and how race-conscious principals understood
institutional systems of power and the endemic nature of systemic racism, practicing principals
must have completed a leadership preparation program within the last five years. Leadership
preparation serves as an environment where present and future school leaders learn, understand,
and grapple with issues of race and racism (Roland & Warren, 2023).

Four practicing principals represent this research’s unit of study. Their personal

narratives and critical racial reflections provided an understanding of how they came to make
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sense of institutionalized power systems while also addressing and confronting issues of race and
racism (Khalifa, 2018). In The School Leaders Our Children Deserve and The Race Card,
Theoharis (2009) and Milner (2023) examined how leadership committed to equity and justice
created more equitable outcomes for their communities. Similarly, the present study explored
how critically race-conscious principals within their school communities navigated matters
related to race, racism, and institutionalized power.
Participant Selection
The following criteria helped to select study participants:
1. Practicing school principals that lead urban, suburban, or rural schools across the United
States of America.
2. Principals with a self-identified, critically race-conscious, and responsive leadership
disposition.
3. School principals from various racial, ethnic, cultural, and gender backgrounds.
4. School principals who graduated from an education leadership program in the United
States within the past five years.
5. Principals with one or more years of experience.
Use of the selection criteria, as reflected in Figure 1, narrowed my potential sample from 14

participants to 5. Of those 5, 4 ultimately agreed to participate in the study.
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Figure 1

Participant Selection
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“I am aware of differences. I “Having lived a double-conscious life experience in
speak out when things are terms of race, I believe in creating school environments
unjust. I actively seek to hire where we can show up in the full richness and in a form
leaders who reflect the race of that represents the best of our own particular

my students, so they can learn backgrounds and traditions. I believe that it is always
with adult leaders who look like important to start from a place of love, keeping track of
them” all our irreducible humanness - so often cited by Dr.

Cornel West.”
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Critical Race-Conscious Principals. This study focused on principals who identified as
critically race-conscious in the constant struggle to understand and confront the plague of racism
and white supremacy. As such, school leaders dedicated to racial justice emphasize the
importance of race. They are not hesitant to speak out against racism in any context, but most
specifically, name how it affects education and society (Milner, 2023). Racial consciousness, as
defined by Turner (2020), is a revolutionary commitment to recognizing race and understanding
racial differences, racial identity, racial inequality, and racial hierarchy to combat long-standing
and deeply ingrained racial injustice. Race-conscious leaders accept "the challenge to interrupt
the marginalization of students of color regardless if they represent 2% or 90% of the student
demographic of their schools” (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2019, p. 964). Critical consciousness
refers to the justice orientation and perspective of persons learning to "critically analyze™ their
social conditions and take action against marginalization and oppression (Watts et al., 2011).
Through this paradigm orientation and disposition, critical consciousness unearths the language
of inequity and racial injustice and moves leaders toward critical reflection and collective action
(EI-Amin et al., 2017). Participants of this research study self-identified as critically race-
conscious. Through their personal narratives and critical racial reflections, they articulated how
they grappled with, navigated, and faced issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of
power through institutional and systemic changes.

Recent Leadership Preparation. Leaders who are critically race-conscious understand
the power of research. They are equipped with the knowledge, theories, and tools to respond to
issues of race, racism, and white supremacy (Watts et al., 2011). Thus, practicing principals who
have completed their leadership preparation within the last five years were best suited for this

research’s focus. “School leaders must be well-equipped and prepared to educate the masses
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about what research tells us about student learning and development and the kinds of practices
educators must advance in schools to enact racial justice agendas” (Milner, 2023, p. 12). Special
attention was also paid to an intersectional approach, particularly regarding how practicing
principals from various intersectional backgrounds understand, address, and confront issues of
race and racism (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). Intersectionality requires researchers to
comprehend how privilege, power, and prejudices impact the study, fieldwork, and
representations. Intersectionality also makes accountable systems of dominance and oppression
to think through positionality alongside the individuals we deal with (Madison, 2005, as cited in
Henson, 2021). The principalship is a complex role that requires leaders to lead beyond
managerial and technical approaches. Douglass Horsford has investigated the intersection of
power and managerial approaches in educational leadership repeatedly, and has

drawn on theories of culturally relevant pedagogy and cultural-historical context to

analyze how school leaders become racially literate, that is, how they understand what

race and racism are, how they can be used to reproduce inequality and oppression, and

how they can act on this knowledge to reconcile the harms done by schools and the larger

society. (Trujillo & Douglass Horsford, 2021, p. 21)
School leaders are at the forefront of decision-making within their institutions, making them
instrumental in understanding and addressing issues of power and racial disparities in education.
Thus, their narratives and critical racial reflections offer great insights to this study.

Critical inquiries into leadership preparation are essential as understanding the research is
vital in preparing school leaders to lead for a socially just and racially equitable world (Milner,
2023; Roland & Warren, 2023). This study focuses on how practicing school leaders understand,

address, and confront issues of race and racism. “The study of educational leadership in the
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United States has long been a highly technical, managerial one, aside from a recent, rapidly
growing collection of critical inquiries about power, politics, and ideology” (Trujillo & Douglass
Horsford, 2021, p. 17). Thus, it was essential to investigate how leaders viewed course readings,
assignments, and discussions that prepared them to grasp the permanence of racism and the
impact of race. “Because education is a field heavily dependent on the social science disciplines,
it is logical to assume that it contains some of the shortcomings of those disciplines regarding a
concept of race” (Ladson-Billings, 2021, p. 87). Further, it was not until the year 2000 that
inquiries and examinations of race, class, gender, and sexuality surfaced in research pursuits,
research that directs academic institutions, as Esposito and Evans-Winters (2023) emphasize.
Following the killings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in 2020, the United States of
America saw a spike in racial strife as a result of the increased visibility of police brutality in the
news and social media outlets. In reaction to this racial injustice, school leaders, in particular,
continue to face issues of race, racism, and anti-Blackness head-on within their community
context, which has spurred new perspectives and discussions about systemic racism, power,
privilege, and racial inequity (Grace et al., 2024). Within a year following what was once
considered a racial uprising in this nation, eighteen states banned or restricted the discussion of
race, gender, and sexuality in the classroom. Florida, in particular, has gained national attention,
as Najarro (2023) emphasizes, particularly since Republican presidential candidate Governor
Ron DeSantis outlawed the College Board's AP African American Studies course and backed
new Black history standards that clarify the need to teach "how slaves developed skills which, in
some instances, could be applied for their personal benefit." Books that address racism and racial

issues are currently considered inappropriate or part of a "woke" agenda (Love, 2023a). This
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study provided valuable insight into how critically race-conscious and responsive principals
contend with and confront such issues in various, ever-shifting contexts.
Participant Recruitment

Recruiting for this study required materials such as flyers and a screener survey detailing
the purpose of this research and its questions. The screener survey was a helpful tool in gathering
purposeful sampling and providing preliminary data to ensure all research participants met the
above selection criteria. Using the recruitment flyer, a national call for research participants was
shared through various social media platforms: Instagram, X (formerly known as Twitter),
Facebook, and LinkedIn. Additionally, | contacted everyone within my networks via text and
email who could support me with recommending prospective participants self-identifying as
critically race-conscious and working towards dismantling racial inequities within their school
communities. Amidst ongoing pandemics, global genocides, teacher shortages, and increasing
racial strife in the current American landscape, recruiting for this research proved incredibly
challenging. Five of the twelve leaders who completed the screener survey were eligible based
on the survey responses and criteria. Ultimately, four decided to participate in the study.
Participant Demographics

Table 1 shows a breakdown of each participant's demographic information, including
their gender, racial identity, years of service, the type of school in which they lead, and their
grade bands. In addition, it details the political context within their state given recent anti-
movements including book bans. To protect the privacy of each participant, a pseudonym based
on influential Black scholars who have informed their personal and professional leadership

practices and dispositions was assigned to them.
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Table 1.

Participant Demographic Data

Participant Age Race Gender Years of Grades Political
Service Served Context
Principal hooks 48 Black F 11 PreK-6th B,C
Principal Coates 32 Black F 11 PreK-4th D, F
Principal Du Bois 38 Black M 14 18 months-6th A, E
Principal Muhammad 32  Black F 11 6th-8th D, F

Note: In the column Political Context, the following descriptors are used:

A = state law bans teaching of so-called ‘controversial’ topics

B = state law requires teaching of multiple perspectives regarding so-called ‘controversial’ topics
C = state law bans teaching of so-called ‘divisive’ concepts

D = state legislation similar to A, B, and/or C introduced but ultimately not passed into law

E = state law requires “transparency,” meaning that all teaching materials are to be posted online
F = state legislation similar to E introduced but ultimately not passed into law

In Chapter 4, each participant will be introduced to help readers learn more about their personal
stories, how they came to the principalship, and their experiences as critically race-conscious and
responsive leaders. These self-identified Black, critically race-conscious leaders have an average

age of 38 and 12 years of experience.

Data Collection

The selected data collection methods depend on the theoretical framework, research
questions, methodology, and participant access (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). This study
used a narrative inquiry approach with all participants, focusing on their personal narratives and
critical racial reflections. As such, “critical race theorists have built on everyday experiences
with perspectives, viewpoints, and the power of stories and persuasion to come to a deep
understanding of how Americans see race” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 44). Participants in
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this study participated in two 60-minute interviews. In addition, written critical racial reflection
questions were collected for review and analysis.

The instruments used in a research study are vital to data collection (Schreiber & Asner-
Self, 2011). Moreover, Schreiber and Asner-Self (2011) stress that “a poor instrument will lead
to poor data” and “you cannot recover from bad data (p. 124).” To ensure the quality of this
research’s instruments, each data collection method was directly aligned with the theoretical
framework, research questions methodology, and research participant access (Esposito & Evans-
Winters, 2023). Furthermore, the data collection process needed to be collaborative in that the
research was mutually beneficial to participants by creating space for reflection, developing trust,
and cultivating meaningful relationships. This research was situated in examining
institutionalized systems of power and issues of race and racism; consequently, it was of the
utmost importance to be aware of minimizing a harmful process to both the researcher and
participants. Limes-Taylor Henderson and Esposito (2019) emphasize that “if we understand
ourselves as not only working for our own benefit but for the benefit of some (or most) members
of the public, then we must begin by acknowledging the potential lack of balance in
compensation to the researcher’s participant’s contribution to the work™ (Limes-Taylor
Henderson & Esposito, 2019, p. 884). Thus, participants in this study were able to examine their
critical racial reflections and interview transcriptions because the process was co-constructed. As
a methodological approach, narrative inquiry ensures that after transcribing interviews, the
researcher and the participants review those transcripts, which also becomes part of the ongoing
and unfolding story (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

Individual Interviews
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Participants each engaged in two sixty-minute semi-structured virtual interviews. These
semi-structured interviews followed the same general guidelines as structured interviews, with
the participant knowing that the questions and topics were subject to change and were merely
intended as a guide (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). Each interview was recorded via Zoom
and transcribed. The video component of Zoom allowed me to observe non-verbal cues, pauses,
and reactions and build a rapport of trust with each participant. The current climate of anti-
(which is intentionally inclusive of anti-CRT, anti-LGBTQUI+, anti-woke, and book bans),
where lawmakers have banned discussion of race and other "divisive concepts™ in eighteen
states, means that research participants could be seriously jeopardized if rapport and trust were
not established. Thus, special care was taken to ensure clear procedures — including the study's
purpose, the researchers' interest, and the privacy guidelines to protect participant privacy
(Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). Each participant was given a pseudonym to protect
confidentiality.

Critical Racial Reflections

In addition to interviews, participants had the opportunity to share written critical racial
reflections using guided prompts. These reflections expanded on their experiences as individuals
and professionals dealing with issues related to race and racism. Our attitudes, actions, and
decision-making are greatly influenced by our critical awareness of and reflections on race and
racism (Grace et al., 2024). The foundation for establishing the principles that guide a principal's
practice is their critical consciousness of race (Khalifa et al., 2016). More structural attributions
are made by those who critically reflect on societal injustices and disparities (Watts et al., 2011).
Further, critical reflection is a central component of developing critical consciousness. It is

necessary when analyzing and examining societal and systemic inequalities, such as racial
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injustice, which harms well-being and human agency (Freire, 2017; Khalifa et al., 2016; Watts et
al., 2011). These critical racial reflections strengthened data and expanded thematic coding and
data analysis to deepen the research questions and the study's purpose.
Data Analysis

To ensure thorough data analysis, | first devised a system for organizing data. | created an
individual folder for each participant on our institution-protected Google Drive using their given
pseudonyms. This organized record-keeping enabled me to keep track of every piece of data,
including screener survey responses, interviews, and critical written reflections, in a systematic
manner (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). After collecting each data source, | listened to the
interviews multiple times, taking reflective notes and familiarizing myself with each participant's
personal narratives and experiences. As Esposito and Evans-Winters (2023) suggest, the first
thing researchers can do is familiarize themselves with the data by listening, reading, re-reading,
and constantly thinking about it. After thinking, reflecting on the data, and reviewing my notes,
coding became the method for interpreting each data source and the frame to build my analysis.

All participant interviews and written critical racial reflections were coded thematically
analyzed using NVivo, a powerful qualitative analysis tool that allows the researcher to discover
patterns and trends within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). | carefully analyzed each interview
transcription and participant's written responses using CRT and Frontline Leadership as an
analytical lens to guide codes and identify patterns and trends within the data. After listening to
each interview multiple times, | created Venn diagrams of frequently used words and identified
preliminary codes for organizing the data. For example, using CRT as an analytic frame to
understand how participants define and understood race and racism, | used preliminary codes

like “racism as endemic,” “race,” “racial consciousness,” and “racism”. These preliminary codes
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were specifically used to identify quotes in the line-by-line coding process. | also used the eight
tenets of Frontline Leadership as preliminary codes to identify the actions principals articulated
in addressing and confronting issues of racism. For example, “disrupting pushout practices”
became a code after participants articulated disrupting suspension policies and pushout cultures
within their schools. | also left room for open coding to assign words and phrases to the data.
Using the preliminary codes of CRT and Frontline leadership, I used line-by-line highlighting to
code each interview transcript and critical racial reflection. As a result of this coding process
three themes and significant findings emerged discussed in Chapter 4. The thematic analysis of
the data collected from multiple viewpoints strengthened the detection of trends and patterns and
reinforced the credibility of this study (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). These methods addressed
two areas: 1) highlighting participants' stories, experiences, critical racial reflections, and
learning; and 2) a thorough analysis of gathered data to shed light on the impact of critically
race-conscious and responsive leadership on principals' mental, physical, and emotional well-
being.
Positionality Statement

As a Black woman born and raised in Washington Heights by Dominican immigrant
parents, my experiences, education, and professional career have shaped my leadership
disposition and advocacy in education. My deep passion and investment come from a lot of pain
endured within systems that time and time again measured my intelligence through metrics
grounded in whiteness and white supremacy that did not affirm, acknowledge, or value my
identity or genius. | learned to believe that | needed to change the core of who I was and
assimilate to false ideals of what is normalized and standardized in schooling institutions. These

experiences in education as a Black girl shaped who | was and continue to be. As a school leader,
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| replicated some of these structures until | received critically conscious scholarship through
critical theories, which allowed me to grasp the depths of racism and the impact of race. Only
when we discover and see ourselves as "hosts" of the oppressor can we awaken and begin the
journey toward liberation (Freire, 2017). Like bell hooks,

| came to theory because | was hurting—the pain within me was so intense that I could

not go on living. | came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend—to grasp what was

happening around and within me. Most importantly, | wanted to make the hurt go away. |

saw in theory then a location for healing. (hooks, 1995, p. 59)
Further, | work alongside school leaders and have served as a school leader. I argue school
leadership is not a position or given role, but the collective actions of principals, teachers,
families, and community members. Everyone has the potential to lead and influence, but it
requires keeping the people and community at the center. This history and context are essential. |
exist within the nexus of researcher and practitioner. As such, | feel a moral and personal
obligation to conduct critical research that will provide future researchers with a set of
knowledge.

