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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

Equity-Focused Leadership for Transformative Instructional Practices 

 

 

This qualitative interpretive study explores the leadership experiences and 

strategies of twelve high school principals operating within high-poverty suburban and 

urban school districts in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. It aims to 

investigate and describe how principals who serve schools impacted by poverty 

conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all. Through in-

depth, semi-structured interviews, the research highlights these leaders’ unique 

challenges, including systemic barriers related to resource allocation, staffing, and 

community engagement.  

 The data revealed four themes: (1) A Leader’s Philosophy and Beliefs about 

Equity, (2) Culturally Responsive and Transformative Leadership Practices, (3) 

Leadership Practices that Promote Student Agency, and (4) Leadership that Prioritizes 

Mental Health. The data contributed to and advanced the ongoing conversation about 

diversity and equity in education by documenting the experiences of principals, 

highlighting systemic practices, advocating for systemic change, and promoting practices 

that support marginalized students. It serves as a current and vital resource for educators 

and policymakers seeking to navigate the complexities of the current anti-diversity 

climate in the United States. It challenges the status quo and provides a leadership model 

that includes consistently addressing and initiating conversations about race and White 

supremacy ideals and how they impact students, teachers, as well as the teaching and 

learning environment. While the study aligned with the current theories, it also extended 
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beyond the existing literature on leadership theory and equity-focused, transformative 

leadership, as well as culturally responsive leadership. It considered the impacts of the 

recent COVID-19 pandemic and the current legislative climate concerning the discussion 

of education and educational equity.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview  

Increased changes in the demographics of U.S. public schools and inequitable 

challenges certain populations of students face have made it essential for researchers in 

education to investigate the leadership practices being used to educate the nation’s 

economically disadvantaged students (DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2020; DeMatthews et 

al., 2020.; Gooden & Dantley, 2012; Kenny et al., 2020). Public school plays a critical 

role in society because it has been the catalyst to opportunity, achievement, and mobility 

for all students—especially the students from low socioeconomic contexts (Alkaher & 

Gan, 2020; Downey 2020; Fullan, 2008; Fullan, 2020; O’Donnell & White, 2005). 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (2006) posited that certain subgroups of the public school 

population have continued to experience negative and inequitable treatment daily and that 

the achievement gap has been a matter of race and class when compared to their White 

middle-class counterparts. Research revealed these subgroups included students of color, 

students of low socioeconomic status (SES), students with disabilities, and English 

language learners (ELLs), all who consistently have experienced significantly lower 

achievement test scores. Further variables contributing to this social inequity have 

included teacher expectations and allocation of resources (Alexander et al., 2001; Banks, 

1997; Delpit, 1995; White et al., 2016).  

Unfortunately, students of color have often been concentrated in schools with 

fewer resources. For instance, schools with 90% or more students of color have spent less 

per student per year than schools with 90% or more White students (Spatig-Americaner, 

2012; White et al., 2016). In 2015, the average reading score for White students on the 
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National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 4th and 8th grade exam was 26 

points higher than the scores of Black students. Similar gaps appeared in math, with only 

7% of Black students performing at or above proficient on the math exam in 2015 

compared to 32% of White students (Department of Defense Education Activity, 2017). 

According to Brown et al. (2011), these students have often been categorized in a 

predetermined mold which has subjected them to academic failure and social inequity. 

They have been, at times, denied equal access to excellent education. According to the 

U.S. Department of Education (USDE) (2015), even when Black students have had 

access to honors or advanced placement (AP) courses, they were vastly underrepresented 

in these courses. Black and Latino students have represented 38% of students in schools 

that offer AP courses, but only 29% of these students were enrolled in at least one AP 

course. Black and Latino students have also had less access to education programs 

designed for gifted and talented youngsters than have White students (USDE NCES, 

2015).  

The U.S. Government’s attempts to address the issue of educational equity in 

schools that educate socioeconomically disadvantaged minorities began as early as the 

1950s (Blanchett et al., 2005). Over the past two decades, the federal government has 

implemented more policies to improve the instructional quality in schools and address the 

academic needs of all students. Thus, the federal government established new regulations 

and programs to provide socioeconomically challenged schools with minority subgroups 

the necessary resources to protect their student populations. One such piece of legislation 

was the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) passed in 2001 (No Child Left Behind Act, 

2001). Despite legislators’ positive intentions, the Act resulted in negative effects; it 
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ignored minoritized students’ capabilities and reproduced inequities for some students 

who were not achieving the expected state academic achievement standard based on a 

test that was developed for the White non-ELL middle class student (Salazar Perez, 

2018). Crawford (2004) illustrated evidence of the inequity seen through resources 

provided to ELLs and other minority groups. For example, while NCLB originally 

focused on the academic progress of ELLs, it did not provide adequate resources to 

address some of the obstacles to their academic achievement, including resource 

inequities, shortage of adequately trained teachers, inadequate instructional materials and 

facilities, and poorly designed instructional programs (Crawford, 2004).  

The disparity between ELLs and other students has continued to grow as the 

populations of ELLs has increased within the school community and as long as the 

achievement gap has persisted (Tung, 2013). Some ELL students have been segregated 

for the majority of their high school careers in separate language resource classrooms—

unless they dropped out before graduating, as disproportionate numbers of ELLs have 

been seen in the dropout data (Kim 2011; Uriarte et al., 2011). In their four years of 

analysis on enrollment and outcomes in several public schools, Uriarte and colleagues 

(2011) posited that promoting an asset-based view of multicultural ELLs has been 

necessary to increase educational equity in opportunities for ELLs. It has been critical for 

schools to be equipped with resources that have provided an exceptional education that 

has met the needs of all students, especially minority groups.  

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), passed in December 2015, was the 

latest law put into place to address educational equity and excellence for all. Even with 

educational legislation such as ESSA designed to improve racial equity in education, the 
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academic achievement gap between minority subgroups and their more affluent peers has 

still been a concern for educators. Despite the acknowledgment that racism, classism, and 

deficit thinking have perpetuated achievement gaps, limited attention has been given to 

these prohibitive factors when reform efforts were planned (Green, 2012; Green & 

Gooden, 2014; Milner, 2013). The academic achievement gap, first reported in the 

Coleman Report of 1966, documented the gross inequity within schools. The report 

revealed disproportionate opportunities and learning outcomes among students of color 

and students living in poverty when compared with their affluent peers. It also reflected 

the disparities between ELLs, special needs students, and other groups of students (Kim, 

2011). 

The established Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) was 

updated in 2015 to address the educational inequity in our schools. PSEL provided 

guidelines grounded in current research and experiences of educational leaders, and 

addressed behaviors necessary for school leaders to meet their schools and students’ 

needs. The standards were designed to guide leaders to provide more equitable 

environments that increased student outcomes (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration [NPBEA], 2015). Standard 3, “Equity and Cultural Responsiveness,” 

required educators to strive for equity of educational opportunity and culturally 

responsive practices to increase each student’s academic success (NPBEA, 2015, p. 11). 

The hope was that the new standards would bring about more equitable outcomes for all 

students if educational leaders diligently established positive, equity-focused instructional 

learning environments. 
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Poverty has been measured broadly by an individual’s income level; however, 

schools have measured poverty by the number of students who receive free and reduced-

price meals daily. According to the USDE National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES), high-poverty schools have been defined as public schools where more than 75% 

of the students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL) and mid-high 

poverty schools as those where 50.1% to 75.0% of students were eligible for FRPL 

(USDE NCES, 2023, n. p.). NCES 2023 data (USDE NCES, 2023) highlighted that one 

in every five of all school-aged children lives below the poverty line and is economically 

disadvantaged. With over 40 million people in the United States living below the poverty 

line—defined as earning less than $25,750 per year for family households of four (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning 

and Evaluation, 2019)—poverty and its effects on students has been critical.  

In addition, there has been an overrepresentation of African American and 

Hispanic students in high-poverty and mid to high-poverty schools. The data revealed 

that 37% of Blacks and 38% of Hispanics attend high-poverty schools, compared to only 

7% of Whites; a similar pattern has occurred in high-poverty secondary schools (USDE 

NCES, 2015). Also, according to the USDE NCES 2015 report, between 1999 and 2008, 

the percentage of high-poverty schools in which at least 76% of children were eligible for 

free and reduced-price lunch increased from 12% to 17%. The School Nutrition 

Association (2022) documented that in SY 2021–22, a family of four earning $34,450 or 

less was eligible for free meals and one earning $49,025 or less was eligible for reduced 

price meals (School Nutrition Association, 2022). Furthermore, the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) reported that in their National School Lunch Program 
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(NSLP) over 29.6 million children were enrolled and that over 1.5 million students could 

not afford their daily school meals (USDA, 2019).  

In contrast, non-Hispanic Whites and Asians were underrepresented in the poverty 

population. This was understandable as it correlated to the most recent data on poverty 

which showed that, in 2019, the share of Blacks in poverty was 1.8 times greater than 

their share among the general population. Blacks represented 13.2% of the total 

population in the United States, but 23.8% of the poverty population. The share of 

Hispanics in poverty was 1.5 times more than their share in the general population. 

Hispanics comprised 18.7% of the total population, but 28.1% of the population in 

poverty. These increases might have been directly connected to the COVID pandemic 

and the fact that the population of people who were most adversely affected by loss of 

wages, health, and access to food and health care were in the Black and Hispanic 

demographic (NCES, 2020). These data points highlighted the ongoing connection 

between poverty rates and free or reduced-price meals. The free or reduced-price lunch 

eligibility has been known from the federal poverty level and has been connected to the 

free or reduced-price lunch percentage, making it useful to researchers from an analytic 

perspective (Randolph & Prejean-Harris, 2016). Therefore, the free and reduced-price 

meals data has been used to affirm the level of poverty that existed within a school. 

Economically disadvantaged students have shown overall lower academic 

achievement on standardized assessments than their more affluent peers and this was seen 

in the persistent achievement gap. Research about the achievement gap has provided 

evidence that it has persisted and continued to grow with specific subgroups of students, 

including African American and Latino (Reardon, 2011). Gaps in performance have not 
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been based on ability, but instead may have been caused by influences that adversely 

affected the holistic development and academic success of students from low 

socioeconomic environments (Daly et al., 2006). Blankstein et al. (2015) asserted that 

gaps in achievement may have been due to factors within and outside the school context 

that affected the academic progress of these students. Despite these factors, some low-

SES students have risen above the negative influences to become academically 

successful, which may have been a product of the crucial role school played in their lives. 

For this reason, it is important for leaders of public schools that serve high-poverty 

students to question why some students from high-poverty schools have succeeded while 

others have remained unsuccessful. An investigation to understand this phenomenon is 

warranted. This study defines equity-focused as leadership that focuses on the core of 

teaching and learning and leadership that requires the disruption of status quo 

organizational structures, policies, and practices through the redistribution of resources 

such as people, time, and money; and also the development of local partnerships with 

families, the local community, and other governance structures in order to transform 

academic, civic, and social-emotional student outcomes (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004; 

Shields, 2004).  

Research Gap 

Although there is a body of research that has explored poverty and failing schools 

(Blankstein et al., 2015; Brown, 2012; Comer, 1994; Oakes et al., 2000; Reyes et al., 

1999; Riester et al., 2002), equity and inclusion (Kozol, 1991; McKenzie & Scheurich, 

2004; Theoharis, 2007), preparing principals to lead schools that are successful with 

racially diverse populations (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004), leadership for social justice, 
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and equity that focused on preservice education (Brown, 2004), there is still a gap in the 

literature and a need to explore how equity-focused leaders have conceptualized equity to 

promote the academic achievement of socioeconomically disadvantaged students and 

those students who have been minoritized and marginalized.  

Khalifa et al. (2016) noted the number of empirical sources on school leadership 

behaviors directed specifically to minoritized students to reveal that some research has 

been done; however, schools have been increasingly more culturally and racially diverse 

and, therefore, more empirical work was necessary to educate principals on leading with 

a focus on equity. This further highlighted the need in the growing literature for concrete 

models and real examples of principals who believed their practices were transformative 

and they maintained a focus on equity for all students, especially those who were 

minoritized or marginalized. There are studies that have focused on the importance of 

instructional leadership in promoting student success and achievement in the literature 

(Anderson, 2007; Cotton, 2003; Fulmer, 2006; Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2011; 

Waters et al., 2003); however, the academic achievement of socioeconomically 

disadvantaged students as well as marginalized students has been evidenced in the 

literature but only a few had an equity-focused, transformative leader as a major focus. 

The literature confirmed that transformative leadership was holistic in its approach and it 

included conditions responsible to disrupt inequity and promote equitable practices 

(Shields, 2018; Shields & Hesbol, 2019). Instructional leadership has been important; yet, 

it has been only an element within schools that leaders have leveraged to ensure equity. 

According to McKenzie and Scheurich (2004), it has been a challenge to transform an 

educational system that was fundamentally inequitable to historically marginalized 
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groups. Khalifa et al. (2016) and Theoharis (2007) encouraged the need to conduct more 

research on equity in schools in relation to marginalized and economically disadvantaged 

students. The purpose of this study was, therefore, to learn how equity-focused principals 

ensured the academic achievement of students from low-SES backgrounds and those who 

have been traditionally marginalized. 

Statement of the Problem  

School administrators have embraced culturally responsive teaching as the 

solution to causing a meaningful shift in long-standing patterns of injustice (Khalifa et 

al., 2016). Unless principals, through their leadership, promoted the practice of cultural 

responsiveness, its implementation may have been ineffective and a temporary notion 

(Khalifa et al., 2016). A component of this approach was detracking, which presented 

underserved students with the opportunity to engage in a rigorous curriculum and 

corresponding academic and social supports as well as any other means of providing 

improved educational services to them (Theoharis, 2007, 2010). Despite the value of 

these efforts, unfortunately, they only scratched the surface of more deeply rooted 

problems in K–12 education (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). For example, 

institutionalized racism, deficit thinking, and other biases have existed in our schools for 

years (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004; Tate, 1997). Inequity in education has been such a 

systemic issue that it has been an institutionalized part of its culture, and its theories and 

practices at times have gone unchallenged (Lynch & Baker, 2005). Challenging the status 

quo of inequity is necessary. Further compounding the problem, however, has been that 

school and district leaders have had few concrete examples of what it might look like to 

design and implement a systemwide equity agenda (Meyers et al., 2019).  
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 Principals have been expected to function in the role of leaders who are prepared 

to lead a team that contributes to all students’ success (Hallinger, 2005; Horng & Loeb, 

2010). To succeed as educational leaders, principals needed to interpret the intricacies of 

their context as it related to people, issues, and the culture of the community; they also 

had to be cognizant that one style of leadership was not suitable for all school contexts 

(Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2017; Hallinger 2011). Complicating the matter further, new 

standards of accountability expected administrators to be stalwart leaders who promoted 

equitable teaching and learning environments, but methods for measuring these standards 

had not yet been established in practice (Hallinger, 2005; Horng & Loeb, 2010; Maxwell 

et al., 2013). More specifically, it was unclear what successful leadership looked like in 

schools with diverse, minoritized populations (Horng & Loeb, 2010). Of course, several 

researchers (Cook et al., 2009; Shields, 2003, 2010a; Shields & Hesbol, 2019; Theoharis 

& Ranieri, 2011; Ylimaki, 2007) examined leadership practices through the lens of the 

transformative theory and equity practices; yet collectively the empirical data on 

leadership practices that promoted equity was still dearth. We know that standards and 

expectations for the implementation of leadership practices that focused on equity has 

been heavily discussed. However, we still do not know how leadership practices focused 

on equity have been promoted and implemented in high-poverty areas and among 

marginalized populations. What is missing is ample empirical evidence that documents 

how transformative practices have been used to promote equity for marginalized and 

minoritized populations. The concern is, how have principals promoted these practices 

and addressed the challenges that have arisen within their local context for students who 
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have been impacted by high poverty? Therefore, it is imperative to investigate and add to 

the literature.  

Furthermore, an examination of the literature has revealed that successful 

leadership for schools impacted by poverty has characterized as questioning the status 

quo, identifying challenges, and transforming current practices to meet the needs of the 

entire school community (Bogotch, 2002; Cooper, 2009; Maxwell et al., 2013; Shields, 

2010b; Skrla et al., 2009; Theoharis, 2007). According to Shields (2010b), the leadership 

practices for these contexts should be transformative and equity focused. Although these 

concepts were in the literature, only a few examples of empirical evidence existed that 

showed how transformative leadership practices were understood and implemented in 

high-poverty contexts. The problem has been that transformative, equity-focused 

practices have not been widely documented to an extent which suggested they were 

beneficial for elevating student achievement (Ford & Moore, 2013; Green, 2012; 

Maxwell et al., 2013; Theoharis, 2010).  

Purpose and Research Questions  

The purpose of the research was to investigate and describe how school leaders 

conceptualized equity-focused, transformative leadership in their schools. This study 

investigated the equity-focused practices of principals and administrators. A thorough 

review of the literature revealed this knowledge gap, yielding the purpose and guiding 

questions for the research.  

The main research question was: How do principals who serve schools impacted 

by poverty conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all? 

The sub-questions were: 
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1. What does leadership for equity entail for principals who implement equity-

focused transformative leadership practices?  

2. What challenges do these leaders overcome as they lead for equity?  

3. What strategies, practices, resources and policies do these leaders implement 

as they lead school for equity?  

Statement of Potential Significance 

The findings of this study may add value to the current literature on educational 

equity and provide practical examples of equity-focused principals implementing 

strategies to improve achievement of all students, especially economically disadvantaged 

and minoritized groups. The practical examples from the study may later impact 

educational policy.  

Significance to Educational Practice  

The literature indicated that the leadership practices a principal establishes within 

a school influenced student learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2010); 

therefore, the research provided vital knowledge about how principals influenced and 

applied equity-focused, transformative leadership practices to promote student 

achievement.  

Furthermore, the findings of the study have increased awareness of the specific 

leadership knowledge, skills, and dispositions that principals should enact to provide a 

learning environment and learning experiences. Principals would then benefit from 

empirical evidence and strategies that may be used to promote the academic achievement 

for all students. Furthermore, research on how principals defined and enacted equity-

focused leadership may be seen as valuable because it added to the increasing educational 
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literature on transformative leadership practices, equity, and social justice (Bell et al., 

2002; Blackmore, 2002; Blankstein et al., 2015; Fullan, 1993; Oakes et al., 2000; Shields, 

2010b; Skrla et al., 2009; Theoharis, 2007). This increase in literature benefited 

principals who faced challenges with ensuring that all students within their institutions 

achieved academic success.  

Significance to Educational Policy  

The study may contribute to the existing body of educational research on principal 

leadership for equity (Bell et al., 2002; Bogotch, 2002; Fullan, 1993; Khalifa et al., 2016; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Oakes et al., 2000; Shields, 2010a; Theoharis, 2007). Addressing 

the situations that influenced these inequities has been the responsibility of local 

education agencies, federal officials, and all those serving the nation’s high-poverty 

students. Therefore, research into principals’ equity-oriented practices in schools is a 

critical step toward closing the academic achievement gap for all students and especially 

for marginalized, minority students. Scanlan and Lopez (2012) posited that a school 

leader’s primary measure of effectiveness was the academic success of marginalized 

students.  

Policies focused on equity have been even more important in the current 

worldwide educational context. This study has expanded the literature on transformative, 

equity-focused practices and highlighted the principal leadership that has focused on an 

asset-based approach instead of a deficit-based perspective that has pervaded the previous 

reform policies created to address the issues surrounding equity. The results have 

illuminated practices that showcased how the ESSA policies and the PSEL policies for 
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equity, and access have been interpreted by school leaders to benefit marginalized and 

minoritized students.  

Unless educational leaders determine how to close the achievement gap for not 

only African American students but also for Hispanics and other minority groups from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds, the nation will continue to decline in its ability to be a 

global economic competitor (Ravitch, 2012). Educational policies have been adjusted to 

meet the World Health Organization’s guidelines regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. It 

is essential to decide whether these policies, when enacted locally, are meeting the needs 

of all students regardless of geography, ethnicity, demography, income, or age. This 

study’s emphasis on educational equity was founded on the basis that when individuals 

(i.e., students) have been empowered with opportunities for success, their success 

contributed to the greater good of society and our nation. Participants in this research 

gained a sense of accomplishment because their contributions could change the trajectory 

of education research and practice and policy. 

Theoretical Foundation  

The theoretical frameworks that guided this study were transformative leadership 

and culturally responsive leadership practices. Each framework was used to examine how 

principals conceptualized and implemented equity-focused strategies to increase the 

academic achievement of students. Transformative and culturally responsive leadership 

theories highlighted unjust practices for all students and, therefore, aligned with the 

study.  

According to Cooper (2009), transformative leadership involved strategically 

assessing schools, reflecting, and boldly addressing acts of inequity. Transformative 
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leaders critically analyzed and reflected on knowledge, privileges, power, inequality, and 

experiences of economically disadvantaged students (Diem & Carpenter, 2012; Gorski, 

2013; Shields, 2010a, 2013; Shields & Hesbol, 2019). The tenets of the transformative 

leadership framework used for this study were: (a) articulating individual and collective 

purposes; (b) acknowledging power and privileges; (c) balancing critique and promise; 

(d) creating deep and equitable change; (e) demonstrating moral courage and activism; (f) 

deconstructing social and cultural knowledge frameworks that generate inequity; (g) 

addressing and redistributing inequitable distributions of power; and (h) emphasizing 

democracy, emancipation, equity, and justice. 

These tenets allowed for interpretation of how principals conceptualized and 

operationalized educational equity for students, especially students from a low-SES 

background or who may have fallen into the category of marginalized.  

Culturally responsive leadership practices required that leaders supported and 

built bridges within the school to strengthen all students’ cultural identities as a means to 

enabling school success (Blankstein & Noguera, 2015; Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006; 

Johnson, 2007; Khalifa et al., 2016; Lindsey et al., 2010; Scheurich, 1998; Walqui, 

2000). According to Khalifa and colleagues (2016), the four primary strands of behavior 

of a culturally responsive school leader that emerged from the literature were: (a) 

possessed critical self-reflection; (b) developed culturally responsive teachers and 

classroom curriculum; (c) promoted culturally responsive and inclusive school 

environments, and (d) engaged students, parents, and indigenous contexts in the school 

community. The strands of behavior pertinent to this study were observed in leaders who: 

(a) possessed critical self-reflection; (b) developed culturally responsive teachers and 
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classroom curriculum; and (c) promoted culturally responsive and inclusive school 

environments. The behaviors in the framework were used as the lens through which to 

discern how school administrators implemented equity-focused strategies in their schools. 

These three tenets informed the research questions in this study and are further discussed 

in Chapter 2.  

The theoretical foundations and concepts from the literature have informed the 

conceptual framework of this study. The conceptual framework outlined the subtopics of 

what is known about this issue as shown in the literature review. It also informed the 

designing of the instruments within the study (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1  

Equity-Focused, Transformative Leadership Framework Model   
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Summary of the Methodology  

The research was a qualitative, interpretive design. This interpretive study design 

allowed for analysis of the data to identify patterns and show different perspectives on the 

issue (Creswell, 2013) of instructional equity. The context of this interpretive study was 

high schools that served economically disadvantaged students. According to Creswell 

(2013), the interpretive design provided an in-depth examination that gave various 

perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of the issue of an institution, program, or 

system.  

Purposeful sampling was used to select the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Yin, 2016) to analyze how each conceptualized and implemented equity-focused 

strategies. The schools selected were impacted by poverty, as evidenced by a Free and 

Reduced Priced Meals (FARMs) percentile of at least 35%. FARMs is a subsidy provided 

under the Title 1 benefits for schools. These schools had populations receiving Title 1 

subsidies or services. Title 1, Part A (Title I) of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), provides 

financial assistance to local educational agencies for children from low-income families. 

These Title 1 funds helped ensure that all children met challenging state academic 

standards (USDE NCES, 2015). This FARMs data was retrieved from the schools’ 

profiles from the U.S. Department of Education.  

I conducted 60–90-minute semi-structured interviews with 12 high school leaders 

in the United States to ensure saturation was met. The interview protocol included open-

ended questions that aimed to seek answers to the research questions. The interview was 

pilot-tested with two high school leaders to ensure that the created questions were 
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purposeful and clear. All interviews were recorded with the interviewee’s permission and 

electronically transcribed with a transcription tool. Each transcription was subject to a 

member check to ensure credibility of responses and for interviewees to validate their 

answers, which was critical to the data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). All 

interviews were subject to in vivo coding and theming to identify and evaluate common 

themes and a deeper meaning of the data (Saldana, 2016; Yin, 2016). In vivo coding was 

also used to organize the data. The use of bracketing chunks and writing a word or words 

that represented a category in margins helped to maintain objectivity and reliability 

during the data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). Of 

course, the study was submitted to the George Washington University’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) for final approval.  

Limitations and Delimitations  

Limitations 

One limitation of the study was the inability to generalize the study (Yin, 2016). 

Using purposeful sampling also limited the results of the study because the results were 

confined to the factors associated with the context of the school. A number of the 

participants self-reported and, as a result, the data contained bias. Additionally, my 

interpretation of the research may have impacted the findings. I took steps to limit 

researcher bias and made every effort to accurately present the participants’ words.  

The recent COVID-19 pandemic influenced the way I communicated and 

interacted with participants. It was difficult to conduct in-person interviews and, if they 

were conducted, some participants wore a face mask due to fear of COVID exposure. 

Some participants expressed unwillingness to take part in in-person interviews due to fear 
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of contracting COVID-19. A number of school districts continued to revise their COVID 

policies based on current Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) guidance 

and research; therefore, flexibility was needed in order to meet local school policies and 

practices surrounding COVID.  

In qualitative research, the researcher is considered the instrument (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Yin, 2016). According to Yin (2016), an investigator’s contribution to 

the research setting could be useful and positive rather than detrimental. My 

epistemology as a teacher who has taught in schools that include high populations of 

underserved, minoritized students may be seen as an asset to the study but also as a 

limitation. My role as teacher in these contexts made me knowledgeable, sensitive, and 

uniquely aware of the challenges and issues students, teachers, and administrators 

encountered. With this in mind, efforts were made to ensure objectivity so that my biases 

did not influence the way I interpreted and understood the data I collected. The use of 

thick, rich, detailed descriptions ensured external validity for study comparisons 

(Merriam, 1988). The application of verbatim coding to interview responses helped avoid 

researcher subjectivity (Saldana, 2016; Yin, 2016). 

Delimitations 

There were multiple delimitations to this study. Participants were delimited to 

high schools and should have had at least 3–5 years of experience. I recruited school 

principals and assistant principals from schools with 35% of the populations that received 

Title 1 school grants or services. Staff members might have been resistant when 

discussing aspects of the school, district, and challenges within the instructional culture.  

Definition of Key Terms 
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The following key terms appeared in the research and had to be defined for 

clarity: 

Marginalized populations. Garcia and Guerra (2004) defined marginalized 

students as “students of low socio-economic status, and/or students from families whose 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds differ from that of their Caucasian [sic] peers” (as 

cited in Simone, 2012, p. 2). These student populations included minorities of African 

Americans, Hispanic/Latin X, or linguistically diverse.  

Minoritized. According to Harper (2012) the term minoritized signified the social 

construction of underrepresentation and subordination in U.S. social institutions. Persons 

have not been born into a minority status nor have they been minoritized in every social 

context (e.g., their families, racially homogeneous friendship groups, or places of 

worship). Instead, they were rendered minorities in particular situations and institutional 

environments that sustained an overrepresentation of Whiteness (p. 9).  

Poverty. The 2020 poverty threshold for a family of four with two children under 

18 was $27,750 (United States Department of Health and Human Services, 2020). 

Additionally, Schuck (2017) defined poverty as best understood as a state of deprivation 

or suffering. It could have taken many forms: hunger, homelessness, inadequate medical 

care, emotional stress, social isolation, limited opportunities, the digital divide, ignorance, 

stigma, spiritual emptiness, and other life-limiting conditions. 

Title I school. A public school that received federal Title I, Part A dollars to 

supplement educational opportunities for students who lived in high-poverty areas and 

who were most at risk of failing to meet a state’s content and performance standards. 

Students were identified based on multiple educationally related criteria (NCLB, 2002).  
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Summary 

Public schools within the United States have been obligated to provide equal 

educational opportunities and quality learning experiences; however, social inequalities 

affected the most at-risk student populations (NPBEA, 2015). Standards of practice for 

school leaders, updated in 2015 by the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 

(PSELS), now included equity components. This, combined with the changing 

demographic of our schools to include diverse populations, meant leaders had to provide 

instruction that was culturally responsive to meet the needs of all students. Additionally, 

the achievement gap persisted and deficit thinking and other challenges to equity 

pervaded schools despite attempts at educational reforms such as the most recent ESSA 

and the adjusted leadership standards to address the issue. Unless educational leaders 

intervened, the inequities in educational achievement would continue (Cooper, 2009; 

Larson & Ovando, 2001; Shields & Sayani, 2005; Zhou, 2003). Therefore, economically 

disadvantaged students required educational leaders with the acumen of both a 

transformative leader and also one who was an equity-focused change agent who used 

transformative practices to address inequities and challenge the status quo to create 

lasting change. Yet, how were the districts interpreting the updated PSEL standards? 

There was limited research on how school administrators conceptualized and 

operationalized equity to meet the needs of all students, especially marginalized students. 

This study used a qualitative interpretive design to examine how high school 

principals in the Mid-Atlantic area conceptualized and implemented equity-focused, 

transformative, instructional practices. The study used all eight tenets of the 

transformative leadership framework as the lens to analyze how school leaders 
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implemented equity-focused strategies that increased student achievement. Moreover, I 

used the three tenets of culturally responsive leadership framework to analyze how school 

leaders engaged in inclusive practices and developed teachers and curriculum to meet the 

needs of all students.  

The findings of this study could increase awareness of the specific leadership 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions that principals should enact to provide a learning 

environment and learning experiences which promoted academic achievement for all 

students.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this review of literature, I began with an introduction to the problem and 

clarification of concepts, then addressed the gaps in the literature and purpose of the 

review. The review has included an explanation of the methodology used to gather the 

literature. It then presented a critique of the literature relevant to the problem and 

subsequently led to the derived research question and purpose of the research. I then 

described the theoretical lens and conceptual framework used to review and discuss the 

literature. The literature review ended with a summary and inferences for the research.  

This review has been organized by themes. The three broad themes I addressed 

were (1) leadership styles; (2) equity-focused leadership strategies that increase 

achievement for all students, especially minoritized and marginalized populations; and 

(3) challenges to educational equity for all students. The broad themes have been further 

subdivided into topics based on the empirical research regarding (a) the history of 

education and of inequity, (b) the nature and impact of poverty on economically 

disadvantaged students, (c) the achievement gap and minoritized student populations, (d) 

effective leadership practices for equity, and (e) challenges to educational equity. Each of 

these topics was explored and documented in this review. This review served as the 

foundation and justification for this research that has sought to understand how school 

principals currently conceptualized and operationalized educational equity.  

Methodology  

I conducted a comprehensive review of the literature connected to poverty, equity, 

and effective leadership for groups of diverse, minoritized students. The initial focus was 

the issue of poverty, its effects on academic achievement, and how schools could assist 
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with alleviating the effects of poverty and improving the inequity that exists within our 

public schools. Considering that the issue of poverty has been well researched, the focus 

had to be narrowed significantly to yield appropriate results for the educational context 

and federal reform initiatives such as ESSA and ESEA. A second concern was the issue 

of equity-focused instructional leadership practices theories to equip educational leaders 

to meet the needs of all students affected by poverty. I conducted extensive searches to 

study the topic broadly, but to adequately examine how the topic evolved, the research of 

focus was on literature over the past three decades.  

Search Terms, Consulted Databases  

A comprehensive search of the databases supported the compilation of an array of 

scholarly literature for the dissertation topic. In addition to researching education 

administration journals, I conducted searches in the following databases: 

• Gelman Library System         

• ERIC      

• ProQuest  

• Google Scholar   

• EBSCO  

• JSTOR          

The following keywords informed the results of the search efforts:  

• poverty      

• demographics of poverty 

• poverty and academic achievement  

• poverty and equity  
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• transformative leadership     

• achievement gap      

• social justice leadership 

• leadership for low SES students     

• effective leadership 

• culturally relevant leadership 

• culturally responsive leadership 

• leadership practices for equity 

• principal leadership 

• education reform  

• principal preparation     

The searches yielded varying results; however, for the key terms poverty, equity, 

and leadership, along with limiters for education, peer-reviewed academic journals 

yielded 771 results that covered the decades 2001 to 2022. The search term poverty 

yielded results that provided a broad overview of the topic. While the results were critical 

to understanding the topic, the focus was on the connection the effects of poverty can 

have on a child’s academic achievement and also the research connected to principal 

leadership that is most effective for diverse, minoritized, and marginalized children. I 

further conducted a narrower, more thorough search. A Google Scholar search spanning 

the years 2010 to 2022 on the terms demographics of poverty; studies on poverty, 

education, and equity; and poverty and academic achievement yielded over 43,000 

results. The vast number of results meant the issue was noteworthy and remained an issue 

of concern. The choice of articles was based on relevance to education and principal 
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leadership as well as whether the article was peer reviewed or empirical. The focus was 

further narrowed with limiters such as pedagogy, instructional practices, equity, and 

equitable practices. A wide search was necessary to gain comprehensive knowledge of 

the empirical studies and academic discussion of the topic in the literature. An 

examination of the seminal documents in the literature made it clear that the discussion 

about equity and inclusion began as early as 1968 through studies conducted by the 

special educator, researcher, and developmental disabilities pioneer, Lloyd Dunn. At that 

time, he used the term low status ethnic groups to describe those students who were 

wrongly identified and poorly served in education (Trainor & Robertson, 2020, p. 5). 

Dunn’s early descriptors for diversity included, but were not limited to, disadvantaged, 

at-risk, minority, historically marginalized, and, most recently, minoritized. These 

descriptors were used in this review to mean low-status diverse groups that were poorly 

served in education. These topics were explored then and they still required examination 

because of the changing demographics of poverty in our nation and persistent 

achievement gaps among subgroups of students, including African American and Latino 

(Reardon, 2011). The gaps in performance were not based on ability but may have been 

the effects of influences that adversely affected the holistic development and academic 

success of students from low socioeconomic environments (Daly et al., 2006; Hair et al., 

2015). This gap suggested a change in our approach to education and educational 

leadership was necessary.  

Clarification of Concepts 

According to Trainor and Robertson (2020), on the topic of terminology they 

asserted that it was neither the most nor the least important aspect of providing equitable 
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educational opportunity for all children. More than changing vocabulary, moving toward 

research-based equitable educational opportunity for all students required that researchers 

understood and revealed the conceptual and theoretical frameworks that undergirded their 

work (Erickson & Gutiérrez, 2002; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003; Reed et al., 2012). Words 

also revealed how researchers conceptualized their work, the methods they used, and the 

way in which the resulting data was interpreted. It was, therefore, important that a clear 

definition of the terminology and definition of concepts critical to the work be clarified. 

Five key terms that defined this work are explored below.  

Equity-focused. In this study the term equity-focused meant having a constant 

goal and a mindset that influenced one to create environments that promoted fairness and 

justice for all students, especially marginalized and minoritized students.  

Equity-focused leadership. The definition of equity-focused leadership was 

leadership that focused on the core of teaching and learning practices (McKenzie & 

Scheurich, 2004). It was leadership focused on strengthening teaching and learning, 

professional development, data-driven decision-making and accountability; a term that 

emerged to describe a broad set of a principal’s roles and responsibilities designed to 

address the workplace needs of successful teachers and to foster improved achievement 

among students (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). Equity-focused leadership 

required the disruption of status quo organizational structures, policies, and practices 

through the redistribution of resources such as people, time, and money; and the 

development of local partnerships with families, local community, and other governance 

structures in order to transform academic, civic, and social-emotional student outcomes 

(McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004; Shields, 2004). The equity-focused leader was also a 
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change agent. This leader might have possessed qualities such as those described by Skrla 

et al. (2009): (a) having an equity attitude, (b) avoiding demonization, (c) initiating 

courageous conversations, (d) demonstrating persistence, (e) remaining committed but 

patient, (f) maintaining an asset attitude, and (g) maintaining a coherent focus.  

