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Abstract of Dissertation

The Influence of Personal and Professional Experiences on K-12 Black Female School
Leaders to Persist in the Educational Field

The persistent underrepresentation of Black female school leaders remains a
critical national concern (Superville, 2021). Despite increasing diversity within the
United States student population, Black female K—12 principals comprise less than 5% of
school leaders nationwide. This disparity reflects deeply rooted structural inequities,
including systemic racism, gender bias, and the intersecting effects of race and gender
that shape the professional trajectories of Black women. Although existing literature has
documented the barriers faced by Black female educators, limited research centers the
lived experiences and persistence of those who have successfully attained and sustained

leadership roles.

The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to examine how the lived
experiences of Black female K—12 principals influence their persistence in the profession
and to explore the strategies they employ to navigate systemic and interpersonal barriers.
The study was guided by the following research questions: (a) What personal and
professional experiences influence Black female school leaders’ decisions to persist in
the principalship? (b) What challenges and barriers do Black female principals encounter
as they ascend to and sustain leadership positions? and (c) How do their narratives

illuminate the meaning and processes of persistence within educational leadership?

Grounded in Black Feminist Theory and Narrative Theory, this study utilized

Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) narrative inquiry framework to center participants’ lived



experiences as sources of knowledge. Data were collected through two semi-structured,
in-depth interviews with each participant, allowing for rich reflection and meaning-
making. Participants included six Black female K—12 principals with a minimum of five
years of leadership experience, selected through purposive and convenience sampling.
Data analysis involved iterative coding, narrative restructuring, and thematic analysis to

identify patterns across participants’ stories.

Findings revealed several key themes, including the influence of Black heritage,
the significance of mentorship and othermothering, the navigation of racialized and
gendered expectations, and the development of adaptive resilience. Persistence emerged

as a dynamic and relational process shaped by identity, community, and a strong sense of

purpose.

These findings contribute to the field of educational leadership by highlighting the
ways Black female principals draw upon personal, cultural, and professional resources to
sustain their leadership. Implications for practice include the need for culturally
responsive support systems, intentional mentorship opportunities, and policies that
address systemic inequities. Recommendations for future research include examining the
experiences of aspiring Black female leaders and investigating institutional practices that

influence leadership access and sustainability.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Overview

Black female leaders have historically decreased in the educational field (Taie
& Lewis, 2022). The underrepresentation of Black female school leaders has an even
more significant disparity. This disparity has negatively affected Black teachers, Black
school leaders, and Black students in the K-12 field nationally. One of the most
significant contributors to the underrepresentation of Black female school leaders was
the Brown v. Board of Education decision. The intention of the Brown v. Board of
Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) decision was to desegregate schools in hopes of
providing all children, regardless of their race, the same educational experience and
opportunities. Unfortunately, the decision had unintended consequences on Black
educators, Black female leaders, and Black children (Fenwick, 2022a; Fenwick, 2022b;
Heyward, 2022; Ramsey, 2023; Will, 2019). Once schools were integrated, Black
educators were dismissed, or the schools they led shut down immediately. Many Black
educators and leaders lost their positions in schools because of school closures and the

replacement of Black leaders with White leaders, even if they were less qualified.

After the decision of Brown v. Board of Education (1954), tens of thousands of
Black teachers and principals lost their jobs as White superintendents began to integrate
schools but balked at putting Black educators in positions of authority over White
teachers or students (Will, 2019). Therefore, as White leaders moved into leadership
positions in schools, it effectively prevented Black leaders from entering leadership

positions. Principal displacement for the Black community was at its all-time high in the



1970s after desegregation (Fultz, 2004). Along with losing or demoting leadership
positions came a loss of income, employment, and struggles in familial and community
relationships (Fultz, 2004). This unintended consequence of Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) led to the underrepresentation of Black school leaders, which harmed
Black children because the benefits of having educators that they could relate to severely

decreased (Rothstein, 2014).

When there is a lack of representation of Black teachers, the potential Black
administrator pipeline decreases. The Education Alliance at Brown University produced
a comprehensive report examining the recruitment and retention of minority teachers.
The literature synthesis from this study identified barriers to the recruitment and
retention of Black teachers, including the attraction of other careers, unsupportive
working conditions, increased standards and competency testing, financial
considerations, and the high attrition of minority teachers (Torres-Harding et al., 2012).
These barriers may affect prospective Black principals and thus contribute to their
underrepresentation relative to students, even beyond what the teaching force alone

accounts for (Williams & Loeb, 2012).

Although Black educators, and subsequently Black female school leaders, are
underrepresented (only 5%) in the field, research has demonstrated their significant
contribution in terms of how school leadership racial diversity contributes to inclusive
teacher hiring practices, lower teacher turnover for same-race teachers, and higher job
satisfaction for teachers with a same-race principal (Symonds & Hansen, 2022). With a
same-race principal, teachers are more likely to be encouraged into administrative

positions. Principal pipelines that prioritize principal diversity simultaneously address



teacher diversity and narrow various race-based achievement gaps for students
(Symonds & Hansen, 2022).
Statement of the Problem

As of 2023, the literature indicated that Black female educational leaders make up
less than 5% of the field nationwide (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES],
2022). From a policy perspective, gendered racism still exists today, which may affect the
pipeline of Black female school leaders. Racial, gender, and other forms of
discrimination in hiring and promotion occur across multiple industries (Kiibler et al.,
2018; Quillian & Midtbegen, 2021) and, specifically, in educational leadership (Weiner &
Burton, 2016; Weiner et al., 2019). Gendered racism in the hiring and promotion process
disadvantages Black women (Frye, 2019). Not only does this population have the
disadvantage of their race and gender with job opportunities, but they also carry the
historical disadvantage of unemployment rates, lower pay, job instability, and lower job

quality (Edwards, 2016).

Racial and gender discrimination in school administration is well-documented in
the United States (Alston, 2005; Jean-Marie et al., 2016; Mufioz et al., 2014; Peters,
2010; Shakeshaft, 1989). Research has shown the disparity in who gets access to these
leadership roles and how Black women are treated once in them (Cognard-Black, 2004;
Myung et al., 2011). Several researchers have discussed policy issues with recruitment
and promotions for Black women (Aguirre & Martinez, 2002; Bailes & Guthery, 2020;
Edwards, 2016; Frye, 2019; Frye, 2023; Karanxha et al., 2014; Torres-Harding et al.,
2012; Williams & Loeb, 2012; Wingfield, 2020). The gap in leadership roles does not

reflect the growth of the Black population in the United States workforce, including the



educational field (Edwards, 2016). The underrepresentation of K-12 Black female
leaders has created a diversity gap. Without implementing policies based on the
collective experiences of Black female school leaders, the Black community will

continue to struggle, and the cycle of trauma will continue.

Over the past 30 years, scholars have examined issues of race and gender in
school leadership (Coleman, 2003); however, a significantly narrower body of literature
has examined the experiences of Black women school leaders (Dillard, 1995; Jean-
Marie, 2013; Roane & Newcomb, 2013). Very few studies have investigated the
persistence of African Americans in educational administration, given their low
representation in the field. The few conducted predominantly include qualitative studies

with extremely small subject pools (Campbell, 2010).

There has continued to be a gap in leadership roles that reflect the growth of
Black people in the U.S. workforce, including in the educational field (Edwards,
2016). This gap in leadership roles has resulted in adverse outcomes for Black students
due to decreased ethnoracial matches (Grissom & Keiser, 2011). However, even with
all of the challenges of gendered racial discrimination (i.e., hiring and promotion),
some Black women continue to enter and persist in the educational field because

overcoming adversities promotes resilience and yields leadership.

For instance, researchers such as Chance (2022) have found that resilience
fosters strength through adversity, manifesting in motivation factors such as family
and relationships, mentorship and sponsorship, and support from culture. Similar
research has suggested that Black women are socialized to be independent,

emphasizing self-determination and education (Thomas & King, 2007). This



socialization promotes resilience over the oppression of negative stereotypes and
images. Regardless of Black women's adverse experiences, they consistently found
ways to rise above and overcome (Chance, 2022). This research supports the notion
that adversity can contribute to how Black women develop their leadership capacity
and persist in their professional field with resilience.

Most literature on Black female school leaders discusses the adversities of
intersectional identities. The most recent studies addressed the hardships, experiences,
and outcomes (Tran et al., 2023; Peters, 2010; Reed, 2012; Rollock, 2021; Viano et al.,
2023; Weiner et al., 2019; Witherspoon & Mitchell, 2009). Some of the most recent
studies also discussed how religion and/or spirituality played a role in the professional
experience of Black female school leaders, with a focus on African countries (Gutierrez
et al., 2014; Witherspoon & Taylor, 2010; Witherspoon & Arnold, 2010; Witherspoon,
2014). There is a lack of research in understanding why and how the 5% of Black female
school leaders continue to remain and persist in the field, regardless of the gendered
racial barriers.

Purpose and Research Questions

The underrepresentation of Black female school leaders is a national issue
(Superville, 2021). The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to understand how lived
experiences influenced K-12 Black female school leaders' persistence in the field. This
narrative study examined how lived experiences shape Black female school leaders’
ability to persist in the field, considering cultural values, discrimination, and mentorship.
Understanding the personal and professional experiences of this population through

storytelling provided us with greater insight into their lived experiences, potentially



increasing the number of Black female school leaders in the field nationally. The purpose
of this study was to understand how they navigated barriers to persist in the profession.

The analysis of my study will focus on one central research question and three
sub-research questions:

1. What personal and professional experiences have influenced Black female
leaders in K-12 schools to persist in the profession?
a. What challenges or barriers do Black female school leaders have to
overcome as they ascend to leadership positions?
b. What do the stories of Black female leaders reveal about their persistence
in the profession?

For this study, the definition of persistence is “the quality that allows someone to
continue doing something or trying to do something even though it is difficult or
opposed by other people” (The Britannica Dictionary, 2023). Howard and Crayne
(2019) defined persistence as action. Persistence is the behavior of continuing to move
towards a goal, even in the face of obstacles. This behavioral pattern can be broken into
two different forms: continuous persistence and episodic persistence (Brandstétter &
Bernecker (2022). Continuous persistence is the ability to keep focused on a goal
without taking a break, even as challenges, roadblocks, and tempting alternative
activities come our way. Episodic persistence is the act of returning to pursuing a goal
after time away from this objective (Brandstitter & Bernecker (2022). Persistence is
essential because it motivates us to work hard toward goals and develop key

competencies we need as independent adults (Disabato et al., 2019).



Statement of Significance

Studying the lived experiences of Black female school leaders can help the
educational system make significant changes to increase the number of Black leaders in
the profession and improve their experience in the field. One significance is the study’s
potential contribution to policy. Gendered racism in the hiring and promotion process
disadvantages Black women. This study could help policymakers understand where
these barriers lie and how some Black women navigated them, providing the insight
needed to adjust hiring, promotion, and retention policies and create more equitable
ones. Another significance is the study’s potential contribution to practice. This study
contributes to research on how schools and school districts can build support for Black
teachers to ascend to leadership and increase the pipeline to leadership roles. Finally,
this study impacted how I, as a Black female school leader, can support other Black
female leaders in my profession. I can also become a more vigorous advocate and bring
greater awareness to this nationwide problem.

Theoretical Framework

I utilized Black Feminist Theory (BFT) and Narrative Inquiry as a guiding
framework for analyzing the experiences of Black women and their position within
intersectionality through storytelling. Black Feminist Thought is a social theory that
centers on the experiences of Black women, understanding their position in relation to
racism, sexism, classism, and other social and political identities (Collins, 2000). Three
central claims emerge in Collins' (2000) work in support of this study. First, oppressions
from intersectionality create a matrix of domination within systems of power. Second,

Black women have a unique history at the intersections of systems of power. Black



women’s specific experiences with intersecting systems of oppression caused them to
create worldviews out of the need for self-definition and to work for social justice.
Third, Black Feminist Thought on race and gender came from Black communities rather
than in opposition to White feminism.

Narrative inquiry is the study of experience interpreted by and through stories
of practice. For Connelly and Clandinin (1990), “humans are storytelling organisms
who, individually and collectively, lead storied lives” (p. 2). Stories embody
knowledge accumulated and experience gained over time. Narrative inquiry is one
way of making sense of that knowledge and experience. It is a form of qualitative
research in which the stories themselves become raw data (Bleakley, 2005). The
narrative approach involves inquiry directed at narratives of human experience or
inquiry that produces data in narrative form (Hoshmand, 2005). Stories are one of the
primary ways we construct reality. Using stories to understand how people make
sense of the world, while also studying how people make sense of stories, is one of
the integral concepts of this theory. Narrative inquiry will be used both as a theory
and as a method.
Conceptual Framework

Combining two ethics of Black Feminism (the use of dialogue and lived
experiences) with the art of understanding the stories of Black women results in an
understanding of self-perception and what is required to help them sustain in a field that
was intentionally built against them. Lived experiences as a criterion of meaning, use of
dialogue, and storytelling lead to resiliency growth. Resilience is defined as “the process

and outcome of adapting to difficult or challenging life experiences, especially through



mental, emotional, and behavioral flexibility and adjustment to external and internal
demands” (American Psychological Association [APA], 2023, para. 1).

Summary of Methodology

The methodological framework for this study was a narrative inquiry that
primarily gathered information about participants' lived experiences through in-depth
semi-structured interviews. The interviews included probing and guiding questions,
depending on participants’ responses to pre-planned, open-ended questions. I used
criterion sampling to identify individuals who are Black and female and held a school
leadership role in the K-12 field. I then conducted face-to-face, semi-structured
interviews with six participants.

K-12 school principals were chosen as key participants in this study because
there is positive alignment between the roles of Black principals and Black students.
Data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study by Redding (2022) found that, in
some states, teachers make decisions about student retention, but principals are the final
key decision-makers (McCombs et al., 2009; Schnurr et al., 2009). A principal’s
influence on grade retention may stem from their broader influence on the school climate
(Hallinger & Heck, 1998). Redding’s (2022) study found that this decision is likely
sensitive to racial/ethnic matching between students and their teachers and principals,
with the expectation that a stronger relationship will be found between student—principal
racial/ethnic matching and grade retention than between student—teacher ethnoracial
matching and grade retention. For this study, a principal who has persisted in their role

will be defined as one who has held the principal role for 5 years or more.
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Limitations and Delimitations

Limitations for this study included the targeted sample size (K-12 female
principals). Data collection and analysis were confined to the availability of Black
female school leaders nationwide. This population is historically underrepresented.
These women would also need to volunteer for the study. I decided to expand the search
for Black female principals by casting it nationwide rather than limiting it to the
Delaware-Maryland-Virginia (DMV) area. A second limitation is the methodology.
Interviews are an efficient way to collect rich data, although they can be very time-
consuming. With this methodology, it is not uncommon for the sample size to be
smaller, resulting in fewer responses on the topic. A delimitation of this study is the
specificity of the targeted population. It is limited to Black female principals in K-12

schools.

Definitions of Key Terms

This dissertation used the term “Black”™ as the primary designation for the
participants of this research study. When it came to conversations about racial identity,
the Pew Research Center found that 46.8 million people in the U.S. identified as Black,
and the number was growing. Nearly 14% of the national population identified as Black
in 2019, up from 13% in 2000. Davis et al (2012) also sought to understand people of
color's attitudes toward specific identity labels. When allowed to use whatever language
they wanted, the majority of the sample in their study chose a color (White or Black) to
identify their race rather than a term denoting geographic ancestry. The use of the terms

“Black” and “African American” is widely accepted. These terms may be used
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interchangeably in literature and the study itself. Below are other key term definitions

that will be used throughout the dissertation (American Psychological Association,

2020):

a) Black/African American: Persons belonging to or denoting a human group
having dark-colored skin, especially of sub-Saharan African ancestry.
Humans living in the United States who are descended from families that

originally came from Africa.

b) School principal: The head of a school that is in charge of all its daily

activities and maintaining its various systems.

c) Personal experiences: The direct experience of an individual (cultural
values).

d) Professional experiences: Paid work experience that is relevant to a

specific role or industry (stereotypes, microaggressions, and mentorship

experiences).

e) Sustain: To keep up or keep going, as an action or process.

f) Persistence: The quality that allows someone to continue doing something

or trying to do something even though it is complex or opposed by other

people.

g) Resilience: The process and outcome of successfully adapting to

challenging life experiences, primarily through mental, emotional, and

behavioral flexibility and adjustment to external and internal demands.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction

The literature review aimed to explore the differing experiences of K-12 Black
female school leaders. This chapter highlighted the literature review methods and how
cultural values, stereotypes, microaggressions, and mentorship contributed to
experiences. This chapter discussed how the Black Feminist Theory (BFT) and
Narrative Inquiry contributed to the conceptual framework. The conceptual framework

highlighted how Black female school leaders persisted in the field of education.

Methods of Review

The methods of review included a thorough search of the literature on the Black
female experience in history and on personal and professional experiences from
adolescence to adulthood. This search included peer-reviewed journal articles, select
book chapters, and a few dissertations. At the beginning of the search for applicable
peer-reviewed studies and articles, I specifically searched for “Black female principals'
personal and professional experiences.” This search provided over 2,000 results. I
narrowed my search by limiting the terms to a demographic describing my targeted
population that provided information on experiences. I searched for “Black female
leaders' personal experience,” “African American school leader professional
experience,” Black women principals experience,” “Black female experience with
gender disparity,” “African American vice principal school leaders,” “Black female
identity and perception,” and “mentorship for Black female school leaders.”

Next, I searched for studies and articles that would provide information on the
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mutable and immutable barriers Black female school leaders face and how they persist
despite them. These searches included “Black female resistance,” “Black female
persistence in education,” “barriers for African American for females,”

99 ¢¢

“microaggressions against Black women,” “stereotypes against Black females,” and
“Black women overcoming adversity.”

Next, I narrowed my search again by using search terms that identified my
targeted population and by different theories that spoke to their experience in the
workplace. These searches included “Black female leaders and Black Feminist
Thought,” “African American women and Black Feminist Theory,” “Black female
narrative inquiry,” and “African American school leaders and storytelling.” Based on
the results thus far, I removed previous search terms that no longer applied to my

29 <6

revised research question, such as “leadership styles,” “transformational leadership,”
and “servant leadership.”

Lastly, I added search terms and phrases that provided information on the values
of the Black community, focusing on contributions to their personal and professional
experiences in the field and to their lives. These search terms included “Black

community spirituality values,” “African American family values,” “Black cultural

values,” and “Black community cultural values.”

From these sources, approximately 230 articles and studies were reviewed and
used in the literature review. The following literature review includes sources from
2009 through 2025. There are a few critical theoretical sources from the 1960s and
1970s. I used multiple databases to identify qualitative and quantitative educational

and psychological sources for this literature review. Using the George Washington
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Libraries search database, I searched SAGE Journals, ProQuest, Taylor & Francis
Online, Emerald Insight, and the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) to

gather peer-reviewed articles.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The literature search included aggregated terms that accounted for the study’s
targeted population, demographics, and the experiences of Black women. The following

descriptive keywords were included in the search, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1

Descriptive Keywords in Inclusion Criteria

Keywords in Search

Black

African American
Female

Women

Vice principals

School Leaders
Narratives

Educational leaders
Stereotypes
Microaggressions
Servant Leadership
Transformational leadership
Black Feminist Thought
Resilience

Black Feminist Theory
Principal attrition
Principal Retention
Black Feminist
Epistemology
Culturally Responsive School Leadership
Gender disparity
Influence

Spirituality
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Race

Equity

Intersectionality

Critical Race Theory
Afrocentric epistemology
Belonging

Race-based trauma
Minoritized women
African-centered leadership
Disproportionality
Resistance

Family

Afro-American principals
Experience

Barriers

Leadership styles

Black Feminism
Narrative Theory
Narrative inquiry
Mentorship

Perception
Administration
Community values
Identity

Black students
Management

Diversified mentoring
Culture Values

These terms yielded empirical and comparative studies that focused on (1) the
advantages and disadvantages of the intersectionality of Black females, (2) common
leadership styles of Black female leaders, (3) the underrepresentation of Black education
leaders, (4) lived experiences of Black female leaders, and (5) Black women’s
perceptions and enactments of leadership within various fields. I further categorized the
studies by using my research question to sort the studies into three themes: (1) Studies

that provided information on personal experiences (e.g., cultural values), (2) studies that

provided information on professional experiences (e.g., mentorship, discrimination), and
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(3) personal narratives. I intentionally excluded populations that did not fit the study's
target population. The following descriptive terms were excluded from the search, as
shown in Table 2.

Table 2

Populations in Exclusion Criteria

Populations

White female principals
White female vice principals
White male principals
White male vice principals
Male school leaders
Sports coaches

Athletic coaches

Lead teachers

Assistant teachers

Teacher Aides

Early childhood education teachers
Toddler teachers

Infant teachers

Preschool teachers

Male teachers

Mentor teachers
Instructional coaches
Dedicated aides
Paraprofessionals

College professors
University professors

However, I included select studies related to mentoring principals that were not
specific to Black women. These criteria ensured that the literature review informed the
population chosen for this study and the research problem related to the experiences of
Black female leaders.

Description and Critique of Scholarly Literature
The review of the related literature is divided into five primary sections: (1) the

historical barriers of Black female leaders in the educational field, (2) the personal
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experiences of Black female leaders in the field, (3) the professional experiences of
Black female leaders in the field, (4) inferences for the forthcoming study, and (5) the
theoretical and conceptual framework for the forthcoming study.
Historical Context

Racial and gender discrimination in school leadership has been widely recognized
(Jean-Marie et al., 2016; Muioz et al., 2014; Peters, 2010; Shakeshaft, 1989) and
affected who had access to these roles and how they were treated within them (Myung et
al., 2011; Tillman, 2004). Black women were doubly disadvantaged by race and gender
bias in the workplace, presenting challenges ranging from barriers to promotion to
obstacles to career growth (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). The underrepresentation of
Black female school leaders has an even more significant disparity. This disparity
negatively impacts Black teachers, Black school leaders, and Black students in the K-12
field nationally.

Before & After the Brown v. Board of Education Decision

Before the Brown v. Board of Education decision, Black principals served as the
heads of Black schools, and their efforts united the school with the community (Brown v.
Board of Education of Topeka, 1954); Records of the Supreme Court of the United
States; Record Group 267; National Archives). The role of the Black teacher was
multifaceted. They served as leaders in the struggle for Black education through their
roles as superintendents, supervisors, family counselors, financial advisors, community
leaders, employers, and politicians (Rodgers, 1967). Before Brown, Black principals and
teachers comprised 35% to 50% of the educator workforce in the 17 states with

segregated school systems (Will, 2022). Black school leaders encouraged parents to
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donate resources to schools, helped raise funds for schools, served as models of servant
leadership, and served as professional role models for teachers and other staff members
(Tillman, 2004).

The city of Topeka is a widely used example of what education looked like for
Black teachers and administrators before the Brown decision. Topeka had a thriving
Black community in the decades leading up to the decision (Lutz, 2017). In the 1880s
and 1890s, Black teachers and administrators had prestige in the educational and public
sphere. Several Black educators in Topeka schools, for example, were well educated,

many holding bachelor’s and master’s degrees (Lutz, 2017).

Educational experiences and opportunities changed dramatically for the Black
community after the Brown v. Board decision. On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court
ruled in the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka decision that racial segregation in
public schools violated the Fourteenth Amendment (Ramsey, 2023). The U.S.
Supreme Court ruled that racial segregation of children in public schools was
unconstitutional. This ruling was one of the cornerstones of the Civil Rights
movement. It helped establish the precedent that "separate-but-equal" education and
other services were, in fact, unequal (Tillman, 2004). After the decision, the Black
community's education in the United States became a struggle. While this case led to
the growth of the modern civil rights movement and the expansion of educational
opportunities for children apart from race, such as those with special needs, its
complex history also reflects our nation's difficulties in overcoming systemic racism
and class discrimination (Ramsey, 2023). There was a grave decrease in Black
educational leaders due to the unintended consequences of Brown v. Board decision,

particularly in the South.
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Although that decision afforded Black children the same educational
opportunities as White children, Brown also had other unintended consequences. The
decline in the number of Black teachers and principals resulted from how White-run
school districts interpreted and implemented the court order. When the 1954 Brown v.
Board decision required southern schools to integrate, the jobs of Black teachers and
principals were not protected (Amber, 2018). Black historian, Vanessa Siddle Walker,
shared how the integration of schools caused Southern White superintendents to refuse
the hiring of Black educators that would put them in a supervisory role over White
teachers or students (Long, 2020)—the scheme devised to eliminate Black educators
quickly and to close Black schools immediately. Even before Black school closures,
Black principals and teachers received letters from district superintendents erroneously
telling them that the desegregation decree was responsible for their firings, dismissals,
and demotions. Less-qualified White teachers who lacked credentials were hired in

their stead (Fenwick, 2022b).

The ruling also caused the dismissal, demotion, or forced resignation of many
experienced, highly credentialed Black educators and leaders who staffed Black-only
schools. According to Milner and Howard (2004), approximately 38,000 African
American teachers and administrators in 17 states lost their positions between 1954 and
1965 (Oakley et al., 2009; Tillman, 2004). Similar to Black teachers who were
displaced, Black administrators and Heads of schools were collateral damage because of
desegregation (Tillman, 2004; Weinberg, 1977). The population of Black principals
began to decrease during desegregation, and the largest drop in Black principals
occurred in 1969, when desegregation was at its peak (Butler, 1974). The Brown v.

Board decision decimated the Black teacher and Black principal pipeline, and our nation
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has yet to rectify this disparity.

The aftermath of the Brown v. Board of Education decision provided a facade of
an equal playing field for Black educators. However, Black educators are still
systematically denied access to leadership roles, resources, and opportunities. Minorities
constitute over half of public school student populations, yet Black principals lead only
10% of their schools. Though minorities comprise more than half of the K-12 student
population, nearly 80% of principals are White (Eiland, 2022). In the 2017-18 school
year, Black principals accounted for 11% of all school principals. During the 2020-21
school year, 78.4% of school principals were non-Hispanic White, 9.5% were Black or
African American, 8.7% were Hispanic, and 3.6% were another race/ethnicity. These
statistics include both male and female educators and leaders (Taie & Lewis, 2022).

Principal displacement moved swiftly and continuously. Several researchers
studied Black principal displacement following the Brown v. Board of Education
decision. Hooker (1970) conducted principal displacement in 11 Southern states.
Hooker surveyed Black and White teachers and principals, teacher association
executives, attorneys, and journalists by phone. He found that Black principal
displacement caused demotions for many Black principals back to assistant principals
or classroom teachers.

Ethridge (1979) analyzed racial data by school, district, and state in the South in
1970. These data indicated that, based on enrollment increases and the projected number
of teaching positions that would have been available to African Americans had schools
remained segregated, losses to Black teachers between 1954 and 1972 totaled 31,584
positions, a "displacement factor" that would have increased to 39,386 by 1974. The

estimated salary loss was significant. Income loss to the Black communities in 17
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Southern states was $240 million between 1970 and 1971 alone (Fultz, 2004). A related
analysis in 1975 indicated that approximately 2,235 Black principals lost their positions.
An additional 5,368 African American principals were needed to achieve equitable
parity, based on the number of schools closed for desegregation and consolidation and
the number of new schools that had opened (Fultz, 2004). The impact of the
displacement of Black school leaders continues to affect the Black community to this
day.

Impact of Brown v. Board Decision on K-12 Black Female School Leaders

In a country with one of the world's most ethnically diverse education systems,
Glass and Franceshini (2007) stated that it is unclear why there is less racial and gender
diversity in top leadership roles, with Black women rarely occupying leadership roles in
K—12 educational settings. Shakeshaft (1999) found that women are "overrepresented in
teaching" but "underrepresented in administration" (p. 100). The Brown v. Board of
Education decision had unintended consequences for Black leaders, but the consequences
were even more significant if you were both Black and female.

Statistics from 2017-2018 showed that female principals accounted for half of
the 11% of Black principals in national statistics. The analysis of this statistic showed
that Black female principals accounted for only 5.5% of education leaders nationally
(NCES, 2022). A study by Tillman and Cochran (2000) found that 82% of K—12 public
school principals wereWhite, while only 11% were Black. Furthermore, of the 11% of
Black principals, only 4% were Black women. Even though women have made
progress in attaining leadership positions across sectors, there has been little growth in

the career trajectories of Black women (Edwards, 2016).
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Historically, educational leadership has typically been ascribed and catered to
the success of male leaders. However, education has predominantly been a woman's
pursuit since the mid-19th century (Olow, 2021). Women were portrayed as the gender
better at cultivating children, and the education system could pay women less due to
the gender pay gap in the 1970s (Maranto et al., 2018). In 2017, African American
women represented 11.2% of Associate degree holders, 15.4% of bachelor’s degree
holders, 8.3% of master's degree holders, 0.9% of professional degree holders, and
1.1% of doctoral degree recipients (Espinosa et al., 2019). Since the 1970s, the
percentage of women earning higher degrees has increased, leading to more women
holding administrative positions in schools; only some have managed to obtain
principalships. The few Black women who have obtained principalship have
experienced barriers such as gender and racial discrimination. Avgeri (2015) stated that
society's culture had exacerbated this disparity through lack of support systems, family

responsibility, bias, discrimination, and sexism.

Impact of Brown v. Board Decision on Black Children

The unintended consequences of the Brown v. Board of Education decision have
significantly altered the course of education for Black children due to the subsequent
displacement of Black educators (Oakley et al., 2009; Tillman, 2004). When school
systems fired Black educators, it led to the Black community's economic, social, and
cultural structure being challenged, and ultimately, the academic trajectory of Black
children was impacted (Tillman, 2004). Black women are still not well-represented as
K-12 school leaders. However, students are becoming more diverse, and statistical
evidence shows that "by 2050, over half of public school students will be non-European

American" (Truscott et al., 2014, p. 366).
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The underrepresentation of K-12 Black female leaders created a diversity gap,
which in turn caused several educational barriers for Black children. Brown v. Board
caused Black students to lose role models who connected with them and had a unique
understanding of their communities, cultural identities, and individual situations (Lutz,
2017). Lash and Ratcliffe (2014) stated that many Black people believed that without
Black principals, the African American community members lost their voice in

education, and students also lost role models whom they could trust and emulate.

Gershenson et al. (2022) examined the long-term effects of same-race teachers on
minority students in North Carolina. The researchers used student-level longitudinal
administrative data on educational attainment among primary school teachers. The North
Carolina Education Research Data Center (NCERDC) provided the data. The NCERDC
data enabled estimating the effects of students' exposure to demographically similar
teachers and linking students in testing grades to teachers (Gershenson et al., 2022). The
findings From Gershenson et al (2022) showed that exposure to a Black teacher during
elementary school raises long-term educational attainment for Black male students,
especially those from low-income households. Conservative estimates suggested that
exposure to a Black teacher in primary school cut high school dropout rates by 39%,
raising college aspirations and the probability of taking a college entrance exam. The
findings also suggested that a straightforward policy lever assigning Black male students
to Black teachers could help close frustratingly persistent achievement gaps. Eiland
(2002) also stated that Black teachers and principals are more effective in promoting
minority teacher satisfaction and retention, stabilizing factors that improve student

performance.

Black students excelled under Black leadership. School systems led by Black
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superintendents, district leaders, or principals played a valuable role in the recruitment
methods to build a diverse workforce. Moss (2019) found that although 11% of
principals are Black, only 2% are Black females. There needs to be an entry point into
the schools to build this pipeline so Black administrators can gain essential skills to
move into leadership positions and continue the cycle (Moss, 2019). Lack of
representation negatively affects all students, especially Black students, both culturally
and academically. Black students lose access to valuable perspectives that could
dramatically decrease bias and prejudice—more representation results in a diverse and
inclusive workforce. There are several benefits for Black students, including lower
dropout rates, a positive view of school, decreased disciplinary issues, and higher test
scores (Edwards, 2016). When Black students receive a robust, inclusive educational

experience, they have a much better chance of succeeding in school and in life.

Black principals increase the probability of hiring a Black educator by 5-7% and
Black principals reduce the likelihood that a Black teacher changes schools by 2-5%
(Bartanen & Grissom, 2019). As a result, an increase in Black teacher hiring and a
decrease in turnover mean that a Black principal increases the fraction of Black teachers
working in a school by about 3%, thereby increasing students' exposure to Black
teachers. Hiring Black principals is an effective way to diversify school faculties further
(Bartanen & Grissom, 2019). Research by Grissom et al (2021) indicated that principals
of color were more consistently correlated with positive outcomes for students of color
or from the same racial or ethnic group. The report also showed that Black students had
higher math test scores, on average, when the principal was Black (Grissom et al., 2021).
According to Larson and Murtadha (2002), Black scholars argued that the uncertainties

surrounding academic success and educational achievement for children of color
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highlighted a need for leaders who understood Black family life and thought beyond

conventional parent-school community relationships.

Without an equitable number of Black female leaders in the field, Black
students have a decreased chance of educational success. Without academic success
(amongst other societal factors), the Black community lags economically behind their
counterparts. Therefore, the inequalities in success after the educational years persist.
The poverty cycle, generational disparities, and lack of opportunities also continue.
The historical context shows how the underrepresentation of Black female leaders in
education deemed itself a national issue that needs reform in policies and practice.
Ethridge (1979), a leading Black official within the National Education Association
(NEA) during that period, highlighted through research that policymakers devalued the
importance of Black educators and Black administrators to the education of the Black

community, especially Black students.

The absence of Black educators and administrators continued and is made more
stark by the increase in the number of children of color attending public schools
nationwide (Musu-Gillette et al., 2017). U.S. institutions dominated by men as
principals and superintendents have recently recorded weak results. For example, King
(2020) indicated that some U.S. institutions performed dismally because they have not
embraced women's leadership, including Black women, in activities. Failure to
participate in co-curricular events meant learners received instructions from a
particular gender, resulting in low productivity.

Contribution to Underrepresentation-Race and Gender

Nationally, schools of education and school districts have begun emphasizing

increasing the diversity of educators and leaders (Aguirre & Martinez, 2002; Karanxha
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et al., 2014). There were studies conducted to demonstrate how race and gender
contributed to the underrepresentation of minorities in the educational leadership field.
Race and gender were associated with the probability of promotion to school
leadership. Despite having education, professional experience, working at a particular
school level, and urban consistency, Black principals are still less likely to be promoted
and wait longer for promotion than White assistant principals (Bailes & Guthery,
2020).

A recent study by Bailes and Guthery (2020) highlighted the benefits of
diversity among principals, including improved teacher retention and student
outcomes. For women in particular, the findings showed that, even though they have,
on average, over a year more experience before promotion to assistant principals, they
are less likely to become high school principals. When they are, it is after a longer

tenure as an assistant principal.

The gap in attaining leadership roles has resulted in adverse outcomes for Black
students because it decreased ethnoracial matches (Grissom & Keiser, 2011). Prior work
found that various individual and relational characteristics predicted social ties in
schools (McPherson et al., 2001; Mollica et al., 2003; Monge & Contractor, 2003;
Moolenaar et al., 2010). Literature has shown that a mismatch between the
demographics of students and teachers, as well as administrators and teachers, played a
role in the experiences of Black female leaders. A consistent finding is that these ties
were more likely to form when there was a “homophily” match between race, gender,
age, education, and values (McPherson et al., 2001; Mollica et al., 2003; Monge &
Contractor, 2003; Moolenaar et al., 2010). Homophily of race and gender predicted

work-related social ties (Moolenaar et al., 2010; Spillane et al., 2010, 2012, 2015).
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Research demonstrated that the racial/ethnic composition of a school's teaching
faculty can matter for student outcomes and differences in outcomes across student
groups (Bartenan & Grissom, 2019). Growing evidence shows that students of color
have more positive achievement and non-achievement outcomes when taught by
teachers who share their racial/ethnic background (Clotfelter et al., 2007; Dee, 2004,
2005; Egalite et al., 2015; Grissom & Redding, 2016; Lindsay & Hart, 2017,

Gershenson et al., 2022).

A study by Bartenan and Grissom (2019) examined how the school principal's
role influenced the racial composition of teachers, which in turn affected student
outcomes. First, the study examined how principals of different racial backgrounds
affected the racial composition of their school’s teaching staff. Then, the researchers
tested whether students benefited from having a same-race principal. To the extent
that principals are more likely to hire and retain same-race teachers, the researchers
expected that outcomes for same-race students would also improve through increased

exposure to them.

The study (Bartenan & Grissom, 2019) found that principals increased the
proportion of same-race teachers in the school by 2.3 percentage points in Missouri and
1.9 percentage points in Tennessee, on average. For instance, switching from a White to
a Black principal increased the proportion of Black teachers in the school after five years
by 5.3 percentage points in Missouri, which corresponded to 26% of the average
proportion of Black teachers (Bartenan & Grissom, 2019). The effect of principal race
on teacher composition operated through increased hiring and retention of same-race
teachers (Bartenan & Grissom, 2019). The analyses demonstrated a consistent adverse

effect of teacher—principal race match on yearly teacher turnover in both states. Having a
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same-race principal reduced the likelihood of a teacher leaving their position by 12%
(Bartenan & Grissom, 2019). This study concluded that racial diversity in the principal’s
office mattered for the racial diversity of a school’s teaching force and, ultimately, for
students' outcomes. Hiring a Black principal to lead a school substantially increased the
number of Black teachers in that school in subsequent years relative to what the

composition would have been under a White principal (Bartenan & Grissom, 2019).

The nation saw an increase in the representation of minority teachers, but
minority students' representation increased at a higher rate. Since teaching is a
prerequisite for principal jobs in most states, the underrepresentation of minorities in
teaching positions implied that racial and ethnic minorities were underrepresented in
the pool of potential principals and led to a similar mismatch between principals and
students (Williams & Loeb, 2012). This factor demonstrated how the reduction in the
number of Black teachers also directly affects the career paths of principals (Williams

& Loeb, 2012).

A teacher/student ethnoracial match and a teacher/administrator ethnoracial
match yielded various advantages. Race played a vital role in how principals treated
teachers and how teachers perceived the treatment they received, resulting in inequities
of treatment and recognition of those inequities within schools. Teachers reported higher
job satisfaction and lower turnover when supervised by a same-race principal (Grissom
& Keiser, 2011). Same-race matches affected the tangible and intangible benefits
teachers received. Grissom and Keiser (2011) stated that tangible benefits spoke to
salary. Intangible benefits included perceptions of administrative support and
encouragement, autonomy in classroom decision-making, and recognition of good

performance. The difference lay in how they were managed with higher administrative
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support (Grissom & Keiser, 2011). Sharing the same race as the principal in determining
worker satisfaction appeared much more relevant for Black teachers than White

teachers.

Another advantage of an ethnoracial match was that a Black teacher with a Black
principal was less likely to quit within the next year than a Black teacher with a White
principal (Grissom & Keiser, 2011). Evidence also found that Black teachers and
administrators earned less in supplemental pay when they worked for a White principal,
even when compared to White teachers and administrators in the same school (Grissom

& Keiser, 2011).

There have been several efforts to address this systemic problem, such as
gaining input from more educated Black, Indigenous, people of color (BIPOC)
legislators. People felt more included in the political process by having representatives
who shared their gender, race, or life experiences (Sorensen, 2021). Black, Indigenous,
and other people of color were more trusting of the government and more likely to

contact their representatives when they shared the same race/ethnicity.

Legislators’ backgrounds mattered in the policy process and in communicating
with constituents. However, even with the most diverse Congress in history, simply
electing more women and BIPOC individuals to Congress had not been enough to foster
Americans’ trust in government overall. Therefore, a rise in politicians from working-
class backgrounds impacted legislation (Sorensen, 2021). There needs to be more
research that shows the positive results of adding more educated BIPOC legislators to
specifically target this initiative. However, no national plan exists to develop, recruit,

hire, and retain Black female school leaders.

Even with the challenges of hiring, recruitment, and retention of Black female
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school leaders, some Black women are overcoming adversities to enter and persist in
the educational field. Witherspoon and Mitchell (2009) conceptualized that the
combination of race and gender identities help society better understand how Black

female principals were perceived in their leadership role versus a single focus on race.

To understand how the 5% of Black female leaders sustain themselves in the
field, I explored the personal and professional experiences of Black female leaders and
what influenced their ability to persist in the profession. To understand the personal
experiences of Black female school leaders, I explored their perspectives on Black
cultural values, particularly family and spiritual values. Cultural values are a significant
contributor to personal experience because social emotions are key to everyday social
life and are therefore shaped by cultural values in their expression (Suchodoletz &
Hepach, 2021). Cultural values are usually defined by presumed race (physical
phenotype) and ethnicity (sense of culture, heritage, or nativity) (Hughes et al., 2006;
Perry, 2001). Family values in the Black community encompass how they value
connections and respect. Spiritual values in the Black community encompass how
religion plays an integral role in their sense of power and serving a purpose greater than
themselves.

To understand the professional experiences of Black female school leaders, 1
explored discrimination (stereotypes and microaggressions) and mentorship. The
stereotypes and microaggressions against Black female school leaders spoke to the
nature of being an outsider-within and the advantages or disadvantages of lack of
mentorship. Understanding Black female school leaders' personal and professional
experiences allowed me to see what is instilled in Black female leaders and how these

experiences have built upon their character and leadership.
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Personal Experiences of Black Female School Leaders

Cultural values are a significant contributor to personal experience. Cultural
values are shared beliefs, customs, and practices that embody the implicitly or explicitly
shared ideas about what is good, right, and desirable in a society (Triandis et al., 1990;
Triandis & Gelfand, 1998; Williams, 1970). According to Essien (2020), cultural values
are the core principles and ideals that underpin an entire community. Cultural values
protect harmonious relationships. The concept comprises three parts: (1) Customs, which
involve traditions and rituals, (2) values, which are beliefs, and (3) culture, which is all of
a group's guiding values. Cultural values are the basis for the specific norms that tell
people what is appropriate in various situations (Schwartz, 1999). Studies of cultural
values frequently included measures of collectivistic (e.g., familism, respect) and
individualistic (e.g., competition, material success) values (Kagitcibasi, 1997; Triandis et
al.,1990).

There is scholarship dedicated to understanding the importance of kinship,
family bonds, and mutual interdependence among Black families (Billingsley, 1968;
Boykin, 1986; Hill, 1999; Nobles, 1991; Sudarkasa, 1998). The view of cultural values
became personal to the individual. It created opportunities to experience it in various
ways that may differ from someone with a different set of cultural values. Black
women's cultural values, such as family and spirituality, shaped their personal
experiences as leaders.
The Value of Family

Black communities embed the cultural value of family. Before the abolishment
of slavery, parents and children were sold to different people and taken to various

geographic areas, which resulted in separated families. The shared treachery of these
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early families created powerful emotional bonds that gave them the physical and
psychological fortitude to carry on (Damewood, 2023). Therefore, the value of family
has been essential to the Black community and remains valued today.

The Black family is the core institution of Black life (Billingsley, 1968; Du Bois,
1898; Frazier, 1939; Harvey, 1985). Culturally, Black Americans have long valued
romantic partnerships, marriage, and children. However, institutional and structural
barriers often prevented Black Americans from realizing these values (Drake & Cayton,
1945). The Black family is the incubator of generational knowledge, traditions, values,
and behaviors that serve as a protective mechanism against external threats and a catalyst
for the next ecological cycle (Billingsley, 1968, 1975; Collins, 2000; Hill, 1972; Nobles,
1974).

Previous research on African Americans born in the U.S. affirmed their espousal
of collectivistic values emphasizing family closeness, community bonding, and
solidarity. Still, they espouse some individualistic values, particularly the horizontal
value of autonomy (Smith et al., 2019). Another notable strength in African American
families is their willingness to absorb others into the household or kin-structured
networks (Fine et al., 1987; Foster, 1983). The close relationships among family
members provided economic and moral support for day-to-day living and in times of
crisis. The cultural nature of African American families accounted for their willingness
to call on relatives for help and to maintain a sense of reciprocity (Smith et al., 2019).
African American families also have flexible familial roles that allow adaptability and
change (Boyd-Franklin, 2013).

Collins (2000) discussed the benefits of Black female family role models.
Intergenerational wisdom from Black mothers, grandmothers, and aunts fostered a strong

sense of self and cultural identity of Black women. Black family role models were
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foundational in embedding values, sharing strategies for resistance, and affirming Black
womanhood. Revering and valuing womanhood meant respecting and appreciating
women's contributions, accomplishments, and roles. Valuing women meant recognizing
their inherent worth and unique contributions to society and working to create a more
inclusive and equitable world for all people (Kaufmann & Derry, 2023). In particular,
honoring Black women in the Black family was crucial for building strong communities
and ensuring justice and opportunity for future generations.

Similarly, McAdoo (2007) underscored the significance of extended kin networks
in Black families, noting that women within these networks were often pivotal in shaping
children’s educational expectations and life goals. Hines (2011) identified that supportive
Black family networks, especially female elders, frequently sparked leadership
aspirations and provided mentoring and social capital. The qualitative study by Griffin
(2006) examined how family expectations and the experiences of high-achieving Black
women within the family shaped aspirations and academic identity. Black female role
models demonstrated proof of possibility. Collins (2000) argued that Black family role
models served as powerful agents of identity affirmation. When these role models were
educators, they affirmed Black intellectualism and normalized success within educational
institutions, which are spaces that have historically marginalized Black women.
Similarly, Gordon (1999) found that Black women gain psychological strength and

purpose from seeing their family members succeed despite adversity.

A study by Patton & Harper (2003) discussed how family role models shared
unwritten rules of society, practical advice, and strategies for navigating the educational
world as dual-minority students. Mothers passed down practical knowledge, awareness

of systemic barriers, political awareness, and survival strategies. Black parents often



34

passed down navigational capital, helping their children survive and thrive in racially
biased systems. As students, Black females credited their families with teaching them to
navigate institutions that were not built for them, including how to decode academic
expectations (Collins, 2000; Fordham, 1996; Griffin & Allen, 2006; Howard, 2010;
Yosso, 2005).

The Value of Spirituality

Black families embed the cultural value of spirituality. Religious orientation is an
awareness of and commitment to a spiritual lifestyle that provides a sense of power and
purpose greater than self. Most Black families have described their unfaltering faith and
strong religious orientation as a belief that conditions will improve (Hill, 1972). One
must be sensitive to the role that religion and spirituality have played in the lives of
many African American people. African Americans have deeply embedded spirituality
in their psyche, rooted in the traditions of African religions. Therefore, rather than being
a systemized set of religious beliefs or practices, the African sense of spirituality is
woven into the very fabric of society and is a central characteristic of the African
psyche. Spiritual beliefs have become a part of the survival system of African American
people. A traditional Black community equipped individuals with a system of core
beliefs, particularly spiritual ones (Mitchell & Lewter, 1986). This system of core beliefs
is the foundation of the person's inner strength (Boyd-Franklin, 1989).

During slavery, African Americans found strength and unity through communal
worship. Many relied on their faith to inspire them to move forward and to remind them
of the power of kindness and forgiveness, even in the face of the greatest injustice and
cruelty. Despite the ignorance and insensitivity of oppressors, Black families instilled

the values of honesty, integrity, and treating their fellow humans with compassion in
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their children. This attitude prevails in many modern African American families
(Damewood, 2023).

Religious institutions, particularly Christian churches, were influential in the
African American community for the religious ideology that gives meaning to
uncontrollable and distressing life events, as well as for the emotional support and
practical aid they often provided (Lincoln & Mamiya,1990). Crucial to coping with
adversity is the strength of ethnic identity, through which African Americans maintain a
favorable self-view and a strong group affiliation. Cultural resources, spirituality, ethnic
identity, and mutual support contributed significantly to the resilience of African
American families.