To confront racism and bias, all prospective leaders must examine how race, racism, anti-
Blackness, and systems of supremacy are endemic and affect them daily. This requires a constant
struggle of fumbles? working with colleagues to identify, address, and eliminate existing acts of

injustice and disproportionate inequities (Singleton, 2015). No child or person deserves the harm

2 | use the term fumbling to describe the messiness of being in the constant struggle for racial equity and justice.
Abolitionists frame fumbling as existing within the contradictions of the both/and. It is doing critically race-
conscious work while also existing within systems that perpetuate and uphold systems of dominance and oppression.
It is not my intention to describe a fumble or fumbling as a clumsiness while mishandling a football, an act that has
little to no real-life ramifications, unless you are in the Super Bowl. However, there is clumsiness inherent in
balancing the contradictory and understanding that the work for racial justice and liberation is a constant pursuit.
Fumbling requires both a daily praxis of critical reflection and actions to examine the conditions around us that
perpetuate harm and every day/everyday work to transform them.
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or trauma of racism and white supremacy. On the contrary, every child deserves a quality
education where they can bring their full humanity to their learning experiences and be seen,
heard, and valued. These are the values | embody as a researcher and educational scholar. While
these experiences as a student, researcher, and scholar are helpful when conducting the study,
connecting with participants who self-identify as critically race-conscious and responsive leaders
may contribute to potential biases. And yet, as Marshall and Rossman (2015) reinforce, closeness
and interaction with the people within the study provide a “subjective understanding that greatly
increases the quality of the research” (p. 106). Further, they go on to say that a realistic site is
one in which the participant and the researcher establish a rapport and a relationship based on
trust and in which the data is reported ethically (Marshall & Rossman, 2015).
Conclusion

This chapter focused on the research design, questions, methodology, and theoretical
frameworks utilized. As such, critical race theory and frontline leadership serve as the foundation
for this study's framing and methodological decisions, focusing on participants' counter-
narratives, their understanding of the endemic nature of racism, and the tenets required to
confront and address such issues. Personal narratives allowed participants the opportunity to
share their stories, experiences, and journeys in fumbling to address such issues within their
personal and professional context. Also, it provided an intersectional lens that troubled the
complexities of existing and leading within systems of dominance, supremacy, and oppression.
Chapter 4 will include their personal narratives and the significant themes that emerged through

comprehensive data analysis.
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Chapter 4: Research Findings, Themes, and Analysis

“Love heals. We recover ourselves in the act and art of love.”
—bell hooks (2014, p. 97)

This research sought to understand how critically race-conscious and responsive school
leaders understood institutional systems of power and confronted issues of race and racism
within their school communities. Personal narratives and critical racial reflections (Esposito &
Evans-Winters, 2023) gathered through interviews and written reflections with four practicing
school leaders from intersectional backgrounds across the United States, provided insight into
the following questions:

1. In what ways do critically race-conscious principals understand, address, and confront
issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of power through systematic,
structural, and policy changes within their school community?

2. How do the efforts to understand, confront, and address issues of race and racism within
their school context impact critically race-conscious leaders' mental, physical, and
emotional well-being?

In this chapter, participants’ personal narratives, stories, and experiences will be shared to
introduce readers to each critically race-conscious and responsive leader and detail their journey
into the principalship. Following each participant's introduction, I will discuss the three major
themes that emerged from the data: (1) Black family lineage: Black mothers serve as pillars of
leadership; (2) restorers of humanity: cultivating spaces of love, joy, and genius through high
expectations and community; (3) the Black tax: the burden and toll of racism and representation.

The themes identified connect to the theoretical frameworks used in this study, CRT and
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Frontline Leadership, which guided, clarified, and supported the research design and data
analysis process.
Principal Du Bois
Principal Du Bois was the first participant to join this research study. A friend and
colleague recommended Principal Du Bois and described the important work he was doing
through his leadership in the South. She connected us via text, and Principal Du Bois
immediately expressed his interest in being part of this study. Following our brief text exchange
and introductions, | shared the recruitment materials describing the research focus, criteria, and
screener survey | developed to understand each potential participant better. This screener survey
asked about years of service, their racial and intersectional identities, personal and school
demographic data, and specific questions to get a sense of how potential participants described
critically race-conscious leadership and, more specifically, texts that guide their practices. When
asked to describe his critically race-conscious leadership deposition, Principal Du Bois wrote,
Having lived a double-conscious life experience in terms of race, | believe in
creating school environments where we can show up in the full richness and in a form
that represents the best of our own particular backgrounds and traditions. | believe that it
is always important to start from a place of love, keeping track of all our irreducible
humanness - so often cited by Dr. Cornel West. Starting here allows us to recognize
ourselves in one another while also honoring and continuously committing to the learning
and embracing the histories, traditions, experiences, and ways of being in the world that
our various groups present.
Here, Principal Du Bois articulates race-conscious leadership as the responsibility to cultivate

environments grounded in love where racialized beings can recognize the fullness of their own
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and each other's humanity. He articulates the complexities of race as a racialized Black man,
explicitly using the language of Black scholar Du Bois's double consciousness:
This sense of always looking at the one’s self through the eyes of the other, of measuring
one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever
feels his two-ness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body whose dogged strength alone keeps it from
being torn asunder. (Du Bois, 2015, p. xxii.)
Principal Du Bois also shared aspects of his identity that strongly influenced his critically race-
conscious and responsive leadership disposition and practice; he wrote:
My identity as a Black man and as an educator with a critical consciousness about race
and educational systems influence my practice and disposition. In general, | believe that
educational environments are filled with a bombardment of identity-threatening cues that
trigger burdens endured by the children and adults who exist in them. As a leader, | see
myself as one element of the environment that can influence some change in this way.
Given these responses, | was intrigued to learn more about Principal Du Bois and explore how
his identity and knowledge of the research helped him recognize and navigate issues of racism
and white supremacy within his school context. | was curious to learn more about how the
“bombardment of identity-threatening cues that trigger burdens in children and adults” impacted
his deposition, decision-making, and systemic changes within his school community in the Deep

South.

Principal hooks
After a couple of weeks of recruiting, reading, and reviewing screener survey responses, |

hadn’t yet solidified another participant for the study. I contacted people within my various
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professional networks who knew or possibly worked alongside race-conscious principals leading
for racial equity and justice. My writing accountability partner suggested I reach out to our
mutual friend, whom I will name Katherine, who was an assistant principal in a public middle
school in the Midwest. After reaching out to Katherine, she expressed the great work she and her
principal, Principal hooks, co-led and shared Principal hooks’s contact information with me.
Within hours of contacting her, Principal hooks completed the screener survey, and her
responses captured my curiosity to learn more about her experiences as a self-identified Black
woman leading critically race-conscious work in the Midwest.
When describing her intersectional identities and leadership deposition, Principal hooks
emphasized:
I am a Black woman and show up in the world as such—being Black, while a
superpower, in my own eyes, has carried a lot of oppression for me. Growing up, | had to
confront the reality that accolades and accomplishments do not overshadow race.
Showing up Black in the world has implications for safety, health, education, and more.
In this response, Principal hooks excavates how her Black racialized identity has caused
insurmountable harm and unfair treatment despite earned “accolades or accomplishments.” Yet,
she troubles being racialized Black as also being a superpower and being unapologetic about
how she shows up in the world. When asked about texts that guide her leadership practice,
Principal hooks described bell hooks and her various texts as anchors for her leadership, stating
bell hooks' ability to show how leading with love moves mountains. | find that, through
love, with a critical focus on race and class, we can move outcomes for children and
communities. My leadership is intentionally situated between the need to make ethical

decisions while also taking into account the care needed to be taken with our students,
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families, and communities that continue to be marginalized within the system we all

operate.
Like Principal Du Bois, Principal hooks articulates the transformative power of love and the care
required in leading communities alongside students and caregivers marginalized by the systems
she coexists with. Principal hooks also mentioned Faces at the Bottom of the Well by Derrick
Bell and delineated how this particular text guided their practice “as it illuminated the ways that
the systems that are in place, with no input from us, were instituted to oppress us.” Given
Principal hooks’s responses, her articulation of her unapologetic way of existing, and her
commitment to cultivating spaces of love to humanize and disrupt harm, | sought to learn more
about her leadership approach and orientation in confronting systems of domination within her

school context in the Midwest.

Principal Muhammad

Principal Muhammad is the only participant who was not referred by any of my personal
and professional networks. Given the specificity of the criteria for my research, the screener
survey responses were vital in the final selection of participants. Like the others previously
selected, Principal Muhammad's responses made me want to inquire more about how she
marshaled this work in her community as a self-identified, critically race-conscious, and
responsive Black women principal. While introducing her racialized identity and intersections
and how they influence her practice, Principal Muhammad stressed:

Being a Black Woman influences my practice because | can see our decisions' impact on

our students and the wider community. | recognize that being from the city in which |

now lead has created in me a vested interest to see not just the school but our entire

community improve. | grew up in a historically Black neighborhood, and my primary
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years were in a school named after a Black pastor, and that was led by a Black Principal.
Those five years shaped me for the rest of my life and are integral to how | view the
interconnectedness of schools and community and the importance of preparing kids to
end poverty, not escape it.
In her response, Principal Muhammad makes the connection between her race, her racialized
identity, her leadership practice, and her decision-making, having a vast impact not only within
her school but the wider community as well. She recognizes the integral responsibility of
preparing her students to be future citizens of the world. Principal Muhammad reemphasized this
necessity as she wrote:
It is paramount to the success of our nation that students and those who are called to
educate them are fully aware of the systems at play in our day-to-day lives. It helps me to
look at our systems and their purpose in our school (discipline, testing, uniform, etc.) and
seek ways to employ better practices. It also provides me the wherewithal to articulate
why certain policies are in place and their role in supporting our students, helping our
team to straddle the world as it is, and how it should be.
Here, Principal Muhammad accentuates the importance of understanding systems and how they
affect student's daily lives. More specifically, she names how policies within schooling
institutions affect discipline, testing, and uniform decisions. | was intrigued to learn more about
how Principal Muhammad was “employing better practices.”
When asked about what texts guide and speak to her critically race-conscious leadership
deposition, Principal Muhammad underscored:
Cultivating Genius- Gholdy Muhammed: Investigates Black Literary societies as models

for how to teach BIPOC students, Young Gifted and Black- Theresa Perry, Claudette
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Steele, Asa Hilliard I11: Provides research on what is necessary for schools for BIPOC to
succeed. Schooling for Critical Consciousness- Scott Seider: Analysis of research from a
cross-section of schools that explicitly sought to engage BIPOC students in navigating
and challenging racial injustice.
Given the remarks above, | was inclined to learn more about Principal Muhammad. | was
inquisitive about how her intersectional identity as a Black woman, her knowledge of this
research, and her understanding of systems of dominance influenced her leadership approach

within her public middle school in the Northeast.

Principal Coates

Principal Coates was the last of the participants to join the study. However, he was the
only one | had previously met personally. He is a good friend of two of my cohort mates from
my doctoral classes. Upon reconnecting and breaking bread with Principal Coates, he had a
warm and jovial demeanor and spoke of his work as an elementary charter school principal in the
Deep South. Through many conversations during this lunch, | became interested in learning
more about his work and leadership experiences. He is one of the youngest principals I've met,
with more than a decade of experience in education as both teacher and leader. After connecting
with Principal Coates, | contacted him via Instagram and asked if he would be interested in being
part of the study. He was excited to participate while acknowledging his busy schedule. As with
all the participants, | shared the recruitment materials to ensure Principal Coates met the criteria
and shared the screener survey to be completed.

When articulating his intersectional identity as a Black man and the impact and

importance of his leadership, Principal Coates reflected:
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Being a Black man impacts every part of my leadership. As a Black man who serves a
majority Black school, | work to replicate affirming, joyful, and rigorous spaces. From
my own experience with 1 Black male teacher and 1 Black male principal while I grew
up, I know the power I have in helping my students build their own identities and make
meaning of the world around them; I also know this impact extends to my majority Black
staff that often don't see people that look like us in senior leadership roles.
Principal Coates highlights the responsibility required when leading as a Black man in a
predominantly Black school to ensure these spaces are rigorous, affirming, and full of joy. He
describes the significance of seeing Black leaders in leadership positions in nurturing and
creating the conditions for students to cultivate their identities, skills, and knowledge to
understand the world. Principal Coates further described:
As a leader, | try to align with Hammond's and Dr. Muhammad's approaches to culturally
responsive teaching, leading, and learning. My disposition is to ensure that students are
affirmed and have the opportunities to achieve at high levels. This means that students at
the elementary level must build enduring foundations across disciplines that help them
build identity, skill, intellect, and criticality. This also means that as a leader, | must
create the conditions for my students to be ready for rigor. My job is to ensure that my
staff and | build awareness, affirm partnerships with students, provide multiple means for
students to build skills and knowledge, and maintain a joyful school culture rooted in
student achievement.
Principal Coates emphasizes using frameworks by two Black women, Dr. Gholdy Muhammad's
Cultivating Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy

(2020) and Zaretta Hammond’s Culturally Responsive Teaching and The Brain: Promoting
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Authentic Engagement and Rigor Among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students (2015)
to steer his leadership orientation and pedagogical approach. Given these responses and
reflections, Principal Coates met this study’s criteria. It was important to me to use a purposeful
sampling method that intentionally chose principals who self-identified as critically race-
conscious and spoke to the research's characteristics, experiences, and knowledge. Principal
Coates completed the participant selection process, and the aforementioned principals constituted
the study population.
Analysis

Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Frontline Leadership as the theoretical frameworks of
the study allowed me to focus on how participants understood issues of race, racism, and
institutionalized systems of power within the scope of their leadership practice across who
represented four school communities across the nation. Through their stories and written critical
racial reflections, I interpreted how they used their leadership dispositions and decision-making
to address such concerns and how these experiences impacted their mental, physical, and
emotional health. Using these theoretical frameworks as a guide and using thorough data analysis
processes, three significant themes emerged: (1) Black family lineage: Black mothers serve as
pillars of leadership; (2) restores of humanity: cultivating spaces of love, joy, and genius through
high expectations, (3) the Black tax: the burden and toll of racism and representation.
Theme 1: Black Family Lineage: Black Mothers Serve as Pillars of Leadership

During their interviews and in their written critical racial reflections, when asked about
race, these self-identified Black principals described the juxtaposition of race as a social
construction but also as a state of being where they felt at home, their homeplace. Homeplace, as

hooks (1990) describes, is a site of resistance, where Black people construct safety and affirm
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and nurture each other's spirits. Examining their understanding of race through the lens of
Critical Race Theory and Frontline Leadership, these principals understood racism, its harm, and
its impact through their lived experience as racialized Black bodies. Dillard (2021) declares,
“Regardless of the names we call ourselves, our existence in the diaspora has been seducing us to
forget the memories of our ways, poisoned with the truncated tales of our origins” (p. 1). These
principals did not forget; they (re)membered who and whose they were and who they belonged
to.

All of the participants in this study identified as racialized Black folx born in the United
States with various cultural backgrounds and upbringings that varied from the Deep South, the
Midwest, the North East, and the Caribbean. Black, a racialized classification for people from the
African diaspora (Radd et al., 2021). They all articulated their deep sense of pride in their
racialized identities, traditions, and ways of being. This theme begins with participants whose
Black family lineage and deep understanding of self, influenced these self-identified, critically
race-conscious leaders. The lived experiences of these Black principals begin with their families
and communities. More specifically, their Black mothers whom were dedicated to truth, honesty,
and a deep commitment to education. As bell hooks (2015) (re)minds us,

To love ourselves, our Blackness, we must constantly be vigilant, working to resist

white-supremacist thinking and internalized racism...It means searching for decolonized

Black individuals who by the way they live and work demonstrate their love of

Blackness, their care of self. Our love of Blackness is strengthened by their presence. (pp.