Equitable educational opportunity. According to Trainor and Robertson (2020), 

in 1968, Lloyd Dunn shed light on a problem now understood as disproportionality in the 

field of education. School administrators used the term low status ethnic groups (p. 5) 

and Dunn claimed that the students in these groups were not only misidentified as having 

disabilities; they were also poorly served in special education. According to Dunn (1968), 

it was essential to consistently fight against disproportionality. Trainor and Robertson 

(2020) importantly noted that the vernacular that describes equitable educational 

opportunity for diverse populations has evolved from 1968 to present day to mean 

disadvantaged, at-risk, minority, historically marginalized, and, most recently, 

minoritized.  

 Educational equity. Skrla and colleagues (2009) defined educational equity as 

follows: Educational policies, practices, and programs necessary to (a) eliminate 

educational barriers based on gender, race/ethnicity, national origin, color, disability, age, 

or other protected group status, and (b) provide equal educational opportunities and 

ensure that historically underserved or underrepresented populations meet the same 

rigorous standards for academic performance expected of all students. (p. 7) 

Diversity. Diversity, according to Trainer and Robertson (2020), has often been 

used in educational literature to signify “of color.” Diversity, when used in research, 

could be both literal differences and connotations of nondominance. In this review, 
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diversity was used and understood for its connotations of nondominance. Yet, a focus on 

the literal meaning of diversity could be problematic, particularly when the construct of 

equity remained hidden or underdeveloped in the contexts of research (Watts-Smith & 

Mayorga-Gallo, 2017). Diversity has been appropriate for addressing the variation in 

school populations and local contexts, the range of inter- and intra-group differences, and 

the breadth of intersecting identity factors, all of which have contributed to teaching and 

learning experiences (Trainer & Robertson, 2020).  

Historical Review of Equity and Public Schools  

 The history of the U.S. education system has provided educational leaders with 

clarity about the current state of education. The historical review of education in the 

United States highlighted that the existence of school inequities has evolved from racial 

separation, before Brown v. Board of Education, to less transparent segregation of class 

divisions (Espinosa, 2010). Schools today have struggled to provide education built on 

equitable practices that recognized cultural differences within students (DeMatthews, 

2015; Khalifa et al., 2013). The understanding of equality versus equity has influenced 

policy and expectations for student achievement. Equality in education meant schools 

ensured that all students have the same access to educational opportunities regardless of 

socioeconomic level, race, gender, or disability (DeMatthews, 2015; Khalifa et al., 2013). 

According to Skrla et al. (2009), equality was measured by whether all students had 

highly qualified teachers; a rigorous instructional curriculum; safe, educational 

environments; and classrooms with current equipment. Inequities occur when there have 

been differences in the available resources and the level of teacher and principal 
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preparation, multicultural competency, programming effectiveness, and community 

support (Espinosa, 2010; Skrla et al., 2009).  

The historical review of U.S. education has revealed discriminatory practices. 

History has shown that Whites blocked African Americans and non-Whites in the United 

States, whether they were freed or enslaved, from obtaining opportunities for 

education. The 1800s saw increased state laws that made it illegal for African American 

students to receive an education in the South (Reef, 2009). African American students 

were faced with the challenge of finding segregated schools to attend. This is seen in 

Cumming v. Richmond County Board of Education, Georgia (1899), when the U.S. 

Supreme Court allowed a school district to allocate funds to a White high school while 

concurrently closing an African American high school (Noltemeyer et al., 2012). 

Schools also routinely excluded Latino students from access to education at the 

start of the twentieth century; Latino citizens were less predominant than White 

populations. In 1931, the first successful local school desegregation court decision was 

made by a San Diego judge in Roberto Alvarez v. The Lemon Grove School Board. This 

ruling prohibited the Lemon Grove School Board from turning away Mexican-American 

students. However, it determined that Mexican children were of the White race and, 

consequently, excluded from segregation rules that applied to other minority races (Reef, 

2009).  

Meanwhile, African American students continued to struggle to gain access to 

quality education. Despite advances in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 

educating freed slaves to read, vast disparities in the quality of educational programming 

existed between schooling for African American and White students. African American 
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students had to gain an education in inferior segregated facilities. Later court decisions, 

such as Brown v. Board of Education (1954), resulted in Plessy v. Ferguson (1954) being 

overturned (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896). The decision made in Plessy v. Ferguson stated 

that, within the United States, there existed no dominant, ruling class of citizens or caste 

system. The presiding justice in his dissent remarked that the Constitution is color-blind 

and that there was no place for schools segregated by race, religion, or socioeconomic 

status (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896). 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) provided a change in the educational 

discussion about the meaning of injustices regarding the African American student. The 

landmark decision denounced separate but equal schools; however, segregated schools 

were still allowed within the education system (Brown v. Board of Education, 

1954). Overturning Plessy v. Ferguson, the attorneys in Brown v. Board of Education 

focused on the injustices of the educational system and the fallacies of separate but equal 

(Brown v. Board of Education, 1954). In 1935, W. E. B. Du Bois, an African American 

educational leader, explained that injustice would continue for African Americans 

educated in public schools unless a systemic change was introduced (Du Bois, 

1935). Although the Brown v. Board of Education ruling demanded the desegregation of 

schools, African American students met substantial opposition in education (Noltemeyer 

et al., 2012). Despite positive movement toward school equity in the 1960s with Brown v. 

Board of Education (1954), African Americans continued to underachieve in comparison 

to their White counterparts (Ladson-Billings, 1995a). 

 Since the passing of these laws for African Americans, Proposition 187, which 

occurred in 1997, declared the restrictions on public school attendance for United States 
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immigrants unconstitutional (McDonnell, 1997). This proposition afforded children from 

undocumented immigrant families the ability to attend American public schools with the 

same freedom as U.S. citizens or legal residents. Numerous state and federal legislation, 

for example, No Child Left Behind Act, Title I, and Title III, were designed to benefit 

economically disadvantaged minorities, Hispanics, and linguistically diverse 

students. These legislations were meant to provide equitable access to academic 

achievement (Council of Chief State Officers, 2017). According to Rowley and Wright 

(2011), the NCLB’s emphasis was school accountability; the law provided for test 

measures to quantify inequities between African American, Hispanic, and White 

students. 

However, despite numerous efforts, academic achievement and opportunity gaps 

still existed. As proposed by Du Bois (1935), systemic change was necessary. Instead of 

establishing broad procedures for all groups, the laws and policies had to reflect the needs 

of each student and their family because each subgroup had multiple needs (Gandara, 

2010). School and district leaders may have needed to account for language and cultural 

barriers that may have existed within schools and ensured teaching strategies 

demonstrated knowledge of cultural proficiency and fair practices. African American and 

Hispanic students still had limited access to equitable education (Beyer, 2012; Hylton, 

2012). Multicultural, social, political, and economic influences have amplified the 

challenges of educating students equitably; equally challenging was assuring historically 

marginalized students had equitable opportunities for academic excellence in comparison 

to opportunities offered to their White peers (DeMatthews, 2015; Hylton, 2012). African 
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Americans and Hispanics have always been vulnerable to inequalities and inequities in 

the United States because of historical oppression rooted in racism (Hylton, 2012).  

Despite many legislations to address inequity, the current data within schools 

confirmed achievement gaps. The existence of failing educational practices among 

targeted subgroups such as low-SES African Americans, Hispanics, and linguistically 

diverse students were illustrated in an analysis of performance growth measures (Rowley 

& Wright, 2011). The efforts had yet to be successful for many underperforming 

marginalized groups (Griffin & Green, 2012; Mafora, 2013). The inconsistencies in 

achievement between groups continued to deepen the achievement gap. 

Recent instances of inequity in education have been seen in state efforts to get the 

schools in their district desegregated. In 2016, the Cleveland School District in 

Mississippi was ordered by the federal courts to desegregate all its high schools. The 

federal court cited housing patterns within the community and the existence of one 

system for White students and another system for African American students only in 

specific areas, initially brough to light in Alexander v. Holmes County Board of 

Education, 1969. These systems of inequity existed despite the 1969 Supreme Court 

ruling in Mississippi that ordered the immediate desegregation of schools (Alexander v. 

Holmes County Board of Education, 1969; Hauser, 2016). The Cleveland School District 

has been currently considering an appeal to this decision (Hauser, 2016). The issue of 

segregation in schools has highlighted the need for more to be done across the nation. 

Rothstein (2018) argued the existence of a correlation between higher education and an 

individual’s ability to rise out of unfortunate circumstances such as income, housing, and 

labor suppression. These issues have contributed to the architecture of de jure and de 
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facto segregation. Public schools’ focus on equitable instructional practices within 

schools may help students achieve higher educational outcomes. 

Boger and Orfield (2005) examined 19 studies on the causes and consequences of, 

and potential solutions to, the socioeconomic and racial segregation of schools in the 

United States’ north, west, and southern regions. The findings suggested that more 

students were attending separate and unequal schools while politicians and the courts 

failed to acknowledge the issues presented in court rulings that had undone 

desegregation. Logan et al. (2017) examined the effect of White flight, redlining, and 

subsequent suburban migratory patterns. Rothstein (2018), in a review of how 

government segregated the United States, noted that homogeneous housing arrangements 

in cities led to homogenous schools. Racially separate schools and neighborhoods may 

have resulted in societal discrimination and, historically, racially segregated schools 

resulted in inherently unequal schools. The Black-White achievement gap became 

smaller during the desegregation era of 1964 through the late 1980s, but, as of the date of 

the Rothstein review, the gap had widened. 

Moreover, desegregation impacted educational opportunity and attainment 

(Orfield & Lee, 2005). This was evidenced by the failure of local districts to uphold court 

decisions. These failures contributed to the inequitable practices in many of our schools. 

Orfield and Lee (2005) believed that the role of schools needs to be examined to address 

the achievement gap.  

Barriers to Educational Equity in Public Education  

Challenges to equity are often connected to programs that support policy that 

provides sufficient resources for all students. Unfortunately, the history of funding for 
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segregated schools for minoritized populations has always been inadequate to supply 

students with the essential academic supplies and competent teachers (Lynn & Bridges, 

2009). The segregated schools were left vulnerable to White-controlled government 

funding. Lipman (1998) noted that Black schools having fewer books, poorer facilities, 

and lower-paid teachers essentially created an educational caste system. The academic 

achievement gap in public education resulted from this situation. Also, according to 

Barton and Coley (2010), “African American students and other marginalized students’ 

work habits and behavioral problems present greater challenges to teachers,” and smaller 

classes that were easier for teachers to manage may have had more impact on improving 

Black students’ performance than Whites (p. 11). When attempting to address the various 

issues regarding achievement, schools exacerbated the problem if they were ill-equipped 

and understaffed (Noguera, 2012). Unfortunately, the issue of inadequate resources and 

highly trained staff in schools with minoritized populations still pervaded public 

education. According to Murnane and Steele (2007), scholars in the literature often 

focused explicitly on academic gaps and researchers focused only on the deficits within 

students. Researchers needed to pay attention to the deficits within teachers, educational 

systems, and approaches to pedagogy that contributed to the academic underperformance 

of marginalized students (Murnane & Steele, 2007).  

Academic Achievement Gap and High-Poverty Students 

Low-SES African American students have been underserved in schools because 

of race and poverty; Hispanic students have been underserved based of their race, 

poverty, and language (Gonzalez, 2011). The role of schools is to address the needs of all 

students; districts and school administrators play an integral role in both the creation and 
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alleviation of the achievement gap. The pressure to close achievement gaps has caused 

district leaders and researchers to examine what strategies high-achieving schools were 

employing versus the strategies used in those schools that were falling behind 

(Leithwood, 2007). Closing the achievement gap and addressing inequities that affected 

marginalized populations were steps toward eliminating the history of inequality for 

minority groups in U.S. education. Schools serving historically marginalized, low-

socioeconomic student populations have been viewed as inferior due to their fewer 

resources and less access to highly educated, quality teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2007). 

Yet, the role of schools is to meet all students’ needs and ensure that each receives a 

quality education. This role is even more fundamental, considering the obstacles that 

children from impoverished environments often face.  

Quantitative medical studies revealed that the stress from poverty affected 

emotional processing and stress regulation in students, thereby contributing to difficulties 

in students’ social-emotional relationships and academic success (Hair et al., 2015; 

Jensen, 2013; Korenman et al., 1995; Luby et al., 2013; Ziol-Guest & McKenna, 2014). 

These medical studies collected quantitative data over eight years; however, the results 

did not account for extraneous factors that may have affected the results. Some studies on 

poverty documented that, due to limitations in quantitative research, further study with 

greater control for extraneous variables, more detailed knowledge of the phenomenon, 

and factors contributing to the results would be necessary (Hair et al., 2015; Luby et al., 

2013). It is important to critique the results of the study because it did not explicitly state 

the demographics of the participants included in the study nor did it account for the 

experiences of the children over the eight years during which the study was conducted. 
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While connections about their levels of communication and camaraderie were made in 

the findings, the data provided no reasonings or understandings of the participants’ 

individual experiences throughout the studies. The study suggested that interventions 

aimed at improving children’s environments would lessen the association between 

poverty and cognitive deficits and academic achievement (Hair et al., 2015).  

Additionally, sociological and psychological studies highlighted that poverty 

affected behavior and relationships. Some high-poverty students began school having 

experienced various effects of poverty such as mental stress, social and emotional 

regulation concerns, delayed development of the brain, aggression, and lower school 

readiness (Brown & Green, 2014; Crowder & South, 2003). All these factors placed 

students at higher risk of failure; however, schools could change the trajectory of each 

child’s future. School had the potential to either perpetuate or eliminate the cycle of 

oppression and inequality that has existed for marginalized students in U.S. education 

(Gorski, 2013; Rogalsky, 2009). A school’s task has been to promote positive behavior 

and provide social and emotional support programs that increase student achievement. 

The school has been expected to improve critical thinking skills and develop conflict 

management skills in students (Evans, 2004). According to Capella et al. (2008), students 

from high-poverty environments may have needed supportive holistic conflict and 

behavior management programs that reinforced positive behaviors. Supportive behavior 

and conflict management were necessary for low-income students because their actions 

and physical responses were, at times, misinterpreted by White, more affluent educators 

(Schuck, 2017). Also, Noguera (2008) posited that additional services to reduce stress in 

families yielded positive results in student behaviors and achievement. Noguera (2008) 
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emphasized the need for schools to address the psychosocial effects of poverty on 

students. The school might have provided programs that assisted parent and student needs 

through the implementation of extended day and mental health programs. This provision 

was vital because the psychosocial and emotional effects of poverty might have limited 

students’ ability to learn (Capella et al., 2008; Noguera, 2008).  

It is important to note that the studies on the psychological and sociological 

impact of poverty on students were extensive but not free from critique. A replication of 

the studies in more current educational contexts might have been warranted (Hair et al., 

2015; Jensen, 2013; Korenman et al., 1995; Luby et al., 2013; Ziol-Guest & McKenna, 

2014). Replication might have been beneficial in contexts that included diverse 

populations affected by this phenomenon (Brown & Green, 2014; Crowder & South, 

2003). Additionally, it was crucial to understand how programs designed to help students 

and parents impacted by poverty acknowledged the parents' culture and connected and 

built on the lived experiences of parents. Implementing programs that sought to inhibit 

the psychosocial and emotional effects of poverty has been an equity-focused practice 

that might have increased academic achievement (Capella et al., 2008; Noguera, 2008). 

Education has been one of the main methods to negate the effects of impoverished 

environments; education also promoted well-being and a sustainable future (McKinney, 

2014). Schools provided tools that could alleviate the cycle of poverty for many families 

(Schuck, 2017; Ullucci & Howard, 2015). The role of schools has been a critical 

component in the fight against inequitable educational practices.  

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Educational Equity   
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Equity has been a challenge that all district leaders, administrators, and teachers 

should address to influence student outcomes (Marzano & Pickering, 2010). The 

COVID-19 pandemic highlighted some of the equity issues that existed in public schools. 

Haderlein et al. (2021) conducted research on 1,450 American households with school-

age children to ascertain the level of access they had to K–12 education during the 

COVID-19 crisis as well as to explore disparities by parent race/ethnicity, urbanicity, 

grade level, and other key markers. The results made plain the “vectors of inequality that 

occurred throughout the pandemic” (p. 1). The inequity resulted from access to 

technology, instruction, services such as free and reduced-price meals, and special 

education resources and in-person learning opportunities. The pandemic impacted all K–

12 students; however, the effects for some students were more severe. For example, low-

income families were less likely to have access to the technology required to participate 

in online learning (Polikoff et al., 2020; Stelitano et al., 2020) and their parents were 

more likely to be essential workers (Berube & Bateman, 2020) with less time to devote to 

online learning. Black and Hispanic students might also have been disproportionately 

affected due to existing racial inequalities in school spending (Sosina & Weathers, 2019) 

and unequal access to high-quality teachers (Clotfelter et al., 2005; Goldhaber et al., 

2015). Haderlein et al. (2021) noted in their findings that it was necessary to delve deeper 

into understanding the experiences of students with disabilities and their access to 

services. They also noted that it was imperative and necessary to conduct research into 

the experiences of other underserved groups, such as homeless and foster youths, 

LGBTQ students, and others. While COVID-19 affected all students, the research 

findings documented that those effects have been disproportionately felt across all 



 

40 

 

student groups and showed that income has been a major driver of inequities in access 

(Haderlein et al., 2021). The findings of the preceding study highlighted the importance 

of implementing equity-focused strategies in all schools. The effects of COVID-19 have 

further highlighted the need for school administrators to be equity-focused leaders and for 

them to challenge the system-wide norms surrounding the education of minoritized 

students. 

The Principal’s Leadership for Minoritized Students 

The principalship has been a powerful position that has had profound effects on 

instruction and student learning (Branch et al., 2013). Leithwood and Jantzi (1999) 

posited that, of all leadership expressions, the principal has been expected to be the most 

knowledgeable about resources and has been strategically positioned to promote and 

support school-level reform. As far back as 1970, a U.S. Senate committee report on 

equal educational opportunity deemed the school principal as the single-most influential 

person in a school (U.S. Congress, Senate Select Committee on Equal Educational 

Opportunity, 1972). Principals were responsible for approximately 25% of the variance 

of students’ academic success (Davis & Darling-Hammond, 2012; Grissom et al., 2013). 

Therefore, federal and state policies have held high performance expectations for 

principals (Anderson & Reynolds, 2015; Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999). Sanzo et al. (2011) 

documented that principals received criticism when schools did not meet new standards. 

The principal’s role has evolved and expanded to include functions of administrator, 

finance manager, curriculum leader, human resource manager, social justice leader, 

equity leader, and multicultural champion (Khalifa et al., 2015; Myung et al., 2011). The 

research has amply noted the strong correlation between effective principals and positive 
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student outcomes; therefore, principals have been critical for the education of 

economically disadvantaged students and helping to close the academic achievement gap. 

The critical importance of the principalship has caused the role to evolve.  

The principal must establish an environment in which learning occurs; however, 

the literature also showed that teachers more directly influenced student learning than do 

principals (Leithwood et al., 2006). Khalifa et al. (2016) highlighted that the principalship 

has been the most recognizable position in a school and the most empowered by district 

and state policies. Therefore, unless the principal has been a champion of equitable 

practices that were in response to the needs of the students in the local context, a decrease 

in the academic achievement gap among minority subgroups might not have been 

realized (Khalifa et al., 2016). Increased diversity in our schools forced school leaders 

and instructional stakeholders to acknowledge the varied cultures and ethnic origin of 

each student to implement the curricula in a proactively responsive way. The 

implementation of the curricula should have been done to accommodate students’ 

respective culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995b) because each student entered the classroom 

with a set of value beliefs from their homes and communities. The ineffectiveness of the 

principal to improve student achievement might have resulted in repercussions from the 

state and district.  

According to Larson and Murtadha (2002), the uncertainties of academic success 

and educational achievement for marginalized children highlighted a need for the 

understanding of the struggles these students experienced in their life. They also noted 

that some administrators assumed that all children entered school on a level playing field 

and should have demonstrated the same capabilities. Additionally, the literature revealed 
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that the phenomena of having age-based expectations for performance have always 

positively benefited privileged children of social and economic advantage. Bell (2001) 

also pointed out that, in low-performing and high-poverty schools, the quality of 

curriculum and instruction were not responsible for the students’ success. Instead, the 

blame has been consistently placed on the students’ backgrounds as a source of their 

academic weaknesses and this practice was inequitable.  

 Equity-focused principals have been, however, committed to ensuring that all 

students have the best educational experiences. Larson and Murtadha (2002) stated, 

“Concern about inequity in education has been a rallying point for leaders whose skills, 

defined areas of competence, and stated life purposes are dedicated to achieving greater 

social justice in education” (p. 141). In addition, Theoharis (2007) stated that “all of the 

principals felt they had a duty and a ‘moral obligation’ to raise achievement for 

marginalized students” (p. 232). Equity-focused principals have been, therefore, essential 

to the academic achievement of marginalized and minoritized students.  

Furthermore, the beliefs, expectations, knowledge, and experience of the leader 

also shaped his or her thinking and actions. According to Hallinger and Heck (2011), 

instructionally effective schools where educators illustrated a different set of beliefs 

about the potential of their students and staff emphasized the importance of maintaining 

high expectations for all children and adopting the positive mindset that all children were 

able to learn. The leaders’ beliefs shaped their response toward decision-making, 

resource allocation, curriculum organization, teaching, and learning, as well as toward 

challenges that may have arisen within the school’s context (Hallinger & Heck, 2011).  
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A principal’s level of success in low-SES communities may have depended on his 

or her capacity to access resources within and outside the district to meet the challenges 

of the school population (Blankstein et al., 2015; Klar & Brewer, 2013; Milner, 2013). 

The principal’s ability to access resources that may have supported high-needs students 

would determine student achievement and the school’s ability to meet state and national 

standards (Blankstein et al., 2015; Milner, 2013). High-needs school environments have 

had challenges connected to student needs that have also been causally linked to the 

community and immediate stakeholders (Klar & Brewer, 2013).  

Principals in Schools with Marginalized Students 

Some qualitative and quantitative studies have focused on the ways school-level 

leaders adopted leadership practices in response to the culture, community characteristic, 

and political climate (Bredeson et al., 2011; DeMatthews, 2011; Jacobson et al., 2005; 

Klar and Brewer, 2013; Moral et al., 2018). Research has also been done on how 

principals successfully confronted the challenges associated with high levels of poverty 

using various models of leadership (DeMatthews, 2015; Garza & Merchant 2015; 

Jacobson et al., 2005; Merchant et al., 2012; Mulford et al., 2008); yet, which models of 

leadership were the most applicable to promote equity?  

Klar and Brewer (2013) examined core leadership practices used by principals in 

high-needs schools. They found that the leadership practices and beliefs adopted by the 

leaders were carefully aligned with and commensurate to each school’s context. More 

than 100 cases of successful leaders were researched through the International Successful 

School Principalship Project (ISSPP) (Klar & Brewer, 2013). The researchers used a two-

step, multiple case study methodology. A multi-perspective interview protocol was used 
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to triangulate the perceptions of participants at each site. These cases were evidence that 

principal leadership was essential (Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2011). Ylimaki and Jacobson 

(2011) suggested that the urban principal had a role that was multidimensional and 

layered. The layered nature of leadership has been seen in the principal’s need to rely on 

staff members within the school to improve the instructional program. Of course, 

improved instruction led to student growth and the principal’s success. The 

multidimensional nature of the principal’s leadership has also been seen through the need 

to have various facets of the instructional setting on which to focus, such as academic 

improvement, satisfying accountability policies, and promoting democratic education that 

catered to the needs of all students (Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2011). 

A principal’s belief about the setting and implementation of strategies, practices, 

and social justice-oriented behaviors provided structures that promoted opportunities for 

staff to collaborate, share knowledge, and explore their understanding and 

misunderstanding of students and their families (Khalifa et al., 2016). Principals in low-

SES schools have had the challenging role of meeting staff’s needs, shifting the school’s 

perceptions and beliefs about the students, dealing with barriers to resources, as well as 

ensuring that all students learned in spite of their out-of-school stressors and 

socioemotional challenges. The principal has been held accountable by federal and state 

standards, yet decisions about student achievement had to be made based on the cultural 

and socioeconomic context of the school and its students (Hallinger, 2017). The studies 

have highlighted the need for a principal to be aware of the school context and its 

demands as well as proficiently multitask to meet both varied student needs and district 

demands.  
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The research Klar and Brewer (2013) conducted extended the theory on leading 

successfully in high-needs schools to highlight the importance of principals and how they 

applied theoretical practices to influence successful change. Among the findings was that 

previous research on successful leadership in high-needs schools was substantiated and 

that the influence of core transformational leadership and instructional leadership 

practices could be adapted for various school contexts. Of note was that the study 

divulged the essential point that key leadership frameworks and practices must be applied 

by principals in high-needs schools to effect change. However, the research by Klar and 

Brewer (2013) did not explore how principals learned and developed these practices with 

their school and community stakeholders and throughout their schools to augment student 

achievement.  

Additionally, the transformational leadership model also emerged in studies 

conducted by the International Successful School Principalship Project. The leadership 

study, conducted by ISSPP in over 15 countries, engaged practitioners in the field of 

educational leadership, the purpose of which was to identify the attributes, skills, and 

strategies of successful school principals in a wide range of social, economic, and cultural 

circumstances in different countries (Day & Gurr, 2014). Firstly, the ISSPP established 

four critical practices of successful principals who demonstrated a transformational 

leadership model: (1) setting out directions, (2) developing people, (3) redesigning the 

organization, and (4) improving the culture of the school and managing the instructional 

program (Day & Leithwood, 2007). Recent ISSPP results have extended these practices 

to other strategies that could be associated with what is currently termed leadership for 

learning (Hallinger 2009, 2011), a type of leadership that combines instructional and 
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transformational elements and that has placed the focus of attention on improving the 

learning outcome and broader educational purposes (Gurr & Day, 2014). This framework 

has also been utilized to examine successful leadership in other high-poverty schools 

(Jacobson et al., 2005; Klar et al., 2013). The researchers of the ISSPP projects sought to 

identify the particular leadership practices and beliefs that led to increased student 

achievement in these schools from a multitude of stakeholder perspectives. Upon 

developing individual case studies, Klar and Brewer (2013) recognized that, not only did 

the successful principals enact these core strategies, they also adopted these practices to 

suit their unique school and community contexts.  

Although the research on principal leadership conducted by ISSP was expansive, 

it highlighted key areas in educational leadership that need exploring. A key area of 

critique resided in the fact that the study conducted by Klar and Brewer (2013) did not 

explore how principals learned and developed these practices with and through their 

schools and community stakeholders to enhance student achievement. Furthermore, ISSP 

studies were based on the context of the country or through a multi-layered approach 

using Hallinger’s (2018) a context and culture framework for school improvement to help 

understand how school leaders work (Day & Gurr, 2014). The method was quantitative 

and utilized multiple perspectives and observational case studies. The results confirmed 

that context mattered and that some principals influenced their contexts; their 

environments also influenced their behaviors (Gurr, 2019). If local contexts influenced 

principals, then qualitative research should continue to be conducted to understand how 

principals conceptualized their role as equity leaders and overcame the challenges to 
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achieve this mandate within their local educational context. This study highlights this 

area of research. 

Instructional Leadership for Equity  

The literature highlighted the impact of instructional leadership on the academic 

achievement of all students, and it further highlighted the positive impact that 

instructional leadership that focused on equity had on effecting student achievement 

(Skrla et al., 2009; Cook et al., 2009; Trainor and Robertson, 2020). An examination of 

instructional leadership for equity has been described as school-based equity that might 

be an equalizing tool for minoritized populations and was necessary for this review 

although the tenets of instructional leadership were not a part of the conceptual 

framework that grounds this study some aspects of the existing literature on instructional 

leadership are noteworthy and relevant to this study.  

 Educational leaders in economically disadvantaged schools might have faced 

challenges for which they might have been unprepared, as some economically 

disadvantaged students entered school with special needs (Khalifa et al., 2016). Trainor 

and Robertson (2020) focused on technical rigor for the purpose of strengthening causal 

linkages between instruction and learning. They highlighted the point that special 

educators, researchers, individuals with disabilities, and their families were aware that 

school-based equity required considering and addressing obstacles to opportunities to 

learn, work, and live. They documented that deconstructing societal biases that opened 

the door to, or at least intersected with, challenges were associated with minoritized 

students. Additionally, it was important for researchers who cared about equity work to 

identify sound, effective educational practices that supported instructional interventions 
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that were effective for students with disabilities and minoritized populations (Cook et al., 

2009). Instructional practices might have been the equalizing tool for all children, 

especially those most vulnerable within schools, thus enhancing instructional efficacy 

and accuracy.  

The journey to academic equity required a leader who understood the core facets 

of the learning environment. The leader should have been able to make equitable changes 

to the curriculum, instructional practices, and the culture of the learning environment 

(Skrla et al., 2009). Upon review of the research, it is clear that the quality of instruction 

is essential to a student’s success. Therefore, the quality of the teacher and his or her 

perception of the learning environment is essential. Despite the fact that scholars have 

debated about the definition of teacher quality (Darling-Hammond, 2001; McCaffrey et 

al., 2003) as well as the level of correlation between teacher quality and student 

achievement, the literature has supported the fact that some students do better 

academically in some classes than in others due to the teacher’s influence (Rivkin et al., 

2005; Rowan et al., 2002). The literature supported the point that student success has 

been linked to the quality of teaching. The emphasis on teacher quality has been 

necessary if the nation is to effectively address the achievement gap that exists in all 

states across the country.  

According to Skrla et al. (2009), a school leader who is focused on educational 

equity must begin by assessing and improving teacher quality. Skrla et al. (2009) posited 

that markers of teacher quality are a teacher’s consciousness or perceptions and the 

teacher’s skills; therefore, within every classroom should exist an equity-conscious 

teacher who has high-quality teaching skills. Shields (2010a) also suggested that quality, 
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transformative teacher-leaders should be willing to reflect on their practices to determine 

whether they are transmissive, that is, telling students what they should know, or passive; 

or are students consistently engaged in thoughtful critical examination and reflection on 

the topic of concern? 

Some studies in the literature have documented that principals have expressed 

sentiments of regret about their level of preparedness for their school placements. 

According to Salazar (2007), principals interviewed during this study stated that they 

were unprepared for the instructional leadership role and did not know what was 

expected of them. The accountability and standards movement has made it critical for 

principals to take on the explicit role of instructional leader; those who ignored the role in 

monitoring and improving school performance did so at their own peril (Bolam, 2003; 

Leithwood, 2003; Murphy, 2002; Tomlinson et al., 2003). A number of countries across 

the world have incorporated specific instructional leadership training in their 

governmental efforts to prepare principals (Hallinger, 2005). Some of these countries 

include the United States (Hallinger, 2003; Murphy, 2002), the United Kingdom 

(Southworth, 2002; Tomlinson et al., 2003), and Australia (Davis, 2003). According to 

Hallinger (2005), some of the instructional program directors remained uncertain about 

how to prepare principals to be instructional leaders. The need for clarity about the 

practice of instructional leadership have continued to be relevant because student 

achievement and principal leadership accountability mandates have persisted. 

Neumerski (2013) conducted research using a distributed lens to examine the 

principal, teacher leader, and coach instructional leadership literatures. Neumerski 

incorporated research connected to (a) the traditional instructional leadership literature 
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(centered primarily on the principal), (b) the teacher instructional leadership literature, 

and (c) the coach instructional leadership literature. This was done to understand how 

instructional leaders, in interaction with one another, their followers, and particular 

contexts, collaborated to improve teaching and learning. Neumerski (2013) revealed that 

researchers still have not adequately attended to principals’ daily practice of instructional 

leadership. She found evidence of variation in instructional leadership practice. 

Neumerski (2013) suggested researchers get “inside the process of how leaders enact 

those behaviors” (p. 336) that improve instruction. Neumerski (2013) recommended the 

needed to understand the how of instructional leadership to shape future studies that may 

address the shortcomings.  

Additionally, Spillane and Hunt (2010) conducted research with 38 school 

principals in one mid‐sized urban school district in the United States. The study focused 

on the daily practices of the principal and found that a principal’s administrative tasks 

outweighed their curriculum and instruction tasks (Spillane & Hunt, 2010). The 

researchers reported that principals dedicated too little attention to curriculum leadership 

demands (Spillane & Hunt, 2010). This study of the principals’ practices exposed 

variations in how principals practiced instructional leadership. Therefore, it is not yet 

known what specific models of leadership principals used to address the needs of a 

diverse population. There has been a need to understand what models of leadership 

principals used to effectively lead high-poverty-level schools, as the research showed a 

high level of a principal’s focus has been on administrative tasks.  

Wright (2010) recognized that researchers did not understand how principals 

conceptualized the instructional leadership role. She interviewed six principals in Alberta, 
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Canada, to explore principal identity during a period of education reform. Wright (2010) 

found principals enacted their roles differently. She found some principals included the 

school district’s instructional leadership mandates into their practice, while others 

resisted or avoided mandates. Principals’ leadership decisions were influenced not by 

principal preparation programs or experience, but by a personal, immediate need for 

school cohesion and legitimacy (Wright, 2010).  

In 2014, researchers conducted a study consisting of 590 teachers in 37 

elementary schools in the Intermountain West region of the United States. The purpose of 

the study was to compare transformational and instructional leadership theories. The 

study examined the unique impact that school leaders had on student achievement and 

determined which specific leadership practices were associated with increased student 

achievement (Shatzer et al., 2014). Results indicated that instructional leadership 

explained more of the variance in student achievement than did transformational 

leadership. The impact of both transformational leadership and instructional leadership 

was further explored by Shatzer et al. (2014), who evaluated the effectiveness of each 

when appropriately applied by the principal. The study found that instructional leadership 

focused on the direct influence principals exercised to improve the curriculum and 

teaching and learning processes, as opposed to transformational leadership, which 

focused on building a culture of improvement and commitment on a system of shared 

values which ultimately had an effect on learning improvement (Shatzer et al., 2014). The 

transformational model of leadership became the ideal model in the 1990s (Shatzer et al., 

2014), but it has recently been shown that there is no close link between transformational 
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leadership and improvement in pupils’ academic results (Marks & Printy, 2003; 

Robinson et al., 2008).  

According to Shatzer et al. (2014), principals who have been transformational 

leaders could identify and articulate a school vision, motivate others through example, 

support a culture of intellectual stimulation, and provide support and development to 

individual staff members (Leithwood, 2001; Robinson et al., 2008). Four different 

practices were addressed in transformational leadership theory: (1) inspirational 

motivation, (2) individualized consideration, (3) idealized influence (charisma), and (4) 

intellectual stimulation (Avolio et al., 1991; Bass & Avolio, 1993).  

Moreover, principals’ leadership styles generally had a meaningful impact on 

student achievement and went beyond the impact of school context and principal 

demographics. The connection between instructional leadership and transformational 

leadership is demonstrated through the concept of leadership for learning (Hallinger, 

2011; Hallinger & Wang, 2015), which is constructed from the notions of instructional 

and transformational leadership, two styles of leadership with two distinct approaches 

(Hallinger & Wang, 2015). Unfortunately, neither style has amply addressed the issue of 

instructional equity. Instructional leadership studies confirmed the importance of 

principals to the learning environment while transformational leadership has focused on 

establishing a culture of commitment to a system of shared values (Shatzer et al., 2014). 

These leadership approaches have not encouraged practitioners to question social or 

cultural frameworks to challenge inequity in schools.  