The value of spirituality and faith is a staple in the Black family. Spirituality is
part of the Black heritage and embedded in Black roots. Not to be confused with religion,
Linda James Myers (1993) defined spirituality as not only a connection with God, but a
guiding connection with the world. Historically, spirituality accounted for the resiliency
and survival of the Black community (Cokley, 2022). From the classic reference of
Negro spirituals that guided slaves to freedom, to the Gospel songs sung through the
marches of the civil rights movements, to the chants of protest surrounding present-day
police brutality and the murder of Black people, the salience of spirituality as a source of
strength becomes apparent (Cokley, 2022).

Witherspoon & Taylor (2010) conducted a study that collected life narratives
from four Black female principals in urban schools. In this study, these researchers
(2010) found that the historical connection of religion and spirituality to women,
education, advocacy, and leadership was prevalent in Black American history, and that

religion and spirituality also played a role in promoting education and socialization.
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Witherspoon and Taylor (2010) found that the importance of this history is the
intersection of spirituality and leadership for Black American women. Findings
showed that each participant had a strong connection to her church and held leadership
roles within it. The Black Church was vital to how each woman saw themselves
culturally, especially in dealing with the challenges within their leadership role. In
each narrative, there was an expressed belief that they were an extension of God’s care
for students. God was seen as being actively involved in the affairs of the school and
the lives of children (Witherspoon & Taylor, 2010). The researchers found that this
relationship had the most significant impact on students' lives.

Dillard (2006) introduced the concept of spiritual epistemology. Spiritual
epistemology is the idea that spirituality is a valid and powerful way of knowing.
Dillard (2006) contended that for many African American women educators, spirituality
was integral to their academic or leadership identity. Dillard (2006) also asserted that
Black women’s work in education was often experienced as a spiritual calling or
ministry, anchored in a deep sense of service to the community and commitment to
justice. Black women frequently viewed their educational leadership as sacred work and
as a way to enact divine purpose in the world. Dillard (2006) linked this research to the
African American cultural tradition of /ifting as we climb, in which personal
achievement is tied to collective advancement. She connected spirituality to liberatory
pedagogy, which meant educational practices were rooted in love, respect, and cultural
relevance. Lindsay-Dennis (2015) described the ontological and epistemological
worldview of Black women educators and scholars. Lindsay-Dennis (2015) found that
many educators learned to understand their roles as part of a spiritual and moral duty. In
many families, education was discussed as an academic goal and as a moral and

spiritual calling (Dillard, 2006).
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Frame & Williams (1996) argued that spirituality helped Black women in education
handle microaggressions and systemic barriers without internalizing the harm. Practices
like prayer, scripture reading, and church fellowship served as psychological and
emotional support tools. Black women often experienced microaggressions and
systemic exclusion in both professional and educational settings; therefore, Black
women used spirituality as emotional armor to refrain from internalizing negative
experiences of discrimination (Frame & Williams, 1996). Spirituality allowed Black
women to reframe oppressive experiences as trials they could overcome with divine
support, rather than personal failings. Black women took on faith narratives such as God
will make a way and This too shall pass as powerful cognitive strategies for emotional
survival (Frame & Williams, 1996).

Spirituality helped many Black female leaders resist injustice without adopting
bitterness, leading to acts of resistance without retaliation (Frame & Williams, 1996).
Spirituality provided a moral and mental framework for (1) choosing dignity over
despair, (2) responding with grace and strategy instead of anger alone, and (3)
maintaining a sense of purpose despite a lack of institutional recognition or support.
Spiritual fortitude helped preserve identity and purpose, especially in navigating
predominantly White educational environments (Frame & Williams, 1996).

Many inquiries existed about how cultural values (such as family and spirituality)
affected the workforce. If a Black female leader embodies values such as respect for
elders, integrity, perseverance, acceptance of others, and devoutness, what happens
when she works in an environment where those values are neither appreciated nor
reciprocated? How do the cultural values of Black leaders interfere with or align with

their experiences in the field?
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The Value of Education and Intellectual Identity

For the Black community, education is a cultural and generational legacy.
Studies such as those by Foster (1997) and Walker (1993, 2009) showed that many
Black women inherited a deep respect for education from their families, especially from
mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and older siblings who modeled learning and academic
ambition. A study from Foster (1997) encompassed oral histories from Black female
educators. Foster (1997) highlighted that their stories told how the value of education
was passed down through generations, specifically by Black women family members
who were often the first in their families to attend school or college. Foster (1997)
emphasized that, for Black women, intellectual pursuits were often spiritual and
political, shaped by the wisdom of older female relatives. Family members framed
education as a tool for social mobility, racial uplift, and intellectual self-defense.
Education was framed as both empowerment and resistance, especially in the face of
systemic barriers. Black female educators reported being inspired by family members
who viewed education as non-negotiable and an act of dignity and defiance (Foster,
1997).

A study by Evans-Winters (2011) emphasized that Black girls develop resilience
and strong academic identities through messages at home that affirmed their intelligence,
creativity, and strength. Families often encouraged young Black girls to value intellect
and achievement as a way to combat racist and sexist stereotypes (e.g.., being seen as
loud, angry, or less capable). Patton & Harper (2003) and Toldson (2019) found that
intergenerational conversations, storytelling, and informal mentoring from family

members provide real-life examples of intellectual success. These researchers found that
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these teachings shaped how Black women saw themselves—as thinkers, leaders, and
change agents.

Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth framework (2005), highlighted studies that
found that Black students (including women) drew heavily on familial capital
(knowledge, networks, and emotional resources in their family) to navigate paths to
higher education. Research showed that disparities in academic preparation for higher
education (e.g., access to rigorous high school courses) strongly contributed to lower
college enrollment rates for students from under-resourced schools (Brookings
Institution, 2017; Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2023).

Black women report that college and advanced degrees increase access to
professional jobs, credentials, networks, and opportunities for leadership and economic
stability. Studies and policy reports describe higher rates of degree attainment among
Black women (at many degree levels) and emphasize education as a pathway to career
and social mobility (Patton Davis & Njoku, 2023; The Century Foundation & Mary Jane
Legacy Project, 2023; Urban Institute Office of Race and Equity Research, 2024). Access
to higher education helped Black women gain skills, credentials, professional networks,
and improved long-term economic and social mobility; however, those gains were often
reduced by persistent pay gaps, heavier student-debt burdens, and racialized/gendered
campus and workplace climates that harmed wellbeing and limited returns (Davis et al,
2020; Ford et al, 2024).

Despite the intellectual gifts of Black women and equitable access to educational
pathways, they often faced hostility, invisibility, and microaggressions in educational and
professional spaces. Their intellectual contributions were frequently questioned or

devalued (Griffin et al, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2009). A study by Griffin et al (2013)



40

found that Black women in higher education often experienced a prove-it-again bias,
where their competence was continually challenged. Ladson-Billings (2009) argued that
Black intellectualism was frequently marginalized in academia unless it conformed to

Eurocentric frameworks.

Professional Experiences of Black Female School Leaders
Racial discrimination and relationships were significant contributors to

professional experiences (Assari et al 2018; Brooking Institution, 2021). The racial
discriminations that some Black women experienced in the professional field were
stereotypes and microaggressions (Brooking Institution, 2021). Both types of
discrimination affected how Black females experienced leadership and their ability to
persist. Professional support, such as mentorship, contributed to a Black female leader's
ability to persist in the field (McConnell et al., 2018; Risner et al., 2020). Having
someone provide individual professional care and commitment, especially when that
mentor could relate to their immutable factors, played a significant role in that leader’s
professional experience (Grissom & Keiser, 2011). These professional experiences also
caused Black women to show up in spaces where they had to utilize grit to survive, yet do
it with grace to avoid further stereotypes and microaggressions.
Stereotypes

Stereotypes have existed for hundreds of years. A stereotype is a widely held belief
about a specific group. Groups are often stereotyped based on race, sex, gender identity,
nationality, age, socioeconomic status, and language. Stereotypes are often evident in the
early stages of childhood and persist into adulthood, shaping how people interact with

others (Molina & Swann, 2009; Ramsey & Myers, 2003). Stereotypes of Black people
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grew as a natural consequence of both scientific racism and legal challenges to both their
personhood and citizenship. In the 1857 Supreme Court case, Dred Scott v. John F.A.
Sandford (1857), the court ruled that African Americans were not humanness and
therefore denied them the right to sue in federal court because they were not considered

citizens. Once societal stereotypes were established, they were challenging to change

(Flores & Matkin, 2014).

Several studies delved into the stereotypes Black female leaders face today. Black
women faced numerous barriers to attaining leadership positions in education due to
issues embedded in the United States' legislative history (Campbell, 2010). According to
Gregory (1999), although all women experience barriers to ascension, for Black women
who seek positions within educational administration, there are external and internal
barriers to overcome, including stereotypes, which are immutable barriers. Stereotypes

contribute to the underrepresentation of Black women in the educational leadership

field.

Bloom and Erlandson (2003) stated that Black women principals experienced a
““‘double whammy’’ (p. 472) of gender and racial expectations beyond those of other
principals. Furthermore, the intersectional nature of Black women's leadership is not
central to most research (Jean-Marie, 2013; Reed, 2012). Collins (1990) described
people who had a uniquely distinct vision of social reality, such as Black female
educational leaders, as outsiders-within. As outsiders-within educational leadership,
women saw the fault lines between the dominant culture's perceptions and their own
experiences as women leaders. They experienced a reality different from that of the

dominant group and offered a different interpretation of it.

Continuous dehumanization can lead individuals to accept and internalize the
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stereotypes and oppression directed toward themselves and their group. Aguilar (2015)
stated that internalized oppression referred to a subordinate cultural group adopting the
dominant cultural group’s ideology, leading to the acceptance that their subordinate
status was deserved, natural, and inevitable. Many Black people suffered from identity
threats, as they believed the stereotypes and identity contingencies assigned to them by
the dominant culture. According to Ogbu (2004), people who have been discriminated
against and devalued in a society began to internalize negative stereotypes about
themselves. Thus, they acted in accordance with societal perceptions, and it became their
reality (i.e., a self-fulfilling prophecy). Researchers demonstrated how Black female
leaders experienced external and internal barriers during their upbringing, ascension, and
tenure in educational leadership. External barriers included the need for more resources
and being excluded from collaborative projects. Such exclusion caused feelings of
isolation experienced by many Black females in educational professions (Gregory,

1999).

Specific Stereotypes Black Female Leaders Face. The association of African
Americans with danger and criminality in the United States reflected a host of variables
and a long history of oppression and stereotyping (Oliver, 2003). The stereotypes of
Black people included unintelligence, laziness, violence, and being seen as criminals,
mainly through media portrayals (Chiricos & Eschholz, 2002; Drummond, 1990; Reyna,
2000; Russell, 2002). Entman's research on local news coverage in Chicago examined
the prevalence and nature of crime portrayals associating African Americans with
criminality (Entman, 1990, 1992, 1994; Entman & Rojecki, 2000). Studies of news
coverage found that African Americans were disproportionately represented in stories

about crime compared to Whites. The findings of this study reported that, in one week’s
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worth of news programming, 41% of all stories featuring an African American pertained

to crime and were most frequently the lead story in the newscast (Entman, 1990).

These existing stereotypes continually affected educational outcomes,
employment opportunities, socioeconomic status, and the dismantling of Black families
and communities. Two studies demonstrated how stereotypes perpetuated inequality and
burdened African Americans significantly. In a study by Bertrand and Mullainathan
(2004), the researchers sought to determine whether Emily and Greg are more
employable than Lakisha and Jamal? The names Emily and Greg are stereotypical
White names. Lakisha and Jamal are stereotypical Black names. There was an audit of
responses to resumes sent to thousands of job applications in Boston and Chicago. Fifty
percent of the resumes had names that sounded White, and the other half sounded Black.

Half the resumes were high-quality, and the other half were low-quality.

Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004) found that resumes with White-sounding names
received 50% more interview invitations than those with Black-sounding names, even
when the Black applicants had over eight additional years of work experience. While
having a high-quality resume increased the callback rate for White applicants by 30%, it
had no effect on the callback rate for Black applicants (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004).
The conclusion of this study showed that people of color typically did not receive
preferential treatment in hiring. High-quality resumes were routinely ignored if there
was reason to believe the applicant was Black. Assumptions such as these highly
affected the Black community's employment rate and socioeconomic status, which led to
other detrimental outcomes.

Educators, business people, and law enforcement often believed these

stereotypes influenced their treatment of Black people (Oliver, 2003; Taylor et al.,
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2019). Herrnstein and Murray (1994) theorized intelligence. The researchers claimed
that certain traits are heritable, and that genetic factors contribute to racial differences in
intelligence. The belief that Black people were intellectually inferior to White people
influenced the stereotyping of Black children and adults (Diamond, 2006; James, 2012).
Collins (2000) restated the argument emphasizing the stereotypes faced by Black
women. Collins (2000) stated, "In Black Feminist Thought, I examine how African
American women confront four central stereotypes: (1) the mule, the woman who works
like an animal without complaint; (2) the jezebel, the highly sexualized woman who is
often depicted as a prostitute; (3) the mammy, the Black woman domestic worker whose
loyalty to her employer is beyond reproach; and (4) the Black lady, the educated Black
woman who has given up family life in exchange for a career.

The angry Black woman stereotype penetrated many parts of American culture,
including the workplace. The angry Black woman stereotype characterized Black
women as hostile, aggressive, overbearing, illogical, ill-tempered, and bitter. This
stereotype hindered Black women's ability to visualize and realize their full potential in
the workplace and shaped their overall work experiences (Motro et al., 2022). Black
women were characterized as loud, irascible, too straightforward, and angry for many
years. In Deborah Gray’s book, Ar’n’t [ a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation
South, she noted that the angry Black woman image was deeply rooted in American
culture and dated back to the most common form of slavery in the United States (Motro
et al., 2022).

The angry Black woman stereotype has been prolific for decades in politics,
books, films, and popular television shows (Motro et al., 2022). Many historical
television characters were welcomed as cultural favorites while utilizing the stereotype

of an angry Black woman. For example, Sapphire from the 1950s sitcom Amos ‘n’ Andy
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and Florence from the 1970s show The Jeffersons both exemplify this portrayal.
Comedian Martin Lawrence portrayed Sheneneh in his 1990s sitcom as a Black woman
ready for a snappy comeback in social discourse. Today, reality television star Nene
Leakes, is a meme favorite, who radiated disapproval and sass. Leakes’ famous
expressive eye roll is immortalized in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African
American History and Culture. The angry Black woman' is an image that has grown in

pop culture and organizational life (Motro et al., 2022).

Research from Motro et al. (2022) found that when some people see a Black
woman become angry, they are likely to attribute that anger to her personality rather than
an inciting situation. Attribution theory examined whether people attributed the causes of
behavior to internal or external factors to test this assumption (Motro et al., 2022). An
internal attribution occurs when the behavior is perceived to be about the person. For
example, some may think a Black woman expressed anger because of an angry
disposition. When an external attribution occurred, someone attributed the behavior to a
frustrating or unfair situation. Motro et al. (2022) indicated that stereotypes provoked
internal attributions. According to this research, people must treat everyone equally
when expressing workplace anger. People reacted more negatively to Black women who
expressed anger because they activated the stereotype of an angry Black woman and
internal attributions. However, little evidence suggested that Black women are angrier
than White women.

Black women are more likely to be promoted during organizational turmoil when
failure looms. This pattern reflected a broader trend called the glass cliff, but for Black
women, the risks are heightened by misogynoir and hypervisibility (Robotham, 2024).

Black women were often placed in precarious leadership roles during crises, yet they
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persisted and led to challenge prescriptive norms. Robotham (2024) argued that Black
women confronted hypervisibility and high-risk appointments as part of their resistance
against tokenism. When Black women leaders were disproportionately placed in
precarious roles during times of crisis, it was done so without adequate support or
resources (Robotham, 2024). Expectations for Black women to rise to the occasion are
heightened with tropes like the Superwoman Schema. This added pressure stemmed from
the stereotype of inherent resilience, which led organizations to expect Black women to
manage unrealistic demands without sufficient support (Robotham, 2024).

Black women were perceived to be superhuman beings often labeled as the Strong
Black Woman (SBW), encompassing the Superwoman Schema. Woods-Giscombé’s
(2010) conducted a study using qualitative research methods, specifically a focus group
with semi-structured interviews. Woods-Giscombé (2010) explored how Black women
conceptualized strength, stress, and health; therefore, she developed the Superwoman
Schema from qualitative data to describe how cultural expectations of strength shaped
their stress experiences and health behaviors. The study used a grounded theory
approach, a qualitative method that builds theory from participants’ lived experiences.
The study included 48 self-identified African American women from diverse
socioeconomic, educational, and occupational backgrounds, thereby enhancing the

diversity of perspectives.

The Superwoman Schema identified five core obligations of Black women: (1) to
show strength, (2) to suppress emotions, (3) to resist vulnerability, (4) to succeed with
limited resources, and (5) to prioritize caregiving. The SBW construct extended this
archetype, revered for resilience and independence but rooted in coping with racial and

gendered oppression. In the focus groups analyzed by Woods-Giscombé (2010), some
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Black women described the SBW identity as empowering, providing motivation and
resistance to racial injustice but at the cost of emotional suppression and caregiver strain.
Many women shared that the Superwoman identity (1) gave them the motivation to
persist in hostile environments, including workplaces and educational institutions, (2)
was seen as a necessary armor against racism, sexism, and stereotyping, particularly in
predominantly White or male-dominated settings, and (3) functioned as a legacy of
survival, passed down from mothers and grandmothers who also endured hardship and
carried their families (Woods-Giscombé¢, 2010).

Within the SBW schema, the framing of strength allowed Black women to take
pride in their independence, use emotional toughness to advocate for others, and reject
victimhood by seeing themselves as resilient and capable. Woods-Giscombé (2010)
emphasized that the strength of Black women was culturally valorized and often tied to
moral or spiritual duty. However, this strength came with a cost. Black women reported
emotional suppression, where they felt they could not show weakness or vulnerability.
Many described bottling up emotions, resulting in stress-related illnesses, anxiety,
insomnia, and relationship strain. This study found that caregiver burden was common.
Participants often prioritized others over themselves, even when it compromised their
health or well-being. Therefore, although the SBW schema promoted resilience, goal
achievement, and community survival, it was also harmful to Black women. It led to
isolation, high stress levels, and delayed mental health intervention, leading to self-
neglect and burnout (Woods-Giscombg, 2010).

The SBW schema functions as a double-edged sword, offering empowerment to
Black women while simultaneously contributing to their marginalization and emotional
harm. While it fostered resilience and cultural affirmation, it also led to emotional

suppression, stress, and delayed mental healthcare access. Research underscored the
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need for holistic, culturally sensitive healing models that recognized both the strengths
and costs of these societal schemas (Abrams et al., 2014; Woods-Giscombég, 2010).

A study conducted by Kyalwazi et al. (2024) explored whether the Superwoman
Schema was associated with perceived stress, cardiovascular risk factors, and overall
cardiovascular health among Black women. Black women were less likely to achieve
ideal cardiovascular health compared to women of other racial/ethnic subgroups,
primarily due to structural and psychosocial barriers (Kyalwazi et al., 2024). A potential
psychosocial construct relevant to ideal cardiovascular health is the Superwoman

Schema.

This cross-sectional analysis of the FAITH! Heart Health+ study was conducted
among Black women with high cardiometabolic risk (Kyalwazi et al., 2024). The
correlation evaluated associations between the Superwoman Schema and cardiovascular
risk factors (e.g., stress, hypertension, and diabetes). Stress was measured by the 8-item
Global Perceived Stress Scale (GPSS). Cardiovascular health was assessed using the
American Heart Association Life's Simple 7 (LS7) rubric of health behaviors/biometrics.

Data acquisition spanned from February 2022 to August 2022 (Kyalwazi et al., 2024).

The 38 women included in the analysis (mean age 54.3 years) had a high
cardiovascular risk factor burden (71.1% hypertension, 76.3% overweight/obesity,
28.9% diabetes, 39.5% hyperlipidemia) (Kyalwazi et al., 2024). Feeling an obligation to
help others and an obligation to present an image of strength had the strongest
correlations with the GPSS scores among all Superwoman Schema domains. This study
found that Black women’s obligation to help others and the projection of an image of
strength contributed to stress, which led to cardiovascular risk factors (Kyalwazi et al.,

2024).
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Stereotypes often caused some professional Black women to code-switch. Code-
switching is the act of shifting how one communicates or presents oneself through
language, tone, behavior, dress, or expression, depending on the social or cultural
context, often to gain acceptance, avoid negative judgment, or navigate power structures
(Gill, 2021; Miller, 2022; Villines, 2022). Code-switching is a strategy used by
professional Black women (and other BIPOC individuals) to gain acceptance, avoid
negative judgment, and navigate power dynamics. For Black women, especially in
professional or educational settings, code-switching often meant (1) adjusting speech
(grammar, vocabulary, accent) to align with dominant cultural norms (often White,
middle-class, professional English), (2) altering demeanor to appear less threatening,
more polished, or more agreeable, (3) suppressing cultural expression (e.g., natural
hairstyles, slang, emotions, mannerisms), and (4) conforming to institutional

expectations to be taken seriously or avoid being stereotyped (McCluney et al., 2021).

McCluney et al. (2021) showed that Black professionals who modified their
speech, names, or hairstyles to align with White-normative standards were consistently
perceived as more professional by both Black and White observers, indicating pressure
to conform linguistically and culturally. This research also suggested that engaging racial
code switching limited how Black people are allowed to behave at work if they desired
to maintain these positive perceptions. Further, it placed a burden on Black employees to
chronically monitor their appearance, speech, and behaviors while at work, possibly
contributing to burnout and fatigue (McCluney et al., 2021). Many Black women
described code-switching not as self-betrayal, but as a tool for navigating dual worlds
and maintaining cultural authenticity while surviving dominant norms (Jones &

Norwood, 2017; McCluney et al., 2021).


https://hbr.org/2019/11/the-costs-of-codeswitching
https://hbr.org/2019/11/the-costs-of-codeswitching
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A study by Jang and Alexander (2022) identified Black women principals as
clean-up women, who took on low-performing schools, built trust, and established
academic rigor and positive school culture despite minimal support. According to this
study, Black female leaders identified as the clean-up women committed fully to
transforming negative cultures, often working in high-poverty, high-need schools, and
they developed collective responsibility among staff to drive instructional improvement
(Jang & Alexander, 2022).

Microaggressions
The concept of microaggressions and its premise includes racial and other forms

of discrimination that are presented in brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional. Microaggressions lie
beneath visibility or consciousness and communicate hostile, derogatory, or harmful
slights and insults toward targeted groups, persons, and/or systems, reflecting stereotypes
rooted in history (Nadal et al., 2014).

Sue et al. (2007) provided three forms of microaggressions: (1) microassaults,
(2) microinsults, and (3) microinvalidations. Microassaults are explicit discriminatory
behaviors manifesting in verbal or nonverbal attacks. Microinsults convey rudeness and
put down or demean a person’s identity. These acts, often unconscious, include
ascribing intelligence based on identity or pathologizing cultural values or
communication styles. Microinvalidations serve to nullify or exclude the recipient's
lived experience and identity(ies). For example, comments extolling color blindness can
be understood to negate people of color’s experiences as racialized beings in our society
(Tawa et al., 2016). Our society is deeply embedded with stereotypes, which lead to

subconscious microaggressions. Research by Nadal et al. (2011) and Torres-Harding et
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al. (2012) found that microaggressions were often perpetrated toward women, members
of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) communities, and those of
other various minoritized identities.

Organizations reflect the normative actions developed by society. These
stereotypes and microaggressions are embedded in an organization’s social fabric and
become part of the culture. From this culture, individuals are selected based on these
accepted norms, making it problematic for individuals deemed different from being
hired or promoted (Giberson et al.,

2005). Black female administrators encounter unique challenges in all work
settings; however, urban educational institutions tend to present the greatest barriers
to administrative success (Townsel & Banks, 1975). However, these metropolitan
areas often have larger populations of people of color and, in turn, a greater need

for Black leaders.

The culmination of studies cited above illustrate the negative impacts of
stereotypes and microaggressions in the workplace on Black female leaders' ascension
and tenure in the educational field. Minority leaders face workplace issues not
experienced by White leaders, including a lack of support, discrimination, and
stereotyping (Flores & Matkin, 2014). Larnell et al. (2014) state that stereotypes,
microaggressions, and biases align with systemic discrimination. They are a significant
factor influencing educational outcomes, employment opportunities, disproportionate
incarceration rates, and brutal treatment (Hadden, 2001), which result in the breakdown
of Black families. One factor affecting Black employment is the stereotypes employers
hold, often resulting in covert racism in the hiring process (Cornelius, 2013). Bertrand

and Mullainathan (2004) found that, for identical resumes, changing the name from a
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European to an African American-sounding name resulted in the European name
receiving 50% more callbacks from employers (Blackmon & Thomas, 2014).
Consequently, the hiring prospects of Black candidates were shaped by stereotypes
linked to their perceived racial group membership.

In evaluations of reviewed studies of Black female school leaders, there are
approaches related to inference-based processing (e.g., romance-of-leadership theory).
This approach would suggest that Black leaders are evaluated positively only after
success. However, recognition-based approaches (e.g., leader categorization theory)
indicate that, due to stereotyping, Black leaders are negatively assessed regardless of
their performance (Carton & Rosette, 2011). The consequences of negative leader
evaluations include poorer prospects for career advancement (Greenhaus &
Parasuraman, 1993), a lower likelihood of promotion to specific positions, and
ultimately, the underrepresentation of Black people in organizational leadership
positions (Alliance Board for Diversity, 2005; Corporate Board Initiative, 2006;

Thomas & Gabarro, 1999).

Despite some progress, perceptions still perceive White males as the prototypical
leaders (Chung-Herrera & Lankau, 2005; Craig & Feasel, 2006). Black leaders were
hired to address social desirability bias in studies that produced contrary results (Craig &
Rand, 1998). Research has found that it was the politically correct answer. Another
study found that Whites preferred Black leaders to be strong but not too strong (Jones,
2002). This viewpoint suggests differential treatment and a double standard. Jones
(2002) also showed that White and Black teachers viewed Black principals’ leadership
differently. There appears to be continued judgment about leaders' abilities and

competencies based on race/ethnicity. Overall, racial disparities persist across many
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aspects of contemporary life for multiple reasons. People of color are often perceived
and treated based on stereotypes rather than as individuals. This mindset places them at
a significant disadvantage, affecting their quality of life and limiting their access to fair
employment, equitable treatment, and opportunities to succeed across various fields.

Mentorship

Mentorship within an organization has been incorporated as a means to support
individual professional growth and to develop young talent. There are several definitions
of mentors, mentees, and mentorship. Mentoring is commonly defined in the literature
as a relationship, often internal within an organization, in which a more experienced
person (the mentor) provides support and serves as a role model for a less experienced
person (the mentee) (Bahniuk & Hill, 1998; Beyene et al., 2002; National Mentoring
Resource Center, 2022). The mentoring relationship can be formal, as in
organizationally structured mentoring programs with established processes, or informal,

emerging from social relationships and networks (Beyene et al., 2002).

Mentorship is experience and knowledge-based guidance. Mentors act as
advocates, support systems, and sponsors (Sarabipour et al., 2022). Mentorship can
improve the mentee’s academic experience, professional performance, and job
satisfaction (McConnell et al., 2018; Risner et al., 2020). Mentorships, whether
voluntary, formal, or informal, involve a more experienced person (mentor) helping a
less experienced person (mentee) grow professionally. Mentorship can also be mutual
guidance between two people at similar career stages or with similar professional
experience (peer mentoring) (Sarabipour et al., 2022). Studies have shown several
benefits of having a mentor who cares about their mentee’s life and career trajectory.
Mentors guide mentees through unexplored territories that may be familiar to them,

develop training goals, and encourage them when self-doubt arises (Byars-Winston &
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Lund, 2019; Gisbert, 2017; Loissel, 2020). The role of the mentor is to promote
discovery, introspection, authenticity, and self-awareness to build mentee’s capacity
toward self-actualization (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,

2022).

The literature shows the benefits and opportunities of having a mentor across
various career fields. Mentorship propels individuals toward their future (Peoples et al.,
2022). It has been identified as a factor in upward employment mobility, educational
success, and personal development (Crawford & Smith, 2005). Organizations can
positively influence career success by describing mentoring as essential to
organizational socialization and career development (Farrow, 2008). Given the benefits
of mentorship, a consistent set of norms in the mentorship process could benefit all
invested stakeholders: mentees, mentors, and organizational leaders (Peoples et al.,
2022). Research shows that when a relationship is successful, the mentor and mentee

reap professional and personal benefits (Wilson & Elman, 1990).

Mentors provide two types of support for their mentees, instrumental or
psychosocial, which are vital aspects of mutually beneficial mentoring relationships
(Gibb & Megginson, 1993; Wilson & Elman, 1990). Mentors provide instrumental
guidance by setting specific goals and challenges for mentees, while psychosocial
guidance involves counseling, coaching, friendship, and other activities that strengthen
the mentor—mentee relationship (Gibb & Megginson, 1993). In addition to psychosocial
support, relational qualities such as empowerment, kindness, engagement, and
authenticity can strongly influence young people's lives as they transition into adulthood
(DuBois & Karcher, 2014; Liang et al., 2002). These two types of support provide a

holistic approach to developing talent and leaders within the organization.
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Mentorship Specifically for Black Female School Leaders. For Black female
leaders, mentoring may be just one facet of career development and sustainability in the
educational field. A study conducted by Myung (2011) collected data from one large
urban district to examine the identification of potential teachers for school leadership in
the absence of a formal succession management system, including the lack of mentorship
and preparation, as well as the collection of participants' demographic information via
surveys. Myung’s (2011) study sought to answer the following questions: (1) To what
extent are principals tapping teachers for school leadership? (2) Which teachers are most
likely to be tapped? (3) Which principals are most likely to tap teachers? (4) Is tapping
effective at motivating teachers to become school leaders? Myung’s (2011) study
explored an informal mechanism for recruiting teachers to become principals, which the

authors referred to as tapping.

The findings showed that teacher gender and race are significant predictors of
being tapped, even after controlling for teaching position, school leadership experience,
preparation for school leadership responsibilities, job satisfaction, and future interest in
becoming a principal (Myung, 2011). Black female principals are less likely to be
mentored or tapped for leadership positions than their White or male colleagues. White
principals are significantly more likely than Black or Hispanic principals to tap teachers
for the principalship (Myung, 2011). The coefficient on gender is consistently
significant across all specifications, indicating that principals are more likely to tap

male teachers for the principalship than female teachers (Myung, 2011).

Research suggests that mentoring leads to increased performance and promotion
rates, early career advancement, greater upward mobility, higher income, greater job

satisfaction, enhanced leadership ability, and perceptions of organizational success and
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influence (Bahniuk & Hill, 1998). Even if the mentoring relationship does not lead to a
career path per se, mentees can be empowered to capitalize on their strengths. The
mentoring experience can increase their social and emotional capacity, including self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, responsible decision-making, and
relationship skills, leading to ascension and retention in the field (Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2022). Mentors can encourage mentees to
find their life’s path and develop an unwavering belief that they can achieve whatever
they want (DuBois & Karcher, 2014). For Black culture, this development is essential
because the underrepresentation of Black female leaders in the education field is
widespread.

Research conducted by Flores & Matkin (2014) examined the experiences of
three racial/ethnic minority participants who served as executive directors of small
nonprofit cultural community centers. Each participant was interviewed and asked the
following questions (Flores & Matkin, 2014): (1) Who inspired you to become a leader?
(2) What barriers did you overcome to become a leader in your organization? (3) How
did you overcome those barriers? (4) What did you learn about yourself in overcoming
those barriers? (5) What barriers are you still facing? (6) What advice would you share
with others who are facing similar barriers? The findings of this study showed that
mentors who share a cultural background can instill wisdom through their unique
perspectives and journeys (Flores & Matkin, 2014). Providing mentors to support leaders
in navigating the challenges of community service is essential for maintaining their

commitment to their organizations.

Women are in leadership positions, and research has deepened the

understanding of mentoring as a steppingstone to leadership. There is considerable
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research on mentoring and its role in career promotion. Generally, researchers point to
the lack of mentoring in the work lives of minority women and suggest that this
shortfall tends to limit their presence in senior positions (Bahniuk & Hill, 1998).

The tradition of othermothering describes the way Black women often mentor and
lead beyond biological relationships. Family members who engage in this practice pass
down leadership values (Collins, 2000). Collins (2000) described othermothering as a
system of care and support by which Black women assume responsibility for child-
rearing for children who are not biologically their own. This practice is rooted in West
African traditions and was reinforced during slavery and segregation when women cared
for non-blood kin as a form of community preservation and resistance. Collins (2000)
emphasized that this practice represents a socially responsible ethic of care and personal
accountability that exceeds conventional mothering and challenges dominant,
individualistic norms.

Beyond parenting, othermothering can include mentoring, teaching, and moral
guidance, even in non-family settings like schools and churches. Collins (2000) described
it as mothering the mind, where older women intentionally nurture younger women’s
intellectual and cultural growth, reinforcing leadership values. Modern studies show that
othermothering supports the educational and professional development of Black women
in contexts such as higher education, sustaining intergenerational leadership values

(Collins, 2000; Gilkes, 2001).

Though there is much research on mentoring in organizations (Catalyst, 2004;
Moore & Jones, 2001; Farrow, 2008), little attention is explicitly given to the
experiences of minority women leaders as mentees. There is very little information

about Black female leaders’ experiences, let alone their experiences with mentorship
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during their tenure. The lack of mentoring and the subsequent lack of opportunities and
substantive career moves to the top, beyond the concrete ceiling, are considered barriers
for minority women in U.S. companies (Catalyst, 2004). The term concrete ceiling is
similar to the glass ceiling, which is defined as an artificial barrier—based on attitudinal
or organizational bias—that prevents qualified individuals from advancing into
management-level positions; the concrete ceiling, however, is denser and more difficult
to break (Moore & Jones, 2001). Catalyst (2004) claims that some minority women
experience mentorship but lack suitable influential mentors and sponsors who can

impact their journey to the top of organizations.

Educators have identified higher teacher effectiveness and stronger teacher
retention as essential conditions for their well-being (Day, 2008; Day & Kington, 2008).
According to Myers and Sweeney (2008), wellness is a way of life oriented toward
optimal health and well-being. The individual integrates body, mind, and spirit to live
more fully within the human and natural community. Mentoring is an integral
component of induction programs intended to support the needs of beginning teachers
(Hobson et al., 2009). Effective induction and high-quality mentoring programs can
positively impact early career teaching and well-being. The effects of mentoring are
manifested through increased teacher effectiveness, stronger self-confidence, higher
levels of satisfaction, motivation, and commitment, reduced stress, improved classroom
instruction and student achievement, and early career retention of novice teachers

(Guarino et al., 2006; Henry et al., 2011; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Wynn et al., 2007).

A multi-year pan-Canadian research project conducted by Kutsyuruba et al.
(2019) examined the differential impact of teacher induction and mentorship programs

on early career K-12 teachers’ (ECTs) retention, as perceived across their provinces and
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territories. This study also examined the impact of mentoring on Canadian ECTs’ well-
being through participants' perspectives. After the survey, findings showed a strong
correlation between the mentoring experiences and the well-being of the participating
Canadian ECTs. Teachers who did not receive mentorship reported significantly lower
well-being, whereas those who participated in mentorship experienced much higher
levels (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). For most participants who benefited from mentoring,
support mainly came from informal mentorship arrangements with colleagues rather than
from a formal mentor assigned through the program (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019).
Mentorship and collegial support enabled our participants to expand their understanding
of school structures, policies, routines, and procedures, thereby gaining confidence in
their everyday decisions (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). Kutsyuruba et al. (2019) concluded
that mentorship is an essential resource for supporting both well-being and performance,
aligning with findings from other studies examining similar phenomena (Glazerman et
al., 2010; Guarino et al., 2006; Henry et al., 2011; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). Studies
have documented that comprehensive formal mentoring mitigates new teachers' stress,
burnout, and attrition (Akin, 2021).

Mentorship Needs For Black Female School Leaders. Black female principals
are more likely to be placed in under-resourced schools (Moorosi et al., 2018) and thus
experience harsher performance feedback from supervisors or mentors once in such
positions (Rosette & Livingston, 2012). Liang et al. (2002) found that mentoring
relationships are more effective when considerations such as "individual differences and
contextual factors, such as gender" (p. 159) are considered in the mentor/mentee pairing.
Successful pairing in a mentoring relationship is crucial to positive outcomes. In
considering race and gender in these relationships, the theory of intersectionality is a

critical component (Peoples et al., 2022). What is also relevant to research on the career
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success of women of color is the organizational culture in which their success is
embedded, often characterized by relationship factors such as the presence of mentors

and role models (Roan & Rooney, 2006).

Farrow (2008) argued that mentoring programs for minority women should
provide actionable feedback, rather than relying on meetings and gatherings that simply
serve to “keep them quiet.” (pg. 36). Farrow (2008) also believed that the process and
structure of formal mentoring programs needed to transform into something more
proactive, fostering continual activity within a quasi-structured program. White,
heterosexual, male, and middle-class norms base the traditional mentoring model leaving
the specific needs of women often ignored (Kalbfleisch & Keyton, 1995; Liang et al.,
2002). Going beyond the traditional mentoring model based on White, male,
heterosexual norms is an essential feature of specific pairings (e.g., female-to-female) as
they work towards successful female mentee outcomes. Successful pairing in a
mentoring relationship is crucial to positive outcomes for both parties, especially the

mentee (Peoples et al., 2022).

Successful outcomes take time for both female mentors and female mentees.
An effective mentor can skillfully weave an understanding of a mentee’s whole
identity to position her best for emotional and professional growth. This factor is
critical for Black female leaders because identity is integral to Black culture. Often,
mentors play a critical role in developing a mentee's emotional well-being over the
long term and guide them through essential life transitions (Peoples et al., 2022).
Support for stability in emotional well-being is integral for Black female leaders due

to the stereotypes they face that may impede their development.

The participants in the Peoples et al. study (2022) reinforced that mentors play an
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unmatched role in contributing to a mentee’s success in the following six ways: (1)
managing their emotions, (2) establishing perseverance or grit to overcome, (3) conflict
management tools, (4) knowing how to ask for help, (5) mental health awareness, (6)
and knowledge of self-growth. Through these mentoring relationships, mentees are
encouraged to love what makes them different and be proud of those differences. By
learning to nurture all of the parts that make up one’s inner essence, mentees are
encouraged to embrace their superpower (Peoples et al., 2022).

Researchers have found that leaders of cultural communities must find ways to
interact with the leaders who dominate the culture to be accepted as peers (Flores &
Matkin, 2014). One participant from this study talked about how it would be an
advantage for those who have strong minority leaders to get together, network, or
develop a system to support one another. No community organization operates in a
vacuum. Involvement in community boards, task forces, and planning groups creates
opportunities to display one’s knowledge base. Interactions such as these force the
majority to re-evaluate their mental models about minority leaders. When gaps in
mentorship for women go unaddressed, it can have many negative consequences.
Without the proper guidance, female mentees will be unprepared to face the career,

social, or personal challenges of their future (Peoples et al., 2022).

For Black female teachers, in particular, there are different mentoring programs
for new educators. However, only some of them center on equity and social justice
issues. According to Yendol-Hoppey et al. (2009), “Given that the selection criteria for
many mentoring programs do not include attention to these dispositions, many mentors
will need to engage in professional development and self-reflection about social justices

before even thinking about how to support novice teachers” (p.40).
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A study by Black Girl Ventures (2023) collected personal experiences from over
1,000 full-time Black female professionals to analyze their views on mentorship and
well-being. Findings from this study showed that women believed having a mentor was
more critical to their careers than it was for men, yet men reported having an average of
5.1 mentors throughout their careers compared to only 3.8 for women (Black Girl
Ventures, 2023). Findings showed that women are disproportionately mentored by
others of the same race, with 64% of those mentoring Black women also being Black,
and both White (62.0%) and Black (47.9%) women preferred mentors of the same race
(Black Girl Ventures, 2023). Additionally, findings showed that 15% of women had no
mentor, with Black women often lacking one because none was assigned and they did
not know how to seek a mentor independently (Black Girl Ventures, 2023). More than
50% of women with mentors reported being extremely satisfied with their jobs, which
increases their likelihood of staying in the field, compared to only 24.3% of women

without mentors, who expressed greater job dissatisfaction (Black Girl Ventures, 2023).

Although mentors helped all women feel confident, advised them on career goals,
and connected them to job opportunities at a similar rate, a significant racial difference
emerged in promotions and salaries. White women were twice as likely to receive help
with receiving a promotion (28.8%) (Black Girl Ventures, 2023). Asian women (10.7%)
were least likely to receive support with a promotion, followed by biracial women
(11.3%), Hispanic women (14.5%), and Black women (14.9%) (Black Girl Ventures,
2023). These statistics show that although mentorship has increased leadership

experience, there is still a disparity in equitable opportunities for promotion and salary.
Grit and Grace

The Strong Black Woman Schema (SBWYS) is a cultural expectation that Black
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women exemplify extreme emotional strength, determination, and caretaking abilities
while facing adversity (Abrams et al., 2014; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Woods-
Giscombg, 2010). The SBWS has become so profoundly integrated into Black culture
that many Black women value it (Etowa et al., 2017; Nelson et al., 2016; West et al.,
2016). Black women have expressed that the SBWS has contributed to their resilience,
positive self-concept, survival, and the survival of their communities (Abrams et al.,
2014; Woods-Giscombé¢, 2010). Thus, Black women may use the SBWS to adapt to the
unique struggles they face related to race, gender, and class (Abrams et al., 2014; Etowa
et al., 2017; Lekan, 2009; Nelson et al., 2016; Woods-Giscombé, 2010). In discussions
of resilience, the Strong Black Woman schema emerges as a socially constructed
identity, not rooted in genetics but in historical and socio-cultural necessity.

Scholars like Harris-Perry (2011) and Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2009) argue that this
strength is an exhausting mandate. It is exacerbated by the disproportionate reliance on
Black women within family and community structures, especially in contexts shaped by
economic hardship, single-parent households, and systemic inequality. The emotional and
financial toll on Black women contributes to a complex intersection of resilience, burden,
and societal expectation. A significant part of the SBWS is the characteristic of grit.

Grit is the real reason Black women are viewed as strong. The term grit was
notably introduced by Angela Duckworth and colleagues (2007, 2014, 2016) in
psychology. Grit is perseverance and passion for long-term goals despite setbacks,
failures, or plateaus in progress. Studies such as Woods-Giscombé (2010) and Abrams et
al. (2019), have extensively explored grit as a personality trait, highlighting that
individuals with high levels of grit can maintain determination and motivation over

extended periods, even when faced with repeated failure and adversity. One’s level of grit
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is directly correlated to their level of tenacity, dependability, and courage. It increases
one's resilience (bouncing back after adversity/disappointment) and perseverance
(commitment/steadfastness in the face of adversity). Yet, regardless of all the positives
that come with grit as a personality trait, grit alone cannot win the fight against
insurmountable institutional & societal barriers that stand against Black women.
Research by Duckworth et al. (2007) introduced grit as a crucial predictor of success,
emphasizing that it provides the stamina required to stay the course despite challenges
and setbacks. Black women deal with the impacts of their intersectionality
simultaneously; therefore, grit becomes vital to everyday functioning both personally and
professionally.

Grace is when a person commands the room with their presence alone. A woman
who embodies grace is poised under pressure and handles strong-willed people with
authority yet respect. She is confident, self-aware, and comfortable in her own skin. Her
strength of character and humility drive her actions. She is a woman who knows who she
is and can exercise authority with the appropriate warmth and empathy. Grace is personal
and best honed through trial and error (Coats, 2019). Coats (2019) highlighted that grace
complements grit, adding warmth and compassion to a leader's strength and
determination, creating a balanced, impactful leadership style.

Many leaders have spent their entire professional lives developing grit: the mental
toughness to face obstacles and overcome them with discipline and drive. But with more
research, the necessity of grace is coming to the forefront. Grace is the forgiveness,
compassion, and empathy that enables powerful relationships and connections with those

around you. And to thrive in the workplace, you need both. Research proves that when
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we learn to combine both grace and grit, women can truly be at their best (Coats, 2019).
While grit is scientifically proven to predict career success, it can lead to potentially
harmful outcomes when grace does not follow (Coats, 2019). Without the emotional
intelligence of grace, professionals may become self-absorbed, poor team players who
are so driven that they push others away. Grit is undoubtedly important but falls flat
without the connection and relationship skills that grace provides. Grit and grace,
together, can be formidable for women in the leadership game. They provide women with
their own roadmap to success, allowing for bold leadership combined with warmth. If
you think of the combination of grit and grace as a recipe, grit would be the cake and
grace would be the icing (Coats, 2019).

A qualitative, narrative-driven study by Griffin (2016) highlighted the lived
experience of Dr. Eva Grace and was grounded in Black Feminist Thought and Critical
Race Theory, particularly employing composite counter storytelling to center voices
often marginalized in academic discourse. Dr. Grace was a bisexual Black assistant
professor navigating the academic world of a primarily White institution. The narrative
depicted how Dr. Grace resisted institutional and interpersonal attempts at domination,
whether through implicit notions of incompetence or subtle undermining, which revealed
how oppressive structures were normalized in academic life. Over the span of a typical
work week, Dr. Grace experienced uncertainty, fear, frustration, exhaustion, and the
relentless effort to balance professional demands with personal well-being. As a bisexual
Black first-generation scholar, Dr. Grace confronted overlapping forms of
marginalization: race, gender, sexuality, institutional classism, and tokenism. Being the

first in her family to earn a degree, added personal meaning and pressure to her journey
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toward tenure. Her path was layered with emotional fatigue, the weight of representation,
and the structural inequities inherent in academia. The dual strategies of resilient grit
(perseverance, intellectual labor, and professional determination) and determined grace
(maintaining dignity, poise, and emotional labor) were deployed by Dr. Grace as survival
tools in a context that offered little explicit support (Griffin, 2016).

Theoretical Framework

Black Feminist Theory

Black Feminist Thought (also known as Black Feminism or BFT) is a critical
social theory that centers on the experiences of Black women and examines their
position in relation to racism, sexism, classism, and other social and political identities
(Collins, 2000). In 1990, Patricia Collins published Black feminist thought:
Knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of empowerment (Collins, 1990). Collins’
work concluded with three central claims (Collins, 2000):

(1) Oppressions of race, class, gender, and sexuality intersect, mutually

constructing systems of power that simultaneously overlap multiple forms of

oppression as a matrix of domination.

(2) Black women have a unique history at the intersections of systems of power.
They have created worldviews out of a need for self-definition and a
commitment to social justice. Black women’s specific experiences with
intersecting systems of oppression provide a window to these same processes for

other individuals and social groups.

(3) Black feminist thought on race and gender came from Black communities

rather than in opposition to White feminism.