72-73)
While these interviews were conducted individually, their stories are shared collectively and

woven together (C. Rose, 2024).
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The Beauty and Brilliance of Blackness. While speaking about race's complexities,
participants troubled race as the dichotomy between this given identity and “projected idea,
placed on to us...hierarchies created through race in order to support the system of
capitalism...(that) have systemically, historically oppressed based on group identity, policies,
laws, ways of being in the world” as Principal Du Bois emphasized, to “this pride and this joy
about who | am and where I've come from. My family and the traditions that we have and the
traditions that Black folk has imparted, that I feel connected to, and that makes me feel alive.”
Here, Principal Du Bois's response (re)minded of hooks (1990), where she describes how it felt
to (re)turn home, to Blackness, she writes, “the warmth, the comfort of shelter, the feeding of our
bodies, the nurturing of our souls” (p. 41). For Principal Du Bois, race, was a state being, feeling
while also existing within systems of harm and oppression.

Like Principal Du Bois, in her interview, Principal hooks sternly affirmed, “Whatever
they're saying, it's inaccurate. You lose all credibility when we're talking about race because
you've identified something that's already false.” She went on to research on Google (during our
interview) all of the negative associations assigned with the color Black, she proceeded to share,
“thoroughly sinister or evil, heavy, serious, gloomy, calamitous, characterized by hostility or
anger, discontent, sullen, distorted or darkened by anger.” I can tell that Principal hooks is
frustrated by these associations, she stops and states, “Black is beautiful in all
capacities...nothing about my Blackness is evil. In her critical racial reflections, she added,
“Being Black involves a shared experience of racial discrimination, cultural heritage, and a sense
of community belonging with the right village.” She emphasized, “I. Am. Black. Periodt!” She

wrapped up her thoughts by quoting the lyrics, “You know I'm proud to be Black, y'all! And
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that's a fact, y'all! And if you try to take what's mine, I'll take it back, y'all! It's like that!" (Proud
to be Black” by Run—DMC written by Jam Master Jay, D.M.C. & Rev Run)”
Like Principal hooks and Principal Du Bois, Principal Muhammad shared this affinity
and wrote in her critical racial reflection:
| am Black—a descendant of both American and Caribbean slavery. I’m summers
spent in the Deep South and Big Mama’s house with no air conditioning, and using an
outhouse, Black. Collard greens, chitlins, and Black-eyed peas on New Year’s Eve,
Black. Sleepovers at Granny’s house with all my cousins waking up to grits, eggs, and
sausage for breakfast, Black. Shiny from Vaseline, hair greased with Blue magic, Black.
Curry chicken, rice and peas, cabbage and plantains, Black. Celebrating Kwanzaa and
each of its principles, Black. College-educated, loud, and proud extra Blackity Black.
Further, Principal Muhammad shared how this upbringing and a deep sense of self shaped her
way of existing and kept her from feeling disempowered. She recounted:
While being Black has not precluded me from anything, being a child of college-educated
parents and growing up in a tight-knit, predominately Black community insulated me
from feeling marginalized...It was not until I was in high school and had to leave my
insulated neighborhood that | realized the privileges my community did not have. The
opportunities to explore, play, and feel safe on the streets, to be reckless and do dumb
things. Of schools that didn’t focus on test prep but allowed us to thrive in the arts,
challenge ourselves in new and exciting ways, and travel to places. | do not attribute the
lack of opportunities to my race but rather to the systems in place that hold classism in

place and keep Black people fighting for scraps.
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While describing her deep connections to her Black identity, Principal Hooks also exposes the
devastating effects of systemic racism. T. Rose (2024) argues systemic racism as racial inequities
interconnected, and one cannot fully understand its scope without considering all racial
disparities, residential and school segregation, housing, and the criminal justice system. The
brunt effects of racism left Principal Muhammad and her community feeling vulnerable and
unsafe while her community protected her and nurtured her sense of worth and belonging.

When describing his racialized identity, Principal Coates made a significant distinction to
connect it to his Southern upbringing and how these experiences influenced his leadership
orientation. During his interview, he responded, “I lead first and foremost with being a Black
man. What I often think about is being a Black man from the South.” He described growing up in
a matriarchal family, where his mother, grandmother, and godmothers were pivotal examples of
his leadership journey. He shared:

I come from a family of incredibly hard workers. Like my grandmother, she cleaned the

schools, which was her main career. Starting in middle school, my mom helped my

grandmother clean after school or on the weekends... I think so much of my journey as a

leader is in service to all they taught me, which is another part of my journey.

Here, Principal Coates described the privilege of growing up in a Black matriarchal
family and seeing their models of hard work; these examples and models of service ultimately
influenced his decision to become an educator. According to hooks (1990),

Historically, Black women have resisted white supremacy domination by working to

establish homeplace. It does not matter that sexism assigned them this role, it is important

they took this conventional role and expanded it to include caring for one another, for

80



children for Black men, in ways that elevated our spirits, that kept us from despair that

taught some of us to be revolutionaries able to struggle for freedom. (p. 44)

Principal Coates places a mirror on mothers and othermothers as sites of resistance, a homeplace
(hooks, 1990) that nurture and cultivate revolutionaries in the fight for justice and liberation.

By defining race and articulating their experiences as racialized Black bodies, these
participants made it abundantly clear that while this given identity was placed on them, the
(re)clamation of being Black is one that guides their leadership disposition and practice. As
Dillard (2021) (re)minds us, “(re)membering is a catalyst for healing and creation” (p. 17). For
these critically race-conscious leaders, this (re)ymembering and depth of understanding propelled
their leadership disposition and approaches in cultivating environments that centered on love and
joy and affirmed the brilliance of their students. According to Muhammad (2023), liberatory
approaches to fostering healing spaces begin with understanding ourselves, our identities, and
who "we belong to" (p. 111). Growing this consciousness helps us nourish the consciousness of
others.

Black Mothers as Pillars. Every participant articulated a profound grasp of who and
whose they were and expressed their affinity and love for their racialized Black identities and
lineage. When describing his family legacy, Principal Du Bois stated:

I came from a family of people who were in education one way or another, whether they

were teachers or assistant teachers, paraprofessionals, and, you know, all-around folks

who just were, like the salt of the earth and good people...And I think that's how I ended
up where I am...I would say I'm no one without the people who raised me.

Each participant credited the exemplar models who influenced their leadership

approaches, dispositions, and ways of being in the world. Listening to their stories, they
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described their mothers serving as pillars of their journeys to critically race-conscious leadership
and valuing the importance and power of education. As King (2015) asserts, the heart is “at the
center of consciousness,” and “people are called to heal through other healers in their family”
(Cox, 2008, as cited in King, 2015, p. 14). These participants’ critical race consciousness
emerged from their mothers serving as a site (sight) and model of resistance (hooks, 1990).

In her interview, Principal hooks told a story from high school that left an imprint on her,
a period when she first realized the nuances of race and racism at work in her own educational
experience. Principal hooks elaborated on being identified as gifted during her elementary school
years due to her exceptional academic performance. However, upon transitioning to a high
school in an affluent, predominantly White district, she encountered skepticism from educators
regarding her capabilities. Principles hooks shared, “the math teacher did not believe that I had
the scores and the capacity and gave me lots of barriers.” She recalled the teacher telling her,
“You know, you cheated on this test... There's no way that you could have scored that high.” In
her written critical racial reflections, she elaborated, “despite being gifted, I often faced systemic
racism, colorism, and discrimination in educational settings, including biased disciplinary actions
and lower expectations.” She described her mother having to step in to advocate for her
brilliance and capabilities in spite of the teacher's and school administrators' beliefs.

My mother had to come in and advocate for me in a way that involved conflict where it

shouldn't have been...I was the Black face, the dark person in that environment. It was

automatically assumed and proven in their minds that even though all of my actions and

results disproved what they thought was finite in their minds, I did score it.
Principal hooks continued:

My mom called everybody in on what they were doing and demanded they give me the
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next grade-level test...my mom told the principal, ‘No, we want to make sure that she
understands that this is not that. We don't have to cheat for anything. We don't have to lie,
cheat or steal’... And she goes, ‘So not that it's kind to make people look like idiots, but
when they're telling you that you're a cheater and a liar, sometimes you have to do what
you have to do’... I took the test right there with the teacher, the principal, and my
mother sitting in the office and got every last question right.
Remembering this volatile experience of racism and anti-Blackness, she recalls telling herself,
“These people are just doing this because I'm Black.” As Love (2019) asserts, antidarkness is the
disregard for dark folx humanity, rendering them vulnerable to the rage of white supremacy.
Principal hooks understood firsthand the lasting imprint of anti-Blackness and racism in
schooling and held on to these memories to dispel these same mindsets through her own
leadership. Principal hooks, in her critical racial reflections, shared:

The fallacy that children of color are not gifted, amazing, or intelligent is a harmful

myth that undermines their inherent worth and potential. It is imperative to challenge

stereotypes, address biases, and create educational spaces where all children are valued,

supported, and encouraged to achieve excellence.

Principal hooks’s reflection paints a mirror on how words and language matter; “talk is
not cheap or inconsequential” (Milner, 2023, p. 45). Belonging is sustained by the words
students hear that affirm, advance, and nurture their identities, actions, and beliefs (Milner, 2023;
Muhammad, 2020, 2023). As she remembered this ‘pivotal moment,” she went on to express her
gratitude for her mother: “I'm glad that my mom did what she did, the way she did it because that
empowered me.” As Guillory (2019) affirms, Black mothers have served as the collective

conscience that (re)turn (Dillard, 2021) us to the humanity of their children. These experiences
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raised Principal hooks’s racial consciousness in fighting the anti-Black racist systems at play
within her schooling experience. These experiences propel her leadership decision-making in
empowering her students and disrupting deficit mindsets within her community. She stressed:

As a Black female elementary school principal, addressing issues of race and racism

within my school context is not just a professional responsibility but also a personal

mission deeply tied to my identity and experiences.

Like Principal hooks, Principal Coates spoke of his mother's influence on his career and
leadership trajectory. As previously mentioned, Principal Coates described his matriarchal
upbringing with his hard-working mother, grandmother, and othermothers.

| grew up with just my mom and me from a matriarchal family. The people that

were around, my grandmother and two godmothers, are people that I would say | belong

to those four women, my mom, grandmother, and my godmothers, who instilled in me a

deep respect for education—and truly pushed me a lot academically.

As Muhammad (2023) argues, knowing who you belong to allows you to (re)member the why of
what you do in the world. While speaking about his mother and othermothers during his
interview, Principal Coates shared thoughts about his mother and the hardships she faced
growing up in the Jim Crow South as a darker-skinned Black woman.

My mom, | think about her experience in the Jim Crow South growing up in the sixties,

not having access to the greatest schools. My mom talked a lot about colorism as well,

being a dark-skinned Black woman where she often felt like lighter-skinned people had
more opportunities...Her experience in schools mostly negative, feeling like she didn't

learn, like she wasn't supported, like nobody supported her dreams outside of my
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grandmother. She was not able to live out her wildest dreams outside of being a mother in

life.

White supremacy cements racist ideologies (Dumas & ross, 2016), and colorism is the by-
product of the violence dark folx experience in an anti-Black society. As Love (2019) tells us,
“Dark people have never truly mattered in this country except as property and labor” (p. 7). Yet,
Principal Coates's mother's stories and experiences did matter, both to him and his community.
His mother's experiences within a failed, under resourced education system entrenched in racism
did not diminish her belief in education. It catapulted her drive to instill the transformative power
of education into her son and do everything she could to give him the access and opportunity she
was not afforded. He shared:

My mom didn't often talk about college, but she talked about getting straight A's, being

the best student, and being twice as good. It got me thinking that so much had to do with

life experiences and opportunities, specifically within school. And I had no choice but to
take school very seriously.

According to Ladson-Billings (2021), race has always played a significant role in
education. Principal Coates’s idea of being "twice as good" highlights the burden that Black
children face in mitigating racism and anti-blackness in the pursuit of quality education (Love,
2023b). As Love (2023b) writes, in the afterlife of Brown, Black families sought school choice
and “bought into the myth American myth that education would be the great equalizer—
obtaining a ‘good education’ would keep their children safe and afford them their piece of the
American dream” (p. 62). Principal Coates continued:

My mom and the matriarchs in my family moved me into an affluent White school

district, the Black school district that was lower performing. But I don’t want to say
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lower performing; | would say under-resourced. They got me reading above grade level,
reading chapter books, taking honors and AP classes, you know, the first person in my
family to go to college, getting a full ride to a top 20 university in the country...My mom
always spoke very highly of me and what my life and my career could be. She always
pushed me...So, there's always been a deep respect for education and learning.
Here, Principal Coates spoke of the nuances race also played in the zone school district he
attended in his neighborhood, which, like his mother, was segregated, under resourced, and
failing Black students. As T. Rose (2024) tells us, “Housing discrimination has repressed home
values and associated tax revenues in Black neighborhoods, thus producing a school funding gap
of $23 Billion compared to white districts” (p. 35). Because of the ongoing impacts of intentional
decisions made around housing policies and educational policies, Black parents are left with few
good options for their children’s public education. They are left to choose from among the
“scraps” (Love, 2023b, p. 62) of the choices created for white and affluent parents. According to
Love (2023b), “Black parent sacrifices are to be expected,” given the repressive structures Black
students and families face (p. 67). His mother’s and grandmother’s sacrifice to move him to an
affluent White district afforded Principal Coates more access to books and advanced courses,
ultimately changing his educational trajectory. A parallel experience happened for Aja, a Black
woman described by Love (2023b) whose parents made a similar choice. Aja recalls “coming
home to her neighborhood and feeling alienated” (Love, 2023b, p. 66). She states that she is “not
sure that the education she received at [w]hite schools was worth the emotional harm” (Love,
2023b, p. 66). One is left to wonder what Principal Coates makes of the trade-off his family

made for his education.
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During his interview, Principal Coates, like Principal hooks, also shared a story about his
mother and grandmother that left an impression on his understanding of race and his racialized
Black identity. He recalled navigating the complexities of having “lighter skin” as a young child
living in the South and his mother and grandmother affirming his identity no matter what anyone
had to say.

Early on, there were so many experiences | had being someone who people don't

necessarily know is a person of color but is racially ambiguous, I think, to some people.

That created a level of awareness... I can think of this from being a child, playing in my

grandmother’s neighborhood, and kids being like, what are you? You’re not Black.

Going home to my grandmother and mom and them being like, you are Black... I don’t

care what nobody tells you; you are Black!