Although Leithwood and Sun (2012) responded to criticism about the 

transformational model due to the standardization and accountability movement at an 
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international level (Leithwood, 2001), there has been a resurgence in interest in looking 

at the role of principal from an instructional perspective, though with the more open 

leadership-for-learning approach (Hallinger, 2009, 2011; Hallinger & Wang, 2015; 

Knapp, 2014). While the leadership models have common elements, they all have the 

same purpose, which has been to improve learning outcomes. However, each has had a 

specific approach or prioritized some elements over others, giving rise to different 

models that maintain positions which have been more or less instructional or 

transformational. The Hallinger and Murphy (1985) model has been an instructional trend 

compared to the model for Day et al. (2011), which has blended instructional and 

transformational trends.  

According to Henfield and Washington (2012), in a qualitative study that 

examined 26 White middle school teachers’ perceptions of their experiences in a middle 

school that was predominantly White but had a growing African American student 

population, three broad themes were realized: (1) awareness of diversity, (2) reactions to 

diversity, and (3) systemic issues and barriers to forging relationships. Systemic barriers, 

awareness of diversity, and reactions to diversity impacted instructional design and 

student achievement outcomes. Without knowing the learner, educators could not align 

the instructional design to the needs of the student (Henfield & Washington, 2012). 

Individualized learning plans used the interest, learning styles, and experiences of each 

student to transform the instructional design into student proficiency (Henfield & 

Washington, 2012). The knowledge of an educator about a student’s culture had a 

positive correlation with student-teacher relationships and improved learner engagement 

(Henfield & Washington, 2012). The studies show that educators needed to be cognizant 
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of their interest levels and align those levels with the learner. The teachers understood the 

uniqueness of each student and provided teaching to improve performance (Guerra et al., 

2013).  

The effectiveness of multicultural education was dependent on a teacher’s cultural 

aptitude (Gollnick et al., 2009). The leader within the school would need to manage the 

teachers and the learning environment with a focus on equity and an awareness of the 

staff and teachers’ cultural aptitude. Student-centered teaching strategies removed the 

interest of the teacher and focused solely on the interest of each student (Guerra et al., 

2013; Henfield & Washington, 2012). Lessons and activities were prepared based on the 

learning influences of each student rather than generic lesson plans which were templates 

for the dominant group (Gollnick & Chinn, 2009; Henfield & Washington, 2012).  

School leaders who desired to meet the needs of culturally diverse school 

communities should be prepared to deliver strategies that would increase achievement, 

such as how they monitored the teaching and learning environment to ensure that 

teachers had a positive cultural aptitude (Gollnick & Chinn, 2009). They should also 

ensure that teachers implemented student-centered approaches that helped forge 

relationships and helped students overcome systemic barriers (Henfield & Washington, 

2012). 

Asset-Based Pedagogy  

Equity-focused school administrators must establish an instructional environment 

that seeks to nurture the assets of all students, especially students who are marginalized 

and considered minoritized. Scholars have argued that there are unique competencies that 

are essential to the effective teaching of historically marginalized students (Ladson-
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Billings, 1999). Lopez (2017) posited that establishing an asset-based pedagogical 

practice has been a crucial step to developing these competencies; asset-based pedagogy 

(ABP) that has perceived a student’s culture as a strength has countered the prevalent 

view that achievement disparities have been the result of deficiencies in students or their 

culture. ABP scholarship has stood on the belief that teachers who possessed an 

understanding of the sociohistorical influences on traditionally marginalized students’ 

trajectories (critical awareness) have been better able to cultivate students’ knowledge by 

building on their prior knowledge (cultural knowledge) and incorporating knowledge that 

validated students’ experiences (cultural content integration) into their instruction 

(Ladson-Billings, 1999; Lopez, 2017). Accordingly, ABP has been believed to help all 

students develop identities that promoted achievement outcomes. Paek (2008) highlighted 

the results of his case study on asset-based instruction to further underscore the 

perspective that asset-based instruction is a nurturing and positive approach to learning 

that recognized a student’s strengths and contributions to his or her own educational 

growth.  

Although the literature on ABP is prominent, scholars have urged researchers to 

address the paucity of practical evidence in studies that examine how ABP beliefs are 

connected to student achievement (Goldenberg et al., 2008; Jussim & Harber, 2005; 

Ladson-Billings, 1999; Losey, 1995; Sleeter, 2004, 2012). Further investigation to garner 

more practical examples of ABP approaches as evidenced in the United States is 

warranted. The study has diverse populations of marginalized and minoritized students 

impacted by poverty (US Census Bureau 2019). 
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Furthermore, Goodenow and Grady (1993) asserted that school administrators 

who established processes and strategies that assisted students to develop a connection 

with schools made students feel accepted and respected; moreover, the schools showed 

that they honored the values of others. When students had a strong connection with their 

schools, their academic involvement increased. Academic involvement helped students 

feel a sense of belonging and increased academic motivation, academic optimism, and 

performance (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Hoy et al., 2006). Therefore, the establishment of a 

positive learning environment where educators believed that all students—especially 

those students from low-income communities—were capable of learning at a high level 

was important (Lindsey et al., 2010).  

It is, therefore, noteworthy to examine if school principals and administrators 

should incorporate strategies that are asset based, and equity focused for all students. 

Equity-focused schools are expected to motivate, nurture, and honor all aspects of every 

student; thus, each is expected to provide an educational experience that is asset based, 

and which affirms the identity of each student. Social justice leadership theory is 

grounded in the acknowledgement of individual and community injustices and, as such, 

affirms individual identity and its tenets may contribute to increased equity-focused 

strategies; therefore, social justice leadership is included in this review. The study seeks 

to understand how principals promote such environments.  

Social Justice Leadership  

The more recent literature that addressed leadership and social justice, as 

Theoharis (2007) observed, tended to be more theoretical than practical. The concept of 

social justice found its basis in theology (Ahlstrom, 1972) and social work (Koerin, 
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2003), and it had considerable and tangible roots in educational disciplines like 

curriculum and pedagogy (Apple, 2013; Freire, 1998, 1996). Social justice has 

customarily been studied extensively in the social sciences, law, and public policy 

(Brooks, 2008). Researchers Furman and Gruenewald (2004), Shields and Sayani (2005), 

and Theoharis (2007) all contended that social justice was propelled by many variables, 

including (a) accountability pressures, (b) educational equity, (c) demographic shifts, and 

(d) increased achievement and opportunity gaps of socially disadvantaged and culturally 

diverse populations. Each preceding variable has become a significant concern for 

educational scholars and practitioners. 

Few studies actually documented how social justice leaders and, in particular, 

principals, accomplished their goals. One exception has been Theoharis (2007). He 

described a number of strategies that principals employed to promote social justice in 

contexts that actively resisted such efforts. However, while his work informed the work 

of practitioners in helpful ways, it did not actually delve into the realm of micropolitics; 

that is, it did not document the power interactions at the school and district level—not to 

mention the political acumen that actors employ—that occurred as principals attempted 

to accomplish their goals in the midst of persistent resistance.  

Theoharis importantly noted that principals effectively dismantled frameworks of 

inequity by promoting and practicing social justice strategies (Theoharis, 2010). While he 

examined the work of six principals from elementary, middle, and high schools, the study 

was conducted in the Mid-Western, USA, context. The population of the qualitative 

research was not exclusive to understanding the challenges of marginalized and 

minoritized populations impacted by poverty. Research on this population needs further 
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analysis. Equity-focused strategies to deconstruct knowledge frameworks, eliminate 

deficit thinking and asset-based approaches warrants investigating.  

Ryan (2010), who asserted that social justice leadership is of critical importance, 

studied 28 principals in pursuit of social justice and the socio-political strategies they 

employed to ensure their goals were met. Ryan (2010) believes principals had to engage 

in political activity within their organizations. Ryan’s study (2010) of these 28 principals 

who tried to understand their political context concluded that principals needed to 

combine their intellectual and strategic abilities with personal and social qualities like 

courage, boldness, and care if they were to move their social justice agendas along.  

The practice of social justice leadership begins with an ability to recognize 

inequity among other issues associated with school administration. Principals seeking to 

establish more socially just schools needed to address special education and the 

disproportionate representation of African Americans in segregated special-education 

placements (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014); but each school has had different 

situations, individuals, cases, and contexts that made it difficult to define or describe prior 

to a principal engaging in leadership practices (Bogotch, 2002; McKenzie & Scheurich, 

2009). Generally, social justice leadership has involved: (a) interrogating school policies, 

cultures, and community expectations; (b) identifying oppressive and unjust practices; (c) 

employing democratic processes to engage marginalized communities; and (d) 

substituting unjust practices with equitable and culturally appropriate ones (Dantley & 

Tillman, 2006; Furman, 2012; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis & O’Toole, 2011; Wasonga, 

2009). The leadership skill, action, and persistence involved in creating a more socially 

just school have been momentous and often paralyzing for principals because social 
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justice leadership could prompt various dilemmas and challenges (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014). 

Nevertheless, traditional wisdom and prevailing school practices that have not 

accounted for or valued differences required leadership for social justice that was 

intentionally and deliberately focused on disrupting the systems that perpetuate inequity 

and inequality (Bogotch & Shields, 2014). Davy (2016), Jean-Marie et al. (2009), and 

Theoharis (2010) suggested that social justice school leadership was a necessary 

approach to address diversity in today’s schools. Theoharis (2010), in his study of six 

principals, purported essential strategies, including dismantling structures, such as pull-

out and self-contained classrooms, which marginalize and segregate students, as these 

were practices that perpetuated inequity and injustice. Theoharis encouraged the 

implementation of strategies that disrupted injustice in schools, such as implementing 

professional development on race and equity, creating a warm and welcoming climate, 

and forging relationships with the parents of marginalized and minoritized students 

(Theoharis, 2010). School leaders’ ability to develop a culturally responsive school 

system for students and their families has depended a great deal on their level of 

commitment to social justice and equity. Crow (2006) noted that, while some leadership 

practices and qualities may have been broadly applicable characteristics, other leadership 

qualities were culturally specific and tied to each context. According to Bogotch and 

Shields (2014), while social justice has been focused on the redress of wrongs and the 

overcoming of inequities, the procedures related to social justice varied depending on the 

context of the school setting in which they were enacted.  
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Although there are subtle differences, social justice leadership and culturally 

responsive leadership often overlap in that they challenged oppression in all forms while 

influencing the context in which they worked (Lopez, 2016; Radd, 2008). Within the 

social justice leadership literature there have been several approaches to leadership that 

looked at creating equitable, inclusive environments for students; however, a culturally 

responsive approach to leadership has been most promising within school contexts that 

were ethnically and culturally diverse and had a high percentage of economically 

disadvantaged students (Beachum, 2011; Johnson, 2007; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012). 

Culturally responsive leadership has been better suited for racially, ethnically, 

linguistically, and culturally diverse school settings because social justice leadership is 

often dictated by timing and situation; whereas, according to Khalifa (2018), culturally 

responsive leadership considered the historical and cultural aspects of school leadership 

and student learning that required a paradigm shift and an expansion from traditional 

notions of school-community relationships to one of genuine engagement and partnership 

that was necessary and overdue (Blankstein et al., 2015). The research sought to identify 

how principals became aware of the attributes necessary to perform the work required to 

attain equity for all students and how they went about creating an instructional 

environment that promoted ideals of social justice and refuted ideas and practices that 

contributed to deficit thinking. 

Deficit Thinking Model 

Deficit theory asserts that the educational failures of African American students 

can be the result of external factors: poor living conditions, limited access to health care, 

and crime-ridden communities (Howard, 2013). This belief has garnered stereotypical 
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depictions of African American students and minoritized populations by some White 

educators as cognitively and intellectually inferior and more prone to crime than the more 

dominant racial groups (Howard, 2013).  

According to Trainor and Robertson (2020), disparate outcomes, when seen 

among diverse groups of students, highlighted inequity and deeply rooted issues of status 

and power. However, according to the deficit thinking model, the challenges minoritized 

students experienced were often due to a deficit of educational exposure, experience, and 

values (Howard, 2013). Trainor and Robertson (2020) further explained that the 

historical, social, and political realities that made all students vulnerable to inequitable 

educational opportunity occurred based on varying factors that collided; therefore, 

generalizations could not be made and the connection between diversity and educational 

opportunity could not be measured easily. Regardless of a student’s racial group or 

ethnicity, he or she was still vulnerable to limited educational opportunities and to 

challenges associated with attending underfunded and under-resourced schools (Trainor 

& Robertson, 2020). Whether a student is from a dominant racial group or not, he or she 

is at risk of being denied equitable educational services. Although dominance conveys 

privileges and power, it does not establish a monolithic group identity that is absent of 

either diversity or vulnerability (Trainor & Robertson, 2020). Moreover, it is important to 

acknowledge that strengths and agency can, at times, mitigate vulnerability for both 

youth of color and youth of the dominant group (i.e., White) (Sullivan & Bal, 2013).  

The deficit thinking model was captured in empirical work conducted by Henfield 

and Washington (2012). Henfield and Washington (2012), in their study of an Iowan 

middle school, examined the consequences of the deficit model. The school was mainly 
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of a White population and, at the time of the study, the student body was increasing with 

African American students (Henfield & Washington, 2012). The findings revealed that 

the participants had preconceived perceptions of African Americans and that the 

respondents were fearful and ignorant about how to establish constructive relationships 

that would increase student motivation to work, academic achievement, and engagement 

with these students. Ladson-Billings (1995b) previously posited that false realities and 

beliefs of teachers and school administrators with regard to racial injustices and inequities 

within schools perpetuated inadequacies of the curricula, assessment, professional 

development, and financial resource data. Deficit thinking has been the opponent to 

social justice and transformative practices. Therefore, school leaders should hire and 

develop teams that understand the pitfalls of deficit thinking and strive to overcome this 

mindset to deconstruct power and privileges which undermine equitable instructional 

practices. 

 Deficit thinking has directly opposed equity and justice (Ladson-Billings, 1999). 

This notion was confirmed in a number of studies (Khalifa et al., 2016; Singleton, 2012; 

Terrell & Lindsey, 2009), including in the findings of Henfield and Washington (2012) in 

their analysis of 26 Caucasian teachers’ perceptions of African American students. The 

findings asserted that school leaders should hire and develop teams that understood the 

pitfalls of deficit thinking and strove to overcome this mindset to deconstruct power and 

privileges that undermine equitable instructional practices. While the findings were 

instructive, the study population included only African American students in a Middle 

school in Iowa. It would be interesting to understand how teachers and school leaders in 



 

63 

 

the diverse Mid-Atlantic region perceive African American students and others who are 

marginalized and minoritized. This study fills that gap.  

The literature review yielded a number of theories and practices that support 

equity- focused leadership. While these theories have been explored empirically, the 

body of research is dearth in ample evidence of practices in relation to students who are 

often marginalized and minoritized. Social justice leadership and instructional leadership 

for equity have impacted the conversation about educational equity; however, the tenets 

of these theories have not been part of the study because the transformative and culturally 

responsive framework focus has been on issues and challenges of the oppressed 

populations and these theories have not been amply evidenced empirically (Khalifa, et 

al., 2016, 2018; Shields, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2006). The discussion of the theoretical 

and conceptual frameworks for the study follows.  

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks of the Study 

Theoretical Frameworks  

In this study, I examined how school leaders conceptualized and implemented 

equity-focused practices to increase the academic achievement of all students. The 

theoretical frameworks that guided this study were transformative and culturally 

responsive leadership. The transformative leadership theory and culturally responsive 

leadership theories focused on the importance of critiquing constructs that promote 

inequity.  

The transformative leadership theory highlights unjust practices for all students; 

therefore, it is aligned with the study. The theoretical perspectives for the research 

aligned with the literature that discussed supporting economically disadvantaged student 
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populations. Transformative educational leadership, according to Cooper (2009), 

involved strategically assessing schools, reflecting on and boldly facing the acts of 

inequity. Transformative leaders have critically analyzed and reflected on knowledge, 

privileges, power, inequality, and experiences of economically disadvantaged students 

(Diem & Carpenter, 2012; Gorski, 2013; Shields, 2010a, 2013). All the tenets of this 

framework were used for this study.  

Transformative Leadership Theory and Practices  

The study was grounded in transformative leadership theory (TLT), which has 

worked to highlight practices that may have mitigated inequities and unjust practices for 

all students. TLT provides a framework for leadership with a focus on inequalities in the 

school environment, as evidenced in the achievement gap. TLT shaped the research 

questions of the study. The questions centered on how school leaders addressed 

challenges to academic achievement and navigated policies to attain resources that 

supported and promoted the academic achievement of all students, especially minoritized 

and economically disadvantaged students. The study explored what principals have done 

to achieve high outcomes for their high-poverty, diverse subgroups. Principals of 

minoritized populations have been especially tasked with acknowledging and meeting the 

academic and economic challenges and needs of all their students.  

TLT begins with questions of justice and democracy. TLT forces practitioners to 

critique inequitable practices with the intent of giving hope of improved individual 

achievement and a better life for all. The theory connects education and educational 

leadership with the wider social context (Shields, 2010a). However, the literature that 

discusses increasing achievement among minoritized students is concentrated on 



 

65 

 

instructional practices. Transformative leadership evaluates the need to address 

inequalities and acknowledge power and privileges to create deep and equitable changes 

for economically disadvantaged students in the school environment; yet it is not amply 

explored in the current literature.  

The tenets of transformative leadership that were applied to this study were:  

1. Articulating individual and collective purposes  

2. Acknowledging power and privileges 

3. Balancing critique and promise   

4. Creating deep and equitable change  

5.  Demonstrating moral courage and activism 

6.  Deconstructing social and cultural knowledge frameworks that generate 

inequity  

7. Addressing and redistributing inequitable distributions of power  

8. Emphasizing democracy, emancipation, equity and justice 

Articulating Individual and Collective Purposes for Public and Private Good 

Transformative leadership has identified a leader’s and school practices that 

support the growth and academic advancement of economically disadvantaged minority, 

linguistically diverse groups. The transformative leader has been expected to be action-

oriented and move beyond reflection to action that established and maintained change 

(Bennis & Nanus, 2007). It emphasized the need for educational organizations to 

articulate and attain purposes related to equity and excellence, public and private good, 

and individual and collective advancement. A transformative leader considered the 

school environment while continuing to value each individual. Thus, he or she placed 
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value on diversity beyond racial and ethnic differentiations. In developing a school 

community there had to be questioning of the status quo by reflecting on the past through 

continual assessment of traditions for injustices and inequities. Ultimately, although the 

entire school would need to challenge the historical norm, school administrators would 

need to take a large role in doing so. Therefore, a contemporary transformative leader 

acknowledged the importance of transformative educational practices and community 

relationships (Foster, 1986a; Foster, 1986b; Freire, 1970; Furman, 2004). 

Acknowledging Power and Privileges   

The principal who wanted to promote change had to recognize the disparities of 

the broader society and consider how they affected the ability of individuals within 

organizations or society to be successful. This approach recognized and addressed the 

reality that some groups and individuals within a given organization were advantaged and 

included in the daily operations and decisions of the institution, and other people were 

generally excluded, disadvantaged, and often marginalized (Shields, 2010b).  

It was important for educational leaders to acknowledge that power has been an 

organizational quality, a relationship among all participants that had to be nurtured, 

developed, and understood to achieve a collective purpose. Economically disadvantaged 

students faced a number of microaggressions daily due to their lack of resources. 

Microaggressions have often been perpetuated by the dominant group which had the 

power. According to Ladson-Billings (2006), some of these students were teased about 

their dress, home life, or accent, and the marginalization they experienced when they did 

not see themselves reflected in school curricula or in classroom discussions were, 

therefore, never addressed. The ignorance of existing microaggressions within the 
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instructional environment might have nurtured an atmosphere that prevented all students 

from engaging in the curricula as they should, thus perpetuating inequitable practices. 

Leaders of high-poverty schools should understand the importance of establishing 

positive relationships with these students and their families. This is critical because a lack 

of relationship with the students or their families leads to a lack of understanding of their 

situation or feelings of inferiority or exclusion is developed and no meaningful change 

occurs. Power has been used inappropriately by leaders, resentment builds, and 

transformation remains elusive.  

The leader who strives to acknowledge the relationships of power and privileges, 

to articulate both the public and private goods of education, demonstrates moral courage. 

In addition, “the common elements in these transformative approaches include the need 

for social betterment, enhancing equity, and for a thorough reshaping of knowledge and 

belief structures” (Shields, 2010a, p. 28). A transformative leader used critical reflection 

on issues of power and inequality to propel changes in policies, procedures, and practices. 

Shields (2010a) and Theoharis (2010) described transformative leadership 

implemented by school principals and gave five aspects that principals had to consider 

when implementing transformative leadership in their schools. These factors represented 

the components on which principals based their actions: (1) the elements of power and 

privileges of the dominant culture; (2) the reality of students from disadvantaged 

environments; (3) staff members’ and students’ knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors 

linked to social justice; (4) strategies to promote change and social justice; and (5) 

barriers to the promotion of change and social justice and the means to overcome them.  

Deconstructing Social Cultural Knowledge Frameworks that Generate Inequity  
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Transformative leadership “demands that educational leaders critically assess the 

asymmetrical relations of power in the organizational context and deconstruct, through a 

critical hermeneutic, those practices and cultural artifacts that engender an anti-

democratic discourse in organizations such as schools” (Dantley, 2003, p. 15). Thus, 

through critical interpretation school leaders transform their practice through the 

reconstruction of social creations based on race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or 

sexual orientation. Through engagement of all stakeholders, instead of exclusivity, the 

school becomes an inclusive school environment. 

Balancing Critique and Promise   

Transformative leadership has called on educational leaders to be direct and 

explicit about the kind of reform needed for minoritized populations. Leaders should 

have critiqued reform efforts and recognized that the standards movement may have 

perpetuated a hierarchy of knowledge that might have remained unchallenged because of 

newly accepted norms (Shields, 2010b). Educational leaders who critiqued the norm have 

been taking steps to effect equitable change for all student populations. According to 

Cuban (1990), reform in terms of a pendulum did not produce results for all, only for 

some marginalized subgroups. One foundational activity has been recalibrating staff 

perspectives of students and rejecting the idea of deficit thinking (Gorski, 2016; Noguera 

& Wells, 2011; Shields, 2013). Transformative leaders have combated deficit thinking 

with open dialogue and creating new definitions of diversity (Riehl, 2000; Singleton, 

2012). In the landscape of public education, deficit thinking has manifested as blame on 

the student or family for reduced achievement (Gorski, 2016; Noguera & Wells, 2011; 

Shields, 2013). Deficit thinking may have been used by teachers and staff in many ways 
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and it may have been utilized as empathy. This may have caused an empathy gap that 

could have a negative or positive impact on their professional practice and efficacy 

(Rojas & Liou, 2017; Warren, 2015). Principals should have been aware that many 

teachers were middle-class White females who might have had limited experiences 

among ethnically and socially diverse populations (Warren, 2015). Transformative 

leaders built the consciousness of staff about their identity, society, others, and cultural 

practices (Milner & Laughter, 2015). The role of a transformative leader has been to 

address the deficit thinking among the staff to ensure students received quality instruction 

to meet high academic expectations.  

Effecting Deep and Equitable Change  

This paradigm shift has implemented deep and equitable changes that 

reconstructed the knowledge framework (Gorski, 2016; Reihl, 2000; Shields, 2013). As 

frameworks shifted from deficit thinking, staff learned to critique practices and decision-

making that marginalized some students and celebrated the assets of these groups 

(Milner, 2010; Shields, 2010a).  

The transformative leader has been able to cause deep and equitable changes for 

disadvantaged student groups as he or she addressed deficit thinking and created a school 

community that provided academic supports for students, identifying needs among 

students and evaluating instructional decision-making and the distribution of resources, 

whether internal or external, for all low-SES students (Shields, 2010b).  

Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism  

The leader who strives to acknowledge the relationships of power and privilege, 

to articulate both the public and private goods of education, demonstrate moral courage 
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and activism. In addition, “the common elements in these transformative approaches 

include the need for social betterment, enhancing equity, and for a thorough reshaping of 

knowledge and belief structures” (Shields, 2010a, p. 28).  

Addressing and Redistributing Inequitable Distributions of Power  

 Transformative leadership “demands that educational leaders critically assess the 

asymmetrical relations of power in the organizational context and deconstruct, through a 

critical hermeneutic, those practices and cultural artifacts that engender an anti-

democratic discourse in organizations such as schools” (Dantley, 2003, p. 15). Thus, 

through critical interpretation, school leaders transformed their practice through the 

reconstruction of social creations based on race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or 

sexual orientation. Through engagement of all stakeholders, instead of exclusivity, the 

school has become an inclusive school environment. A transformative leader has uses 

critical reflection on issues of power and inequality to propel changes in policies, 

procedures, and practices. 

Emphasizing Democracy, Emancipation, Equity, and Justice  

Demographic change has required cultural, educational leaders who have been 

willing to be courageous, equity-focused change agents who adjusted curriculum and 

instruction, the school culture, and the community, and established an environment that 

has been culturally responsive to meet the needs of all students (Cooper, 2009). This 

study will investigate how principals in schools profoundly affected by poverty 

conceptualize equity-focused and transformative leadership practices to increase student 

accomplishments. 

Transformative Leadership Practices  
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According to Shields (2003), transformative practices, when seen in leadership, 

promoted equity and an instructional environment that promoted a critical examination of 

practices that challenged institution norms and promoted new ways of thinking. Shields 

(2010a) conducted research using a backward mapping approach to assess whether the 

tenets of transformative leadership theory explained the adopted practices they used to 

create an environment of inclusion and instructional and social equity within the schools 

studied. The study’s methodology involved multiple interviews, confirmatory interviews 

with others, to identify practices that might conform to transformative leadership theory 

categories (Shields, 2010a). The study found that the school principals engaged their 

faculty in identifying inequity instances due to power and privileges. These principals led 

their faculty to implement equitable approaches through curriculum decisions and their 

approach to dismantling the norms that prevented lasting equitable change. One principal 

challenged the power structure in hiring and training decisions to focus on improving 

instructional practices. The other highlighted the importance of every team member’s 

contribution by engaging them in open and frank communication that disrupted the biases 

and deficit thinking mentality that existed in the school. Both principals demonstrated 

that the application of transformative practices could create lasting educational change 

because each was able to get their faculty to believe that all children can learn. According 

to Shields (2003), understanding that all means all and that “all children can learn (unless 

there are neurological impairments) is a truism” (p. 14). Although the studies focused on 

equity and the need for inclusion—the populations of the schools were Whites, 

Caucasians, Hispanics, and a few other ethnic groups—they did not include the impact of 

the marginalized populations within those groups. Additionally, the focus of the study did 
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not extend to include how to increase the achievement of multicultural minoritized 

groups; therefore, there was a need to understand how principals have conceptualized 

transformative leadership to address the needs of marginalized and minoritized 

populations.  

In another study by Theoharis and Ranieri (2011), the argument is made that 

effective, transformative leaders articulated individual and collective purposes to build 

foundations for positive relationships, strong school communities, and the promoting of 

equity. The study involved ongoing work with school leaders, school visits, observations, 

interviews with each school leader, discussions or interviews with teachers and others 

who work with the leaders, and conducting document reviews (Theoharis & Ranieri, 

2011). The findings of four different research projects focused on leadership, school 

reform, and inclusion and equity issues. The purpose was to determine the differences 

between the way transformative school administrators led and other leaders who faced 

similar problems.  

One study documented the leadership of seven leaders who entered the field of 

education with the commitment to create more equitable and socially just schools 

(Theoharis, 2007, 2009; Theoharis & Ranieri, 2011). Their results included the 

categorization of leaders into three contrasting pairs. Each pair had a leader whose 

primary orientation was that of an advocate and a leader who represented one of the other 

designated descriptors: helpless, bully, and misguided. This was done to illustrate the 

differences between leaders who consistently adhered to an advocacy stance and other 

leaders seeking similar goals but whose practices were not aligned with those of 

advocacy. According to Theoharis and Ranieri (2011), the advocates focused on the need 
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for all students to be included to change the school’s entire focus. The researchers noted 

that the act of advocating does not guarantee that the participants’ leadership would result 

in inclusive schools or prove that he or she is a transformative leader; however, the 

leaders in these studies whose prevailing orientation was that of advocate had a socially 

just focus to their advocacy. They concentrated on ending separate programs and 

marginalized education for students with disabilities. Their advocacy led to creating a 

socially just vision of inclusive schools that placed the needs of traditionally marginalized 

students at the center of the work of their schools (Theoharis & Ranieri, 2011). 

The study asserted that not all leaders who staunchly advocated create inclusive 

schools, and not all leaders who advocated were transformative. However, the results 

showed that both creating meaningfully inclusive schools and operating from a 

transformative stance was an orientation of advocacy.  

The advocacy leaders felt responsible for changing how students with disabilities 

were educated and that they were responsible for making this change happen. They, 

therefore, maintained a collaborative approach with all involved stakeholders. The 

advocacy of an inclusive vision through collaboration connects directly to how Shields 

(2010a) outlined transformative leadership; administrators should start with the realistic 

notion of marginalized students. They worked with and persevered through tension and 

conflict. The principals were champions and allies for all students within and outside the 

school; they engaged in activism intending to seek broader equitable social change that 

Shields (2010a) described as a key to transformative leadership (Theoharis & Ranieri, 

2011).  
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Cooper (2009), in a comparative case study, examined two North Carolina 

elementary schools that experienced rapid demographic change and applied the literature 

on transformative leadership for social justice. Cooper intended to see how educators 

could serve as transformative leaders through their performing cultural work that 

addressed inequity, crossed sociocultural boundaries, and fostered inclusion. As a result, 

the study explored educators’ and families’ responses to cultural diversification as well as 

their views about school and family relations. The methodology included data analysis 

through an iterative process where common themes were identified. The researcher 

triangulated interview, observational, and documented data. Cooper found that, even 

though the principals demonstrated equity-focused perspectives, their leadership practices 

left the community believing that they were more exclusionary than promoting of an 

inclusive environment. One of the principals in the study had the intent to honor the 

diversity of her Spanish-speaking community by hosting separate parent meetings for 

English and Spanish-speaking parents. The principal’s attempts promoted division 

instead of unity. She failed to deconstruct prejudice and bias and instead promoted ethnic 

and linguistic divisions. Her decision may have been due to a deficit-thinking mindset. 

Another principal in the study revealed her prejudiced view of others while not 

recognizing her own discriminatory and negative disposition toward her community 

members. Cooper’s study highlights the important need for school leaders to explicitly 

infuse the practices of transformative leadership frameworks into all aspects of the school 

environment. The study confirmed that marginalizing dynamics can emerge in school 

communities experiencing rapid demographic change, even when led by equity-focused 

principals (Cooper, 2009).  
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These studies outline the fact that transformative leadership practices are 

applicable in the school environment. When applied appropriately, they will create 

meaningfully inclusive schools and leaders of advocacy. They highlight that not all 

leaders who apply transformative practices will create equitable change or question 

constructs of power and privileges that will eventually lead to equitable practices. The 

studies were conducted in schools with diverse and minoritized populations; however, 

each study’s principals utilized the practices in differing ways. None of the 

aforementioned studies focused primarily on equity-focused instructional leadership 

practices. Only one principal focused on the staff’s deficit thinking toward low-

performing students (Cooper, 2009). More examples of principals who embrace 

transformative instructional practices are needed. Educational leaders and researchers can 

benefit from knowing how principals conceptualize transformative practices for equitable 

instructional practices. Transformative leadership begins with questions of justice and 

democracy, critiques inequitable practices, and addresses both individual and public 

good; therefore, more empirical analysis must be conducted to see how school leaders 

practice it.  

Of course, critics of transformative leadership practices have claimed that 

transformative leadership does not consider changing demographics or the demands of 

principals in this era of testing and increased accountability for positive results (Shields, 

2010b). Transformative leadership has been seen as idealistic by some and too 

demanding because it has required that educational leaders address global issues (Shields, 

2010b). The theory’s focus on power, equity, and social justice could occur with 

increased intellectual development and accountability (Shields, 2010a). It is clear from 
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the literature that the theoretical framework has not been widely explored and 

substantiated with empirical evidence; this substantiates the need for the current research.  

Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory and Practices  

School leadership has had no direct impact on student learning (Khalifa et al., 

2016); however, principals who build culturally responsive teaching and learning 

environments through establishing trust and a clear mission have impacted student 

achievement (Dell’Angelo, 2016; Kraft et al., 2015). Education is a sociocultural process 

(Erickson & Gutierrez, 2002; Gay, 2000, p. 29). Gay (2000) defined cultural 

responsiveness as:  

the process of using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of 

reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning 

encounters more relevant to and effective for them. It teaches to and through the 

strength of these students. It is culturally validating and affirming. (p. 29) 

Ladson-Billings (2002) suggested that culturally responsive school leaders help their 

teachers and students develop intellectually, socially, and emotionally by “using cultural 

referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (p. 382). According to Guerra and 

Nelson (2007),  

this broadened cultural lens allows teachers to see students for what they bring 

and use student knowledge and contributions as a bridge for teaching and 

learning. As a result, students feel valued and are engaged in learning, leading to 

higher achievement. (p. 60) 

Cultural responsiveness has validated students’ ways of knowing and doing and, 

therefore, allowed students the freedom to focus on academic tasks. Cultural 
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responsiveness has enabled students to find their own voices, contextualize issues in 

multiple cultural perspectives, achieve higher levels of understanding, practice insightful 

thinking, and become more active participants in shaping their own learning (Ladson-

Billings, 2009). These ideas about knowledge mirrored Freire’s (1980) notion that critical 

consciousness and cultural emancipation were the authentic routes to humane 

interpersonal skills and better understanding of the interconnections among individuals, 

cultures, and societies. In this context, cooperation, mutual aid, reciprocity, community 

connectedness, and interdependence have been increased through cultural responsiveness 

as students became accountable for one another’s success (Freire, 1980; Gay, 2000).  

The research illustrates that principals could impact teaching and learning through 

the strategies, behaviors, beliefs, and programs implemented within the school. These 

strategies, practices, and behaviors have been seen daily through the leader’s activities; 

but they included building a culturally responsive school culture, recruiting and building 

staff capacity, and developing and fostering community programs (Hallinger & Heck, 

2011; Khalifa et al., 2016).  

The necessary attitudinal beliefs that teachers who have been committed to 

cultural responsiveness and educational equity should possess, as discussed in Sleeter’s 

(1992) foundational work, were adopted by Khalifa (2018), who suggested eight 

necessary attitudinal traits of leaders who hoped to be culturally responsive (Bustos 

Flores & Smith, 2009). These traits are:  

• courage 

• connectedness 

• humility 
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• deference 

• intolerance 

• distributive 

• decolonizing 

• humanizing  

Khalifa (2018) suggested that the aforementioned traits demonstrated that 

culturally responsive principals have been explicitly and actively anti-oppressive in ways 

that ensured better schools for all students. According to Khalifa et al. (2016), the four 

primary strands of behaviors of a culturally responsive school leader that emerged from 

the literature were: (a) possesses critical self-reflection; (b) develops culturally responsive 

teachers and classroom curriculum; (c) promotes culturally responsive and inclusive 

school environments; and (d) engages students, parents, and indigenous contexts in the 

school community.  

Culturally responsive school principals have empowered students, families, and 

communities (Antrop-Gonzalez, 2011; Hernandez & Fraynd, 2015). Cultural 

responsiveness has benefited all students, in particular those students who have been 

traditionally underserved in United States public schools. Responsive leadership is 

necessary if administrators intend to provide equitable classroom and school 

environments for all students. Principals who are committed to equity, social justice 

leadership, and culturally responsive and transformative practices would be expected to 

develop instructional environments that promote engagement and inclusive instructional 

leadership.  
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Culturally proficient and responsive leaders could adapt to diversity by 

acknowledging differences then addressing conflicts caused by the differences through 

interventions (Cochran-Smith, 2004). Cultural proficiency refers to the set of values and 

behaviors in an individual, or the set of policies and practices in an organization, that 

created the appropriate mindset and approach to effectively respond to issues caused by 

diversity (Gay, 2000). Research showed that district officials must strengthen their 

cultural proficiency knowledge and skills (Anderson, 2002; Gay, 2000; Noguera, 2009). 