Black Feminist Thought demonstrates Black women's emerging power as agents
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of knowledge. By portraying African American women as self-defined, self-reliant
individuals confronting race, gender, and class oppression, Afrocentric feminist thought
speaks to the importance of oppression. Afrocentric feminist thought speaks to the
importance of empowering oppressed people. One distinguishing feature of Black
Feminist Thought is its insistence that both the changed consciousness of individuals and
the social transformation of political and economic institutions constitute essential
ingredients for social change. According to Collins (2000), “New knowledge is

important for both dimensions of change” (p. 221).

Alinia (2015) pinpointed Black Feminist Thought as a standpoint rooted in
African American women'’s struggles in everyday life. Black feminism highlights and
engages with the many dimensions of Black women’s identities, allowing them to
address both racial and gender inequality (Mai-Nguyen, 2020). It explores the unique
experiences of Black women in their pursuit of equality and justice. Black women’s
experiences of racism, sexism, and classism are inseparable, and all must be addressed
simultaneously (Peterson, 2019). Some Black feminists view racism and sexism as
placing Black women at a disadvantage, but also view their position as one of
possibility. Proponents argue that in the struggle for freedom, those most exposed to

different forms of oppression understand best how to dismantle them (Peterson, 2019).

Although gender and race are socially constructed, racism and sexism are two
forms of discrimination against Black women who face both racialized and gendered
forms. They experience both forms of discrimination, often intertwined. Lomotey (2019)
pointed out that “The intersection of these identities is fundamental to their leadership
experiences and practices” (p. 336). Davis (2017) articulated how the conceptual

underpinnings of Black feminism serve as a leading theoretical lens for understanding
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the intersections of race, gender, class, ability, sexuality, and citizenship for Black
females. Collins (2000) argues that the politics of race and gender influence knowledge

because it is a part of our social being.

Black Feminist Thought promotes equity and inclusivity. With its focus on
dialogue and counter-storytelling, it seeks to give voice to those not generally part of the
dominant narrative (Lomotey, 2019). Audre Lorde (2007) reminded us that to “examine
Black women's literature effectively requires that we be seen as whole people in our
actual complexities—as individuals, as women, as human rather than as one of those
problematic but familiar stereotypes provided in this society in place of genuine images

of Black women” (p. 117).

According to Davis and Brown (2017), achieving social acceptance amid
feelings of isolation and tokenization leads to shifting attitudes, choices, and postures
to meet the cultural codes of the U.S. workplace. Therefore, Black women must learn
to navigate social perceptions despite the marginalization they face (David & Brown,
2017). A continual display of profound resilience must be implemented to prove their
capabilities in the educational field. When Black female school leaders reach their
leadership position, they became mindful of how their actions that represented their
gender and race and how they influenced the future outlook of African American

female principals (Carter, 2013).

Pigford and Tonnsen (1993) asserted that Black women aspiring to
administrative positions face the dual barriers of race and gender, which result in
experiencing both racism and sexism. The underrepresentation of Black female
administrators suggests that few women have been willing to take on this challenge or

that they have been provided few opportunities to do so (Pigford & Tonnsen, 1993).
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Lomotey (2019) states that Black women in the role of principal must behave
differently to succeed. Lomotey (2019) connected his realization about Black female
principals to double consciousness (Pittman, 2016). Lomotey also found that “Black
professional women often find the need to reinvent themselves in the workplace” (Durr
& Wingtield, as cited in Lomotey, 2019, p. 341). Black women’s narratives can be used
to help us see whole people in our actual complexities. This means employing a
methodological approach that validates the lived experiences and particularities of
Black women researchers, scholars, and participants (Clemons, 2019). Collins (2000)
foregrounds four dimensions of Black feminist epistemology: (1) Lived experience as a
criterion of meaning, (2) the use of dialogue, (3) the ethic of personal accountability,

and (4) the ethic of caring.

Lived Experiences as a Criterion of Meaning. The Black Feminist Theory is
built upon lived experience, not upon an objectified position. There is a privilege of
learning about Black women through lived experience over Black women being studied
as an abstract. Black Feminist Theory prioritizes the actual lived experiences of Black
women as a valid and crucial source of knowledge. (Collins, 2000). Collins (2000) states
that only those who experience the consequences of social being can select “topics for
investigation and methodologies used” (p. 258). Black feminist epistemology begins
with “connected knowers” (Collins, 2000, p. 259), or those who know from personal
experience. The Black community favors expertise from lived experiences over formal
learning. Collins (2000) defines this favor as a “fundamental epistemological tenet in
African American thought systems" (p. 258). She used Sojourner Truth as an example of
someone who drew on her lived experience to challenge traditional notions of

womanhood. Women are more likely to rely on lived experiences because, historically,
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socialization has emphasized the importance of attending to relationships.

Collins (2000) stated that “these forms of knowledge allow for subjectivity
between the knower and the known, rest in the women themselves (not in higher
authorities), and are experienced directly in the world (not through abstractions)” (p.
259). Black women further reinforce this through additional influences beyond race
and gender, such as African-influenced belief systems; activist mothering traditions
that stimulate politicized understandings of Black women’s mother work; and a social
class system that relegates Black women as workers to the bottom of the social

hierarchy” (Collins, 2000, p. 259).

Collins (2000) also discusses positive institutional support for lived experiences
as a criterion of meaning. Institutions such as families, churches, and community-based
organizations that tend to be female-centered and serve as incubators of Black feminist
epistemology in the Black community support the idea of lived experiences as a
criterion of meaning (Pepperell, 2014).

The Use of Dialogue. Lived experiences are a validated basis for knowledge
claims. Dialogue is how that experience is assessed, and dialogue is assessed in the
community, not in isolation. Collins (2000) stated that "a primary epistemological
assumption underlying the use of dialogue in assessing knowledge claims is that
connectedness rather than separation is an essential component of the knowledge
validation process" (p. 260). She also stressed the use of dialogue rather than adversarial
or argumentative debate (Collins, 2000). Using dialogue to evaluate implies the presence
of at least two subjects—thus, knowledge is not seen as having an objective existence
apart from lived experiences; knowledge emerges through dialogue. Rather than

disappearing, the author is central to and present in the text. In Black feminist
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epistemology, the story is told and preserved in narrative form, not “torn apart in
analysis” (Collins, 2000, p. 258).

The Ethic of Personal Accountability. An individual's character, values, and
ethics are assessed alongside knowledge, as knowledge is built on lived experience. All
knowledge is based upon beliefs and assumed to be true. Collins (2000) describes this
tenet as two different approaches. First, information can be objective, and truth exists
apart from any observer. This allows for separating personal responsibility from
knowledge. Knowledge exists as an objective entity apart from the knower. Second, all
information exists and has “truth” within a preexisting knowledge system that must be
believed to work. This places accountability directly on the knower. Collins (2000) says,
"All views expressed, and actions taken are thought to derive from a central set of core
beliefs that cannot be other than personal" (p. 265). She goes on to add that "knowledge
claims made by individuals respected for their moral and ethical connections to their
ideas will carry more weight than those offered by less respected figures" (Collins, 2000,
p. 265). When an individual uses their personal experiences and connects it to their
morals, it allows a greater buy-in from others about the knowledge they have on a
subject. Listeners of a story have a better understanding and buy-in when the storyteller

has personal knowledge and experiences.

One example Collins (2000) used to demonstrate the ethic of personal
accountability comes from a seminar for Black women. Participants were asked to
evaluate a text by a Black male scholar on Black feminism. Before the participants
assessed the text, they asked biographical questions about the Black male scholar.
They questioned who he was as a person to decide how to interpret what he was

stating in the text. These inquiries demonstrated the importance of personal
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accountability to these Black women. They wanted to understand more about the
knower—nhis character, values, and ethics — before evaluating a text that spoke to

Black feminism.

The Ethics of Caring. Centering lived experiences and dialogue implies that
knowledge is built on the ethics of caring. Collins (2000) mentions the ethics of caring
with an emphasis on three components: (1) individual uniqueness, (2) expression of
emotions in dialogue, and (3) a capacity for empathy. Rather than believing that
researchers can be value-free, Collins (2000) argues that all knowledge is intrinsically
value-laden and should thus be tested by empathy and compassion. Additionally,
Collins (2000) argues that “emotion indicates that a speaker believes in the validity of
an argument” (p. 263), thus the presence of emotion validates the argument. This
epistemology is holistic; therefore, it does not require the separation of the researcher
from her or his own experiences, nor does it need, or assume that it is possible, to

separate our thoughts from our feelings.

A historical shift has increased Black women's capacity to function as agents of
knowledge in spaces once run by a dominant group. The social movements of the
1960s and 1970s have resulted in more U.S. Black women becoming legitimized agents
of knowledge and moving into dominant spaces. This movement left Black women
conflicted about epistemological demands. There are demands from ordinary Black
women, Black women scholars, and epistemological demands from the dominant
groups. Collins (2000) states that “the difficulties these Black women now face lie less
in demonstrating that they could master White male epistemologies than in resisting the
hegemonic nature of these patterns of thought in order to see, value, and use existing

alternative Black feminist ways of knowing” (pp. 267-268). This challenge generates
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creativity and strain: “A knowledge claim that meets the criteria of adequacy for one
group and thus is judged to be acceptable may not be translated into the terms of a
different group” (Collins, 2000, p. 268). When discussing how to deal with this
difference, Collins (2000) suggests that it is possible to develop a notion of particularity
that provides the foundation for a reconstructive version of universality.

Narrative Inquiry
Narrative inquiry is a qualitative research methodology in the field of social

science research that involves entering the lives of participants, amid each
participant’s and each inquirer’s life. It is the “experiential study of experience”
(Xu and Connelly, 2010, p. 354). In this research approach, narrative serves as
both the phenomenon of inquiry and the method of investigation (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Narrative inquiry can reveal
unique perspectives and a deeper understanding of a situation and give voice to
marginalized populations whose perspectives are not often sought (Liamputtong,
2009).

Narrative inquiry focuses on using stories as raw data. The idea of narrative
inquiry is that stories are collected as a means of understanding experience as
lived and told, through both research and literature (Savin-Baden & Niekerk,
2007). While stories are a central focus in narrative inquiry to examine
phenomena, storytelling deconstructs values, assumptions, and beliefs to
challenge taken-for-granted meanings (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Narrative
inquiry calls for ways to engage in sociality, temporality, and place. The role of a
qualitative researcher is to act as an intermediary in knowledge co-construction
through the collection, interpretation, and revelation of meaning behind stories:

“We are naturally drawn to stories because it helps make ideas easier to
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understand” (Yamagata-Lynch et al., 2017, p. 2). Narrative inquiry is both a way
of thinking about experience and a methodology for studying experience.

Stories are one of the primary ways we construct reality. We understand and
make our world meaningful through stories (Fisher, 1984). Stories are the primary
means by which cultures inform members about essential aspects of the culture,
such as attitudes, values, beliefs, practices, rites, and rituals (Pacanowsky, 1989).
Stories cover every aspect of everyday life and are windows into understanding

and explaining human behavior and actions.

We only begin to process the coming to know when we deal with life stories as a
point of understanding, seeking their meaning. With this understanding, we see them as
social constructs that allow us to locate them in historical time and social space. The life
story is told to individualize and personalize. Greater than the life story, the intention is
to understand the pattern of social relations, interactions, and historical constructions in
which the lives of women and men are embedded. These questions whether private

issues are also public issues (Goodson, 2013).

The History of Storytelling. “Once a story is told, it cannot be called back.
Once told, it is loose in the world. So, you have to be careful with the stories that you

tell. And you have to watch out for the stories that you are told” (King, 2003, p. 10).

Storytelling is a story or narrative based on images and emotions. Historically,
telling stories evolved with our chances of survival. It began with visual stories, such as
cave drawings, and then with oral traditions passed down from generation to generation
by word of mouth (Mendoza, 2015). Storytelling is important because it connects
oneself to humanity and links us to the past. The connection to humanity and the past is

vital for people to understand where they are going and how to change the trajectory of
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what they want in life. As we live in an age of narrative, life stories are a crucial

ingredient in what makes us human and what we eventually become (Goodson, 2013).

Storytelling is just as much a part of our human culture as it is a part of our
being. We internalize these experiences, shape our actions and reactions to future
events from them, and process this information through storytelling. Beyond its
traditional means of entertainment, storytelling is also a valuable learning tool
(Roundtable Learning, 2023). Stories are shaped by individuals’ lived experiences and
serve to help them make sense of the world and their place in it (Bartelheim, 2016).
Connelly and Clandinin (2006) describe a story as “the portal through which a person
enters the world” (p. 477) and Xu and Connelly (2010) depict it as a “portal to

experience” (p. 352).

There are several benefits of storytelling in education. First, storytelling helps
people cope. People make sense of life experiences in part by the stories they learn or
tell themselves. Research shows that expressive writing can help people cope with
stressful and traumatic events and can positively impact health (Pennebaker & Smyth,
2016). Second, storytelling helps people solve problems and try solutions. Dictating
stories allows people to try out different actions that might lead to different outcomes in

life (Hurst, 2023). Third, storytelling helps people understand others.

Stories can help people learn about others, understand them, and empathize with
their situations. Whether one knows the individual or not, hearing their story evokes
feelings. Learning to relate and empathize with others is vital in developing relationships
(Hurst, 2023). Stories help us understand others and ourselves. Telling stories helps
people connect to others, make meaning, organize lives into a coherent narrative, and

immerse themselves in others’ tales. By sharing stories, one improves mental health and
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well-being. Storytelling is a memorable and unique data point because it appeals to
senses and emotions, making it powerful for listeners (Field, 2021). Stories in narrative
inquiry help guide the researcher toward a deeper understanding of phenomena. When
engaging with narrative inquiry, we become co-participants in co-constructing
knowledge alongside participants across particular places and times (Lindsay &
Schwind, 2016). To fully understand the underrepresentation Black women face, each
woman’s individual story must be heard. By understanding personal and professional
experiences, one can better identify the barriers and possible solutions to effect real
change and positive impact in the educational system.

Resiliency Through Storytelling. Resiliency grows through practice. Sharing
personal stories helps people understand their own and others' behaviors, gain self-
management skills, and express themselves, leading to positive use in interactions with
others. Storytelling helps us build stronger social bonds and psychological self-esteem
(Heaney, 2020).

Stories convey values and emotions. Stories can reveal both the differences and
the similarities in people's experiences. Elucidating personal stories involves sharing,
which can help form bonds and supportive networks. With reflection, these can help to
develop resilience (East et al., 2010). Storytelling aids the development of personal
resilience and provides opportunities to celebrate the hardiness of research participants
who contribute to knowledge by recounting their stories of difficulty and adversity (East

et al., 2010).
Storytelling offers a way to convey life experiences, provide cathartic
opportunities, bear witness to one’s life, and foster social support within communities

(East et al., 2010). Storytelling can be a therapeutic dialogue that gives the storyteller
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a chance to rewrite and reimagine the past flexibly, which can lead to reparation and
healing (Kenyon, 2003). Delving into the past without a certain minimum level of
resilience could actually increase the risk of adverse outcomes. Therefore, it is
essential to connect efforts to build resilience to the process of developing one’s
narrative. As Hildon and her colleagues stated, “the process of constructing and
reinterpreting past events in the light of more recent ones is essential to developing
resilience” (Hildon et al., 2008, p. 738).

People often consider resilience a characteristic or trait they develop over a
lifetime. However, little focus has been given to building or strengthening resilience in
the short term. Some scholars view resilience as a “dynamic process...whose system can
be learned at any point in life” (Wiles et al., 2012, p. 417). Mager (2019) conducted a
study suggesting that small-group storytelling is a helpful and straightforward way to
develop resilience in older adults. This study introduced a group storytelling
intervention that provided a holistic, non-pharmaceutical alternative for developing
resilient characteristics in older adults. The study was an exploratory investigation to
test the benefits of storytelling as a short-term intervention to enhance resilience.

Narrative and storytelling work together to promote engagement and
understanding of individuals' or groups' experiences that others may not be able to relate
to or understand through their own lens. Storytelling has been used for entertainment,
information, and education in various cultures (National Geographic Society, 2022).
People are drawn to storytelling because it helps them feel in control. It helps them find
order in what has happened to them and makes sense of the world around them. Stories
also allow individuals to understand how others think and feel in specific contexts and

develop empathy. Studies have shown that the more compelling a story, the more
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empathetic people become in real life (National Geographic Society, 2022).
Conceptual Framework

The research question I am studying focuses on the persistence of Black female
school leaders in the field of education. The two theoretical frameworks guiding this
research are discussed. Figure 1 illustrates how Black Feminist Thought and Narrative
Inquiry interact to foster resilience and persistence.
Figure 1

“Live, Tell, Persist” Conceptual Framework

Resources

Black
Feminism

Persistence o
Black female
school leaders

Narrative
Inquiry /

Storytelling

Resiliency

The key components of Black Feminist Thought in my conceptual framework
are lived experiences and dialogue. First, the Black Feminist Theory (BFT) speaks to
lived experiences. According to this concept, lived experiences are a criterion for
meaning. When Black women are seen as knowers, their experiences are seen as truth.
When Black women’s stories are seen as truth, others can use it as a foundation of

meaning based on their individual or collective experiences. There is power in lived
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experiences because they build knowledge claims.

Understanding and valuing lived experiences helps Black women understand
who they are as individuals and communicate their experiences to the world (Skelton-
Wilson et al., 2022). Through dialogue, the author is central. Assessing experiences
helps knowledge to emerge through dialogue. In Black Feminist Thought, the story is
told and preserved in narrative form, not “torn apart in analysis” (Collins, 2000, p. 258).
The dialogue is humanizing and challenges and resists domination. Connectedness then
becomes an essential component of the knowledge validation process, derived from
Afrocentric roots (Collins, 2000). One key component of Narrative Inquiry is
storytelling. Storytelling fosters self-expression and self-management. It creates bonds
and supportive networks for both the storyteller and the listener. With storytelling, the
key factor is reflection. Through storytelling, the teller can reflect on their life

experiences while sharing it with someone else, which can be therapeutic.

Lived experiences as a criterion of meaning, use of dialogue, and storytelling
lead to resiliency growth. Resiliency means having the ability to bounce back after
adversity. Black women are built through societal social constructions. They are not
expected to think about framing physical and mental labor with any inkling of being
safe or comfortable. There is an assumption that Black women do not need safety and
comfort because they were built to be perpetually strong. When that natural
superpower fails, Black women can permanently supercharge through resilience
(Hughes, 2022). Black women can endure insurmountable stress in perpetuity, but
there is an expectation for Black women to be powerful, robust, hardworking, and
naturally resilient. Still, even with these expectations, people often second-guess Black

women’s intellect in leadership and intellectual spaces (Hughes, 2022).
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Several publications note how resilience is often a response to some -ism (e.g.,
racism, sexism, or perpetual racial trauma) for Black women (Hughes, 2022; Quaye et
al., 2019; Smith et al., 2011). Living at the intersections of racism and sexism creates a
different normal that is stressful, trauma-laden, demanding, and impossible to keep up
with for any length of time. The normality of Black women can affect their ascension
and persistence in the educational field. Building resilience against mutable and
immutable factors is of utmost importance to help Black female school leaders to persist
in the academic field. This conceptual framework guides how we may support Black
female leaders differently by finding ways to build resilience without assuming they
already have it or do not require support. Resiliency leads to persistence. Persistence is
having the ability to stay with a task until success is achieved.

The conceptual framework assumes these articulations for Black female school

leaders in the K-12 field:

(1) There is power in your story and even greater power in telling that story.
Black female leaders would benefit from experiencing that connectedness with a trusted

listener (e.g., a mentor).

(2) Sharing your story builds awareness of self and others, which is integral in

becoming a reflective practitioner.

(3) There is power in the storytelling experience for the storyteller and the

listener.

(4) Storytelling builds resiliency, leading to persistence even when
mutable and immutable barriers to leadership persistence are present.
Personal and professional experiences are a significant part of a Black female

school leader’s story. Understanding the impact of those experiences and the power of
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telling that story can lead to resilience and persistence in the field. Stories carry both
light and shadow, and the act of telling them is itself a source of power.
Inferences

Literature states that the underrepresentation of Black female school leaders is
still prevalent today. The underlying causes include systematic discrimination, such as
historical limitations, hiring discrimination, stereotypes, and a lack of professional
support. Because the underrepresentation of Black female school leaders derives from
systematic issues and legalities, the need and strategy for change is severe. The results of
the empirical studies demonstrate that several factors contribute to the
underrepresentation of Black female school leaders in the United States. However, there
is a small body of literature showing positive results from intentional strategies to
increase the number of Black female leaders in the educational field. The literature
shows a gap in research on how the 5% of Black female school leaders nationwide
continue to persist in the profession. Without this literature, there are consequences for

practice, policy, and research.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

“Through storytelling, questions are answered, history is conveyed, and lifelong lessons
are taught and learned. Storytelling is our roots and wings.” —Andrea King Collier

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed description of the research

design and the methodology used to conduct this study. This chapter will reiterate the
study's purpose, research goals, research methods, validity, and ethical considerations.
Maxwell (2012) states that a structured approach can help ensure the comparability of
data across individuals, times, settings, and researchers, and is particularly useful in
answering questions that deal with differences between people or settings. The qualitative
method of narrative inquiry allows me to collect data on the lived experiences of K-12
Black female school leaders. Narrative inquiry is “an approach to study human lives
conceived as a way of honoring lived experiences as a source of important knowledge
and understanding” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 17).

This chapter begins with an overview of why narrative inquiry is meaningful
when discussing lived experiences and how storytelling contributes to building
persistence in the field. I subsequently discuss the epistemology and theoretical
perspective that inform the meaning of Black K-12 school leaders sharing their lived
experiences through interviews. Finally, I describe the methodology, data management
and analysis, ethical precautions, and subjectivity memo to highlight how this study will

answer the proposed research questions.

Overview of Methodology

To better understand how specific lived experiences influence persistence, |

conducted semi-structured interviews to hear participants’ narratives about their
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personal and professional experiences. As a Black female researcher and educational
leader, interviewing other Black female school leaders offered me the same benefits of
the storytelling experience and othermothering. Collecting data through interviews
with participants is a standard method in many qualitative studies. Interviews provide
the most direct and straightforward approach to gathering detailed, rich data on a
particular phenomenon (Barrett & Twycross, 2018). For this study, I used criterion
sampling to identify 5-6 Black, female individuals in school leadership roles in the K-
12 field.
Research Question
My study focused on one central research question and two sub-research
questions:
1. What personal and professional experiences have influenced Black female
leaders in K-12 schools to persist in the profession?
a. What challenges or barriers do Black Female School leaders have to
overcome as they ascend to leadership positions?
b. What do the stories of Black Female Leaders reveal about their
persistence in the profession?

The analysis of the interviews answered these questions. It revealed how the personal
experiences of cultural values and the professional experiences of stereotypes,
microaggressions, and mentorship contributed to the persistence of these experiences in
the educational field. Given the nationwide underrepresentation of Black female school
leaders (e.g., principals), this information will be integral to understanding the
contributions to persistence in the field, primarily through storytelling. The storytelling

experience gained through the interview process will be an additional contributor to
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building resilience and perseverance in the educational field for this targeted population.

Qualitative Research Procedures
Epistemology of Research Paradigm

The epistemology of a study is the theory of knowledge embedded in its
theoretical perspective and, thereby, its methodology (Ali, 2023). The epistemology of
this study is constructivist. The constructivist approach focuses on the participants
making meaning through engagement with the world. All knowledge and meaning are
contingent upon human practices, and the interpretation of the world is based on
personal experience (Ali, 2023). Through a constructivist lens, one seeks to understand

participants’ experiences, histories, gender, race, class, and intersectionality.

Theoretical Perspective

Combining narrative inquiry with a Black feminist perspective allowed me to
create what Collins (2000) identifies as a safe space for Black women to speak freely.
Collins (2000) notes, “The issue of Black women being the ones who really listen to one
another is significant, particularly given the importance of voice in Black women’s lives”
(p. 103). She states that narratives help Black women break the silence on experiences
that they usually do not share. Black feminists emphasize the silencing of Black women’s
voices and the challenge that Black women’s narratives pose to the racist and sexist
perspectives seen in literature (Amoah, 2013; Collins, 2000; Nayak, 2015). Narrative
inquiry enables Black women to create portraits in which they are the artists, expressing
their feelings, realities, and injustices to an audience that may not otherwise take the time
or make a conscious effort to understand unfamiliar life experiences. The dynamic of a

Black woman researcher listening to a Black woman participant can facilitate the
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development of trust based on the women’s similar experiences of race and gender. This
approach will allow me to analyze and interpret participants' narratives of their past,

present, and future experiences that may have contributed to their persistence in the field.

Methodology Used

Narrative inquiry is a process of gathering stories that give meaning to
individuals’ lives, provide insight into individuals’ lived experiences, and elucidate
cultural and social differences (Clandinin, 2013; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell,
2013; Meier, 2013; Sika-Akoto, 2013; Trahar, 2009; Webster & Mertova, 2007). The
purpose of this study was to explore how personal and professional experiences of
Black female school leaders influence persistence in the profession. I deemed narrative
inquiry the most appropriate methodology to understand how experiences and
persistence correlate. This design enabled me to explore how participants' lived
experiences influenced their persistence. Good leaders do not just survive adversity;
they thrive (Patterson et al., 2009).

The method of this study involves narrative inquiry. In Clandinin and

Connelly’s (2000) words,

Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is a

collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or
series of places, and in social interactions with milieus. An inquirer

enters the matrix in the midst and progresses in the same spirit,

concluding the inquiry still in the midst of living and telling, reliving and
telling, the stories of experiences that make up people’s lives, both

individual and social. (p. 20)

By exploring the lives of these school leaders through narrative inquiry, greater

insights may be gained, opening the door to this underrepresented population (Robinson,
2014). Because I intended to seek individual experiences, I needed the flexibility for

participants to bring their personalities and perspectives to the discussion (Barrett &
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Twycross, 2018). This flexibility also allowed me to ask prompting questions to guide
me toward the research question's premise. A phenomenological interview structure
allowed me to focus on the participants' life histories and the details of their experiences,
and to reflect on the meanings (Spradley, 1979). Conducting a face-to-face interview
allowed me to observe nonverbal communication, which was crucial to my research
question because it added another level of information.

This method was chosen because interviews are a powerful research instrument
that can help us understand values, beliefs, emotions, behaviors, relationships, stories,
and events (Vanderbilt, 2023b). Interviews helped me understand the experiences of
Black female school leaders and their perspectives on the world. The interviews helped
me understand how cultural values, experiences with discrimination, and mentorship
influenced their ability to persist in the field. The interview experience also provided
insight into how storytelling contributed to persistence and resilience in the educational
field. For this study, narrative inquiry was used as a theory and a method.

Qualitative Data Management

Before the interviews, I obtained consent to audio-record from each
participant. The consent form was a signed shared agreement between the researcher
and the participant. If the interviews were conducted in person, I used a tape recorder
to record the interviews. If the interview was conducted virtually, I used the Zoom
video recording feature. For virtual interviews, I noted body language, took anecdotal

notes, and essential portions of the interview to recall later during the analysis stage.

Selecting Participants
I used criterion sampling to select participants who met the study criteria. The

criteria include the following: (1) female gender, (2) Black/African American descent, (3)
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has been a principal for five years or more, and (4) has been a principal in a school that
serves students between Kindergarten and Grade 12. I chose to focus on Black female
principals because the racial match between principals and students has a positive impact.
Based on the demographic survey data, six participants were selected for the study.

To achieve the desired sample size, I conducted purposive sampling and
convenience sampling. Purposive sampling involves intentionally selecting participants
based on their characteristics, knowledge, experiences, or other criteria (National Center
for State Courts [NCSC], 2023). Convenience sampling involved recruiting individuals
primarily because they were available, willing, or easy to access or contact on a practical
level (NCSC, 2023). To gather the initial purposive and convenience sample, I emailed
my acquaintances in K—12 education to reach the desired sample size. Table 3
summarizes the demographic and background characteristics of the six participants.
During the interview, each participant responded to the questions in Appendix A.

Table 3

Participant Demographics and Backgrounds Summary

Pseudonym  Age Position Years as State of Highest
Range Principal Residency Degree
Obtained
Nisha 45-50 Middle School 8 years Maryland Doctorate
Evonii 50-55 Elementary 5 years Georgia Doctorate
School
Nichelle 50-55 High School 10+ years North Doctorate

Carolina
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Cherokee 55-60 Elementary 10+ years Pennsylvania Doctorate
and Middle
School

Mahkayla 45-50 Elementary 8 years District of Masters
School Columbia

Marley 40-45 Elementary 6 years District of Doctorate
and Middle Columbia
School

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions

There were no direct risks to the participants, but there were some indirect risks.
There may have been some emotional risks to the participants with sensitive questions
(e.g., trauma, negative experiences with the ascension to leadership). Because
participants were asked to revisit challenging experiences, sensitive questions carried a
risk of emotional harm. There may have been a level of breach of confidentiality. No
interviewer can guarantee absolute confidentiality, but I implemented protocols to protect
confidentiality as much as possible. Moyle (2002) highlighted that selecting an
appropriate place with minimal disturbance was significant in maintaining privacy. A
noisy site that educational professionals frequently visit can create discomfort when
sharing such information and threaten privacy (Moyle, 2002). There was also a risk of
unintentionally harming a participant's autonomy related to the ongoing nature of the
consent process (Hewitt, 2007).

To reduce harm during this study, I followed all the federal regulations. I
followed the ethical principles from The Belmont Report: (1) respect for persons, (2)

beneficence, and (3) justice (National Commission for the Protection of Human



89

Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). I ensured that the data
collected during the interview process was securely stored and protected. I collected
documented informed consent from each participant and ensured they comprehended
the research, risks, and benefits. Participants were given adequate time to decide
whether to participate in my study. During the interview, I reminded each participant

that they could withdraw or end the process at any time.

Confidentiality and anonymity began by providing and explaining the informed
consent forms. It clearly stated who had access to the data in the present and future. All
interview data was protected and secured during the interview process and afterward. I
disconnected the links between the subjects and the data about the subjects. I used

aliases rather than real names to remove identifiable information from the study.

In case there were potential difficulties (e.g., access, emotional responses, or
troublesome disclosure) during data collection, I put the participant's needs first—this
meant providing breaks during the interview or external emotional support. Potential
difficulties also included rescheduling the interview in the event of interruptions. I
allowed participants to choose the location and time to decrease the chances of such
challenges. I satisfied my accountability to my university, participants, gatekeepers, and
the broader research community. I completed the IRB training courses and adhered to
the university guidelines. I also adhered to federal regulations to ensure that my study
involving human subjects met all requirements.

With the completion of my study, I would like the participants to see their
contributions change the trajectory of other Black female leaders and possibly be a part
of implementing future policies to enhance leadership support for this population. Their

contributions provide a deeper understanding of themselves, improving their impact on
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school leadership, and helping them understand ways to support other Black female
leaders within their schools.
Data Analysis and Interpretation

Using the study's theoretical framework, I analyzed data to describe the patterns,
relationships, and themes in the women's stories and to offer an interpretation. During the
process, I audio-recorded the interviews and took notes to document the perceptions,
perspectives, and reflections from body language. I manually transcribed the interviews
afterwards. I printed each transcribed interview to prepare for coding and data analysis.
Once the transcriptions were complete, I read each response to become familiar with the
data. This phase involves reading and re-reading the data to become intimately familiar
with its content (Braun & Clarke, 2019) and to summarize the participants’ profiles.

I created their profiles by analyzing their individual stories and crafting
biographies that highlighted essential moments from their past, present, and future, as
well as their internal experiences. After making the profiles, I began the qualitative
coding process. I consulted Johnny Saldana’s (2016) book, The Coding Manual for
Qualitative Researchers, to determine the most appropriate codes for analyzing the data.
I used a mixed coding method that combined value coding and dramaturgical coding.
Saldana (2016) explained that value coding is a way to identify the importance of an
individual's attributes to themselves, to other people’s ideas, and to situations. Values
coding has three categories: values, attitudes, and beliefs. Black women’s values,
attitudes, and beliefs about their curricula, teaching resources, and artists were essential
factors in creating emergent themes and categories.

I identified emergent themes and sub-themes related to the research question and

the theoretical framework through coding. I noted recurring words, experiences,
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reflections, and perspectives, and color-coded them. The interview data were aggregated
and compiled into a Code Thesaurus to identify common themes and patterns specific to
the research question. The Code Thesaurus comprised a complex process of moving
back and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concepts (Vanderbilt, 2023c¢).
This form of data analysis allowed me to make meaning from triangulated data by
affixing codes to a set of field notes or interview transcripts drawn from the data
collection process (Vanderbilt, 2023c).

Data are coded to arrive at categories, themes, and theories (Hahn, 2008). The
Qualitative Coding diagram is shown in Figure 2. I created the first-level codes (also
known as initial coding), which were derived from my research question, sub-research
questions, theoretical framework, conceptual framework, and keywords from the
transcriptions. Second-level codings were created by re-reading the transcripts several
more times to condense the initial coding into categories based on findings. Third-level
coding was derived from reviewing second-level codes to identify emergent themes
found between the transcriptions. The codebook is located in Appendix B.

Figure 2

Qualitative coding diagram
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Note. This figure is adapted from Johnny Saldafia (2016).

The emergent themes were also derived from the physical notes I took on the
day of the interview. I repeated this same procedure for each transcript until I
assembled themes and connections from all the participants’ interviews. During the
data analysis planning stage, I ensured that I connected back to my theoretical and
conceptual framework. The conceptual framework for this study included Black
feminism, Narrative Inquiry, resiliency, lived experiences, use of dialogue, storytelling,
resources, challenges, and barriers.

Three-Dimensional Space Approach: Looking Inward, Backward, and
Outward. To study life and education is to research experience (Dewey, 1938).
Education, life, and experience are the same (Wang & Geale, 2015). I utilized the three-
dimensional framework (see Table 4) from Clandinin and Connelly (2000) to ensure the
coding methods I chose encompassed inward, outward, and backward experiences
through the participants’ storytelling. It is essential to understand each participant
through these three dimensions to comprehend their experiences as truth. The three-
dimensional narrative structure approach highlights each participant's narratives from

past to present.

Table 4

The three-dimensional narrative structure

Interaction Continuity

Personal Social Past Present Future Situation/Place
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Look Look Look Look at
inward to outwardto  backward to forward to context, time,
internal existential ~ remembered experiences, implied and and place
conditions, conditions in experiences, feelings, and situated in
feelings, the feelings, and experiences physical
hopes, environment  stories from  relating to landscape or
aesthetic with other  earlier times actions of an setting with
reactions, people and topological and
moral their spatial
dispositions  intentions, boundaries with
purposes, characters’
assumptions, intentions,
and point of purposes, and
view different points
of view

Note. This figure is adapted from Connelly and Clandinin (2006).

Clandinin & Connelly (2000) noted that there are three aspects to this narrative
approach: personal and social (interactions); past, present, and future (continuity); and
place (situation). Interaction includes both individual and social characteristics. |
focused on questions and analyzed transcripts of each participant’s personal experience
and her interactions with others within her stories. Continuity includes analyzing
transcripts to consider each woman’s past and present experiences, and how those
experiences may likely unfold in the future. Situation includes analyzing the landscape
for specific experiences and how the physical places or the sequence of places may
shape those experiences.

Looking inward meant we experienced how each woman’s story provided insight
into their internal world (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). What are their feelings, hopes,
and moral dispositions? Through storytelling, each woman reflected on their own

experiences, retold them, and embodied their awareness. We gained insight into their
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thoughts, emotions, and moral responses to the events they experienced.

Looking backward meant we gained the privilege of experiencing their
remembered feelings from earlier times (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Instead of
hearing their stories and thinking, ‘What is wrong with you?’ we listened to their stories
and thought, ‘What happened to you?’ With this shift in thinking and perception, we
opened the doors to support and aid in the healing process.

In looking inward, their stories revealed the existential conditions in their
environments and relationships with people of the same and different races and genders
that contributed to their purpose, assumptions, and points of view (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). How did their personal experiences, professional environments, and
relationships contribute to their resilience in the field? Using the three-dimensional
approach, I first developed biographical profiles for each participant and then identified
themes connected to my conceptual framework, itself built on my theoretical framework.
The organizing method was a systematic way to help reveal personal insights into each
participant’s meaning-making experiences.

Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional space approach was aligned
with Black feminist theory. When these women shared their stories, it led to a deeper
understanding of their experiences. This allowed listeners and readers to comprehend
their narratives as their truth as Black women. By highlighting the multifaceted nature of
women’s identities, Black feminism created space to discuss the unique intersectional
challenges faced by Black women (Mai-Nguyen, 2020). The participants began to gain a

deeper understanding of themselves and their experiences, while also enabling others to
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see the world through their perspective, recognizing it as truth, because Black women are
agents of knowledge.

Each woman’s voice and story in this study was unique, yet they all spoke to their
triumphs, hardships, learning curves, trauma, and life lessons. Each story was a puzzle
piece, and when pieced together, highlighted a meaning that could not be understood
through American history alone, where the perception mirrored negative stereotypes of
Black women. Readers and listeners experienced their wisdom, strength, and delight. As
a researcher, hearing these stories created a connection between myself and the
participants, forming a relationship and community. Each woman’s story reflected an
inward, backward, and outward experience that enabled her to make meaning through
storytelling.

Subjectivity Statement

I am a Black woman in educational leadership who experienced challenges due to
the intersectionality of race and gender, as well as the circumstances in which I was born.
I grew up in the same household as my grandparents. They were the primary caregivers
of my siblings and me, and almost every family member, from aunts and uncles to my
second cousins. If someone was having a hard time, my grandparents invited them to live
with us so we could all support each other. This gesture stood true for close family and
friends, as well. My grandparents also dedicated one room in the house as a Prayer
Room. When you entered the Prayer Room, you would find a bible (King James
Version), prayer candles, a crucifix, prayer oils, rosaries, and pillows to kneel and pray.
My grandmother taught us how to revere this area and dedicate time to God. As children,

she taught us that God is not a genie, so when we pray, we should not begin by asking
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Him for all the things we want or need. We must start prayer by thanking God for all the
things He has done for us. I remember she would say, ‘When things are bad or not going
your way, this is the most important time to give God praise for all the good He has done
for us because things could be worse.’ I still live by that today. The cultural values of

love, spirituality, and family were strong for me growing up.

I graduated as valedictorian of my public high school and became the first in my
family to attend and graduate from college. Because I was a first-generation college
attendee, I did not have family members who could help me with all that came with
entering academia at the collegiate level (i.e., completing college applications, applying
for scholarships, purchasing necessary materials to stay on campus, walking me through
the transition from high school to college, etc.). Navigating that process was difficult
because it was foreign, however, I had a mentor who helped me find scholarships and get
into college. My mentor, George Horne, who was also my track coach, held my hand
through the entire process. There were not many community partners to support my high
school, but my mentor was significant in my journey to college.

I attended a predominantly White University, and with that new experience came
a culture shock. It was the first time I directly experienced and felt racism, and I
remember how much that affected me. I remember missing the luxury of conversing and
sharing stories with my sisters and friends. Growing up in that overcrowded house, I felt
heard and understood. Telling my story to trusted people made me feel comforted and
motivated, and it led to encouragement and connectedness. Those conversations gave me
the persistence to push through the adversities I was experiencing and allowed me to

accept my experiences, good or bad, and reset to keep going.
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After college, I began my teaching career at a Maryland public school. During my
tenure, there were some Black teachers, but no Black administrators. Nevertheless, I
learned to become a strong special education (SPED) self-contained teacher, and I
enjoyed my experience. After a few years of teaching, I went back to graduate school and
earned my Masters of Art in in Special Education. I desired to move out of the classroom
to become a SPED resource teacher. In this position, I would have a supervisory role and
support other SPED teachers. Every year, I applied for the SPED resource position but
was denied with no explanation. I never even made it past the application process. I was
never interviewed. I finally built up the courage to ask my principal why I had not been
promoted to the SPED resource position after years of attempts. Was [ not good enough?
Did I need more experience? Where did the gap lie? She told me that she did not
recommend me for the role because I was ‘so good’ in my self-contained teaching
position. She was concerned about losing me from the classroom, fearing she would not

find another teacher as strong.

Although her comment demonstrated my classroom strength, it stalled my
professional growth, and I was stuck. Increasing the statewide scores of children with
special needs made the school’s data look good to the district. That is what mattered to
leadership. It mattered more than my hopes of one day joining that leadership team. I was
there to do a job, and I did it well, but the idea of being mentored for leadership was seen
as a barrier rather than an opportunity. However, it made me wonder why an organization
couldn’t do both. I saw others come in after me and move forward before me—even
those who had fewer credentials than I had. I believe my principal genuinely cared about

me, but her agenda overshadowed my trajectory to leadership. It was then that I decided
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to leave the public school system so I could take advantage of better professional growth

opportunities.

When I left the public school system, I realized I was not the only Black female to
have this experience. I became interested in understanding the experiences of other Black
female school leaders. Essentially, I fit the demographics and experiences of the targeted
population of my study. This may produce some limitations. To avoid bias or personal
feelings in the study analysis, I wrote reflection memos after each interview. Reflection
memos allowed me to get all my personal thoughts and feelings out, so they did not

interfere with the validity of the study.
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS

“Stories have the power to direct and change our lives and world.” (Short, 2012,
p-17)

In this study, six Black female K-12 school principals in the United States shared
their stories to provide the meaning-making of their journey to their principalship,
including personal experiences (family values and spiritual values) and professional
experiences (discrimination, microaggressions, and mentorship), to gain a better
understanding of how their lived experiences contributed to their persistence and success
in the educational field.

Data Analysis

The purpose of this study was to examine the lived experiences of six K-12 Black
female principals to understand what influenced them to persist in the profession. To
achieve the above-stated purposes, the following research questions were developed:

1. What personal and professional experiences have influenced Black female

leaders in K-12 schools to persist in the profession?

a. What challenges or barriers do Black female school leaders have to
overcome as they ascend to leadership positions?

b. What do the stories of Black female leaders reveal about their persistence
in the profession?

Black females are highly underrepresented within education leadership nationally,
but there is something special about the ones who persist. In this study, I examined what
that uniqueness entails. As stated in Chapters 1 and 3, I employed narrative inquiry and
analysis through storytelling as a methodology because of its congruence and

complementarity with the theoretical framework of Black Feminist Thought (BFT).
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The first section of the data analysis presented readers with each participant's
profile and an overall narrative, spanning from childhood to present day. This section
provided readers with an overview of the values instilled in them in childhood, their
school experiences, professional experiences, and how they evolved into leaders, gaining
the ability to persist in the profession.

The second section breaks down the common themes found within each woman’s
story. Within each theme, specific participants’ experiences and stories are shared to
highlight each theme. This section followed up with an analysis of the stories'
commonalities and highlighted how resilience played an integral role in their persistence
in the field.

The third section of the data analysis depicted my journey as I navigated through
the research project. It is a story of self-reflection and my experience as a participant and
researcher. As a participant and researcher, my identity, experiences, history, perceptions,
and perspectives work as a framework in this postmodern age for implementing narrative
inquiry/analysis and my attention to the importance of personal narratives, the power of
stories, and the importance not only of whose perspective, but also of whose voice is
being expressed and whose is being heard (Kridel, 1998).

Participant Profiles

Six Black female K-12 school principals in the United States participated in this
study. Participants provided their demographics and participated in two 60—90-minute
interviews. Participant demographics and background information were provided, along
with brief profiles for each participant. The interviews elicited more details about their

background, including years of experience, leadership location, grade level of
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principalship, and degree conferred. All the participants identify as Black and female.
The years of principalship vary, typically between 4 and 15. All the participants were
principals in K-12 schools on the East Coast of the United States. All participants but one
have obtained their doctoral degrees.

Individual Profiles: Three-Dimensional Space Approach - Looking Inward, Backward,
and Outward.

Nichelle - Resilience Through Solid Educational Foundations.

Nichelle was a high school principal in her mid-40s who had recently moved into
her 5th year of the principalship. Nichelle was raised in a single-family household after
her father passed at a young age. She was surrounded by a family of educators, so she
found interest in playing “school” at her grandmother’s house with her sister, cousins,
and friends. She was raised with strong familial and spiritual values. The family bond
was strong. They frequently held family reunions, family prayer, and attended weekly
church. The power of family resonated. Her family instilled the value of education. She
learned from a young age that education was necessary because no one could take it away
from her. She also learned that education was not a gift that she should keep to herself,
but one that should be shared with others. She was taught that education was a gift from
God, and that it was our duty to pull others along because we rise when we lift others.
Nichelle’s family taught her that it is our duty to care for people.

Nichelle obtained her doctorate and spent time as a counselor, assistant teacher,
and a principal for 10 years. Nichelle intentionally decided to become a principal in the
same county she grew up in. She wanted to make a difference in the area that raised her

and that contributed to who she became as a leader. She had mentors of various races and
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genders who recognized leadership qualities in her and offered her opportunities to
advance in administration. These mentors allowed her to make mistakes without
judgment and learn from them. Nichelle has also experienced the hardship of being the
only Black and/or female leader in the room. Louder voices and opinions of White male
leaders muted her voice. The decisions she made as a leader were constantly questioned.
As an introvert, she learned very quickly that stepping out of her comfort zone and saying
the things that needed to be said was a necessity to advocate not only for children and
families who looked like her but also for all children and families.

The former version of Nichelle was a little girl who was surrounded by educators,
love, God, and loss. The present version of Nichelle was a woman who embedded her
familial and spiritual values to become a reflective principal that led with trauma-
informed practices, unconditional love for those she led, and a sense of humor that
brought authenticity to her leadership. Nichelle displayed resilience from childhood to
adulthood. As a principal, Nichelle found her support system and cultivated those
relationships to remain resilient in the face of adversity. This support system consists of
personal friends, sorority sisters, and professional networks. There were only four Black
female principals in her district. These women connected, consistently encouraged one
another, shared their stories, and shared resources. She sought out mentors who looked
like her and understood her experience.

When Nichelle learned that others did not trust her decisions as a new principal,
she became strategic. She established White allies in leadership and used their established
relationships to push her agenda forward, using their voices until she gained the trust of

teachers. Nichelle learned to be brave and not shrink away from saying what needed to be
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said for the betterment of children. Her bravery came from the spiritual values she carried
in her everyday work. She used her walk with God to uplift other Black female
principals, prayed for herself and others, and had internal talks with God as she made
decisions for her school. Nichelle’s spirituality was the foundation of her resilience
because it provided her with the strength to push through adversity. She was passionate
about her work and reminded herself that she was doing good work. Nichelle dedicated
time to grow professionally. She continued to add more credentials to her resume to
remain abreast of the best teaching and leadership practices. She never confined herself to
the opportunities others deemed ‘out of reach.” Personally, Nichelle remained resilient in
the field by pouring into herself through daily self-care practices. She believed that Black
women give and give, and that we owe it to ourselves to replenish what we pour out so
we can lead from a place of strength.

Nichelle built resiliency in the field by utilizing those around her through
delegation. She built her team's capacity so they too could be strong leaders, helping
secure buy-in for her decision-making. Nichelle also sought buy-in from teachers by
including them in her decision-making. When teachers felt like their voices were heard
and respected, trust was built. When the trust was built, it created a collaborative work
environment that benefited children, families, and staff. Nichelle built resiliency by
admitting she cannot be everyone’s superwoman. She lived being her true, authentic self
and helped others find their cape and cultivate it. Nichelle learned the public school
system and how to navigate it well. She shared her vision with her staff and utilized her
faith in God to understand what her assignment was, so she could give her all into the

work without deteriorating her mental and emotional health.
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Evonii - Faith-Fueled Transformation: From Broken Dreams to Being Seen.