As hooks (2015) tells us, Black women raising Black children inform the way they perceive
themselves, their racialized identities, and their Blackness. These experiences that Principal
Coates shared describe his mother as someone who instilled the importance and power of
education and helped him navigate his racialized Black identity and awareness of who he was
and is. In addition, these experiences made Principal Coates curious about the difference in
access and opportunity in education resources and visible inequalities based on ZIP code. He
emphasized, “I started thinking early on, why is this? And thinking about how race played a
part.” Principal Coates spoke to these experiences as important moments that unearthed the idea
of him becoming an educator and, ultimately, a school leader. He shared, “And I was like, I think
| want to become a teacher because | want to give back in the same way that had been given to
me,” referring to his mother, grandmother, and othermothers. Principal Coates, with conviction,

affirmed, “My mom provided everything; she was an exceptional mother.”
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During her interview, upon introducing herself and explaining how she came into the
work of education, Principal Muhammad emphasized:
I'm the daughter of Adrian, Alice, and Tylee. And | say those names because my parents
bred within us the understanding that education is important...My mother's family moved
here during the Great Migration, during which all these Black people came up during the
same thirty-year period. All from different parts of the South...Every single thing I have
that | am is from the people who poured into me while | was growing up.
Like the other study participants, when asked about how she came into the work of education,
Principal Muhammad highlighted a story about her mother that, to her, exemplified resilience
and the power of refusing to accept an educator's deficit narrative:
My mom told the story of how her college counselor told her, “You might as well just
drop out now, you're just going to have to go get a certificate because there's no way
you're going to make it, being a mom. And my mom kindly, in her head, said F you...She
got a full scholarship to the University of Rochester and her nursing degree. And is doing
a thing that she loves, which is she's a midwife. And she's the best midwife. That is not
me just saying it because she’s my mom. I know she is absolutely the best.”
For Principal Muhammad, honoring this story meant underscoring the impact educators can
have, even if harmful. Principal Muhammad's mother’s story and the many others she shared
solidified the importance of educators who believe, affirm, and nurture students and their
intellectual capacities. She emphasized:

Our children deserve to live in a world where they can be who they want to be. They

88



deserve to live in a world where they can feel proud of being who they are. Where they

have the full knowledge and understanding of who they are, whose they are, and where

they come from, and that work is paramount to us.
Further, Principal Muhammad described how the community has a deep love and affection for
her mother, from people in the dentist's office to the folx who see pictures of her in her
principal's office and say, “Is your mom Adrian? I love Adrian! She is the nicest person I've ever
met! Can you tell her I said hi? She is so kind. She is so sweet.” As Principal Muhammad
concluded, she reinforced, “That is who my family is.” Understanding our identities matter, as
Muhammad (2020) underscores, we must start our stories with genius and excellence.

For these participants, their Black mothers’ life experiences and ways of being were
exemplary models of advocacy, courage, resilience, leadership, love, and (re)membering. Each
story shared the many commonalities that interconnected these mothers as pillars, ensuring each
participant had a strong regard and commitment for education, their communities, and a deep
sense of their racialized identities in understanding who and whose they were. (Re)member(ing)
who and whose we are matters; as Dillard (2021) stresses,

This is the (re)cognition that must find its way to the center of education for Black

people on these shores, as teachers [leaders] and as students. It is this kind of

(re)membering that expands us, that moves us to become more fully human in the face of

inhumanity, in places that still see and treat dark people as less than human. That is our

work and must be our walk as Black people in the African diaspora. (p. 7)

These critically race-conscious leaders, from an early age and facilitated through their
mothers’ and othermothers’ examples, stories, and upbringing, understood the complexities of

race and the visceral experience of racism within schooling institutions. Hill Collins (2022)
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defines othermothers as those who assist “bloodmothers" in maternal responsibilities and have
been essential to Black motherhood. These mothers and othermothers served as vessels in
(re)minding each participant of the beauty, complexities, brilliance, and contributions of their
racialized Black identities and greater community. Their stories and models were the foundation
for excavating these participants' purpose and commitment to fighting the underlying conditions
of racism and white supremacy within their schools and working towards a more socially and
racially just education system (Milner, 2023).

The Deep Commitment to Education and Struggle for Justice. Each participant in this
study shared a resounding commitment to racial justice and equity in education. Their racialized
Black experiences and upbringing shaped how they understood race and the harmful effects of
racism, instilling an immense sense of responsibility to the students, families, and school
communities they served. As racialized Black bodies, they recognized that race could never be
ignored, dispelling the notions of racial neutrality, color-evasiveness, and the myth of
meritocracy in education. In his interview, Principal Du Bois stressed:

The nature of living in a society with a dominant culture—a dominant way of being. A

human being is accepted on its face value as good, superior, or better. And we don't

question it. Lots of folks don't tend to have this critical lens... the pervasiveness of
racism in that it manifests in so many different ways... so entrenched, a system that is
unmonitored, that's beyond a formalized system even. It's a way of being... developing
that consciousness helped me to be mindful. It helps me to be more intentional.
As Heaney (1984) tells us, critical consciousness “involves an ethical judgment about the social
order,” giving us the ability to examine the systems we coexist with critically (as cited in King,

1991). Principal Du Bois grappled with existing within the confines of systems of supremacy,
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where some, just by way of being, are deemed inherently “good.” However, his critical lens
troubled this thinking and offered a personal responsibility. He continued to share, “Black folks
have been systemically and historically oppressed based on their group identity, policies, laws,
and ways of being in the world.” He described what the work of education required as he
wrestled with understanding these institutionalized systems of power and prescribed ways of
existing in the world:
It is really about whole people and helping to foster, hoping that you're contributing to
this purpose for developing and supporting community members in a positive, helpful
system and world...Education is about people and the world we're trying to shape.
Principal Du Bois continued to emphasize:
At the end of the day, it's always about the children and making the best decisions for
them... You're going to have an uphill battle, and you're going to confront things,
comments, beliefs, that become obstacles...I have to ensure that is a part of my mission
in working in schools...We have to keep track of why we're here and the reasons we do
this work...When you're in education, it is a vocation that defines your life purpose and
who you are.
Like Principal Du Bois, Principal Coates shared how racial consciousness is imperative to the
fight for justice and racial equity in education. He firmly stated:
Being aware that race absolutely influences and impacts every single thing that happens
within our school. Being aware of that first is the most important thing... Being a racially
conscious leader is being racially aware that our children deserve the opportunity and

absolutely can and should achieve at the absolute highest level.
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Principal Coates recognized racism as all-encompassing; in his words, “Racism is in the air that
we breathe, and everything our students face as racialized people are as a result of racism.
Schools play a vital role in disrupting racism.” Principal Coates further named the implications
that “racism [being] in the air” carries when you are a critically race-conscious leader. As he
reflected, “I have to examine the decisions that are made constantly,” because making those
decisions and examining how the decisions he made within the context of what he was given as a
principal “either perpetuate or disrupt further systems of inequity.” Principal Coates understood
the power his racial awareness had not only in understanding the racist systems his community
coexist with but to also use the race card to influence his decisions, policies, and practices within
his school community (Milner, 2023). As Milner (2023) underscores, leaders on the frontlines of
racial justice require continual examination of policies and practices to avoid the perpetuation of
harm within school communities.

In her written reflection, Principal hooks, Like Principal Coates, underscored the
interplay of race and racism in every aspect of her leadership.

Racialized students are often subjected to harsher disciplinary measures, such as

suspension or expulsion, compared to their white counterparts for similar behaviors. This

"school-to-prison pipeline™ phenomenon contributes to the criminalization and

marginalization of students of color. As the building principal, I lift this topic up for

discussion and educational development.
Part of her work, as she described, is dispelling the myth (Milner, 2023) that racialized children
of color lack intellect or cultural traditions that are rich assets to their school communities.
Principal hooks's written reflection sums up participants' commitment to the struggle for

educational justice:
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Every child deserves the opportunity to reach their full potential and pursue their dreams,
regardless of their race or ethnicity. Educators play a crucial role in fostering a growth
mindset, cultivating high expectations, and providing equitable opportunities for all
students to excel. By challenging stereotypes, addressing biases, and creating inclusive
learning environments, educators can empower children of color to thrive academically,
socially, and emotionally.

Consciousness is unearthed by our ideas and awakening about the realities of the world
and the epoch of dominance in which we coexist (Freire, 2017). Achieving this awakening
requires a political education concerned with social responsibility, which cannot be solely
acquired intellectually but through experience. The Black mothers highlighted by the participants
in this study served as the soil that nurtured these critically race-conscious leaders' moral
compass in (re)membering who and whose they are (Dillard, 2021) and in recognizing race and
understanding the pervasive experience of systemic racism. From moving to affluent school
districts for better access, fighting teachers with deficit dangerous mindsets, and sharing their
own stories of the destructive experience of racism, these participants shared how who and
where they are is because of their mothers, othermothers, and the communities who raised them.
As hooks (1990) affirms, “Black women can renew our commitment to Black liberation sharing
insights and awareness” (p. 49). Everything about these stories allowed these participants to
understand the brunt effects of racism as not only interpersonal but systemic in nature, “the air”
we coexist with, as Principal Coates reiterated. These stories are not static; they are interwoven,
contextual, and part of the shared conditions these Black principals experienced. Black people's
collective experiences open up space for understanding the mechanisms underlying racism's

endemic nature (T. Rose, 2024). These Black mothers' fight, fervor, and love praxis in working
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against systems that caused perpetual harm in their everyday lives served as the model of
humanity that propelled these leaders with the personal responsibility required to be in the
constant struggle for freedom in education. Their reflections echo the words of Paulo Freire, who
wrote

Because love is an act of courage, not fear, love is commitment to others. No matter

where the oppressed are found, the act of love is commitment to their cause--the cause of

liberation. As an act of bravery, love cannot be sentimental; as an act of freedom, it must

not serve as manipulation. It must generate other acts of freedom; otherwise, it is not

love. (Freire, 2017, pp. 89-90)
As Principal Muhammad emphasized, “I know what's at stake, | know what's at risk if they [her
students] don't feel connected to a community.” To teach [lead] community means to resist and
work against the lasting effects of racism and the subtle ways it is perpetuated (hooks, 2003).
Like the rest of the participants, Principal Muhammad’s words echo their courage and deep
commitment to their school communities, particularly their students.
Theme 2: Restorers of Humanity: Cultivating Spaces of Love, Joy, and Genius Through High
Expectations and Community

Knowing the Research. The first tenet of Milner's (2023) Frontline Leadership
Framework in advancing the fight for equity and justice in education is a deliberate commitment
to understanding the research and cultivating the skills and practices required to lead within the
current context. All the participants in this study spoke to the importance of research and theory
in deepening their understanding of the magnitude of racism. Theory rendered visible the
devastation of everyday interpersonal racism, moving them toward a systemic critique. For them,

this knowledge exposed the nature of systemic racism within schooling institutions and the
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research required to respond to instructional and pedagogical practices educators must advance
to lead for racial equity and justice (Milner, 2023).

During their interview, Principal Du Bois recounted the power of engaging in critically
race-conscious research to support him in connecting his lived experiences and developing his
leadership orientation and approach.

There are lots of things that | think | just was not aware of or didn't realize about the

human experience until I was exposed to reading, until I was asked to think about what |

just take for granted as the truth...developing a critical consciousness about the world we

live in is about unraveling our subconscious and unconscious experiences...Just having

that awareness, impacts the way that | view students experiencing schools and their

families experiencing schools too. It creates this awareness about how students interpret

their interactions with adults in the building...it really makes you adjust in a way.
Principal Du Bois described how this type of awareness helped him think about students' and
families' experiences within the school and the importance of integrating a critical race-analysis
leadership approach in interrogating teacher mindsets, curriculum, and instructional approaches
and his own decision-making. He shared this in his written critical racial reflection:

To a certain extent, my leadership coursework helped me develop culturally responsive

leadership approaches and a critical consciousness. Through reflection and self-reflective

practices, I’ve integrated a critical race analysis into my approach to decision-making
when/where race has become salient to me. As | show up to the school environment, |
know and observe that it is not prepared in a way that treats race as an important dynamic
needing to be addressed. For example, discussions about curriculum, assessment tools,

and other materials about social-emotional well-being and learning are ubiquitous in
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schools these days; yet, racial identity is often absent from these discussions, curriculum,
etc. As a school leader, | often find myself with teachers having to introduce identity as
an aspect of social-emotional well-being.
Like Principal Du Bois, Principal Muhammad emphasized the importance of research. During
her interview, Principal Muhammad discussed using research written and developed by Black
women to sustain a school community grounded in culturally and historically responsive
practices. For Principal Muhammad, this three-year endeavor has been an ongoing process of
learning, unlearning, and developing the necessary shared vision, language, and approaches
required to cultivate spaces of love, joy, and genius for teachers, students, and the wider school
community. She highlighted.
Our first year working was just around knowledge. Knowledge of self, Knowledge
of the issues. Having people read Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain, having
people read White Fragility, and having people read Cultivating Genius...Learning what
the issues are, what's at stake, and helping us to learn who we are and how we are
entering this work and developing that kind of common language and understanding.
She continued:
Year two was around, ‘How does this come out in our practices? What does this look like
in the classroom?’ Taking Dr. Gholdy Muhammad's five pursuits and applying them to
our curriculum. ‘To what extent are we seeing each of these pursuits in our curriculum?
And if it's not there, where do we place it? How are we helping students build their
identity? What skills are here? How are we building criticality? Where are there places to
insert these things that are missing from any curricular materials we get?’ Building the

skills for teachers to be able to do that in their classes and getting them accustomed to it.
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These questions guided and continue to guide Principal Muhammad as she works to make the
work “sustainable” in year three. She made it a point to emphasize the difference between
making changes in the curriculum and being responsive in the classroom. As she firmly made the
distinction, “Curriculum is not responsive; instruction is.” She stressed the importance of
classroom observations and providing teachers with meaningful feedback about their instruction
and pedagogical moves. She asserted:
When | come into your classroom, you're going to be getting feedback on these
things. When were they talking to each other? To what extent, in your planning process
and in your instruction, are you helping kids to see themselves as scholars? Are you
allowing space for students to question what is happening and develop their
understanding of the world?
Principal Muhammad reiterated the importance of these framewaorks in creating the conditions
for students to be affirmed and valued in their experiences and cultural assets.
Acknowledging that our kids have these experiences, giving them space to share them,
and seeing a classroom and school as a place where we are all learners, and we are all
learning from each other. We, as teachers and educators, are here just to amplify
language and knowledge and give kids the opportunity to expand upon what they already
know and what they already bring to us.
Principal Muhammad reiterated the importance of research written and developed by Black
scholars and Black leadership models before desegregation. She mentioned The Lost Education
of Horace Tate, written by Vanessa Siddle Walker, and the importance of utilizing these
exemplary models. She added, “It's turning to those places of history where we can see where

Black and Brown people were doing well. What were they doing that we’re missing? It's
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knowing that the thing we were missing is community.” As Love (2019) (re)minds us, theory is
the North Star, the guide, the tool that allows us to understand and examine our and our students’
experiences. Theory gives us the vantage point to see what wants to remain hidden. Without
theory, we remain in the habitual uncritical habit of mind, dysconsciousness (King, 2015).
Cultivating Spaces of Love, Joy, and Genius. Each participant in this study spoke to the
importance of creating environments where students, caregivers, teachers, and members of their
communities felt a deep sense of belonging and love. As Principal Du Bois described, “I really
think that is about creating environments where students feel like they belong and feel like they
can be their full selves and bring all of the richness of their own cultures and backgrounds to
schools.” For these participants, it was essential to cultivate a shared language that humanized
young people, families, and school community members. As Muhammad (2020) emphasizes,
“educators do not need to empower youth or give them brilliance. Instead, genius is already
within them” (p. 13). Every participant in this study held this belief and cultivated systems and
structures to ensure practices emphasizing belonging and love were mirrored in their schools.
During our interview, Principal Coates shared the importance of having a collective
vision, one that honored his students, staff, and the wider community, in working to disrupt
systems of harm within his school community. He shared:
The systems are designed to be deeply rooted in meeting kids' needs, focusing on positive
systems, and having a strong and compelling vision for our school. Which is the same at
my school for students as it is for adults to empower all students or staff, whichever one
we're saying, to be their best selves through rigorous and supportive instruction, where
achievement is the norm now and beyond. So, really anchoring everything in that. We

want kids, we want our staff to be their absolute best self, and that idea of being your best
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self encompasses all aspects of your identity...At the end of the day, we want our kids to

belong and thrive in our classroom.

For Principal Coates, this vision of thriving was rooted in students and community
members feeling seen, heard, valued, and pushed to their highest potential (Siddle Walker,
1996). To thrive is to matter (Love, 2019) and thriving is the absence of needing to constantly
navigate systems of dominance that try to (dis)member you from who you are (Dillard, 2021).
According to Milner (2023), leaders on the frontline for racial justice are “committed to drafting
and revising a vision that explicitly works against racism, whiteness and anti-Black racism” (p.
67). Like Principal Coates, Principal hooks shared this sentiment in her written critical racial
reflections:

It is essential to recognize and celebrate the cultural strengths, assets, and resilience of

children of color. Many racialized communities possess unique cultural resources, values,

and knowledge systems that contribute to their academic success and overall well-being.