Quezada et al. (2013) identified five elements of cultural proficiency: 

• demonstrates cultural knowledge 

• values diversity 

• manages differences 

• adapts to diversity 

• institutionalizes cultural knowledge  

Culturally proficient leaders should establish schools that promote culturally 

proficient teaching and learning (Quezada et al., 2015). Culturally proficient schools have 

fostered an environment where teachers believe their students can learn; culturally 

proficient leaders have an awareness of worldviews that enable them to develop attitude 

toward cultural differences (Gay, 2000). Cultural proficiency has respected diversity, 

equity, and fairness, and supported positive public relationships (Lindsey et al., 2015; 

NPBEA, 2015). It is also supported by the Professional Standards for Educational 

Leadership 2015 Standard 3.c, which states that effective leaders “ensure each student 

has equitable access to effective teachers, learning opportunities, academic and social 

support, and other resources necessary for success” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 11).  



 

80 

 

Another trait of a culturally responsive leader has been the implementation of a 

focus of cultural knowledge within school and staff development (Cochran-Smith, 2004). 

Culturally responsive leadership has required school leaders to move the school toward 

cultural proficiency by building the framework through culturally responsive pedagogy 

which was initiated with the process of critical self-reflection (Gay & Kirkland, 2003).  

For this study, the following tenets of a culturally responsive leader were applied: 

(a) possesses critical self-reflection; (b) develops culturally responsive teachers and 

classroom curriculum; (c) promotes culturally responsive and inclusive school 

environments.  

Possesses Critical Self-Reflection 

Critical self-reflection and awareness have been ways to understand norms, 

values, beliefs, dispositions, and expectations of the school community (Khalifa et al., 

2016; Walqui, 2000). Self-reflection has required one to examine assumptions about race 

and culture and how they have impacted student performance (Khalifa et al., 2016). The 

culturally responsive leader exercises concern for the lives of those around them. The 

ethic of care and demonstrating personal concern for the lives of others is accompanied 

by deep compassion for students (Johnson, 2007; Johnson & Fuller, 2014; Walqui, 2000). 

Self-reflective culturally responsive leaders have considered their own identity and 

consider that against the identity of the community they serve (Theoharis, 2007). An 

administrator’s actions should be informed by reflection; the work of an educational 

leader has included action informed by reflection with the understanding that one can 

develop culturally responsive behaviors (Freire, 1970; Khalifa et al., 2016). Culturally 

responsive leaders have examined their own ethnic background, traditions, and values 
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while being aware of self and the social structure where they live and work (Gardiner & 

Enomoto, 2006). Self-reflective culturally responsive leaders have critiqued their own 

behavior as well as school site and context as they serve the school community (Gardiner 

& Enomoto, 2006). The leaders should use their understanding to establish an appropriate 

learning environment for children who have been marginalized because of race and class; 

furthermore, they need to be aware of inequitable factors that adversely impact 

marginalized students (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

Develops Culturally Responsive Teachers and Classroom Curriculum  

School leaders should develop teachers and guide them into having courageous 

conversations to interrogate their assumptions about race and culture and their impact on 

the classroom (Khalifa et al., 2016; Singleton, 2012). Research has suggested leaders 

must develop strategies for developing teachers who are not, and may even resist 

becoming, culturally responsive (Khalifa et al., 2013). The principal should be able to 

articulate a vision that supports the development and sustaining of culturally responsive 

teaching (Khalifa et al., 2016). The expectation is that the principal has enough 

knowledge to recognize and challenge common patterns of inequities that have led to the 

disenfranchisement of poor urban youth. In much the same way that instructional 

leadership scholarship has positioned the principal as one who has supported the 

development of teaching effectiveness by managing the instructional program 

(Leithwood et al., 2004), culturally responsive principals must play a leading role in 

maintaining cultural responsiveness in their schools (Khalifa et al., 2016). It will, 

therefore, be important to recruit and retain culturally responsive teachers, secure 

culturally responsive curriculum and resources, mentor and model culturally responsive 



 

82 

 

teaching, or offer professional development on culturally responsive practices (Khalifa et 

al., 2016). However, culturally responsive school leaders must also be courageous 

enough to counsel out or discipline those teachers who have refused to be culturally 

responsive (Khalifa et al., 2016). 

Promotes Culturally Responsive and Inclusive School Environments 

Culturally responsive leaders must promote a culturally responsive school context 

with an emphasis on inclusivity (Dantley & Tillman, 2006; Riehl, 2000; Ryan, 2010). 

The ability of the school leader to leverage resources to identify and foster a culturally 

affirming school environment has also been paramount (Ainscow, 2005; Riehl, 2000). 

Leaders who have established inclusive environments have challenged the status quo by 

critiquing exclusionary and marginalizing behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016). Such leaders 

have sought to challenge and support teachers who fell into the familiar pattern of 

disproportionality, referring minoritized students to special education or punishing 

students of color more severely than their White classmates for the same infractions 

(Skiba et al., 2002). School leaders’ critical consciousness as well as ability to have 

courageous conversations about inequities has been crucial (Khalifa et al., 2016; 

Singleton, 2012; Terrell & Lindsey, 2009) in changing the culture of the school. These 

attributes have contributed to more equitable educational experiences for marginalized or 

minoritized students.  

Transformative leadership and culturally responsive leadership theories have had 

many overlapping and intersecting attributes. Transformative leadership has built on 

critical leadership concepts such as leadership for social justice and culturally relevant 

leadership (Brooks et al., 2017; McKenzie et al., 2008; Theoharis, 2007; Khalifa, 2018). 
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The eight tenets of transformative leadership have posited first that when the learning 

environment is inclusive, respectful, and equitable (Capper & Young), students are more 

able to focus on academics. Second, if educational institutions addressed democracy, 

civic life, and citizenship issues, then society would be strengthened (Shields & Hesbol, 

2019). Culturally responsive leadership has highlighted the need for leaders to possess 

critical self-reflection, develop culturally responsive teachers and classroom curricula, 

promote culturally responsive and inclusive school environments and engage students, 

parents, and indigenous contexts in the school community (Khalifa, 2018). Both theories 

have highlighted the need for inclusive curricula, school community practices, and 

critical self-reflection. Both have addressed the need for educational leaders to have 

equity-focused mindsets and awareness of knowledge frameworks and emphasized the 

need to change those that have perpetuated inequity and reconstructed them in more 

equitable ways. Both transformative leadership and culturally responsive leadership 

theories have required leaders to exhibit culturally and linguistically responsive 

behaviors, eliminate deficit thinking and address racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and 

other prejudices (Shields & Hesbol, 2019; Khalifa, 2016, 2018). Both theories have a 

pedagogical focus on democracy, student agency, emancipation, equity, and justice. 

Figure 1 reflects these overlapping and intersecting attributes.  

Conceptual Framework  
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The literature review informed the conceptual model in Figure 1. The concepts 

from transformative leadership theory and culturally responsive leadership guide this 

study. Transformative leadership theory and culturally responsive leadership theories 

have called for leaders to deconstruct old ways and systems and reconstruct an equity 

mindset that allows for critical reflection and moral courage to dismantle institutional 

inequities and injustice. Both frameworks are different, yet they both focus on some 

common themes that are highlighted in the center of Figure 1. Culturally responsive 

leadership provides the researcher with the additional cultural lens from which to analyze 

and interpret the data while transformative leadership underscores the need to critique 

and focus on structures and practices that have sustained inequity; both theories allow for 

a balanced interpretation and analysis. It is therefore important to highlight each theory. 

An equity-focused, transformative leader will challenge knowledge frameworks of 
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injustices and systemic policies that promote inequity for students marginalized, 

minoritized, and impacted by poverty. The equity-focused leader accepts and understands 

the challenges that students most impacted by poverty and those marginalized or 

minoritized might experience in their journey to academic achievement. They promote an 

equity-focused mission and may seek to redesign organizational structures that do not 

align with the needs of the culture and context. This has to be done by establishing 

standards for teacher quality (Ladson-Billings, 1999) and maintaining active curriculum 

leadership by training and supporting equity-focused scholarship of teachers and teacher 

leaders (Klar & Brewer, 2013; Day & Leithwood, 2007; Shatzer et al., 2014; Skrla et al., 

2004). The equity-focused school leader meets the need for equitable change by 

maintaining a critically conscious mindset. The leader engages in self-reflection and 

courageously challenges teacher and staff deficit thinking, cultural aptitude, and asset-

based practices. These behaviors will ultimately lead to increased academic achievement 

for students impacted by poverty, especially those who are marginalized and minoritized 

by established frameworks that perpetuate practices of inequity. 

Summary of Review and Inferences for the Current Study  

The preceding review of literature highlights the critical point that educational 

equity knowledge and practices in public schools have evolved and require a 

comprehensive approach. Equity strategies should be planned and systematic and focus 

on the core of the teaching and learning process in areas such as curriculum, instruction, 

and school environment/culture (Khalifa et al., 2016; Trainer and Robertson, 2020). This 

suggests that educational equity activities should promote the real possibility of equality 
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of educational results for each student and between diverse groups of students. All school 

environments should reflect educational equity practices.  

The literature has shown that school principals can have a deep impact on 

instruction and student learning (Branch et al., 2013). The principal is most 

knowledgeable about resources and is uniquely positioned to promote and implement 

equity-focused reform. Therefore, principals and their teams should be cognizant of their 

racial and cultural backgrounds and how these factors influence their beliefs about 

education; they should adopt strategies that support rather than alienate minority students 

(Dickar, 2008; Henfield & Washington, 2012). School leaders should actively embrace 

ways that provide effective practices and involvement of all students. The attempts to 

address the needs of diverse students require us to think about culture differently beyond 

the celebration of diversity to accepting culture as an active force of change politically, 

socially, and economically (Lopez, 2015). School leaders are encouraged to be culturally 

responsive, and each should ensure that students who have been underserved and 

excluded are given the opportunity to achieve academic excellence, engage in learning 

that raises awareness of injustices in the world, explore experiences and ways of knowing 

in the classroom, and expose themselves to curriculum and instruction that disrupts 

systemic barriers (Lopez, 2015).  

Furthermore, the demands on principals require that they have knowledge in all 

content areas they supervise; the principal does not have to know everything but should 

have sufficient knowledge to guide the team and develop their cultural aptitude and adapt 

asset-based practices (Brooks & Kensler, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Lopez, 2017; 

Paek, 2008; Spillane, 2004, 2006). Thus, the principal is a school leader who should push 
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for educational equity and equitable access processes and outcomes for diverse, 

marginalized, and minoritized students impacted by poverty (Brooks et al., 2007; Jean-

Marie et al., 2009; Shields, 2010a, 2013; Theoharis, 2009). School leaders need to be 

committed and effective in being both instructional and equity-focused leaders (Brooks & 

Normore, 2010; Scheurich & Skrla, 2003). All school environments should reflect 

educational equity practices. 

Additionally, supportive behavior and conflict management were effective 

practices for students from high poverty environments to ensure that students’ behaviors 

were addressed from an equity-focused lens by affluent White educators (Schuck, 2017). 

Equity-focused leaders operate from an equity lens because they implement processes to 

diagnose and assess equity within the culture, policies, programs, practices, and processes 

within the school; they set direction and shape the environment where equity and 

excellence are the standards for everything; they develop people personally and 

professionally to ensure the organization works so teachers and school site staff can 

engage in effective teaching, learning, and support (Leithwood et al., 2004). This study 

attempts to understand how principals conceptualize and exhibit equity-focused, 

transformative leadership.  

The literature is still scarce on empirical studies about how school leaders 

conceptualize equity-focused strategies. Researchers need to explore how principals 

develop these practices within their schools to enhance student achievement. Equity-

focused, transformative leadership strategies for all schools have not been amply 

explored in the current literature. Furthermore, the preceding studies have further 

emphasized that the principal and other school leaders must exhibit equity-focused 
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leadership to ensure educational equity and a quality instructional experience for all 

children, especially minoritized students from high-poverty contexts (Bishop & Noguera, 

2019; Petty, 2015). Furthermore, the current research literature has presented critical gaps 

regarding the characteristics of participants, the population, the setting, and the 

methodology. The study sought to help to fill some of these gaps. 

Furthermore, the preceding literature review of empirical data has highlighted key 

details about how principals have served children from high poverty; it has also revealed 

that more knowledge is needed about how principals who are equity focused implement 

practices and meet the challenges of minoritized and marginalized students. It is essential 

to understand how principals define and conceptualize educational equity to create an 

increase in student achievement. The academic achievement gap has led some school 

districts to implement continuous improvement guides that focus on leading and 

reforming schools for equity. Some principals may endorse the initiatives while others 

might ignore them and focus on those which are more relevant to the local needs of the 

school. With this in mind, the question remains: What are the leadership skills and 

knowledge that principals apply within their schools and with staff to create learning 

environments for all students to increase their learning? What are the challenges that 

school leaders face when addressing inequity in their local context?   

  The review of the literature has underscored the important need to dissect the 

conflicting relationship that exists with educational leadership, history of educational 

inequity, and the established societal structures that have evolved from these policies. 

School leaders should recognize that the marginalization and the minoritizing of students 

is connected to the inequitable structures in our society and is linked to oppressive 
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external factors, structural barriers within our society, and the larger context of the school 

(Anderson, 1988; Scanlon & Theoharis, 2014; Shields, 2003. Shields, 2010a). The 

conversation about how school leaders acknowledge, conceptualize, critique, and 

overcome these challenges warrants further exploration. The reviewed literature suggests 

that research on how principals conceptualize equity-focused, transformative strategies 

may be investigated to ensure the achievement of all students.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology   

Overview  

This chapter includes the research design and the epistemological perspective. It 

explains the methods associated with choosing the research site and sampling, data 

collection, and data analysis. Also included is an examination of the role of the 

researcher, reliability measures, and the necessary human and ethical precautions 

appropriate for this study. I have outlined the rationale for the method and protocols 

chosen. I explain how study participants were chosen, the procedures for collecting data, 

and how the data was organized and analyzed. Also, I provide the ethical considerations 

and steps taken to ensure the validity and reliability of the study. 

This research was a qualitative, interpretive study design. According to Creswell 

(2013), a qualitative design allows the researcher to engage in the process of inquiry to 

acquire knowledge. This knowledge is a social process that evolves as individuals make 

sense of their environment, with well-constructed questions for greater understanding of 

the phenomenon (Creswell, 2018). Therefore, the study allowed me to gain knowledge 

about the issue by asking open-ended questions. The questions helped my understanding 

of what principals see as the challenges of implementing equity-focused, transformative, 

leadership strategies.  

The interpretive qualitative study investigated efforts made by principals to 

increase the academic achievement of economically disadvantaged students. Creswell 

(2018) surmised that interpretive research provides an in-depth examination that gives 

multiple perspectives on the complexity and uniqueness of the issue of an institution, 

program, or system. This interpretive, descriptive analysis allowed me to understand each 
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participant and identify novel strategies and approaches that may improve the educational 

achievement for economically disadvantaged students. The interpretive study design also 

helped create rich descriptions unique to principals’ practices within each context.  

To make sense of the environment, investigating the existing norms of the context 

was necessary. Each school district official stipulates the instructional and curricular 

guidelines; therefore, district or state curricula mandates may limit a principal’s 

instructional strategies. Considering the established guidelines, as researcher, I wanted to 

understand how principals mobilized their staff to implement equity-focused, 

transformative instructional strategies that caused positive changes for all students. 

Purpose and Research Question  

The purpose of the research was to investigate and describe how school leaders 

conceptualized equity-focused, transformative leadership in their schools. Although the 

body of literature on equity has grown, the discussion excluded practical examples of 

how principals practiced transformative, equity-oriented instructional change in public 

schools (Maxwell et al., 2013). This study has added to the documentation of successful 

models of equity-focused leadership in schools; this has been necessary to lessen the 

inequities for all students—especially those who are marginalized (Maxwell et al., 2013). 

Khalifa and colleagues (2016) posited that most of the literature on leadership reform has 

focused exclusively on instructional, transformational, and transactional leadership 

models developed to address the cultural needs and out-of-school factors of students, 

particularly those from economically disadvantaged environments. However, this study 

investigated the equity-focused practices of principals and administrators. A thorough 
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review of the literature has revealed this knowledge gap, thus yielding the purpose and 

guiding questions for the research.  

The main research question was: How do principals who serve schools impacted 

by poverty conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all? 

The sub-questions were: 

1. What does leadership for equity entail for principals who implement equity-

focused transformative leadership practices?  

2. What challenges do these leaders overcome as they lead for equity?  

3. What strategies, practices, resources, and policies do leaders implement as 

they lead schools for equity?  

The research questions were designed to deepen the understanding of how 

educational equity is enacted in various contextual conditions. The questions and design 

promoted understanding of the possible challenges associated with the implementation of 

equity-oriented, transformative leadership strategies. The study allowed me to understand 

and highlight the experiences of the study participants as they addressed the identified 

challenges of their context.  

Research Design  

This interpretive study design allowed for an analysis of the data to identify 

patterns and show different perspectives on the issue (Creswell, 2013) of educational 

equity. The context of this interpretive study was high schools that serve economically 

disadvantaged students in the Mid-Atlantic region. The literature has revealed that while 

all school years are critical to a child’s development, the high school years are, at times, 

the most challenging. The high school years of education are critical years of 
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development because interest in school may begin to wane on adolescents as they 

become more engaged in activities outside of school and disconnect from the school 

community. High school students get opportunities that increase their exposure to college 

and career courses. Yet, some groups of students experience high dropout rates and 

limited access to advanced level course work (USDE NCES, 2015). How did high school 

counselors and psychologists establish practices to meet the goals of marginalized and 

minoritized groups in these school? I was curious to understand the practices and 

partnerships that have been implemented to meet the needs of students, especially those 

impacted by poverty. Additionally, the studies that have been conducted on equity have 

sparsely represented the experiences of populations in this school level; therefore, it was 

important to understand the experiences and practices of principals and assistant 

principals who served high school students. According to Creswell (2013) interpretive 

design would provide an in-depth examination that would give various perspectives of 

the complexity and uniqueness of the issue of an institution, program, or system.  

Purposeful sampling was used to select the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Yin, 2016) to analyze how each conceptualized equity-focused practices. These 

schools have at least 35% of the population receiving Title 1, subsidies, or services. Title 

1, Part A (Title I) of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as 

amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), provides financial assistance to 

local educational agencies for children from low-income families. These Title 1 funds 

help ensure that all children meet challenging state academic standards (NCES, 2015). 

This data was retrieved from school profiles from the U.S. Department of Education. The 
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Title 1 benefits allowed the researcher to determine whether the school had a population 

that has been impacted by poverty and students who were marginalized or minoritized.  

Epistemology   

The study used an interpretive, descriptive, qualitative design to capture how 

schools navigated through the challenges and overcame obstacles to the achievement of 

specified district standards. The research highlighted the principals and their staffs’ 

efforts to mitigate the widening achievement gap. This interpretive study design allowed 

a researcher to analyze the data to identify patterns and show different perspectives on the 

issue (Creswell, 2018). The interpretive design helped me understand and interpret the 

phenomenon of educational equity. Understanding a phenomenon and understanding a 

process are two of the three areas of foci for qualitative research (Creswell, 2018). 

Principals who serve schools impacted by poverty are expected to meet established 

professional and state standards, but the challenges they experience in their attempt to 

meet these standards have not always been highlighted. Therefore, I used an interpretive 

paradigm to understand how the principals within each site implemented equity-oriented, 

transformative leadership to meet their district’s expectations and what they saw as 

challenges to their efforts. 

Theoretical Lens  

The theoretical frameworks that guided this study were transformative leadership 

and culturally responsive leadership practices. Each framework was used to examine how 

principals conceptualized equity to increase the academic achievement of students. The 

transformative framework assumes that knowledge is not neutral and reflects the power 

and social relationships within society and the purpose of knowledge construction to 
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assist marginalized groups (Mertens, 2009; Shields, 2010). Khalifa (2018) posited that a 

culturally responsive school leader critically self-reflected, addressed deficit thinking, 

and developed culturally responsive teachers and curricula.  

According to Maxwell et al. (2013), the function of theory was to inform the rest 

of a study’s design. The transformative paradigm emphasized research that was 

connected to issues of social inequity and social justice (Mertens, 2009). According to 

Creswell (2013), the transformative perspective was meant to help “unshackle people 

from unjust structures that limit self-development” (p. 26), and this study highlighted the 

phenomenon in each school to further the discussion about educational equity for all 

students. According to Creswell (2018), the researcher with a transformative worldview 

assisted with providing a voice to participants to raise consciousness for change.  

The framework for this study was a composite of two theoretical lens, culturally 

responsive leadership and transformative leadership. The culturally responsive leadership 

framework placed emphasis on the need to have cultural responsiveness at the center of 

efforts to improve the performance of underachieving groups in diverse societies; it has 

been a vitalizing component for improving education for all students (Gay, 2000). 

Culturally responsive leadership practices required that leaders supported and built 

bridges within the school to strengthen all students’ cultural identities as a means to 

enabling school success (Blankstein & Noguera, 2015; Gardiner & Enomoto, 2006; 

Johnson, 2007; Khalifa et al., 2016; Lindsey et al., 2010; Scheurich, 1998; Walqui, 

2000). The cultural responsiveness of leaders was meant to validate students and their 

ways of knowing; thus it has allowed students the freedom to focus on academic tasks, 

find their own voices, contextualize issues in multiple cultural perspectives, practice 
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insightful thinking, and become more active participants in shaping their education 

(Ladson-Billings, 2009). Both the transformative and culturally responsive theoretical 

frameworks guided this study.  

Methods  

Research Site and Sampling  

Purposeful sampling was used to determine the participants and the context of the 

study. According to Maxwell et al. (2013), purposeful sampling was used when particular 

settings, persons, or events were deliberately chosen to study specific information that 

may not have been studied through other contexts. The schools selected received benefits 

from Title 1 subsidies or services and they were impacted by poverty, which was 

evidenced by a Free and Reduced Priced Meals (FARMs) percentile of at least 35%.  

Setting. The context of the study was high schools impacted by poverty. Poverty 

has been a byproduct of systematic structures that hindered the growth of the at-risk 

student (Putnam, 2000; Rankin & Quane, 2000). Children from high-poverty 

environments often experienced suffering and hardship. These hardships could take many 

forms: hunger, homelessness, inadequate medical care, emotional stress, social isolation, 

limited opportunities, digital divide, ignorance, stigma, and other life-limiting conditions. 

Poverty may have increased gaps in school readiness; however, the knowledge of, and 

considered attention to, the social structures that have perpetuated poverty have been 

steps to addressing the issue of educational inequity in schools, especially those with 

marginalized populations. Equally important was when effort was placed on 

understanding, reforming, and improving systematic disparities that affected 

economically disadvantaged minority students (Bower, 2013; Luby et al., 2013). The site 
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selection was critical to understanding how principals addressed the varied barriers that 

could negatively impact achievement to ensure students met expectations. 

Participants. I determined the sample schools and participants by examining 

school district’s across the Mid-Atlantic region of the U. S. Within these school districts,  

I examined the most recent public data on student and recent school profile to determine 

whether at least 35% of the school’s population received Free and Reduced Priced Meals. 

These principals and assistant principals should have received the knowledge about the 

need for practicing equity due to the updated PSEL policy adopted by the State. Several 

states across the country have adopted the revised 2008 standards to the updated 2015 

Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, which included the need for educational 

leaders to strive for equity for educational practices and instructional strategies that are 

culturally responsive (NPBEA, 2015). Educational leaders are expected to be cultivating 

equitable leadership capacities for their teams. The principals had at least three years of 

experience as a school administrator, whether in the capacity of principal or assistant 

principal. The administrator’s experience was key because participants provided rich data 

(Maxwell et al., 2013). Principals and assistant principals were interviewed. Participants 

were recruited through email requests and phone calls one week later to confirm and 

follow up.  

Data Collection  

Recruitment and data collection occurred over a three-month period to ensure 

accuracy and enough time to confirm the data. Participants were recruited through an 

email request (see Appendix A, Recruitment Email) and follow-up phone calls. As soon 

as the principals confirmed in response to the email request, I contacted them to set up 
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convenient dates and times for the interviews via Zoom. Once the interviews were 

scheduled, I followed up with a confirmation email. This research included the use of in-

depth, semi-structured interviews, school websites, public data, and policy documents 

that supported the exploration of the phenomenon. In qualitative research, a researcher 

must use multiple forms of data and collection methods (Maxwell et al., 2013). Multiple 

data sources allowed various perspectives on the phenomenon and the experiences of the 

participants to be gained in order to evaluate the problem on a wider basis (Yin, 2016). 

Multiple data sources were used to triangulate the data with the intent to increase the 

validity and reliability of the research. Each data source was evaluated to substantiate the 

findings of the study. 

Interviews  

A protocol is a critical element in conducting a reliable semi-structured interview 

(Lodico et al., 2010). A pilot interview was used with two school administrators to ensure 

the questions were appropriate for the research. The study participants completed an 

initial demographic survey to capture participants’ demographics and backgrounds. Each 

participant participated in a semi-structured interview. The semi-structured interview 

protocol, Principals & Assistant Principal’s Interview Protocol (Appendix B), was 

designed to collect primary data and focus on specific topics without hindering the 

research participants’ ability to elucidate their experiences and attitudes. Therefore, all 

interview questions and probes had the potential to provide important data to answer the 

central research question and sub-questions (see Appendix C, Participant Interview 

Questions). The interview protocols had 12 main interview questions. These questions 

were open-ended to facilitate detailed, honest answers about the phenomenon within the 
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context. Each question was followed up with a probing question to obtain greater insight 

into the phenomenon. All the data from each source was verified with the use of member 

checking.  

Interview schedules were created with ample time for documentation of the 

findings and reflection on the data gathered. All interviews were about 60–90 minutes in 

length and conducted virtually. The interviews were scheduled at a mutually convenient 

time. The interview sessions were free via zoom and from interruption. Each participant 

was provided the informed consent form and asked to read and sign it. Also, I provided 

each participant with a scripted statement (see Appendix B), which served as an overview 

of the study and highlighted the purpose of the study and the significance of the 

participant’s role. Before beginning each interview, I reminded participants that the 

interview would be provided. After completing the tasks described above, I conducted the 

interview.  

 During the interviews, I wrote field notes to describe the initial actions of the 

participants and thoughts that might require follow-up questions. After each interview 

and throughout the data collection process, I recorded journal entries as descriptive and 

analytical notes. I completed short, detailed reflective notes that documented the points 

that resonated with me; any thoughts, reflections, any additional questions that arose for 

follow up; any concepts or ideas that were congruent with or questions the extant 

literature. The journal was also used to document my emotions and behaviors during the 

research process to serve as a checkpoint and barometer for the researcher as instrument.  

The completed recordings were transcribed using transcription software service 

Temi as well as via a manual review of recordings for accuracy. Transcription occurred 
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as soon as possible following an interview. Additionally, I listened to each recorded 

interview and reviewed the transcript for accuracy and clarity. The transcribed data was 

saved in Word software and imported into ATLAS.ti, a program designed to assist in the 

analysis of qualitative data. All files were password-protected and secured on an 

additional external storage drive.  

Data Analysis 

Yin (2016) posited that the unit of analysis defined the issue—whether the issue 

was an event, process, individual, or organization. The unit of analysis for this study was 

equity-focused, transformative leadership strategies. The research questions were 

designed to understand how principals carried out instructional strategies and the 

contextual elements that impacted their strategies. The ATLAS.ti software was used to 

support data analysis. The data was analyzed using a thematic evaluation to identify 

patterns and analyze evolving themes (Clarke et al., 2015; Guest et al., 2011). It was 

important for a researcher to first become familiar with the data, complete coding, search 

for themes, define and name themes, then complete a write-up (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

The process was inductive and deductive and themes and categories were developed from 

the data to create units of information (Creswell, 2018). The coding process required 

several iterations to ensure that first-level codes and second-level codes were accurate.  

The coding process was adapted from Saldana (2016). The data was analyzed for 

symbolic words or short phrases and assigned a summative, salient, essence-capturing, or 

evocative attribute for language-based data. Both descriptive and process coding were 

incorporated into this analysis. These analytical processes were critical to the researcher’s 

attempts at recording actions and synthesizing voices and individual experiences 
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(Saldana, 2016). Additionally, Creswell and Creswell (2018) established a process of 

open coding, categorizing, and concepts to move from data to deriving meaningful 

themes and concepts. The steps included: 

Step 1: Conduct coding 

Step 2: Review initial coding 

Step 3: Develop a first list of categories 

Step 4: Modify initial list  

Step 5: Revisit categories and subcategories 

Step 6: Move from categories to concepts and themes 

The theoretical framework provided themes to analyze a principal’s 

implementation of equity-promoting strategies. The tenets of transformative leadership 

and culturally responsive leadership used in this study provided the basis for the analyses. 

The expectation was that other codes and themes would emerge from the data within the 

data. The initial codes were first derived from the theoretical frameworks of 

transformative leadership and culturally responsive leadership practices that underpinned 

this study. These theories influenced the formation of the primary codes. As the codes 

emerged, I created a codebook, Table 4 – Research Questions, Definitions, Codes, Sub-

Codes, Categories (Appendix E), based on the theoretical framework and the data. The 

codebook consisted of codes, subcodes, and definitions as a guide to continuously 

analyze the data and organize and track the coding process as it evolved. The analysis 

consistently returned me to the codebook as I tried to determine meaning from the data.  

Further analysis revealed the in vivo codes and recurring ideas leading to 

emerging codes. As part of the data analysis, I examined the data to determine how often 
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certain codes appeared. This led to the creation of a table that documents the codes and 

the number of times they were referenced in the data. This is seen in Table 5 – Codes and 

References (Appendix F). The codes were consistently modified throughout the analysis 

process based on the review of the raw data. Additionally, the data from the study 

websites provided a pattern that allowed for deeper analysis. As this occurred, I was able 

to identify similarities and differences across the data and attempt to make meaning of it 

through detailed analysis and triangulation of the multiple data sources.  

 The holistic and in vivo coding approaches were used throughout the data 

analysis to pave the way for categories and subcategories. The first list of categories and 

subcategories were further modified and had to be revisited several times. The codes 

were reorganized, and the categories and subcategories were grouped into concepts or 

themes and realigned as necessary after reassessing and data. The categories and 

subcategories were consistently reevaluated as I reviewed the transcripts, re-examined 

similarly coded sections, and determined if some categories, subcategories or codes 

should be collapsed, merged, or deleted. These steps always led back to the refinement of 

the codebook. The codes were consistently refined and adjusted in the codebook, creating 

a specifically ordered system of codes and subcodes that were aligned with the data. The 

process was tedious and iterative, but deliberate analysis of the data and patterns in the 

data gave me confidence about the decisions made when adjusting the codes. Eventually, 

the detailed analysis of the data, codes, and categories led to the final themes and 

subthemes. 
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Additionally, my journal entries were a reflection tool and a checkpoint for my 

reactions throughout the data analysis process. The analytical and descriptive memos 

were documented in the journal, which supported the process from beginning to end.  

Positionality Statement  

This researcher has worked in the field of education for over 17 years. The 

majority of my career has been in public education, including serving as a teacher across 

multiple states. Each school district across these states represented various ethnicities and 

socio-economic groups. I have worked in high-poverty schools with marginalized 

populations throughout my teaching career. Serving in these schools has raised my 

awareness of the many challenges administrators and students may face. As a researcher, 

my experience and personal bias needed to be monitored and tracked through researcher 

notes and journals. As a teacher, it is crucial to understand how principals conceptualize 

equity-focused, transformative leadership. 

Reliability Measures and Trustworthiness 

The study participants were part of a qualitative study that used primary and 

secondary sources. Primary sources included transcripts of tape-recorded interviews with 

a school’s principal and assistant principal. According to Creswell (2013), data collection 

sources were critical to understanding the issue being studied and they allowed for a 

thorough interpretation of the data. The secondary sources were official school 

documents, such as the minutes of meetings, press reports, and historical sources. 

Clear trustworthiness techniques were used, such as ongoing member checking 

and prolonged engagement. The data was triangulated to identify common themes and 

notable trends. It was also essential to maintain an audit trail that was tracked and logged 
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consistently. The trustworthiness techniques and the procedures for data analysis 

supported the internal validity of the study and mitigated ethical concerns. Direct risks to 

participants was minimal. A possible direct risk was exposure and a breach. I took efforts 

to prevent a breach of confidentiality. The identity of the participants remained 

anonymous and their responses were coded with coding software and protected by an 

effective security system. The use of a data analysis software assisted in generating codes 

and categories, cross-linking data, and writing memos and rich data. Audio recordings 

and notes from interviews were secured in a designated research confidentiality 

cabinet. All interviews were saved on a secure device and destroyed or deleted 

immediately after research completion. 

Human and Ethical Considerations  

To maintain anonymity, I excluded the names of participants and used a 

pseudonym for each. Pseudonyms and privacy data were secured in locked areas to 

maintain the anonymity of participants. Of course, the chosen pseudonyms were 

strategically designed to limit the potential for identification by readers of the research. I 

provided the participants with an informed consent form that explained the nature and 

purpose of the study. Each section of the form was explained. All participants received 

ample time to read and evaluate each component before signing the agreement to 

participate in the study. I provided participants with contact information if they had 

additional questions or concerns after the meeting.  

The interview location was chosen to allow participants an enhanced level of 

comfort and anonymity. The research steps were explained to the participants. After 

receiving an explanation of the possible benefits and harms that may arise from the 
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process, participants had the opportunity to make decisions about whether or not to 

proceed with the research.  

The research phenomenon focused on a critical issue of equity for all subgroups; 

therefore, the topic caused participants to be reflective and concerned. However, 

participants were made aware of their choice to end the interview if they were 

uncomfortable. They were told that their decision to stop participating would not be held 

against them.  

To satisfy the university’s accountability requirements, I ensured receipt of the 

current certification requirements from the Institutional Review Board. It was essential to 

follow the guidelines stipulated by the board before, during, and after the research. The 

research committee members’ input and perspective were honored, as they aligned with 

research goals. The committee members guided identified bias or misconstrued logic that 

threatened the validity of the research results. The use of triangulation techniques as well 

as the solicitation of feedback promoted the control of potential ethical violations. 

Participants did not receive direct benefit from the research, but they did receive 

an indirect benefit. The research has prompted further focus on the topic and caused a 

change in perspective on the issue. Participants may feel satisfied knowing they 

contributed to a conversation about the topic as well as gained a sense of achievement 

from having started and completed the research process. Nevertheless, participation or 

lack of participation and withdrawal has not affected participants negatively.  

The study focused on students affected by poverty because the academic 

achievement gap is wider for this particular subgroup of students. This study has 

contributed to efforts to decrease the achievement gap between students from high-
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poverty contexts and their more affluent peers. This study has determined the meaning of 

the phenomenon within the school environment to ensure authentic experiences of the 

participants are documented. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Overview 

In this chapter, I present findings and describe how school leaders conceptualized 

equity-focused, transformative leadership in their schools. The main research question 

was: How do principals who serve schools impacted by poverty conceptualize equity-

focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all? 

The sub-questions were: 

1. What does leadership for equity entail for principals who implement equity-

focused transformative leadership practices?  

2. What challenges do these leaders overcome as they lead for equity?  

3. What strategies, practices, resources and policies do these leaders implement 

as they lead school for equity?  

Interviews were conducted with 12 principals across the mid-Atlantic region of 

the United States. Each participant engaged in a 60–90 minute semi-structured interview, 

and an exploration of the data followed.  

This chapter has three sections: first, I introduce the participants, including their 

profiles; then the findings on the demographic composition of the participants and a 

description of the settings; next, and finally, a summary to conclude the chapter.  

Participant Profiles 

This section presents the profile of the participants. All participants were from 

large school districts and large schools located in both urban and suburban areas. School 

populations ranged from over 200 to approximately over 3000. Each participant has been 

in his or her current position for at least 3 years. There was a variation among participants 
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in the number of years each had been serving in his or her current position. The assistant 

principals and principals have been serving in their current position with a range from 3 

to 20 years and their total years in education have ranged from 8 to 40 years. Seven 

participants have earned a doctorate and five participants have earned a master’s degree. 