As a young girl, Evonii grew up with her father, mother, brother, and sister. Her
parents were role models of education and love. Both her parents were educators. Evonii
watched her mother get her Master's degree and her father his Doctorate in Ministry. Her
parents were the perfect combination of experiencing the epitome of education and love.
Evonii saw how they poured love and excellence into children of all ages, making a
difference in the Black community. Having personal insight into the world of teaching
opened Evonii up to the possibility of following in their footsteps. Evonii started as a
math major like her mother, but naturally, she shifted to education. After getting her
bachelor’s degree, she pursued her doctorate. She walked the campus and experienced the
best professors across the United States. Even with her degrees, humility was instilled in
her by her parents at a young age.

As Evonii grew into adulthood, her familial values led her to pursue her doctoral
degree, just as her mother had. She always told herself that she would become an
assistant principal, retire, and sail into the sunset. Her mom was someone in Evonii’s life
who gave her advice and hard truths without sugar coating them. Her mother said, “You
need to think about your retirement and become a principal.” Evonii rebutted, “I’d rather
retire with my sanity. I only have five more years to go”. So, Evonii accepted a teaching
job as a math teacher outside the town where she was raised. She was ready to cut the
umbilical cord from her parents. Eventually, she obtained an assistant principal position
in an elementary school. She changed the trajectory of that school during the course of 10
years. Because she gained a reputation for handling challenges and behaviors effectively,

she was moved to one of the district's most difficult elementary schools. But she went
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into the job with her mother’s voice in her head saying, “Remember Evonii, wherever
you go to lead, be fair, firm, and consistent,” and that is just what she did.

Years later, the principal position in her school became vacant, and she decided to
apply. She had basically been the interim principal during her tenure, so to her, it made
sense. As the assistant principal, she made notable changes in the school, put effective
systems in place, and created a positive climate in the building. At this time, Evonii had
her doctorate for years, and the school went from being labeled one of the worst in the
district to one of the best with no support. Now was the time. Evonii applied, interviewed
well, and waited for the results. When she learned she had not gotten the position, her
heart sank like a stone. The credentials and experience of the chosen candidate added salt
to her wound. The candidate recently obtained her Doctorate of Education, but Evonii
held her degree for 20 years. The candidate had minimal classroom experience, but
Evonii had taught for 10 years. She cried for weeks, feeling unseen and unheard. She
decided to leave to pursue principalship elsewhere.

Eventually, Evonii received a phone call from someone who said they had the
perfect school for her to apply to as principal. When she was told the name of the school,
she gave an astounding response, “Absolutely not!”. She had personal experience with
the school that was recommended and said she was too old to deal with restraining
children, as she was not about that life anymore. Her previous mentor called her and
encouraged her to apply, convincing her enough to apply with reservations. She was
invited to an interview and, admittedly, gave a B+ performance because she was still
disgruntled from her first interview at her previous school. Evonii eventually received the

call offering her the principal position. She was shocked! She accepted the position and
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planned a prayer vigil, led by her father, to pray over the school. Each classroom and
office was prayed over with oil by 40 church members to anoint the building and
everyone who would walk through it. Evonii started the school year off in prayer and
anointing.

This school was in the bottom 5% of the state. Her first year was focused on
retaining teachers and building culture by growing other teachers as leaders. Evonii can
do “culture” all day. This is her gift. During Year one, Evonii was the hero. Her teachers
were so warm, welcoming, and happy. They showered her with gifts and made all kinds
of sweet gestures. Year two proved to be a different story. It was focused on putting
systems in place and ensuring everyone was clear about the expectations. Evonii
experienced staff trying to take her kindness for weakness. She was able to retain and
grow passionate teachers and coach others out who would be of benefit in other fields.
During her third year, she focused on taking a deeper dive into the work and on
monitoring the systems to ensure they were doing what they said they would do, holding
people accountable. Year three was Evonii’s most challenging year to lead. She went
from being the hero to experiencing resistance from her staff because accountability does
not always feel good.

Unfortunately, as a beginning principal, mentorship was lacking severely. The
district assigned Evonii another Black female principal, as her mentor. The mentor never
called her or checked on her. Evonii would always have to initiate contact. Sometimes
she would not answer her calls, but when she did, she was helpful. Evonii shared her
experience with the superintendent and was assigned another mentor. The new mentor

was a retired principal who was also a Black woman. Evonii only saw her three times that
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school year. So that resulted in Evonii once again reaching out to former mentors,
including her former principal, who was a White woman. She found guidance and
support on day-to-day issues. This mentor was a thought partner and helped her grow.

Evonii did not experience the connectedness and support of other Black principals
in the district. The district comprised 14 schools, with four principals who were White
women, one Black man, one White man, and the remaining principals all Black women.
None of the Black female principals reached out to help her, check on her, or call her.
She described them as cliquish and felt like an outcast. Even her White teachers and
principals treated her better than those from her own community, and to this day, she
does not understand why. When Evonii needed something, she had to lean on her White
female counterparts because they quickly responded to her requests. This was the first
school Evonii led, and it mainly comprised Black and Brown staff. She had always been
told that Black people need to see more Black people in leadership to succeed, but Evonii
disagreed. She believed that all leaders just needed someone to love them and hold them
accountable, regardless of their race. In her experience, her people had given her the most
challenging time as a principal. Overall, Evonii did not experience any negative issues
with being Black in the field because the district was primarily Black. The problems
came from her own people and their lack of faith in her decision-making. Even though
she did not experience this from everyone (just about 10%), it was enough to get under
her skin.

Evonii is a resilient leader whose faith helped her through obstacles and
challenges. In her present-day experience as a leader, Evonii feels that mentorship is

everything. No matter how many degrees you have, there are just some things that school
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does not prepare you for. Having a caring and attentive mentor helps you in the moment.
Evonii is very blessed to have a Black mentor and supervisor whom she could lean on
this school year. Her superintendent also encouraged her to make her mental health a
priority because it is not always put at the top of the list for Black people, particularly
Black women.

Evonii also learned to establish boundaries to persist in the field. When I asked
Evonii about establishing boundaries, she said something I had never heard of and will
always remember. She said, “When you die, your job will post your opening the next
day. They will plant a tree in your honor and forget to water it. The show will go on.
While you are killing yourself for these people, after a year, you’re a mere thought. So, I
am learning to take care of me”. Evonii wakes up every morning, prays, meditates,
stretches, and exercises. That is how she prepares herself every morning and fills her own
cup. Evonii takes her faith in her everyday work. With her spiritual foundation, she
understood that she was ministering to her staff, many who were parents that were
hurting, and single Black mothers. Evonii knows the purpose God gave her and she
understands her why. She was equipped to change peoples’ lives and trajectories. She just
needs to use discernment to find people who will be on board and who understand her
mission and vision.

Evonii remembers to keep things in perspective and that her makeup includes
much more than her profession. Never neglect yourself for the sake of others. Just
because you are doing good work as a principal does not mean you have to do it alone.
Delegate. Make you and your family a priority. You must take care of yourself by putting

your mask on first. You are no good to anyone else if you are not good to yourself first.
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Make sure you exercise, eat right, and get enough sleep. Drink plenty of water and take
care of your physical and mental health. Have someone to talk to who does not mind
hearing a complaint now and again. Do not make emotional decisions. Because Evonii is
in a sports family, she referred to having a “Get Back™ coach. A “Get Back™ coach pulls
her back on decisions when they are emotional and a bit irrational. Evonii advised others
to be strategic in who they prepare to be on their leadership team. Get the right people on
the bus. Either they will be on the bus and do the work or get off. This is hard work, but
also “heart” work, and her faith has embedded this in her spirit.

Nisha - Spice and Substance: Pioneering Pathways for Equity.

As a young child, Nisha grew up in a two-parent household with her twin sister.
She also earned a bonus dad later in her childhood. She grew up enveloped by a family of
educators. Her mother, her most significant mentor, held a doctorate and was an
educational researcher. Her father worked for the district government for several years
and taught at an African American studies community development program. Nisha’s
twin sister has a doctoral degree and is a lawyer. Her grandmothers were teachers, so she
comes from a long line of educators and family members who valued education. Nisha
described her experience with her mother and grandmothers as “the Golden Age of Black
Woman History.” They shaped her disposition and attitude towards her future work.

As a child, Nisha moved around a lot. But wherever she moved, she always had a
village of Black mentors, teachers, and role models. Nisha described her experience with
her village as the prototypical Black experience. She was nurtured and loved by strong
Black women and received an excellent education. Nisha reminisced about her sibling

and cousins visiting their grandmother’s house for the summer. They called it “Grandma
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Camp”. Summers were very structured but fun and memorable. Her grandmother would
read to them, introduce various narratives and books, spend hours in the library, and
encourage outdoor activities. Nisha’s parents were not very active churchgoers, but their
faith was strong. They were Black Presbyterians, and Nisha was dragged to church by her
grandmother every Sunday. As a kid this annoyed her, but she was grateful for the
experience because it set up a spiritual foundation that supported her throughout life.
Overtime, Nisha developed a strong spiritual faith.

Nisha received her Bachelor of Science degree in Government Politics and had no
interest in becoming a teacher. However, after some time, Nisha realized her future fell
within education, so she obtained her Master's and Doctorate in Curriculum and
Instruction with a focus on minority and urban education. Nisha then taught social studies
and Advanced Placement (AP) courses for 14 years in middle and high school. She
became a team leader and content specialist. Nisha mentored teachers and eventually
became the acting assistant principal for a semester through the encouragement of
another mentor. This was what led her into administration.

During her four-year tenure, Nisha moved into administration as an assistant
principal and was led by two Asian American principals and one Black male principal. In
her last year as an assistant principal, she was encouraged by her Asian American
principal/mentor to pursue the principalship. Nisha loved her, as she provided very
explicit mentorship through coaching. She was especially impactful because of her
commitment to supporting women of color.

Nisha found mentors by staying in touch with colleagues who influenced her

career. She sought them out, but the connection continued because they saw her



111

leadership abilities. She joked about stalking a few connections. Nisha also made sure to
establish personal connections with them. They trusted her leadership abilities, giving her
more responsibilities so she could dip her toe into the principal pool.

As a principal, Nisha used her experience, familial values, and knowledge to build
teacher leaders and change the academic trajectory of her students despite experiencing
microaggressions during her tenure. Nisha felt the difference between how White women
and Black women ascend into principalship. Black women must fight harder to be seen,
find allies, and prove themselves by having more credentials, although their counterparts
may be less credentialed and less experienced. Secondary schools are male-dominated
arenas. Nisha believed her generation was the first in which women were becoming more
involved and taking up space. With more women, especially Black women, in the space
there has been some tension. Black women feel the tension. Nisha found it interesting to
view the educational field through a woman's lens. Nisha talked about being the only
woman with male colleagues invited to a golf tournament. The boys' club forgot she was
in the space and had open conversations about how they felt about women. Although the
conversation was misogynistic in nature, she remained a fly on the wall and soaked up
their perspectives. She used what she learned to navigate her professional space.

There are parents in her community who would prefer her not to be Black.
Because she led in a community that was predominantly White, one White parent said to
her, “When are we getting somebody that reflects the community here?” This parent was
very open about how they felt. Nisha shared a story about experiencing a microaggressive
moment with this same White female parent. There was a Black male leader in her school

who received his doctorate. While in a school play, that White parent said, “I will never
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call that man, Doctor.” A White male sitting next to her heard what she said and
responded, “That was totally inappropriate.” She repeated that she would never call him
“Doctor”, and she never did. This was not an experience that happened to her directly,
but she could relate to how that moment made her feel about her past experiences. The
way the district responded to parents like her was typical; they would do whatever they
could to appease her. White parents like her talked to the Board and told them
specifically that they did not want Black or Latino principals in their space. Nisha
believed that there is a perception of what principals should look like. Nisha knows that
Black and White principals look and sound different, and particular communities struggle
with that fact. In Black spaces, Nisha has experienced respect as a leader. When her
church members discover she is a principal, they are astounded and hold her in high
regard. When she is in a sorority meeting, she experiences celebration and
encouragement. They brag to one another about her accomplishments. However, in White
spaces the response is not so welcoming.

Nisha is a self-proclaimed spicy woman and has always been outspoken. Nisha
says what needs to be said, and that has impacted her journey to principalship. Being
spicy has been one of the most significant barriers of her career. Nisha says the things
that need to be said for the betterment of children and families, even if it may not be
received well by others. Anyone who knows her in her county knows that she will speak
up every time. She joked about how she will continue to speak up because she is tenured
now and thus cannot be fired. So, at this point, it is worth it to her. She has experienced
the “shut up and dribble” syndrome from her White counterparts. If something appears to

be racist, she will call it out. It is rough for Black women. Her mom used to joke, saying,
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“Any Black woman that makes over six figures, will be expected to earn every penny of
it.”

Nisha is a fiery trailblazer who carried many values into her everyday work.
Nisha valued supporting the Black community. It was her duty to give back and serve the
Black community. It was essential to her family to do so. Her faith is her rock. Teaching
and leading required faith, especially to push through tough times. Nisha experienced
staff passing away and staff losing close loved ones and found herself to be the one to
help sustain them through it. It takes a foundation of faith to remain strong to support
others through grief. This work and life can be cruel, but leaning on God helped her
persist. This work cannot be done without having a sense that God has a plan. The
positivity of the Black church instilled that spiritual foundation and resilience in her.

Nisha also believes in being an active scholar to persist in the field. Remaining
abreast of the best teaching and leadership practices was vital for her to lead others well.
She continuously participated in professional development and training. Nisha joined
organizations to keep herself current in the field. She is also an education historian who
continually researches the development of educational systems and movements. Building
her capacity in the education field has also been a value of her development as a leader.
Because Nisha was an intellectual leader, she viewed it as an intellectual enterprise. A
personal value for Nisha in leading educational communities was to be grounded in the
work and goal oriented. Aligning the needs of the community with data was a way to
make informed decisions to meet the goals of school improvement.

Prioritizing family was a value Nisha always considered. When she was offered a

principal position in a high school, she turned it down because the commitment would
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take time away from her family, and she did not want that quality time to be threatened.
Loving her staff and creating a positive vibe in the building has kept her in the field.
Having that kind of interaction with her staff initiated a beloved community.

Nisha also valued mentoring young leaders. During her mentorship, she shared
that they must address two things. First, leaders must address school climate and
instruction. The interventions are easy wins. Once that is accomplished, staff thought, “I
can trust this principal to begin to do the work”. The second thing that must be addressed
after the climate and instruction were established was to individualize support for staff by
asking, “Where do you want to grow? How do you want to contribute to the school's
mission and vision?” It was also essential to create spaces for students to reflect on their
individual focus for the year. Nisha was a fiery spirit who is making changes not only in
her school but also within the Black community.

Cherokee - An Airman’s Heart, A Principal’s Mind: Leading Through Cultural
Disparities.

As a young girl, Cherokee grew up with both parents. She has one biological
sister and a niece that she considers a sister because she was born to her sister at an early
age. Her parents were from North and South Carolina, so that is where she primarily
lived. Cherokee had a traditional upbringing with a middle-class experience. Her mother
was a nurse, and her father was an airman, so Cherokee described herself as a military
brat who traveled the world. Her father became an accountant after retiring from the Air
Force. Because of her upbringing, Cherokee never experienced the stereotypical “Black
struggle.” She lived in and visited several countries where she had the opportunity to be

immersed in various cultures and was enveloped around all kinds of people. Growing up
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as a military kid and experiencing multiple cultures, Cherokee mentioned that she did not
experience racism as a child. Most people are shocked when she shares this because she
grew up in the South. Cherokee shared her perception that religion was embedded in her
upbringing by attending a parochial school on the military base. On base, there were
children of various nationalities.

Cherokee graduated with a degree in political science because her original dream
was to be a lawyer. She married her college sweetheart and had two children. She
eventually moved to her husband’s city, which was described as a “city of
neighborhoods.” One area would be 99% Black, and then two blocks down would be a
neighborhood that was 99% Puerto Rican. Three blocks from that would be a
neighborhood that was 99% Caucasian. While others called it a “city of neighborhoods,”
Cherokee saw it as a city of segregation. This experience was a culture shock for
Cherokee because the disparities between cities were stark. Cherokee and her husband
decided to move to a more diverse area of the city so they could raise their children.

Politically, Cherokee grew up in a Republican family. She understood that in the
Black community, being a Republican was taboo. The insurrection and attack on the U.S.
Capitol on January 6, 2021, greatly affected her and her family, as they are a military
family with a deep love for their country. Her family was part of the Lincoln Group. The
Lincoln Group is an American political action committee (PAC) founded in December
2019 by moderate conservatives and former Republican Party members who opposed
U.S. President Donald Trump and Trumpism (Campbell, 2024). Cherokee loved her
country and the honor of democracy. At this time, their views of what it meant to be a

typical Republican shifted.
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After graduation, Cherokee took a substitute teacher position in an elementary
school. The principal of the school encouraged her to get her certification. Cherokee
finished her Master of Arts in Education and continued subbing part-time because of the
birth of her oldest son. Cherokee’s husband and parents supported her through this
transition. After obtaining her master's degree, Cherokee took a full-time position as a 5th
grade teacher in a Catholic school near her eldest child’s daycare. The following year, she
taught first grade, and that was an experiential mistake, so she was transferred back to 5th
grade. The following year, she became a middle school teacher.

During this tenure, Cherokee’s friend’s fiancée, a Black male principal, asked her
to be his middle school Dean. Although she had not yet been outside of the classroom,
she still decided to give it a try. Cherokee ended up back in the middle school where she
previously taught. She was a coach for two years and then was asked by the assistant
superintendent to be the principal. She got the position and remained there for two years.
During her tenure at this school, there were several systems she put in place to improve
student behavior, including adding pens that had cameras in them. After a year, the
district changed the school from junior high school to a K-8 school. This changed the
dynamics of the building greatly, so Cherokee began to seek out a new school. Despite
her desire to leave, the superintendent told her he was going to keep her there, and this
prompted her to leave on her own accord. Before this could happen, the superintendent
decided to transition her to a new school so he would not lose her altogether. Cherokee
was moved to a new school that was more diverse. The languages of the school
comprised 33 different languages. however, it had never been led by a Black principal

before.
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Cherokee’s staff was composed of both Black and White teachers, which she
referred to as “Beautiful” (Black) and “Wonderful” (White) teachers. Cherokee and her
“Beautiful” and “Wonderful” staff were in a school she described as horrific. Walking
through the hallways, you would see destroyed classrooms, graffiti on the walls, missing
furniture, air conditioners torn out of the windows, and glass missing from the door
frames. Cherokee thought to herself: How could children feel safe and learn here?
Cherokee contacted the superintendent to express her preference for replacing the
existing staff and bringing in teachers from her previous school. With his approval, she
began reaching out to her former colleagues to encourage them to join her. Many of them
believed in her leadership and transitioned over. She brought over six “Beautiful” staff
members and two “Wonderful” staff members. The parents were astounded by the influx
of “Beautiful” teachers.

During this tenure, she did not experience racism among the students, but the
parents were a different story. There were parents that questioned her decision-making
and had pushed back on her when she held students accountable for their actions.
Although she experienced this push back, the academic expectations of the school
remained high. The mission was that every child would grow at least three grade levels.
If the student was already on target, the mission was to have them remain on grade level
or push them to one grade level higher. Her students previously experienced “bad
teachers” before she arrived. Cherokee mentioned that research shows that one bad
teacher can set a child back three years. A good teacher can really make the difference.
Therefore, bringing in “Beautiful” and “Wonderful” teachers helped to change the

trajectory for these students and the school.
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Cherokee is a Black female principal with the heart of an airman. She is a lifelong
learner and believes knowledge is power. In her adolescent years, she remembered
reading mysteries and crime thrillers and being carried away to other worlds. Cherokee
enjoyed challenging herself by solving “whodunit” mysteries before finishing the book.
The characteristics of problem solving and critical thinking skills that she developed at an
early age helped her persist in the leadership field to this day. When she sees her students,
she understands how education is their passport to the world, especially students who are
non-native English speakers, impoverished children, and children with learning
differences. Cherokee believes when one is empowered through education and reading,
boundaries fade, and opportunities are revealed. That is why she stayed the course.

To remain persistent in the field, Cherokee remembered her why. She allowed her
why to be the driving force for her actions and decision-making. Students come first.
Cherokee has never allowed her voice to be silenced or minimized. She wants all future
Black female leaders to know that they have power. She wants them to stand tall and
believe in themselves and their decisions. Cherokee advised that although Black female
leaders are nationally underrepresented, those that persist must bond together. Create a
network of critical friends because getting that support builds strength and power.

During Cherokee’s 11 years of leadership, she learned that in the context of
personality analysis using shapes, she is a squiggle. A squiggle represents a creative,
spontaneous, and an off-the-wall individual who thinks outside the box and can be
unpredictable or impulsive. Being a squiggle has worked for Cherokee but only because
she learned that she needed the other shapes around her and on her team. Squares are

analytical and detail-oriented, triangles are self-motivated, and circles are empathetic and
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foster cooperation. Therefore, she built a team of squares, circles, triangles, and other
squiggles. Cherokee also understood the areas where she was a square. While she was
primarily a squiggle, she was a square with the budget and creating the school roster.
Ultimately, having all shapes around her built a strong team.

Cherokee was responsible for driving other administrators, teachers, and staff
performance. She therefore felt the responsibility of building her own team and focused
on equity and liberation for all students. Cherokee mentioned that as a leader, you are the
captain of your ship. This meant identifying individuals who believe in your why and will
be a part of the solution rather than the problem. She has never been afraid to address
problems regardless of what others may think of her. She believes that if students are
placed first, your decisions are not only grounded in equity, but they are also ethically
sound.

Marley - Preacher’s Kid, Principal, & Unapologetically Black: Navigating
Race, Gender, and Leadership.

A young Marley grew up in a divorced household at the age of one. Her
experience living in two households helped her develop strong code-switching skills and
the ability to move comfortably between different spaces, blending adaptability with her
authentic personality. She was raised differently in each household. Marley’s biological
mother was single for a while until she remarried when Marley was in middle school. Her
mother also had another child, a boy, who had since passed away. Her brother was 11
years younger than her. Marley’s father remarried 3-4 times after her mother. While in

his care, Marley had various mother figures and grew up in many busy blended
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households with other siblings. Marley has a total of 9 siblings from both her parents
combined.

While Marley is technically not the eldest sibling, she functioned as the eldest.
Marley is her mother’s eldest child. In her father’s household, she was the eldest until he
remarried, and an older brother was added to the family unit. Marley had fond memories
of her childhood growing up. Her dad and stepmother founded a small school that was
open for years. It eventually transitioned into a charter school that focused on African-
centered pedagogy and their community. Marley attended this school and experienced
having her aunts as teachers. She was surrounded by family. One aunt became the
principal of the school at one point. Several core memories of her school experience
came from attending her family’s school.

Marley remembers when the school first opened. For the first year or two, the
school operated like a schoolhouse. It was literally in the same house where she lived.
Marley remembered how she thought it was so fun to wake up, get dressed, and walk
downstairs to go to school. It was a unique way to grow up. Marley was always good at
school and it was fun for her. As a child, one of her favorite things to do was play school.
She remembered lining up her dolls as students while she played the teacher. Her cousins
eventually replaced her dolls as students. Playing school was the first indicator that she
would eventually immerse herself in the education world as an adult.

Marley lived with her mother until first or second grade. Then, one day her dad
left, moving to another state to finish seminary school. He was gone for months and
Marley missed him a lot. When he finished school, Marley adamantly told her dad that

she wanted to live with him. She was not very close to her mother. Marley’s mother was
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an African immigrant in America trying to make a way for herself. She was much more
traditional and did not want to go against the grain as a minority. Marley was a big-
mouthed, free-spirited, free-thinking little girl so they clashed a lot. Her dad embraced
these parts of her personality. Marley went on to live with her dad which she described as
a rare experience. Typically, in separation and divorce situations, the child ends up with
the mother. She did not and she was really happy about it. Marley had a close relationship
with her dad, who had eventually became a preacher. He allowed and encouraged her to
ask questions and think critically. He made room for Marley’s full self, offering her
freedom and acceptance that she did not experience with her mother. Marley felt really
lucky and blessed to have her dad.

Marley remembered feeling sheltered growing up. Her family did not have a lot of
money and, consequently, she was not raised in an affluent neighborhood. Even with
these circumstances, she had no idea of the chaos around her. Although it was present in
her community, her family shielded her from that part of the world. Therefore, she grew
up feeling privileged, not poor. The nine-year-old Marley thought they were middle class
or rich. Her father made a deliberate effort to expose her to the best parts of life and to
provide opportunities she might not have otherwise received given her circumstances. He
did this exceptionally well, and she remains deeply grateful for his sacrifices.

There came a point where Marley wanted to experience public school because she
felt like she was missing out on experiences at her family’s school. She begged her dad to
go to public school, and he supported the transition on one condition. He wanted to enroll
her in a public school that was noted for high-quality teaching practices and student

success. Her dad enrolled her into public school during grades 8-12. It was a huge
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adjustment for Marley. She went from having 10 kids in a class to 25 kids. Her high
school had 3,000 students in total, which was a novel experience for her, however, she
still found her way. Marley found her people. She ran track, she was a dancer and did
some acting. Marley enjoyed her high school experience, and she kept her grades up. It
was a good move for her. Attending a public school opened her eyes to the fact that kids
experienced school differently than her, and she became aware that school was not easy
for everyone.

While growing up, Marley’s family explicitly instilled the importance of high
standards and excellence. It was passed down from generation to generation, ranging
from earning good grades, to how you presented yourself outwardly, to how you
welcomed others into your home. Marley’s family also valued the leadership of women.
Her grandmother was the true head of the household. Although Marley’s grandfather was
present, it was evident that her grandmother provided leadership in the family. Across her
aunts, sisters, and female cousins, Marley saw a similar pattern, many of the women in
her family were the heads of their households or leaders in their workplaces. Marley was
not raised by docile women. She described the women in her family as loud, bossy,
organized, and coordinated who led well while also taking care of the home and their
children.

Marley’s spiritual values are strong because she was a PK (also known as
Preacher’s Kid). Her father emphasized the significance of cultivating a personal
relationship with God. As a result, Marley places great importance on maintaining her
own direct relationship with God. She does not need a minister or a church as a go-

between for her to have a connection to God. Her spiritual values derive from her
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understanding of African spiritual practices. Her ancestors are also directly accessible.
Although they have passed on, Marley knows they are still connected to her. Her
ancestors are still doing work for her on the other side. So, she nurtured those
relationships through prayer, maintaining her alter, mediating, and reflecting. Marley
speaks to specific ancestors about specific challenges.

Marley always knew she was going to be a teacher and that she would land in the
special education sector. She saw herself getting a Master of Arts in Special Education,
teaching for a few years, then going to law school and becoming a special education
attorney or advocate. Around year five or six, Marley began studying the Law School
Admission Test (LSAT) and her principal asked why she was doing that because she felt
she was destined to become a principal. Initially, Marley was not sold on the idea of
becoming a principal. However, she understood that there is great power when people
ahead of you see something in you. This moment was the first leadership seed planted in
her life.

As a teacher, Marley took on several informal leadership roles. She has been an
assessment coordinator, special education coordinator, and a grade-level chair. Marley
started a school leadership certification program while she was an academic coach. After
the program, she moved into assistant principalship. Marley’s first attempt into
principalship resulted in someone else being promoted into the position. Instead, Marley
was offered the role of director of curriculum and instruction. After this, she decided to
move out of the school level of leadership and transition to the district office. Marley was
successful in this role but quickly realized that she missed being a part of the school

community. She missed being around children and families. Marley also had her first
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child that year, so she decided to take some time off and be a stay-at-home mom. During
this time Marley had another quick realization. Being a stay-at-home mom was not ideal
and not her ministry.

Marley began looking for principal positions again. Although she did not
immediately find a principal position, she found a school community she really liked and
decided to take an interim assistant principal position there instead. She planned to take
this role until she found a principal position somewhere else. Eventually, a principal
position became vacant at this school, and the administration asked her to stay and fill it.
She loved the school community, the staff were excited about her being there, and her
own children were alumni. Marley’s experience had primarily been in high school, but
she was excited about the opportunity and gave middle school a shot. Her first full year
as principal was during the global coronavirus (COVID) pandemic. She felt that she was
a “girl interrupted”. Because of the COVID shutdown, Marley’s introduction into
principalship was dismantled and extremely untraditional. All she could do was try to
figure it out.

Because Marley was already at the school as interim, her staff received her well.
She had already built relationships and trust with them. Her authority was already
legitimized so she was welcomed warmly. That trust and warm welcome began to
dismantle when Marley began implementing change and pushing accountability with
certain staff. Some staff were adverse to change because Marley did not efficiently
explain how the new changes were connected to the mission and vision of the school.
Through this reflection, Marley recognized the need to differentiate her approach for

adults, understanding that not all strategies apply universally. Some staff required
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handholding, others required one on one support, others needed information in writing,
and some staff needed to hear the same message but from another voice. The transition
from interim into the role was made smooth because Marley had a lot of collegial
support. She did not realize how much she needed it until years later.

Along the way, Marley had mentors who saw something special in her and thus
gravitated towards her. She felt her personality played a part in mentors seeking her out.
Marley is outgoing, bossy, and talkative. In groups, she tended to rise as the leader and
she had presence in every room that she walked into. Marley was the type of person who
was always in the principal’s office asking a million questions, “Is this right? How does
this look? Am I moving in the right direction?” Marley had to be reminded about
following the chain of command quite often, but she needed validation on her work by
any means necessary. Marley saw something in another young Black female principal
that resonated with her, so she visited her office often. Marley connected in likeness with
her. She was also the first person to show her what distributed leadership was and
demonstrated the language of this leadership style. This principal invited Marley to sit in
her cabinet meetings because she recognized something in her and chose to foster it. She
also gave her a healthy dose of “love and shove”. This mentor nurtured and cared for
Marley enough to push her hard into greatness once she transitioned into formal
leadership roles. She challenged Marley by holding up a mirror or a window to encourage
her to reflect and see other perspectives. Besides mentors who were direct supervisors,
Marley also had mentors that held positions of authority or leadership outside of the

education field. These were leaders who listened to her, valued her thinking and ideas,
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and gave her space to try those ideas. By doing so, Marley felt validated in her leadership
and decision-making.

During Marley’s principalship tenure, she mostly experienced leading schools that
were majority Black staff, teachers, and families. She eventually experienced leading in a
school that was more culturally diverse that was composed of Black and White staff and
more White students and families than before. It was at this time when she experienced
racial differences as a leader. Racial differences then became a thing in her life. When
Marley was the middle school principal at her new school, the White female executive
director eventually left. Before her exit, she filled her position with another White man.
The board then decided to replace him with a Black woman. Everyone was excited about
her arrival; however, she ended up not being a good fit for the organization because the
school was not ready for the changes she was trying to implement. Leadership on that
level became extremely unstable.

Marley felt like the instability had racial components. At this time, America was
in the crux of racial chaos from the social injustice of Trayvon Martin and George Floyd.
Anti-racist declarations were being made in many sectors and there was a focus on what
individual organizations would be doing as it related to social justice and activism. As a
school leader at this time, Marley was forced to remain a neutral participant in meetings
that discussed the movement. In these meetings, there were vulnerable conversations
about race, and she had a hard time sitting back and not taking a side. White staff
displayed difficulty with understanding “whiteness” and how their color blindness
affected student experience and outcomes. Therefore, Marley had trouble engaging in a

neutral manner for the sake of the organization. She told her supervisor when she needed
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to tap out because those racial identity community conversations were hard to hear when
it did not support Black and Brown students and families and their experiences and
trauma. It eventually became so difficult that she stopped attending those meetings
altogether. As a Black female school principal, she could not say the things she wanted to
say. She had to maintain rigid boundaries because others in her professional orbit had not
done the work to create a space to integrate those identities, so she struggled.

In addition to this experience, the Black female executive director left and a new
interim arrived. She was a White woman who was an attorney by trade. This new
executive director made her and two other Black female principals lives a “living hell.”
This leader had no perspective and used her privilege and authority as a weapon. She had
little direct interactions with the school principals. Marley did not understand how she
was responsible for supervising them and supporting their growth when she had zero
school experience. This executive director did not humble herself enough or trust her
leaders enough to take the initial lead from her supervisees. All of Marley’s decision-
making was questioned or downright unsupported. Her new supervisor had the “I know
everything” mentality and it did not support the outcomes of Black and Brown students
and families. Marley was not given the resources she needed to do right by her school
community, especially during the re-entry years of the COVID pandemic.

As the principal, all organizational decisions and responsibilities fell on Marley.
Without the support of her supervisor, it made it even more difficult to lead. Marley felt
like the new executive director was in cahoots with other leaders to make her and the
other two Black female principals fail. All three women struggled with the lack of

communication and trust. With almost 20 years in the field, a master’s degree and a
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doctorate degree, Marley felt like there were some things she had to offer to her
supervisor to support her school. Still, it was unheard and harshly criticized without
acknowledgment of progression.

At this point, Marley was having constant panic attacks. She was having trouble
sleeping and there was a point where her health was in jeopardy due to her experience
within her role. Being Black and a woman meant that even if you were the smartest, most
successful, and most experienced in that environment, it didn’t matter. The work became
impossible for Marley, and it was directly attributed to her lack of support. She felt she
was fighting a losing battle. It was at this moment that Marley felt like principalship was
not for her anymore, so she left before the conclusion of the school year.

At this point and time, Marley did not see herself going back into principalship
but through prayer and support from her mentors, she realized that principalship was not
the issue. The issue was the conditions in which she worked. One cannot lead without
effective support. Effective support meant having a supervisor who viewed her as a
competent leader and one who intentionally desired to support her professional growth.
When a leader does not have these kinds of support, it is not impossible to be effective,
but it sure makes it hard to do so especially in response to leading across differences. In
Marley’s experience, when you have a White leader who does not practice critical
reflection, a Black female leader is already set up to fail. There have been times when
Marley had to “clean up” her identity when interacting with parents. White parents would
dismiss her as a leader based on her appearance. Instead of sneakers and a t-shirt, she
would wear suits and heels so parents would take her seriously. Marley had two White

male assistant principals. She had to rely on them being the first contact for certain White
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parents so she could be viewed as a more serious and competent leader. It did not feel
good, but it was her reality. White parents would run off their resumes to Marley and
share all the important people they knew and what ivy league schools they attended.
Marley leveraged the playing field by running through her resume as well. She had to
share that she knew the same people and attended an Ivy League school just for her to be
respected. She had not wanted to take that step, but if it was necessary to move forward,
have a productive conversation, and ultimately do what’s best for the children, she was
willing to do it.

Across all races, men do not have to run off their resumes. Marley has seen men,
like her assistant principals whom she hired, mentored, and did mediocre work, level up
much faster than she did with less credentials. Marley recalls one male assistant principal
who obtained a principal position after just two years in the field. He did not have
adequate and required credentials. After a year or two, he asked her for a reference for an
executive director position. Marley did not understand how he would even be considered
knowing his tenure and accomplishments in the field. She asked him if he truly thought
he was ready for that position. He really thought he was ready because his transition into
leadership positions were so easy. We desire more men in the field so this new role did
not seem far-fetched. Marley believed women were more cautious and realistic about
progression in the field. A woman can walk into the same room as a man with the same
energy and be seen differently simply due to her gender. This added another level of
consciousness for Marley.

As a Black woman, Marley shared how she was hyper-aware of how she was

perceived when she walked into certain spaces with men and White people. Because
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men, especially Black men, are so rare in the field, she believed society often overlooked
mediocrity and tended not to push them into greatness, causing Black women to carry the
burden. Marley recalled being in a meeting with this same assistant principal where he
was supposed to be prepared to present a PowerPoint. Marley remembers sitting there
creating the deck for him and thinking “Wait, this is HIS job, not mine!” Then, she saw
that another woman was creating the deck for the other male assistant principal. Marley
decided she needed to start calling these things out. The women are not secretaries or
personal assistants. Both genders have equal responsibilities, and she told the men that
they needed to uphold to theirs.

Marley now leads a school community with similar family, students, and
leadership demographics as her own. The Head of School is a Black female, most of the
staff is White, and they trusted her leadership immediately. They trusted her experience
and believed in what she had to offer as a leader. In this environment, she is now her
authentic self, and she does not have to isolate her identities. Marley has been in
environments where she did not even realize she was isolating her identity when she first
came into the field. Now Marley adamantly refuses to do so.

Now, as a mother of three boys, Marley asks them what their personal standard of
excellence looks like. She told her boys not to think about what mommy wants, what
daddy wants, or what their teachers want. “What is your personal standard of excellence?
What is your standard of excellence when you walk into a room? What does respect look
like to you? How do you want to be seen? Are you cool with being the kid who didn't
brush his teeth this morning? Are you cool being a kid that just gets C's and just coasts?”

Marley told her sons that if it was cool for them, then it was cool for her but would not
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allow them to pretend that it was great or excellent. Her boys live in a world where they
are attractive and have personality. So as men, they can get away with “murder”. Marley
watched this happen with male leaders in the educational field. They were doing the bare
minimum while someone else did the hard work. Typically, the work was being done by
a Black woman.

Marley remains in the field because leadership is in her blood and she has been
able to find success. There is work left to be done and it is up to her to do it. Marley is not
at the point of her life where she feels like she has accomplished all that she is meant to.
For Marley, it all goes back to ego. Her work is not done until she has won an award.
That is when she knows she has made her mark in the field.

In Marley’s experience as a Black female principal, she has always been deemed
as “Mrs. Fix It.” There is an expectation that Black women will fix all the problems. Yet,
Black women are not truly given the confidence to fix problems or lead well. Decisions
are questioned which is essentially undermining their leadership capabilities. Black
women must continually prove themselves. In Marley’s experience, most people have
been excited about seeing a Black female leader in their community because of the
addition of diversity, but mostly because the school community now has someone to save
the day.

Marley stated that the idea of the Black woman being the fixers derives from
slavery and the role we had during that time. It is part of the slavery legacy. It also
derives from our country being lazy in building the system of education and
understanding the needs of children that are not rich and White. The applied strategies,

techniques, pedagogy, and philosophy were not designed for “Jamal who grew up in the
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inner city.” Marley is not saying that those things will not work for Jamal, but they were
not built with him in mind. He was not the focus so when Jamal is having difficulties,
they send him to Marley because she will be able to figure out how to help as a Black
woman who centers her own community. If we do not address the systematic realities for
marginalized children, they will never be served properly. We must be ready to have this
conversation and make movements to change it. Black children and Black leaders exist!
We are here! Just like Vice President Kamala Harris said, “We just ain’t fall out a
coconut tree.” All these problems are interconnected.

Marley believes that Black female leaders need to find their community. If one
does not exist, create it. Finding your community is important. This may include people
who are in similar roles, in similar lines of work, or who have done your work in the past.
This includes people you can commiserate with, who you can bounce questions off, or
vent to. These are people who will hold up a mirror or a window. Black female leaders
need reflection and perspective.

Marley also believes it is important to know your why. Why do you want to be a
school leader? Any woman can help the community without pledging into a sorority. Any
woman can help little Black children without becoming a principal. Knowing your why
becomes your strong anchor to that question. We need to have a compass point because
there will be difficult days where you feel like remaining in the field does not make sense
anymore. Understanding your why helps to reset you.

Marley also wants other Black female school leaders to know that they are not
martyrs. They do not have to save all the children. Having this mentality is potentially

damaging, especially if you want to be in the field for more than three years. Black
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female school leaders must put that mentality aside and be more realistic about what the
job is so that they can be shielded from mental and emotional illness and persist in the
field. Marley also expressed the importance of having a self-care routine. Not only
having a routine but marking it in your calendar to hold yourself accountable in taking
care of yourself is key. Carve out time to reflect, get feedback, grow, take time off,
pamper yourself, and be intentional about sticking to it. Self-care also includes laying out
what you need from your supervisor or your network in terms of support in writing, so
they are also held accountable.

As a previous doctoral candidate, Marley shares that it is a bizarre process. We
jump through hoops to finish but we cannot forget that we are the site of our knowledge.
As a Black doctoral candidate, one may experience Imposter Syndrome. Even if you start
getting push back from your dissertation chair but you must feel confident in what you
are doing. You know what you are hearing. You know what you are seeing. You know
what you are finding. Trust that your instincts are right. If you are in this part of the
doctoral process, you are basically there!

Mahkayla - The Weight She Carried: Rising from Family Struggles to
Educational Leadership.

Young Mahkayla grew up with a family that prized themselves on education and
the ability to do great things regardless of their immutable situations. Her grandmother
was a housewife until the age of 45. She did not attend college because her parents could
only afford to send one child, so they chose her brother because he was a boy. When it

was time for Mahkayla’s mom and sister to go to college, she chose to get a job to help
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support them financially. She wanted her girls to have opportunities she never had and to
ensure they had real options for their future.

During the 1970’s, Mahkayla’s mother attended college but unfortunately was
introduced to heroin, which ceased her college journey. Her mother became an immediate
drug user and had several marriages. Mahkayla was the product of marriage number
three. Eventually, the drug use caused Mahkayla’s mom to be sentenced to prison at the
same time as her father. When Mahkayla’s mother was released, she finished college and
attended graduate school. She obtained a job as a dispatcher for a private ambulance
company and eventually was promoted to the vice president of that company until the day
she passed. After experiencing her grandmother’s and mother’s journeys, she learned at a
young age that adverse experiences do not have to define who you become. Against all
odds, Mahkayla attended Fisk University and her sister attended Howard University.
Through these experiences, the value of womanhood was instilled in Mahkayla. While in
high school and college, she watched the women who raised her do amazing things and
dismantle the negative perceptions of Black women.

The women in Mahkayla’s family also instilled the importance of intelligence.
Intelligence was highly valued in her family. It was essential to represent yourself in a
way that lessened people’s doubt about your abilities. Her grandmother always told
Mahkayla that people would judge and make misconceptions about her because of the
color of her skin. Knowing she would be underestimated, she learned to move through
the world with confidence and intelligence, even when others assumed otherwise. As a
Black woman, you have to dispel people’s misconceptions of you as quickly as possible

and stand in your power.
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Although Mahkayla grew up Catholic, she does not consider herself a very
religious person. She believes in treating others the way you want to be treated. Mahkayla
believes in karma, that you receive back what you put out into the world. She values
integrity, giving people grace, and being an ethical person. She believes in reaching back
to pull others up when you have made it ahead.

As Mahkayla moved into her adult years, she went to college for psychology and
sociology because she wanted to be a criminologist and eventually a forensic
psychologist for the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). She studied abroad and did a
work internship in London. Mahkayla worked for an organization that helped ex-
offenders reacclimate to life after imprisonment. When she came home after a year of
being in London, she had not applied to graduate school, and so she fell into teaching
without the credentials and zero experience. To better prepare for this journey, Mahkayla
then applied for graduate school. Because of the ‘Boomer’ retirement stage, Mahkayla
got a teaching position and became one of the youngest teachers in her turnaround school
with a cohesive staff. She was supported by veteran teachers. It was not just guidance
from them but a mothering that helped her along the way. The students were 98% Black,
and the staff was 100% Black. This was Mahkayla’s first experience with this
demographic. Hearing programs start with the Black National Anthem was invigorating
for her. Mahkayla attended a Predominantly White Institute (PWI), so this was unknown
but warmly welcomed. Mahkayla speaks very lovingly about her mother’s life journey.
So although her mother had many challenges, she overcame them. Mahkayla believes if
her mother had not lived the life she had, she would not be able to live the life she has.

That is why she strives to represent her mother well personally and professionally.
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Mahkayla spent her professional years as a classroom teacher, instructional coach,
assistant principal, and is currently a principal. She experienced all these roles in the
same district for over 20 years. During these professional years, Mahkayla had mentors in
her life that guided her practices and provided leadership opportunities along the way.
This worked to her favor because she always wanted to be in the middle of things so she
availed herself to these opportunities. As a teacher, she freely served her principal during
the summer months. She transitioned to become an instructional coach. At that time,
there was no infrastructure of support for this role because it was new. This gathering of
instructional coaches was a group of leaders who were clustered together because of their
individual beliefs about education, not based on their location of leadership. This allowed
Mahkayla to experience all kinds of schools, from Title 1 schools to very prestigious
schools. She benefited from being in a group with leaders that had more disposable
money and seven-figure PTA funds. These leaders were able to fund coaches for their
cluster which led to the foundation of a system that coached coaches in the district.

Mahkayla transitioned from a coach to an assistant principal to principal with the
support of two impactful mentors. One mentor was strong with instructional leadership
and the other was strong with operational leadership and resources. Mahkayla believes
she would not be the leader she is today who turned around a one-star school had she not
had both mentors. It created a full picture of leadership. As a principal, Mahkayla
experienced that others are always wondering and questioning if you can do the job. Only
when you demonstrate that you can, do others begin to fall in line with your vision. These

doubts in leadership have been experienced from various races, cultures, and genders.
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Mahkayla shared that she has gotten the support needed at each iteration of her
leadership journey whether it was from direct mentorship or from people on her
leadership team. She feels like she has been blessed throughout her years. She has never
had the “horrible boss” experience because she remained with the leaders who inspired
her. When asked What’s beyond principalship? Mahkayla shared that she is happy right
where she is. She does not have instructional superintendent aspirations yet because she
loves being close to the work, especially after she experienced the death of a young
student recently, she wants to remain in the work.

Mahkayla is a data-driven leader whose ultimate goal as an educational leader is
to build the capacity of staff to be able to teach children how to advocate for their needs
and build emotional stability. She carries many values from her life into her everyday
work. Mahkayla values goalsetting and credibility. These values taught her how to say
yes or no to decisions for her school. When you are set in your vision, setting goals and
continually meeting them, you are building credibility. Keep stacking credibility, and
people will follow.

Overview of Themes

Building upon the narratives of each woman’s personal and professional
experiences, I will begin to delve deeper into the meaning-making process of each
woman's journey. Deeply embedded in these Black female leaders’ narratives of
resilience speaks to employing ethics and principles, navigating intersectionality,
understanding the need of internal and external support, utilizing grit and grace,
embracing a growth mindset, and indulging in self-care. In my time spent with each

woman, engaging with and co-constructing their narratives, I repeatedly noticed how
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their personal and professional experiences spoke to self-perception, other people’s
perceptions, resilience, and ethics.

These women so graciously invited me into their lives, thoughts, reflections, and
vulnerable spirits. The following insights based upon their stories collectively embraced
the following themes from their personal and professional lives that contributed to their
resiliency in the field as Black female principals: (1) Black female leaders employ
personal ethics and principles to ascend and persevere, (2) Black female leaders
understand how their intersectionality experiences highlight the need for support
networks to navigate challenges and persist, (3) Black female leaders utilize grit and a
growth mindset with a touch of grace to build resiliency during professional tenure, and
(4) the Strong Black Woman (SBW) thrives from self-care and reframing perceptions to
persist. The stories are told using a temporality approach to reflect each woman’s past,
present, and future experiences in linear progression.

I choose to analyze the data in this form for two reasons: (1) to highlight how
each participant’s linear progression is a direct reflection on the themes that reflect
resiliency from adolescence to adulthood and (2) to share each woman’s story in a way
that reflects alignment in their experiences. Participants were chosen within each theme
based upon their individual stories. When collecting specific phrases, I sorted them by
theme. The participants that had the most experiences within said theme was chosen to be
highlighted.