By acknowledging and affirming these cultural assets, educators can create a more

inclusive and supportive learning environment that honors the identities and experiences

of all students.
During her interview, Principal hooks also declared, “I’m a momma bear, and these are my
children” (emphasis in the original) as she spoke of the intentionality of nurturing a community
of belonging. She shared:

I'm committed to the work because | know how crucial it is for people who look like me

and students in my building to show up and be successful...In this space, the priority is

kids first. My name is on the door. It means I'm responsible for every kid that walks in

and out of this building...It's a constant balancing act, but I draw strength from my faith
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and know that every step toward creating a more inclusive and equitable school

environment is a step toward a better existence for all.

During her interview, like Principal Coates, Principal Muhammad acknowledged the
importance of a shared vision grounded in these shared values was critical: “Having a structure
where people are deeply invested in the vision of the school and in the work that we're doing and
making them a part of it.” For these critically race-conscious leaders, it was imperative to co-
cultivate environments of belonging where their systems, structures, and practices affirmed,
recognized, and centered their young people and their racial and cultural identities with
humanizing language and feedback from teachers. As Milner (2023) asserts, schools' language
and actions build communities of belonging where leaders, teachers, and community members
affirm, restore, and sustain student identities.

Race-Conscious Conversations. While these participants spoke to their compelling visions
grounded in co-constructing spaces of belonging where students could thrive, this work for them
required continuous learning and difficult conversations about race to excavate racist ideologies
and mindsets within their school communities. As hooks (2014) tell us, “Collective unmasking is
an important act of resistance” (p. 16). All the research participants spoke about the importance
of learning and developing every day alongside their teachers and school community members.
During his interview, Principal Coates described the importance of creating a positive learning
environment that affirms his students, using various structures. However, he realized some of the
unintended consequences of this positive behavior system of rewards. He described:

| think we have made a lot of progress, but sometimes, we fall short within our positive

base systems for helping foster a culture of belongingness with kids...We use ClassDojo,

and there are a lot of different ways that you can employ it as a school...I'm constantly
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having to reset the salt shaker because I'll go into Dojo, and I'll see that talking back is
minus five points. All the positive things that you can do on a day-to-day basis are worth
one point. But you talk back to an adult, and then it's all of a sudden minus five points?
Some of the behaviors that we often see kids do and our problems with it are rooted in
anti-Blackness. Like, I can't be a Black child and have an opinion about something. |
can't explain myself. I can't have voice. | can't have agency. That's a system where, I've
had to constantly work with teachers.
Principal Coates stressed having to examine systems within his school consistently and
confronting race-conscious conversations head-on. In this particular example, Principal Coates
articulated that while his students and staff are predominantly Black, ideologies about control
and policing student voices and bodies were essential for him to address. As Kaba and Meiners
(2014) highlight, the “culture of control and surveillance” of students' bodies and behaviors in
schools disproportionately affects students of color with excessive suspensions and expulsions.
Principal Coates emphasized, “I am constantly working to design systems and structures that
work for all students, especially students that need it most. When things are not working, |
leverage this knowledge to redesign our practices.” Milner (2023) emphasizes that leaders who
play the race card disrupt punishment practices in schools that exclude students and work toward
discipline practices in curriculum and instruction through trust and resilient care.
Principal Du Bois also described having to engage in race-conscious conversations with
teachers within his community in instances where teachers disproportionality misrepresented
students' behaviors, specifically with Black students in his school community. He shared a very

difficult conversation with two of his teachers during his interview.
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| have two teachers. One of them is not here anymore. One of them is. They were co-

teachers, and they were talking to me about a student in their class, a Black boy who was

in fifth grade at the time...I’m hearing the words they're using, the things they're saying

that just represent, like to me, a total lack of self-awareness...So many times in this

conversation, they had referred to this boy as being aggressive.
During the conversation, he remembered thinking, “How am I going to get these folks to
understand how they communicate is so important? And at the same time, illuminate these areas
of bias for them?” As Kaba (2021) reminds us, “a persistent and seemingly endemic feature of
US society is the conflation of Blackness with criminality” (p. 21). While navigating his own
internal dialogue, Principal Du Bois recalled acknowledging race and explicitly making the
teachers aware of their dangerous assertions. He gave his teachers an example: “The fact that
we're talking to a Black family here and you're calling their Black son aggressive.” After this
statement, Principal Du Bois explained that one of the White teachers felt attacked by this
assertion and that he had to “overcome this with him.” He added, “When you're faced with this
idea that you could be doing something that is racially insensitive or racially harmful, those can
be the toughest conversations because of the world around us.” As hooks (2015) reminds us,
speaking the truth does not come without risk; it is a mark of resistance that displays our
commitment to liberation.

Like Principal Coates and Principal Du Bois, Principal hooks shared the dangers of
implicit bias from teachers. In her written critical racial reflections, she emphasized:

Implicit biases held by educators and society at large can influence how children of color

are assessed, evaluated, and treated in educational settings. Research has shown that

teachers may have lower expectations for the academic performance of students of color
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compared to their white counterparts, leading to differential treatment and opportunities

in the classroom.

She recalled constantly navigating what she coined as the “BCD,” the Blame, Complain, and
Defend mentality and interrupting the lower expectations teachers had of Black students or
newcomers to the country who were learning English as a new language. Principal hooks
emphasized using inquiry-based approaches through intentional questions to disrupt these deficit
mindsets. She added, “There wasn't a lack of will. There was a lack of skill...We're going to talk
about what you need to do to differentiate your instruction so that the next professional
development is on how to differentiate your instruction.” Principal hooks concluded by
unapologetically stating:

There are going to be consistent challenges because you can't change or alter the

belief system of many people, so if people don't believe that all kids can thrive, they

won't. Those are the people who, when they don't want to shift their mindset, you shift

them out of the building because that means you can't be here in this space.

All the participants in this study encouraged race-conscious conversations to excavate the
dangerous mindsets existing within their school communities. At every turn, these participants
pushed teachers and community members to question their thoughts and beliefs about
curriculum, instruction, pedagogical practices, and the implications of their own internalized
racial biases.

Disrupting Pushout and Punitive Measures. In addition to navigating race-conscious
conversations to disrupt and confront deficit mindsets and racial bias, all the participants in the
study highlighted rejecting pushout and punishment practices and instead nurturing spaces of

belonging and restoration. As Love (2023a) asserts, while only 15 percent of Black students are
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represented in K-12 schools, 30 percent of them are suspended, expelled, or arrested. This
exposes the grave realities of schooling environments for Black students in K-12 schools. Each
of the four participants expressed disrupting their school cultures’ punitive measures that
excluded students and perpetuated disproportionate referrals and suspensions for racialized
students of color, specifically Black boys.

When asking these critically race-conscious leaders about where they witnessed issues of
race, racism, and institutionalized system of power, Principal hooks, in her written critical racial
reflection, underpinned:

| have observed racialized students experience differential treatment compared to their

peers, such as harsh disciplinary actions. This is evidenced by discipline log entries that

included harsh and aggressive word choices and assumptive language that permanently
remain on the student's record.
During her interview, Principal hooks vehemently recalled, “Prior to me getting here, you're in
the stereotypical cycle of, oh, this child of color was disrespectful, so we're going to suspend you
for three days or put you on emergency removal.” Principal hooks explained working really hard
to confront and eliminate these harmful practices. She added:

I don't want to send any of our students home, period...if the structure and policy is

setting this child up for the school-to-prison pipeline because of the way that you

documented their behavior, you have those conversations...The entire culture of the
building has shifted in a positive direction...I was able to strategically have 99% of our

building trained in restorative practices.
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According to Principal hooks, she had worked tirelessly to support teachers in building
relationships, cultivating affirming and welcoming classrooms, and promoting professional
development focused on trauma-informed and restorative practices. She noted:
This building had been a failing school for 14 years. In my first year in
this building, we got five stars, the top category you can get, which they hadn't gotten
five stars in well over 14 years. And that was because of some of the adjustments and the
systems that we put in place.
Like Principal hooks, Principal Du Bois recalled navigating a culture of pushout during his
transition as the new head of the school. Pushout, as Morris (2016) defines it, is the
criminalization and policing of Black youth, particularly Black girls, in schools. He shared that
before his transition, the previous head of the school allowed these harmful practices to persist.
He described:
The culture of the school, the way it was, and one thing | was fighting against was that if
teachers felt like a student didn't belong there, or if teachers felt like a student was a
problem, the head of school responded in a way that's very different from the way |
respond. The head of school at that time would remove that student...I would get these
sideways conversations or these sideways comments about, you know, in the past, this
student would have been gone, this student would have been out of here.
To address these “sideways” conversations, Principal Du Bois described developing coaching
and observation structures to support teachers in reflexive practices. He believed that you are
most impactful as a leader when you “help folks to develop a better version of themselves,
whether that's in their instruction or their management or in their relationships.” For Principal Du

Bois, coaching was a powerful tool in disrupting this pervasive culture of pushout within his
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school community. He looked at his leadership more as a professorship, leading with an inquiry-
based approach sharing research articles and resources. He declared, “When you're coaching,
you're looking for opportunities for folks to discover their strengths and areas of growth,
especially their own areas of growth.”

Like Principal hooks and Principal Du Bois, Principal Muhammad also discussed
confronting the issue of pushout with her school community. Without equivocation, she spoke
about setting the terms regarding harmful discipline practices in the community she was
transitioning to before moving into the principalship. She recounted:

| demanded and said, | need to know that | get to be proactive with student discipline

because it will not feel right in my heart if you ask me to suspend a student because of

shitty instruction. | need to be able to work with teachers to help them develop
relationships with students and help them to improve their practice. Because nine out of
ten times, the reason kids are getting sent out is because of shitty instruction.
Principal Muhammad explained the importance of relationships within school communities and
setting high expectations for instruction and learning environments. She focused on co-
cultivating a culture of repair with questions for consideration, such as,
What are we going to do to repair this relationship? What was your role in this? What
was this person's role in this? What are you going to do differently next time? What
would be at stake if | suspended them now? What will happen to them long-term if we
make this decision?
Principal Muhammad was cognizant of the implications of suspensions on learning and
instructional time and, overall, the harm that it caused as a result of this punitive decision. She

also grappled with the mandated police presence in school and funding for counselors and mental
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health services being stripped, particularly after COVID-19. For Principal Muhammad, working
with teachers, parents, caregivers, and students to build relationships focused on students' needs
and their mental and physical well-being was paramount.

The leaders in this study spoke to the urgency of disrupting punitive practices and
mindsets entrenched in their school cultures. For them, suspension and exclusionary practices
were not the answer to creating affirming and inclusive environments. They held steadfast to the
belief that communities focused on nurturing relationships and the connections between teachers,
students, and caregivers were crucial in co-cultivating human-centered environments of
belonging focused on healing and the well-being of their communities. In articulating and
addressing these issues, each participant talked about leading with inquiry, highlighting
questions for consideration in their decision-making and their implications. Principal Coates
reflected:

How am | making sure that I'm taking a step back to assess how my own experiences,

beliefs, and mindsets perpetuate things? How do | make sure my kids are learning and

growing and are being developed?... | recognize that within my sphere of decision-
making, | have to constantly examine decisions that are made. (emphasis in the original)
His questions conclude how these critically race-conscious reflected on confronting pushout
within their school communities.
Curriculum and Data Coaching Structures. For these critically race-conscious and responsive
leaders, high expectations around curriculum, instruction, and pedagogical approaches were
crucial in the co-construction of school environments that believed in students' brilliance,

capabilities, and development. Participants in this study were committed to co-creating
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curriculum and data structures to address the specific needs of their communities and ensure their
students’ academic success.

“We are not going to let you fail.” Principal Muhammad fervently stated when asked
about confronting issues of race and racism within her school context. She added:

When we think about the history of housing, of redlining, of poverty, our students do not

have the resources they need at all! They have not been given the resources that they need

in order to survive, in order to thrive.
As she described navigating this historical context, interwoven with her community, she stressed,
“I think about the long-lasting effects of racism, and | think of the fact that we need our children
to be able to read.” For her, failure to make significant statistical changes within her community,
particularly in literacy, which she referred to as a form of liberation, meant perpetuating these
racist structures. In her written critical racial reflection, she wrote:

I know that historically, for those teachers and schools that have seen success with Black

and Brown students, it’s because they operated with the understanding that student

learning was a necessary condition for a true democratic society, that literacy is freedom,
and that they were charged with and capable of leading and teaching our youth.

For Principal Muhammad, setting curriculum and data structures that created the
pathways for her school community to engage in culturally and historically responsive
instructional practices that pushed her students' thinking and intellectual capabilities was
essential. She highlighted using and adjusting student work protocols to engage in making
pedagogical decisions about their instructional practices. She acknowledged “the state only cares

about the hard data,” specifically referring to end-of-year standardized assessments. However,
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she focused on a holistic approach, creating teaming structures that encouraged data inquiry to
support teachers in adjusting the curriculum and pedagogical decisions. She emphasized:
An instructor must be responsive... What have you done to yield engagement and
connection in your class? What have you done to get formative data in your class? In
what ways have you used student funds of knowledge to introduce new learning? So
before you even start looking at student work, let's think about what you, as the
instructor, have done to do these things...Those are systems you put in place.
For Principal Muhammad, these processes were vital in her work observing, evaluating, and
coaching teachers to employ a culturally and historically responsive framework (Muhammad,
2020) and putting the five pursuits of identity, skills, intellect, criticality, and joy into practice.
Principal Coates, like Principal Muhammad, emphasized the significance of setting high
expectations to ensure that students "achieve at the highest level possible." Literacy was an
important priority for Principal Coates. According to him, "Literacy has always been a means of
liberation for Black people in this country.” Furthermore, when asked about tackling racist and
oppressive systems through systemic changes, he emphasized the significance of developing
curriculum and data structures for purposeful coaching and feedback. During his interview, he
stated, "We're not just looking at data; we're acting on it." Principal Coates discussed the
questions they explored throughout those data conversations.
What is the root cause of this? Who am | building a relationship with as a teacher?...
Sometimes, it could be that you are absolutely acting in alignment with the curriculum,
making those small adjustments, but your classroom isn't a psychologically safe place for
students. So, how do we use data to inform how we disrupt a classroom that may feel

unsafe to kids, their voice, and their sense of belonging?
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Principal Coates also discussed the support systems for guiding teachers through professional
learning and growth. Funding through his school network enabled teachers at all grade levels to
obtain content-specific coaching support. He shared:

Everyone has access to a coach who leads them through preparation and practice.

They're leading them through individual one-on-one meeting structures. They're leading

them through data analysis, which are conversation we are always having: who's not

there yet, how do | get them there, and why aren't they there yet? Digging into that

because it could be a system, it could be a structure. Is this the best support?
Principal Coates emphasized the necessity of these structures because, ultimately, he was
dedicated to ensuring his students' dreams, no matter how big or small, were realized.

Principal hooks, like Principal Muhammad and Principal Coates, acknowledged the
importance of developing data and instructional structures with teachers and community
members to improve instructional practices and support her students' intellectual capacities and
academic success. During her interview, she described the importance of meeting twice a month
with her instructional team and having data conversations grounded in what she called “the
powerful questions: the who, the what, the when, the where, the why, and what are you doing?
Did it work? How do you know?”” For Principal hooks, this structure and inquiry-based approach
ensure she is able to examine data and instructional practices in order to provide meaningful
support, feedback, and professional development.