The sample included five females: two identified as Hispanic/Afro-Latina and three 

identified as African American/Black. There were seven males in the sample. One male 

identified as Hispanic/Latino and another as Middle Eastern, while three males identified 

as White, and two males identified as Black. Five of the participants considered 

themselves as from a middle-class background; three considered themselves as coming 

from low-to-lower middle-income backgrounds. Three described themselves as 

immigrants. Each participant was given a pseudonym. The participants’ pseudonyms and 

demographic details are outlined in Table 1 below.  

Table 1  

Demographics of Participants 

Principal Race Gender Years in 

Position 

Years in 

Education 

Degree 

Attained 

Principal 

Mariette 

Hispanic F 0-5 6-10 Doctorate 

Assistant 

Principal 

Shalom 

African 

American 

F 0-5 11-15 Masters 

Principal 

Shivu 

White M 6-10 21-25 Masters 

Principal 

Tazal 

White M 11-15 31-35 Masters 

Assistant 

Principal 

Clarion 

Hispanic M 16-20 16-20 Masters 
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Principal Race Gender Years in 

Position 

Years in 

Education 

Degree 

Attained 

Principal 

Cher 

African 

American 

F 3-5 21-25 Doctorate 

Principal 

Vieron 

African 

American 

F 5-9 26-30 Doctorate 

Principal 

Barron 

Middle 

Eastern 

M 5-9 26-30 Doctorate 

Assistant 

Principal 

Ryder 

African 

American 

M 3-5 11-15 Doctorate 

Assistant 

Principal 

Jean 

African 

American 

F 3-5 11-15 Doctorate 

Principal 

Lilac 

Hispanic F 6-9 16-20 Masters 

Principal 

Joshua  

White M 15-20 31-35 Doctorate 

 

The study participants had diverse experiences in education, and each entered the 

sphere of educational leadership with optimism to effect change. Nevertheless, the issues 

that motivated each participant were as unique as their demographic details. They 

exemplified the power of personal experience and advocacy to shape equitable learning 

environments. The participants’ journey into leadership reflected a deep commitment to 

addressing systemic issues and fostering opportunities for marginalized and underserved 

students. 

Principal Mariette 

Principal Mariette had been an administrator for over 3-5 years and worked in 

education for 5 years. She described herself as an Afro-Latina who lived and breathed 

equity. Reflecting on her start in education, she marveled at the fact that, although she 

studied English, because of her ability to speak Spanish, her recruitment team insisted she 
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teach Spanish, despite never having been trained to teach the language. Nevertheless, she 

was told she needed to teach Spanish. During her tenure as a Spanish teacher in one of 

the largest and poorest school districts in the mid-Atlantic area, Mariette noticed the 

disparities that existed between the performance and level of support provided to students 

in her former district versus her current district due to the access to curricular and other 

resources. She began her teaching journey aware that her ethnicity meant she would 

experience discrimination as a professional, Brown, bilingual English teacher. 

Determined to fight against the disparities based on assumptions about Black and Brown 

teachers and students and their abilities based on their backgrounds, she advocated for the 

Black and Brown students and supported the growth and academic advancement of 

economically disadvantaged minority and linguistically diverse groups. Principal 

Mariette was motivated to advance in education to advocate for the individual and 

collective purposes of education and to effect deep and equitable change. She held 

several positions in her district, including that of an ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 

Languages) teacher, with several other endorsements. Often, those in leadership positions 

above her challenged her efforts to implement several programs that were focused on 

building the academic acumen of Black and Brown students, claiming she was “doing the 

most” when she advocated for policy and practice changes. She decided to climb the 

ladder so she could be in a position to carry out the changes she envisioned but was being 

denied the privilege to implement. She continued to advocate for equity-focused changes 

in her schools and across the district. 

Assistant Principal Shalom 
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Assistant Principal Shalom had been in education for over 10–15 years, holding 

positions such as teacher and department lead. She prioritized removing barriers for 

student access to higher-level courses and offered support and resources for student 

success. Her journey to leadership was driven by her desire to address systemic issues in 

education, such as curriculum gaps and attendance problems. She sought a position that 

would allow her to have the most impact in those areas. Assistant Principal Shalom 

acknowledged a shift in her perspective over time. Initially, she held the belief that 

personal success could be achieved through sheer determination, based on her own 

experience as a Black female who was the first in her family to attend college. She 

managed a full-time job, a young child, and full-time studies, believing others could 

overcome similar challenges if they had the motivation. Eventually, she shifted her 

beliefs and acknowledged the diverse challenges students faced, which led to a more 

empathetic and inclusive leadership approach. Assistant Principal Shalom recognized that 

not everyone had the same resources or support, such as family backing or financial 

assistance. This realization led her to understand that each student’s circumstances were 

unique, and assumptions about their motivations or abilities based on personal experience 

could be misguided. She understood that students today face different challenges, such as 

balancing work and school obligations and navigating a context in which they do not 

speak the primary language, and need individualized support to succeed. These insights 

influenced her commitment to fostering an equitable educational environment and her 

dedication to leveraging leadership to effect positive change for students and the school 

community. 

Principal Shivu 
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Principal Shivu was a high school principal who had been in education for over 

20 years and had more than 5 years of experience in administration. He never saw 

himself as an administrator but was influenced by one of his leaders to pursue school 

leadership because he recognized Principal Shivu’s potential. He started his career 

teaching at every level of school and supported the district’s office, where he led, 

worked, and collaborated on projects and curriculum-based work, assessments, 

assignments, and teacher support. Principal Shivu gained insight into various systemic 

gaps impacting marginalized students, including achievement, income, technology, and 

access disparities. His collaborative approach led him to prioritize understanding the 

community and students, recognizing parents’ efforts, and building community. During 

his experience as a high school principal, Principal Shivu encountered significant 

socioeconomic challenges and language barriers, which highlighted for him the need for 

equitable access to resources and opportunities. Principal Shivu believed attention should 

be given to the unique challenges faced by students and families, particularly to those 

students who must work to support the family by contributing to household income or 

who face other barriers. 

Principal Tazal 

Principal Tazal, with over 30 years in the education field, started as a health and 

physical education teacher. His background in physical health allowed him to choose 

between becoming a physical therapist or a teacher, and he chose the latter, influenced by 

positive experiences working with children in church and also the guidance of his faith-

based mother. Several key mentors recognized his leadership potential and guided him 

toward leadership roles, which culminated in his current position as a principal. He 



 

113 

 

believed in a collective approach, emphasizing that a school is a “glass house” comprised 

of students, staff, parents, and administrators who must work together to meet everyone’s 

needs. Principal Tazal’s belief in shared leadership, despite the positive reception of the 

cooperative approach, was particularly effective when addressing complex issues like 

equity in education. His career trajectory and leadership philosophy reflected his deep 

commitment to education, collaboration, and community building. His journey from 

teaching to principalship showcased the power of mentorship and the impact of shared 

leadership in fostering an inclusive and equitable educational environment. 

Assistant Principal Clarion 

Assistant Principal Clarion had been in education for over 15 years and had been 

an administrator for over 5-10 years. He gravitated toward the administrative role after 

years of wanting to have more influence in the lives of his students. His journey toward 

becoming a principal was driven by a strong desire to create systemic change within 

education. Initially, he began a master’s program in leadership to open up opportunities 

for himself. However, as he delved deeper into leadership concepts, he realized he could 

make a more significant impact beyond the classroom by influencing the broader school 

system. His motivation to become a principal stemmed from a belief that education 

should be accessible and engaging for all students. Assistant Principal Clarion believed in 

providing opportunities for those who deserved a better education. His leadership 

philosophy centered around continuous improvement and engagement. He emphasized 

the importance of always striving to be better and not settling for the status quo. He 

compared his approach to that of a sports team, which is constantly seeking areas for 

improvement, regardless of whether they are doing well or not. Assistant Principal 
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Clarion’s commitment to creating an engaging and equitable educational environment 

was driven by his experiences as a student. He believed that the education system’s 

norms never catered to a student like him—a biracial, multilingual, introverted young 

man. His leadership philosophy centered on continuous improvement, collaboration, and 

creating an environment where every student has the opportunity to succeed. 

Principal Barron 

Principal Barron entered the field of education with the intention of becoming an 

administrator who effects change. He recalled that during his psychology program, he felt 

a calling to make the biggest difference he could, not only on policies but also on the 

direct implementation of those policies with students every day, particularly in the high 

school setting. This desire to have lasting relationships with students and staff propelled 

him to move into the classroom. He remained a student of the leaders in education he 

admired and molded their best traits to carve his own unique leadership style. Principal 

Barron described himself as a Middle Eastern man who understood his level of privilege 

in comparison to his Black and Brown students. An experienced principal for over 20 

years, he fought against being “pigeonholed” into responsibilities that focused only on 

special education for students with emotional disabilities. Principal Barron held several 

leadership positions throughout his middle and high school career. He had been a school 

psychologist, special education teacher, instructional specialist, assistant principal, and 

principal. He entered the field of education determined to challenge resistance to change, 

biases, and stereotypes and to be a leader focused on equity. 

Principal Vieron  
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Principal Vieron had been in education for over 20-25 years. She had been a 

principal for more than 8 years and believed in inclusive leadership. She began her 

academic journey as a science major with aspirations of attending medical school. 

However, circumstances changed when her family began to grow, leading her to seek 

work in teaching as a temporary solution that allowed her to have flexibility with her 

time. When she became pregnant with her first daughter, she needed immediate 

employment. Despite initially underestimating the challenges of teaching, she quickly fell 

in love with the profession, particularly enjoying her work with high school students. 

Over time, her temporary role evolved into a lifelong passion. She described her entry 

into education as a calling, stating, “education chose me,” and emphasized her deep 

passion and dedication for developing future leaders and working with children from all 

backgrounds. Principal Vieron worked with a wide range of students, from affluent 

private school students to those from marginalized communities, and she found 

fulfillment in supporting the neediest kids. This diverse experience shaped her 

commitment to fostering educational equity. Principal Vieron believed that public 

education should serve as a great equalizer in society, closing opportunity and access 

gaps to enable the American Dream for all students. She emphasized the crucial role 

public schools play in providing equal opportunities for every child, regardless of their 

socio-economic background. Principal Vieron shared her impactful journey from aspiring 

doctor to passionate principal. 

Assistant Principal Jean  

Assistant Principal Jean had been an educator for over 10-15 years. He held 

positions in his district’s central office as a climate coach and as a science teacher. His 
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journey toward the principalship stemmed from a desire to have more impact on students. 

He believed in the importance of racial representation in schools, noting that there were 

less than 50 Black male principals and assistant principals in a district of over 200–350 

schools. He felt compelled to support students and helped elevate them to higher levels of 

achievement. He pointed out two significant concerns that fueled his drive: poor 

attendance data and the lack of representation. Many students were either not attending 

school or not engaging in the classroom, and Jean wanted to address these issues by 

understanding the underlying reasons and providing students with relatable role models. 

Assistant Principal Jean had a proactive approach, reaching out to community networks 

and forming partnerships to support students with behavioral challenges. He emphasized 

that without trust, efforts to teach and reach students could feel like “talking to a brick 

wall.” By breaking down barriers and gaining students’ trust, he believed academic 

success would naturally follow. By creating interventions and mentoring students, he 

aimed to demonstrate genuine care and support which, in turn, motivated students to 

improve their behavior and academic performance. Assistant Principal Jean was 

committed to making a difference, stating that when students felt someone cared about 

them, they were more likely to succeed academically and personally. 

Assistant Principal Ryder 

Assistant Principal Ryder advocated for and believed in the power of public 

education. He had been an educator for over 10-15 years. Throughout his career, he had 

taken on various roles, including counselor, teacher, director, and principal, which 

reflected a diverse and impactful professional journey. His path into education was 

heavily influenced by his personal experiences growing up in a single-parent household, 
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where education was prioritized despite limited resources. His high school principal, who 

later became his mentor, instilled in all his students the importance of self-worth, 

resilience, and the ability to make a significant impact despite societal challenges. This 

mentor reinforced the belief that he and his peers were capable of achieving greatness, 

regardless of external perceptions or rankings. This early experience fueled his ambition 

to follow in his mentor’s footsteps. Assistant Principal Ryder became a role model and 

advocate for his students, especially those who shared similar backgrounds. His journey 

was marked by a deep commitment to education, inspired by influential mentors, and 

driven by a passion for equity and access. Assistant Principal Ryder consistently sought 

to empower students, drawing from his personal experiences and the impactful guidance 

of role models.  

Principal Cher  

Principal Cher began her career working at a private sector company, a job she 

did not enjoy. After being fired, she started substitute teaching for financial reasons, 

initially viewing it as a temporary stopgap. However, she discovered that she enjoyed 

teaching and was quite good at it, prompting her to pursue a master’s degree in 

elementary education, which eventually led to her pursuit of a doctorate in education. Her 

first full-time teaching role was at a discipline-focused all-boys high school. Initially 

apprehensive about managing the students, she quickly found it to be her favorite job. 

Principal Cher effectively engaged students and fostered a productive learning 

environment. Her ability to maintain discipline and focus in the classroom led to her 

being named Teacher of the Year. She described herself as an African American who led 

with honesty and sincerity. Cher believes that her directness sometimes led to her being 
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labeled as stern or aggressive, partly due to being a Black female in a leadership position. 

However, she emphasized that her assertiveness stemmed from a passionate commitment 

to ensuring that Black and Brown students received the best possible education and were 

not subjected to inadequate instruction. As a student, she appreciated the influence of 

positive teachers because she lived in adverse, low-socioeconomic (SES) circumstances 

and thrived due to the teachers who cared. Therefore, she remained steadfast in her 

mission to fight for equitable education.  

Principal Lilac  

Principal Lilac had been in education for over 16 years, and she had been an 

administrator for over 6–9 years. She held positions as a teacher, instructional specialist, 

assistant principal, and principal. Principal Lilac never saw herself as a principal initially; 

however, the more she was exposed to the educational system in her district, the more she 

realized that her strengths would serve the wider population. She believed that she would 

excel in serving an entire school. She described herself as a servant leader who actively 

listened to serve the voices at the margins, such as those of students who were 

marginalized in their unique local context regardless of their demographics. She 

consistently considered how decisions might impact multiple stakeholders, making it 

clear that her decisions were always based on data and observations to ensure inclusivity. 

She was intentional in her approach and described her passion for ensuring that 

“everybody’s getting what they need.” Principal Lilac believed in garnering and 

including multiple perspectives in all conversations and asked questions that challenged 

others to consider the breadth of their decision-making. She understood that, at times, 

“what results is an action plan that does not benefit all students, even those you wouldn’t 
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assume are on the margins.” She believed that inviting diverse perspectives to the table 

had a long-reaching impact. 

Principal Joshua 

Principal Joshua had led as principal for over 18 years and had been in education 

for over 30–40 years. He initially did not desire a career in administration; however, he 

was encouraged to pursue the field by one of his colleagues. Early in his teaching career, 

he decided to enter administration, motivated by a desire to have a broader impact and 

solve educational challenges collaboratively. He believed that every student had the 

capacity for greatness and that it was the school’s responsibility to unlock that potential. 

He always wanted to have “a wide reach” and to “make an impact in the lives of 

marginalized students.” He stated: “I loved working out problems together. I loved 

supporting them and having them support me.” Principal Joshua believed in strategic 

collaboration. He was driven to pursue administration to expand his influence and 

support both students and colleagues. He described himself as relentless in his pursuit of 

excellence, with a strong belief in the capabilities of both students and staff. He was 

committed to breaking down barriers and providing opportunities for all students, 

particularly those from marginalized backgrounds.  

Profile Summary 

Scrutiny of the totality of the 12 participant profiles has led me to the conclusion 

that the participants’ educational backgrounds and contexts were likely what influenced 

their knowledge framework. All participants presented a diverse range of perspectives on 

educational leadership, each emphasizing the importance of equity, inclusivity, and 

support for marginalized students. Each interview participant identified him- or herself as 
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an Equity-Focused Transformative Leader (EFTL). The principals, to some degree, 

believed in the need to foster collaborative partnerships with staff, families, and the broad 

community. They believed it was critical to promote community involvement and to 

nurture cultural understanding within the context of engagement. The principals placed a 

strong emphasis on engaging parents and guardians actively and establishing inclusive 

partnerships within and outside the school. The gathering of unbiased and inclusive data 

for equitable systemic change was described and the need to address challenges within 

the school community addressed. These participants’ responses contributed to the codes, 

categories, and themes that were identified. Nevertheless, each participant implemented 

their respective role in diverse ways.  

Setting 

The study was conducted across three large school districts in the mid-Atlantic region of 

the United States. All three school districts have diverse student populations and include 

populations of students with significant needs. District 1 contains over 100,000–115,000 

students enrolled and over 8,000–10,000 teachers on staff. District 2 boasts over 

160,000–200,000 students and over 10,000–15,000 teachers, and District 3 educates over 

150,000–200,000 students and employs over 10,000–15,000 teachers on staff. The 

participant schools in the districts had approximately 35% to 100% of the students 

receiving Free and Reduced Meals (FARMs) and the schools also had high populations 

of minoritized and marginalized populations. One school district had almost 100% of its 

urban schools receiving FARMs and an influx of immigrant students within its newly 

established English Language Learner (ELL) programs. All the school districts have high 

percentages of English Language Learners ranging from 10% to over 20% while the 
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special education population ranged from 6% to 34%. Table 2 below provides an 

overview of the participants and the demographics of the context. Student populations are 

represented as percentages. The less-than symbol (<) denotes a sub-group that contains 

less than 5% of the total school population.  
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Table 2 

Principals and Student Demographic Table  

Principal 

Name 

Setting/ 

High 

School 

Size 

Student 

Count: 

Total and 

by Sex 

Hispanic American 

Indian or 

Alaska 

Native 

 

Asian Black/ 

African 

Amer. 

 

Native 

Hawaiian 

or Other 

Pacific 

Islander 

White 2 or 

More 

Races 

 

Spec. 

Ed. 

ELL 

P 

Mariette 

Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 50–

60, male 

40–50 

>45–55 <5.0 >13.0 >18.7 <5.0 21.2 < 5.0 12.3 >15–

25 

AP 

Shalom 

Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 50–

60, male 

40–50 

> 65–75 < 5.0 >6.0 >24.4 <5.0 10.0 < 5.0 11.0 >15–

25 

P Shivu Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 40–

50, male 

50–60 

>45–55  < 5.0 >12.0 >19 <5.0 23.0 < 5.0 13 >15–

25 

P Tazal Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 40–

50, male 

60–70 

>55–65     < 5.0 >6.0 >27.0 <5.0 8.0 < 5.0 8.0 >15–

25 

AP 

Clarion 

Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 30–

40, male 

60–70 

>65–75 < 5.0 >7.0 26.0 <5.0 10.0 < 5.0 15.0 >15–

25 
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Principal 

Name 

Setting/ 

High 

School 

Size 

Student 

Count: 

Total and 

by Sex 

Hispanic American 

Indian or 

Alaska 

Native 

 

Asian Black/ 

African 

Amer. 

 

Native 

Hawaiian 

or Other 

Pacific 

Islander 

White 2 or 

More 

Races 

 

Spec. 

Ed. 

ELL 

P Cher Urban, 

medium-

sized 

<1000-

2000; 

female 40–

50, male 60-

70 

>15–25 < 0–5 <5–

10 

>75-85 <5.0 

 

<0–5 < 0–5 >35–

45 

>15–

25 

P Vieron Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 40–

50, male 

30–40 

>45–55 < 0–5 >5–

10 

>15–25 <0–5 >25–

35 

< 0–5 >15–

25 

>15–

25 

P Barron Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 50–

60, male 

50–60 

>15–25 < 0–5 >15–

25 

>15–25 <0–5 >35–

45 

< 0–5 >15–

25 

>5–

15 

AP 

Ryder 

Urban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 50–

60, male 

60–70 

>15–25 < 0–5 >15–

25 

>35–45 <0–5 >25–

35 

>0–15 >15–

25 

>20–

35 

AP Jean Urban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 60–

70, male 

30–40 

>25–35 < 0–5 >15–

25 

>55–65 <0–5 >5–15 < 0–5 >5–15 

 

>17 

P Lilac Suburban, 

large 

Approx. 

1000–3000; 

female 40–

>5–10 < 0–5 >35–

45 

>5–15 <0–5 >45–

55 

< 0–5 >5–15 15–

25 
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Principal 

Name 

Setting/ 

High 

School 

Size 

Student 

Count: 

Total and 

by Sex 

Hispanic American 

Indian or 

Alaska 

Native 

 

Asian Black/ 

African 

Amer. 

 

Native 

Hawaiian 

or Other 

Pacific 

Islander 

White 2 or 

More 

Races 

 

Spec. 

Ed. 

ELL 

50, male 

30–40 

P Joshua Suburban, 

large 

1000–3000; 

female 40–

50, male 

50–60 

>35–45 >0–5 >10–

15 

>35–45 <0–5 >15–

25 

< 0–5 >10–

25 

>10–

25 

 

Note: Principal names are pseudonyms. This column contains two abbreviations: P for Principal and AP for Assistant Principal.  

Table Key: The numbers are percentages; > means more than, < means less than. 
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Thematic Findings  

The four themes of this study were (1) A Leader’s Philosophy and Beliefs about 

Equity, (2) Culturally Responsive and Transformative Leadership Practices, (3) 

Leadership Practices that Promote Student Agency, and (4) Leadership that Prioritizes 

Mental Health. The initial codes were first derived from the theoretical frameworks of 

transformative leadership and culturally responsive leadership practices that underpinned 

this study. They influenced the formation of the primary codes. The tenets of the two 

theoretical concept codes and the interview questions aligned to become the foundation 

for the first derived codes. Further analysis revealed the in vivo codes and recurring ideas 

leading to emerging codes. The holistic and in vivo coding approaches were used 

throughout the data analysis to pave the way for categories, themes, and subthemes. The 

data analysis was further refined into themes and subthemes. The themes revealed that 

the equity-focused leader resolved internally to pursue issues connected to minoritized 

and marginalized groups. Each participant spoke about their efforts to make sure their 

belief systems were reflected in the impact they had on the students and that their efforts 

disrupted the established systems in education.  

Theme 1: A Leader’s Philosophy and Beliefs about Equity 

A leader's belief system often drives their actions, thoughts, and perspective of the 

world. Beliefs may become motivators or demotivators that oil the hinges of  

implementation of equitable practices. Therefore, a leader’s system of beliefs becomes a 

critical notch on their wall of progress toward making effective change towards a more 

equitable education system. The principal’s beliefs and corresponding actions addressed 
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and attempted to overtly dismantle oppressive systems for equity. It is leadership that has 

been focused on emancipation and justice for the private and public good.  

The data revealed that the majority of the participants believed that equity was not 

a passive state but a proactive effort that incorporated various steps, processes, and 

strategies. Each participant had strong views about equity and equity-focused leadership 

(EFL) and uniquely conceptualized equity. Most notable was that their approaches were 

connected to their backgrounds, life experiences, and the contexts they each served. An 

analysis of their philosophy and beliefs about equity disrupted inequitable power 

structures to change and transform the context of their school environment. Each 

participant had different philosophies, and they had unique concepts of equity. Generally, 

the majority believed that equity was incorporating diverse strategies to ensure that every 

student had equal educational opportunities and foundations for success. Furthermore, 

there was the belief that educators must be involved in data analysis to dissect 

educational disparities based on race, ethnicity, and language barriers. For example, 

Principal Mariette stated: “Equity, to me, ensures that every student has the same 

opportunity and the same foundation in education.” While Assistant Principal Clarion 

echoed, “Equity is doing; it is incorporating strategies and doing whatever is necessary to 

give each person an opportunity to be successful.”  

Other participants mentioned that equity was tied to access and opportunity, 

having an equity mindset, and a holistic approach to success that extended throughout the 

school community; such as scheduling, parent communication, and follow-up strategies. 

Principal Shivu stated: 

When we think about community, we think about equity, and we think about 

access. We have to consider these things when we design our school programs 
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and resources to succeed. Equity mindset goes from scheduling to parent 

communication to how well we’re reaching the kids in the classroom. And if we 

don’t reach them the first time, how well are we following up? 

 

Also, some participants emphasized that equity is seen when we provide 

individualized support and recognize differences. They stated that students required 

different levels of support to achieve success, and leaders should develop staff to address 

the diverse needs of students and acknowledge and support the needs of staff. These ideas 

were seen in several participants’ statements, such as Assistant Principal Shalom, who 

stated: “Equity is providing people with what they need to achieve.” Principal Vieron 

replicated this idea and said, “Equity is looking at what every single student needs to be 

successful; almost like creating an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for every 

student,” while Assistant Principals Jean and Ryder emphasized the importance of 

mindfulness, Assistant Principal Jean stated: “Equity in itself is being mindful of the 

differences that we all have and the needs that we all have.” While Assistant Ryder stated 

that educators must consider the social and mental issues that many students who are 

impacted by poverty have to deal with, Assistant Principal Shalom stated: 

Recognizing that people need different things. So, what you need may not be 

what I need, right? So again, how am I creating and developing staff who 

recognize that among the students and equipping them to support the students’ 

different needs? Also, as a leader, how am I recognizing that among my staff and 

being able to support them based on their individual needs?  

 

Establishing an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for each student was a 

recurring idea in the responses. Some participants believed that an individual plan for 

every child, despite the difficulties that may arise from its implementation in a large 

school due to too few special education-certified teachers, was needed to diversify 

support for different individuals. The problems with this suggestion surrounded the 
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current shortage of special education teachers and the increased use of paraeducators as a 

substitute for certified special educators. Paraeducators support several different subjects 

each day, and they do not have a separate time to plan for students or the content of the 

classes well enough to provide adequate support to students with high academic needs. 

Some of the participants reasoned that the use of more paraeducators in an attempt to 

solve this shortage is a band-aid over the wound, and it promulgates the issues of 

inequity. One of the principals noted that the absence of special education teachers meant 

less differentiation for students who needed it and more burden on the teachers who 

needed to implement the lessons while honoring the students’ IEP plans. “The lift is 

heavy, and the district seems to have run out of ideas,” remarked Principal Clarion. 

Nevertheless, the participants strongly believed that a focus on equity meant 

emancipation and justice for all students. This was highlighted by Assistant Principal 

Jean, who described equity as “providing all people an opportunity, but making sure that 

different people receive the support that is required for them to be successful.” The idea 

that equity-focused leadership and conceptualization of equity as requiring leaders who 

live and breathe for equity resonated throughout the responses. This idea that a focus on 

equity was constant and required everyday application, situational awareness, and 

compassion reverberated across participants. An illustration was seen in the response of 

Principal Vieron, who stated:  

An equity-focused leader means keeping equity at the forefront of the work. 

When I think about it in a school setting, but in any setting, it is for them to thrive. 

All human beings desire to succeed. So, you have to provide every person with 

what they need. Equity-focused leadership, to me, is keeping that at the forefront 

of the work. It has to be the organization’s leader and chief equity officer. They 

have to see you doing equity, being equitable, not just with kids, but with staff. 

You have to make decisions that are difficult in an effort to be more equitable. 

Sometimes, that means removing people and taking them from in front of kids 
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because they are not good for children. And that’s not popular. You are setting the 

tone and frame for the work; keeping that at the center and forefront is your job.  

 

The leader had to be the one being the chief equity officer of the organization, while 

Principal Barron stated: “…there’s not an equity month or an equity week. It’s equity 

every day, every minute, every second that we’re making decisions.” Participants stated 

that it was a constant effort to provide what was needed for students’ success and staff; 

thus, leaders were faced with difficult decisions to alleviate strains, remove obstacles that 

obstructed progress, and constantly worked toward creating an equitable environment. 

Principal Barron further conceptualized equity and equity-focused leadership in this way, 

“It is not just about race, and it’s not just about religion, and it’s not just about special 

education; it’s situational. It includes being empathetic to kids who are going through 

physical abuse at home.” Principal Joshua added, “Equity-focused leadership has to be 

characterized by intentionality, relentless intentionality; relentless is how they would 

describe me.” This was echoed by Principal Mariette, who stated: “You have to focus on 

equity daily and in every interaction; you must be an equity warrior.” Principal Lilac 

uttered the same, with passion: 

Now, it means more of a real-time, all-the-time happening action that we’re 

taking. To be responsive to something means I need to be sensitive to it. It means 

I need to be aware of it, listen to it, look for it, and respond to it now. The cultural 

part of it is to see a person for all of their identities and respond to that and 

respond to a student or a person or a parent or a colleague, considering the most 

generous interpretation you possibly can of that person because there’s no way 

you’re going to know everybody’s intersectionality interpretation of a person’s 

actions as we can and leave with that positive presupposition, listen and act. 

 

Principal Lilac’s stance was based on her philosophy of serving. Principal Lilac                                                                                      

believed that the leader must be ready to respond to all facets of the individual to respond 

appropriately to their circumstance. Participants believed that equity should be a daily 
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consideration, and it extended beyond race or religion to include situational intelligence 

that required leaders to be aware of and respond to individual identities. Participants 

stated that it involved extending the most generous interpretation of students’ actions and 

intersectionality. Also, participants believed that equity-focused leaders must empathize 

with the various challenges all students may face, especially the minoritized or 

marginalized student populations. There was the belief that equity work is everyday work 

focusing on continuous improvement and intentional options. Principal Lilac stated: 

I don’t talk about equity work specifically. I say this is school improvement work 

and school transformation work, and we will discover things about each other and 

ourselves. It means having a toolbox of strategies that help specific 

cultures and being culturally responsive, and it means more of a real-time, all-the-

time action.  

 

Yet, Principal Joshua said, “We will truly be an equitable school when we’ve 

eliminated the gaps to access and opportunities and stop asking the question, ‘What is 

equity?’ It’s intention. Equity-focused leadership really has to be characterized by 

intentionality—relentless intentionality.” He further expanded on his beliefs about 

education and the life experiences that motivated him to be the educational leader he was. 

He reflected:  

I grew up a poor kid in a relatively poor community, and I didn’t have access to 

things that others did. I was determined as an educator to remove barriers to 

access and opportunities for any student that I served.  

 

Each participant shared a belief in equity and a shared commitment to providing 

every student with the opportunity to succeed while eliminating gaps in access and 

opportunities and having relentless intentionality in the pursuit of equity. Principal 

Barron stated:  

At the beginning of my career, much of what I did was pigeonholed into special 

education responsibilities. I remember thinking about wanting to make the biggest 
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difference that I could for students, and I felt like a principalship, in particular at a 

high school level, would have such a great impact on not only policies but the 

direct implementation of those policies with students on a day-to-day basis. So, I 

never had a vision of doing anything greater than a high school principalship. I’ve 

always envisioned that to be the ultimate goal for me.  

 

Principal Barron focused on changing mindsets to create equitable change through policy 

and a focus on students first and student agency throughout his career. He believed that 

visibility, accessibility, and trust led to proactive problem solutions that may promote 

social justice and equity for all students. The conversation with Principal Barron revealed 

that he had to be intentional about the work he set out to do, and along the way, he had to 

challenge old ways of thinking and doing as well as ignore the traditional expectations 

that staff had of the principalship to support his cause for equity and social justice. He 

further stated: “I quickly connected with the administration from there. Along the way, I 

just kept my nose to the ground, doing smart work and always trying to ensure that I kept 

the ‘students first’ mentality with whatever decision we were making.”  

Assistant Principal Clarion stated that equity would be realized when schools 

prioritized creating an inclusive environment where all students felt a sense of belonging. 

Assistant Principal Clarion stated that he had hated school and felt highly motivated to 

become an administrator to change the system and make it accessible to all students who 

learned differently. He further explained: 

I wanted to make a change. I didn’t think education was accessible to all students. 

I didn’t think it was leaving behind students who I felt deserved a better 

education, a chance, or just the opportunity to get that education, and not 

necessarily in the old way of doing it. We needed to adapt, we needed to make the 

change, and we needed to find different ways to engage students.  

 

In this reflection, Assistant Principal Clarion’s desire to enact change stemmed 

from realizing how the education system had failed to support diverse learning needs. His 
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beliefs stemmed from his experience, propelling him to lead with the intent to make 

change. Principal Shivu also emphasized the importance of addressing systemic 

challenges, such as inequitable access to advanced courses and policies perpetuating 

stereotypes and biases. The principal encouraged educators and administrators to actively 

listen to and amplify marginalized students’ voices and make meaningful changes based 

on their feedback. 

Principal Joshua started in the education field as a teacher in the suburbs but 

quickly transitioned to an alternative school environment where he instinctively knew he 

wanted to do more to effect change than he had been doing. Principal Joshua is a 

collaborator who developed a joy for working with challenging kids and teaching his 

staff to do the same. He described himself as a relentless leader with a strong vision for 

his staff and children, and this attitude was derived from his childhood experiences and 

desire to make an impact. Principal Joshua remarked:  

I think that folks would say that I’m relentless. I have very defined beliefs about 

what our students and our staff are capable of, and I am always looking for ways 

for myself as a principal or for my team to approach things differently or from a 

different angle so that we can get better results. I think they would also say that I 

am fiercely devoted to equity. If you look at the last 25 years, especially in my 

leadership role, you’ll see characteristics of that throughout. And you’ll see that 

throughout my leadership, I think.  

 

Principal Joshua explained that he was fiercely devoted to equity and was 

determined to remove barriers to access and opportunities for any student he serves. He 

believed that every student he serves has the capacity for greatness, and it was up to the 

administrators and staff to create the conditions where greatness can be a reality. 

Principal Joshua stated:  

I believe deep in my heart that each and every student who walks through the 

doors of our schools has within them the capacity for greatness. And it’s our job, 
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my job as the principal, our job collectively, to create the conditions where that 

greatness can become a reality. And if we fail to do that job well, we will have 

more children living out their lives unemployed, underemployed, or 

unemployable, and I’m not willing to do that. So, I’m going to do whatever it 

takes to help all of our students to achieve. 

  

Principal Joshua proudly provided data during the interview to support his 

statements about the change he created within his school. He stated that the graduation 

rate of his student population had been skewed for many years, and the minoritized 

populations were often less represented. He stated: 

In the past, graduation rates were often higher for the usually White subgroup. It’s 

the one subgroup that graduates in a larger percentage than all categories in 

graduation for our school. That’s just one example of the change I have created. 

You see similar examples with our Hispanic and Latinx students. You see very 

similar examples with our special education students. We’re less successful with 

getting our EML [emergent multilingual learner] students to graduate. Although 

the EML numbers have increased, they are still the lowest.  

 

He further explained that his philosophy and drive influenced and changed the 

belief system and culture within the school community in which he served, stating: 

Prior to my arrival here, there was a culture of community college as the pinnacle. 

We now have students going to all of the Ivies. We have students going to the 

military academies. We have students going to colleges across the country, and 

we brought into the school career trades that were not just labor positions but 

skilled labor, all the way up through highly skilled areas like cybersecurity and 

health professions and others where students walk out of our school with industry 

credentials and, in some cases, associates degrees. I think all of that serves as 

some evidence of the work that we’ve done around that area.  

 

Like Principal Joshua, Principal Cher knew she wanted to make an impact. She 

started in the city schools as a substitute, fell in love with teaching, and pursued her 

education to earn her doctoral degree. Her aspiration for leadership blossomed after her 

placement in a disciplined, alternative school. Principal Cher always knew she wanted to 

make an impact in the public school system because she was educated in public schools 

and longed to influence the conditions of the schools. She stated:  
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I wanted to be able to make an impact on the academics of public schools because 

I believe in public education. I believe that people should not have to pay to have 

quality education for their kids. So, if I were a principal, I could be in charge of 

making sure that every student received top-notch instruction. 

  

Overall, all participants demonstrated a range of perspectives on educational 

equity and equity-focused leadership. While some emphasized equal opportunities for 

ELLs, others stressed the importance of recognizing diverse needs and tailoring support. 