Theme 1: Being Unapologetically Me - Evolving Through Heritage
Black female leaders employ personal ethics and principles to ascend and

persevere.
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“The way we think of ourselves has everything to do with how the world sees us
and how we see ourselves successfully acknowledged by the world.” —Arlene

Rankin (LEAP Africa, 2016, para. 1)

During adolescence, personal ethics and principles instilled in Black women
become the foundation of who they grow up to be as women and leaders, which
contributes to building resiliency. Personal ethics and principles encompass the
participants’ impact of heritage. This included: (1) intellectual identity, (2) spiritual
values and faith, and (3) the reverence of women.

Intellectual Identity.

Several participants experienced having family members who were in the
educational field who instilled the importance of having an education and intellectual
identity as a Black woman. Their family members were teachers, principals, counselors,
college professors, district leaders, and/or executive directors. Intellect is revered in the
Black community because it is a symbol of resistance and freedom and the most
accessible tool for upward mobility. Five women shared stories about their family
members as educators and how these familial educators instilled the importance of
education and intelligence.

Marley was surrounded by educators in her family. Her father and stepmother
founded a small African-centered pedagogical school in their own home and it focused
on the community. The family lived upstairs and the school was held downstairs. The
teachers and administrators included her parents and aunts. One of her aunts was the

principal at one point. Marley’s family explicitly instilled the importance of high
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standards by modeling excellence in the field. Similar to Marley, for Evonii and her
family, education was in the blood. Both of Evonii’s parents were educators. While
pursuing her undergrad, Evonii decided, “I’m gonna teach math like my mom.” Having
her parents as models motivated her to enter the field of education and leadership.

Nisha’s immediate family was also involvement in the educational field.
Education was her family’s business. Her mother was an educational researcher and
received her doctorate degree from a Historically Black College and University (HBCU).
Her father ended his career teaching African American studies in a community
development program at an HBCU. Nisha called herself an “apple baby”. Both her
grandmothers were teachers and taught for more than 30 years each and mentored new
teachers. Nisha’s twin sister taught law at a private university in the Midwest. She comes
from a long line of teachers. Nichelle had several educators in her family, including two
paternal aunts who were teachers. Nichelle said, “There was an expectation, not whether
you're going to college, but where are you going to go? There was not an option to do
anything other than going to college. That was the option,”

Nichelle and Mahkayla had specific personal experiences of how intellect was
instilled by their familial educator members. Nichelle’s grandparents and parents valued
education and being seen as an intellectual because life experiences showed them the
importance of having something no one could take away from you. Nichelle recalled
going to her grandmother's house with her siblings and cousins as a kid where they would
play “school”. One child was the teacher and the other children were the students. It was
a game that was fun and demonstrated how much education was instilled in their daily

lives. Nichelle’s grandfather, who had a 6th grade education, pushed the family to go
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further than he did. Nichelle’s mother was a high school graduate and obtained some
education after high school. Her father graduated high school and attended barber school.
Nichelle said, “There are several educators in our family who've done different things in
education. So, I think growing up, we saw how education was important”.

Mahkayla’s family also instilled the value of education and intelligence.
According to her family, “being smart had a very high value.” Mahkayla’s grandmother
was not afforded the opportunity to attend college because her family could only afford to
send one sibling and her great-grandparents chose her brother because he was a boy.
Therefore, Mahkayla’s grandmother worked hard to send her mother and aunt because
she wanted them to have choices. Mahkayla’s mother went to Fisk University, and her
aunt attended Howard University.

Mahkayla also had influential Black teachers in her life, but she saw her home
environment as the most integral reason for her educational foundation. She was raised to
go to school, show up as her best self, and prove that she was an A student. Mahkayla’s
family told her, “Prove to them you’re an AP student whether they believe it or not
because they are going to judge you. Period. So, you have to move in a way that gives
other less to perceive that you are inadequate for greatness.”

Because there were so many educational family members that enveloped the
participants, some knew they wanted to be teachers from a young age. In contrast, some
eventually found their way to education after experiencing other fields. Regardless of
how they found their way to the education field, the women all made their way there for a
reason greater than themselves and learned the importance of education and having

intellect. Marley, Evonii, and Nichelle knew from a young age that they wanted to be
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educators. As a young child, Marley knew that the educational field was in her pathway.
As a child, she always knew that she wanted to be a teacher. Marley completed a five-
year Special Education Master degree program because she saw herself being a special
education teacher for a few years, then attending law school, and later becoming a special
education advocate. She eventually decided to obtain her doctorate in Educational
Leadership.

Evonii had a similar experience as Marley. She admired her mother’s career as a
math teacher. She taught math on the college level and it influenced Evonii’s educational
pathway. She decided she wanted to teach math like her mother, so she went on to obtain
a Master’s degree in math education. After a few years of teaching math in high school,
she obtained a Doctorate in Educational Leadership and Supervision. Nichelle watched
her sister pursue education and chose to obtain her undergraduate degree and began
teaching immediately after college.

Nisha and Mahkayla’s path was a bit different from Marley, Evonii, and Nichelle.
They pursued other fields during their undergrad years but eventually fell into education.
Nisha began her undergrad years majoring in Government Politics with the path of
becoming a lawyer. Her senior year, she decided she wanted to be a teacher. Nisha also
obtained her master’s degree and Doctorate in Curriculum and Instruction with a focus on
Minority and Urban Education.

Mahkayla was not a traditional education major student. She went to college for
Psychology and Sociology because she wanted to be a Criminologist. She had grand
plans of being a Forensic Psychologist and working for the FBI. Mahkayla studied abroad

after graduation for one semester to do a work internship in London. After London,
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Mahkayla fell into teaching when she returned to the states. She got a teaching position
with zero experience and without higher credentials. Once Mahkayla got the job, she
wanted to excel in her craft so she applied to graduate school. She obtained an Executive
Master’s in leadership. Currently, Mahkayla is pursuing her Doctorate degree with a
focus on women of color.

The women in this study who experienced the value of intellectual identity as
children and young adults carried that awareness throughout their personal and
professional lives. For them, intellectual identity functioned as an intergenerational
inheritance. That inheritance fueled their pursuit of higher education, as each sought to
deepen and formalize the intellectual capital already nurtured within their families and
communities. For Black women, cultivating an intellectual identity served as both a
personal and collective act of resistance. It disrupted the historical stereotypes that sought
to define their worth through servitude rather than intellect. The mammy stereotype, for
example, confined Black women to domestic roles that emphasized care and labor while
intentionally suppressing their intellectual potential (Collins, 2000; Hooks, 1989). Yet,
even within these constraints, Black women’s intelligence was never absent. Their
intellect was simply unacknowledged by dominant systems that equated intellect with
whiteness and masculinity.

As educational opportunities expanded, Black families encouraged their daughters
to pursue academic excellence as a pathway to freedom and self-definition. This
intentional nurturing of intellect echoed the cultural belief that “the more you know, the
further you go.” Several of these women desired to follow the footsteps of their family

members who embodied intellect, such as Evonii stating that she wanted to teach math
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like her mom. Thus, for these women, intellectual identity extended far beyond academic
achievement. It represented being seen, heard, and valued as whole, thinking beings in a
society that had long denied that truth, just like their family members. The cultivation of
this identity became a cornerstone of their leadership, influencing their ascent within the
educational field and shaping how they defined, embodied, and exercised power as an act
of resistance.

Spiritual Values and Faith.

Five participants shared stories of how spirituality was integral to the evolution of
being a Black female and becoming leaders. Some shared stories about having family
members as clergy, how spirituality and faith influenced how they treated and supported
others, how their faith helped them persist through tough times, and how their faith
affirmed their decision-making and placement in the educational field.

Both Marley and Nichelle have family members who were active leaders in the
church. During childhood, Marley’s spiritual foundation derived from her family,
specifically her father. Her father is a preacher and taught her many things about their
spiritual ancestors and God. Her father is currently a chaplain. Growing up as a
Preacher’s Kid or “PK,” her father instilled the importance of meditation, reflection, and
prayer. This value was passed down from generation to generation. Marley’s father
taught her the importance of having a direct relationship in connection to God. She
learned that she did not need a church or minister because a “go-between” for a
relationship with God was unnecessary and connections with ancestors was integral for
spiritual foundation,

Our understanding of African spiritual practice is understanding the reverence of
our ancestors. Our answers are also accessible directly. So you know, they passed
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on but they are still connected to us. They're still doing work for us on the other
side. And so part of our responsibility here on Earth is to nurture those
relationships. So nurturing my relationship with God, nurturing my relationship
with my ancestors through prayer and maintaining my alter, through meditation
and reflection... So those are things, meditation, reflection, and praying, talking
to specific ancestors about particular challenges. Those are things that I do.

Similar to Marley, Nichelle’s great-grandfather started a primitive Baptist Church.
Her grandfather led the church after her great-grandfather. Twice a year, the entire family
from different parts of the United States will go collectively. Her great-grandfather and
grandfather’s pictures are still hung in the church as a reminder of their foundation. When
they come together, they discuss what they will do for the church and how the family will
be blessed. They think about how they can bless others with what they have. Coming
together to praise and worship is of uppermost importance in her family. As a Christian
family, they believe in God, His works, and how He will guide them through life to
complete his assignment.

Both Marley and Nichelle shared stories of their direct connection to religion
through their family members encouraging them to do for others and embody a sense of
self-reflection. It was ingrained in their familial roots. Participants who were raised in
church homes led by family members were not only immersed in deep spirituality, they
were also shaped by powerful models of leadership. Within these sacred spaces, they
witnessed firsthand what it meant to speak with conviction, organize with purpose, and
inspire others through faith and action. Their familial ties to Black church leadership
became a wellspring of spiritual strength, offering immediate and enduring support. From
an early age, they were surrounded by expressions of agape love, grace, and unwavering

faith. This quietly prepared them for the emotional and ethical demands of school

leadership. As principals, many carried this spiritual foundation into their daily practice,
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using it to navigate crises, center their communities, and sustain their own resilience.
Their stories reveal that being enveloped by spiritually grounded family leaders did more
than shape their beliefs, it directly influenced how they chose to lead, serve, and endure
in the educational field.

Nichelle and Mahkayla’s spirituality influenced how they treated and led others
with love and understanding. Nichelle’s value of spirituality and faith taught her how to
support other Black women in leadership with the same love God provided to His people.
Nichelle shared a story about her connection and support of another Black female leader.
Nichelle believed that she needed her faith daily. She became friends with the only other
Black female principal in her district. The women started a Google Doc to capture their
daily experiences in the field, scriptures, inspirational messages, and prayers for one
another. The document was used to encourage one another as faithful Black women.

Although Mahakyla was raised Catholic, she did not consider herself very
religious. As stated earlier, there is a difference between being religious versus spiritual.
With her upbringing in the church, she learned to treat people how she wanted to be
treated. Mahkayla believed in karma and what you will get back what you put out in the
world. She was raised with living a life of integrity and the principle of ethics while
giving people grace. Her spiritual foundation taught her that sacrificing for others is the
ultimate definition of love. Mahkayla’s spiritual upbringing embedded the values of not
judging others and respecting those who came before you, regardless of their life choices,
because their path set a path for you. Mahkayla recalled an experience of a student who
questioned her about her relationship with her mother,

My mother was a great person who had challenges and getting addicted to drugs.
They're not like disposable people. Like I remember being a teacher and a student
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was like “Oh, you’re like a crackhead”. I said, ‘My mom was a crackhead’ and

the student didn't know what to say. I said, ‘And she also was an amazing mom

and she also had all the... Do you have anyone in your family who has a

challenge?’ (crying). And the kids are like, “Yeah, you know, my uncle or my dad

or...” So what do you do? You just do your best to take care of people the best
you can (crying). And then you make them proud of you.

Mahkayla acknowledged that although her mother had challenges, such as being
addicted to drugs and going to prison, she overcame it. Therefore, she tries to represent
her well instead of wondering why she did not have another mother. Her spirituality
instilled that strength, forgiveness, and empathy for her mother, as well as those she leads
because “that’s how God works”. Mahkayla’s spiritual faith embedded the duty to reach
back and grab others, not treat them differently. This value fuels why she treated others
the way she did, with care, compassion, and love.

For many Black women like these participants, supporting others was a moral and
spiritual calling. It became a sacred act, rooted in purpose, grace, and unwavering
commitment. This sacredness compelled Black women to give freely, often without
expectation of return and without apology. The support of Black women was not
transactional; it was ancestral, intuitive, and deeply intentional. Yet, while Black women
were spiritually led to uplift others, they themselves often stood in need of that same
support. This reality underscored the profound power and rarity of being supported by
another Black woman. In a world where few extended Black women the care they offered
so generously, Black women still stretched themselves to meet others’ needs, even while
they navigated their own struggles. It is this selfless, spiritually grounded support that not
only sustained communities, but also exposed the urgent need for reciprocal care.

Evonii, Nisha, and Nichelle all shared experiences about how their faith helped

them persist through very tough times. Evonii was raised with the value of spirituality
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being the forefront of their family. She was raised to keep God first and treat people right.
Once God told Evonii that she had taken her last school as far as she was meant to take it,
she accepted a principal position elsewhere so she could transfer her gifts and talents into
this new school. Evonii knew that is where God wanted her to be and He orchestrated it
all. However, this new school had a terrible reputation. Teachers were trained in physical
restraints because students were fighting teachers on a daily basis. The two principals that
preceded Evonii were verbally abusive to staff. They shut out the community and
everything that occurred in school was hidden from the public. Even knowing the
school's reputation, Evonii listened to God, accepted the position, and put her spiritual
foundation to work.
When I got there on the first day, I said, “okay, we're gonna pray over this
school”. So I had a prayer vigil. I invited my daddy from South Georgia with his
oils. We had prayer. I assigned different people to different parts of the school.
We prayed over the school. We did some anointing. We prayed. We had just a lot
of people come in probably like 40 people come in and we just prayed. We had
prayer circles. We prayed. I assigned people to different parts of the building from
the playground to the mean crossing guard to the classrooms and we just anointed

and prayed. This is spiritual warfare and we gotta come in and do this work and I
have been in spiritual warfare before. This school is in spiritual warfare.

Evonii built partnerships with local churches of all denominations which
contributed to her sustainability in the field. Evonii acknowledged that she was not doing
to work alone and there were people counting on her to get it right. There were also
people praying for her along the way. Evonii experienced families, both past and present,
that confided in her about their hardships (e.g. homelessness, food deprivation, etc).
Having the support of the church partners greatly supported these needs. The spiritual
level of support made me Evonii feel like she was not alone in the work and having those
resources for families gave her the persistence to keep pushing in her field. It was a

community effort. Evonii and her team were able turn one of the lowest-performing
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schools in the district and state into a school that thrived from positive culture and student
achievement. Evonii credited her ability to persist through the years through prayer,
reflection, and faith.

Nisha’s family were not active churchgoers, but as a child, she attended church
with her grandmother who was also a teacher. Nisha’s grandmothers played an integral
role in setting a spiritual foundation. So today, she has a strong spiritual foundation.
Nisha believed that you cannot do the work without having a sense that God has a plan.
She trusted God and needed the positivity of the Black church, especially during the
roughest times. Nisha said, “I do have a strong spiritual foundation.”

Spiritual confirmation from a student’s grandparent affirmed how Nichelle’s faith
was making an impact in her work. That grandparent raising her grandson in Nichelle’s
school shared something with her that she will never forget. The grandmother said,

Miss Nichelle, I want you to know you're doing good work here. I'm a spiritual

person and when I walk on this campus, people don't even know it's an alternative

school because kids are in class, but more important than that, when I walk on this

campus, | feel God here. That's what I feel when I walk in your office. That’s
what I feel. So I just want you to know that you're doing good work.

Nichelle shared that those moments keep you knowing that you are where you are
supposed to be and be resilient when things get tough. She believed that God would not
put her in a place she was not meant to be in even when it is difficult. Nichelle looked at
the lessons from those experiences so she would be ready for the next place God assigned

her. Her belief in God allowed her to build resilience, faith, and spiritual foundation.

When adversity struck, many participants anchored themselves in the spiritual
strength instilled in them from an early age. Belief in a power greater than themselves

became a lifeline and unwavering source of stability in moments of crisis. Through
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individual and communal prayer, and a steadfast faith that God provided, they found the
courage to persist when others might have faltered. This kind of persistence rooted in
deep spirituality and expressed through intentional, often relentless, faith practices,
offered them not just resilience, but a sense of purpose and clarity amid chaos. For these
women, pressing forward was an act of will and spiritual practice which was sustained by
divine conviction.

Nichelle and Marley both shared stories about how their faith guided them in
making good leadership decisions. Nichelle was ready to transition out of the type of
school she was familiar with to gain experience in another setting. As a Christian,
Nichelle believed in the power of prayer and assignment. She prayed, “Ok God, I need
something different. You gotta show me something different”. Nichelle never thought
about going to a charter school, but she applied for an open principal position anyway.
She did not expect anything from it. In the first interview, she felt such a level of comfort,
it was almost foreign. The interview was like a conversation and did not feel like a
typical interview. Nichelle spoke to God, “Ok God, I’'m feeling this and I want you to
show me if this is where you are leading me to go”. Nichelle was invited for a second
interview, and it was another great experience. She wanted the high school principal
position but was offered the middle school position. Nichelle eventually transitioned to
the high school position and gained many new experiences, such as athletics and arts.

Eventually, Nichelle wanted to go to the district level, so she applied to be an
Executive Director. There were two open positions. She was called in for two interviews.
Nichelle spoke to God again, “Lord, just put me in the place where I can do the best

work”. That was her prayer. When she received a call back, she was not offered the
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Executive Director position but instead was offered a principal position in an alternative
school because of her exceptional resume, experience, and how well she interviewed with
passion. Nichelle jokingly said, “God, this is not what we talked about!” God’s response
was “Your request was to put you in a place where you can do the best work.” Her faith
in God motivated her to accept the position although it was not the position she saw
herself doing again. It was a tough school. Teachers were constantly hurt and she
described it as a “hot mess”. Yet, it turned out to be a blessing in multiple ways. Nichelle
got into the school as the new principal, hired an assistant principal, and shortly after that
she hired a Dean of Students. She had a completely new administration team. Her team
made amazing strides with the school. She said, “Ok God, I’'m here. This is what I’1l do
until You tell me to do something different. I believe this is my assignment. This school
is what I’ve been assigned to do”.

Marley had a similar experience with having to rely on her faith in God to make
leadership decisions for herself. During the pandemic, Marley took on a principal
position at a charter school. A White female interim Executive Director (ED) was
positioned to supervise her and two other Black female principals within the school. The
interim ED was an attorney by trade. Marley’s experience as a leader changed drastically
in the worst way. The ED questioned her decisions, did not support her in decision-
making, and caused her to question her purpose in leadership. During Marley’s negative
experience with the interim ED, she relied on her spiritual foundation. Marley took time
to pray, meditate, and reflect on her experience to understand that the role of

principalship was not the issue. Her lack of support was the issue because one cannot
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effectively lead without it. By talking to herself, God, and her ancestors, she went back
into principalship with a stronger sense of self and resilience.

Spirituality served as an anchor that helped these Black women endure and rise
above systemic barriers such as racism, sexism, and workplace marginalization. Coming
from systems that did not support their intersectionalities, spiritual foundation was
constant and empowering. Besides family and innate resilience, spirituality was all Black
women had. Their counterparts had generational wealth, access, and psychological safety.
With all the adversities these Black women faced, having a strong source of spiritual
foundation balanced them and provided footing.

When participants like Marley and Evonii, spoke about prayer and guidance, it
connected spirituality to inner safety. Historically, Black women were not the first to be
protected so safety was always at risk. Yet, spirituality was a sanctuary that provided
unshakeable psychological and emotional refuge within a hostile world. When hard
leadership decisions were in question, participants like Nichelle, used intercessory prayer
to talk to God and receive spiritual guidance in a way that provided safety.

Reverence of Women.

Black women played a vital role in the strength, unity, and growth of their
communities. Therefore, there was a need to value womanhood, especially Black women,
for the continued growth and development of Black families and communities. Three
participants shared experiences of being raised by women and having the importance of
honoring women instilled in them from a young age.

Marley and Mahkayla were raised in families that instilled the importance of

embracing and honoring women. This value was demonstrated through their family
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structure and relationships. Marley experienced the value of women as leaders. That
value was not stated explicitly by her family, but it was modeled and portrayed through
the roles of women in her family. The head of her family was her grandmother although
her grandfather was lovingly present. Her grandmother’s sisters and daughters were all
leaders in different ways. They were heads of their individual households or their work
situations. Even women who were homemakers were the leaders of the families. Marley’s
grandmother worked outside the home, but her sisters were homemakers and bosses.
They were loud, bossy, organized, and coordinated. Those qualities resonated with
Marley because it aligned with how she saw leadership. Therefore, she valued those
qualities in female leaders. Marley believed that when women were able to display those
qualities as leaders and still take care of their families and children with the same fervor,
it created an amazing woman ready to take on the professional world.

Mahkayla was primarily raised by women. The women in her life taught her about
the value of having healthy relationships with other women. She was raised with the
importance of having female friends that later felt like family. Mahkayla’s grandmother
taught her the importance of honoring the friendships of women. While sharing this part
of her story, Mahkayla’s emotions showed through tears. Her grandmother had
friendships that spanned nearly 80 years. Growing up, Mahakayla knew those women as
her aunties and her other mothers. Her grandmother’s closest friends were seen just as
close as biological family members because they helped raise her and instilled the same
values her grandmother instilled. Mahkayla learned that you are to value relationships

with women because having a circle of support is foundational and important in life. She
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was raised that the circle was essential. In that foundation, you gain a strong sense of the
respect of women.

Along with honoring relationships with women and experiencing women as
leaders in the family nucleus, Nisha had an experience of the “Golden Age of Black
Women” both inside and outside of her family. She shared that her teachers shaped her
attitude and dispositions towards the work. From 2nd to 6th grade, Nisha had amazing
Black female teachers and was nurtured by them at an early age in elementary school.
Some of these same Black women became her sorers (Latin word for sister, commonly
used by sororities). Nisha’s grandmother, mother, and twin sister carried graduate degrees
and nurtured her for principalship. She remembered growing up with these kinds of Black
role models. Nisha recalled it as a “prototypical Black experience”. She felt like she was
nurtured at an early age and she gained an excellent education from Black women.

The experiences of these participants showed that when Black women invest in
one another and band together, transformational power emerges. When you revere a
Black woman and a relationship is personally fostered, sisterhood emerges. Sisterhood is
the ultimate display of Black women revering one another. When participants, like Nisha,
spoke about the “prototypical Black experience”, it included residual feelings of
connections with other Black women and the need to keep that connection going.
Because Black women did not have access to support through society, they sought it on
their own through connections with women who were valued, admired, respected, and

relatable. For Black women, this reverence came from other women.
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Theme 2: Support & Solidarity
Black female leaders understand how their intersectionality experiences highlight
the need for support networks to navigate challenges and persist.
“The way to achieve your own success is to be willing to help somebody else get it

first.”-Iyanla Vanzant (Elevate Society, 2023)

The intersectionality of Black female school leaders played a vital role in their
leadership experience and tenure. Black women faced challenges from their race, sex,
and class. With these challenges, the need for a level of continued support during their
leadership tenure was of utmost importance. This theme highlighted how their
intersectionality experiences (i.e., discrimination and microaggressions) called for
positive mentorship, supportive networks, and leadership opportunities to attain and
retain their leadership roles as principals. The participants shared stories revolving around
(1) positive mentorship, (2) leadership opportunities, and (3) experiences of
discrimination/microaggression.

All six participants shared stories about having positive mentorship from other
Black female school leaders. The characteristics described by the participants signified
the qualities needed to support their principals' journey and tenure. Many of the mentors
were also provided leadership opportunities to create a pipeline to principalship. All six
participants experienced positive mentorship and/or positive networks from Black female
leaders and educators.

Positive Black Female Mentorship.

Both Nisha and Nichelle shared that their most impactful positive Black female

mentors were educational women in their family. Nichelle experienced Black female
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mentors that made the greatest impact in her life and career and had amazing educational
leaders in her family. As these women progressed through their leadership journeys, they
gave Nichelle much advice. She had a “fly on the wall” experience.

Nisha attributed most of her Black female mentorship experiences in childhood
and adolescent years. In the first theme, Nisha shared stories of the strong Black familial
role models in her life. Her greatest Black female mentor was her mother. She was an
academic, scholar, and proponent of the progression of the Black community. Nisha’s
mother modeled the importance of remaining abreast in the field and advocated for
children and marginalized communities. Nisha was also mentored by her grandmothers.
Both grandmothers were in education and gave her insight on the importance of
intelligence, experiential learning, and structure. When Nisha entered her years of
teaching, she did not have formal mentorship from Black female leaders. It was not until
she reached principalship that this mentorship occurred.

Nichelle and Nisha also experienced positive mentorship from Black women
outside of their family in the professional field. While Nichelle was a principal, there was
only one other Black female principal in the district. Nichelle was able to connect with
her and learn from her. Nichelle said she was someone she could always go to for advice.
She has since retired as an Assistant Superintendent but she still makes herself available
to Nichelle. She found that continued connections were beneficial to her principalship
tenure. Being able to talk to someone who looked like you, who had similar experiences,
and navigated the same journey was helpful to Nichelle. Her mentor taught her that
sometimes she had to be bold and speak up to communicate things that others may have

not wanted to hear. People may not have been able to receive it, and that was ok, but they
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needed to hear it. Nichelle’s mentor said, “As a Black woman, you cannot shrink away in
certain spaces.”

When Nisha first became a principal, she gained Black female mentors outside of
her family, but there was one mentor in which she became especially close. That mentor
was an explicit Black female mentor. Nisha also gained a close group of colleagues who
were Black women. There was also a George Washington University alumni mentor who
was also a sorer. This mentor made an intentional effort to bring Black women into the
conversation about policy issues.

Marley, Cherokee, Evonii, and Mahkayla also shared their personal experiences
with positive mentorship from Black female leaders. One of Marley’s mentors, who was
a principal at the time, planted the first seed for her to move into principalship. Before
principalship, Marley thought she was going to law school. This mentor told her she was
meant to be a principal. Marley was apprehensive but she said, “There’s great power in
people ahead of you seeing something in you that you may not see in yourself”. That was
the first seed that was planted as an adult to move towards principalship.

During Marley’s first teaching job, she experienced all Black bodies and all Black
leadership. The same mentor helped her persist to principalship. Marley realized that she
thrived from affirmations of her decisions from those she respected and trusted so there
was something about this mentor that resonated with her. Marley connected with this
Black female mentor because she was relatively young, Black, and in a sorority. This
mentor encouraged her to become a leader. Marley experienced other Black female

mentors that were not her direct supervisor but in similar positions of leadership.
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Cherokee also experienced a positive Black female mentor experience. This
mentor was her coach while she was a teacher. If Cherokee was coming up on a formal
observation, her mentor would have everything planned out to support her. Cherokee
said, “I had no choice but to be exemplar because if you couldn’t follow her plan, just
quit and go ahead and do something else. I will continue to praise her.” Cherokee
lovingly recalled her mentor being “mean” but she defined it as “tough love”. Cherokee
shared that this mentor pushed her to be great. She used the nuggets her mentor gave her
to interview and attain her first principalship position. Cherokee also used the strategies
she taught her as a teacher to support the teachers she coached and supervised later as a
principal.

Cherokee experienced the mentorship of another Black female leader who was
assigned to support restructured schools that were struggling. As a coach in Cherokee’s
school for two years, she would observe teachers and leave a score ranging between one
and four. Four being the highest. The first year, Cherokee built a rapport with her.
Because trust was built with this mentor, she did everything she advised her to do to
improve her practices. She said, “This mentor and coach provided amazing action items
and tips to being a stronger teacher”. Cherokee sought more time, observations, and
feedback from this mentor. She began to obtain the highest scores in her district. There
was a sense of validation in Cherokee’s teaching and leadership skills upon this ask.

Evonii’s most recent mentor was a Black female supervisor who was previously a
principal and had access to district spaces. She always advocated for principals. Evonii
appreciated this mentor because she never made her feel like she was infringing on her

time. Evonii was always able to call her. If her mentor was not able to talk at that
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moment, she would always find time to reconnect with her to meet Evonii’s needs. She
made herself available to be a thought partner. Evonii also had several other Black female
leaders to lean on to for specific reasons because “no matter how much schooling you do,
they’re just some things that school does not prepare you for and you have to have a
mentor to help you in the moment. Now, I'm very blessed to have a very good Black
mentor, a Black supervisor”.

Like Evonii, Mahkayla has positive mentorships from Black women that
supported her ascension and tenure during principalship. All the mentors who supported
her, saw strong qualities in her, and suggested leadership have all been Black women.
Mahkayla felt that her mentorship meant everything to her. Her first mentor was a
principal who had her hands in all kinds of things. Mahkayla described her as an amazing
new leader and provided her several leadership opportunities. Mahkayla also benefited
from having two Black female mentors who had differing strengths. From one mentor,
she became a strong instructional leader. From the other, she became a strong operational
leader. “I don't think I could have turned around a one-star school had I not had both of
those to be able to create like a full picture”.

Four participants provided specific characteristics and qualities of their Black
female mentors. These specific qualities were integral in fostering a healthy relationship
and connection with their mentors. Marley described her first mentor as “relatively
young, Black, and a member of a Black sorority. She described her mentor as having a
distributive leadership style so this made a perfect mentor-mentee match for personal and
professional growth because Marley described herself as having a go-getter personality.

Marley described her first mentor as someone who was always on the lookout for new
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talent so she could foster it. When she began mentoring Marley, she was a mentor who
provided a healthy dose of “love and shove”. Marley remembered her as someone who
was personable, reliable, and caring. Yet, she also challenged Marley and provided
critical feedback by holding up a mirror and a window to help her see her own
perspective, as well as others. Marley’s mentor was described as someone who listened
effectively. She valued her thinking, her ideas, and gave her space to use that information
in the right arenas. Marley’s mentor provided validation to her ideas. To hear, “Oh, that’s
a great idea” meant the world to me. Marley’s mentor helped her to feel seen, so she
pushed harder.

Cherokee described her mentor as a “strong African American leader.” As a
coach, she said her mentor was like a “sous chef in the kitchen.” She was a “boots on the
ground” mentor. Cherokee’s mentor also gave very clear and specific feedback, similar to
Marley’s mentor. Cherokee’s mentor believed in experiential learning. She conducted
mock principal interviews for her. Cherokee described her mentor as someone who
showed tough love, almost like a disciplinarian.

Another one of Cherokee’s Black female mentors taught her a hard lesson while
she was in a coaching position. After weeks of coaching a teacher for a few weeks with
no success, Cherokee believed could not teach well and “had no hope”. Her mentor said,
“Maybe it’s less of this teacher not having any hope, but more of you sucking as a
coach”. Cherokee lovingly recalls this hurting her feelings until this day. Her mentor
asked, “What have you done to build her capacity? Did you model high-quality teaching
practices? What is her style? Where is she strong? How can you build her strengths to

make her effective in the classroom? You already gave up on her?”” Cherokee humbled
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herself and acknowledged that she made a mistake. She apologized, got out of her
feelings, and changed her strategy to support this teacher who later became one of the
strongest teachers in the building.

Cherokee’s mentor conducted mock interviews with her to prepare her for
principalship. When she showed up to the mock interview, she had on the same clothes
she wore at work that day. The mentor immediately ended the mock interview and told
her to come back when she was dressed to impress. Cherokee returned the following day
dressed appropriately. She began answering the interview questions and thought it was a
tough experience. Her mentor stopped her and provided valuable feedback about her
responses. When you are asked a question about your practice, think P.I.LE. What is your
practice? How do you implement it? Where is the evidence? Her mentor advised her to
use examples of things she has actually done because she can speak to it in greater
lengths. Cherokee acknowledged that this mentor played a huge role in her preparation
for interviews and obtaining her first principal job.

Evonii described her current mentor as an advocate. Her mentor had access to the
district, so she consistently advocated for Black female principals in that space. This
mentorship, amongst other professional relationships, impacted Evonii in a major way.
She described her mentors as patient, practical, encouraging, valuable, and accessible.
Evonii’s mentorship was the greatest component of support for her tenure in leadership.

No matter how much schooling you do, they’re just some things that school does

not prepare you for and you have to have a mentor to help you in the moment.

Now, I'm very blessed to have a very good Black mentor, a Black supervisor. She

reminds me to narrow goals down, you know? I've been so blessed to have her

and her mentorship. She’s somebody you can call on and I don't feel like I'm

infringing. With the other principals, sometimes I felt like I was infringing upon
them.
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Most of Nisha’s positive Black female mentorship occurred during her childhood
and adolescent years. In the first theme, Nisha shared stories of the strong Black familial
role models in her life. The greatest mentor being her mother. She described her mother
as a scholar, academic, and proponent of the progression of the Black community. Nisha
was also mentored by her grandmothers who were also in education and gave her insight
on the importance of intelligence, experiential learning, and structure. Nisha shared that
her professional mentor was an explicit Black woman mentor and also her sorer.

Mahkayla shared that all the people that supported her and identified her qualities
to suggest leadership have all been Black women. She described her first mentor as a new
leader who was amazing and persistent. Mahkayla said, “My mentorship was everything!
My first principal has her hands in all kinds of things. She is amazing. She was a new
leader”. Mahkayla had a second Black female mentor that took her from coach to
assistant principal, then principal. She described her as resourceful, operational, and
visible.

Although all the participants had positive mentorship experiences from Black
female leaders, three of the participants shared positive mentorship experiences from
others that were not Black and/or female. These experiences were also vital to their
ascension and persistence in their leadership. Nichelle experienced positive mentorship
from a White male early in her career that led her to leadership administration.

One of my mentors, who was a White male, actually told me when I was at the

alternative school, “You're gonna be a leader. You remind me a lot of myself

except you have more tact than I do (laugher) so you need to get some experience

at traditional high school. You can't stay at the alternative school”. Um, so [ went
to a traditional school as a school counselor.
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While Nichelle was a high school counselor, she had a White female mentor who
was the principal of the high school. Most people did not get along with this principal,
but they maintained a healthy relationship and they got along well. This principal created
a safe space for her to take safe risks to gain leadership experience and skills. While in a
counselor role, Nichelle recalled having to take lead on the senior graduation program.
She said, “I missed it up bad! We had it printed and then had to have it reprinted.”
Nichelle told that mentor, “You probably want somebody else to do this.” Her mentor
said, "Absolutely not. You know the mistake so you’re not going to make that mistake
again.” For Nichelle, it was moments like this where someone, regardless of race or
gender, that allowed her to learn. Having someone to support her leadership growth
without being afraid of making mistakes helped her grow as a leader.

One of Evonii’s mentors was a White woman who was her former principal and
consistently made herself available as a level of support. If Evonii needed advice or a
thought partner, she called on this mentor. Evonii described her as her “saving grace”.
This mentor would help her problem solve and walk her through professional issues she
experienced when her Black district-assigned mentor was not available. There were 14
schools in Evonii’s district. The principals of four schools were White females. There
was one Black male principal and one new White male principal. The rest of the schools
were run by Black females. None of those Black female principals connected with
Evonii. When she was new, they did not check in on her. If Evonii needed support, she
would call on the White female principals and they were quick to respond.

Nisha also had mentors of various races and genders. Regardless of the

intersectionalities, Nisha found that their mentorship was integral in her ascension and
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tenure as a principal. As a social studies teacher, she was also mentored by other White
teachers, which later led her to obtain more leadership opportunities by becoming a team
leader and content specialist. One White female mentor started off as a colleague who
was a few years older than Nisha. Therefore, she would inquire about her educational
journey and experience so she could make informed decisions on her own educational
journey. For example, Nisha asked her where she obtained her master’s degree and if it
was an effective program. This mentor allowed Nisha to be an acting assistant principal
for a semester which was the catapult to the principalship. Once Nisha ascended into
principalship, this White female mentor continued to be an important level of support.
Her mentorship was non-stop. Nisha actually gained one male Asian mentor, one female
Asian mentor, and a Black male mentor. Nisha recalled the female Asian mentor telling
her, “You need your own school. You need to do this”. This mentor explicitly mentorship
Black female principals. She coaches women of color and was an integral in her
ascension.

From these women’s stories, it was apparent that mentorship was needed to
ascend regardless of race and gender. There were deeper experiences from same-race and
same-gender mentorship partnerships but the overall need for professional mentorship
was essential. Everyone needs someone to see their gifts and invest in them to help them
persist in the field. Black women are already set below the playing field when it comes to
levels of professional support and mentorship, but it took leaders taking a personal
interest in their growth to gain that benefit. The Black women, like Mahkayla, who were
mentored by other Black women experienced affirmation of their cultural identity while

being nurtured in her professional competence. For Black women, mentorship is
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guidance and a reclamation of legacy. Mentorship is how Black women teach each other
to navigate systems not built for them, while preserving the wisdom that sustains them.
Mentorship that came from non-Black leaders comprised of people who could not
culturally relate to the participants, but they saw their potential and cared about the
outcome for children. They saw the participants as viable leaders and pushed them to
excellence regardless of their race. Those relationships are derived from trust,
understanding, and belonging. The data showed that mentorship bridged the gap between
Black women surviving in the profession and thriving within it. The real question is if
research has demonstrated that mentorship for Black women is beneficial and essential to
leadership ascension, what has society done or is willing to do to ensure that it is in place
for the benefit of Black women?

Leadership Opportunities.

Five participants shared stories about how their Black female mentors provided
them leadership opportunities to gain access to principalship. A leadership opportunity is
any chance or situation where a person can practice, demonstrate, or grow in leadership
skills. Leadership opportunities included leading a team or committee, presenting
professional development, being invited to participate in leadership meetings, and/or
acting as a department chair or assistant principal. As a teacher, Marley’s mentor invited
her sit in her cabinet meetings. These meetings involved only leadership team members,
but Marley was invited. Although Marley did not have a formal leadership title, her
mentor allowed her to represent teachers and the Special Education department in the
cabinet meetings. She believed she was allotted to that opportunity because her mentor

recognized something special in her.
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Marley had other informal leadership opportunities as a teacher. She was an
assessment coordinator, Special Education Coordinator, grade-level chair, and academic
coach. Marley started a School Leadership Certificate program and later experienced
assistant principalship. Cherokee’s mentor was the reason why she became a regional
coach and why she became a principal. When her mentor was a coach, she built
Cherokee’s teaching, coaching, and leadership skills. She took a personal interest in
growing her. She coached Cherokee up so well. When she became an Assistant
Superintendent in the district, she appointed her to become a coach and principal because
she knew she was ready.

The familial mentors in Nisha’s life made sure to connect her with opportunities
for leadership, even in adolescence. Nisha’s family placed her in a leadership program
that opened her eyes and allowed her to experience what true leadership looked like and
how to build upon it. When Nisha was in the 8th grade, she attended a camp called
“Maryland Leadership Workshops”. This camp focused on youth empowerment and
leadership development. As she grew older, she became a counselor in the camp. This
space was important for Nisha. It gave her the opportunity to prepare lessons and teach
young learners. In that space, Nisha found mentors, who were older peers, to lean on for
future guidance. She would ask those peers questions like, “What was your major?”” and
“How did you get where you are?”” There was a strong mentorship that came from those
interactions.

Mahkayla also had a mentor who provided her with leadership opportunities
during the summer months as a 10-month employee because she remained open to new

experiences. Mahkayla always wanted to be in the middle of things and learn, so she
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availed her to all leadership opportunities. When Mahkayla was asked, she accepted.
When she was not asked, she offered. Mahkayla served her principal freely every
summer because she was the type of teacher who never took the summers off. Instead,
she availed herself to be a part of planning with her principal and being a thought-partner.
By doing so, Mahkayla’s principal would offer her additional leadership opportunities
and she would always accept. Her principal offered professional development
opportunities, attending meetings on her behalf, and training. Mahkayla said yes to all of
it and learned so much that prepared her for leadership.

Mahkayla wanted to be a strong new leader like her mentor because she thought
her mentor did amazing things. Under her mentorship, she learned about her scope of
impact, therefore, she paid close attention to who was being recognized in her district and
emulate their actions. Mahkayla was exposed to so much, but she shared that everything
really came down to her mentor seeing something in her and showing up in a way to
prove what she saw. The investment was worthwhile. This mentor was the principal that
took Mahkayla from coach to assistant principal and eventually promoted her to
principal.

One of Nichelle’s mentors, a White male, gave her many leadership opportunities
while in the school counselor role. He allowed her to coach teachers and work on the
building’s master schedule amongst other responsibilities. These leadership opportunities
put her on a trajectory even though she never really thought about being a principal at
that time. This mentor encouraged Nichelle to apply for a counselor position that opened
up at a local high school. What he did not tell her is that he was being moved to that same

high school as the principal. From here, Nichelle climbed her way to the principal
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position with the support and guidance from this mentor. Nichelle kept in contact with
this mentor over the years. He would also reach out to her to ask where she was in her
career and her next steps.

Growth did not happen by chance. Growth happened when the participants were
given room to rise, resources to learn, and the belief that their contributions mattered.
One of the barriers Black women faced was being provided opportunities to lead to show
their skills and potential. These Black women had to overly extend themselves for
opportunities and hope there was a leader on the other side that received that effort. When
these Black women had to repeatedly prove their competence, it displayed the “prove-it-
again” bias (Williams et al. 2016). Their counterparts did not have to experience that
phenomenon because leadership opportunities were always available. Instead of feeling
resentment, these Black women continued to show resilience and seek opportunities to
lead. When these Black women were given opportunities to grow professionally, they did
more than advance their own careers, they expand the circle for other Black women to
follow.

Discrimination and Microaggressions.

With the intersectionality of being a Black woman, race came into play. This lent
itself for Black women to experience discrimination and/or microaggressions that
impacted their ascension and persistence in educational leadership. Five women shared
discriminatory experiences that resonated with them. Some of them experienced raced-
based discrimination, others experienced gender-based discrimination, and some
experienced a lack of trust in their decision making due to their intersectionalities as a

whole.
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Nisha and Cherokee shared race-based discriminatory experiences. When Nisha
was asked if she experienced discrimination or microaggressions during her tenure as
principal, she explicitly stated that it was her daily reality. Nisha experienced male
colleagues who had done nothing of the kind of work that she had done, however, since
they were “good ol’ boys”, they had easier pathways to ascend. The men could “yuck it
up” but she had to fight. Nisha also shared that parents in her community preferred her
not to be Black and have been open about their disposition. A microaggressive White
mother told her, “When are we getting somebody that reflects our community?” Nisha
told that White mother that she did reflect the community.

Nisha shared a race-based discriminatory experience that did not directly happen
to her but to a male Black leader with the same White mother who questioned her about
her representation. Being a third person in that experience affected her. When Nisha first
came to the school, there was a Black male principal, “Mr. Brown”, who led for several
years. Before he retired, he obtained his doctoral degree at the age of 70. Therefore, he
became Dr. Brown and that is how he was addressed by faculty and staff. At a school
play, Nisha was talking to the microaggressive White mother and referred to Mr. Brown
as Dr. Brown. The White mother said, “I will NEVER call that man, doctor!” The White
mother continued to refer to Dr. Brown with hostility and anger. Other parents told her
that her comment was inappropriate. She repeated several times that she would never call
him doctor and she never did. That experience did not happen directly to Nisha but being
a part of that experience affected her. Nisha felt it because she was in the same position

as a Black woman.
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During Nisha’s beginning of principalship, she was five of seven Black principals
in the district. After a few years, there were only two Black female principals left. That
decrease was attributed to the White portion of the community that was very specific
about not wanting Black or Latino principals in that space. This was a directive explicitly
stated to the Board. The only way Black female principals were somewhat accepted in
their roles was if they ran down their credentials and experiences that their counterparts
deemed as exceptional. From Nisha’s professional experience, she thought there was a
perception to what counterparts thought a principal should look like. Because Black
women look and sound different, particular communities struggled. Nisha led a
multicultural school and the community was only content with that because she could
say, “I went to Brown University, I went to Maryland University.” She wondered if she
obtained her degree from an HBCU, what the parents would say about her.

The level of qualifications between Black female principals and the White
community seems to differ so much to be accepted. White hostility demonstrated the
aggressive need to show they were “better” than Black women in high positions. When
parents challenged Nisha, they would say things like, “Oh, well I work for NIH” or “I
work for the Department of the Secretary of Labor.” Nichelle thought, “Well, good for
you! I really don’t care.” In her experience, when White people see Black female
principals, it caused the mentality of “I’ve gotta put her in her place.”

Nisha also talked about experiencing the “shut up and dribble” mindset when
asked about racial barriers. When an experience occurred that she perceived as racist, she
would call it out. Nisha was asked to move to high school because they wanted her to just

keep “running the building”. As a Black woman, they wanted her to be on the ground and
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confine her work there. Nisha shared that counterparts did not want her to be seen in
political spaces where she could share her thoughts and ideas on a higher platform.

Counterparts only wanted her in the building.

Cherokee also shared an experience of being labeled an “angry Black woman”
during her first year of principalship. Moving Cherokee to a behaviorally challenged
school was an intentional move by the district. The school in which she led did not have
any special education supports. Cherokee shared that every kid knows survival and they
want to live, so their behaviors show that in times of stress. When children were showing
big emotions, such as having a meltdown and throwing a chair, the kids knew Cherokee
expected different responses and they adhered to that. When Cherokee was in the room,

the child that was attempting to throw a chair, placed it safely back on the floor.

Cherokee’s new middle school had 500 more kids. That year, they also added
grade 3-5. Cherokee shared that “beautiful” colleagues (aka Black colleagues) looked out
for one another. They were accountability partners and safety nets. Her “beautiful”
colleagues who have been in that district for a while shared that “wonderful” people (aka
White people) were not leading in the same kinds of schools that struggled with children
with special needs and behavioral issues. The school was going through major
construction and one of the casualties of the construction affected the emotional support
classes. There was a discrepancy. When Cherokee mentioned this discrepancy with
passion for supporting these children, she was labeled as an “angry Black woman” and
that she was exaggerating about her experience.

Cherokee rarely complained. To persevere through these casualties, she allowed

teachers to use her office for children to have a respite or a sanctuary. The counselor’s
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office and the nurse’s office were used because the classroom was not yet equipped to
support these students when they needed an extra level of support to deescalate. Cherokee
constantly made calls to the district to get systematic support for these students. One day,
a “wonderful” counterpart informed her that they were sending her another student who
required high levels of behavioral support. The environment was still not set up to
ethically give this student what they needed to be successful.

Cherokee’s school did not have an additional classroom to support that student.
They would have to be placed in the classroom where they were already unequipped and
over teacher-to-student ratio. Cherokee reached out to the district several times to express
her concerns but never received a response. She sent photos of the ill-equipped classroom
and other evidence needed to show that the school needed support to receive this new
student. Cherokee reached out to a “beautiful” woman that was a chief in the department
so she could send someone over to physically see what the environment looked like. She
sent someone over and their jaw hit the floor when they saw the conditions.

They made note of there being no cafeteria, shoddy classroom, and construction
equipment sprawled everywhere. Cherokee shared that the teacher of that classroom was
out on FMLA so the attendance was non-existent for weeks. “If you can tell me where
this kid can go, without a dedicated aide, I might add [laughter], please enlighten me. Are
you coming to sit with him in the hallway? Because I don't have a classroom. So, I don't
know what else to tell you™. It was then that they agreed that he should not enroll. To
meet her needs and the needs of her students, Cherokee constantly had to show and build
evidence for proof. With other “wonderful” principals who have students assigned to

their schools similar to one that was sent to her, they merely stated why it would not be a
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good fit and adjustments were made. But for her, she had to continually collect evidence.
Her rationale did not matter even when it was at the demise of the child’s educational
experience and safety. Being labeled as an “angry Black woman” silenced her voice to
counterparts. As a school leader, her professional needs and the needs of her school were
questioned and/or ignored. That stereotype hindered her ability to lead effectively. Yet,
she continued to persist with advocating for the needs of her program.