These critically race-conscious leaders understood the impact of systemic racism and
developed systems-level inquiry approaches to support curricular and instructional practices
within their school communities. Learning and developing alongside their teachers and

community members entailed establishing the conditions and processes for teachers to
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consistently reflect on their decisions, practices, and mindsets, as well as the opportunity to
expand their knowledge and pedagogical approaches to curriculum and instruction.
Theme Three: The Black Tax: The Burden and Toll of Racism and Representation

While navigating the complexities of addressing and confronting issues of race, racism,
and systems of harm within their school contexts, these critically race-conscious leaders revealed
the enormous weight and vigilance this work demanded of them. Due to the insidious nature of
systemic racism, serving in the highest leadership position in their respective schools did not
shield these leaders from the visceral experience of this endemic (dis)ease. They highlighted
their struggles with the hyperawareness and vigilance of being Black, being at times the only
Black person in a room, as well as the internal conflicts and dialogues they wrestled with when
there were no "safe spaces,” as Principal hooks stressed. When asked about the impact of this
work on their mental, physical, and emotional well-being, the words burden and toll came up a
total of forty-five times.

Sima (2023) emphasizes “that chronic and racial stress contributes to allostatic load, the
cumulative burden on and ‘wear-and-tear’ of the body and overall health” (n.p.). When
environmental challenges exceed an individual's ability to cope, allostatic overload ensues,
resulting in poorer health outcomes. Chronic and constant stress also accelerates aging and can
dysregulate biological systems, leading to poor health and premature death (Williams &
Mohammed, 2009). According to a recent study conducted by Boston University's Black
Women's Health, it found that Black women who experienced racism in employment, housing,
or with police had a 38% higher chance of experiencing all types of strokes compared to other
Black women who didn't perceive racism (Bellamy, 2023). This study highlights the negative

impact of racism on the health of Black women. According to the US Department of Health and
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Human Services, Black women are two times more likely to have strokes than their White
female counterparts (Bellamy, 2023). As Menakem (2017) reminds us, “this everyday form of
white (body) supremacy is in the air we breathe, the water we drink and the culture we share. We
literally cannot avoid it. It is part of the operating system and organizational structure of
American culture” (p. xix).
It is important to note that two out of the participants of this study were Black women.
For this last theme, through the depth and breadth of their words, each participant will fully
describe the effects of working towards a more racially just education system as both a principal
and a racialized Black person.
Principal Du Bois. In his critical written reflection, Principal Du Bois wrote:
In the 2017 edition of The Souls of Black Folk, Vann R. Newkirk II described Du Bois’s
double-consciousness as a “traumatic psychic burden” (p. xiv). In a similar way, that
social-emotional well-being is inextricably linked to the racialized identities of students
of color, I have internally battled with the burdens of mental, physical, and emotional
health as | have externally went to battle over issues of race and racism. An added burden
in my current school is that there is not a critical mass of Black American people on staff
or in the parent community (although the number of more Black Americans has increased
since | began working at the school). A lack of people sharing my racial identity causes
mental and emotional stress, alone. When | think about the brave and difficult
conversations I’ve had related to race, I know that those conversations are more difficult
because | am one of only a few Black voices. This dynamic, | believe, increases anxiety

for me.
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During his interview, Principal Du Bois said, “It's hard to articulate...the things I say to
persuade people.” He looked pensive, deep in thought, meticulous about his words. “It makes
you measure the way you present the information, just because you know who your audience is.”
He shared his internal dialogue, “What is the anticipated resistance I’'m going to get?”” I could
hear the pain in his voice. “Advocating for Black children and navigating dominant beliefs,” he
paused, “I wrestle with that cause of some inner conflict.” He emphasized, “It hurts to
measure...why do I have to do that...These are the things I battle with.” I noticed a strong nod,
eyes widening, and a deep sigh, He elaborated:

I mean, you know the difference, and you can feel the difference when you are not
having

to be in a setting where you know a critical mass of your people is not there. You're the

only one. It causes your racial identity to become salient. You become aware of it. You

become, you simply become aware of it. And that awareness starts to, you know, you
have to really take care of your mental health because you can easily get into, and
depending on who you are, everyone is different. All Black folks are not the same.

Depending on who you are, your personality, all these other dynamics, you can get into a

mode of looking at yourself through their eyes to an extent that you can, God forbid, you

could lose who you are. And you can start moving in a way that you believe is how you
have to be successful here. And really, you're not; you're kind of in a type of survival
mode. And yeah, it is a burden to Black folks. I've talked for a long time about code-
switching. And code-switching is not just about language. It's about the way we present

our vibe, our energy, and, you know, how we moderate the way that we move and all of

this. If you're not being intentional about showing up authentically...I've had this
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conversation with my assistant head of school a few times, and | remember her saying,
never forget, you are a free Black man...I was like, yeah, I do have, we have to keep
track of that and keep track of why we're here and the reasons we do this work.
There was a collective we in his statement, with we referring to Black folx in work toward
freedom and liberation within systems of supremacy. Principal Du Bois shared a specific
example of the enormity of this work and the physical implications to his mental and emotional
well-being. He recounted:
There are different moments, but one specific example is as simple as morning carpool,
welcoming students and helping them get out of their cars...It almost became an
anxiety-inducing experience to be at carpool and to see so many more White faces in
these expensive cars. And that in no way am | saying that, you know, these folks have
bad intentions or anything, but it is the environment and what the environment
communicates. But, you know, moments of having momentary loss of confidence, or,
you know, how do I look in front of these people as they're driving their cars, you know,
anxious thoughts, you know, and me thinking about the way I'm dressed, things that may
not even be necessarily clearly tied to my race, but they are because | end up again,
becoming aware of myself in a way that I don't think I would be aware of, | wouldn't
have been aware of myself in a different context. And that's anxiety, that's anxiousness.
It's like, what are these people thinking? How do they view me? Do they think that I
belong in this job? Do they think that, you know, I'm here by mistake or that | won't last
here? Do | look like I don't fit here? These things cross your mind, you know, as a human
being, and you do your best to combat them and to remind yourself of who you are and

that you do deserve to be here and that, you know, you did the work and that you are here
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for the right reason. And that's a burden...that's a burden to have to wrestle with that
simply for no other reason than you, you know, you look a certain way. You're a Black
man in this environment that, although it is diverse in a way, it does not have a critical
mass of Black American folks, you know, and that causes anxiety, that causes you to go
over conversations and how they went maybe a little bit more...I think about
conversations after they're done in a way that I might not have thought about when | was
in New Orleans...I'm like, did they, did they get what I was saying?... Did I come across
as kind... Did I come across as someone who knows what they're talking about?... You
know, and again, that's burdensome. In New Orleans, I felt much more comfortable there.
I would finish parent meetings, and it felt very folksy in a way, like warm, you know, |
wouldn't have questioned myself or doubted myself in any way, which I know is a human
thing, and we all do it from time to time, but I think it feels more intense or it happens
more frequently in this environment... I think over time, ['ve managed that better, but
that has affected my mental health in a way... Physically, just being transparent, I get less
sleep now than I did back then...and I don't know if my getting less sleep and working
out less is being in a head-of-school role and not having a team as big as | had in New
Orleans, but it could also be related to this kind of environment and the type of pressure
that you end up putting on yourself and that the environment puts on you...Where you
sleep less...I was talking to somebody the other day about this. I'm like, man, I do need
to find this restorative niche | read about. Restorative niches help you disconnect, and it's
a place where you find that you can be your true self...I need to have more restorative
niches because | was going to sleep not only thinking about work but replaying incidents

and conversations from school, and manufacturing and making up problems to solve that
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didn't even happen with specific individuals at school, tended to be White folks and
having dreams about school. I realized this is not healthy...I'm dreaming about school...
I'm having thoughts about problems that haven't even happened, and I'm solving them...
trying to solve them. And that just doesn't feel healthy... Then I wake up and have to go
back to work. And, of course, that could be a sign of burnout or something leading to
burnout. I just know that it's not, it's not a healthy thing.

Principal hooks. In her critical written reflection, Principal hooks wrote:
IT IS EXHAUSTING... As a Black female elementary school principal, addressing
issues of race and racism within my school context is not just a professional
responsibility but also a personal mission deeply tied to my identity and experiences.
While it's crucial work, it can undoubtedly take a toll on my mental, physical, and
emotional well-being if I allow it...Mentally, constantly grappling with the infinite
complexities of racism in the school environment requires immense cognitive energy and
effort. | find myself constantly analyzing and assessing situations, conversations, and
policies through the lens of race, which can be exhausting. There's a weight that comes
with being the one responsible for leading this work, discussions, implementing
initiatives, and making decisions to combat racism. This mental burden often leads to
stress, sleepless nights, and sometimes feelings of inadequacy or frustration when
progress feels slow... Physically, the stress and emotional toll of addressing racism can
manifest in various ways. | have chosen to be proactive with my self-care by seeing a
therapist (with no identified or specific challenge), massage therapy, immersing myself in
nature, blogging, and cooking. Additionally, the long hours and emotional labor involved

in supporting students, families, the community, and staff affected by racism often leave
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me emotionally and physically drained. I fill my cup by not checking email or working

on days and times that I am scheduled to be off of work... Emotionally, the work of

confronting racism can be incredibly challenging. It's not just about addressing overt acts
of discrimination but also about navigating the covert and subtle biases and systemic
inequities ingrained in the fabric of the educational system. Witnessing the impact of
racism on my students and staff, hearing their stories, and trying to provide support can
be emotionally overwhelming. There are moments of triumph and progress, but there are
also setbacks and moments of despair that weigh heavily on my heart... In spite of these
challenges, I am committed to the work because | know how crucial it is for the well-
being and success of my students.

During her interview, Principal hooks firmly denoted, “You have to be strategic and
intentional in everything that you do.” She paused, “I’m doing God’s work, and I am never
showing up alone.” She continued, “I'm committed to the work because I know how crucial it is
for people who look like me and students in my building to show up and be successful.” She
looked at me as if to ground herself, “It’s a balancing act.” She continued to share her internal
dialogue:

You have to figure out how you're getting ready to show up in this meeting or that

meeting. So, is this a meeting where | have to show up, be soft and gentle, and ask

questions in a way that can be received? Does that mean that I'm being fake or being an
imposter? Or does it mean that this is the way that this environment can receive what it is
that I'm trying to communicate or request? Because it can't always be like I can't. So there
are things that that's a degree of emotional intelligence that, as a woman of color, you,

me, Katherine, we all have to figure out how to navigate. (Emphasis in the original)
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Like Principal Du Bois, Principal hooks shares in the commonality of the collective we. She

continued:
And what does that mean? It means knowing how you're perceived. | know that | am a
dark-skinned Black woman. | have broad shoulders. | have a very deep voice. | ask very
pointed questions. | can show up in a very no-nonsense way. | have zero tolerance for
nonsense when it comes to showing up for kids and impoverished people. When it shifts
into, if | ask you a question that makes you uncomfortable, then it's how dare she? Who
does she think she is that she can ask me that?... | remember | had a director come in to
tell me that she was going to do regular check-ins with me... Excuse me? I don't report to
you. But most people would have just been like, okay. No ma'am. | don't have time for
that. What are you checking in with me for? You wouldn't do that to my white
counterpart. So why are we doing that here? And I'm not allowing you to do that with me
because I do not work for you. We are peers. I do not report to you...Now, there's a way
that you can say that without it being combative or conflicting.

She stressed:
It's exhausting. It has forced me to take time away. I'm saying | have made space in my
life to say no. I don't believe in overbooking myself. I don't believe in putting myself out
there to the point of being stressed out because of time. That was my younger self.
Because in this book, I also have to have an exit plan. Because when you serve in a space
like this, with all the confines and the weight of challenging racist structures and thoughts
and trying to adjust or dissolve these spaces, it does take its toll on you...I'm not going to
allow this job to kill me. I'm not going to allow racism to kill me. I'm no longer doing

that. If I don't feel like talking about racism in a space, then I'm not going to, even though
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I might have some very, very pointed opinions and responses, if I'm not showing up that
day, I'm not getting ready to be your point person to solve all of racism's problems in this
meeting... You have to make choices like that. You have to recognize the importance of
safe care. You have to seek support from family, colleagues, mentors, your community,
and your village so that you can sustain and maintain yourself. Because if you don't, you
can't work in this space... I'm going to take the principal part out... You can't maintain in
this space being the person that I am, which is a Black woman. | have been very fortunate
to have a great support system, a great family, and a centered faith base, and how |
respond in those spaces so that racism doesn't take me out.
Principal Muhammad. In her critical written reflection, Principal Muhammad wrote:
Knowing hurts. The systems are bigger than me, and knowing that what we are doing is
akin to whittling away at a mountain with nothing but a pick and a hammer can feel
overwhelming at best, insurmountable, and soul-crushing at its worse...Knowing is also
empowering. Seeking out those who have had success, who have made a difference, and
whose practices can be replicated provides me with the energy to keep pushing
forward...Knowing gives me compassion for myself and others. Knowing the largeness
of the task gives me permission to take things bit by bit, to not feel like a failure if we
don’t get it 100% right the first time, if there are still mistakes, still issues, still concerns.
During her interview, when asked if this work impacted her mental and physical wellness,
Principal Muhammad unequivocally responded, “Absolutely!” She recounted going to the
doctor's office due to a recent diagnosis and health concerns and her physician telling her, “It's

stress, you need to stop stressing.” Principal Muhammad vulnerably shared having to go back on
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anti-depressants due to incessant dark thoughts and thinking, “This cannot stand, I cannot do

this.” She recounted a night sitting on the couch resorting to prayer:
I remember just sitting on my couch and just saying, like God, | need you right now. |
just need an ounce of your grace and your peace right now because | don't know what
I'm going to do. | just collapsed on the couch and went back to church that Sunday. | was
like, we are going back to church because I need fellowship. | need people outside of my
school to be around who can uplift me.

She continued:
It's a constant exhaustion... This work is hard. And if you don't take care of yourself, it
will eat you alive, it definitely had a huge impact on my mental and physical health. Like,
literally... Last year, they found nodules on my thyroid, and I started gaining crazy
weight. | started getting fibroids just out of nowhere. Just all of these things were
happening because of the stress, and | would say, what has also come out of it, though, as
| said before, was leaning on resources that | did in the past of finding those people in
those places, that I can go to for support... I think what's a struggle of being a school
leader is, it's a lonely position. There are no safe places for school leaders because you
are something to everybody. Your teachers are looking to you for leadership. Your
superintendents, the people above you, are looking for you to do your job well. Other
principals are not always your friend, so it can feel very, very lonely.

Principal Muhammad highlighted the importance of community in sustaining her getting through

the daily overwhelming impact of this work on her mental, physical, and emotional health. She

expressed deep gratitude to her trainer, doctors (she acknowledged the importance of her doctors
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all being Black), her gym community, her church family, her family and friends, and her Aunt
Teresa. She summarized,

You cannot do it by yourself. It takes a team of people to make sure that my head is on

right every day, and | can go into my job and give my kids everything that | can because

they deserve the best, and they deserve to have me at my best.
Principal Coates. In his critical written reflection, Principal Coates wrote:

These efforts contribute to mental, physical, and emotional well-being. When | feel most

impacted, | feel isolated, exhausted, lethargic, or withdrawn from things that often help

me feel fulfilled. Because the work is rigorous and unending, it is hard to maintain
wellness. Alternatively, when | am successful at dismantling or confronting a system
rooted in racism, | feel fulfilled and renewed.

During his interview, Principal Coates spoke of having one the hardest years of his career
in spite of celebrating some of the greatest accomplishments within his school community,
seeing the highest growth in performance data, learning environment surveys, and the significant
decrease in suspensions. Yet, he articulated the impact of “taking on the traumas that exist and
that happen within our school.” He emphasized, “The school serves so many functions. We carry
and deal with so many things outside the scope of teaching and learning that it is hard.” He
painfully shared one of the toughest days in the principalship, losing “two of his babies”
(emphasis in the original) to an egregious act of violence.