There was an emphasis on the leader’s role in maintaining a continuous focus on equity 

and justice, being situational and compassionate, and embracing cultural responsiveness 

behaviors while rejecting systemic barriers and deficit practices that perpetuate inequity. 

All participants’ responses illustrated equity as multilayered and multifaceted in their 

conceptualization of equity. The participants’ conceptualization of equity-focused 

transformative leadership was connected to their internal motivations, beliefs about 

education, and perception of its intent. They fought to implement changes to transform 

the school community because of their beliefs about justice and inequity.  

Each participant’s leadership approach and motivations were engendered from the 

recognized needs within the environment in which they were planted; thus, they remained 

and thrived. Some of the principals were proactive and practical in implementing their 

beliefs, while others were more theoretical in their approach. Some participants were 

forced to be resourceful and establish partnerships beyond the districts’ mandates to 

effect the change they believed the children deserved. In contrast, others touted their first-

time accomplishments and efforts as long-lasting change. Of course, all efforts need to be 

celebrated; however, to effect lasting change, institutional mechanisms and inherent 

policies must change if long-lasting change was to be realized.  
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Some participants mentioned that equity was community and the creation of 

individualized student plans, but it was also important to consider which communities 

were included or excluded as well as how these plans were implemented and monitored 

by the local schools and the district. The implementation of culturally responsive 

practices was not consistent with all participants; intentional actions were more focused 

on equitable practices versus culturally responsive. Some leaders’ conceptualization and 

actions were more transformational than transformative. They focused more on liberty, 

justice, and equality—that help leaders begin the process of transformation—than on 

equality, emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice, the areas where long-lasting 

change would more likely occur. Transformative strategies gave way to lasting change. In 

the next section, I will examine how these beliefs about equity-focused leadership helped 

implement strategic steps that changed deficit socio-cultural frameworks to create 

inclusive environments that disrupted inequitable power structures.  

Theme 2: Culturally Responsive and Transformative Leadership Practices  

  Leadership that promotes culturally responsive and transformative practices aligns 

with the needs of students from diverse cultural backgrounds and the needs of these 

students’ micro and macro communities. The leadership practices seen among most 

participants revealed that they had focused on negating mindsets that perpetuate 

stereotypes, societal and cultural systems of inequity, ignorance of the impact of race and 

racism, and culturally responsive practices to empower and transform limiting 

perspectives. The leaders focused on creating an inclusive environment that 

acknowledged the variety of cultural identities. Some participants fell short of doing 

more than mere acknowledgment. They failed to respect and integrate the varied cultural 
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identities into the decision-making and district practices. Some participants were limited 

in their efforts to implement transformative and culturally responsive practices due to 

limitations within their district, and this left them to simply manage the diversity but not 

actively able to foster equity and social justice for all students consistently. Nevertheless, 

the majority of the participants made fervent attempts to actively foster equity and social 

justice, to acknowledge and value diversity as assets within the community. They sought 

to foster trust and build rapport with families by understanding the cultural contexts, and  

challenged systemic inequities by implementing strategies that went beyond cultural 

awareness to making attempts to dismantle systems of power that perpetuated inequity. 

The interview data indicated the following subthemes: (1) Leadership that promoted 

awareness of diversity challenges, (2) Leadership actions to address deficit mindsets and 

barriers, (3) Leaders’ actions that addressed systemic challenges, (4) Culturally 

responsive family and community, and (5) Culturally responsive teaching and learning 

culture. Next, I discuss each subtheme in detail. 

Subtheme 1: Leadership that Promotes Awareness of Diversity Challenges. 

The data revealed that participants had to be cognizant of diversity and its challenges to 

create equitable change in their schools. Each described their need to be persistent, 

relentless, and critically aware of the needs of all students, as well as the understanding of 

the staff’s capacity to address the needs of the minoritized and marginalized students 

within their schools. They tried to be aware of the challenges faced by all students, 

especially those marginalized or minoritized and rallied their teams to overcome them.  

Awareness of the Mentality of Schooling versus Data. Principal Vieron, for  
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instance, was determined to change the prevailing mentality of schooling. She was aware 

of the challenges but determined to move the needle of change. She admitted to making 

some progress but also recognized that the work was ongoing and, at times, moved 

slowly. Principal Vieron asserted that the mindset of schooling and schools needed to 

change: 

So, removing those barriers across every spot so that kids can walk through. Just 

say it’s eliminating the barriers without providing the support. So, those supports 

are varied. It’s just so many different pieces of support. It can’t be; a kid can’t 

have access to something because of finances. So, we take that off the table. Kids 

can’t have access to a course because they don’t know how to read or write well 

enough for that course. They need to be able to read and write well enough for 

that course, right? That kind of mentality and that thinking and constantly looking 

at your data.  

 

Principal Vieron believed that teachers, administrators, and school districts should 

provide access to information despite their personal feelings about students. She 

emphasized that emotions, anecdotes, and subjective perceptions about what was 

happening in schools were irrelevant, stating: 

Your emotions, anecdotes, and feelings about what’s happening in your schools 

are irrelevant because the data tells the truth. By constantly mining data, looking 

at it in many different ways, and triangulating it to get to root causes, you will 

consistently produce the same outcome. You’ll keep students in the gap; you will 

keep these students marginalized.  

 

In these statements, Principal Vieron highlighted the importance of data-driven 

decision-making. She argued that relying solely on emotions and anecdotal evidence led 

to stagnation, perpetuating the very disparities the education system sought to eliminate. 

She contended that stereotypes and racially biased mindsets were symptoms of a more 

extensive system that perpetuated racial disparities and gaps in educational outcomes. 

Emphasizing the systemic nature of these issues, she explained: 



 

138 

 

There is an outer system that supports that inequity, that gap. And because of how 

our country is structured, somebody has to be at the bottom. Somebody has to 

have the lowest-paying jobs, right? So, there’s a system in play that supports 

those outcomes. So, how are you looking at the data to break that? Because if we 

fall into it, it’s the only way we function and have functioned for a century.  

 

Awareness of Societal Structure versus Funding Allocation. Principal Vieron 

pointed out how societal structures had contributed to educational inequities. By linking 

educational gaps to broader societal structures, she underscored the importance of 

examining data to break these persistent patterns. Principal Vieron further highlighted 

systemic challenges as a legacy of biased perspectives, policies, and agendas. She 

explained that racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic factors closely aligned with school 

boundary demarcations. These established and redrawn boundaries limited access and 

opportunities, maintaining homogeneous school communities and perpetuating 

educational issues. She stated: 

When you think about this different, the thousands of different school districts 

across this country, they all have a different level of financial access. The poor 

communities have poor schools, meaning they don’t have the same resources as 

schools like those in this wealthy district. It’s one of the wealthiest districts in the 

nation. And we have a lot of resources. So, the allocation of those resources 

getting to those students is a barrier. 

 

Here, Principal Vieron highlighted the disparity in resource allocation between 

wealthy and poor school districts, emphasizing that this disparity perpetuated educational 

inequities. The financial divide between districts created unequal educational 

opportunities, reinforcing systemic barriers.  

Assistant Principal Jean agreed with Principal Vieron’s outlook, recounting how 

he and his mother had to navigate the education system to gain access to better resources. 

Despite his mother’s lack of political expertise, she recognized the importance of 

attending a school with more resources. Assistant Principal Jean confirmed that the 
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underfunded neighborhood school was not their first choice, highlighting the challenges 

faced by families trying to access quality education.  

Teacher Talent, Quality versus Teacher Allocation. Similarly, Principal Vieron 

reflected on her current district and principalship, expressing sadness that, despite having 

access to abundant resources, other schools struggled to secure funding and qualified 

teachers, especially for minoritized populations. She elaborated: 

Having those students have the best teachers because the best teachers like to go 

where the best students are. So, often, we have difficulty staffing our buildings in 

schools like ours, where there’s more poverty and more marginalized students 

than not. It’s having the talent acquisition power. It’s not the same. So, that’s a 

barrier. The barriers of what’s happening in our students’ communities, what they 

face in their home communities of violence, food insecurity, and health care 

insecurity.  

 

In this statement. Principal Vieron addressed the difficulties in attracting top-tier 

teachers to underprivileged schools. She explained that the allure of teaching “better” 

students often drew high-quality educators to more affluent areas, leaving schools with 

higher poverty rates struggling to secure skilled professionals. This discrepancy in talent 

acquisition further exacerbated educational inequities, as marginalized students faced 

additional barriers beyond the school environment, such as violence, food insecurity, and 

health care challenges. The schools are often filled with White teachers and White 

administrators, especially schools that served minority and marginalized populations. 

Some of these White teachers and administrators had not been trained to check their 

implicit biases and how to establish lasting relationships with students who were 

marginalized and minoritized and who showed up to school with their “invisible 

backpacks.” A number of school districts continued to have hiring practices that did not 

support the level of diversity within their school districts.  
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 Talent Development Gaps versus Direct Conversations. Assistant Principal 

Shalom also acknowledged that barriers within the district hindered equitable outcomes, 

particularly in professional development opportunities related to race, ethnicity, and 

White supremacy ideology. Assistant Principal Shalom noted that while participation in 

these workshops was high, their impact was often limited. She emphasized the ignorance 

of some staff members, whose attitudes and practices continued to negatively affect 

minoritized students. Shalom advocated for addressing these chronic issues through 

courageous conversations. Assistant Principal Shalom stated that, 

The most helpful, useful strategy I use to help promote equity and push this 

vision, et cetera, is one-on-one conversations with the staff. So, if there’s a 

situation with grading, with not understanding how racist practices or White 

supremacy culture is showing up in one’s grading practices, to be able to have 

that one-on-one conversation and explain that and talk it through and navigate it 

and point it out. I think those conversations in a closed setting are much more 

effective than standing in front of a group of staff and saying, this is what we need 

to do. But if I can name it in an individual’s practice, point it out to them, and 

then talk about it from there, I think that is where I’ve seen the most results.  

 

Shalom’s approach emphasized the importance of personalized discussions to 

address ingrained biases. By focusing on individual interactions, she aimed to make staff 

members aware of their practices and promote genuine change. Shalom believed that 

addressing these issues intimately with teachers was more effective than addressing them 

in a group setting. She argued that the lack of training to address race-related issues 

impeded efforts to disrupt inequity and stressed the importance of understanding the 

experiences of minoritized students. She noted that failing to do so would perpetuate 

disparities and stereotypes, impacting decision-making and student outcomes. Reflecting 

on her past experiences, Shalom recounted her journey as a Black educator and the need 

to confront her own biases. She acknowledged that not all educators were willing to 
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engage in this introspection and stressed the significance of cultural understanding. Her 

positive practice of introspection helped to strengthen her equity-focused practices and 

combat barriers to her work. She stated: 

As a Black educator, I have had to reflect deeply, and I can name, you know, 

some instances where I have not been necessarily the most supportive. I’ve had to 

check myself and say, whoa, wait a minute, you know, and I think that that’s hard 

for some people, especially if some people are not interested in doing that. They 

just want to teach their curriculum and go. They might think, ‘I don’t need to 

know the different aspects of you necessarily.’ They might say, ‘I don’t need to 

take into consideration that, you know, Black and Brown people prefer a 

collective approach to learning and, you know, most other groups are more 

individualistic.’ Some even say, ‘Like, I don’t need to know those different 

aspects of that culture; I just need to teach my curriculum and send them on their 

way’, and so I think that is a huge barrier.  

 

Assistant Principal Shalom’s reflection highlighted the internal struggle educators 

faced when addressing biases. She acknowledged that some educators resisted 

recognizing cultural nuances, instead choosing to focus solely on delivering their 

curriculum. Assistant Principal Shalom viewed this resistance as a significant barrier to 

fostering inclusive and equitable educational environments. By emphasizing the need to 

challenge stereotypes and embrace diverse learning preferences, Assistant Principal 

Shalom aimed to create a more supportive educational landscape for all students. She also 

addressed the life experiences of her students and how these experiences impeded their 

academic progress. She noted that many students from immigrant families prioritized 

work over education to support their families, leading to disengagement and absenteeism. 

She explained:  

They see work as essential to sustain life, you know, to keep the lights on, to keep 

food on the table. So, because of that, I think these students are often very 

distracted by survival, that education becomes secondary even though they came 

here for education or truly desire education or even if that is a top priority in their 

family, again surviving becomes number one. And, so, I think that contributes to 

our absenteeism and sometimes lack of engagement.  
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Assistant Principal Shalom’s insights illuminated the challenges faced by students whose 

circumstances forced them to prioritize survival over education. She stressed the 

importance of teachers understanding these dynamics and responding with empathy 

rather than judgment. She stated: 

When students fall asleep in class, the teacher takes it as a personal attack, not 

understanding that some of these kids, a lot of these kids, are working until 10, 

11, midnight and then trying to go home and do something, some work or, you 

know whatever, and they’re tired. So I think there are just so many different 

lifestyles and experiences that we have to consider and to be able to work around 

to best support our students. 

 

Assistant Principal Shalom emphasized that teachers should recognize and accommodate 

diverse student experiences, fostering an environment that supports all learners. She 

believed that the system should address these challenges to create equitable educational 

opportunities for all students. Some of the teachers show ignorance when responding to 

students. Some of the teachers’ responses are harsh and uncaring, and they do not reflect 

the supportive approaches necessary for marginalized and minoritized students.  

Student Absenteeism versus Teacher Mindset. Other principals also highlighted 

the need to address student absenteeism. One district challenged its administrators to 

develop strategies to combat chronic absenteeism. Principal Shivu stated: 

We need to find some strategies and ways to get to the bottom of why students, 

number one, aren’t coming to school at all or, number two, chronic absenteeism. 

The concern for me is they’re not coming to the building. That’s the one group. 

The other group is coming to the building but not attending class. And so, that, to 

me, is also chronically absent. You’re physically present, but you are absent from 

the classes that are in your schedule. 

 

The issue of absenteeism among minoritized students often contributed to their 

academic failures. Principal Mariette illustrated that more needed to be done by the 

school district and schools to identify and address the underlying causes of chronic 
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absenteeism among minoritized and marginalized populations. Principal Mariette 

believed that acknowledging the legacy of “White privilege and fragility within the 

school system” was crucial. She emphasized the importance of transparency and 

communication with English Language Learner (ELL) students and parents, highlighting 

that traditional school practices often failed to meet their needs. She explained: 

I think transparency and communication have to be a top priority for our ELL 

students and parents. People always ask like, well, how do we get to them? Well, 

it’s not through email, I think we know that much. So it’s understood, like 

meeting those students’ staff members’ families where they’re at, right? So, it’s 

having those Courageous Conversations with them where it’s like, well, what do 

you need from me? And I’ve always been very transparent with my students, my 

staff members, and my family. A lot of Spanish-speaking parents will tell you I 

don’t check those emails the principal sends. Those emails aren’t written for me. 

That’s one of the first things that I learned. They’re not for me.  

 

Traditional schooling versus Inclusive Student Engagement Practices. In these 

comments, Principal Mariette emphasized the need for school districts to meet families 

where they are, using accessible communication methods. By acknowledging the 

limitations of traditional communication channels, she worked to create an environment 

where all families felt included and informed. Principal Mariette’s efforts extended to 

using technology like Google Phone and other apps to bridge communication gaps, 

providing transparency and accessibility.  

Like Principal Mariette, Principal Tazal believed in transparent communication to 

support all students, especially those impacted by poverty. Principal Tazal stated: 

I have found that entering into that space and just putting it out there, even to kids, 

like, hey, I’m an old White dude who grew up in central Pennsylvania next to a 

farm. I don’t know what it’s like to live in your community. 

 

Principal Tazal’s approach emphasized the importance of humility and openness 

in understanding diverse student backgrounds. By acknowledging his own limitations, he 
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sought to build trust and foster meaningful connections with students and families. 

Principal Tazal explained his need to listen and try to understand what students and 

parents might be carrying deep emotional scars and need to be supported. Principal Tazal 

acknowledged that his journey to this realization took work, and he understood that there 

was still more for him to do.  

Assistant Principal Clarion and Principal Tazal believed that schools had not 

catered to all the needs of students. Principal Clarion elucidated on his contempt for the 

education system. Principal Tazal, on the other hand, stressed the importance of 

understanding students’ perspectives to shape a system that genuinely met their needs. 

Both administrators expressed concern about how students were perceived by the system 

and the insufficient acknowledgment and action taken to address issues connected to race 

and diverse learning styles.  

Assistant Principal Clarion reflected on how the school system had never really 

catered to his needs as a biracial young man who often had to act as the cultural anchor 

and decoder for his parents. He recognized and critiqued the systemic ignorance of his 

and other students’ intersectionality. He explained that he had remained apathetic in 

school because he had never enjoyed it. He noted, “I was never a bad student, but I only 

did enough to stay under the radar.” He felt that schools had generally never served him. 

One teacher who excited him about school inspired him to pursue a career in education to 

make a difference in the system.  

His critique of the “old way” of doing things challenged the systemic rigidity that 

often sidelined marginalized students. His emphasis on adaptation underscored a belief in 

evolving educational practices to accommodate varied learning styles, advocating for a 
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more inclusive approach that transcended traditional methods. Assistant Principal Clarion 

believed that changes had to be made to improve the system, and educators had to be 

open to new ideas that facilitated lasting, equitable change for all students. He mentioned 

the need to be collaborative in our approach and to ask and listen to new ideas about 

learning and growing. He explained that he enjoyed discovering “who has the new idea.” 

He further stated: “I want to know… who has something to contribute, and how can we 

implement that? How does that work? Can it help elevate us and take us to the next 

level?” 

Student Needs and Challenging Teacher Ideology. Assistant Principal Clarion 

pointed out that some teachers and staff still operated from a place of bias and racist 

ideology, often unaware of how race and ethnicity influenced student interactions. He 

noted that many marginalized students complained about being unfairly treated by White 

teachers, who confronted them for speaking their native language or followed them 

around the hallways. Assistant Principal Clarion emphasized the need for educators to 

recognize how their actions perpetuated systemic racism and White supremacy ideology: 

We need to have challenging conversations. Those are the kinds of conversations 

that are sometimes not about learning; it’s sometimes just about challenging the 

mindsets. Things like our White teachers badgering, you know, our Black males 

or, why are some White teachers upset that their students are speaking Spanish? 

We need to ask why it is wrong for students to speak their language. They’re just 

having a conversation with each other, right? They’re not setting up plans to 

attack you. 

  

Assistant Principal Clarion advocated for addressing these biases through 

challenging conversations that questioned entrenched mindsets. He argued that educators 

needed to view situations through the lens of the students they served, fostering an 
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inclusive environment that celebrated linguistic diversity rather than policing it. He 

elaborated on the impact of White supremacy culture, stating:  

But yeah, these things,  I think that goes back to, as I said earlier, the White 

supremacy culture of, I’ve said to do this, and you’re going to do this. I’m going 

to follow you all the way into that classroom or down the hallway to make sure it 

happens instead of giving you the opportunity to do it. So, you know, we have to 

have those kinds of challenging conversations and show some of the adults. I 

want you to look at this from a different lens. I want you to look from a child’s 

lens. 

  

Assistant Principal Clarion’s comments underscored the importance of 

challenging authoritative mindsets and promoting empathy among educators. He stressed 

the need for educators to shift their perspectives and prioritize understanding the 

experiences of marginalized students. Additionally, both Principal Shalom and Principal 

Vieron identified scheduling as a significant challenge. Principal Vieron believed that 

improving teacher practice required more time, but she acknowledged the complexity of 

the issue, likening it to the chicken-and-egg debacle. She explained:  

There is no time for them to sit with one another other than the collaborative time 

we build in, which is a couple of hours a week, a few hours a week. It is not 

enough to do the level of job that we are asking teachers to do today. And that 

barrier, unless we start to change the way we do schools and the structure, will 

continually be there. And it’s unfortunate because the world is telling schools they 

must have more days, more time, and more hours with kids and not recognizing 

that there is a chicken or an egg in this situation. If I don’t have enough time to 

fully develop my practice, it doesn’t matter how many hours I’m in front of kids; I 

will get a minimal return rate on those hours. So, I could get way more out of kids 

with fewer hours if I hone in on my craft.  

 

In this statement, Principal Vieron highlighted the need to balance instructional 

time with professional development opportunities. She argued that without sufficient time 

for teachers to refine their skills, increased instructional hours would yield limited results. 

Vieron advocated for structural changes that prioritized teacher development to enhance 
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student outcomes. As a solution, Principal Vieron suggested providing more resources 

and funding to support teacher development. She stated:  

Some other resources are more like support staff, like instructional coaches, to 

help teachers drill down at the team level to what you’re asking them to do. 

Having an instructional coach is a high-impact, high-yield option. So getting 

resources like more staffing for positions like that, positions for resource positions 

for data people. Nobody has the time at a school to pull and desegregate that data 

the way it needs to be. You need a full-time person to do that, to be the statistician 

pulling any data you need and helping you sift through it and present it back out 

intelligently so that everyone can understand what you’re doing. 

 

Principal Vieron emphasized the value of support staff in helping teachers 

navigate data and implement effective instructional strategies. By investing in positions 

such as instructional coaches and data analysts, schools could empower teachers to make 

informed decisions that positively impact student learning. Her insights underscored the 

necessity of providing resources that enable educators to focus on their craft and drive 

meaningful change in their schools. 

Subtheme 2: Leadership Actions To Address Deficit Mindsets and Barriers. 

Each participant recognized issues that were misaligned with their innate compass about 

the pathways that led to the education and empowerment of students, especially the 

marginalized and minoritized students. The participants’ responses showed them to be 

disruptors of inequitable structures to transform the old system through their actions to 

address deficit mindset and break down barriers. The definition used by Shields (2013) 

for an equity-focused leader who disrupted and broke down barriers and inequitable 

power structures as steps toward systemic transformation aligned with the beliefs and 

actions that addressed and attempted to dismantle oppressive systems for equity overtly. 

Leadership is focused on emancipation and justice for the private and public good.  
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Principal Cher's leadership actions consistently addressed the deficit mindset of 

some of the staff in her schools. She refused to agree with the deficit mindset of the staff 

that supported her during her tenure at an alternative discipline school. She saw the 

students' true potential and worked hard to thrive in the environment that she first thought 

was challenging. Her experience revealed that her asset-based leadership transformed the 

students she served and improved the school's climate. She stated: 

I started at an alternative discipline high school. And, at first, I was like, oh my 

God, how am I going to get them to do something? It eventually became my 

favorite job because I was able to get the students to do work—they couldn’t 

carry anything into the building. So, I had to supply everything for them. And I 

got them to do work through 90-minute class sessions. And I think I recall one 

fight in my room out of all 4 years. I was named Teacher of the Year.  

 

Principal Cher recited situations where she has had to address behaviors that 

propagated a deficit mindset of teachers toward the Black and Brown student populations 

within her school. She stated that: 

The reading scores are low. I don’t have time for you to be playing cards with 

these kids. They need to be reading and doing something. So, I think that they will 

label that as, oh, she’s aggressive, but I just want the best for students, and I’m not 

going to stop fighting for that.  

 

She described herself as direct and honest and stated that, unfortunately, not 

everyone liked her honesty. She had, at times, labeled her because of her staunch stance 

and demands for excellent education for her students. She stated: 

I think that people would describe me as fair, direct, and honest because those are 

the things that I actually want somebody to be with me. So I’m very direct, I’m 

honest. And, but with love, you know, I do it with love. I don’t just say things 

harshly. But, I think some people would describe me as being stern and 

aggressive because I’m a Black female. So they label me as stern and aggressive, 

but I say it’s my passion. And I’m not gonna allow you to just do anything you 

want when it comes to Black and Brown kids. 
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These participants revealed their commitment to equity by being disruptors who 

never relented despite the barriers they needed to overcome. Each participant disrupted 

norms and challenged the status quo in an attempt to transform the system. In sum, all the 

participants collaborated and held their staff accountable for addressing their deficit 

beliefs and mindsets about all the students. The participants challenged belief systems 

and used persistent, varied approaches to discipline yet demanded excellence from all 

their students. The principals used creative processes and strategies to implement policies 

that were student-first, leading students, especially those marginalized and minoritized, to 

experience a sense of belonging and empowerment in spite of their backgrounds.  

The majority of the principals recognized that leadership for equity meant 

advocating for the transformation of age-old inequitable practices that had become 

normed and a part of the education system. The principals within this study decided to 

lead from an equity lens because each wanted to effect the change they saw their mentors 

create. Most participants focused on equity advocacy and systemic transformation for 

lasting change. Principal Mariette experienced systemic pushback from the district and 

the teacher and leadership staff in her building. Yet, she continues to challenge 

inequitable power structures and maintains her commitment to equity, justice, and 

communal engagement.  

Every ladder that I climbed increased my ability to effect change, but I could only 

do so much before I was told that I was doing the most. I decided to make a 

lasting change for Latinas in this district and provided an organization or platform 

that empowers Latinas. 

  

Principal Mariette did not wait for a change to come from the district. Instead, she forged 

ahead to advocate and create a lasting change for educating the groups she considered to 

be marginalized and minoritized. She stated that: 
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The organization is really just to give voice to them and to let them see that we’re 

strong. It’s to tell them, you might not feel like you belong to a community in 

your AP classes because you’re the only Latina there. It is a reminder that 

Latinas—we’re everywhere—and even if we’re not in the same spaces all the 

time we’re always rooting for each other. 

  

During the interview, I asked Principal Mariette if she believed she had finally 

gained the power to bring about the change she desired, and she responded: 

I’ve been doing a lot of equity work. For instance, I am having sessions focused 

on equity this week, and only four schools are doing it. I always advocate for our 

school to be the one that experiences it, or I advocate for opportunities that are 

district-wide. So I feel like yes, in a sense, and in another sense, I’m still being 

stopped from doing all the work that I want to do, or I’m sensing a lot of 

pushback that I didn’t think I would have to encounter.  

 

All the principals believed in the importance of data when leading as an EFT 

leader. Principals Lilac and Vieron are also of note. They each cautioned leaders to 

examine the local school community to determine which group is uniquely marginalized. 

As equity advocates who aspired to make systemic change, they believed in the in-depth 

analysis of all types of data. Principal Lilac, who prides herself as a servant leader and a 

great listener, stated: “I consider myself a servant leader. I am an active listener, and we 

seek to serve, you know, the voices at the margins. And I’m thinking about how decisions 

impact multiple stakeholders.”  

Each mentioned the importance of the right approach to the analysis of data when 

working with a very diverse school population. Principal Lilac stated that they made 

decisions based on data and observations to ensure that everybody was getting what they 

needed. Principal Lilac challenged the staff in her building to overhaul a current task that 

was only done to “check a box” to become something meaningful for both the students 

and the staff. As a result of her beliefs in the power of student voices and objective data 

Principal Vieron also stated:  
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I have worked in various environments: rural poor White populations to urban 

poor Black and Brown populations. However, when I get to a school community, 

I try to look at it with a clean slate. I’ve worked in nine different schools. This is 

the current plan for my ninth school and, in my former schools, the current plan is 

for my ninth school. In my former schools, I’ve gone in with assumptions about 

who might be at the margins, but I’ve also been at schools that surprise me when I 

really take a look at the data within without any assumptions. When I do that, I’ve 

been able to uncover some things that performance data, like student achievement 

data, may not be able to reveal. Right, when you listen to student experiences, 

voice data, and parent anecdotal data, you can find some disparities and some 

people in the margins who you wouldn’t see if you just looked at it at a glance.  

 

Principal Vieron advocated for equity by first analyzing her local context to 

determine the nature of her environment. She was interested in advocating for the 

marginalized voices within the context and for those who were marginalized or 

minoritized based on the data. Her emphasis on various types of data showed her intent to 

create systemic transformation as she used what might be considered fringe data or 

unpopular data to deeply understand the population that she served.  

The mention of being conscious of assumptions was also echoed by Principal 

Barron, who discussed his need to suspend assumptions about his unique student 

population. He illustrated that his definition of who might be considered marginalized 

when he was a first-year principal would differ from his response in the interview. With 

his longevity, his perception and definition have evolved. He stated that:  

I would probably answer that differently in my first year as principal than I would 

now. I think there are a lot of marginalized groups, and as we identify them, that’s 

part one, but we must follow up with finding equitable access and equitable 

outcomes for them. So, the groups I would say are certainly students of color, 

special education students, and students with English as a second language.  

 

Principal Barron believed in not only identifying these groups but also in meeting 

their needs. He further pushed tradition by discussing that some groups not traditionally 
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seen as marginalized were students connected to the military, students with unique and 

varied religious practices, and those who fall within intersectionality. He stated: 

In this school, because of the high number of students who are military-

connected, you are marginalized and minoritized because when you’re moving 

in—and this is your fourth or fifth or sometimes ninth or tenth school change—

the ability to make friends is very difficult. And being that new kid, especially if 

it’s not on the first day of school, is quite a challenge.  

 

He further explained how he advocated and transformed the systemic practices 

within his school to meet the diverse religious needs of his population. While doing so, 

he had to address his ignorance and understand their practices and belief systems. Barron 

highlighted: “Even though my family is Middle Eastern, most Middle Eastern people are 

not Christian. And so, I had to learn a lot about the Muslim faith.”  

Principal Barron was open about his knowledge deficits and sought knowledge to 

overcome his ignorance, meet his needs, and understand what his minoritized students 

needed from him to feel a sense of belonging. He further stated:  

And so we created a prayer room. And as the year goes on, their prayer times 

change depending on the sunset and sunset times. And so we have to continually 

make adjustments. What would be easy for us to say is that we don’t have to; we 

are not required by the school board policy to create prayer times and prayer 

rooms. Parents can certainly come and check their students out. They can go to 

the mosque, pray, and then bring them back, but I chose to make an equitable 

change.  

 

He further established a Social Justice club to address the current racial tensions 

in the community, led his team through book studies, and provided a space for his 

marginalized student groups to enjoy a sense of belonging within his school. He stated: 

The Social Justice club wasn’t a club for staff. It was just an opportunity to talk. I 

found an article called ‘Leading Equity Through COVID and Beyond.’ They had 

five questions, and so five questions in the article were just thought-provoking 

questions, and I told the staff, listen, this is voluntary. And that’s to know it 

wasn’t an expectation; it was just an opportunity. I later brought in content from a 

book that the article kept referencing, Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together 
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in a Cafeteria? And so we spent five weeks, one hour each week on Monday, 

talking about these questions.  

 

Overall, these principals advocated for equity and implemented steps, practices, 

and processes that created a systemic transformation within their schools to meet the 

needs of all students, especially those considered among the minoritized or marginalized 

populations. They first examined the needs of the context considering the diverse student 

population and emphasized the importance of data and intersectionality in making their 

changes and developing a new policy. In the next section, I will discuss how principals 

advocate equity to create equitable systemic transformations within their schools for all 

students, especially minoritized or marginalized.  

The data analysis further emphasized the participants’ commitment to their beliefs 

and the various methods and strategies they applied to create more equitable outcomes 

for their student population, especially those who were marginalized. The participants’ 

responses revealed their approach to implementation, the practices aligned with their 

belief system, and their responses to policies and resources within and outside their 

contexts. The principals focused on equity-negating mindsets that perpetuated biases, 

stereotypes, societal and cultural systems of inequity, and inequitable practices. The 

majority of the principals highlighted aspects of the system that demonstrated ignorance 

of the impact of race, racism, and culturally responsive practices. They recognized that 

raising awareness of these issues could empower students and staff and transform 

perspectives.  

Principals Vieron, Joshua, Barron, and Mariette consistently consulted 

educational research and practices to gain awareness and knowledge to address and 

overcome deficit mindsets and barriers within their schools. While each believed in the 
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utility of academic research and its power to influence equitable change, they had 

different forms of implementation and varied outcomes due to the challenges they 

experienced within their contexts. Though small and incremental at times, each principal 

experienced some level of change within the socio-cultural fabric of the school 

community. Principals Barron and Mariette used educational research and equity partners 

to support their work against racially discriminatory practices within their schools and 

promote social justice and awareness for Black and Brown students. Principals Vieron 

and Joshua sought to use educational research to gather critical student voice data and to 

inform decisions that would create a more racially inclusive environment, overcome staff 

implicit biases, dismantle stereotypes, empower student belonging and growth mindsets, 

and transform staff-limiting perspectives. These principals believed in creating lasting 

change through intentional teacher training recruitment and consistent exposure to 

professional development sessions on race and equity.  

Principal Vieron emphasized passionately that her vision and mission were to 

“raise the bar” and also “to raise the floor,” which meant changing the deficit mindset 

that it was okay if 2% of your students failed while only 98% were successful. She 

critiqued the inequitable practices surrounding data analysis and the acceptance of data 

reiterating inequity. She led her team to achieve a 100% graduation rate and 100% access 

and opportunity regardless of the students’ abilities. She believed it was necessary to 

dismantle the stereotype of school administrators that 70% student achievement was 

satisfactory. Principal Vieron described this, saying: 

We are looking to raise the bar and the floor. It matters not to raise the bar if the 

floor stays where it is. The people on the floor never reach it. So, it’s closing 

those gaps, being very intentional, and knowing that we are here to ensure all 

students succeed at our core. We’re using content to teach skills, not the other 
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way around. So, if you do that and have that frame of reference, you know that 

you don’t have the option to say, well, it’s okay that 2% of our kids didn’t get this 

because we’re at 98%. 

 

Principal Vieron illustrated a systemic approach to addressing inequity by 

emphasizing that success should be measured not only by the majority’s achievement but 

by the total success of all students. Her method aimed at dismantling the acceptance of 

partial success and aiming for complete success, which included all students. Principal 

Vieron further stated that leaders and teachers of minoritized populations must address 

their personal implicit biases and racial stereotypes to promote social justice and more 

racially and ethnically inclusive school communities. She reasoned, saying:  

The first line for me as a leader is to make sure that our staff and the people I hire 

and put in front of these kids understand that they all have personal biases that 

will impact how they work with children and their outcomes. No matter what your 

race is, you can have those biases as a Black educator who is not unprivileged but 

privileged socioeconomically, and you can have a way of thinking about students 

of your race who are coming from a poverty level different than yours, which can 

also impact how students learn.  

 

Principal Vieron believed that regardless of one’s background, one’s inner and latent 

implicit biases could influence academic outcomes for students. Therefore, all educators 

needed to become aware of these biases and be trained to recognize and address them.  

Additionally, Principal Joshua led his team in analyzing several books and 

educational studies, engaging in data disaggregation, and participating in workshops to 

meet the needs of his minoritized and marginalized student population. Principal Joshua 

persistently navigated the challenges within his context with his team and uncovered 

strategies from recent educational research to change the negative academic achievement 

for his minoritized and marginalized students. He boldly encouraged his fellow 

administrators to read educational research to sharpen their practice and remove barriers 
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for minoritized students. He stated that his intentional analysis of data led him and his 

leadership team to uncover the struggles of his African American male students within 

his population. The extensive data analysis, research, engagement in workshops, and 

incisive discussions highlighted these students as his increasingly emerging marginalized 

population, thus triggering the need to provide additional support. He concluded:  

We had seen tremendous growth with African-American students enrolling in 

high-level courses, taking AP [Advanced Placement] and IB [International 

Baccalaureate] courses, and performing well on their end-of-course assessments. 

But we didn’t see the same progress with our African-American male students. 

We were doing a great job with our girls. We were not doing nearly as good a job 

with our boys. And so, internally, I think that was the most marginalized group 

until a couple of years ago.  

 

Principal Joshua also reflected on the critical influence of his data disaggregation 

to shift the mindsets of staff about the performance of his multilingual learners. These 

learners continued to be among the marginalized populations and performed poorly. 

Principal Joshua critically reflected, saying:  

We’re doing a better job meeting our multilingual and ELL students where they 

are, but we’re not doing the kind of job I think we ultimately need to get to. We’re 

working on our skills though. We brought some training in and have a very 

committed staff…  

 

When asked about how he supported all his minoritized students, such as ELL, Principal 

Joshua stated: 

So it starts by being visible and developing relationships as simple as walking the 

halls, talking to the kids, getting to know them, being honest and open, and 

developing genuine relationships. It includes things like seven students on our 

school leadership team right now.  