Evonii experienced discrimination from her own race. Although Evonii later
experienced positive interactions and mentorship from Black females, the most
discrimination she experienced came from her own people during her tenure. Amongst
the other Black female principals in her district, Evonii felt like an outcast. She described
the other Black female principal as a “clique”. They would go to lunch together and never
invited Evonii. They would stroll in late for leadership meetings after going to lunch
together and Evonii did not want to be a part of that. Evonii would receive eye rolls as
they entered the leadership meetings. These Black women also never connected with her
or checked in on her during her tenure but the White teachers and principals treated her
so much better than her own and she did not understand why.

The participants openly shared experiences of racial discrimination, but not one
expressed surprise. These moments were not anomalies; they were expected realities.
Stereotypes like the “angry Black woman,” the ever-reliable disciplinarian, or the
nurturing caretaker shaped how they were perceived and treated in their leadership roles.
These reductive labels undermined their authority, distorted their leadership, and chipped
away at their well-being. Several participants also spoke to the isolating weight of being

the only Black voice in leadership spaces and bearing the unspoken responsibility of
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representing all Black people or women. Beyond managing the complex demands of
leading a school, these women were constantly managing themselves with the added
layer of negative perceptions. This relentless state of double consciousness resulted in
chronic emotional toll. For Black female principals, leadership was not just about guiding
a school. It was about surviving a discriminatory system, while still leading with

excellence.

With the intersectionality of Black women, some participants experienced gender
discrimination. Participants endured gender-based bias that compounded their challenges
and contributed to emotional exhaustion, missed opportunities, and damaging
misperceptions. Nisha experienced discrimination directly connected to being a woman.
She attended the county’s annual golf tournament. The golf tournament was a space
dominated by men of various races where they negatively talked about their female
bosses. The stories they shared about their female bosses were filled with resentment and
Nisha was a fly on the wall, so she just listened and reflected. The men were not paying
attention to her presence and continued to speak negatively about their professional
experience with women. The men talked about how things “used to be”. Black male
administrators talked badly about White women too. The golf tournament was a gendered
space. Evonii understood that these men were dealing with change and it was represented
in how they professionally operated. Gender played a role for the experience of women in
the field.

The greatest barrier for Nisha throughout her career as a woman was being
labeled as “outspoken” and “spicy”. It impacted her journey as a principal. Nisha was the

type of principal that would call things out and speak up if something was being done to
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children and families that was unjust. If Nisha saw something that was racist, she would
call it out. Many people looked down upon that because it was deemed insubordinate.

Nisha ran a program for students with emotional disabilities, and she had a
problem with the decisions made by the county for Black and Brown children. Therefore,
she applied for a director position. The head of the cluster, who was a Black female
conservative woman said, “Everyone knows you’re a strong principal developer.
Everyone knows your scores are good. But you tend to escalate things with your
feedback™. Nisha agreed that she does but it is for the benefit of our most vulnerable
population and people were actually racist. In Nisha’s experience, people had the “shut
up and dribble” mindset. Instead of expressing her opinions, her counterparts wanted to
just run the building. As a Black woman, they wanted her to be on the ground, not in
spaces that influenced policy.

Cherokee was also labeled as “angry”. Schools led by “wonderful” principals did
not have emotional support programs because all the students that would need it were in
low-income schools where Black principals typically led. Cherokee questioned why this
was constantly the case. She dealt with many challenges trying to advocate for more
support for these students with the reality of her school operations. When Cherokee
would question the district, the response amongst one another was, “Oh, she’s
exaggerating” and “she’s just angry”.

Marley and Nichelle experienced discrimination that affected trust from others in
their leadership decisions within the schools. Marley experienced a White female interim
Executive Director (ED) while she held the principal position. This ED was an attorney

by trade and was assigned to her school but had never been a school leader. “You know,
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honestly, she made my life living hell and not because she was an awful person trying to
make my life living hell, but because she had no perspective, she was a White woman
with privilege and authority”. This new ED did not have direct interaction with school
principals, but she was responsible for supervising and leading the growth of four Black
female principals. There was a lack of taking the lead from the people that she supported.
Every decision was questioned and every request was not supported.

At that time, the reentry back to school from the COVID-19 pandemic required
even more support from executive leadership. Marley was not given the resources to do
the essential things she needed to do for the building and offered very little support from
her executive director. Marley fought for every little decision. Middle school students at
that time were returning to school with the “new norm” of education, and she greatly
needed leadership support because negative behaviors increased. The principal takes on
all responsibilities automatically, tso to have an unsupportive supervisor made matters
worse. At that time, Marley was one of three Black female principals within her school
and felt like her supervisor wanted to see them all fail. Each Black female principal
struggled under the leadership of that White executive director. There was a
communication barrier and zero trust.

Marley needed the ED to trust her credentials and experience to be a thought
partner in decision making. Although the ED had a law background, she believed there
were things she could learn from her, but the opportunity was not allotted. There was no
relationship or trust fostered. Marley felt undermined at every turn and felt she was not
being set up for success. It came to a point where stress began to negatively impact her

health. Marley started having panic attacks and losing sleep. Work became impossible
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and it was directly attributed to the lack of support. Race and gender played a part in her
negative experience. Being the most experienced, smartest, or most successful person in
the room meant nothing because she was a Black woman. In that environment, Marley
felt like she was fighting a losing battle and decided that principalship may not be for her
anymore. Marley, as well as the other Black female principals, left their leadership
positions in the middle of the school year. Marley thought she was never going back to
principalship until she leaned in on her spirituality. Through prayer, conversations, and
mentorship, she realized that it was not the principalship role that was the issue. The issue
derived from the unsupported conditions she experienced from her supervisor.

You cannot lead effectively without support. Support includes trust and having

someone who really believes in you and sees you as competent and wants to see

you grow. If those things are not there, you can forget it. I think that because it's
not impossible, but I think that is even harder what you're talking about leading
across difference. When you are doing that in a White environment or you're
dealing with a White boss who isn’t doing that critical reflection, who hasn't done
their work, you're already set up to fail.

Nichelle’s leadership decisions were questioned because staff was not used to
having a Black female leader. Nichelle was asked if she ever experienced any kinds of
discrimination or microaggressions while in the field and her response was, “Absolutely”.
When Nichelle obtained her principal role, she received staff who had been at that school
for many years. They wanted organizational change, but they did not want to be the
change. Her decisions as a Black female leader in a school that had not had this kind of
leadership was constantly questioned and received push back.

When Nichelle first came to the school in which she led, she explained her

expectations for the year. The expectations she requested were requirements of the

district. A White teacher said they have never had to do all the things she was requesting,
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so she and other White teachers called the Superintendent. Nichelle was trying to create
change, but it was met with resistance. The things staff were being asked to do were not
unrealistic or outside of their job descriptions, yet her leadership decisions were always
questioned. Having a Black female leader was very new in this school. Nichelle said,
“You hear about how Black women are the least respected and I experienced that.”
Nichelle’s professional ideas and decisions were undermined by White male high
school principals. Being in that space reminded her that she was the only female and the
only Black person in the room. It was difficult, yet interesting because it was like being a
part of a Boys and Girls Club. Nichelle recalled walking into meetings when men were
having conversations. When they saw her, they would stop and say, “Oh wait, there is a
lady in our presence now”. The men would not treat her badly, but it was initially
intimidating to speak up about an issue when every man in the room had an opinion. It
was an expectation for a woman to shrink in those meetings because she was the minority
and outnumbered. Nichelle was the only representative present to speak upon issue from
her lens. The men typically did not agree with her because their experiences were
different. Her ideas were questioned among this leadership group because diversity was
not a focused subject for them. Therefore, when Nichelle stood up and said things that the
majority did not understand or feel, the comments behind her back were, “She’s just
saying that because she’s a Black girl so of course, she is going to say that.” The ideas
that Nichelle shared were not just to the benefit of Black and Brown students, but for all
students. Yet, because she was a Black woman, the ideas were ignored because it was

assumed that it was made because of her race.
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Although Nichelle experienced discrimination as a leader by having her decisions
undermined and questioned because the staff was not used to having a Black woman as a
leader, she found White leadership allies to push her agenda for the benefit of the school
organization. It was difficult and hurtful, but she found a way to persist through
discrimination to do well at her job as a leader.

These participants worked hard and earned leadership roles to guide instruction,
create positive climate, manage the operations of their buildings, and engage the
community so children received a well-rounded education and developed into fruitful
leaders. That feat was difficult to overcome because the people around these participants
did not trust their decision-making. That assumption was not produced because she made
a decision and it proved to be a bad one, but because she “looked different” or her
leadership decisions did not align to what they were typically used to. This unwarranted
doubt created a hostile barrier to change, making it profoundly difficult to implement the
very reforms needed for schools to thrive.

Discrimination is neither a foreign word nor an unfamiliar experience for Black
women. Though they have been forced to adapt and navigate its persistent presence, that
reality does not justify the injustice. For many Black women, discrimination stood as a
formidable barrier to leadership, blocking pathways for those fully equipped with the
skills, intellect, and vision to lead. Those discriminatory encounters often bred isolation
and emotional exhaustion, yet not defeat. Despite the weight of these challenges, each
woman persevered, transforming adversity into a testament of her strength and resilience.
Theme 3: Grit and Grace

Utilizing grit with a touch of grace builds resiliency during professional tenure.
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"My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive; and to do so with some

passion, some compassion, some humor, and some style."-Maya Angelou (Obell,

2015)

Black women carry the world with the grace of a lady and the grit of a warrior.
Research on the Strong Black Woman schema showed that Black women are often
expected to embody endless resilience (grit) while suppressing vulnerability and self-care
(grace in the form of gentleness toward self). There were 3 sub-themes found under the
major theme of “Grit & Grace”. These sub-themes included: (1) sustained empathy
through hardship, (2) strategic resistance with poise, and (3) pushing excellence with
compassion.

Sustained Empathy Through Hardships.

Sustaining empathy through hardships for Black female principals means
maintaining a deep, human-centered connection to others even while navigating systemic
challenges, personal adversity, and professional scrutiny. Sustaining empathy means
choosing connection over detachment, even when the system fails to offer the same in
return. Having sustained empathy while leading as a principal means showing
compassion in isolated moments and consistently maintaining an empathetic stance in
how you lead, make decisions, and interact with others over time, even when challenges,
pressures, or conflicts arise.

Four of six participants shared gritty stories about sustaining empathy through
hardship. In Chapter 4, Marley’s story about her experience with a White Executive

Director was shared. Marley previously shared an experience with a White female
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interim Executive Director who was an attorney by trade. Yet, her perspective on the
situation displayed empathy even when she was going through hardship. Marley felt like
she was not being supported by this leader based on her lack of experience on supervising
a Black woman in a setting where she had little experience. Marley previously stated that
the White ED did not have perspective and was not very reflective on her practices or
leadership. Although Marley had a negative experience with that ED, she demonstrated
sustained empathy through hardship by reframing that interaction. Instead of saying that
the ED was a horrible person, she said she was not an awful person. She was solely a
leader that had no perspective on the setting in which she was placed. According to
Marley, the ED did not have the perspective, so Marley gave her grace although she had a
negative experience while showing grit to persist through this experience.
Mahkayla previously shared an experience with her students when they discussed
her life growing up with a mother who was addicted to drugs. One of the students made a
comment about her mother being a crackhead. Instead of taking offense to that comment,
Mahkayla showed empathy to her students after harsh perspective about her mother and
her upbringing. With Mahkayla’s hardships of her family, she took on a perspective to
continue to display empathy while leading. She used her hardship as fuel to treat others
with care. Mahkayla said,
I don't think I'm less or better than other people. And I never have, maybe that's
why I stayed halfway mentally whole in this work. But I just never did. I'm like,
this is the thing happening to me and around me and the test of me is how the
resilience pushes me in my leadership. Like, my mother was a great person who
had challenges and got addicted to drugs. People like her are not disposable
people.

Nisha shared an experience of how her community responded to her in her role as

a Black woman, but she continued to display empathy even when the experience was
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difficult. Nisha said, “I have parents in my community who prefer me not to be Black.
They have been open about it”. A White mother asked her when they would get a
principal who reflected their community more. Nisha’s response was, “I do reflect our
community and let me tell you why...”

Cherokee had to address a Mandarin mother who implanted racist ideologies into
her young daughter. That young student went to Cherokee in tears and stated that her
mother told her that all Black people were stupid. Her best friend was a little Black girl
and she adored her, therefore, she was extremely hurt. The seven-year-old wanted to
maintain her friendship with that friend but her mother caused confusion and hurt her
feelings. Cherokee used that experience as a teachable moment for the mother instead of
displaying anger and hostility. Because racism was taught, Cherokee called the mother to
have a personal conversation.

The mother shared that she owned a restaurant in the neighborhood and the Black
customers were always the rudest. Cherokee said, “Then don’t sell to them. Don’t take
their money. You can’t have your cake and eat it, too. She told the mother that she also
worked in that area every day and nastiness came from all colors, nationalities, and ethnic
origins. Cherokee told the mother that she knew for a fact that “rudeness” did not only
come from Black people, so it was unfair to label that one group and push that stereotype
onto her young daughter. The mother agreed, recognized that wrongdoing, and allowed
her daughter to remain friends with her Black best friend.

Displaying empathy in the face of unkindness demanded extraordinary emotional
strength, yet these Black women did so with grace and poise. Even amid personal

hardship, they transformed challenging moments into opportunities for growth and
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understanding, seeking to improve the experiences of both them and others. Although
frustration or anger would have been justified, these Black women intentionally chose
compassion and modeled a form of emotional intelligence deeply rooted in resilience.
That act aligned with research that highlighted how Black women’s intersectional
experiences cultivated a heightened capacity for empathy and relational care (Collins,
2000; Hooks, 2001). Their empathy was born through lived understanding and knowing
the pain of being denied compassion. Therefore, they offered it freely to others. Through
this, they redefined leadership not as authority, but as human connection grounded in
strength, grace, and moral clarity.

Strategic Resistance with Poise.

Strategic resilience for Black female principals was the intentional, thoughtful
navigation of adversity in ways that preserved their authenticity and protected their
emotional well-being. Strategic resistance with poise for Black female principals referred
to the deliberate, thoughtful ways they navigated and challenged systemic inequities,
stereotypes, or pressures in educational leadership while maintaining professionalism,
authority, and composure. It involved using insight, cultural knowledge, and leadership
skills to transform those challenges into growth and influence. Strategic resilience meant
anticipating resistance and preparing for it mentally and emotionally, responding in ways
that preserved their professionalism and authority, while refusing to be silenced, and
leveraging mentorship and professional networks to avoid isolation.

Three out of six participants shared experiences of utilizing strategic resistance
with poise to navigate oppression. Marley learned to code-switch for White parents to

initially gain access into being seen as a leader. Marley’s gender, age, and appearance
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had White parents dismiss her as a school leader. Therefore, when it came to front-facing
interactions with White parents, she learned to be a tad more formal. Instead of wearing
sneakers or T-shirts at parent events, she would come dressed in a suit and heels. Marley
felt like it was a “mental thing”.

Marley strategically utilized two male assistant principals to get oppressive
parents to come onboard with her ideas and agendas. Marley had two male assistant
principals. Those men were the first line of communication with certain parents because
some parents did not take her seriously. Marley acknowledged that having to do that did
not feel very good but it was the reality with some White families and/or privileged
families. When conversing with Marley, those kinds of families typically led
conversations with their job titles. Marley would push back by sharing her educational
experience from an Ivy League, credentials, and who she also knew in the education
field. Marley thought, “Well, if that is what I have to do for us to move forward and have
a productive conversation about the growth of children, then that's fine (laughter).”

Like Marley, Nichelle also strategically utilized a White male colleague to push
her leadership agenda. Because of his race and gender, the agenda coming from him was
better received by the masses. Nichelle had a White male assistant principal. When she
first entered principalship at that school, the staff had a great rapport with him. Once
Nichelle gained a healthy relationship with him, she utilized him to push agendas forward
because he supported her and he was a supportive leader to teachers. Nichelle made him
the messenger of her ideas. She was okay with that because she was able to roll many

things out and it also built this leadership skills, too. Once Nichelle found her allies on
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campus, she fostered relationships and utilized them in ways to get things done for the
sake of children and families.

Nichelle also strategically utilized two trusted leadership members to push her
academic agenda and ideas to teachers. Nichelle utilized her counselor and social worker
to push her agenda to teachers. Those leadership members had been a part of the school
community for several years and fostered trusting relationships with the teachers.
Nichelle would sit with the counselor and social workers and converse about what was
occurring in the school and develop plans together to resolve issues. During the meetings,
Nichelle would say, “Yes, I love it! Let’s roll this out. You develop the email and send it
out to staff. Then, at the faculty meeting, we will discuss it together and put it in place.”
Nichelle knew this move was strategic and wonderful things happened for children
because of it.

Nichelle shared a gritty story about strategically navigating through principalship
by using negative perceptions of her race and lack of trust from staff to her advantage.
She led a school within a rural area where there were very few female Black principals.
Therefore, her presence caused a shift for many people because the dynamics they were
accustomed to had changed.

Nichelle had White males in her school who did not trust her decisions. These
men were used to entering an all-White room and taking orders from a White principal.
Now, they had to listen to a Black woman, and it was overwhelming for them. Nichelle
could tell by their demeanor and the lack of follow-up from her expectations, so she used
her creativity to push her agenda with these kinds of staff that demonstrated resistance.

Nichelle utilized that negative perception to gain support to fuel her vision, but she did so



186

with grace. Nichelle invited those men to her brainstorming sessions, allowed them to
share their thoughts on problem solving issues, and made them a strong support system
for her. She led conversations by saying, “Help me think through this...” Nichelle’s
strategy of pulling in the naysayers demonstrated courage, perseverance, and humility.
Nisha encompassed gritty strategic resistance with poise by seeking professional
development before and during her principalship to further develop her skills and
overcome resistance from those who doubted her decision-making. Nisha’s first year of
principalship was rough. She felt defeated because she earned her administration
certificate 10 years prior and did not remember the several concepts from the program.
Therefore, she entered a Harvard online program where she later obtained a certificate in
school change in leadership. The program covered leading people, strategy, and change.
This self-driven professional development reminded her of her purpose and frame how
she led people and change with strong strategies. Since then, Nisha has continued to
develop herself as a leader. She remained active in various professional organizations,
such as the National Association of Secondary Principals. Nisha later became the chair of
the National Council of History Education. Nisha then obtained her doctoral degree and
used everything she learned to improve her practices as a principal. Nisha demonstrated
perseverance, humility, and courage by seeking professional development on her own
while leading a school. She knew having a wealth of knowledge within the field would
deter resistance from those who did not believe in her leadership as a Black woman.
Mahkayla demonstrated gritty strategic resilience by employing her
resourcefulness and leveraging her relationships to improve her students’ school

experience. One of Mahkayla’s mentors shared ways to leverage resources, like furniture.
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After seeing random office furniture show up at her school, she specifically asked her
how she made this happen with the budget they were allotted. Mahkayla’s mentor taught
her how to leverage relationships and resources. When Mahkayla became principal, she
implemented Restorative Justice practices which required circular tables in the cafeteria.
The budget did not allocate funds to purchase circular tables, but the social-emotional
practices would change the trajectory on the way students handled conflict with one
another, so it was important to her. Therefore, she leveraged her relationships. Mahakayla
contacted a friend who worked in a warehouse. She told him, “If circular tables happen to
show up here, please keep me in mind.” Mahkayla would continually check in with this
friend. One day, 20 free circular tables showed up at her school because there was an
overflow of furniture from a local school that was transitioning from trailers to full use of
a brick and mortar.

Mahkayla learned the importance of relationships and follow-through as a way to
create strategic resistance. When Mahkayla met with building contractors and the
superintendent. It was discovered that the uninvents were left behind in the HVAC
systems which caused vermin and water to enter the building. Covering the uninvents
was not a part of the contract. Mahkayla initially did not have a relationship with the
contractors, but she fostered relationships as they completed work on her building. With
the new relationship, she would continually ask, “Can we cover the uninvents? Wouldn’t
it be amazing if we covered the uninvents?” Covering the uninvents were not a part of the
contractors’ scope and plan but through the newly fostered relationship, they covered the
uninvents. It was not a part of Mahkayla’s leadership style to wait and complain. She

believed in advocating for her school because she had a clear vision and kept a wish list
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of things she wanted for her school. When doors opened, she answered and walked
through it. Mahkayla’s strategic resilience experiences demonstrated passion,
perseverance, and humility.

Despite the challenges they faced in leadership stemming from their intersectional
identities, limited resources, and constrained opportunities, these participants
demonstrated exceptional strategic thinking to navigate resistance. They skillfully
leveraged and nurtured relationships as a form of social capital, using collaboration and
trust-building to advance their leadership agendas. These intentional efforts yielded
meaningful outcomes for their schools, children, and staff. While cultivating authentic
relationships required time and emotional labor, the investment proved invaluable. It was
through these relationships that transformative leadership took root, illustrating how
strategy and grace together drove sustainable change.

Pushing Excellence with Compassion.

For Black female principals, pushing excellence with compassion meant holding
high expectations for those they led, while also recognizing and responding to the human
experience behind the work. It was the deliberate practice of driving performance and
accountability without dehumanizing, drawing from a deep well of empathy, cultural
understanding, and resilience shaped by their own lived experiences. It was a kind of
leadership that combined rigor with humanity. Four out of six participants shared
experiences of pushing excellence with compassion.

Evonii’s gift was growing leaders and helping people. She saw gifts in staff and
guided them on how to nurture those gifts. She experienced a staff member and could

say, “You need to be an instructional coach, you need to be a principal, you need to stay
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in the classroom and work your magic there, you probably don’t need to be in education
at all.” Evonii helped staff see where they needed to be, groom them to improve their
skills, and push them to seek more opportunities to go back to school or use their local
agencies for professional learning. Staff needed to see someone who was going to love
them and hold them accountable, regardless of race. That is how she led and grew her
staff with compassion.

Marley talked about pushing her teachers for excellence by differentiating how
she coached them and being patient while holding them accountable. Marley believed she
did a great job pushing adults to build their capacity. Adults need differentiation in
learning. Just because something was stated in a staff meeting did not mean it translated
to everyone in the same way. Marley shared,

Some people need to be handled with kid gloves. Some people need one-on-one;

some people need repetition. Some people need information in writing, some

people need to hear that same information from somebody else that they know,
but everyone needs trust.

Mahkayla utilized a personal strategy to grow her staff and help them transition
into new roles. Mahkayla researched what caused a strong impact on upcoming leaders.
She refined those methods and created a formula that has worked for the last 10 years.
Mahkayla used that formula and inserted different people to create her dream team. Her
dream team included teachers she coached for 5-6 years who later became coaches on her
team.

Mahkayla also pushed her staff for greatness, but with the understanding that it
was her duty to remove any barriers that allowed them to do so. Mahkayla was clear on

what she would provide for staff to provide high-quality for children. She focused on

providing foundational needs. If she wanted staff to do something, she made it as easy as
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possible on them to produce. The resources or training needed for staff to meet the
expectations of Mahkalya were provided without barriers. For example, if she wanted
them to do small group instruction, she provided training, development, and materials so
staff would not have to worry about it.

Mahkayla also pushed her teachers for excellence by embedding their wants and
needs of professional development into her organizational goals, which resulted in
improved overall organizational results. As far as organizational goals, Mahkayla kept
her comprehensive school plan basic. It has not changed over several years. On
professional development plans, staff shared the areas of growth they wanted to see
increase. With the incorporation of individualized professional goals aligned with
organizational goals, the strategies toward the comprehensive school plan resulted in
great success because there was buy-in. Mahkayla’s school went from 80% significantly
below for multiple years to 70% on and above grade level in 6 years. Mahkayla was good
at convincing people what she needed or wanted for them as what they needed for
themselves. Figuring out how to support that staff member to get there was the overlap.
Mahkayla said, “This is how I survived.” She still gave staff what they needed when they
did not realize how impactful it was until they saw student results.

Cherokee shared a story earlier where she provided a Mandarin parent grace,
understanding, and guidance on perception. Cherokee’s story demonstrated grace because
she did not write this mother off for her racist comment about Black people, she instead
brought kindness and care to the experience. For a topic as such, it took grit to have the

conversation about racism that would clearly be uncomfortable for either party.
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Evonii shared a gritty story about her persistence in becoming an interim principal
without support but kept the progress of students and staff in mind. When she became
interim principal, she did not have an assistant principal, and it was testing season. She
cried for two weeks because of the level of stress and lack of support and guidance. With
grit, she eventually picked herself up and shifted the culture of the school. Her school
went from being one of the lowest achieving schools to one of the best schools in the
district. Assessment scores and positive climate increased. Her school became a beam of
light in the district. Evonii’s story demonstrated perseverance, courage, and bounce back.

These participants prioritized building the capacity of their staff, understanding
that when educators grow stronger, children and families thrive. Their leadership
extended beyond accountability because it was grounded in care. They pursued
excellence through a trauma-informed lens, balancing high expectations with deep
compassion. This approach mirrored the guidance they once received from mentors who
had modeled tenacity, encouragement, and empathy. In replicating that support, they
cultivated cultures of growth and resilience within their schools. Even in the absence of
systemic support, these women continued to push themselves toward excellence,
embodying the very perseverance and transformational leadership they sought to inspire
in others.

Theme 4: Self-Care = Self-Investment

The Strong Black Woman (SBW) thrives from strong self-care and reframing
perceptions to persist.

"If you prioritize yourself, you are going to save yourself."-Gabrielle Union
(Peacock & Syrdal, 2025)
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Black women are ancient oak trees that are deep-rooted and unshakeable. She
offers shade and shelter to all who need it. She does so with a strength as long and as tall
as her strong, yet soft branches. Birds nest in her branches. Children rest and play in her
shadows. She faces the most harrowing storms but remains upright as she protects those
around her. As beautiful, fierce, and strong this ancient oak tree is in the world, no one
notices cracks forming in her bark. Her roots are thirsty from constantly giving without
receiving.

Referring back to the Strong Black Woman Schema (SBWS), resilient Black
women persevered regardless of mutable and immutable obstacles and barriers along the
way because that was all they knew to do. Yet, running on an infinite resiliency battery
charge in a life where the goal post constantly moved, brought a need to continually fill a
well with a pothole-sized hole on the bottom. The growth mindset placed cobblestone
over the hole to continue to push through but even with cobblestone, water continued to
seep through. With this pattern, self-care was needed and required to sustain.

Dorociak et al. (2017) defined self-care as "a multidimensional, multifaceted
process of purposeful engagement in strategies that promote healthy functioning and
enhance well-being”. With self-care practices, proactive steps to improve, maintain, and
protect physical health, mental health, and emotional well-being were taken. Table 5

below shows self-care domains and practices.

Table 5

Self-Care Domains and Practices

Self-Care Domains Examples




193

Maintaining a well-balanced diet

Physical Self-Care Sleep and rest

Exercise

Medical check-ups

e Mindfulness and meditation

Mental Self-Care e Relaxation techniques (i.e.
reading)
e Setting boundaries
e Journaling
e Social connections
Emotional Self-Care e Hobbies and interests
e Seeking support (i.e. therapy)
e Sclf-compassion

Nature walk
Practicing gratitude
Prayer
Volunteering

Spiritual Self-Care

Prioritizing self-care had short-term and long-term benefits. In the short-term,
practicing self-care reduced stress levels, increased self-worth, increased energy, lowered
risk of illness, and created feelings of belonging. In the long-term, practicing self-care
helped to manage chronic conditions, increased disease prevention, created healthier
relationships, improved job satisfaction, and increased improved quality of life overall
(Bottaro, 2024).

Self-care was deeply important for Black women because it was a necessary act
of survival, healing, and liberation (Collins, 2000). Black women inherited a legacy of

resilience, but also intergenerational trauma rooted in slavery, colonization, and systemic
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oppression (Collins, 2000; Woods-Giscombé, 2010). As scholars like Lorde (1988) and
Nelson (2018) noted, self-care for Black women was personal wellness and a political act
of reclaiming joy, bodily autonomy, and resistance to self-neglect. Black women charged
their inner batteries to survive. Self-care contributed to self-investment. There were 3
sub-themes found under the major theme of “Self-Care = Self-Investment”. These sub-
themes included: (1) cup-filling experiences, (2) self-care practices and (3) self-care
advice.

Cup-Filling Experiences.

Having positive experiences in both work and personal life is deeply connected to
self-care because those experiences created balance, energy, and resilience. For Black
women, the phrase “having your cup filled” carried both a personal and collective
meaning. The metaphor of “the cup” represents a person’s emotional well-being.
Everyone carries a cup that holds good thoughts and feelings through actions and words,
which contributes to self-care and wellbeing. When one had their cup-filled through a
positive experience, it resulted in replenishment, wholeness, and restoration in the face of
constant demands on their time, energy, and spirit. Because Black women frequently
navigated intersecting pressures, such as racism, sexism, cultural expectations,
community responsibilities, and professional demands, the idea of “cup-filling” was
deeply layered. Positive experiences acted as fuel for self-care.

Four participants shared moments where they experienced cup-filling experiences
that contributed to their well-being. The Black members of Nisha’s church home and
sorority continually filled her cup with exchanges of positivity and affirmation within her

principalship role. While in Black spaces, such as her church home, Black principals
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were highly respected. When she attended church services, members would provide
motivation. Men and women would say, “Oh, you’re a principal? Oh honey, give me a
hug!” These church members would encourage her devotion to the work and pray over
her to give her the strength she needed to persevere. Nisha also experienced this same
kind of positivity in sorority meetings from her Black sorers. These women told Nisha
that they were proud of her, impressed with her work, and they affirmed that she was in a
role that would contribute positively to society. Nisha believed there was a certain status
that Black principals had in the Black community. Moments such as these reinvigorated
Nisha’s well-being and gave her the energy to lead with excellence with decreased stress.
Evonii was heavily supported by her family, friends, staff, and church family to
pray over her school before the beginning of the program year. That level of spiritual
support reaffirmed her strong connection with God, resilience in leading, and filled her
spiritual cup. The prayer vigil was led by her father. Having her father lead the vigil is a
cup filler within itself. The presence of her father was supportive. The vigil provided
spiritual support and emotional safety. Evonii felt relief in relying on her faith. Evonii
believed that self-care involved trusting God instead of solely depending on self. God
saw the big picture. The prayer vigil and the comfort of leaning on her faith filled
Evonii’s cup which spoke to her ability to practice self-care because her spiritual
practices revived her. Evonii said,
You only see what’s on the road ahead of you. He sees what’s around the road,
down the corner, over the mountain, around the hills. He sees all this. Are you
gonna trust your limited vision or the one who sees further out? So even though

we are going through this tough time, I know it is for a reason. I know it will
strengthen my faith and credibility.

Mahkayla had cup-filling experiences with her assistant principal and other

support networks. Unlike several Black female principals, Mahkayla had not experienced
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burn out in her role. It was due to having the support and friendships she needed to help
her continue her work, which kept her cup filled. She did come close to burn out after
school resumed in-person during the pandemic. However, Mahkayla believed God sent
her an amazing assistant principal that gave her space to finally breathe. He was great
because he supported her leadership decisions and did so with immense support,
transparency, and validation. That assistant principal would continually pull her back if
needed. That kind of support poured into her emotional well-being because it revived her
energy and caused her to reframe her experiences which contributed to filling her cup.
Mahkayla felt like she was blessed and reinvigorated with this level of support.

Nichelle experienced cup-filling experiences with another Black female principal
in her district. Their work relationship later blossomed into a personal friendship.
Nichelle’s experience with this Black principal was founded in their spirituality, which
contributed to her self-care, wellbeing, and resilience in the field. Nichelle expressed
earlier that she made a strong connection with the other Black female principal in the
district. They had a Google Doc shared between them that would share scriptures,
prayers, and words of encouragement and motivation. The incorporation of this
encouragement system contributed to self-care because spiritual faith contributed to
spiritual well-being.

When participants poured into others' cups, it was another way to have their own
cups filled when those people succeeded or had positive experiences. Nisha once worked
alongside a Latina assistant principal who shared her aspiration of becoming a principal
early in her career. Seeing her potential, Nisha chose to pour into her growth with

honesty and intentionality. She encouraged her to slow down and enroll in a leadership
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program designed specifically for Latina women. The program provided mentorship,
cultural affirmation, and a framework for leading with purpose. Nisha not only helped her
enter the program but also mentored her throughout the journey, guiding her through the
complexities of school leadership and helping her connect with broader educational
networks. Together, they reflected on professional experiences, deepened their
understanding of community engagement, and cultivated authentic leadership rooted in
service. As Nisha watched her assistant principal grow in confidence and competence,
she felt a deep sense of renewal. The act of pouring into another woman’s dream
reminded her of her own purpose, refueled her joy, and became a powerful form of self-
care, proof that sometimes nurturing others was how Black women restored themselves.

Mahkayla’s self-care cup was filled each time she poured into her families and
staff to help fill theirs. She believed deeply in supporting single mothers, which was a
conviction rooted in her own experience being raised by one and understanding the
weight of that responsibility. Within her school community, her office manager embodied
that same strength and resilience. Despite navigating personal hardships, she consistently
met enrollment goals, built genuine relationships with families, and served as a steady
presence in the school. Recognizing her dedication, Mahkayla extended compassion
through action, allowing her to work from home for the first two hours each morning to
better manage her children’s schedules. This small but intentional act gave the office
manager the flexibility to balance her personal and professional roles more peacefully,
reducing stress while sustaining excellence.

In witnessing this transformation, Mahkayla felt her own spirit replenished. She

explained, “If you can do your job well, I want to help you continue to do that. If you are
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doing well, I can be bamboo.” Her metaphor captured her belief that strength and
flexibility come from supporting others. By giving care and relief to those around her,
Mahkayla found renewal, peace, and fulfillment within herself. Pouring into others was
not an act of depletion. It was her form of self-care, a way of affirming that collective
wellbeing sustains individual wellness.

Evonii’s nurturing spirit guided her to pour into her staff in ways that deeply
addressed their social and emotional needs. Many of her team members were navigating
profound personal loss and trauma. One staff member’s partner, who was only 30 years
old, spent a month in hospice before passing away, leaving behind their young daughter,
who attended the school. Another staff member mourned the recent death of her mother.
Still others suffered consecutive losses. One grieving both an uncle and a nephew within
months, two more losing their sisters just weeks apart, and another who had lost her
father earlier that year. Evonii remained acutely aware of each hardship. She responded
not as a supervisor, but as a compassionate leader and human being by visiting hospitals,
calling to check in, sending flowers, attending funerals, granting time off, and connecting
her staff with grief and coping resources.

None of these acts were part of her professional obligations, yet Evonii chose to
lead with empathy and humanity. Her intentional care became a lifeline for her staff and a
reflection of her belief that people cannot thoroughly pour from an empty cup. As she
supported them through their pain, Evonii found her own sense of peace and purpose
restored. Pouring into others became both her leadership practice and her form of self-
care, which was an act of healing that countered compassion fatigue with connection,

love, and renewal.
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The metaphor of “having your cup filled” reflects the importance of replenishing
one’s emotional, mental, and spiritual energy. When individuals prioritize practices that
restore them, they are better positioned to show up authentically and fully for others. In
the context of self-care, this means acknowledging that one cannot pour from an empty
cup. Caring for oneself is not selfish. These participants shared the experience of feeling
guilty about taking care of themselves, but they learned that it is essential for sustaining
care for others.

That balance is critical for Black women leaders, who often bear the dual burden
of professional and cultural expectations. When these leaders engaged in reciprocal care,
it filled their own cup while pouring into others. They created environments grounded in
empathy, trust, and collective growth. Filling others’ cups, then, became an act of shared
self-care because it strengthened community bonds, reinforced purpose, and nurtured
mutual resilience. When one’s own well-being was attended to, acts of care toward others
flowed from abundance rather than depletion. That cycle sustained both personal
wellness and the broader community's well-being.

Self-Care Practices.

Nichelle, Marley, Evonii, and Nisha shared ways they practiced self-care to
sustain in the field as Black female leaders. When Nichelle entered principalship, she did
not practice self-care and it took a toll on her. She experienced the adverse effects of
neglecting self-care and what she began to do when she felt the repercussions of it,
because the neglect of self-care impacted her experience in the field. Even as a teacher,
Nichelle never took time off to do things that filled her cup and revived her. When she

first transitioned into administration as an assistant principal, she worked every summer
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and never took advantage of her vacation time. She did that for years. In her 28th year in
education, she finally decided to take a vacation during the school year. She went to the
beach with her family. Nichelle began to schedule time off to vacation at the beach with
her family because they provided laughter, fun, and joy. Initially, she still felt guilty
about doing it because she was not in charge of her building's operations, but each year
grew easier to prioritize her wellbeing.

Marley maintained her relationship with God and her ancestors through prayer
and maintaining her altar. For Marley, maintaining her altar referred to ongoing practice
of caring for and tending to a sacred space that represented her spiritual beliefs, ancestors,
or connections to the divine. Those practices included refreshing items on her altar (e.g.,
candles and spiritual symbols), intentional connection at the altar (e.g., prayer, gratitude,
reflection, and meditation), and keeping her spirit aligned to what the alter represented
(e.g. peace, protection, love, and clarity). Maintaining her alter and attending church was
a source of self-care practice because it encouraged spiritual wellbeing and allowed her to
recalibrate herself. These practices enable her to reset and center herself as a woman and
a leader; therefore, she shared this advice to future Black female leaders in the
educational field.

Evonii shared the daily self-care routine she put in place for herself and
recommends it to future Black female principals to sustain in the field. Evonii committed
to this routine to ensure she prioritized care of her well-being. Evonii poured into herself
by tapping into her spiritual foundation, such as attending church, reading the Bible, and
meditating. Evonii woke up every morning, prayed, meditated, stretched and exercised.

That was how she started her day and took care of her physical and mental wellbeing.
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Initially every night Evonii arrived home from work, she would get on the computer and
do more work. She would send a message out for the next day and schedule it to send the
next morning to go out to staff. Evonii stopped doing that. Instead, she assigned that duty
to her team. When Evonii began to prioritize self-care, she changed her routine. Now,
when she arrives home from work, she does not log onto her computer. Evonii began to
place a work-life boundary. She began to leave work in the building instead of bringing it
home unless it was something very urgent. Coming home from work now involved
cooking, eating, showering, and getting in bed by 8:30 pm so she can wake up by 4:30
am to start her work day.

Evonii also shared that part of her self-care practice was reframing perception of
negative experiences which allowed her to sustain in the field. Evonii said, “It’s all about
perception. If you focus on yourself so much, you’re gonna be depressed and feel
defeated. You’re going to feel like you’re not making an impact. But once you really
understand that this is not about you, it’s about children, so you must pour into yourself.”
Evonii’s father pours into her. Also knowing that “this too shall pass™ brings a sense of
peace and spiritual well-being because it reminded her that that things would get better
when things were tough.

Part of Nisha’s self-care routine involved consistently confiding in a therapist.
With mental health support from her therapist, she shared her experiences, received
advice on prioritizing her well-being, and released negative thoughts that could have
affected her sustainability. Nisha went through six years of therapy, and she stated that it
helped her wellbeing immensely. She learned strategies to cope which increased her

resiliency in the field. When Nisha transitioned into her principal role, she used several
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strategies from her therapy sessions to improve her mental health journey. Nisha learned
to set appropriate boundaries and managed the work.

Nisha also learned the importance of incorporating rest in her self-care routine.
She became more cognizant of the mental and physical benefits of rest; therefore, she
prioritized it without apology. Before Nisha’s first year of being a principal, she would
feel guilty about taking time off. Eventually, Nisha learned how to turn work off and she
began taking vacations. When she began taking the time she needed to refuel, she stated
that she became a better leader. Nisha learned that she was so focused on taking care of
others, that she forgot to pour the same amount of time and love into herself.

These participants came to understand the necessity of self-care through lived
experience by feeling the toll of leading without prioritizing their own physical,
emotional, and mental well-being. The absence of balance led to burnout, emotional
exhaustion, and even physical illness. Though they continued to lead and persevere, it
was as if the candle burned fiercely at both ends. Over time, they realized that
sustainability required more than endurance, it demanded intentional restoration. When
self-care evolved from an occasional act to a consistent ritual, these Black women began
showing up with renewed strength, clarity, and compassion for those they led. They
emphasized not only the importance of implementing self-care practices, but the
transformative power of practicing them consistently.

Self-Care Advice.

Three participants shared self-care advice to new Black female leaders on how to
prioritize their well-being in the field because it was integral for resilience in the field.

Marley’s advice focused on advocating for support in work schedules to protect mental
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health. One of her pieces of advice to future Black female principals was to create and
implement a self-care routine calendar. A self-care routine calendar consisted of pre-
planned days for self-care. She advised new leaders to review their calendars over the
course of the school year, planning her personal days, and laying out what she needs from
her superiors or her network. Marley advised to put terms of support in writing on the
front end and ask what levels of support are offered as a new leader. The terms of support
should be a part of her professional contract and placed in writing so she can hold herself
and others accountable to adhering to it.

Marley advised upcoming Black female principals to take care of their bodies to
contribute to their self-care practices. Marley said, “Work out, get your nails done, and be
intentional about those things”. She recommended planning intentional time in taking
care of their bodies (e.g. physical health), mind (e.g. mental health), and soul (e.g.
emotional health). Marley shared self-care advice that focused on dismantling the
Superwoman Schema. She wanted future Black female leaders to know that they are not
martyrs. She said, “They do not have to “save” all the children because you actually
cannot do so if you want to work for more than three years”. Marley advised to put that
mentality to the side and to be more realistic about what principalship actually is, then
position yourself to do so. Being realistic about the job and what you can actually
accomplish helps your ability to mentally sustain.

Marley suggested that new leaders carve out time to receive feedback from trusted
mentors. New leaders must carve out time for professional development to continue to
grow within their field. Professional development contributes to self-care because it

reconnects to purpose and increases confidence and competence. Marley advised carving
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out time to reflect. Practicing reflection created a space to pause and be present in the
moment. It also built self-awareness, prevented burnout, caused emotional release, and
validated efforts and growth.

Nichelle’s self-care advice focused on dismantling the Superwoman Schema and
how to use it to build resiliency. Based on personal experience, Nichelle advised future
Black female principals not to transition into their roles feeling like they needed to be a
superwoman. For Nichelle, attempting to be everyone’s superwoman led to burnout. She
said, “You can’t be everybody’s superwoman. You don’t have a cape. Starting out in
leadership, you feel like you must do that. Instead, you must help others find the super in
them.” That perspective of thinking built resilience and released the pressure of feeling
like Black women had to be the savior of all, which contributed to self-care and positive
wellbeing.

Nichelle advised future Black female leaders to focus on supportive networks that
built resilience, such as family, friends, colleagues who understand what you are going
through. Focus attention on relationships of those who understand the work, as well as
being an encouragement to others. Nichelle advised to be “authentically you” in all you
do because it builds a confidence in the self and the work.

Nichelle shared self-care advice that was fostered in spirituality. Engaging in
some type of spiritual life was a must, but it looks different for different people.
Regardless of how upcoming new Black leaders engage in spirituality, it must provide
innate strength. Whatever it is, find it and use it to persist when things become

challenging and to motivate you to continue when things are going well.
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Nichelle also advised to intentionally schedule time to develop professional and
personal skills. Upcoming leaders must implement self-care routines consistently.
Nichelle advised practicing self-care because “all we do is give and give and give and we
don’t take care of ourselves in the way they we should.” According to Nichelle’s personal
and professional experiences, when Black women prioritized taking care of themselves,
they did not feel right about doing it, but they must feel content with it because it was
needed and required to persist. Black women must be okay with prioritizing themselves.
Nichelle mentioned that she hated taking off of work. She used to think, “No, I gotta be

")

here!” To new leaders, her reply to this was of thinking was, “No, you don’t! The school
is still going to run. Teachers are still going to teach. It will be okay if you take some
time for yourself.” Black women must prioritize their health. When Nichelle first
transitioned into leadership, she would tell herself that she needed to wait until a break to
go to the doctor. She learned that when her health was not prioritized, she was not her
best self for those she served. Therefore, she advised new upcoming leaders to put their
physical wellbeing first.

Nichelle also advised in finding peace with accepting when it was time to
transition to a new setting. Black female principals had the innate desire to lead in
schools, despite their experience, and remain there until they felt like their job is
complete, although the “completion” of their job is one they could never “work
themselves out of” because of the underlying disparities. Nichelle shared that upcoming
new Black leaders must know when it is time to transition somewhere else, even if it is to

heal or gain new experiences. Nichelle advised that new Black leaders must know when

to cut ties and not feel guilty about it.
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Nichelle also shared self-care advice to new and future Black female leaders that
focused on building a strong team around you so the guilty feeling of taking time for
yourself decreased. Nichelle explained that, as a principal, you cannot do it all alone. You
must build a strong team of people around you by fostering their professional capacity.
An essential part of building a strong team was learning to delegate and utilizing those
around you to lead because you cannot control it all. Nichelle built a strong leadership
team that consisted of her Dean of Students and teacher leaders.

Evonii’s self-care advice for new and upcoming Black female school leaders
focused on setting healthy boundaries. Evonii advised to keep things in perspective and
remember that you are not your job. Therefore, you must take care of yourself by setting
healthy boundaries. A piece of advice was knowing when to shut work off. Shutting work
off is a healthy boundary, especially if you have young children, because your family is
your first ministry. Evonii stated, “You don’t want your children growing up saying ‘my
mama was busy taking care of all those other kids but didn’t take care of me’. So, make
your family your fiirst priority.”

Evonii self-care advice also included prioritizing physical and mental health by
“putting your mask on first.” For physical self-care, she advised exercising regularly,
eating right, drinking plenty of water, and getting the proper amount of sleep each night.
Evonii explained that “You cannot be good for anyone else unless you are good to
yourself first”. For mental self-care, new Black leaders should have someone they can
talk to who is a patient active listener (e.g. close family member, close colleague, or
therapist). Have a trusted person who will hold you accountable to maintain your

boundaries and can be a thought partner in the work. It is essential to have a mentor who
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can provide practical advice and guidance when needed. Evonii’s mentor helped her
think through things and prevented her from making emotional decisions.

These participants drew upon their lived experiences to offer guidance to future
Black female school leaders, hoping to help them avoid the barriers they themselves once
faced. Just as they had been supported by family members in education and by
professional mentors, they now intentionally extended that same mentorship to emerging
leaders. The care, wisdom, and encouragement once poured into them now flowed
forward, creating a ripple effect of empowerment. This cycle of mentorship underscored
the critical importance of support networks for Black women in leadership. As each
generation of leaders poured into the next, the collective wisdom grew like an expanding
avalanche of knowledge and resilience while dismantling barriers and easing the path for

those who followed.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Chapter 5 discusses the key findings and interpretations from the participants'
narrative accounts. This chapter seeks to illuminate the storied lives shared in the
previous chapter. Drawing on recurring narrative threads, I offer an interpretive
synthesis of the themes while grounding the discussion in the participants’ voices. The
chapter begins with a recap of the study overview and a summary of the research
questions and answers. It then summarizes the core narrative patterns, followed by an
interpretation of these themes through the lens of the study’s theoretical and conceptual
framework. I then reflect on my positionality and role in shaping the narratives, discuss
implications for practice and future research, and acknowledge the limitations of this
study. I close the chapter with a concluding reflection on what these stories collectively
reveal.