This year, I've lost three students, I'm an elementary school principal. | lost two at the

same time through a very violent act. That was and will forever be the, well, | pray it will

forever, | can't promise, but I pray it will forever be the hardest day of my

career...Having to tell two grade levels of teachers and two grade levels of students and
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then the whole school and connecting with their family and different staff members and
all of my bosses and regional team, everybody calling, checking, seeing how they could
support and that will never leave me... | was mentally unwell... I was not myself. I was
out of body. I was the opposite of who I usually am... My job is to take care of and
support 650 humans at all times. And all of their families and all of the things they bring
to the table. So, at its worst, it impacts how | show for my own family and my own
people, like being distant from my loved ones and being inconsistent in my own routines.
Because I'm so mentally and physically exhausted. Not being able to do the things, not
feeling that I'm able to do the things like working out, cooking, the things that relieve
stress, listening to podcasts to learn new things like those types of things, that | do to take
care of myself.
Principal Coates, like Principal Muhammad, continually honored the people and communities
who helped him get through the challenges of this job. He emphasized, "I have an amazing
support system at home, my wife is spectacular.” He went on to acknowledge his family, friends,
and the network of Black male principals who have provided opportunities for him to learn,
grow, and reflect on his work through fellowship.
As critically race-conscious leaders, Principals Du Bois, hooks, Muhammad, and Coates
did not mince words when describing the effects of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of
power on their racialized Black bodies. The constant stress, anxiety, burden, toll, and exhaustion
of anticipated opposition of those wanting to maintain existing systems of dominance is a form
of tax that weathers and tears at the mind, body, and spirit. Still, these Black leaders remain
committed and responsible to their communities, their families, and their kids. Principal

Muhammad's words reverberate:
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The reason why we keep staying while we're still here is because our kids are worth it, and the
minute we give up is the minute we lose. Our children deserve to live in a world where they can
be. who they want to be. They deserve to live in a world where they can feel proud of being, who
they are. Where they have the full knowledge and understanding of who they are and whose they
are, and where they come from, and that work is paramount to us. Making sure that America is
the place that it says that it is. | won't stop until that day when my dying breath finally comes.
Conclusion

In this chapter, participants’ personal narratives provided insight into this research’s questions:

1. In what ways do critically race-conscious principals understand, address, and confront
issues of race, racism, and institutionalized systems of power through systematic,
structural, and policy changes within their school community?

2. How do the efforts to understand, confront, and address issues of race and racism within
their school context impact critically race-conscious leaders' mental, physical, and
emotional well-being?

Three themes emerged: (1) Black family lineage: Black mothers serve as pillars of leadership;
(2) restorers of humanity: cultivating spaces of love, joy, and genius through high expectations;
(3) the Black tax: the burden and toll of racism and representation. In the following chapter, |

will discuss these findings further, as well as the implications of this study.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Implications, and Future Research

“How you (we) gonna win, when you (we) ain't right within?”
— Lauryn Hill (“Doo Wop (That Thing)”, 1998)

The purpose of this study was to explore how self-identified, critically race-conscious
principals understood, addressed, and confronted issues of race, racism, and institutionalized
systems of power within their school contexts. After conducting a comprehensive analysis of all
interviews and written critical racial reflections, three themes were identified from the personal
narratives and experiences of the four critically race-conscious leaders who participated in the
study. These three themes were: (1) Black family lineage: Black mothers serve as pillars of
leadership; (2) restorers of humanity: cultivating spaces of love, joy, and genius through high
expectations and community; and (3) the Black tax: the burden and toll of racism and
representation. In chapter 5, I will summarize the study and discuss what | learned from the
critically race-conscious principals. | will also offer implications and recommendations for future

research and practice.

Summary of the Study

This study used a qualitative case study approach to explore how self-identified, critically
race-conscious principals understood, addressed, and confronted issues of race and racism within
their school context. As Esposito and Evans-Winters (2023) assert, case studies allow us to
understand a phenomenon in its real-life context. For this qualitative case study, narrative inquiry
was used as the methodological approach using personal narratives as the method. Personal
narratives focus on the stories and experiences of the people, where the researcher “is the
landscape, shapes the landscape, and is shaped by the landscape (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011,

p. 205). Given the historical context of educational leadership and scholars calling for race-
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conscious approaches to principal preparation and practice, | was curious to explore the
complexities of self-identified, critically race-conscious principals in pre-K-8 schools'
understanding of race, its impact, and their systemic approaches to addressing and confronting
such issues.

The intent of my study was to explore how self-identified, critically race-conscious
principals across the United States with intersectional racial, cultural, and gender identities
grappled with issues of race and racism within their school context. Ultimately, the four
participants selected that met the study’s criteria identified as racialized Black. The four Black
principals who agreed to participate in the study represented elementary and middle school
principals across four school districts across the US. The average age of each principal was 38,
with an average of 12 years of experience. Each principal in this study was also a prior teacher
for over 3 years. In addition, each participant had graduated from their leadership preparation
program within the last five years. In the end, all participants shared over a decade of experience
as educators.

Interviews and written critical racial reflections were used as methods for data collection.
Each interview was approximately 60 minutes long, and critical racial reflection questions were
given to participants as soon as they agreed to be part of the study. This gave them time to sit
with guestions and decide whether they wanted to send their response in written or audio form. A
total of 8 interviews were conducted (2 for each participant), and 4 written critical racial
reflections were collected between January 2024 and February 2024. During each interview, |
took copious notes of participant responses. After each interview, | wrote reflexively in my
dissertation journal about how | was thinking about the data and why I was thinking that way

(Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). | also transcribed each interview. After the interviews were
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transcribed, | listened to every interview at least twice to clean and clarify transcripts. This
allowed me to take additional notes and get closer to the data. Using CRT and Frontline
Leadership as the analytical framework for this research, | began to create preliminary codes for
participant responses. Using these theories allowed me to compartmentalize the codes in
alignment with the research questions. To code, | used NVivo, a qualitative data software, to
manage, analyze, and visualize the data systematically. This process allowed me to organize my
findings and identify the themes that emerged from the research.
Learning from Critically Race-Conscious and Responsive Principals through
Personal Narratives and Critical Racial Reflections

The findings of this research, as highlighted and discussed in Chapter 4, provided this
study with great insight into the work of self-identified, critically race-conscious principals in
understanding, addressing and confronting issues of race and racism within their pre-K-8 school
contexts. As evidenced by the findings, these critically race-conscious principals were on the
frontlines fighting for racial equity and justice through a deliberate commitment of addressing
issues of race and racism head on. As hooks (2003) reminds us, when educators [leaders] across
the nation “challenge the way institutionalized systems of domination (race, sex, nationalist
imperialism) have, since the origin in education, used schooling to reinforce dominator values” a
revolution begins in schools and classrooms (p. 1). Through their personal stories and written
critical racial reflections, these principals shared the importance of this work as racialized Black
bodies once harmed by the visceral experiences of racism in schooling institutions. As evidenced
by the research findings, these critically race-conscious leaders lived experiences and knowledge
of the research, propelled them to use the race card in order to co-cultivates spaces where

students and their wider community could thrive.
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These critically race-conscious principals, as evidenced by their stories, felt a deep sense
of responsibility in protecting and ensuring their students achieved their highest potential.
Because they understood race and racism as endemic, their stories and reflections highlighted
their systemic and structural approaches to working against the perpetuation of racial inequities
within their schools. Research findings revealed these critically race-conscious principals
establishing systems for race-conscious conversations, curriculum, and data coaching structures
and disrupting push out through restorative and healing approaches. As evidenced by the
findings, they understood that this work required the collective, in order to build the capacity of
themselves and others within their communities. Through their stories and reflections, these
critically race-conscious principals also revealed using frameworks written and developed by
Black scholars to guide their leadership approaches in decision-making and planning.

The research revealed these critically race-conscious leaders” commitment to their
students and communities. Through their stories and reflections, the findings also revealed the
cost of this work on these critically race-conscious principals’ mental, physical, and emotional
well-being. According to these Black principals, the work of fighting against racism while also
experiencing racism was, at times, hard to bear. Through their stories and critical racial
reflections, study findings revealed the constant stress and anxiety of being on the frontlines
advancing racial justice agenda. For Black principals, the labor of this work moved beyond the
complexities of the job of the principalship.

Implications for Research

The sobering findings from this study suggest that further research is required to examine

the physical, mental, and emotional impacts on the bodies of race-conscious leaders fighting

against systems of supremacy and dominance. Empirical evidence has identified the experiences
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of racism as a class of stressors that could have profound consequences for health. This empirical
evidence was reflected in the findings from this study’s Black, critically race-conscious
principals, who spoke to their constant stress, anxiety, sleepless nights, weight gain, and tension
headaches. Through their stories and reflections, they revealed the burden of constantly planning
for anticipated resistance and regulating their internal dialogue about how they were being
perceived. As cited in Williams and Mohammed (2008), “stress appears to accelerate cellular
aging and the chronic stressors triggered by multiple environments assaults can lead to wear and
tear on the body than can deregulate multiple biological systems and lead to premature illness
and mortality” (p. 21). When something happens to the body too fast or too soon, the body is
overwhelmed and trauma is created (Menakem, 2017). Unlike palatable phrases like ‘a fight for
hearts and minds’, the real battlefield of and for racial justice is in our bodies. In other words, the
acute and chronic stresses of fighting for racial justice can literally (dis)able. Racialization and
its histories have fragmented, (dis)located, and (dis)membered many of those racialized as Black
and other people of color (Dillard, 2021). This is a matter of life and death, of the mind, body,
and spirit. Further research is needed to educate the field about the traumas and sicknesses
caused by the endemacy of racism and white supremacy. Understanding the depth of trauma
experienced by those in the fight for racial justice and equity will require scholarship that details
its grave impact and implications.

Accompanying the research that further details the traumas created and embodied by
critically race-conscious leaders should be additional research on how we heal. Healing is a
collective pursuit that requires daily practice in abolishing state-sanctioned violence in this white
supremacist, capitalistic, imperialistic, and patriarchal society. Abolition seeks to nurture a world

where everyone's needs are met, cared for, and supported and where accountability and
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responsibility are focused on ending and repairing harm (Love, 2023b). Further research is
needed to highlight abolitionist, collectivist frameworks that guide and support the field of
education in working toward an education system where individualism, competition,

standardization and the harms of race, racism and white supremacy are abolished.

Implications for Practice

This research included four self-identified critically race-conscious Black principals and
revealed the deep levels of care, responsibility, commitment, and love these principals modeled
as they worked incessantly to cultivate spaces of joy, genius, and love through high expectations.
As hooks (2001) (re)minds us, love is the will, the decision, and the actions to nurture the
spiritual growth of our selves and others. Participants in this study used their knowledge of the
research of racism and racism and their lived experiences to co-construct school environments
where their students, teachers and wider community could feel, seen, heard, and valued. They
anchored their leadership praxis using frameworks written and developed by Black women
whose work situates the importance of culturally and historically responsive education. As
Cynthia Dillard asserts in The Spirit of Our Work: “We can begin to heal in the wake of white
supremacy, patriarchy, racism that has constituted the education of Black teachers and others by
attending to the knowledge and wisdom of Black women particularly and Black people more
generally” (2021, p. 43). Leaders in the constant struggle for racial equity and justice must go
back, sankofa, to the models of humanity that in spite of centuries of subjugation and domination

created the archetype of education as the practice of freedom and liberation.

Recommendations

The following recommendations emerged from the analysis of the research findings and

conclusion of the study. Two recommendations will be proposed to sustain the work of critically
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race-conscious and responsive leadership in education. One is the need for fellowship and
affinity spaces for Black principals navigating and confronting issues of race, racism, and
institutionalized systems of power. Second, educational leadership programs using the race card
to equip future principals in advancing racial justice agendas through race-conscious scholarship
and preparation.

Fellowship and Affinity

All the principals in this study shared the hardship faced by the day-to-day demands of
fighting against racism while also experiencing its violence. They described the work's isolation
and loneliness while highlighting their lack of safety. Narrative findings revealed that these
critically race-conscious Black principals only had outside support to cope with the constant
stress, anxiety, burden, and toll of the work. Through their stories, they shared having the support
of their families and loved ones but, not within their school districts. Research findings revealed
that it is imperative for critical race-conscious leaders, specifically those racialized as Black, to
have support through fellowship and affinity spaces. Black principals make up only 10 percent of
the leadership workforce in K-12 across the nation (National Center for Education Statistics,
2023). Through their stories, these critically race-conscious principals shared that typically being
the only Black principals within their district had significant consequences. As evidenced by
their stories, they were exhausted!

While on the front lines, fellowship and affinity would allow these critically race-
conscious leaders to connect, reflect, and nurture community in their collective experiences. This
support could also serve as a source of healing, deep learning, and affirmation by those often
made invisible in the work. As hooks (2015) (re)minds us, “It is important that Black people talk

to one another, that we talk with friends, allies for the telling or our stories enables us to name
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our pain, our suffering, and to seek healing” (p. 8). After the participants' interviews were
completed, all participants expressed how therapeutic it was to just talk about these things out
loud. Participants felt a sense of release in having the space and time to sit with the gravity of the
work. School districts should invest in creating networks of support for principals, specifically
Black principals, for learning, development, and mentorship. For principals to share their stories
and challenges and provide opportunities for coalition. In addition, school districts could allot
specific days for principals to attend self-selected conferences or professional learning
opportunities outside of their networks.
Educational Leadership Scholarship and Preparation

Leaders in the fight for justice in education must develop a comprehensive understanding
of racism's history, reject the idea of a post-racial society laced with color-evasive ideology, and
model critically race-conscious and abolitionist behaviors (Kendi, 2019; Love, 2019; Singh,
2019, as cited in Dunn et al., 2021). Race-conscious scholarship is required in preparing those to
lead future generations. We can no longer ignore or invisibilize the race card (Milner, 2023). We
must become awakened to the atrocities caused by the hierarchal fallacy of race and its impact on
the subjugation and domination of others. As evidenced by this research, knowing the research
was invaluable for these critically race-conscious principals. It gave them language to their
experiences, while also giving them the frameworks to guide their leadership practice and
dispositions. Leaders must be prepared with the tools to stand on the front line for racial equity
and justice. However, that requires abolishing traditional approaches to educational leadership

scholarship and preparation that garner whiteness as property.
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Education leadership scholarship and preparation must move beyond the traditional
dysconscious approaches to leadership. Our current context of anti-, DEI, CRT, book bans, and
regressive policies, necessitates race-conscious approaches in equipping future principals to lead.
As Gooden and Showunmi (2021) assert, “it is irresponsible to train leaders without relevant
engagement with race and culture” (p. 292). Future leaders must understand the interlinking
systems of oppression that schooling institutions coexist with in order to disrupt perpetuating the
same harms within those communities. This requires leadership scholarship and preparation that
cultivates the critical consciousness of future leaders using critical theories to examine systems,
structures, policies, and practice in education. As Love (2019) reminds us, “Without theory, the
moveable mountains of injustice and oppression are seen as too big and immobile, but theory
helps us understand that our job is not to move mountains but to outmaneuver them” (p. 133).
Understand race, racism, and systems of supremacy should be central to leadership preparation,
not just in one course but at the fabric and ethos of programming. As the African proverb asks
us, how are the children? We can say that some children are not well; Black children are policed,
surveilled, and pushed out of schools, overrepresented in special education, and retained at
higher rates than their white peers. These ongoing injustices necessitate leaders who can see
these realities and work towards cultivating a more just and equitable education system.
Preparation programs must provide the race-conscious tools to help leaders see race, racism, and

systems of supremacy.