 

Principal Joshua further reflected on his journey to change the trajectory of his 

school to ensure that all students were achieving regardless of race and culture with the 

use of intentional strategies that were couched in research. He stated: “It’s hard. You 
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have to be consistent and relentless. I used the word relentless earlier. Early in my tenure 

at this school, I started with my leadership team, not my teachers.”   

Further analysis showed that Principal Joshua led his team to focus on race and 

equity studies to address the disparities within his school. He reflected on the journey, 

stating:  

We always had as a central focus of our leader learning time race, equity, and 

culturally responsive leadership. We started with Glenn Singleton and Curtis 

Litton and Courageous Conversations About Race. We’ve engaged in deep 

discussions about, you know, there’s a book called Everyday Anti-Racism, which 

predates Kendi’s work. And it’s a series of articles and stories of people who have 

behaved in anti-racist ways over the years in schools. And that made a big 

difference in our work. We did a lot of table talking; we brought in some outside 

folks to help us develop equitable practices, and looked for and walked through 

forums explicitly looking for equity in our instruction. We were very strategic in 

our school improvement efforts. This was before we had to. This was before anti-

racist audits and before the district began the work. We were strategic.  

 

Principal Joshua’s reflection demonstrated a proactive approach to addressing racial and 

equity disparities. He emphasized that this team’s efforts predated district-wide 

initiatives. His focus on strategic improvement and anti-racism engagement reflected a 

commitment to creating systemic change. He reflected on the disproportionate rate of 

Black and Brown students to White and Asian students who were not graduating and 

stated: “I was embarrassed… I was angry… It was unconscionable to me.” Subsequently, 

he implemented strategies and processes to change the mindset and, most importantly, the 

performance outcome of his Black and Brown student population. He focused on 

increased professional development and improved teaching strategies, providing 

instructional resources and monitoring data connected to race. Principal Joshua reflected 

on his efforts, saying: 

When we couldn’t send enough teachers out for PSYOP training, we brought it 

into the school, and we trained a few staff members to train us. Our PLCs and 
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instructional leadership teams decided to take ownership of our goals, and we 

would take ownership of our SLOs. We made them all race-based. So, we created 

this imperative through the data that we monitored because that which is studied 

is done, right? That which is measured is done. And so we looked for it in our 

observations, talked about it in our conferences, and trained for it in our training, 

and it became part of every aspect of our school. 

  

He noted the data to show the remarkable change in the increased graduation rate 

of African American students and that the level of diversity within the graduating class 

now reflected the diversity of the student body; therefore, his efforts had become 

systemic. Nevertheless, he stated: “We’re nowhere near where we’re going to be one day, 

but boy, we are so far ahead of where we once were. We have diversity, not just in 

presence, but in performance.”  

Principal Joshua’s data-driven decision-making and accountability illustrated a 

comprehensive approach to addressing systemic inequities. His acknowledgment of his 

progress, journey, and ongoing challenges highlighted the complexities of striving to 

achieve equity in education.  

Subtheme 3: Leaders’ Actions that Address Systemic Challenges. Various 

ideas connected to acknowledging and addressing inequities were evident in the system 

or institution where participants operated. The systemic issues ranged from staffing and 

scheduling to matters of race, racial issues, and the acknowledgment of these issues by 

stakeholders. There was a sense that staff and stakeholders needed to exert more 

influence and be more aligned to effect lasting, equitable change. Most participants took 

steps within their school community to make these changes. In contrast, some 

participants disregarded the neglect of stakeholders. They forged creative partnerships 

outside their community to meet the lack they recognized and attain productive solutions 

for their students and staff. This theme challenges the reinforcement of systemic, 
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institutional inequities and institutional biases and practices within schools and school 

districts that result in inequitable treatment and opportunities for students based on their 

culture, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.  

Challenges in Systems and Practices. The data revealed that the principals 

worked to address the challenges within the established local education systems 

associated with educational policies and practices. The principals highlighted the 

challenges in the economic and social factors that influence decisions about financial 

resources, hiring practices, professional development, teacher quality, teaching resources, 

and others. Assistant Principal Clarion voiced his disappointment with some of the 

systemic factors. Assistant Principal Clarion’s focus on collaboration highlighted a 

critical shift in leadership dynamics. He saw value in diverse perspectives, believing that 

inclusive dialogues could unlock innovative strategies for educational equity. His 

approach encouraged a culture of curiosity and innovation, where voices across the 

spectrum could contribute to systemic improvements. This forward-thinking mindset set 

the stage for potential breakthroughs in addressing educational disparities. He described 

how those approaches could lead to increased student success and raise the performance 

of traditionally minoritized and marginalized students. More ideas would provide more 

ways to address issues connected to marginalized youth. He explained: 

I’ve had success in doing those kinds of things and those changes, you know, 

raising scores, test scores, even the simplest thing such as graduation rate. If we 

come up with ways to minimize how many scheduled changes need to be made in 

the fall for students, this will correlate to an improved graduation rate… The kids 

complain that ‘I don’t have this in my schedule,’ or ‘I’m missing this, or you’ve 

put me in this class again.’ We need to minimize all those kinds of things.  

 

Assistant Principal Clarion linked innovative approaches to achieving real 

tangible outcomes and demonstrated the power of adaptability in educational settings. His 
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story served as evidence that systemic change was achievable, particularly if leaders 

proactively addressed bureaucratic obstacles that disproportionately affected students of 

color. His insights suggested that practical solutions, like optimizing scheduling 

practices, could significantly impact graduation rates, thus alleviating one of many 

barriers hindering marginalized students. 

In adamant statements, Assistant Principal Clarion said that, unfortunately, many 

of these obstacles disproportionately affected ELL and Black and Brown students. He 

remarked that the system required certain elective courses which negatively affect the 

graduation timeline for many ELL students because their first one to two years of high 

school were filled with support courses that did not translate to the real credits required 

for graduation. Consequently, many of these students had to remain in school for one or 

more years to earn their diplomas. He explained that each year, many ELL students could 

have graduated but did not because of course selection policies. He said: “The district is 

trying to build up the students’ [English] language [skills], but they’re also delaying the 

students’ ability to graduate.”   

A systemic flaw in educational policy, where well-intentioned support initiatives 

inadvertently perpetuated inequity, was exposed as a result of Assistant Principal 

Clarion’s observation. His critical stance emphasized the urgency of reevaluating 

educational structures that, though designed to assist, ended up disadvantaging ELL 

students. His call for reform highlighted the necessity of aligning curricular requirements 

with students’ educational trajectories, ensuring that support systems genuinely facilitated 

rather than hindered progress. He stated that when he asked questions about the 

graduation rates of ELL students, he received responses such as:  



 

161 

 

They’re [counselors and administrators] like, I know, but there were supports we 

were putting in. And I’m like, I get it, but all this support without letting them 

access the education that they have to, that they need to graduate, is not helpful. 

You know?  

 

Assistant Principal Clarion’s critique of the administrative response underscored a 

disconnect between policy intentions and their real-world impact. His frustration pointed 

to a lack of systemic accountability, where decision-makers failed to bridge the gap 

between support mechanisms and students’ actual educational needs. By questioning the 

status quo, Assistant Principal Clarion advocated for a better approach that prioritized 

more realistic outcomes over theoretical assistance. He believed that courses and 

graduation requirements should be designed to ensure students can graduate. He stated: 

So, we should look through and reorganize what support classes we give, examine 

what those supports are and their impact, and then ask how we can change that to 

say, okay, this support is good for these students, right? So, let’s get rid of that 

support. Let’s put something else in place and try to minimize the number of 

classes given. We should maximize the efficiency and support we provide.  

 

An acute awareness of the intricacies within educational policies were revealed as 

a result of Assistant Principal Clarion’s call for systemic reorganization. His focus on 

efficiency highlighted the need for targeted interventions that genuinely aligned with 

students’ academic journeys. By advocating for a reevaluation of support structures, he 

championed a proactive approach to equity that dismantled the foundation of barriers, 

paving the way for an educational landscape that was both inclusive and effective. He 

stated that these students lacked effective resources and ample opportunities to graduate 

on time. They were burdened with excessive classes and were given credits that did not 

push them toward graduation. This policy and systemic practice required change. 

Moreover, in addition to the excessive course load, students needed to complete hours of 

community service throughout their school years. However, some minoritized and 
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marginalized student populations found this difficult due to various factors. Assistant 

Principal Clarion further stated: 

So we’re asking kids who are already struggling to make it and their families, but 

we’re telling them to volunteer and go, you know, support. There is a huge 

inequity for many of our kids who benefit from those volunteer places. Like, oh, 

go volunteer at the soup kitchen. Great, because that’s where I go every, you 

know, Monday, to get some food. To me, it seems like a huge inequity of trying to 

make it from paycheck to paycheck as a family, and you’re asking me to 

volunteer my time. So, there, as I said, there are many policies that, again, I think 

we need to consistently look at, such as what ones are at school and what ones we 

can change here. But I do know, like, in a larger picture, it bothers me some of the 

policies that come from the state, that comes from the county, that continues to 

put our kids in poverty at a more significant disadvantage, and SSL is one of 

those. 

 

According to Assistant Principal Clarion, the systemic practice did not account for 

the possible limitations of many of our students affected by poverty and other issues that 

have rendered them marginalized and minoritized. He emphasized the disconnect 

between educational expectations and students’ lived realities and the fact that well-

intentioned policies could exacerbate socioeconomic disparities. He underscored the need 

for a holistic review of policies to ensure more inclusion and equity. Despite the spirit 

behind the requirement of having students complete voluntary work within the 

community, it disregarded the limitations of many students due to their current political 

status and their family’s socioeconomic needs. While some students met these 

requirements with ease, Assistant Principal Clarion reiterated the point that it is often a 

burdensome task for the Black and Brown marginalized and minoritized students. This 

policy ignored the issues connected to these students’ status as newcomers or the limited 

resources and opportunities that might have been available to some of these marginalized 

and minoritized students.  
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To further exemplify Assistant Principal Clarion’s point, Principal Tazal 

explained how the efforts to understand the experiences of some students through a 

recent audit left the school system confused. He explained that the need to truly 

understand the culture of students and the way they learn was critical if the school system 

was to truly meet their needs. After examining its equity audit, Principal Tazal discussed 

the results of his school district’s efforts. He remarked that the results showed that there 

had to be more focus and strategies beyond an audit to serve the needs of diverse student 

bodies and parents truly. He critically reflected, stating: 

As we’re looking at data, as we’re looking at research, as we’re looking at the 

audit, you know, the response that people give us doesn’t always fit cleanly into 

the expected titles such as—this student is marginalized because they’re Latino, 

that one is FARMS, that one newly immigrated.  

 

Principal Tazal’s reflection revealed the limitations of data-driven approaches that 

relied solely on broad categorization. His critique highlighted the complexity of students’ 

identities, which often transcended labels. By acknowledging the audit’s inadequacies, he 

advocated for varied ways of understanding students’ needs and that educators should 

address the underlying factors that contributed to systemic inequities.  

Principal Tazal stated that the one thing they knew was that several students with 

the descriptors of marginalized or newly immigrated or FARMS “had barriers to 

learning.” Principal Tazal believed that the data was essential, but it did not drill down on 

the problem. He explained:  

So we try very hard to; while that data is essential, we don’t focus on so much the 

responses to maybe a generic survey because what we’re struggling with right 

now is that the questions of the audit are very general questions. They don’t drill 

down to what the problem is.  
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The limitation of standardized approaches to understanding student needs were 

underscored by Principal Tazal’s critique of the surveys. He highlighted the importance 

of drilling down as one of the base causes of educational disparities and the need for a 

more comprehensive analysis that went beyond surface-level data. The approach 

suggested was a call that advocated for a deeper exploration of the inherent systemic 

issue that contributed to educational inequity, urging leaders to move beyond simplistic 

assessments and engage with the complexities of student experiences.  

Principal Tazal felt that teachers needed to address their biases and teach from a 

real-world perspective to be educators rather than just teachers. He explicitly expressed 

his concern for his minoritized students and the despair he felt when reflecting on the 

stance of many teachers toward educating minoritized and marginalized students. He 

explained that teachers needed to be more reflective and see themselves as educators, not 

just teachers. He explained: 

There are teachers, and then there are educators. Teachers are the ones who may 

give up on kids. Educators will never give up on kids because their job is always 

to teach. Teachers should strive to be educators; they must be more lenient with 

students. I think it is going to be difficult over the next few years because we have 

to get past, maybe, their biases, maybe their prejudices, maybe their, you know, 

frozen thinking. I’m unsure how to categorize it, but if we can’t change our 

approach to this different group of learners, I’m really worried, especially for our 

minoritized students.  

 

The distinction between teachers and educators Principal Tazal made is a strong 

critique of traditional pedagogical roles. He highlighted the importance of fostering a 

growth mindset among teachers. By challenging entrenched biases and encouraging a 

move toward compassionate and adaptive teaching practices, Principal Tazal emphasized 

the potential for transformative change. Principal Tazal wanted educators and 

administrative teams to recognize the implications of ignoring race and ethnicity and how 
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it may impact student outcomes, especially for our minoritized students. His concern for 

the minoritized students illustrated his concern about the need for educators to rise to the 

challenge of meeting diverse learning needs with empathy and innovation.   

Principal Tazal further questioned the system practices when dealing with the 

majority subgroup within some schools in the district. Principal Tazal wanted educators 

and administrative teams to recognize the implications of ignoring race and ethnicity and 

how it might have impacted student outcomes, especially for minoritized students. 

Principal Tazal stated: 

We authentically looked at how we can serve our underserved students. Just the 

mere fact that, you know, Spanish-speaking students now make up the majority of 

the students in the district, yet when the district rolls out community messages or 

things we get to send home, it’s not translated. It should be translated for the 

majority of the population—Spanish, but that does not happen.  

 

The statement showed Principal Tazal’s critique of the communication practices, 

which highlighted a glaring oversight in addressing linguistic diversity. His emphasis on 

the need for translation showed his commitment to inclusivity, which recognized the 

linguistic realities of the student population and the potential for systemic improvements 

that could have bridged the gap between schools and the communities they served. 

Principal Tazal explained that critical assessments and surveys were also not 

translated to meet the diverse student body, thus resulting in limited responses and 

unclear results. He remarked that he was fortunate to have teachers and other community 

resources to assist with his efforts to acknowledge all students and be culturally cognizant 

of all students in his student body. He further remarked that parents whose first language 

is not English at times struggled when navigating the district and finding access for their 

child. Principal Tazal truly believed districts needed to find a way to support each local 
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school community based on the local community and population of students they served. 

He reflected: 

I think, differentiating the support for our parents, knowing that there are some 

very highly educated parents, and then there are parents that just have very basic 

[education]. I think the system also really needs to, you know, find spaces and 

find ways. Going back to the voice data, yes, we hold these community meetings, 

and whoever shows, but, you know, those are intrinsically motivated parents who 

are going to come to that space. And those are the parents that are probably going 

to show up anyhow. How can we go out into the community? And we 

hypothesize all the time. Should we go to churches? Should we go to community 

centers? Should we go into apartment complexes? How can we get their input 

from our community? Even during COVID, when we had all the PTA [Parent 

Teacher Association] Zoom meetings, we had more people show up for the Zoom 

meetings than we had show up in person. You know, so right there is a space. 

 

Through reflection on parental engagement, Principal Tazal revealed a proactive 

approach to building bridges between schools and communities. His stress on 

differentiated support acknowledged the diverse needs of families, advocating for 

outreach strategies that met parents where they were. By exploring alternative avenues 

for community engagement, Principal Tazal focused  on the potential for meaningful and 

inclusive interactions that empowered parents as active participants in their children’s 

education. He suggested that leveraging technology, as demonstrated during COVID, 

could be a valuable tool in creating stronger connections with families, ultimately 

contributing to a more equitable educational ecosystem.  

Other participants echoed similar responses in the data. Another was Principal 

Shivu. Principal Shivu believed it was crucial for school districts to focus on the issues 

and the needs of the minoritized and marginalized populations within schools: 

You should use statistics such as ‘Ever Farms’ to make it look like this is a unique 

population with unique needs. And so, we need to keep that in mind to be 

culturally proficient, but also when we’re trying to reach parents and don’t hear 

back. When we’re trying to reach kids, we don’t hear back. When these kids drop 
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off and are on our radar in the building, when you see them in the building, they 

don’t want to come into the classroom for one reason or another.  

 

Principal Shivu’s perspective on using statistics such as Ever Farms as indicators 

of unique student needs demonstrated the importance of recognizing the distinct 

challenges faced by marginalized students. Principal Shivu’s observations suggested that 

systemic efforts to reach students and parents had to go beyond surface-level outreach, 

instead delving into the underlying factors that contributed to disengagement. By 

emphasizing the need for cultural awareness and proficiency, Principal Shivu advocated 

for educational practices that resonated with diverse communities and empowered them 

to participate actively in the educational journey.  

Principal Shivu believed that cultural proficiency required a genuine concern for 

his students’ attendance, communication, and connections with students’ parents. He 

explained the importance of understanding his students’ cultural and academic 

challenges, saying, “We need to be aware of and recognize the diversity challenges 

among our minoritized and marginalized populations.”  

 The data revealed a profound commitment among participants to challenge 

systemic inequities and promote equity and diversity awareness within the study 

participants’ districts. The insights and reflections shared by leaders like Assistant 

Principal Clarion, Principal Tazal, and Principal Shivu underscored the importance of 

addressing systemic barriers that hindered educational equity. Their experiences 

highlighted the need for innovative approaches, cultural proficiency, and inclusive 

practices that recognized and celebrated the diverse needs of students and communities. 

By challenging traditional paradigms and advocating for change, these leaders paved the 
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way for a more equitable and inclusive educational landscape that empowered all 

students to succeed, regardless of their background or circumstances.  

Assistant Principal Jean and Principal Barron had similar approaches to 

addressing deficit mindset and cultivating culturally responsive practices. Both 

collaborated with teachers and parents to conduct book studies on race and ethnicity to 

challenge beliefs about marginalized students. The book studies led to conversations 

regarding AP class placements and bias and stereotypes about dress codes in relation to 

race, as well as about students in the LGBTQ community. They were conscious about the 

level of support meted out to these groups. The emphasis on reading and studying was to 

encourage students to see themselves as readers and leaders in positions of influence in 

society. This influenced the insertion of books into the curriculum that reflected their 

students and were relevant to their lives. 

  Assistant Principal Jean stated that there was very little focus on the study of race, 

equity, and culture in the conversation at his school. He tried to introduce these studies, 

but he experienced significant pushback from the teachers and staff. He noted that the 

more he discussed inequity and social justice, the more he challenged mindset and 

policies of exclusion, and the more he had difficulty influencing change among his older 

White staff members. He encouraged teachers and staff to examine the curriculum and 

instruction to analyze the literature and develop culturally responsive strategies within 

their Professional Learning Communities (PLC). Assistant Principal Jean believed that 

minoritized students needed to have a voice and be included; therefore, culturally 

responsive practices were critical. He stated: 

I advocate for staff to be more culturally proficient. Yet, some staff members do 

not prioritize this. I believe it is important to understand the norms and variations 
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in different cultures and how to help our students without becoming or creating 

obstacles because we ignore their cultures.  

 

His approach emphasized the importance of honoring cultural differences in our students 

in an effort to build a more inclusive school environment.  

Interestingly, Principal Barron reflected on his time and explained that they 

consistently identified social justice issues that his instructional team needed to address. 

He explained that:  

… we had students in the LGBTQ community who were not being supported and 

that they identified had been bullied by peers. There were issues about the dress 

code and student dress code that we had that they felt were racially biased against 

students of color and were sexist. They identified they didn’t think that our 

advanced classes were representative of our student population. They were filled 

mostly with White students and not students of color. So these are all pretty big 

issues.  

 

Principal Barron remarked that he was surprised by all the issues because he had 

been doing equity work for 3 years. He reflected and realized that the work was being 

done from the adults’ perspectives and addressed things from the adults’ views, voiding 

the perspectives of the key stakeholders, the students. Principal Barron stated:  

We did find that our female students and, in particular, Black students were 

getting dress code violations more than their counterparts. So, we ended up letting 

the students guide what they wanted to change and what they felt would be more 

appropriate. And the code changed. We created a Gay-Straight Alliance for our 

LGBTQ community and changed our criteria for entering honors and advanced 

classes. 

 

Principal Barron remarked that a key strategy was to put students first. This meant 

that when White teachers objected to having Black and Brown students in their AP 

classes for reasons other than academics, he objected. When teachers made derogatory 

remarks about Black girls’ close-fitting clothing, he had to confront and have private 

conversations about the real issues that might have been preventing the students from 
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other clothing options. He had to address the teacher’s over-sexualization of students and 

student name-calling practices, such as calling them names that represented or reflected 

the poor communities in which they lived or were originally born. These deficit 

approaches of teachers had to be singled out and directly addressed. Principal Barron 

remarked that he had to discipline the teachers in this school because of the entrenched 

racist ideology, comments, and attitudes that they had toward students of color. He 

mentioned that the history of the school community influenced the racial climate that 

existed, and he was consistently trying to reverse the effects. Principal Barron explained 

that the school community was predominantly affluent and White; however, the student 

population became more diverse. Although the student population changed, the teacher 

population remained predominantly White. Unfortunately, the ignorance, negative 

perceptions, and stereotypes of some of the White teachers and staff about Black and 

Brown students persisted and never evolved to meet the needs of the new diverse context. 

According to Principal Barron: 

When they complained about my support for teachers, I explained to everybody 

that I didn’t get into this profession to support teachers. I got into this profession 

to make a difference for kids. And so it doesn’t mean I want to be the enemy of 

teachers. It’s just that there’s only one number one priority, and that is students. 

When I talk about students first, it’s not just a cliché. 

  

Principal Barron stated he vehemently stood his ground and supported students by 

forcing staff to acknowledge and address their stereotypes, cultivate awareness, and 

transform their limiting perspectives about the students they were being paid to serve. His 

principalship showed his resolve to promote equitable educational outcomes for his Black 

and Brown Students. He believed that his school context was like his home and that he 

needed to prioritize fixing it. He narrated:  
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My school culture is not like I do my house. If there’s something wrong, if I don’t 

fix it, it’s not going to fix itself naturally. If the plumbing is broken, it doesn’t just 

fix itself. If something needs to be vacuumed, it doesn’t just get vacuumed by 

itself. So we have to do the hard work, sometimes it’s hurtful. It hurts us to do that 

work. Sometimes it’s hurtful with feelings or… There are things that maybe I’ve 

said to people, and I challenge people all the time, like, call me out.  

 

Principal Barron further highlighted the importance of having an open mind and 

capacity for all students and student groups. He stated: 

So I think it’s just this kind of relationships, it’s day to day, it’s taking 

opportunities, making time so that you can make these connections and help 

students not only discover talents that are within each of them but to realize that 

they can truly accomplish anything if they put their minds to it. The second group 

that I worked with, you wouldn’t think this is a marginalized group initially, but 

sometimes social groups can be marginalized. 

 

Notably, these participant interviews highlighted that principals had to be aware 

of all groups and groupings to honor all students equitably and move the needle of justice 

for all students. The marginalized social group within his school made him realize that 

equity work was constant and evolving and had to be all-inclusive. His acknowledgment 

and involvement in all social groups within his school gave him leverage to infiltrate the 

culture of the sport [of rowing] so it would become more diverse. Principal Barron had to 

demonstrate his commitment to all groups and be considered an influencer of lasting 

equitable change within the social group. He encouraged the students to promote their 

group to all students if they wanted him to provide additional support. He stated:  

If you promote it more, then you’ll be promoted more. I need you to reach out to 

other kids. Right now, the cruising pretty much looks the same. I want to 

challenge you to get some diversity here. And I said, well, that’s great. I mean, 

because we’re not about being exclusive. We’re about being inclusive. And so I 

want to ensure that everything we do is not just academics. Its clubs and 

organizations need to be inclusive as well. 

 

As he reflected on his journey and the various ways he had to challenge the 

teachers’ deficit mindset toward Black and Brown students, he stated: 
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I am only a Middle Eastern man. I do not know what it’s like to live the life of an 

Asian woman, a Hispanic man, or a Black woman, but I do want to understand. 

And that’s why we have to have these open conversations. It takes time. It’s not 

just one session, and now, all of a sudden, we’re an equity-minded school. It’s 

constant work. Day to day, person to person. And as we do that, I feel like that’s 

how we make a difference in kids’ lives. 

 

Principal Barron’s reflection illustrated the significance of being consistent, aware, and 

focused on intentional actions that foster equity and inclusion.  

Principal Barron’s approach to leadership for minoritized and marginalized 

students was the type of leadership that gave hope to Assistant Principal Jean when he 

was a young man transitioning from middle school to high school. Assistant Principal 

Jean had positive mentorship experiences from administrators who believed in him 

despite his challenges as an urban youth from, at times, challenging socio-economic 

conditions. He spoke with pride about his mother’s tenacity to get him into a school 

outside of the inner-city community to get him into a school she thought would be most 

beneficial. At this school, he understood the power of seeing students and their true 

potential—not their circumstances that might be colored by our implicit biases and deficit 

thinking but what they could become. He reflected on his mentor and stated:  

He’s someone I have literally followed and mimicked every step of his journey, 

being able to provide young people who look like me the same experience that he 

offered me. He was just somebody who was pivotal in my experience to not only 

appreciate the value and love of education but also to provide access for young 

people. Every day over the loudspeaker, he made sure that we knew that we had a 

small window to make a significant impact. 

 

Assistant Principal Jean’s mentor was a doctoral student who looked like him, 

giving him the opportunity and access. This influenced him to do the same and follow in 

his path. Principal Barron and a number of the other principals and assistant principals 

spoke about the power of mentorship and the emulation of solid leadership skills from the 
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mentors they encountered during their careers. The identification of talent and the ability 

to see another who looked like you in a position were the hallmarks and turning points in 

the principal’s journey to being an equity-focused leader. These equity-focused, 

transformative leaders continued to fight for students, especially those who were 

minoritized and/or marginalized.  

Assistant Principal Jean stated that a deficit mindset toward students of color 

existed not only in the classroom but was also seen throughout the school community by 

other members of staff. Assistant Principal Jean believed it was necessary to challenge 

the status quo of how schools communicated and sent messages to Black and Brown 

students. He believed the message had to overturn and challenge biases that have kept 

specific rules about clothing and disciplinary structures that existed only in certain 

schools. He believed that students needed to be educated to use words to push back and 

self-advocate, not to be offensive but to create equitable change so their voices were 

heard. He reflected on the challenges students fought to overcome within the schools.  

He explained: 

We see it with school safety officers, you know, students that get to that space 

when they’re getting ready to graduate, and they don’t want to go up to metal 

detectors anymore. And they can give you absolute reasons. I’ll tell you one 

thing: our climate’s bad. We sell hoodies at our school. And students sometimes 

like to wear hoodies, not to operate from a space of malice or harm or a space 

from what society deems unsafe. The students often question when the officers 

tell them to remove their hoodies, asking, ‘But why is the school selling hoodies if 

we can’t wear our hoods?’ Right? And it’s challenging the status quo. 

  

Assistant Principal Jean intentionally set up forums to meet with parents and 

cohorts of students and discussed how he and the administrative team could improve their 

school environment, promote the students’ agenda, and ways in which they could address 

the students’ academic and social needs. He further stated:  
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I’ve been intentional about setting up forums where, before we make any 

decision, we hear from parents, we hear from students, and we hold sessions to 

get their perspective and to see how it lands for students, which we may not be 

able to see at the time without considering their voice. So, student empowerment 

happens at a variety of levels. What I’ve also said is even sometimes, when we 

might not appreciate the perspective immediately, it still has allowed us to think 

critically about making adjustments so that whatever systems or protocols we put 

in place affect everyone positively.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean further emphasized the importance of elevating the voice 

of specific student groups within his unique context, not only the Black students, who 

were the majority. He stated that he had recently narrowed his focus to examine the 

“newcomer” students, who were among his marginalized and minoritized population. He 

believed it was critical for teachers and administrators to educate themselves about the 

students and thus create a school environment that was culturally aware. He narrated:   

Those who identify as transgender, our students, I wouldn’t say, our students who 

may identify anywhere within a group of LGBTQIA, but I would say specifically 

the newcomer learning academy students, Asian, male and female, Caucasian, 

male and female, African American male.  

 

Furthermore, he mentioned that the ELL students who were newcomers 

experienced a system that existed within the larger school. The newcomers were 

recommended for a specific curriculum track which differed from the track of native 

speakers because of their ELL status. He explained that it was a method of support but 

also a limiting implement that narrowed the academic pathways for ELL students. 

Assistant Principal Jean did not see this method as beneficial for the student and had tried 

to change this perspective and approach to ELL students’ education. He sought to 

implement additional support from specific teachers—teachers who would support the 

students throughout the year. He further highlighted that:  

Immersion is one of the most significant supports because immersion provides 

exposure. It provides intentional academic support by allowing them [ELL 
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students] to see and experience other students in different ways and experience 

other forms of education so they can grow in that way. As I was explaining earlier 

in terms of if you don’t give students an opportunity to flourish where they can go 

outside of their constraints.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean made efforts to change his perceptions about his ELL 

population from one that was deficit-based to one that focused on their assets. He did this 

within his building outside the directives from the school district. He had been trying to 

give them more opportunities and support to push their limits in a safe and supportive 

environment.  

 Overall, these interview results indicated that all principals consistently addressed 

deficit mindsets and barriers to uncover potential and create an environment where all 

children thrived. Each participant, although with different approaches, led their team by 

focusing on the students who were most marginalized or minoritized to critique 

inequitable practices, overcome implicit biases, and dismantle stereotypes to emphasize 

student voice and agency, inculcate growth mindsets, and transform limiting 

perspectives. A number of the principals were enthusiastic about educating themselves 

and succinctly providing opportunities to educate their staff with training on race and 

equity practices. Furthermore, addressing societal and cultural systems of inequity and 

cultivating cultural awareness was of utmost importance to these principals. These 

principals continued to push the envelope and present circumstances of education that so 

often neglected some students, especially those marginalized and minoritized, by 

deconstructing old knowledge frameworks and exercising moral courage to effect 

profound and equitable change. Nevertheless, a number of the principals noted that more 

work needed to be done to address the needs of the minoritized populations such as 

ELLs, African American males, LGBTQI students, and some religious and social groups. 
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Most principals saw the need to oppose the established systems and create the 

environment they saw as best for their student population, regardless of the majority of 

the stakeholders’ positions or policies.  

This subtheme leaders’ actions that address systemic challenges revealed that 

participants were aware of and actively implemented practices and processes to challenge 

systemic inequalities, stereotypes, and biases through persistent actions. Participants 

highlighted the unequal distribution of resources and opportunities as significant barriers, 

identifying these as catalysts of inequitable strategies in talent acquisition and diversity as 

well as in maintaining talent acquisition power. They noted a lack of understanding of 

student experiences from a cultural perspective and through a culturally responsive lens, 

which might have stemmed from inadequate methods of collecting accurate data. There 

was also concern about the deficit-based mentality prevalent in schools regarding student 

achievement outcomes, which contributed to the perpetuation of racial and ethnic 

disparities and gaps. Addressing the absence of professional development on race-related 

topics, including racial stereotypes, characteristics, and White supremacy culture, was 

seen as crucial. 

Additional systemic barriers identified from the data included limited access and 

opportunities due to school boundaries, neighborhood schools, and home school 

networks. Participants noted challenges associated with intersectionality and the lack of 

strategies to address these issues, as well as the varied learning methods for all students. 

Teacher reluctance to collaborate with peers and students to plan learning approaches and 

the hesitancy to be observed in order to identify the best strategies for students emerged 

as systemic barriers that hindered progress. Furthermore, unnecessary course 
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requirements and non-academic activities needed for graduation presented significant 

challenges for some students, particularly marginalized youth. Systemically, school 

attendance policies, scheduling, course choices, and community volunteer requirements 

often overlooked the personal struggles that minoritized students faced. These systemic 

issues continued to pose extraordinary challenges for students, especially those who were 

minoritized and marginalized. However, overcoming these barriers led to the 

implementation of transformative strategies. The following section will examine how the 

study participants navigated their local education system’s practices to promote equity 

regardless of the level of support received from the stakeholders within the system and 

also the transformative strategies identified in the data that supported culturally 

responsive family and community, student agency, and empowerment.  

Subtheme 4: Culturally Responsive Family and Community. Principal Shivu 

believed in the power of establishing a community through the implementation of 

informal events supported by community stakeholders. He believed that schools and 

school districts might not have had all the resources to conduct the work that equity-

focused leaders desired to implement; therefore, it was crucial to leverage partnerships 

within the broader community. He explained that it might have been seen as a tool to 

forge and deepen the relationship between schools and parents, especially those parents 

who might have been disengaged due to cultural differences, language barriers, and 

technology challenges. He believed alternative communication methods were necessary 

to engage all parent communities within the school buildings. He explained:  

Suppose the families feel welcome in the school space and see that the school and 

the systems are working together to help them. In that case, they’re going to be 

that much more likely, in my opinion, to some extent, to answer the phone when 

the school calls, to ask their kids about how school is going, to activate accounts 
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to their student data online. Because we all, you know, I can’t tell you how many 

parents you speak to, and they are, they have the sense of futility that they can’t 

help their kids. They might lack the formal education to help them with things 

like Geometry and English 11 and Biology, and they might also lack the capacity 

to have the time and the energy to do it. If we establish more of a positive kind of 

climate and connection with them who knows where it will go.  

 

Principal Barron stated that an equitable strategy was to leverage parents and 

establish inclusive communication practices to promote positive student outcomes. He 

reflected, saying: 

Like, how are we leveraging parents to be teammates, not adversaries, to help our 

students, because we know our students don’t just operate in a silo; there’s the 

‘home’ student, and there’s a ‘school’ student, and he’s the same kid and, so, if 

he’s not disruptive with mom but he’s disruptive at school, what can we find out 

what’s happening at home to kind of help replicate so that we can be more 

supportive at school?  

 

Principal Barron believed that teachers should have been supported to understand 

students’ experiences if they were expected to respond positively to Black and Brown 

students who had been impacted by poverty.  

Professional Development. He believed professional development sessions might 

have helped some teachers better support these students, saying:  

And so part of it is, you know, PD for teachers. Like, if you’ve never been of this 

race or you’ve never been of this income level, if you don’t live in poverty, then 

you might not be as sensitive as you need to be to understand that the kids don’t 

have electricity at home because they couldn’t pay the bills. How do you expect 

them to do the homework? Or if your primary concern is getting food, and you’re 

hungry, are you academically motivated to complete the homework or to study for 

the test or the quiz? It doesn’t mean don’t hold them accountable. It’s just that we 

should be sensitive to it. And if Charles says, ‘Hey, can I take the test on a 

Saturday?’ and if it’s within reason, can you make that accommodation? And so I 

think those are the kinds of things that we continue to look at. 

 

Principal Vieron also believed in supporting teachers. She prioritized this need 

and further discussed strategies for connectedness and belonging within her school. She 
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highlighted the step she took to develop teachers’ efficacy: establishing student-affirming 

environments. She touted: 

I train teachers to have community and create a community within their classroom 

protocol. This protocol can then transition from just establishing trust and 

relationships personally to utilizing that structure with the content. You can put 

the content inside these community-building practices so you’re teaching them 

[students] while constantly creating a sense of belonging and building community 

within your classrooms.  

 

Principal Vieron expressed that some barriers to change were chronic and that 

teachers found it challenging to overcome the chronic issues while building 

connectedness. She stated: 

It’s hard to convince them that taking the time to do this new and extra thing that 

doesn’t feel natural to me is the way to go. So that will always be a barrier with a 

new thing, new pedagogy, or idea. Infusing that to where people believe it and 

receive that it is important enough for them to pay attention to, learn about, turn 

around, implement, and get better at it. Really, the things that always get in the 

way of education are the way; what gets in the way of the new thing is the old 

thing. They are very good at just doing the same damn thing and there’s a fear of 

that change. What if I change it, and it doesn’t work? It is high stakes, right? 