The underrepresentation of Black female school leaders is a national issue
(Superville, 2021). The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to understand how lived
experiences shape the persistence of K-12 Black female school leaders in the field. This
narrative study examined how lived experiences shape a Black female school leader’s
ability to persist in the field, taking into account cultural values, discrimination, and
mentorship. Understanding the personal and professional experiences of this population
provides us with greater insight into their lived experiences through storytelling,
potentially increasing the number of Black female school leaders in the field nationally.
The purpose of this study is to understand how they navigate barriers, in the past and
present, that allowed them to persist in the profession. The analysis of my study focused
on one central research question and two sub-research questions:

1. What personal and professional experiences have influenced Black female
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leaders in K-12 schools to persist in the profession?

a. What challenges or barriers do Black female school leaders have to
overcome as they ascend to leadership positions?

b. What do the stories of Black female leaders reveal about their
persistence in the profession?

As discussed in Chapters 1 and 3, I employed narrative inquiry and analysis
through storytelling as a methodology because of its congruence and complementarity
with the theoretical paradigms and frameworks of Black Feminist Thought (BFT) and
Narrative Inquiry. I analyzed the alignment of the participants’ stories with the elements
of Black feminist theory to accumulate themes that answered my original research
question and sub-questions.

Discussion of Findings

This study revealed four emergent themes (see Figure 3) derived from
participants’ narratives: (1) Being Unapologetically Me: Evolving Through Heritage, (2)
Support and Solidarity, (3) Grit and Grace, and (4) Self-Care as Self-Investment. These
themes, constructed from the collective personal and professional experiences of the
participants, illuminate the complex and multidimensional nature of resilience and
persistence among Black female K—12 principals. Consistent with the existing body of
research on Black women in educational leadership, the findings underscore the ways in
which identity, community, and adaptive coping strategies serve as critical assets in

navigating systemic inequities and sustaining leadership roles.

Each theme is examined through the lens of Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000)

three-dimensional narrative inquiry framework, which attends to temporality (past,
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present, and future), sociality (personal and social conditions), and place (contextual
environments). This approach allows for a comprehensive analysis of participants’
experiences by situating their stories within broader sociohistorical and institutional
contexts. The findings incorporate a multidirectional analysis—looking inward (personal
conditions such as emotions, beliefs, and identity), backward and forward (continuity of
experiences across time), and outward (interactions within professional and social
environments). This layered analysis reflects the dynamic and evolving nature of

participants’ leadership journeys.

Collectively, these themes respond directly to the study’s research questions by
illustrating how Black female principals make meaning of their experiences, navigate
challenges, and sustain their commitment to the principalship. Figure 3 visually
represents the relationship among the emergent themes, while Table 6 provides a
summary of the key findings aligned to each research question. Together, these findings
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of persistence as a culturally grounded,

relational, and evolving process within the context of educational leadership.

Figure 3

Emergent Themes Chart
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Table 6

Research Findings Summary

Research Questions Outcome of Findings
RQ: What personal and e Ingrained values of education, faith, women, and
professional experiences integrity from heritage
have influenced Black e Overcoming trauma
female leaders in K-12 e Learning to pivot after experiences of
schools to persist in the discrimination
profession? e Formal and informal mentorship as a means of
support
e Reframing negative experiences
e Prioritizing self-care
SQ: What challenges or e Proving professional worth (The safe pick beat
barriers do Black female the right pick)
school leaders have to e Disciplinarian role (Hired to teach, cast to
overcome as they ascend police)
to leadership positions? e Navigating the challenges of mismatched
mentors and supervisors
e Discrimination, microaggressions, and
stereotypes that lead to mistrust in leadership
abilities
e Earning trust of staff, families, and community
e Lack of leadership opportunities
SQ: What do the stories of e Persistence derived from an internal space,
Black female leaders which caused them to create external ways to
reveal about their support their continued persistence
persistence in the e Principalship is a moral, spiritual, and/or
profession? community-centered calling
e Strategically navigating bias, asserting authority,
and redefining leadership had to be on their own
terms
e Sources of strength derived from
intergenerational support, mentorship, and
community-rooted values
e Navigating the Superwoman factor by indulging
in self-care without apologies
e Commitment to their roles and transforming
schools
e Culturally Responsive Leadership-Engaging in
personal experiences to connect with students
and families, which affirm their practices and
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emphasized the importance of representation,
cultural pride, and pushing against deficit
narratives

e Responsibility to uplift their communities

e A unique balance of grit and grace was used as a
tool for emotional survival and leadership
longevity

e Personal values such as faith, a strong sense of
purpose, and family support are recurring
sources of strength. Principalship was a calling
rather than just a career, which fueled their
ability to persist despite systemic obstacles

Theme 1: Being Unapologetically Me - Evolving Through Heritage

The first theme, Being Unapologetically Me - Evolving Through Heritage,
illuminated how participants developed and embraced their innate and inherited strengths
as Black women, shaped by the guidance and presence of those who raised them. The
participants drew upon deeply rooted personal ethics and cultural principles to ascend to
and persist in principalship. Their stories revealed that systemic barriers, such as
gendered expectations, limited access, and a lack of mentorship, were not merely
obstacles but catalysts for internal strength rooted in embedded family, educational, and
spiritual values. Participants described moments when drawing on the values instilled by
their heritage was the game-changer in overcoming systemic barriers, coping with
adversity, and serving as a professional compass.

This aligns with and extends Cokley’s (2022) framing of Black women’s act of
“resilience and survival” deriving from family values and spiritual foundation. Cokley’s
(2022) framing was extended in this study, as Black women evidenced the power of
having a village to build resilience and survive. A village serves as a collective support

system for families and individuals. Participants like Nisha, Evonii, Marley, Nichelle, and
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Mahkayla shared that having multiple people in their village contributed to positive
career outcomes. Those in their village invested in them personally, providing the support
they needed to be resilient in the field, especially when hardships arrived. When Marley
was ready to give up principalship, her father reminded her to pray to her ancestors about
her divine purpose. Her new mentor/supervisor provided the affirmations and support
needed to succeed in her new school.

The educational field would benefit from a deeper understanding of longitudinal
research on how the influence of family role models evolves across educational
milestones and into career advancement. There is a lack of research on how intersectional
identities shape Black women's perceptions of and benefits from family role models. Few
studies directly compare the influence of family-based mentorship with that of
institutional or academic mentors. There is also limited research on how familial role
models specifically influence leadership identity, especially for Black women in
educational leadership roles. Little is also known about how non-traditional families (e.g.,
families formed through adoption, foster care, queer parenting, or extended community
kinship) shape educational aspirations and resilience.

The perception of Black women's intelligence has undergone powerful, affirming
transformations, though some challenges remain. The shift reflects progress in cultural
awareness, representation, and systemic access. Still, it is also the result of Black women
claiming their narratives, leading boldly, and redefining what intelligence looks like on
their own terms. The narratives illustrated that Black women redefined public perceptions
of what intellectual power looks like. Studies from Diamond (2006) and James (2012)

concluded that there was a belief that Black people were intellectually inferior to White
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people; therefore, it influenced the stereotyping of Black children and adults. In Marley’s
professional experience, she stated that White parents would rattle off where they worked
and who they knew in the field when conversing with her. She would respond by
presenting her credentials, knowledge, and connections to those White parents so they
could “see her as an academic equal” and transition the conversation to focus on their
child and the school's goals.

Black women disrupted stereotypes of low intelligence by achieving academic
success, developing original theories through doctoral research, and leading in
professional academic spaces. This is supported by Collins (2000) and Hine et al. (1993),
who stated that Black women disrupted stereotypes of low intelligence by producing
theory, leading in diverse professional arenas, and reclaiming their narratives, which
highlighted spiritual, emotional, and communal forms of knowing. Black women now
write, research, and speak for themselves, owning their voices and challenging the
systems that once silenced them. Evonii, Cherokee, Marley, Nichelle, and Nisha all
obtained their doctoral degrees by writing dissertations that contributed to the field of
education.

By nurturing a deep respect for learning, their families did more than prepare
these women for academic success—they actively participated in reshaping the narrative
of what it means to be a Black female thinker. This foundation was evident in Nisha’s
journey. As a child, she attended a leadership camp centered on youth empowerment,
where she was taught to see herself as both a strategic thinker and a capable leader. That
experience became an early act of rewriting her story, positioning her not simply as a

participant in learning but as an emerging architect of solutions. Over time, Nisha grew
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into a Black female intellectual whose knowledge, foresight, and problem-solving skills
enabled her to build staff capacity and cultivate positive outcomes for children and
families through her leadership. Her development reflects the generational commitment
to intellect, purpose, and empowerment, all of which have shaped her path. Each
generation, each success, each principalship became an act of resistance and reclamation.
The transformation lies in their refusal to be boxed in by history, and their active role in
reconstructing systems, reshaping narratives, and reclaiming spaces; unfortunately,
intelligence for Black women is still something to be proven.

A recurring pattern across participants’ narratives was that Black women saw
education as a pathway to changing the trajectory of their lives, and their families helped
them achieve it. Yosso (2005) found that Black students (including women) drew heavily
on familial capital (knowledge, networks, and emotional resources) to navigate pathways
to higher education. The analysis revealed that these participants reflected on their drive
to create sustainable, intentional pathways into leadership for themselves and others who
share their racial and gendered identities. This included navigating current realities while
planting seeds for future progress, such as mentoring aspiring educators, advocating for
equity in leadership pipelines, and demanding structural changes that open more doors
for women of color.

These participants also shifted the narrative: from being the first or only in
leadership spaces to creating systems that normalize, nurture, and expect Black female
leadership. Access to educational pathways means reimagining futures shaped by access,

purpose, and legacy, despite historical and systemic barriers, because it helped Black
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women gain skills, credentials, professional networks, and improved long-term economic
and social mobility (Davis et al., 2020; Ford et al., 2024).

Another salient finding from the data was that the pathway to education differed
for Black women, but the foundational reason they entered the field remained the same.
Black women desired to give minoritized children and staff a chance at opportunities for
future educational pathways and opportunities that they themselves only received because
of the foundation set by their families to disrupt the status quo and deficit mindsets. Not
every minoritized person experiences the same familial opportunities. As Yosso (2005)
notes, Black students (including women) drew heavily on familial capital (knowledge,
networks, and emotional resources) to navigate pathways to higher education. Nichelle
learned from a young age that education was necessary because no one can take it away.
She also stated that education was not a gift to keep to oneself. Therefore, she made it her
mission to share her gift to enhance children’s educational experiences by becoming an
educator.

Research reframed by Dillard (2006) and Evans-Winters (2011) supports the idea
that Black women pass down values related to education and knowledge; however,
current research gaps remain in understanding how and when intellectual identity is
developed during adolescence. Current research focuses primarily on higher education or
professional settings. There is minimal research about the psychological burden that is
experienced when Black women in educational leadership claim their intellectual
identity, specifically in predominantly White settings. Intellectualism emphasizes the use
of reason, critical thinking, and knowledge-seeking to understand the world and solve

problems. It values education, thoughtful analysis, curiosity, and the life of the mind
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(Audi, 2015; Collins, 2000; Gutek, 2009). The field would benefit from redefining
intellectualism to include lived experiences and narratives of Black women. Black
Feminist Theory and other literature from researchers like Collins (2000) are beginning to
research how Black women are agents of knowledge. Lived experience through
storytelling should be included in the definition of intellectualism.

Regardless of when or how Black women entered the field of education, a deep-
seated desire to lead was ignited by the unique tapestry of their lived experiences.
Marley’s parents and extended family established and led their own Afrocentric school,
instilling in Marley the foundations for driving education through a Black lens. For Black
women like Nisha and Evonii, the spark was lit early by familial legacy; for others, like
Mahkayla and Cherokee, it emerged through personal trials and the experience of
witnessing injustice firsthand that led them into education. Yet, in every case, their paths
reflected a powerful convergence of heritage, purpose, and resilience. Whether called to
leadership at a young age or drawn to it later in life, their decision was not accidental; it
was intentional and rooted in a fierce commitment to justice, transformation, and the
urgent need for representation in educational leadership.

Participants viewed drawing on faith and spirituality as essential tools for
persistence and survival in the face of adversity. The analysis was supported by Mitchell
and Lewter’s (1986) finding that spiritual beliefs became part of the survival system of
African Americans. The stories from these Black participants revealed that spiritual
foundation is not separate from leadership. Whether through prayer, scripture, meditation,
or the cultural memory of ancestors, many Black female principals found an internal

compass that grounded them in purpose and allowed them to persist. Nichelle believed in
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the power of prayer and assignment. As a principal, she prayed to God for guidance
before making decisions for her school and students. Marley had an extremely negative
experience with the interim executive director, which led her to question her leadership
role. Through reflection, prayer, meditation, and talking with her ancestors, she returned
to principalship with a stronger sense of self and resilience in her position.

Witherspoon and Taylor (2010) found that the importance of Black history was
the intersection of spirituality and leadership for Black American women. Findings from
their study showed that each Black female participant’s narrative expressed belief that
they were an extension of God’s care for students. God was seen as being actively
involved in the affairs of the school and the lives of children (Witherspoon & Taylor,
2010). The researchers found that this relationship had the most significant impact on
students' lives. Participants in the present study articulated that spirituality served as an
anchor for their resilience. With all the mutable and immutable barriers against Black
women, faith keeps them from giving up. It also provides a sense of strength against
challenges outside of their control.

Black women draw strength from prayer, scripture, or spiritual mentors. When
challenges arise, they revisit their inner belief that God placed me here for a reason.
These women reflected inwardly on how their personal traumas, struggles, or lived
experiences had prepared them for this work. With the belief in assignment, they
confronted their doubt and isolation, overcame challenges, and renewed their sense of
perseverance.

For some Black women, being raised in the Black church was a tradition and an

expectation. Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) noted that religious institutions, particularly
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Christian churches, were influential in the African American community for the religious
ideology that gives meaning to uncontrollable and distressing life events and for the
emotional support and practical aid they often provide. Participants, like Evonii, Marley,
and Nichelle, embraced this deeply rooted foundation with joy; while others, like
Cherokee, Nichelle, and Mahkayla recalled the weight of its demands. Yet, across their
experiences, the church stood as a central institution shaping their early values, identity,
and moral compass.

Today, however, a notable shift is taking place. The once-unquestioned
expectation of having a church home was beginning to fade, particularly among younger
generations of Black women. This transition reflected a change in practice, and it
signaled a broader spiritual evolution. Rather than abandoning their faith, many Black
women are turning inward to redefine their spirituality through personal, non-traditional
expressions. While Black women still honor their religious upbringing and may attend
church occasionally, their stories show that spiritual practices have expanded to include
meditation, mindfulness, ancestral veneration, journaling, and private prayer. These
expressions offer individualized pathways to healing and hope. Marley meditates and
prays to her ancestors. Mahkayla practices mindfulness and self-reflection. The shift from
institutionalized worship to personal spirituality is not a rejection of the Black church; it
is an evolution of faith. It reflected a move from collective rituals to an intimate
connection with the divine. For the women in this study, spirituality remains a vital
source of strength, resilience, and guidance. The methods may differ, but the essence
remains: a spiritual life rooted in cultural legacy, personal agency, and the unyielding

pursuit of wholeness to help them persist through principalship and life.
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Spirituality played a significant and multidimensional role in the persistence of
Black female principals, functioning as a source of resilience, identity affirmation,
leadership grounding, and emotional sustainability, especially within educational systems
shaped by racialized and gendered inequities. Many Black female principals describe
their leadership as a calling rather than simply a job. This sense of divine or spiritual
purpose helps them remain committed even when facing systemic barriers such as
racism, sexism, isolation, or scrutiny. Spirituality reinforced internal motivation beyond
external validation and strengthened their commitment to serving children, families, and
communities. It was purpose-driven resistance.

Spirituality strengthened their emotional resilience and coping skills. Their
spiritual practices, such as prayer, meditation, and worship, provided coping mechanisms
that sustained their emotional well-being and facilitated recovery from leadership fatigue.
Spirituality also affirmed their sense of identity even when it was challenged by
discrimination, bias, and devaluation. Spirituality also grounded Black female principals
in values such as justice, compassion, service, and integrity. This moral grounding
supported their willingness to advocate for students and challenge inequitable systems.
The experiences of Black female leaders created feelings of isolation. Spiritual
communities provided emotional support, affirmation, and belonging that did not exist
within professional spaces. Spiritual reflection allowed principals to pause, reflect, and
restore themselves amid constant leadership demands.

Current research on the correlation between Black female principals and
spirituality focuses heavily on higher education and general leadership. The educational

field would benefit from centering on K-12 Black female principals. There are very few
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empirical studies on this specific population. The existing studies on Black female
principals and their spirituality typically capture narrative inquiries. Although narrative
inquiries are powerful, there is a lack of systematic analysis of how spirituality is
operationalized in leadership contexts, including student achievement, school climate,
and staff retention and morale. Spirituality created faith-fueled purpose for the
participants. Spiritual grounding led to purposeful leading. Based on their individual
experiences, heritage laid a foundation of resilience and persistence in their principalship.
The installation of spirituality came from family members.

The presence of Black women in the professional field grows stronger each
generation because they continue to embody the resilient characteristics of the female
family members they honored during their upbringing, as well as of other Black women
who nurtured them during their ascension. Revering Black women in their lives helped
them learn to celebrate their own womanhood by acknowledging their journeys. As these
participants learned to embrace and honor themselves as women, it affected the work
they did to support female teachers and future female administrators. The challenge was
getting others to see the value of Black women across various spaces and occupations.

These Black women learned to honor and revere other Black women in their
family, which naturally expanded to honoring Black women in general. In their families,
Black women were revered as the embodiment of strength and grace who carried the
weight of racism, sexism, and economic hardship with dignity, while still nurturing
others with unwavering compassion. This sacred duality of power and tenderness
commanded deep respect. Within the Black family, Black women are honored because

their impact on the family, church, and community was visible and constant to the
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participants. Yet, the painful irony is that outside these intimate circles, Black women
continue to struggle to be seen as honorable or worthy of reverence in the professional
setting. This disconnect reveals a broader societal failure to recognize the value Black
families have always known. Even after years of professional and personal sacrifice and
accomplishment in the school setting as leaders, reverence is still challenged. As Evonii
stated, “When you die, they will replace you and plant a tree in your honor and forget to
water it.”

Their stories also revealed that the most effective way to receive proper
mentorship was for Black female principals to seek it out on their own instead of relying
on the school district’s pairing protocol, if it even existed at all. Liang et al. (2002) found
that mentoring relationships are more effective when considerations such as "individual
differences and contextual factors, such as gender" (p. 159) are taken into account in the
mentor/mentee pairing. Mentorship pairing protocols conducted by school districts were
not made known. Yet, through the participants' stories, their experiences showed that it
was unsuccessful. As a beginning principal, Evonii greatly lacked the district-
orchestrated mentorship. Her assigned mentor never checked on her, and Evonii always
had to initiate all contact. This caused her to reach out to mentors from relationships she
personally nurtured to have her needs met. Nichelle was not assigned a mentor through
the district, so she leaned on mentors of various races and genders she personally met
through her tenure.

Theme 2: Support & Solidarity
The second theme, Support & Solidarity, addressed how Black female leaders

understood how their intersectional experiences highlight the need for support to navigate
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challenges and persist in the field. The participants’ shared experiences of understanding
professional support and solidarity, or lack thereof, and how these contribute to barriers
and/or persistence in principalship, as well as to the factors that prevent support in their
role.

Mentorship among Black women fostered a communal form of resilience.
Participants’ reliance on positive mentorship and sister circles preserved their emotional
well-being and improved strategic leadership practices. Their narratives extend Collin’s
(2000) and Gilkes’ (2001) concept of othermothering by supporting the educational and
professional development of Black women and sustaining intergenerational leadership
values.

These Black women revealed that their commitment to supporting staff, students,
and communities was a profoundly personal calling rooted in lived experiences of care,
resilience, and specifically being othermothers in educational spaces. Collins (2000)
described the tradition of othermothering as a system of care and support by Black
women, often through mutual mentoring and leadership beyond biological relationships,
and the assumption of responsibility for rearing. Evonii’s othermothering poured into her
staff in ways that deeply addressed their social and emotional needs, given the personal
hardships they experienced. She responded not as a supervisor but as a compassionate
leader and mother by visiting hospitals, calling to check in, sending flowers, attending
funerals, granting additional time off, providing hugs, and offering a listening ear to them
and their children. Modern studies have shown that othermothering supports the
educational and professional development of Black women in contexts such as higher

education and sustained intergenerational leadership values (Collins, 2022; Gilkes, 2001).
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Marley’s experience with a mentor transitioned from professional support to
othermothering. Professional support began with inviting her to leadership meetings. It
transitioned to a personal level of support and love, allowing the professional support to
continue while providing a higher level of individual care. Marley’s mentor began to
invest in her personal life through the act of othermothering.

Modern studies show how othermothering supports the educational and
professional development of Black women in contexts like higher education sustaining
intergenerational leadership values (Collins, 2022; Gilkes, 2001). However, there are
several gaps in research concerning how and why Black women push for excellence but
do so with compassion. The field would benefit from having more quantitative and
qualitative data that examines how leadership style affects teacher morale, teacher
retention, and school turnaround. There is also a lack of research on compassion.
Research typically frames compassion as a soft skill rather than a culturally strategic
leadership asset.

Black women evidenced that being mentored by other Black women was
powerful, purposeful, and essential for resilience in the field. This kind of intentional
mentorship supported individual success and provided collective healing, advancement,
and representation because the mentors took a personal interest in their personal and
professional journeys. Studies by researchers like Byars-Winston (2019), Gisbert (2017),
and Loissel (2020) have shown several benefits of having a mentor who cares about their
mentee’s life and career trajectory. This study extended that finding by showing that
when Black female mentors shared lived experiences and cultural understanding with

their mentees, it created an affirming space for vulnerability and safety, which led
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mentees to show up fully and authentically. Mentorship improved the mentee’s academic
experience, professional performance, and job satisfaction (McConnell et al., 2018;
Risner et al., 2020). Nichelle sought out mentors who looked like her and understood her
experience. Her support system of personal friends, sorority sisters, and professional
networks connected, consistently encouraged one another, swapped stories, and shared
resources, which contributed to her advancement. Marley had a Black female mentor who
gave her a healthy amount of “love and shove”. Her mentor loved her hard but also
pushed her toward excellence through transparent feedback and leadership opportunities
to develop her skills.

Black mentors served as tangible proof that success is attainable, even within
systems designed to marginalize, because you can’t be what you can’t see. Marley talked
about a Black female mentor who connected with her in a way that felt like kinship.
Watching her lead cabinet meetings intrigued her, and she desired to be in her space and
lead like her. Black women mentoring Black women, whether in the family or not, was
more than professional development; it was a revolutionary act of solidarity that closes
opportunity gaps and fosters leadership. The Black female mentors reflected in the
participants’ narratives advised, empathized, empowered, and affirmed.

Current studies on mentorship and supportive networks for Black women, such as
Colclough (2023) and Vaughn (2023), find that it is a catalyst for career advancement
and leadership development, whether structured or informal. However, several gaps in
the research must be addressed to understand the impact of mentorship and supportive
networks specifically for principals. The field would benefit from more studies that

intentionally target Black female principals. Current literature, such as Farrell (2004) and
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Maxwell and Riley (2017) focuses broadly on either race or gender but neglects the

intersecting nature of their experiences.

Several participants shared powerful accounts of receiving mentorship from
individuals of a different race or gender, which demonstrated how meaningful mentorship
transcends identity when rooted in genuine care and intentionality. Nisha’s Asian
American female mentor explicitly coached women of color because she believed in
expanding the number of women of color in professional spaces. Therefore, she took a
personal interest in Nisha, and she cared about her as a person. This aligns with research
by (Byars-Winston et al., 2023), which found that simply matching people by race and
gender was not enough. Mentors must be culturally aware.

These experiences underscore that Black women thrive under the guidance of
mentors who take a personal, authentic interest in their development, regardless of race
and gender. What made these relationships transformative was not institutional
obligation, but personal investment. Many of these mentors were not assigned by the
district; they chose to show up. They recognized the potential in these Black female
principals and acted with purpose to support their growth. This kind of mentorship was
relational, deliberate, and deeply impactful to Black women.

Positive mentorship reinforced the women’s belief in their own capabilities. With
guidance from mentors who affirmed their identity and leadership potential, they were
more likely to lead with confidence and resist imposter syndrome, especially in
environments where their authority was questioned due to intersectional identities. While
mentorship across race and gender can be beneficial, mentorship from another Black

woman carries a distinct and transformative power. Those mentored by Black women



227

described these relationships as deeply relatable, restorative, and rooted in mutual
understanding. The connection went beyond advice; it was a sacred partnership grounded
in cultural affirmation, care, and shared experience. For these leaders, having a Black
female mentor created a rare safe space to be vulnerable and authentic in a world that
often denied them that right. Vulnerability, when supported, became a source of strength
and self-actualization.

There is a gap in the literature that focuses on frameworks that acknowledge the
emotional labor Black women endure when mentorship is not formally provided,
primarily through a culturally relevant lens. Because Black women must rely on informal
or non-traditional mentorship models, the field would also benefit from more studies on
the impact of these models, aligned with Black feminist epistemology, when formal
mentorship is lacking.

Participants used a variety of descriptors to characterize their Black female
mentors, yet several powerful themes emerged across their stories. A recurring theme was
that their mentors led with tough love. Mentees were pushed toward excellence with high
expectations and unwavering support. These mentors loved forward with unapologetic
care, mirroring a mother-daughter dynamic where truth-telling and nurturing coexisted in
some cases. Several participants also described their Black female mentors as women
who provided clear and critical feedback. They did not sugarcoat their feedback because
feedback is a gift. Other recurring descriptors included: kind, encouraging, accessible,
strong, and reliable. These qualities not only defined their mentors but also closely

resembled the Black women in their families who shaped their identities. The overlap
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underscores how familial and professional mentorship often blend in culturally
significant ways for Black women.

Interestingly enough, the descriptors of Black female mentors in this study did not
match the stereotypical descriptors highlighted in research. Motro et al. (2022) found that
the stereotypical Black woman was described as “angry”, “aggressive”, and “punitive”.
The women in this study experienced the complete opposite. Although there has been
much research collected on the negative stereotypes of Black women, there is a paucity
of research on the positive characteristics of Black female leaders. There needs to be a
balance that truly reflects the characteristics of Black female leaders and the experiences
of those they lead.

Black women are very rarely handed opportunities. They must fight to be seen, to
be heard, and to prove their worth. For participants in this study, leadership opportunities
served as catalysts for principalship, and every such opportunity was treated as sacred.
Saying no was never an option for Black women because the chance may not come again.
Each yes became an act of courage, a declaration of readiness, and a strategy for growth.
When Marley was offered the opportunity to join cabinet meetings, she said “yes”. When
Mahkayla was offered the opportunity to work side-by-side with her principal during the
summer months, she said “yes”. These moments allowed them to sharpen their leadership
skills, gain visibility, and learn alongside those already in power. Their stories reveal how
critical access to leadership opportunities is in the journey toward principalship. Yet not
all aspiring Black women leaders are granted this same access. When doors are not
opened, they must be found or created. Often, it takes someone in power recognizing

their potential, affirming their brilliance, and choosing to say, ‘Yes, you belong here.’
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Racial and gender discrimination in education is structural and deeply entrenched.
Through the lens of these Black women’s stories, a persistent and painful double standard
was revealed. Participants shared how their assertiveness was often misread as
aggression, while compliance was mistaken for weakness. They are expected to lead with
warmth and firmness, yet their authority was routinely challenged or undermined. Black
female principals are often handed struggling schools and tasked with fixing them, yet
they are given minimal support and scarce resources. Cherokee talked about her
experience leading a turnaround school in a dilapidated building that was not fit for
students. She had to fight with the district to secure the resources she needed for children
to thrive. Cherokee was simply asking for the bare minimum for health and safety. The
contradiction of being tasked with fixing schools with minimal support stifles excellence
and fuels burnout. The injustice lies not only in what is expected of them, but in how they
are perceived, regardless of performance.

Research reframed by Bertrand & Mullainathan (2004) and Flores & Matkin
(2014) speaks to how the intersectional identities of Black women affect their ascension
to principalship and tenure. There is a shared experience of discrimination and
microaggressions that Black women must navigate through with the right tools to
overcome the obstacles. However, several research gaps remain in Black female
principals’ experiences with intersectionality. Most research treats race and gender as
separate entities. The field would benefit from more research on how race and gender
shape experiences simultaneously. There is also a lack of research on Black women’s
experiences with code-switching and self-censorship, and the impact this has on their

tenure in principalship.
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Black women also evidenced that when their professional ideas are not valued,
they are passed over for leadership roles, high-impact projects, and promotions, even if
they are highly qualified. Marley and Nichelle discussed how their ideas were not valued;
therefore, they had to use White allies to advance their leadership agendas strategically.
Having to do so got the job done, but their leadership was suppressed, and their
contributions to the field were masked. According to their narratives, the road they
traveled was far more grueling than that of their counterparts, yet they persevered. While
their counterparts were affirmed, Black women were taxed. They were expected to
absorb additional emotional, cultural, and professional burdens without acknowledgment
or relief. The emotional labor of misrecognition carries a steep cost.

Black women become emotionally drained, professionally constrained, and
structurally marginalized. These pressures do not remain abstract; they manifest
physically and mentally, contributing to the alarming health disparities and mortality
rates that shape Black women’s lived realities. Marley described reaching a breaking
point, feeling so overwhelmed that her physical and mental health deteriorated, ultimately
pushing her to consider leaving the profession altogether. This is not an individual
failure; it was a systemic warning sign. We cannot hope to increase the number of Black
women entering or staying in education if they are not physically and emotionally
supported to thrive. When Black women are free to show up as their full, authentic
selves, without discrimination, policing, or punitive scrutiny, their opportunities expand
far beyond the glass ceiling. They are able not only to lead, but to transform the field

itself.
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Current literature illustrates how Black female principals' face misrecognition
through racialized and gendered expectations, which results in feelings of outsiders-
within (Brown, 2024; Haskins, 2020; Spicer, 2016). Current research also indicates that
Black female principals frequently experience racial and gender discrimination that
impacts their leadership roles and well-being (Arango-Correa, 2025; Jones, 2024; Wong
et al., 2025). However, while research exists on the broader experiences of Black women
in educational leadership, there is a need for more focused research on the specific
challenges, such as misrecognition, faced by Black female principals. There is also a lack
of research on the long-term perspective from Black female principals to understand the
cumulative impact of discrimination and microaggressions over time. The educational
field would also benefit from further research to better understand the broader systemic
factors that contribute to these negative experiences, including institutional policies,
practices, and school culture.

Several participants discussed the discomfort of taking personal time off. Society
has made Black female principals feel like they cannot be absent from their school
buildings to get respite because they have already been deemed as incompetent.
Therefore, they feel like they have to be physically present to ensure all operations are in
order and not add evidence to the stigma. Society has also caused Black female principals
to feel like it is their job to ‘fix those Black kids.” Yet, the true remedy is for everyone in
a Black child’s circle to understand the social-emotional needs and address them
collaboratively, rather than solely disciplining. This would cause school systems to

conform to new and innovative ways of teaching, learning, and leadership.
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The Superwoman Schema is taxing. Black women wear many capes in life,
including: the Black cape, the female cape, the principal cape, the mother cape, the wife
cape, the sister cape, the daughter cape, the friend cape and many more. However, all
these capes can feel heavy and weigh them down in the operations of their everyday
lives. When Black women attempt to fly and save lives with these heavy capes, they
struggle to meet the needs of everyone who benefits. Yet, Black women end their day
emotionally, physically, and mentally exhausted while being expected to dust off the
remnants of all those capes and repeat. Women, in general, continue to fight for equality
in all fields. Yet the fight for these Black female principals requires extra courage,
patience, and resilience because of their intersectional identities. They must constantly
prove themselves as capable leaders, leading to exhaustion and overperformance just to
gain baseline levels of respect that their White female counterparts already have.

There are a few foundational studies on the Superwoman Schema regarding Black
women. Yet several gaps in the literature remain to be addressed to advance our
understanding of this specific identity. Current research indicates alignment between this
schema and chronic stress. The educational field would benefit from measurable health
impacts (i.e., hypertension, sleep disorders, and cardiovascular disease) for Black female
principals specifically. There is also a gap in understanding and proposing the evaluation
of coping strategies and interventions for Black women experiencing the Superwoman
Schema. More longitudinal studies are needed to track how this schema evolves over a
lifetime.

For Black female principals, support and solidarity were lifelines in a profession

where they were consistently isolated, underestimated, and overburdened. Research
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showed that Black women in leadership often confronted a racialized and gendered
burden that compounded daily: discrimination, microaggressions, heightened scrutiny,
and exclusion from informal networks all limit access to the very professional
communities they are expected to lead (Collins, 2000; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2009).
These constant barriers made it even more difficult for the women in this study to find
authentic community within their institutions. Within this context, support served as a
stabilizing force, offering tangible guidance—mentorship, affirmation, strategic
navigation of predominantly White systems, and encouragement that countered messages
of doubt. Yet solidarity operated on a deeper level because it was shared resistance.
Solidarity meant having colleagues, mentors, and especially other Black women who
intuitively understood the unspoken weight of leading while Black and female—what
scholars identify as intersectional stressors that accumulate over time (Wingfield, 2010;
Jean-Marie, 2013).

Solidarity affirmed their lived experiences, validated their professional identities,
and reminded them that they were not alone in battles often fought in silence. It
reinforced that their perspectives were legitimate, their leadership was necessary, and
their presence disrupted systems not designed with them in mind. Ultimately, support and
solidarity were the mechanisms through which Black women not only survived
inequitable structures but also developed the power to transform them. It was through
these collective networks that Black female principals sustained themselves, resisted
erasure, and cultivated the conditions for future generations of Black women leaders to

thrive.
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Theme 3: Grit & Grace

The third theme, Grit & Grace, illustrated how participants utilized grit with a
touch of grace to navigate challenges and persist in the field. Participants shared
experiences of embodying a healthy balance of perseverance and resilience (grit)
alongside compassion, humility, and dignity (grace), especially in the face of adversity.
Their stories revealed how grit kept them moving forward, and grace kept them whole
while doing so. Together, they embody leadership rooted in strength, faith, and humanity.
Even when participants faced discrimination and microaggressions, they handled them
strategically and with care. This aligns with Coats’ (2019) framing of Black women’s
leadership as the creation of a balanced, impactful style marked by warmth, empathy, and
tenacity.

According to the participants’ narratives, Black women experienced carrying the
dual burden of enduring their own pain while performing the emotional labor of uplifting
others. Nisha talked about caring for her sick husband, who eventually passed away,
while also caring for staff members who were experiencing deaths in their families by
making hospital visits, sending flowers and words of encouragement, and making home
visits to show care and empathy. Cherokee discussed caring for her young child, who
suffered from a chronic illness, while also supporting immigrant ESOL (English for
Speakers of Other Languages) families that were experiencing difficulties with poverty,
home stability, and discrimination. The participants carried their own painful burdens but
had the resilience to handle them and still be fully present for those who needed them.

This experience aligned with Woods-Giscombé’s (2010) findings that Black women are
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often expected, by society and themselves, to self-sacrifice and be caretakers for others,
even when that meant suppressing their own pain, which led to emotional suppression.

Current research speaks to the negative impact of Black women experiencing the
dual emotional burden of carrying their own burdens while uplifting others. The
educational field would benefit from more research on how that burden accumulates
across years of leadership and motherhood and what the impact looks like. Current
research focuses on individual experiences of the Strong Black Woman Schema (SBWS).
There is a need to research how institutional systems sustain the impact of the SBWS,
specifically organizational cultures that rely on Black women being fixers and racialized
job expectations.

With the participants’ lived experiences of embodying grit and grace through
carrying their own wounds while simultaneously uplifting students, staff, families, and
communities, the question becomes unavoidable: Where is the systemic support for Black
women’s emotional well-being? Their stories make clear that resilience is not the issue.
The issue is the absence of institutional structures that recognize, affirm, and care for the
emotional labor Black women are required to perform. Black women are expected to be
strong, composed, and endlessly available. Yet, the systems they serve offer little in
return. Black women need intentional wellness protections, mechanisms to redistribute
emotional labor, and policies that acknowledge the racialized and gendered stress they
endure. When Black women must shoulder both personal burdens and the emotional
weight of everyone around them, the lack of systemic support is not just an oversight; it

is a form of structural neglect.
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Black women’s empathy has been a quiet, constant force even when they
themselves were denied compassion, healing, or understanding. In a society where their
struggles were often overlooked and their missteps harshly judged, Black women learned
to draw strength from within and from the communities they built. Few extended
empathy to them, yet they continued to extend it to others. Black women carry the
intergenerational memory of foremothers who resisted racism, sexism, and erasure
without recognition; therefore, strategic resistance is ancestral. Many participants were
raised by, or learned from, women who led powerfully without formal titles. These
women modeled how to cultivate influence in quiet, intentional ways and speak truth to
power even when their authority was denied in public spaces. Their resistance was not
performative, but deeply rooted in faith, integrity, and community protection. Black
female principals often draw from a legacy of caregiving and high expectations passed
down by female elders, many of whom nurtured others while demanding resilience and
achievement.

Another thread amongst the narratives was that Black women used lived
experiences to reverse cycles of harm by drawing on the learned lessons of pain,
challenges, and wisdom from their own lives, especially experiences with racism and
sexism, to create conditions that broke those same patterns for others intentionally.
Hindsight provided insight. Mahkayla discussed her lived experience with growing up
with two drug addicted parents. She saw her mother transition from addiction to success.
Mahakayla used her personal experience to uplift students growing up in similar
situations, showing them they were not destined to fail solely because of circumstances

that were beyond their control. She was transparent with her students about her
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challenges, encouraging them to adopt a growth mindset and reverse the cycle of harm.
Experiences like Mahkayla’s align with Patricia Collins’ (2000) finding that the idea of a
generalized ethic of care reflected a commitment to nurturing and protecting the next
generation across a community to heal social wounds by investing in community
resilience.

Black women affirm, uplift, and guide others with dignity. Even when empathy is
not reciprocated by systems or colleagues, they resist becoming hardened by bitterness.
Instead, they led with care, not with vengeance. When Black women continuously treated
others with empathy when it was not reciprocated by society, it caused feelings of
resentment and anger. Yet, their experiences of not receiving empathy themselves led
them to show care rather than seeking revenge. When Mahkayla talked about the negative
experience with her White interim executive director, instead of reporting her to the
district and speaking ill of her, she empathized with the fact that she was in a position
where she lacked understanding and cultural awareness. Mahkayla’s empathy was rooted
in justice and care.

Participants’ narratives demonstrated that Black women had to swiftly learn
strategies for navigating oppression in the field to sustain themselves. Marley learned to
code-switch for White parents to initially gain access into being seen as a leader. Her
decision to code-switch aligns with Cornell research (2021) which showed that Black
professionals who modified their speech, name, or hairstyle toward White-normative
standards were consistently perceived as more professional by both Black and White
observers which was an indication of the pressure to conform linguistically and culturally

(McClunley et al 2021). Nichelle used positive relationships she fostered to gain allies in
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the field. She also strategically utilized a White male colleague to push her leadership
agenda. Because of his race and gender, the agenda coming from him was better received
by the masses. De Souza and Schmader (2025) concluded that when White allies
consistently and credibly advocate for, sponsor, and protect Black women—beyond
offering only emotional support—they help increase Black women’s access to resources,
visibility, and organizational safety.

Instead of being recognized as inherently capable leaders, Black women were
forced to rely on the very intelligence that others doubted in order to strategically
navigate their roles. Because they must work twice as hard as their counterparts just to
have their leadership decisions validated, their energy is diverted from what truly matters
to them. If Black women were not required to constantly prove their competence, they
could devote more of their strategic expertise to developing staff capacity and driving
organizational goals, ultimately strengthening outcomes for the children and families they
serve.

There are several gaps in research concerning strategic resistance. Strategic
resistance is an under-theorized concept. Current research often describes strategic
resistance in fragments, such as silence, code switching, and alliance-building
(McClunley et al 2021). The field would benefit from having more studies that theorize
strategic resistance as a cohesive framework specifically with Black females in the
professional field, specifically principals. There is also very little literature on the
intentionality and results of engaging White allies or colleagues.

During adolescence and in early adulthood, this study’s participants experienced a

healthy dose of tough love and empathy from family and positive mentors. Another
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finding amongst their stories evidenced that Black women supported their staff and
students towards excellence in the same manner. [james’s study (2022) found that Black
women’s narratives often include having to push hard for change, hold others
accountable, and withstand personal and systemic challenges, which reflected a form of
tough love: caring deeply, but refusing to accept low performance or complacency.
Collins’ (2000) ethics of caring speaks to how Black women use care, emotion, and
empathy to hold others accountable, build trust, and push for equity.

Cherokee’s journey reflected this finding in powerful ways. One of her mentors
pushed her toward excellence by offering honest, unfiltered feedback about how she was
supporting a coachee. Yet that feedback was never delivered in isolation—her mentor
paired the hard truths with genuine care, walking alongside her as she implemented each
change. Through this blend of accountability and compassion, Cherokee grew into a
leader who, in turn, held her own staff to equally high expectations while grounding her
coaching in love. Nichelle’s experience echoed this same pattern of transformative
mentorship. When she made a mistake printing senior graduation programs, her mentor
responded with grace rather than criticism. She reminded Nichelle that errors are part of
learning and encouraged her to try again because she trusted her abilities. That moment
shaped Nichelle’s approach to leadership. When she later stepped into the principalship,
she led her staff with the same empathy, patience, and unwavering belief that had once
been extended to her.

There are several key gaps in research related to Black women and their extension
of grace and empathy particularly in leadership, educational, and community contexts.

The field would benefit from understanding how Black women utilize grace and empathy
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as a strategic leadership tool in their professions. Another gap in research is
understanding the emotional toll on Black women from consistently giving grace and
empathy to others with no expectation of reciprocation.

Rooted in a legacy where Black women have long served as the emotional
anchors of families, churches, and communities, empathy was not a choice, it was a
calling. This tradition instilled a profound moral responsibility to uplift others, even as
they quietly carried their own burdens. Because Black women knew what it meant to be
silenced, overlooked, and underestimated, they extended grace to those navigating similar
struggles. Black women led with emotional intelligence not because it was convenient,
but because it was necessary. Even while wounded, they chose to create spaces where
others felt seen, supported, and empowered. That choice was a radical act of both love
and leadership.

To show grit and grace was to embody a rare and profound balance of unwavering
strength and deep compassion, especially in the face of adversity. The participants in this
study lived this reality daily. As Black women leading in educational spaces where they
were often treated as less than, they still rose each day to lead with excellence, integrity,
and care. They navigated the intense demands of the principalship while offering grace
even when it was neither earned nor reciprocated. This level of selflessness and restraint
is not easily understood; it is an emotional labor rooted in both cultural expectation and
personal conviction. Guided by the golden rule, ‘treat others how you wish to be treated’,
they poured into their school communities without always receiving that same respect in

return. The cost of this dual burden was emotional fatigue, another invisible weight that
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Black women in leadership quietly carried as they pushed for equity, justice, and
academic excellence.

Black female principals use grit and grace as a transformative leadership force,
wielding it to navigate and dismantle systemic barriers that have historically obstructed
their rise. Their stories reveal that while they often face blatant inequities, bias, and
doubt, they do not react with impulsiveness, even when justified. Instead, they respond
with intentional grace, measured resilience, and long-term strategy. Their composure in
racially and gender biased environments is a deliberate, dignified form of resistance. For
generations, Black women have put their pain on hold to heal others. But imagine the
power that could be unleashed if Black female principals were given space to prioritize
their own healing. What would the trajectory of their leadership and lives look like? What
would the educational field become if Black women did not always have to carry
everyone else’s needs and comfortability first? Black women’s empathy has been the
glue holding communities together. If they ever stopped extending that compassion, who
would rise in their place? And who would be left behind?

Theme 4: Self-Care = Self-Investment

The final theme, Self-Care = Self-Investment, spoke to how the experiences of
Black female leaders’ intersectionality, Superwoman Schema, and leadership styles took
a constant emotional toll. With that emotional toll, Black women gave until their wells
ran dry. There was an imbalance between taking care of others and taking care of
themselves. Learning self-care was a journey for the participants, but once learned, it
became a source of self-investment. The participants also learned that reframing negative

experiences was another source of self-investment. The Strong Black Woman (SBW)
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thrives from strong self-care to persist in the educational field as a leader. This dynamic
reflects Dorociak et al.'s (2017) notion of self-care practices for Black women as a
purposeful engagement in strategies that promote healthy functioning and enhance well-
being.

Through the narratives, Black women evidenced that practicing self-care was
initially difficult due to feelings of guilt and having to prove their worthiness as leaders.
Nisha shared that during her first year of principalship, she was not good at “turning work
off” and she worked all the time. As a new administrator, she felt guilty. However, now
she takes time off and has learned to immerse herself in resting because it makes her a
better leader. Evonii discussed how she is serious about taking time off for herself now
because she was in the habit of consistently trying to prove herself to others by working
the hardest.

This aligns with Lorde (1988) and Nelson (2018), who noted that self-care for
Black women was personal wellness and a political act of reclaiming joy, bodily
autonomy, and resistance to self-neglect. Research by Collins (2000) concluded that
when Black women attempted to practice self-care consistently, there was a feeling of
guilt due to historical, cultural, societal, and internalized pressures that frame their worth
through self-sacrifice and service to others. The guilt is deeply rooted in generations of
expectations placed on Black women to always be caretakers, providers, and protectors,
even at the expense of their own well-being.

This study extends previous findings by illustrating how Black women are
actively reframing self-care as both resistance and liberation, a shift supported by

research on the Superwoman Schema (Woods-Giscombé, 2010) and radical self-care
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(Smith, 2020). Historically, Black women have been positioned as the cultural backbone
of families, communities, and workplaces which demanded emotional labor, self-
sacrifice, and the constant suppression of personal needs (Nelson et al., 2016; Wyatt &
Ampadu, 2021). The participants in this study demonstrated a conscious refusal to carry
that inherited burden. As they released the internalized expectation to prioritize everyone
else, they began to view self-care not as indulgence but as a necessary act of survival.

This cultural and psychological shift reduced the guilt commonly associated with
rest and personal restoration. Once participants reached a place where they felt safe
practicing self-care, they described experiencing a profound emotional release. Their self-
care practices affirmed their existence and joy. Self-care became a pathway to healing,
empowerment, and reclaiming humanity in the face of structural demands. In this way,
the participants’ experiences deepened understanding of how Black women are actively
transforming the meaning and practice of self-care in their lives.

Black women also evidenced the urgency to share self-care advice with other
Black women to preserve the wellbeing of future leaders. A majority of the advice they
shared revolved around the importance of self-care. Black women care about changing
the professional trajectory of other Black women by prioritizing self-care and wellbeing.
Marley advised the future Black female leaders to make themselves a priority by setting
boundaries, focusing on physical health, and considering therapy to nurture their mental
health. Nichelle advised future Black female leaders to indulge in spiritual life and
intentionally implement self-care practices.