Final Thoughts
The findings of this study highlighted the tireless work of critically race-conscious
leaders committed to (re)storing the humanity within their school communities and nurturing the

conditions for their student to achieve at the highest level possible. They stood at the front lines,
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courageous and bold. And, their leadership practices and dispositions mirrored the models of
their mothers’, othermothers’ and communities’, love. Grounded in a love ethic, these racialized
Black principals never wavered, despite navigating the merciless experience of racism. Love is
both an intention and an action with the ingredients of care, affection, recognition, respect,
commitment, trust, and open and honest communication (hooks, 2001). They understood what
was at stake for their students' minds, bodies, and spirits. The way we resist domination, heal,
and repair is by seeing ourselves and each other's humanity and understanding that everyone is
valuable. Leadership as a site of resistance requires a fierce commitment to dismantling systems
of subjugation and domination and engagement in the constant struggle for transformative justice
and liberation. The findings of this research bear witness to the work of these four critically race-

conscious leaders.
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Appendix A: Informed Consent

TEACHERS COLLEGE
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

325 120 St Mew Yorl, WY 10027
2126783000 | www tecclumbiaedu

INFORMED CONSENT

Protocol Title: Critical Race Conscious and Responsive Leadership: Examining how
principals understand, address, and confront issues of race, racism, and institutionalized
systems of power.

Principal Researcher: Taribel Mercedes, doctoral candidate, Teachers College, 917-482- 6030,
Tmm2111E@te. columbia edu

INTRODUCTION You are invited to participate in this research study called “Critical Race
Conscious and Responsive Leadership: Examining How Principals Understand, Address, and
Confront Issues of Race, Racism, and Institutionalized Systerns of Power” You may qualify to
take part in this research study because you are a school principal with a critically race-conscious
leadership disposition and a minimum of one year of leadership experience. Approximately
seven principals will participate in this study, and it will take approximately 3 hours of your time
to complete over two days.

WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? This study is being done to focus on the personal
narratives of critically race-conscious leaders and explore how they make sense of, address, and
confront issues of race and racism. Through my interviews with practicing principals, their
personal narratives will surface on how their leadership disposition understands the influence of
race and the persistence of racism as a systemic issue in education.

WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DOIF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY ? If
you decide to participate, as the primary researcher, I will conduct two semi-structured ZOOM
interviews each lasting one hour During the interviews, vou will be asked to discuss your
personal lived experience as a critically race-conscious leader, your leadership disposition, and
how you address issues of race and racism through systernatic, structural, and policy changes
within your school communities. Both interviews will be recorded via ZOOM. You will be given
a pseudonytn name to keep your identity confidential.

In addition to the interviews, critical reflections will be collected to triangulate alongside
gathered qualitative data.

A1 of these procedures will be done via Teachers College's online ZOOM account at a time that
15 convenient for you. The ZOOM interviews will be videorecorded. You can choose whether
or not you would like to be videorecorded. If you choose to be videorecorded, the researcher
will notify you when the recording is started and stopped. If you do not want to be recorded, the
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researcher will use audio-recording with your permission. If you do not want to be
audio-recorded, the researcher will take hand-notes.

WHAT POSSTBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CANTEXPECT FROM TAKTNG PART
IN THIS STUDY ? The risk or discornfort is minimal. For the mterviews, there 15 a possibility
that vou may feel discomfort when selfreflecting on your erttically race-conscious leadership
development. You may feel discomfort when reflecting on how you are fumbling to address and
confront issues of race and racism. Finally, you may worry that comments made during the
interview could get out into the public, your school, or district, and perhaps cause undue
embarrassment.

To address these risk factors, all participants will be provided psendonyms. In addition, vou
will be reminded throughout the data collection process of your right to decline participation
inthe study, at any time.

Farticipants’ confidentiality is a priority throughout the research process. To ensure data 15 kept
confidential, all participants” information will be protected via the safe-harbor methad. Once
information from each participant 1s provided, identifiers will be removed from the database.
This level of anonymity ensures that all participants’ confidential information and shared
staternents are kept confidential.

The primary researcher is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and
prevent anyone from discovermng or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym instead
of your name and keeping all information on a password-protected computer and Teachers
College Google Drive n a password-protected folder

WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CANTEXPECT FROM TAKING PART TN THIS
STUDY? There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may
benefit the field of teacher education to better understand how leaders understand, address, and
confront izsues of race and racism.

WILL I BE PAID FOR BETNG TN THIS STUDY? Tou will not be paid to participate. There
are no costs to you for taking part in this stdy.

WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS? The
study is over when you have completed the two individual interviews and shared your critical
reflections. How ever, you can leave the study at any time, even if you have not finished.

PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY The primary researcher will keep all
written materials on Teachers College’s Google Drive, in a password-protected folder, Any
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electronic or digital information (including audio (and video) recordings) will be stored on
a cormnputer that i1s password protected.

For quality assurance, the study team, the study sponsor, and/or members of the Teachers
College Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected from vou as part of
this study. Otherwise, all information obtained from your participation m this study will be held
strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by U3, or
State law.

HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? The results of this study will be included in the final
draft of this study’s dissertation. Your identity will be removed from any data you provide before
subrnittmg the final draft of the dissertation Your name or any entifying information about vou
will not be published. This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation of the primary
researcher.

CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING Video and audio recording 1s part
of this research study. Tou can choose whether to give permission to be recorded. If you decide
that vou don’t wish to be recorded, you will still be able to participate in this research study.

I give my consent to be recarded (Signature)

I do not consent to be recorded (Bignature)

WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION TN THIS STUDY

T eonsent to allow written, video, and/or audiorecorded materials viewed at an
educational setting or at a conference cutside of Teachers College, Columbia University

Bignature

___T donot consent to allow written, video, and/or audiorecorded materials viewed outside
of Teachers College, Columbia University

Bignature
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WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY?

If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the
primary researcher, Yaribel Mercedes, at 917-48%-6030 or at yrnm2111 @te.columbia.edu. Tou
can also contact the faculty advisor, Dr. Bettina Love at blove@tc columbia. edu .

If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should contact
the Institutional Eeview Board (IEB) (the hurnan research ethics committee) at 212-678-4105
or email IRB@tec edu or you can write to the IRE at Teachers College, Columbia University,
525 W 120+ 3treet, New Torle, MY 10027, Box 151 The IRE is the committes that oversees
hurnan research protecticn for Teachers College, Columbia University.

PARTICIPANT"S RIGHT'S

# I have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity to
discuss the form with the researcher.

# I have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks, and
benefits regarding this research study.

# T understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.

# The researcher may withdraw me from the research at the researcher’s professicnal
discretion. The conditions for withdrawal include 1) participant’s non-response to email
communication and 2) participant’s non-attendance on pre-arranged interview times.

# If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my
participation, the researcher will provide this information to me.

# Any information denved from the research study that personally identifies me will not
be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as
specifically required by law.

# Tour data will not be used n further research studies.

# I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent Form docurment.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study;

Print name: Date:

Signature:
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Appendix B: Screening Survey

Critically Race-Conscious and Responsive
Leadership

Thank you for taking an interest in this dissertation research. The information on this form
will assist you in deciding whether or not to join the study. If you have any questions, please
contact the Teachers Callege Researcher.

TC Researcher: Yaribel Mercedes, Department of Organization and Leadership -
yrmm2111@te.columbia.edu

Purpose of Study:

This research will examine how principals understand, address, and confront issues of race
and racism and institutionalized systermns of power within their school communities. This
research asks participants to commit to {2) 60 minute inferviews via Zoom and answering
written critical reflection gquestions.

Please note: In light of Zoombombing, the questions in this screening survey are solely for
the purpases of protecting participants in the study,

By clicking "Yes" next, you confirm that you give consent to answer the following questions
to determine your eligibility to participate in this research study. Thank you for your time,

Sign and emaif consent form linked here to TC Researcher: Yaribel Mercedes
ymm2111@te.columbia.edu

1. Email *
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2. Do you consent to participate in this research? *

Mark only one oval.

Yes. | have read the information above and consent 10 proceed to answer questions
to determine my eligibility to participate in this research.

Mo. | have read the information above and do not want to participate in this research
study.
Screening Survey
The screening survey should take 3-5 minutes. Flease answer the following questions and the
TG Researcher {Yaribel Mercedes) will get in contact with you in order for you to complete the

demographic survey {e.q., age, location, and racial background) and consent form.

For more information, please contact Yaribel Mercedes at ymm2111@te.columbia.edu. Again,
thank you for your interest in this study.

3, MName *

4.  Preferred Pronauns

FEx: She/ Her / Hers

5. | am a practicing school principal in the United States of America. (Ouiside of NVE) *

Mark only one oval.

Yes

Mo
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| am over the age of 18. ¢

Mark onfy one oval.

Yes

No

I have recently graduated from an educational leadership preparation program
within the last five years.

Mark onfy one oval.

Yes

No

Describe your schools demegraphic and geagraphical location. *

Ex. K-8 Chicago Public schoal - 93% Black Students 5%- Lating 2% - White

Do you self-identify as a critically-race conscious and responsive school leader? *

Mark onfy one gval.

Yes

No
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10. Name some texts that guide and support your leadership practice. Describe
briefly.

11. Briefly: Describe your critically race-conscious leadership disposition.

12. Share ane or fwo aspects of your identity that you feel strongly influence your
leadership practice and disposition. Why?

13. To take part in this study, you must commit to (2} 68-minute interviews via Zoom
and answering critical reflection questions. Do you agree?

Marfconly one oval.

Yes

Mo

14. Thank you fer your interest and time! The TC Researcher (Yaribel Mercedes) will
reach out to you within one to two days to confirm your participation. In the
meantime, how did you hear about this study?
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Interview Protocol / Questions

Introduction
Thank you for agreeing fo participate in today s inferview. I am really looking forward to being
i conversation and commipity with you today.

& Offer study context: Our conversation today is part of my research, which examines how
principals understand, address, and confront issues of race, racism, and institutionalized
systerns of power.

& it for consent: (Activate Recording), explain that the recording will not be shared and
is for internal docurnentation only. * Do f kave consent fo record

& Acinowledge the 60-mirnte time window and that wvou’ll honor that (unless both parties
agree in advance that it 15 possible to go over by 10 or 15 minutes).

& Set-Up: This is a safe space to share your experiences, stories, ete. there is no judgrment.
In addition, all the mformation gathered at this interview will remain confidential. All
identifying participant information will be removed before any data is shared.
Psendonyrms will be given to each of you to protect confidentiality.

Are there any questions or concerns before we get starfed?

Researcher Note: Semi-structured - Dissertation Focus Questions

Jemi-structured mterviews follow the same general guidelines as structured interviews, with
the participant know ing that the questions and topics are subject to change and are merely
intended as a guide (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2023). All participants in this study will be

asked to answer interview questions related to the following research questions:

1) In what ways do you understand, address, and confront isswes of race and racism through
systematic, structiiral, and policy changes within your school communiy?

2) How do your efforts to understand, confront, and address issues of race and racism within

your school context npact your mental, physical, and emotionad well-being?

Researcher Note: Themed Questions will be asked of participants.
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Also, please remember to state your name when we begin so I can kkeep my notes organized.

Getting Started
& What's your name? Age? Years of service? and Where did you cormplete your
educational leadership program? In one word, how are you feeling right now, given the
current state of the world? Why that word?
& Who and whose are you? Who do you belong to?
Tell rre about the communities vou identify with racial, gender, cultural, ete.
& What brings you to the principalship? Why did you come to this work?

Research Question I, In whai ways do you undersiund, address, and confiront issues of race
and racism throngh systemaftic, siructural, and policy changes within your school communiy

Understanding Racism

& How do you define race?

& How do you define racism?

& Which current or past experiences have shaped your racial
AW areness?

& How have you come to understand the role of race and racism within
the scope of your work?

® Doesrace and racism impact your school community? If yes,
explain, give some examples

# Doesrace and racism impact your leadership disposition and
practice? Share some exarmnples

o Context: What does it mean to be a race-conscious leader? What
does this look like in the current climate? Share some examples

# Tell me about your race-vonscious journey - when did you know that
you Were a race-conscious leader

s How do youknow you are doing race-conscious leadership? Zhare
somme examnples

& Who's scholarship/ and or what scholars guide your leadership
practice? Why? How did vou get introduced to their work?

# Tell me the current educational climate in your state? How has your
race-conscions leadership impacted your leadership
decision-making? (policy/ curriculum/ etc)

# Do these things come in conflict? If so, how

& How are you impacted by race or racism personally?
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Addressing and Confronting Issues of Race and Racism
Think about youir racialized experiences within your school commuine:

# Please share examples of practices and/or norms within your school community
that you find to be harmful as it relates to race, racism, and mstitutionalized
systerns of power.

Tell me the current educational climate in your state? How has your
race-conscious leadership impacted your leadership decision-making?

(policy/ curriculum/ ete)
# Please share examples of how you have addressed and confronted 1ssues of race
and raciam.
o If any, what challenges still remam? What are yvou still fumbling through
and why?

# Please share ways you have disrupted 1ssues of race and racism to amplify the
curriculum, instructional and relational healing within your school comrmnunity.

Reseurch Question 1. How do your efforts to undersiand, confiont, and address issues of race
and racism within yoir school confexy impuct your menial, physical, and emotfional
weli-being?

Impact of Racism
# Please share if your efforts of understanding, addressing, and confronting issues of race
and racism within your school community impact your mental, physical, emotional,
and/or spiritual well-being,
o Has this work itnpacted your mental or physical health? If so0, in what ways?
o Are there any supports in place to help you cope with the labor of this work?
o How do you remain healthy mentally, physically, and emotionally/

& “When thinking about your racialized experiences within your school comrmunity, has
there been an experience that has caused you harm as it relates to race, racism, and

institutionalized systems of power? (white supremacy)

o Was there any resolve or accountability?
o

Final Thoughts
# Isthere anything else vou would like to share?

Conclude the Interview
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# In one word, how do you feel right now? And why that word?
Reseurcher Note: Thank participants for coming. Answer any participant quesions.

Reseurcher Note: Stop Recording
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Critical Reflections Protocol/ Questions -

Introduction

Thank you for agree g to participate in answering some critical reflections arcund race, and
racism. These questions will affér the researcher a deeper widersianding about your racial
awareness, identity and racially conscious leadership deposition.

& Offer study confext: These questions are linked to the purpose of the research which
exarnines how principals understand, address, and confront issues of race, racism, and
mstituticnalized systems of power

& Consent for researcher wse: (we will review final edit of written reflections); these
written reflections will only be used for internal documentation only

# Set-Up: These reflections will be kept in a safe space hard drive. All the information
gathered will remain confidential. All identifying participant information will be removed
before any data is shared. Pseudonyms will be given to protect vour confidentiality.

Dissertation Focus Questions

All patticipants in this study will be asked to answer mterview questions related the following
research questions::

1) In what ways do you understand, address and confront issues of race and racism thraugh
systematic, structiiral and policy changes within yowr school community?

2) How do yaur efforts to understand, confront and address fssues of race and racism within
your schaol context gnpact yair mental, physical, and emotional well-being?

Part1

Describe your personal identity regarding race. MNezt identify and reflect on experiences you've
had of both privilege and marginalization in this area (Radd et al, 2021)

Part IT

Working on your paradigm arcund race 13 hard and deeply reflective work and requires constant
vigilance Answer each of the following questions (Radd et al, 20210
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1. In your experience, where have you seen, heard and felt interpersonal, systemic and
institutionalized racism that impacted racialized students of color with your school
corrrnunity?

2. Where have you seen racism and racial bias in yourself?

3. How does your knowledge about race, raciam and racial disparities and opportunity gaps
challenge vour thinking, and critically race-conscious leadership practics?

4. What can you do to increase your knowledge, comfort and language n understanding,
confronting and addressing issues of race, racism and institutionalized issues of power.

Part ITT

Describe how your efforts to understand, confront and address issues of race and racism within
your school context impact your mental, physical, and emotional well-being,
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