The urgency that Black women have to share the importance of self-care practices

with other Black women aligns with Woods-Giscombé¢ (2010) narrative review of Black



244

feminist healing. They found that sharing self-care in community is a critical survival
strategy that is rooted in cultural and historical practices. Sharing self-care helps Black
women counter the Superwoman Schema and makes self-care permissible and
courageous (Woods-Giscombé, 2010). This also aligned with Collin’s (2000) and Gilkes’
(2001) concept of othermothering. Older Black females felt it was their duty to mother
younger Black females by offering this self-sustaining advice so they could avoid hurdles
they once experienced.

The participants shared their self-care advice with a sense of urgency and deep
compassion, offering it as both a warning and a lifeline for future Black female school
leaders. Their words were shaped by lived experiences of navigating the exhausting
journey to principalship without a blueprint for protecting their own well-being. The
emotional toll of leading while Black, while female, is profound. Often pouring from
empty cups in service to others, Black women had to learn the hard way. Now, with hard-
won wisdom, Black women offer practical guidance to help Black women avoid the same
pitfalls. Their message is clear: Black women need and deserve rest, restoration, and
room to care for themselves unapologetically. The stories of Black women breathed life
into the fact that self-care is not optional or a luxury; self-care is a necessity for Black
women to survive in a field that was not created with them in mind. Self-care and healthy
well-being is a necessity for survival and sustained leadership. In passing down this
advice, these leaders are not just protecting others, they are rewriting the narrative that
Black women must sacrifice themselves to serve.

Black women also evidenced that self-care was a practice that directly contributed

to their increased emotional and mental well-being. After practicing self-care, Nisha
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noted that it helped her be a better leader because she was not pouring from an empty
cup. Marley practiced meditation and prayed to her ancestors to reset herself. Evonii
focused on rest and physical health which gave her a clearer mind to make better
leadership decisions. This aligns with Adkins-Jackson et al. (2019) who found that self-
care mediates the negative impact of stress. Higher self-awareness and resilience
predicted more self-care, which made the harmful effects of stress on health weaker. Self-
care played a protective role in the health of Black women, especially under chronic
stress from systemic and racial factors.

Black women also contribute to their well-being through building community and
sisterhood. Spending time with other Black women who ‘get it’ with no need for
explanation allows room for storytelling, vulnerability, and connectedness. Building
spaces of care where support, encouragement, and laughter occur restores energy.
Experiencing true sisterhood gives spaces for Black women to share experiences,
encourage one other, and share insight on navigating White spaces. When Black women
allow joy and pleasure to be central, not secondary, in life, the work they do for children
and families does not take as huge of a toll on their well-being. Self-care is required to
sustain in the field. If Black women do not preserve themselves, no one else will do it for
them.

When Black female leaders experienced burnout, it was due to several factors, but
lack of emotional and spiritual restoration stands out most. What would happen to the
educational field if all Black female principals intentionally and consistently practiced
self-care to sustain without guilt? Black women would be nourished emotionally,

spiritually, mentally, and physically. Black women would survive and thrive, not only in
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the educational field, but in life itself. The hardship of Black female principals does not
end after students and staff exit the building. They are Black mothers and Black wives
that live in a world where they constantly have to prove themselves and take care of
others. Therefore, self-care is essential for supporting the overall well-being and long-
term resilience of Black women. Black women deserve to live full lives that counter the
constant drain of systematic inequities with intentional practices of care, affirmation, and
joy.

Black female leaders are boldly reframing self-care as a critical leadership
strategy, not a luxury. For the participants, prioritizing their well-being is now essential to
persist through emotionally demanding educational roles. More importantly, they are
modeling this mindset for the next generation. By mentoring emerging Black female
leaders to set boundaries, seek joy, and protect their mental and emotional health, they
are disrupting cycles of burnout and martyrdom. In a society that has never prioritized the
well-being of Black women, choosing self-care is an act of survival, legacy-building, and
leadership. Black women are declaring that radical self-preservation is not selfish. It is
necessary for transformative, sustainable impact. Passing this on to new emerging Black
female leaders will contribute to stronger leaders resulting in improved outcomes for
children, families, and staff.

What would change if self-care for Black women was treated as a right, not an
indulgence? These Black women evidenced that a healthy mind, body, and soul is
integral for sustained leadership capacity. Professionally, regular self-care helps
principals manage the intense pressures of school leadership without burning out,

allowing them to lead with longevity. Black women evidenced that prioritizing self-care
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leads to sharper decision-making and greater relational effectiveness. They also model
how wellness and achievement can coexist. Personally, these Black women also
evidenced that regular self-care restores a sense of identity, freedom from guilt, and
reclaimed joy and fulfillment. When Black female principals practice self-care regularly,
they preserve their health and personal well-being. They also amplify their effectiveness
and longevity as leaders, while disrupting the cycle of self-sacrifice often expected of
Black women in leadership.
Other Significant Findings

While the four major themes, Being Unapologetically Me-Evolving Through
Heritage, Support and Solidarity, Grit and Grace, and Self-Care = Self-Investment
formed the heart of this Narrative Inquiry, three additional findings emerged across
participants' stories that offer valuable insight into their lived experiences as Black
female principals. The significant findings included: (1) involvement in Black sororities,
(2) professional advice, and (3) pandemic experiences.

One such finding was the involvement in Black sororities, particularly the Divine
Nine. The Divine Nine refers to the nine historically Black Greek-letter organizations
(BGLOs) that make up the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC). These fraternities and
sororities were founded primarily at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUSs)
in the early 20th century, and they focused on community service, academic excellence,
cultural uplift, and leadership development among African American students and alumni
(Ross, 2000).

Several participants shared that they pledged into a sorority during their

undergraduate or graduate years. Some also had experiences where they had close family
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members who were associated with the Divine Nine and/or found mentors who were
associated with the same sorority in which they were involved. Having a direct or indirect
connection with a sorority provided them another avenue of networking, mentorship, and
leadership opportunities during their ascension to principalship. For example, Nisha was
a Delta. She shared that she had a family friend who was also Delta. When Nisha moved
to her city, her soror (Latin word for sister, commonly used by sororities) provided
integral information and feedback on the area. Nisha also connected with another soror
who was the head of a union. She advised Nisha on the importance of joining the union,
supported her through the process, and told her that joining a union was the best way to
learn the new school system she was entering. When Nisha was interviewed to be a
principal, she was able to speak about being on negotiating teams and curriculum teams
on a higher level because of the connections she had through her sorority. The Delta
sorority served an important purpose to her and the foundation of Black female educators.
Most of the Black women Nisha met in the Principal Learning Community (PLC) where
involved in a sorority.

Nichelle also pledged Delta and her sorority taught her how to be a leader on
campus. As a Delta, the expectation was that she represented herself as a leader. Deltas
held that reputation and were guided by upper classmen to learn how to do it well and
with excellence. In college, Nichelle learned leadership traits that supported her
ascension into leadership after graduation. The connections she made from her sorority
were also integral in the journey to her leadership position. When Nichelle reflected on

her Delta connections, most of them were educators. Therefore, there were continual



249

conversations about educational theory, pedagogy, policy, and values from the lens of
Black women.

When Nichelle attended educational conferences, she would notice Black women
wearing Delta paraphernalia and connect with them. The connection was so strong that
they would then become part of her circle of friends, personally and professionally.
Nichelle’s chapter consisted of five women who were all educators. She continued to
connect often with her line sisters and discuss education. Overall, Nichelle believed being
in a Black sorority helped her build leadership characteristics and skills from her service
as a Delta. She carried those skills everywhere she went, especially professionally.

Another noteworthy finding was the professional advice offered by the
participants to future Black female principals. Besides the advice of self-care routines, the
participants also shared general advice that would help new leaders navigate the barriers
during the ascension to principalship. The leadership advice offered included: (1) how to
understand the political system and navigate around it, (2) building the capacity of staff,
(3) prioritizing the steps of their vision of their schools, and (4) creating supportive
networks to support their work. These additional findings underscore the complexity of
Black women’s experiences in principalship and highlight the various contributions to
their collective experiences. The general advice from the participants was a significant
finding because the culmination led to the exposure of gaps in support of Black women.
Appendix C displays the advice from the participants for new and upcoming Black
female leaders to give them the tools to persist in the field.

The COVID-19 pandemic began in late 2019. The World Health Organization

(WHO) declared this moment as a pandemic in March 2020 which resulted in major
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global lockdowns and restrictions. The lockdown caused schools to transition from in-
person schooling to distance learning and resulted in major shifts in how principals led
and supported their schools. By May 2021, students were allowed to return to school in
person with strict regulations to ensure health and safety. During the interview process,
the participants shared a common theme of how the COVID-19 pandemic affected their
leadership experience and decisions while in their role.

Nisha recalled how gloomy school looked and felt for children when they
returned in person. Although the pandemic changed the way education looked, she
believed that children should still be provided opportunities to learn and have fun to
maintain normalcy. She believed middle school should be fun, so she reimplemented
school parties and field trips to keep things light-hearted. Children and staff were already
afraid of the pandemic, so she made it an obligation to bring fun back into the school.
Nisha said, “Why is COVID this deep? Let’s have fun!” She implemented ways for her
students to have recess again in a safe way. Nisha also incorporated positive incentives,
so things felt normal again. She wanted her students and staff to enjoy school again in
this new world.

Cherokee shared that her school was making incredible gains, then the pandemic
hit and halted progress. She spent the next year trying to rebuild systems, regain trust, and
reestablish order to continue the great academic success they once experienced under her
leadership. During this period, the neighborhood was undergoing significant change,
requiring Cherokee to devote considerable time to helping families understand the

demographic shifts while simultaneously maintaining the building’s operations.
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Mahkayla noted that her principalship experience was challenging but she
enjoyed the ride. Work was never boring and the role caused her to stretch her grain at
different points. Mahkayla had several mentors and supervisors who guided her along the
way, therefore she never experienced the feeling of burnout. However, Mahkayla came
extremely close to experiencing burnout during the COVID-19 shutdown because it
turned her systems upside down. She had to rethink operations while trying to navigate
distance learning and maintain academic excellence.

When children were allowed to return in-person during the pandemic, Evonii’s
biggest challenge was maintaining the student attendance rate. The attendance rate
dropped at its all-time low and it was slow to improve throughout the years of COVID.
Several students unenrolled and many families transitioned to home schooling or to other
schools. The lack of attendance affected her programmatic attendance goal, so she has to
strategically modify her organizational plan.

The pandemic hit when Marley transitioned into her first year of principalship,
therefore, the normal first year of a leader that included specific types of support was not
her reality. Marley said, “It was quite an interesting year. | had served for a year and a
half into the pandemic. | was a girl interrupted.” All the strategies she planned before
principalship went out the window. They no longer applied. Marley had to rethink her
strategies to support the comprehensive school plan while also trying to navigate the new
educational landscape. She did not experience the planned orientation and onboarding to
principalship, according to Marley, she received the “figure it out” experience. The
pandemic coupled with the negative experiences of her intersectionality made it

challenging, yet Marley found her way.
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Each participant’s principalship experience during the pandemic profoundly
shaped their leadership journey. The magnitude of those experiences left lasting
impressions that transformed how they led and required them to pivot with purpose and
adaptability. While the pandemic tested their resolve, they met the challenge with
strategic thinking, resilience, and an unwavering commitment to those they served.
Through uncertainty and constant change, they led with clarity, compassion, and courage
while keeping the needs of their staff, students, and communities at the forefront of every
decision.

Revisiting the Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework was grounded in Black Feminist Thought (BFT) and
Narrative Inquiry, both of which provided a lens to understand the lived experiences of
the Black female principals in this study. As introduced in Chapter 1, combining the
ethics of Black feminism (use of dialogue and lived experiences) with the art of
understanding stories of Black women results in understanding self-perception and what
is required to help them sustain in a field that was built against them on an intentional
level. Lived experiences as a criterion of meaning, use of dialogue, and storytelling lead
to resiliency growth. Resilience is defined as “the process and outcome of adapting to
difficult or challenging life experiences, especially through mental, emotional, and
behavioral flexibility and adjustment to external and internal demands” (Chbeir &
Carrion, 2023, p.146).

Figure 1 shows the initial conceptual framework from Chapter 1. This conceptual
framework includes a cycle of experiences that create persistence in Black female K-12

principals. Through the tenets of Black feminism, Black women have lived experiences
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particular to their intersectionalities. Their lived experiences are viewed as a criterion of
meaning. Understanding and valuing lived experiences helps Black women understand
who they are as individuals and communicate their experiences to the world through use

of dialogue.

Figure 1

Conceptual Framework: “Live, Tell, Persist”

Resources

Black
Feminism

Black female
school leaders

Storytelling

Black feminism cycles to Narrative Inquiry through the element of storytelling.
When Black women tell their stories, the key factor is reflection. Storytelling leads to the
development of self-expression and self-management. This development cycles to
resiliency because it validates their intersecting experiences of race and gender and
allows them to claim voice and agency, even in oppressive spaces. Building resiliency

allows Black women to navigate challenges and utilize resources (i.e. mentors, self-care
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routines) to persist in their leadership roles as principals. This cycle continues as Black
women have new experiences, share their stories, and build resiliency to overcome
barriers that lead to the continued use of resources to persist.

After conducting interviews and aggregating the findings, I updated the
conceptual framework to align with the experiences of the participants. This study
affirms the macro concepts in the framework (Black feminism, Narrative Inquiry, and
resilience) and extends the micro theme of resources. Participants’ stories from the
interview process reflected their lived experiences, use of dialogue, and storytelling.
Their stories discussed their challenges and barriers and ways they utilized them to gain
resilience and persist in the field. Importantly, this study extends the importance of the
micro theme of resources.

This study showed that resources, which were initially used as a micro theme
played a major role in the conceptual framework. The participants affirmed that
resources, such as self-care routines, mentorship, supportive networks, and spirituality,
were integral and necessary in the process of building resiliency and persistence in the
field. This finding suggests that the conceptual framework should include resources as a
macro theme.

Within this study, the word “resilience” is centered and focused. After
interviewing the participants’ stories, the definition of “resilience” transformed. Black
women are often characterized as being resilience beings. Resiliency is often celebrated
as a strength among Black women, but it can also lead to unrealistic expectations. The
stereotype of the "strong Black woman" can overshadow the need for support and

vulnerability. Critics argue that emphasizing resiliency may ignore systemic issues
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affecting Black women's well-being. Advocates call for a more nuanced understanding
that recognizes both strength and the need for care. The conversation aims to shift from
individual resilience to collective support and systemic change.

True and long-lasting resilience for Black women is shifting from static resilience
to dynamic resilience. Static resilience is stable and internal. It is what Black women are
expected to have. It is viewed as a characteristic, relatively fixed over time, and
emphasizes grit and toughness. However, static resilience minimizes systemic barriers,
places responsibility solely on the individual, and overlooks external support.

Dynamic resilience understands resilience as a fluid, evolving process shaped by
interactions between individuals and their environments. It is influenced by relationships,
community, and systems and recognizes access to resources as central. Dynamic
resilience demonstrates that “resilience” is not something you either possess or lack. It
emerges through social support, cultural grounding, resources, personal making-meaning,
and opportunity structures. This is where Black female leaders begin to thrive. Dynamic
resilience includes boundaried strength, collective sustenance, supported leadership, and
sustainable excellence. Dynamic resilience is activated resiliency shifts from persisting
through overcoming individual negative experiences to sustaining negative experiences
on a broader scale. Figure 4 shows the revised version of the conceptual framework with
the differences from the original framework.

Figure 4

“Live, Tell, Persist” Conceptual Framework-REVISED
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Dynamic
Resiliency

Implications for Theory

This study was framed by Black Feminist Thought (Collins, 2000) and Narrative
Inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), both of which center the lived experiences,
cultural knowledge, and resistance strategies of marginalized individuals. The findings
from this study affirm the relevancy of both frameworks.

Black Feminist Thought (BFT) provided a critical lens on Black women’s
struggle in everyday life and engages with the many aspects of women’s identity, which
is significant because it allows them to talk about race and gender inequality (Alinia,
2015; Mai-Nguyen, 2020). Each participant experienced the struggles involved with
being a woman in the field, being Black in the field, and how it affected their ascension
into principalship. Black feminist theory speaks to more than personal struggles; it speaks
to systematic and historically rooted challenges and barriers. The participants shared

experiences of racial and gender discrimination, microaggressions, and stereotypes which
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Collins (2000) describes as “oppressions from intersectionality create a matrix of
domination within systems of power” (p. 299).

Narrative Inquiry centered storytelling and the lived experiences of the
participants as data and a methodology of reflection and empowerment. Through story
format, participants reframed adversity as strength, struggle as calling, and emotional
labor as moral leadership and a call to care for self as much as they care for others. This
theory hones in on the art of storytelling. Through storytelling, Black women make
meaning of their experiences, shape their actions and reactions to future events, and allow
information to be processed (Roundtable Learning, 2023). Stories are shaped by
individuals lived experiences and serve to help them make sense of the world and their
place in it (Bartelheim, 2016). The participants’ stories provided rich qualitative data to
understand each participants lived experience. Collins (2000) shared that storytelling
plays a transformative role for both the storyteller and the listener, offering a pathway to
reclaim knowledge, assert identity, and challenge dominant narratives. For these Black
female principals, storytelling functioned as a meaning-making experience, an act of
agency and voice, a coping strategy, and an act of leadership, while reaffirming Narrative
Inquiry as a powerful framework for capturing educational experience through a
culturally affirming lens. For listeners, hearing these stories can foster collective
awareness and solidarity. These stories enable others to recognize shared patterns of
struggle and resilience. My reflections as the researcher and listener highlight this very
experience.

Together, both theoretical frames suggest that to support Black women in

principalship, leadership models must embrace how emotional, spiritual, and cultural
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labor contribute to how leaders perform and how it is quantified in their performance.
These implications show that there is a need to continue collecting qualitative studies,
specifically for Black women, so the field can continue to understand their experiences
(from adolescence to adulthood) to navigate systematic barriers and increase the number
of Black women in principalship.

Implications for Practice

The narratives of Black female principals in this study highlight the complexities
of leading while navigating intersectional challenges related to race, gender, and
professional expectations. Their stories reveal the need for improved practice within the
educational leadership field. Traditional leadership programs often fail to address race-
based leadership challenges. Principal preparation programs require culturally responsive
coursework. Such coursework should include race, gender, and identity-conscious
leadership. The participants either mentioned that they did not experience a principal
preparation program or if they did, the training did not include coursework that was
specific to their lived realities.

Formal and informal mentorship and support networks are crucial for Black
women in ascension and tenure of principalship. Several participants shared that formal
mentorship provided by the district was not helpful because it was not intentionally
planned with their race and gender in mind. There was no accountability on the formal
mentor for how often they connected with them and structured goal setting was absent.
Intentional formal mentorship is needed. Most of the participants relied on informal

mentorship and supportive networks to find comradery, support, and a sense of
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belonging. Those who experienced peer support cohorts deemed it to be beneficial. Black
female principals should not have to rely solely on finding their own means of support.

Districts should establish structured mentorship pipelines led by or inclusive of
Black women, as well as peer support cohorts that foster solidarity, emotional well-being,
and professional guidance. Mentorship and district-sponsored networks improve career
development and retention for leaders of color, particularly when mentors share similar
experiences. Leadership persistence increases when leaders see growth opportunities and
future career pathways.

Districts should also provide confidential coaching relationships focused on
leadership, political navigation, and well-being. Establishing Black women leaders’
affinity groups or think tanks will allow Black female principals to be in professional
spaces where they can collaborate, share experiences, problem solve, learn, and grow
together. This is important because it establishes another arena for support and
networking. Districts should promote district-wide, regional, and national networks of
Black female principals. These efforts can provide space for peer dialogue, healing,
reflection, and leadership development while reducing isolation, turnover, and promoting
positive well-being and long-term success.

Districts should consider facilitating regular check-ins with district leadership
solely focused on support, not compliance. These check-ins could provide a safe space
for honest conversations about race, gender, leadership challenges specific to Black
women, and the support needed to overcome those challenges. Spaces such as this helps
Black women feel safe supported and connected rather than overburdened or

marginalized. Districts should offer fellowships, advanced leadership degrees, and
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succession planning opportunities for Black women who are interested in leadership or
excelling in it within their current role. Black women should be identified and developed
as leaders early in their careers.

Stories from the participants demonstrated emotional labor at a high level.
Leadership persistence is affected by emotional exhaustion, racial stress, and work-life
imbalance. Black female principals are often placed in higher-need schools with fewer
resources and greater expectations. Districts must avoid disproportionate placement of
Black female principals in under-resourced schools without support and ensure equitable
resource allocation across schools, including adequate staffing, operational support, and
assistant principal assistance.

Districts must acknowledge this invisible labor as it goes unnoticed. Districts
should consider incorporating consistent wellness support outside of the Employee
Assistance Program (EAP). These strategies can include workshops focused on self-care
and stress management, opportunities for principals to attend conferences and retreats
that center Black women’s leadership, wellness days, onsite or virtual wellness offerings
(e.g. mindfulness, therapy groups, and stress reduction programs), and conducting
climate and well-being surveys that include questions specific to experience of stress,
bias, support, and job satisfaction.

Districts should also consider modifying performance evaluations. There is a need
for districts to incorporate the strengths of Black women (i.e. empathy, compassion,
rigor, and tenacity) as qualitative measures for success and achievement. These
characteristics are often absent or minimized in performance evaluations, yet, these

qualitative contributions is integral to the growth and development of students and staff.
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Students and staff benefit from being guided by a leader who is empathetic and
compassionate. These kinds of qualitative characteristics should be included in
performance evaluations because leadership in education is deeply human, relational, and
context-driven, things that numbers alone cannot fully capture. Qualitative measures
aligns with the complexity of educational leadership and allows for a more nuanced,
equitable evaluation process, especially for Black female leaders.

Finally, this study also demonstrates that storytelling is a method of inquiry and a
practice of professional healing, sense-making, and leadership. Educational spaces should
create opportunities for Black women leaders to share their narratives, not only as
personal testimony but as strategic knowledge that can inform leadership practice, inspire
others, and shift policy.

Implications for Policy

The narratives of these participants revealed systemic barriers that hinder Black
women’s ascending and persistence in principalship. Systemic inequities, such as racial
isolation and misrecognition, derive from structural issues rooted in education policy and
leadership practices. School districts can play a decisive role in helping Black female
principals persist by intentionally addressing the structural, professional, and emotional
barriers they face. Persistence is strengthened when districts provide mentorship,
community, equitable systems, and targeted leadership supports, not just general
leadership development. There is a great need for policy reform to gain, support, and
retain Black female principals.

Traditional leadership preparation includes rigorous recruitment of candidates

into the program, close school district-university partnerships, groupings of enrollees into
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cohorts, and incorporation of mentors/coaches. Leadership preparation also includes
leading instruction, managing change, developing people, shaping a positive school
culture, and meeting the needs of diverse learners. However, these leader preparations do
not incorporate the experiences of Black female leaders and how they navigate the field.
There is a discrepancy between the traditional way of thinking about the leadership
pipeline and the reality of what happens on the ground for Black women. The
experiences of Black women provide social and cultural capital to the field, yet this
capital is not embedded, creating barriers for potential Black female leaders.

Making principal recruitment more equitable for Black women requires
intentional disruption of traditional hiring systems that often privilege dominant cultural
norms, informal networks, and subjective judgments. Equity-centered recruitment must
address structural barriers, expand access, and affirm the leadership strengths Black
women bring. Redesigning job descriptions that include the value of culturally responsive
leadership, community engagement, and equity work as core qualifications would be
supportive, as Black women often carry these qualities and is beneficial to students, staff,
and community. These qualities are not formally recognized.

Districts should also consider recruiting from affinity groups, leadership
programs, and professional associations that center Black educators and require diverse
hiring panels, including Black women leaders. Districts should create “grow-your-own”
leadership programs focused on Black women educators. Black women are already
highly qualified leaders. Equity requires changing recruitment structures, not changing

Black women, to recognize and value their leadership fully.
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Several participants reported experiencing limited leadership advancement within
their districts. Advancement was most often presented at a school that was
underperforming and under-resourced, with the expectation that they would be able to
change the trajectory with little to no support. Equity-based succession plans would
increase the pipeline of Black females in the educational leadership field across various
school contexts. Equity-based succession plans should be clear about promotion policies,
inclusive recruitment practices, and training programs that address racial and gender bias
in leadership selection.

Participants also shared experiences of unfair evaluations. They were leading
turnaround efforts in under-resourced schools yet were evaluated on the overall
performance of the school, rather than its progress. The participants also shared
experiences of taking on a significant emotional toll due to their intersectional identities.
Current evaluation systems fail to account for the cultural, emotional, and relational labor
Black women principals perform. Policies should require the integration of qualitative
indicators into performance reviews, including measures of school climate, staff trust,
equity-focused decision-making, and community engagement. These are often the areas
where Black women excel, but they are rarely recognized through performance
evaluation, despite being just as important as test scores.

Each participant shared their experience of the emotional toll from systemic
resistance and a lack of support during their principalship. There is a demand for formal
wellness policies. Districts should implement mental health supports for school leaders,
including mentoring, counseling, predetermined leave, and wellness retreats.

Institutionalizing self-care as policy must be part of the leadership sustainability plan to
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help sustain the retention of Black female principals. This study also reinforced the power
of narratives; therefore, policymakers should create formal opportunities for narrative
inclusion, such as leadership focus groups, so Black women's voices are included when
shaping future policies under which they are governed.
Practitioner Reflection

Engaging in this Narrative Inquiry with Black female K-12 principals took me on
a deep intellectual and personal journey. It was an experience I did not expect, but [ am
deeply grateful that I had it. As a Black woman in education myself, I approached this
research not only as a scholar but as a listener, a witness, and at times, a mirror. Although
I was asking questions to delve into the inquiries of my study, it concluded with me
feeling filled and motivated in my personal life as a Black female school leader, mother,
and change agent. In my interview protocol, I asked each participant, “What insight
would you provide to future Black female school leaders?”” Almost every participant
altered their responses to address me directly. They poured directly into me. They used
my name with their advice.

For example, when Evonii shared self-care advice for future Black female
principals, she directed her advice specifically to me when I shared that I planned on

working over Spring break. She said,

I’m serious, Angela. You better put that down, do what you gotta do tonight, wrap
it up and then tomorrow do something fun for you. Even if it's just hanging out on
the couch and binge watching something but go get your nails done, get your hair
done, get your back rubbed, do something. Do a day trip, leave tomorrow, don’t
come back til Sunday, but do something that’s gonna make you feel like you
filled your cup. Because I have to fill my own cup sometimes, you know?

I transformed from being a researcher to being a mentee, someone they saw as

needing to be cared for, mentored, and loved. I experienced what research says about
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othermothering. We transformed from ‘researcher-participant’ to ‘mother-daughter.’ I
knew that I would learn from the stories of these women, but the magnitude of how
profoundly they would transform me was an unexpected blessing.

One of the most powerful realizations for me was that storytelling itself was a
form of resistance. I often sat with the weight of their words long after the recording had
stopped. Each interview was enveloped in hard truth, wisdom, and tenderness. Knowing [
was in the same position as them, they did not disguise the truth. They gave me realness
coupled with motivation and encouragement. I had to sit with my own positionality and
be reflective. I had to be careful not to impose my own assumptions or finish their
sentences in my mind. There were moments where we laughed, cried, and pondered
together. I began to think about my own journey, how to reframe it, and be an asset to
other Black female leaders and a change agent for our population.

This research affirmed that narrative inquiry is a method and a lifeline. For Black
women in leadership, telling their stories is an act of survival, testimony, and legacy. I
hope that this study not only honors their words but also contributes to a broader
conversation about justice, visibility, and care in educational leadership.

As a Black female leader, I share the same characteristics as my participants. As |
heard their stories and related to certain experiences, strong emotions arose. I wrote these
immediate feelings in a reflection memo so I could avoid bias and focus on the stories. In
an initial interview, one woman shared her struggles with caring for her hospitalized
husband and maintaining her household alone while leading a school. I felt deep
sympathy and placed my hand over my chest while she spoke. I could feel her labor of

love. In the follow-up interview, she shared that her husband had passed. My jaw
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dropped and we both shed tears. I felt immense sadness and wish I could hug her through
the laptop.

My reflection memos captured my shared experiences and emotions with the
participants. I noted feeling angry when participants shared experiences of
discrimination. I noted the times I laughed when they shared stories about their
professionally snappy comebacks to microaggressions. I noted the times I empathized
with the participants, and I had so many personal questions I wanted to ask because I
wanted to delve into my own experiences that related to their stories. I made note of all
these feelings and my body language so I could focus on how her experience and how it
added truth to my research.

Limitations

While this narrative inquiry sought to honor and uplift the lived experiences of
Black female principals, several limitations must be acknowledged. As is characteristic of
narrative inquiry, this study focused on a small, purposeful sample of Black female
principals, therefore, there is a limited sample size and scope. This study allowed deep
rich data through storytelling, but it does not limit the generalization of the findings
because the sample size is intended to offer insight into the lived realities of Black
women, not represent all Black female principals.

The findings in this study represent Black female principals within the K-12
world in the United States. Therefore, it does not represent Black female principals in
other professional educational settings (i.e. private schools and charter schools) where
cultural dynamics may deem itself differently. As a Black female researcher with

professional experience in educational leadership, my shared identity with the
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participants fostered trust and relational depth. However, this also posed the risk of
researcher bias. I remained vigilant in bracketing my assumptions and used reflection
memos to navigate my interpretations, but the potential for over-identification or
projection remains a limitation of the study.

Conducting a Narrative Inquiry relies on participants’ willingness to share
personal stories, which relies on the participants willingness to disclose personal
information. Due to this, participants may have chosen to withhold controversial details.
Recounting emotionally taxing events may have influenced how stories were told or
remembered. The emotional tax experienced through recounting personal stories are part
of the storytelling process but also underscore the emotional labor inherent in both
sharing.

Conclusion

This narrative inquiry study explored the professional and personal lived
experiences of Black female K—12 principals. Through their stories, these leaders made
significant contributions to the field of educational research. Their narratives illuminate
not only the realities of their leadership journeys but also the systemic conditions that
shape those journeys. For the number of Black women in educational leadership to
increase, the educational system must not merely be adjusted, it must be intentionally
dismantled and reconstructed with equity at its core.

This study created a space where Black female principals could speak freely and
authentically. Their storytelling was rich, layered, and transformative. Within their
narratives were moments of authenticity, solidarity, grit, grace, and self-investment. Their

stories revealed the strength required to lead within systems that were not designed with
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Black women in mind, systems that often extract their labor, brilliance, and emotional
energy at great personal cost.

That cost manifests through experiences of misrecognition, discrimination,
microaggressions, stereotypes, unrealistic expectations of superhuman strength, code-
switching, limited access to structured mentorship, and insufficient district-level support.
Yet despite these barriers, the participants shared how they continue to carry these
burdens while persisting in principalship. Their resilience is deeply rooted in spirituality,
heritage, supportive networks, personal values, and the ability to reframe adversity. These
women stand as guardians of equity even while navigating inequitable systems.

The findings reveal a pressing need for equitable leadership preparation programs,
structured mentorship grounded in intersectionality, and policy changes that level the
playing field for Black women. Black women bring invaluable contributions to
educational leadership including cultivating positive school cultures, leading with
empathy, and demonstrating unwavering tenacity, yet these contributions are often
overlooked despite being essential to thriving school communities. The findings
underscore the urgent need for equity-driven recruitment, leadership preparation, and
comprehensive wellness support.

By privileging narrative, this research affirms Black women’s epistemologies,
leadership practices, and forms of resistance. It positions their voices not as anomalies
but as sources of wisdom, insight, and truth. Their stories serve as a call to action for
justice, care, and sustainability within educational leadership. Storytelling itself is a form
of power. Lived experience is data. Black women have always led with vision, resilience,

and a deep, unshakable sense of purpose. When Black women shift their narratives,
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moving beyond stories rooted solely in struggle, they activate new forms of resilience
that make persistence possible. Remaining confined to narratives of trauma,
microaggressions, self-sacrifice, or the superwoman burden limits possibilities for both
current and future leaders. By expanding and evolving their stories, Black women create
pathways for the next generation to imagine new leadership possibilities. Through this
narrative transformation, representation in principalship can grow nationwide.

Resilience is deeply embedded within Black women’s lived experiences;
however, resilience cannot stand alone. Systemic equity, mentorship, and self-
preservation must accompany it. To enter leadership, Black women would benefit from
intentional leadership pipelines that provide structured pathways from the classroom to
principalship. These pathways should include transparent hiring practices, sponsorship
from district leaders, and bias-trained hiring committees. Black women also deserve
access to high-quality leadership preparation programs that include cohorts intentionally
designed for women of color and programs that affirm culturally responsive leadership
practices. Representation matters. Black female narratives must position them as
visionary instructional leaders rather than limiting portrayals of disciplinarians.

To persist in leadership, wellness structures must be intentionally implemented
and protected. Self-care must be recognized as self-investment. Districts should create
environments where wellness practices can occur without fear of professional
repercussions. This includes realistic leadership expectations, mental health resources
specifically designed for Black women, and protected time for proactive strategic
leadership. Psychological safety and institutional protection are essential. Districts must

establish clear protocols for addressing discriminatory parent complaints and ensure
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superintendent-level advocacy when such incidents arise. Authentic culturally responsive
mentorship with experienced principals and affinity networks—such as the National
Alliance of Black School Educators—should be actively encouraged and supported by
districts.

The narratives also revealed inequitable workloads. Black women are
disproportionately placed in under-resourced schools, turnaround schools, and high-
discipline environments. While the participants demonstrated extraordinary leadership
within these contexts, constant crisis without systemic support led to exhaustion. These
women excelled, but the question remains: at what cost to their mental, emotional, and
physical health? Black women deserve to lead while remaining healthy and whole.
Sustaining leadership ultimately depends on district leaders providing culturally
responsive formal and informal support systems.

To thrive in leadership, Black women need autonomy, trust, and freedom from
discriminatory barriers. The narratives demonstrated that Black female principals
frequently practice relational, community-centered leadership. Yet this leadership
approach is often constrained by institutional expectations. Instead, it should be affirmed,
supported, and celebrated. Thriving also requires advancement pathways into executive
leadership roles and succession planning that intentionally includes Black women.
Structural transparency is equally necessary. Educational systems must examine and
expose inequities through data, including hiring practices disaggregated by race and
gender, leadership retention rates, disciplinary complaint patterns, school assignment
trends, and climate survey results. Without data transparency, inequities remain hidden.

What remains hidden cannot be transformed.
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Beyond institutional structures, the stories revealed the profound influence of
cultural heritage on resilience. The traditions, values, and relational dynamics of Black
families contribute significantly to the resilience of Black women leaders. One such
tradition is othermothering, a culturally rooted practice in which Black women provide
care, guidance, and nurturing to children beyond their biological families. Othermothers
serve as protectors, mentors, and advocates within families, schools, churches, and
communities. This practice builds collective support systems, encourages advocacy, and
fosters healing through reciprocal care.

When translated into professional settings, othermothering can strengthen
leadership sustainability. A professional othermothering mentorship model would expand
mentorship beyond career guidance to include holistic care. Professional othermothers
could provide support in leadership development, emotional wellbeing, work—life
balance, and navigating racialized and gendered workplace dynamics. Through these
trust-based relationships, Black women leaders can build sustainable leadership
pathways. Care-based leadership must be recognized and valued as a legitimate
leadership strength.

Black family traditions also emphasize reverence for the strength and leadership
of women. This reverence affirms identity, nurtures self-worth, and positions women as
cultural knowledge keepers. When this reverence is reflected in professional spaces, it
can counteract the isolation and systemic barriers Black women experience in educational
leadership. Professional networks should intentionally celebrate the accomplishments of

Black women leaders and create spaces for them to share their leadership journeys
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through storytelling. Intentional spaces for restoration, such as leadership retreats and
wellness initiatives, are also critical to addressing emotional labor and burnout.

The narratives also illuminated the profound role of grit and grace in Black
women’s leadership. Grit and grace represent the ability to persist with determination
while leading with compassion, humility, and dignity. For many participants, these
qualities were deeply connected to spirituality, faith, and cultural traditions. However,
persistence must be balanced with wellness. Professional networks can support this
balance through peer accountability groups, collaborative leadership problem-solving
spaces, and collective advocacy for equitable policies.

Storytelling itself emerged as a powerful contributor to resilience. Within Black
communities, storytelling has long served as a cultural practice for preserving knowledge,
processing struggle, and affirming identity. When Black female leaders share their stories
with one another, resilience is strengthened for both the storyteller and the listener.
Storytelling validates lived experiences, transmits survival knowledge, and builds
solidarity. Professional spaces can intentionally embed storytelling through narrative-
based mentorship, leadership storytelling circles, and reflective leadership development
programs. Stories can also serve as catalysts for institutional change. When educational
leaders listen to the lived experiences of Black women, they gain a deeper understanding
of systemic inequities and can develop policies that reflect those realities.

This study also contributes to the understanding of static and dynamic resilience.
Static resilience refers to persistence through individual strength, determination, and
endurance. While this form of resilience allows Black women to navigate moments of

hardship, it can also lead to emotional, mental, and physical burnout when sustained
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without support. Dynamic resilience, by contrast, reframes resilience as relational,
adaptive, and collective. Dynamic resilience emerges through storytelling, community,
mentorship, and access to resources. It recognizes that resilience is not solely an
individual responsibility, but a shared commitment supported by institutions and
networks. Educational institutions must intentionally cultivate dynamic resilience by
embedding mentorship, storytelling, affinity networks, and wellness initiatives into
leadership structures. These supports allow Black women not only to persist in leadership
but to truly thrive. The strength of Black women is extraordinary and undeniable. Yet if
educational systems truly seek to increase the number of Black women who lead and
remain in leadership, they must stop relying on that strength alone. Resilience should be

honored, but it should never be the only support Black women are given.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions

The interview questions are broad and open-ended to allow room for storytelling. I will
use guiding questions to gain specific insight towards the research question:

(1) Tell me about your life growing up.

(2) Tell me about your school experience growing up.

(3) What was your path in becoming a teacher and eventually a school leader?
(4) Tell me about your experience of becoming a school leader.

(5) Did you have a mentor? If so, what was that experience like?

(6) How did colleagues respond to you becoming a school leader?

(7) What was it like when you met your staff members for the first time as a school

leader?
(8) Talk to me about being a woman in the field.

(9) You’ve mentioned that you have been in the educational field for _years. What

has kept you here?

(10) How do you think people perceive Black female leaders in schools?

(11) Tell me about any personal values you carry daily in your work?

(12) What keeps you going?

(13) If you could provide insight to new Black female leaders coming into the field,
what would it be?

(14) Anything else about your experience as a Black female leader you would like to

share with me?



Resources
Challenges
Barriers
Persistence
Resilience
Intersectionality
Racism

Sexism

Classism
Oppression
Feminism

Social acceptance
Social perceptions
Personal accountability
Ethics of caring
Values

Empathy

Patience

Bounce back after
hardship

Humor
Self-efficacy
View change as
opportunity
Family values
Spiritual values
Angry Black woman
Education
Passion
Professional
development
Professional learning

Well-being
Solutions

Social bonds
Self-esteem
Supportive
networks
Control
Connectedness
Self-expression
Self-management
Reflection
Intellect

Stress
Ascension
Familial support
Imposter
syndrome

Good judgement
Community
Trauma

Male domination
Microaggression
Grace
Resistance
Feedback
Gender

Age

Culture

Beliefs
Interactions
Physical health
Emotional health
Superwoman
factor
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Intersectionality
Feminism
Social
acceptance
Social
perceptions
Personal
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Values
Empathy

Self-efficacy
Spiritual values
Education
Passion
Self-esteem
Self-expression
Self-
management
Intellect

Trauma
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Gender
Beliefs
Good
judgement
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Essence of
Self

Outsider-
Within

Being
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ally Me -
Evolving
Through
Heritage




304

Persistence Physical health | Reflection Serving Self-Care =
Resilience Emotional Grace others Self-
Humor health while investment
Well-being Spiritual values prioritizin

g self




305

Appendix C: Advice to New Black Female Leaders from Participants

Participant Advice to Persist

Nisha e Most schools want you to address climate culture and instruction. Those areas are
very public and they are easy wins. Once you address those two things and stay
focused on those two areas, people can say, “Okay, I trust this principal to begin to
do the work™. I spent my first two years on that.

e Seek out professional development on your own.

e Pick a focus and accomplish it when you come into the field. It will build trust with
the community that you are a strong principal. Then repeat.

e You must build a professional network.

e Connect with the community.

e [t is important to rest.

e Despite how hard you work, prioritize your family.

e Go to doctors and take care of yourself.

e Be protective of your calendar.

e Build your dream team. It will support your resiliency.

e (o to therapy. I went through six years of therapy and it really helped me. I was
able to learn how to cope better. So when [ was a principal, [ used a lot of lessons
from my own mental health journey. Therapy was helpful with learning how to set
boundaries and to learn how to manage.

Cherokee e Know your "why." Let your "why" be the driving force for your actions.

e Put students first. Focus on equity and liberation" for ALL students. Once again, if
students are first, your decisions are not only grounded in equity, they are also
ethically sound.

e Do not allow your voice to be silenced or minimized. You have power!

e Stand tall and believe in yourself and your decisions.

e Be advised that while nationally we are not the largest represented group of
principals, we must bond with other female principals of color.

e C(reate a network of critical friendsbecause getting support builds strength and
power.

e Be aware that you are responsible for driving other admin, teachers, staff, and
student performance. Be responsible with building your team!

e At the end of the day, you are the captain of your ship.

e [dentify individuals who believe in your “why” and will be a part of the solution
and not a problem.

e Do not be afraid to address "problems."

Mahkayla e That political system, learn it!

e Have systems in place. Don’t fly under the radar but get the things done so that
when you want to advocate for something, you won’t get push back. It's like your
stacking credibility. Keep stacking so when you need to challenge, you have
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foundation.

Understand what the district wants so you can be successful within the confines of
their requirements.

I would say also another piece of advice that has grounded me is to measure
everything you decide on against your goals and your values. That helps you say
“yes” and “no” to things. If you're not grounded in your ultimate long term vision,
then it's hard for you to navigate that. You can make decisions quicker when you
are grounded in your vision.

Always have your wishlist of things so that when a door opens, an opportunity
presents itself, you are ready to receive it. If you have not thought about it, then you
will miss an opportunity.

When you're clear with yourself, then the things will come. So that clarity is really
really helpful. It’s really needed when you're thinking about what you want to
elevate in your school and then keep it simple. My comprehensive school plan, the
big rocks in it have not adjusted since I've been principal. Focus on small group
instruction, focus on data meetings. You can't fix 1,000 things so what are the 5
core rocks is your decision making on?

[ always talk to my team about our net. Like what is the net of our expectations? So
that even when people don't rise or they fail, the net itself holds a level of quality
that the school will feel.

The most important thing that you give to the people that you serve is feedback.
Period. Otherwise, you’ve wasted their time.

If you have a weakness then you need to fill that weakness in your team so you
have balance.

One of the biggest struggles for leadership teams is being on the balcony. Being on
the balcony is seeing the whole picture. I think the whole picture. They think about
what is important in their locust of control. And so I feel like I spent a lot of time
with my leads doing that work. This is the trickle of the decision. All the things you
didn’t think about.

Evonii

Keep things in perspective and remember you are not your job and so make sure
that you set those boundaries.

Make sure that you take the time to take care of you. Just because it's good work,
doesn't mean you're supposed to be the one doing.

Learn when to shut it off. Set boundaries for yourself, especially if you have a
family, especially if you have little ones in your house. That's your first ministry.
You are your priority. That you take care of yourself. Don’t neglect yourself. So
make sure you exercise. Make sure you eat right. Make sure you get enough sleep.
Make sure you drink your water. Take care of yourself and your mental health.
Have somebody that you can talk to that doesn’t mind you complaining every now
and then. It might not be a family member because they get tired of you
complaining, get a therapist or somebody, but make sure you take care of your
physical or mental health and you set boundaries because you're no good to
anybody else if you're not taking care of yourself. Put on your own mask first.
Find that person that you can call when you need practical advice or when you need
a thought partner.
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Don't make emotional decisions.
Be strategic in who you put in your leadership team.

Marley

Find your community. Create it if it doesn't exist, but find your community and
what I mean, by community is like people who are in similar roles, in similar line of
work or who have done what you're doing who you can just commiserate with, who
you can just balance questions off of or vent to or you know, have someone hold up
a mirror or a window for you. Sometimes you need perspective but sometimes you
gotta look at yourself and fix it.

I would say the second thing is knowing your “why”. You really need a compass
point and anchor because there will be days where it will make absolutely no sense
for you to remain in the work because of how difficult it can be to you.

You are not a martyr and you do not have to save all the children. You actually
can’t, not if you wanna do this work for longer than three years. You gotta put that
mentality aside. Be more realistic about what this job. So like, there's, this thing
about being realistic about what your job can actually accomplish that I think helps,
especially bearing new leaders and your ability to sustain.

Have a self-care routine. Carve out time on your calendar to reflect, carve out time
to get feedback, carve out time to grow, call out when you need to, carve out time
to get your nails done, and be intentional about those things. Look at your calendar
over the course of the school year and and and put it in there.

Decide what you need from your superiors or network in terms of support and put it
in writing on the front end.

Nichelle

Make sure you have mentors or people that you can call. Make sure you have a
good support system, whether that's other Black women or people who you know
are supporting you that you can call on. People that are gonna be in your corner and
that you can be transparent with. I think it’s sometimes hard for us as Black women
to let that wall down and to say this is hard right now. But you have to be able to be
transparent with somebody. So find a support group of trusting people that you can
talk to and really be yourself with and share what's really going on so that you can
really get the help you need.

Don't give up when it gets tough. You gotta know within yourself that you're doing
good work. You've gotta know that. You've got to have that.

Have some type of spiritual life, something that grounds you outside of your work,
the work you do. And that looks different for different people. So whatever it is that
you need that provides strength for you in some other way, find that and use that.
Find passion. Be passionate about what you do. Love what you do and you've gotta
know within yourself that you're doing good work. You're making an impact.
Know when to cut ties. Know when it's time for you to go somewhere else. And be
okay with that because sometimes you need to go someplace else to heal or gain
new experiences.

Don't limit yourself to anything.

Take time to grow personally and professionally.

Take that time for yourself to hone your own skills.

Practice self care.
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You can't do it all by yourself so build a strong team. Build a strong team of people
around you and build their capacity to do that.

Be yourself. Be true to who you are.

Don’t try to be superwoman. I had to learn that. I can't be everybody’s
superwoman. I can't. I don't wear a cape. I don't have one. And I think sometimes,
especially starting out in leadership, you feel like you have to do that. Help others
find the “super” within them.

Your faith, family, friends, and circle of people help to build resilience. Understand
and embrace that circle who understands what you're going through, who
understands the work, who truly understands. Be that encouragement to each other.
Those are the things that help build that resilience and learning yourself as you go
through learning who you are as a person. Not trying to be everything that people
want you to be, but being true to who you are and authentic and real in what you
do. It just makes 1it, it builds, it builds your confidence really in the work. When you
can do it in a way that's authentic.

People appreciate realness, especially when you've built authentic relationships.
Build those authentic relationships by showing your true self.
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