 

She reflected on the importance of the work and the need to embrace change, 

stating: 

We’re not there; our data has a long way to go, yet we have to not look at it in 

isolation, getting teachers to see that this is a year-long thing. You are constantly 

creating belonging. You are constantly looking for ways to do that through your 

content and how you will assess children and give them a voice in the classroom. 

So it’s a process. It’s just different. Especially now that you’ve been teaching this 

way for years, this is not how you teach. 

 

Like many other participants, Principal Vieron aimed to effect inequitable environments 

and create significant and equitable change for students, especially minoritized and 

marginalized populations.  

Teachers Mindset and Student Agency. Likewise, Assistant Principal Jean 

reflected on the challenges he faced in his efforts to empower his students. He 
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experienced teacher resentment toward students and complaints about the students’ 

opposition to the strategies they were employing in the classes. He stated that student 

empowerment allows students to flourish, develop, and be solution-focused instead of 

waiting for others to tell them the next move to make. Assistant Principal Jean stated: “I 

think that it’s allowed students to flourish from the standpoint of developing and being 

solution focused.”  

He reflected on the negating challenges of such practices as those connected to 

staff perception of students and their cultural ideologies, which were connected to 

defeating cultural ways of being and seeing the world. He explained passionately that he 

consistently had to remind teachers of the school’s mission statement about promoting 

students as leaders and productive citizens. He stated: 

Teachers react negatively to students, although students have respectfully, 

critically thought, problem-solved, and effectively communicated things that they 

did not like to teachers. From the accountability standpoint, students should 

respectfully state their claim and get their point across.  

 

He further stated that he had to have several conversations with teachers to ask pointed 

questions. He stated:   

I have had conversations with teachers, and we’ve discussed, going back to our 

mission statement, what do we want from students, right? What do we need for 

them to be effective and productive citizens? And you know, what does that look 

like? I think that we’ve recognized that teachers say, well, yeah, we want students 

to be able to communicate well and to be able to challenge the system when the 

system isn’t accurate. Sometimes, teachers just don’t like being challenged 

because it’s how it needs to be, and this is how I see it.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean remarked that he wanted teachers to work together 

cohesively to elevate the voices and efficacy of students and not feel as though he and his 

administrative team’s efforts would not make them the enemy of teachers. He stated: 

“We are not enemies. However, they must work together and grow together. I always use 
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the word us because I want teachers to feel like it’s not just them against us; it’s us as a 

collective.”  

Principal Lilac also shared that teachers must elevate student voices and affirm 

their culture. She stated: 

…the leader of that classroom, where the teacher listens and shares power with 

the students. You know, it’s a classroom where we make and develop our norms 

together and take opportunities to share our identities with one another and affirm 

each other’s identities. It’s a place where a teacher values hearing all voices, so 

you can’t be the kid who wants to sit in the back and doesn’t answer. I can’t opt 

out of this. It’s a space where students’ strengths are affirmed, respected, and 

elevated. I’m getting feedback on how I can grow with an attitude that I can grow 

and am capable. And that I’m seen as a person where a teacher is interested in a 

whole student and their experiences, interests, hobbies, and families. So to me, 

that’s what it looks like. So when I go into a classroom, I can sense that a teacher 

is there, and we are learning together with a guide versus a sage on  stage who’s 

interested in, you know, Exit Card performance. 

 

Principal Lilac explained the connection between student voice and asset-based 

pedagogy as tools for equity-focused leadership practices. Assistant Principal Jean 

believed that building the capacity and self-efficacy of students and student’s voice with 

intentionality caused change within the adults within the building and the school’s culture 

and practices. He reflected and explained: 

It’s caused us to grow and to think about the intentionality of how we frame 

education for our young people. And we don’t allow them to feel like they have a 

voice, or what does it say when we make them feel as though they can’t engage in 

a healthy debate with us about their grade or what they did wrong because 

everything in education is about learning. It’s not about being right or being 

wrong. It’s about growing and learning from something and what that experience 

teaches us for the future. Is it all teachers who, I’m going to use the word 

pushback?  

 

Assistant Principal Jean challenged the systemic and sociocultural framework of 

students for personal and public good. He challenged the perspectives and perceptions of 

the adults regarding who students should be in the eyes of teachers who are fearful of 
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change. The teachers feared new methods and instead clung to the “old way” of doing 

things, thus perpetuating White supremacy characteristics.  

The need to find alternative ways to communicate with parents was echoed by 

most principals who supported urban schools and schools with high immigrant ELL 

populations. They had difficulty getting in touch with students’ parents. Principal Cher, 

Assistant Principal Ryder, and Assistant Principal Jean all believed local collaborative 

efforts within the schools were among the most effective strategies for influencing 

students to change. These principals overcame the challenge of getting parents involved 

to become the “school parents” the children need. Each was able to source external 

partners to support students’ academic and leadership aptitude without the involvement 

of parents. Principal Cher explained that the first line of defense is to call parents: “We 

don’t get a lot of parents up here for back-to-school night or conferences.” She further 

explained that while the task was challenging because sometimes the parents or guardians 

might be working, there was still no excuse if we made assumptions about students 

without knowledge of their situations. Therefore, it was vital for her as the administrator 

to make calls even if teachers found it difficult. She stated: 

I make a lot of parent phone calls. So I can get to know what’s going on with the 

students. And most of the time, they tell me as well. When their names come up, 

I’ll say, do you know this student is dealing with this, this, and this? The mother 

works at 6 a.m., so don’t assume the student is out. 

 

Some principals thought it necessary to visit the students’ neighborhoods to 

understand their experiences and suspend judgments about their needs or lack. Principal 

Lilac and her administrative team sought to understand her children’s families and 

establish a connection to the families and the larger community by establishing bus tours. 

She narrated: “Administrators have been engaging in these activities such as bus tours of 
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their communities. And they’ve been doing these community pop-ups in the principal’s 

school community.”  

One of the principals who served a school with a very diverse population was in 

such shock about the revelations he saw in the students’ communities that he remarked 

that teachers should see the neighborhoods also, stating that “teachers need to see these 

neighborhoods because the assumption some teachers make is that all the children are 

coming from the very affluent parts of the neighborhood.” The principal narrated the 

encounter during the tour, saying:  

Teachers make assumptions about what students need and what comforts they 

might have at home… Our teachers need to see this. They need to see the cracks 

in the sidewalk. They need to see the grass that hasn’t been mowed. They need to 

see how far they need to get to a grocery store. They need to see these things to 

authentically connect with the kids who come from this part of town, but sharing 

the experience instead of also listening, like seeing with your ears and your eyes, 

is probably the best way that you can be prepared to serve impoverished 

communities. 

 

Principal Lilac believed that to serve students who were marginalized and 

minoritized and impacted by poverty, you first had to understand their experience and 

connect with them instead of making assumptions about their lack or needs.  

Principals Joshua and Principal Barron, and other suburban principals were able 

to establish parent councils and parent advisory boards within their community to ensure 

that partnerships were established and maintained. Their parent councils were created to 

address the sparse involvement of the parents of minority and marginalized students. The 

principals from more urban, inner-city schools in their districts had to be creative with 

their efforts to engage the parents of some of their ELL students, newcomers, and 

multilingual learners. They recognized that, frequently, these were the parents with whom 
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they needed to establish a community. Due to their unique local challenges, each 

principal had to establish family and community partnerships creatively.  

There was an emphasis on collaboration, cultural competence, equity, and 

ongoing professional development to influence all students’ teaching and learning 

cultures, especially marginalized and minoritized populations. Participants discussed how 

they empowered students by providing targeted academic, social, and emotional support, 

amplifying student voices through intentional hiring and programming, and establishing 

educational spaces that boosted morale and a collegiate atmosphere that bolstered 

camaraderie and student leadership. The principals adjusted traditional approaches to 

educational practices to allow for student leadership and student-first approaches such as 

mentorship and student cohorts. The participants also expressed the importance of 

collaborative communication and partnerships that included the family and the larger 

community around the school. The data suggested that inclusive parent and community 

partnerships were transformative in efforts to more deeply understand the students’ 

culture, assets, struggles, and strategies that met their needs. 

The study principals creatively sought student voice data, challenged teacher 

mindsets, and established positive student environments. Each principal explained the 

challenges they experienced while trying to develop family and community relationships 

that honored students’ race, ethnicity, and culture. Nevertheless, despite the obstacles 

experienced, all the principals established alternative nontraditional ways to support 

student agency and empowerment. Additionally, they believed that the best approach to 

increasing students’ engagement was primarily to establish a sense of belonging and 

trust. A student who felt safe would be more open to listening to teachers and accepting 
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of teachers’ efforts to educate. The efficacy and mindset of the teacher were also critical 

to the instructional context and how each would, in turn, build student efficacy. The 

following section will discuss the data on teaching and learning.  

Subtheme 5: Culturally Responsive Teaching and Learning Culture. The 

study participants were asked about the teaching and learning culture that supported 

marginalized and minoritized groups within their schools. Their responses revealed that 

at the core of the issue of teaching and learning was the teacher’s critical perception of 

self, students, and the environment. A number of participants found that some teachers’ 

support for inclusive community activities and their commitment to objective data 

analysis waivered depending on the subgroup of students. The principals had to address 

the critical needs of all students to achieve equitable outcomes. The data analysis led to 

the broad theme of teaching and learning culture that was focused on asset-based 

practices and culturally responsive teaching and the subtheme of teaching that supported 

equitable practices that were asset-based and culturally responsive. 

The Teaching Culture that Supports Equitable Practices Is Asset-based and 

Culturally Responsive. Most participants provided intensely focused responses detailing 

how they and their teachers supported instructional practices that met the needs of 

marginalized and minoritized students. Some of the participants made intentional plans 

for the population easily because most of the population was marginalized and 

minoritized. Two of the participants had to take on the mantle of specific and intentional 

planning for the students affected by poverty in their school entirely alone, and often, 

they became the only voice in the room advocating for change because the minoritized 

and marginalized students did not fit the stereotyped descriptor of students who were 
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generally seen as marginalized. All the participants strongly believed that educators had 

to be intentional about their curriculum planning level to support marginalized and 

minoritized students adequately. The responses also highlighted several challenges to the 

delivery of instruction. These challenges included philosophy about education and 

learning to the varying and unique teaching and hiring needs of each district and school 

community.  

Establish Trusting Relationships. Assistant Principal Ryder believed that 

educators should first honor students for who they were and connect with them 

personally to be more effective educators. Assistant Principal Ryder narrated that it was 

important to “cultivate the heart” in our students. He explained:   

My educational philosophy is to cultivate the heart first before you can… you 

have to cultivate the heart before you can cultivate the mind. If you can get them 

to want you to come to work every day and them wanting to come to school every 

day, you are on your way. Once I build a relationship with you, then I can—and I 

have your trust—then I can get you to the academics.  

 

Assistant Principal Ryder believed in building the students’ trust before getting students 

motivated to achieve academically. He implemented instructional asset-based practices 

by first establishing trust and honoring students’ past experiences. He stated: 

Some of our kids have gone through so much. It’s unimaginable, but some of our 

kids have gone through so much to the point where they develop very… have a 

hard outer shell, right? They become very coarse, and it’s like, I’m not gonna be 

able to break those barriers unless you trust me. And then, once you trust me, we 

can start to motivate you to get your academic study. So, I like to build 

relationships first and then move forward into academics, that instructional piece. 

 

Assistant Principal Ryder believed that teachers had to establish trust to diminish the 

roadblocks and unseen baggage that many students had when they entered the classroom. 

He reflected on the current state of teaching and learning and said:  
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That trust is really what can diminish these types of roadblocks. So, the [COVID] 

pandemic has affected maturity levels. The pandemic has affected instruction 

completely. There was a technology boom during the pandemic because we had 

to use it. So we’re going with the days of standing in front of the classroom and 

teaching and lecturing. Teachers should know these kids want to be stimulated. 

So, are they using their hands? Are you taking the opportunity for movement in 

the classroom? Are they using their hands? Are you incorporating technology? 

Like, what do you think is going to grab their attention? So, the pandemic really 

has affected teachers and students as far as learning because we have to find 

multiple ways to continue to stimulate our students throughout the day.  

 

Assistant Principal Ryder encouraged his teachers to take steps to build trust with 

students and embrace technology use in the classroom to be inclusive and meet the 

students at the level at which they were learning and with the modes of learning that were 

most appealing to their learning style.  

Assistant Principal Ryder continued to reflect on his leadership as focused on 

holding students and staff accountable in a culturally responsive manner. He reiterated 

that many White teachers and teachers of another ethnicity often perpetuated the “White 

Savior” complex or mentality when teaching marginalized and minoritized Black and 

Brown students, but he rejected that approach. He stated: 

I’ve seen leaders that are not Black, that are not Latino, specifically White—I’ll 

just put it out there—I see White leaders be too culturally responsive as it starts to 

be a ‘White savior complex,’ meaning they are not holding the bar up and holding 

students accountable. I also don’t feel like that behavior is preparing students for 

the real world. Because when you step off the school grounds, you’re a Black 

man, you’re a Black woman, you’re a Latino man, Latino woman. This world 

isn’t going to be so kind to you, right? So, for lack of better words. So, for me, it’s 

being responsible and being accountable. But I am still keeping that bar up 

believing you’re going to be the best, you’re going to be the best you can be. 

Everybody’s best is different, but I’m going to hold that bar of accountability 

high. 

 

Assistant Principal Ryder believed that accountability was aligned with belief in 

students, and this would, in turn, boost student efficacy in the real world. However, the 

opposite of this circumstance would remain true. He believed that if teachers did not 



 

188 

 

provide real, authentic learning for students and hold them accountable, they would be 

maintaining the status quo of systemic biases. He stated: 

I believe in holding students and staff accountable when it comes to their 

education, especially Black and Brown students. I would not lower the bar just 

because the existing systemic issues are not dropping. Lowering the bar is not an 

excuse, because then we’re just going to perpetuate the same systemic issues after 

high school if the students make it out of high school. So, it’s going to keep you 

accountable.  

 

Professional Development on Race, Culture, and Mentorship. Principal Shivu 

reiterated these points and said:  

Administrators must have courageous conversations with teachers. Asking 

questions such as ‘Have you maximized your talents to welcome them?’ 

Unfortunately, a lot of them are not excited about the content that we teach. They 

don’t share the passion that we have. And most teachers are not, you know, 

necessarily naïve in thinking that the kids would be, but we have to develop that 

mindset in order to think about how we could possibly hook them.  

 

He stated the importance of establishing professional development opportunities 

that placed students’ cultures and backgrounds at the forefront. He believed there should 

be cycles for consistent review. Principal Shivu narrated: 

Racial and culturally focused cycles of PD were good for delivering the statistics 

but also reminded staff of the community that we feed, and it feeds into us. I think 

that we could do a better job of framing things not only during pre-service to 

begin next school year but also then throughout the school year as reminders of, 

hey, these are the kids that we serve. These are the families in the community that 

we serve. So, let’s continue to plan and deliver our teaching and learning with that 

in mind. So, whether it is department or staff meetings or daily conversations.  

 

Principal Shivu continued to lament the condition of teaching and teachers’ 

outlook on students. He stated:  

One of the battles we’re constantly fighting is cell phones. I’m not making an 

excuse for the overuse of cell phones, but we need to think about the roles that 

phones and technology play in our lives, and we need to adapt to it in the 

classroom. And so we need to figure out—we need to continue to figure out ways 

where we work around the distractions that they pose and how we can integrate 

them as assets into our instruction. 
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Assistant Principal Clarion confidently stated that school was never designed for a 

student like he was, and he described his experience. Assistant Principal Clarion stated 

bluntly that he hated school and believed that it never really served him but for a few 

educators who pushed him to be more. He believed that asset-based approaches and 

mentoring experiences to teaching and learning were key to engaging students. He 

reflected: 

So I just, personally, I didn’t like school. I hated school. I still hate school. But 

there were a few people who, like, made learning interesting. So, you know, 

that’s, to me, the ultimate goal that you have just more than just one teacher who 

makes that learning engaging.  

 

Assistant Principal Clarion reflected on the fact that he was a student who just 

wanted to pass all other classes but for one class that he really enjoyed because the 

teacher made it interesting. He reflected on his philosophy and approach to education as 

the way we need to be to move forward and change the experience for students. He 

explained:  

That’s always looking to get better, always looking to improve, and finding ways 

and not settling. For me, it’s like, I always look at it as like being a sports team. A 

sports team never settles. They’re never like, okay, we’re good right here, we’re 

good right there. And that doesn’t mean we’re doing bad. It just means that we 

have areas to improve.  

 

Assistant Principal Clarion believed that educators should stop settling and 

instead consistently assess and critique their performance against students’ results to 

ensure that they were aware of areas that needed to be improved for the academic success 

of all students. He stated that too many teachers were afraid to have visitors in their 

classes but believed they should have seen it as an opportunity to show what they did and 

be willing to invite others into their classrooms to get feedback, not to critique teachers 
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but to assess student outcomes and the best strategies that should be used to increase 

those outcomes. Principal Clarion believed that changing outcomes meant not only 

changing test scores but also graduation rates. He remarked on the fact that the Black and 

Brown population of students are often impeded by procedural barriers. He remarked that 

the culture of teaching and learning had to change to eliminate the unnecessary 

roadblocks that existed for students affected by poverty and those who were 

marginalized. He stated:  

Our Black and Brown kids need the support that… or we need to break down 

some of the barriers that we have up. I think a lot of those are procedural barriers 

that we need to eliminate and it’s you. You talked about poverty. But that’s, you 

know, trying to put one more roadblock at the kids who are having a hard time 

accessing technology at home. And things at home just aren’t going well. 

Especially if you’re homeless. Wouldn’t those things be a big factor to consider 

instead of the schools continuing to put up more barriers when you get into the 

school? It’s one thing that’s always bothered me like you… you’re… there’s so 

much stuff that these students have to deal with when they leave this building.  

 

Principal Clarion mentioned the lack of access to technology, homelessness, and 

other socio-economic issues that might have existed for some of the marginalized and 

minoritized populations and also the fact that schedules and scheduling were 

disproportionately inaccurate, especially for ELLs who were also minoritized students. 

These inaccuracies often led to these students not meeting their graduation requirements 

within 4 years, thus leaving them demotivated. He stated: 

And looking at transcripts and looking at kids who had, you know, all these 

electives but were missing, you know, four classes to graduate. And it was like, 

why do we have all these electives and you got four classes that you needed to 

graduate and you could have graduated in 4 years. And so where a lot of that was 

affecting was our ELD [English Language Development] population. And that to 

me was bothersome that, like I said, there’s just another roadblock, another, you 

know, thing that you have to not only do. You come in and try to understand a 

language, but the… and I think it’s the vulnerability of people who are expecting 

that the people in this building are doing what’s best for you, and really they’re 

not, they’re not, right? There are things that they haven’t put in place that they 
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could have. And I think that’s, that’s where I got, that’s where I was bothered by 

some of our kids that I felt like they trusted us. And they don’t know the 

difference. They don’t know that, you know, that, oh, I have to come to high 

school one more year. Because it kind of became just common. But that wasn’t, 

that’s not what it should be, right? 

 

Strategic Hiring. Principals Mariette and Tazal both believed in strategic hiring. 

Principal Mariette believed that the coursework for teachers did not fully support their 

transition to schools with high needs. She believed these teachers are sometimes recruited 

to be in classrooms before they gain practical experience. Some recruited teachers were 

placed in environments to fill a slot about which they knew very little. She stated it was 

no fault of theirs, but this had to change. Principal Tazal believed that teachers should be 

hired strategically to support local needs. He noted that hiring heart and passion over the 

skills was important. He stated: “I hire heart and passion, and we figure out all the rest.” 

Using Data To Inform Learning. Teachers had deficit mindset and biases about 

students. Some principals wanted students to be assessed for their intelligence instead of 

the teachers’ implicit beliefs and cultural biases about students. Assistant Principal Jean 

stated that a teaching and learning culture that was equitable had to be one that was 

focused on data. He believed the culture within his context was a challenge that he was 

working to overhaul, he explained that he realized that teachers were not using data. He 

explained that: “This year, we recognized that teachers were not interfacing with data. 

They were drawing conclusions but not really utilizing statistical data to make inferences. 

You know, they were operating just based on how they felt.”  

Assistant Principal Jean explained that teachers often objected to students 

engaging in AP classes based on personal feelings and not data. He reflected on his 

consistent need to have direct professional conversations about the students and their 
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need for exposure to a rigorous curriculum. Assistant Principal Jean and Principal Clarion 

both expressed their frustration with teachers as they strove to increase the rigor in their 

classrooms. Both found that the best approach was direct, specific language that spoke to 

the issue of why and why not. The majority of the principals stated that direct private 

conversations led them to uncover that many teachers objected to enhancing the level of 

rigor to which minoritized and marginalized students were exposed due to the underlying 

cultural stigmas, stereotypes, and racial biases that had influenced their inaction and 

negating perspectives about students. Assistant Principal Jean stated that he believed in 

allowing students to do higher-level courses by infusing college courses into their high 

school curriculum. He discussed some teachers’ deficit mindset about getting students 

into advanced placement courses. He described that, although a student qualified for an 

advanced college course through testing, the teacher still refused to recommend him. He 

questioned the teacher’s motives through direct questions. Assistant Principal Jean stated:   

When we had the discussion, we had to say, hey, like, what data are you using to 

base this inference as if he’s not ready? Because, pertaining to the college’s 

measurement tool, he’s at the highest level of collegiate English. So what does 

that say about your course? You know, because collegiate English is higher than 

advanced placement, advanced placement prepares students for college. And he’s 

ready for college based on this tool. So, state your case. Let’s really understand 

what this is about and where bias plays, if any. And using that just as an example, 

we’ve focused on assessment, and we focused on rigor.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean provided responses that questioned the assessment 

strategies that teachers employed in the classroom. He believed teachers should 

constantly assess students’ understanding and provide students with opportunities to 

interact with peers through real-world scenarios. He disapproved of the “sage on the 

stage” method of teaching and noted his disbelief that some teachers who used this 

method made little eye contact with the students. He insisted that teachers connect the 
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delivered lesson to the planned lesson and unit and connect the pieces to the students’ 

lives. He questioned some teachers’ approach to teaching that did not make the lessons 

real for students. He wanted teachers to move away from the contingencies that were put 

in place to support students during the COVID-19 pandemic. He stated:  

How do teachers help students to understand how to operationalize that and how 

to connect that to what they’re doing? And even beyond that, how do students 

understand what they’re doing connects to the real world? Right? Like, how can I 

utilize this in the real world, right? Because to be honest, we still have teachers 

who are operating in that space of COVID and who are very much operating from 

a space of what’s convenient and comfortable. So our focus has really been on 

assessment, has really been on rigor, has really been on allowing students to 

productively struggle and allowing students to really, really just engage with 

content at a higher level. And that’s going to continue to be our focus because 

we’re making progress, but we’re still not there yet.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean secured external partnerships and funding to educate 

students and teachers about relationships and address local biases to promote a culturally 

responsive and collaborative school environment. Assistant Principal Jean stated: 

So the goal of this funding is to bring in a resource in our company to kind of act 

as an intermediary and to identify what are the biases, the implicit and explicit 

biases that we have that we bring into the educational space and to look at how 

can we unpack them to be able to be for the betterment of young people. We’re 

looking for exercises that really allow us to think. What experiences allowed us to 

be in a space of productivity? What experiences may not have allowed us to be in 

a space of productivity? And thinking about those things and localizing those 

things, how do we bring those experiences into this environment from a staff-to-

staff level or even at a city? And how does that impact what we experience? And 

reflecting through that, you know, what do we want to continue bringing into our 

environment once we’re aware of that? 

 

Principal Vieron also expressed the importance of ensuring that lessons were 

taught for the mastery of skills. She believed that teachers had to move toward being 

standards-based. She stated that teachers should deliver “mastery-based instruction, 

where they are not getting hung up on content.” Principal Vieron expanded on her idea of 

equitable instruction and stated: 
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Through our content, we must teach children important skills and standards. So, 

we must develop a way to give kids meaningful feedback that supports their 

growth and mastery over time. This means having equity-based grading practices 

as well to support that standards-based work. The type of instruction that we’re 

doing has to be grounded in differentiation and individualization for students. 

 

Principal Mariette expressed concern about teachers and their approach to 

reluctant student behavior. She believed in the use of data and having follow-up 

conversations that spoke directly to the results of the data. She believed that direct 

conversations that aligned race, ethnicity, and achievement were a crucial part of equity-

focused leadership. She stated:  

Instructionally, we have to talk about data, and it gets very uncomfortable when 

disaggregating the data to see how grades look amongst different races, 

ethnicities, and what have you. And you have to ask those courageous questions 

such as, so why is it in this department that the only students that are failing are 

Black and Brown students? And what are you doing to combat that? And so we 

have data chats here on a quarterly basis. And I always ask those questions, but 

it’s not just asking the questions; it’s the next time you come back to me and see 

how you’ve let me know that you’ve addressed it. And I’m not going to sugarcoat 

it, like I’m not gonna say that every single time someone comes back with an 

answer, sometimes, like, people try to forget it. And you have to be a leader and 

an equity warrior to meet that. It’s not going to let go. Yes, t’s someone who’s not 

going to let go of that. Like, we brought this up last time. I haven’t seen a change. 

What’s going on? But it’s the underlying whys of everything.  

 

She believed that the local district was also trying to understand why the results 

were the way they were and how their efforts aligned with her objectives as an equity 

warrior.  

Principal Lilac also discussed her approach to teacher-created instructional goals 

and how she encouraged teachers to include the students in their planning, which would 

benefit both students and teachers. Principal Lilac stated: 

I’m supporting professional development in a way that benefits students by 

empowering them. We all know teachers want to do their best—you know, they 

want to be successful. And so we’re just giving them permission to get the answer 

straight from a kid’s mouth.  
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Principal Lilac also encouraged staff to engage in friendly competition to show 

their new strategies that were aligned with the student voice data and the strategies that 

would meet those students’ needs. She and her team provided incentives through an 

instructional practice competition to the teachers, yet only approximately 20% of the 

teachers were really engaged. Nevertheless, those who did experienced a change in their 

practice. She saw this as necessary because informal data revealed that teachers were 

making learning developmental objectives without student involvement. She explained 

that, 

Some informal observations revealed that teachers aren’t planning their questions, 

the questions that they ask when they’re in class. And we know that because the 

teacher will just toss out a question on the fly and the kids just sit in silence and 

then they wait for the teacher just to answer their own question. We’re like, oh, 

that’s a huge, missed opportunity. If teachers plan their questions and they plan up 

a response strategy and they get, you know, we offer them a couple of different 

strategies for how they can get more from, you know, transferring the cognitive 

load on the students.  

 

Principal Lilac and her team came up with instructional strategies to increase 

classroom rigor and transfer the cognitive load to the students while also using the 

opportunity to develop the teaching skills derived from the conscious application of 

results garnered from data. Instead of having students opt out of questions and 

engagement in classes, she pushed her teachers to adopt several strategies to create an 

instructional shift and subsequently rewarded them for their efforts. She stated: 

As the students over time learn, well, geez, if I just sit back, I don’t need to do 

anything in this class. And so we offer them several strategies and we incentivize 

teachers asking students how a tried strategy went. So if I decided to do like an 

all-student response strategy where I had students write an answer on a 

whiteboard and put it up, and that’s something I’ve never done before, we 

incentivize literally with points, like in a basketball game, sort of. You get a point 

for trying this strategy, but you get more points if you try it and then ask your kids 

how it went. And then you get even more points if you address your approach 
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based on what you learned from your kids. And so, I mean, we incentivized them 

with food and everything. And said, you know, we’re encouraging you to involve 

your students in refining your objectives and skills to meet their needs.  

 

While Principal Lilac confronted the old norms and found new ways of dealing 

with the confounding challenges of teaching marginalized and minoritized groups, 

Principal Tazal struggled to find new ways to meet the needs of the students impacted by 

poverty and the aftermath of the recent pandemic. Principal Tazal had struggled with the 

new way of learning and levels of engagement since COVID. He stated: 

I’m at an impasse right now, and I hate to use that word, but I’ve just been really 

unsettled for the last few weeks. I think that learning has changed, especially 

since COVID. You know, so I was in a space a couple of weeks ago where 

someone said that they noticed the change in the learning styles even before 

COVID. COVID just exaggerated it. That you know, we as teachers either teach 

the way that we learned or teach the way we were taught to learn. And we get, we 

kind of sometimes get stuck in that space because that’s familiar to us and that’s 

easy to us.  

 

Principal Tazal understood the needs of the minoritized populations but wondered 

if staff were ready and equipped to address the changes required to educate the students 

who are largely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. He stated that their low 

performances might be based on teachers’ racial or ethnic biases, as well as teachers’ 

disbelief about the struggles and challenges some minoritized students might have been 

experiencing. He stated:  

And I don’t know if I see racial or ethnic biases from our teachers, even though I 

do think they do exist. I don’t think I see it as much. I think I see a disbelief, a 

disbelief in what students tell them. They say, ‘I don’t believe that this kid can’t 

come to school.’ I don’t believe the excuse that this kid gave me that they have to 

stay at home and babysit their little sisters.  

 

He believed one way of addressing this issue was through the examination of 

cycles of socialization as well as by elevating the student voice, especially the voice of 

marginalized students. He stated his desire to understand these students as follows: 
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I want to stop talking about how we can support our EMLs, newcomers, and 

Latino kids. I want to stop categorizing them or putting a racial or ethnic or status 

[newcomer] tag on them. Let’s just focus on what they’re struggling with, not 

what category that kid fits into. It’s more of who that kid is. 

  

Principal Tazal recognized that there were challenges and he was still trying to 

address those challenges with his administrative and district stakeholders. He further 

stated that educators, White educators in particular, should examine themselves and their 

approach to students who looked different from them. He stated: 

Not get defensive, not get grumpy. But I think leaders, good, culturally attentive 

leaders really have to step out of themselves and say, okay, I have to acknowledge 

who I am. I have to acknowledge how I grew up. I have to, you know, 

acknowledge my cycle of socialization and really just put that aside and say, 

okay, you know, son, daughter, whoever’s in front of me, what do you need from 

me? If that just means I need to take you to someone else who can help you, that’s 

what I can do for you. But I think too many, and I’ve said this publicly and I don’t 

mind saying it. I think too many White leaders think they know what’s best for 

students of color, which creates that White saviorism attitude of like, oh, this 

person is just trying to, you know, save all these little kids. 

 

Principal Joshua stated that a best practice for equitable outcomes is to ensure an 

instructional practice that included rigor and was relevant to students. He stated that 

many of his students might not have college-educated parents at home to assist them with 

their academics; therefore, to overcome those barriers, schools must provide materials 

and support in the schools that might not be available. He stated: 

We provide materials and supports here in school perhaps in a different way than 

we might in a school that’s characterized by wealth. But, in the end, good 

teaching is good teaching. And so we’re looking for, is the instruction 

characterized by rigor? Do we require the kids to live in the higher levels of 

questioning and thought that we would want? Or is the material relevant, meaning 

are the teachers creating opportunities for the kids to make real-world connections 

in predictable and unpredictable ways? Are we setting a very high bar for our 

students to be the ones who are doing the work?  

 

He remarked that it was important respond to the academic as well as the physiological 

needs of the students who had been affected by poverty.  
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Principal Tazal stated: 

We do that under conditions that are also responsive to the physiological needs of 

a population of students who live in poverty. We feed them three meals a day. We 

pay very close attention to whether they have a trusted adult in the building, pay 

very close attention to whether they’re engaging in extracurricular activities 

because we know kids who are in clubs and sports and other extracurriculars are 

three times more likely to graduate with a B average or above. We know that to 

be true. We’re paying attention to those things as well. We’re asking them what 

they want to do next. The only reason I went to college was because my senior 

year in April, one of my teachers said, Mark, where are you going to college? 

  

Access and Opportunity. Principal Vieron stated that ensuring that all students 

had access to opportunities and support to be successful was critical to an equitable 

learning environment. She emphasized:  

We have to have programming in place that helps to give that open access, not 

just the open access, but the open opportunity. It’s one thing to say anybody can 

take these classes, it’s another thing to provide the support and the foundation 

necessary to be successful in this class. So even though the classes are there, I 

don’t really have the opportunity to get into them because I’m going to fail 

because I don’t have the foundational elements necessary to be supported in that 

way. 

 

Principal Vieron believed that empowering asset-based strategies began with a 

collaborative approach. She stated:  

It is working heavily with the parent stakeholders regarding being in a true 

collaborative relationship with them, being transparent with them about what 

we’re doing and why, taking their feedback and not just pooh-poohing them off as 

parents who don’t know what they’re talking about. And just be highly 

communicative in as many ways that you can to make sure that you’re reaching 

that parent community and that stakeholder community. For the kids whose 

parents aren’t able, aren’t available for lots of reasons, whether it’s work or 

mental health or physical health or their own lack of understanding, whatever it is, 

that they’re not available for kids, their children, we do not allow that to be a 

barrier to how we support kids. We take that off the table as best we can. 

 

Principal Vieron explained that educators were not able to control others, such as 

parents; therefore, educators and administrators “control what we can indeed control.” 

She further stated that she believed that “teachers are not adequately trained to meet the 
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needs of the marginalized and minoritized populations, and this, at times, may negate 

efforts to improve outcomes for these populations of students.” She further explained the 

necessity to develop new teaching programs to educate new teachers to understand what 

it was to have the lived experience of teaching students who had been affected by poverty 

and marginalization. Parents should be seen as advocates that might support their 

students’ well-being as well as initiatives within the building.  

Principals Joshua, Barron, and Mariette, and Assistant Principals Jean and 

Shalom, also spoke about their belief in the inclusion of parent voices. Principal Joshua 

had specific groups that targeted fathers and entrepreneurs through continuous 

engagement throughout the years. Principals Barron and Vieron had focus groups that 

conducted book studies, while Principal Mariette and Assistant Principal Shalom 

believed in bringing parents into school to discuss their views on student culture and 

provide insight into student performance and ways to meet the needs of the students 

better. Other principals echoed some of the same ideas; however, due to the parent 

populations and their parents’ work schedules, it was difficult to meet in person with 

many parents. Instead, the principals prioritized the importance of making phone calls to 

parents to provide updates and feedback on student performance as well as suspending 

assumptions about parent’s SES, marital, or political status. Assistant Principal Jean 

reflected on the communication practices that he had witnessed among educators. “The 

parents, especially parents of ELL students are, at times the last parents to be contacted, 

and many assumptions are made about some of these parents.”  
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Additionally, Principal Barron addressed the issues of cultural stigma and 

assumptions. Principal Barron recalled how he fought against the cultural stigma and 

assumptions: 

I remember the first time someone from the central office talked to me about 

something that was looking at discipline rates, school suspensions, and how my 

school had a disproportionately high number of Black students and special 

education students who were getting suspended. And that was really one of the 

first times that it kind of was put in my face that there’s a group of kids who 

aren’t being served to the best of our school’s ability. The things that were kind of 

hurtful because I didn’t want to be leading the school in that direction, but I was 

unknowingly if I didn’t change this historically discriminatory practice. And so 

I’m a big champion for making sure that our discipline guidelines are aligned with 

our instructional goals.  

 

Principal Barron further remarked that assumptions about Black and Brown 

students negatively impacted the choice and access they had to rigorous academic 

programs. He reflected on the transformative conversations he had to have to shift the 

assumptions of his White teacher and honor and value his Black and Brown students. He 

recalled a debate he [and the teachers] had had regarding a child’s discipline versus his 

academic abilities and his need to differentiate for the teacher. Principal Barron stated: 

So, there are two separate issues: aggression and academic ability. If the student 

can academically handle honors classes, an honors class in science, she needs to 

go in there, and if she’s verbally aggressive or fights, she still gets the same 

consequences of the two as in an average class. But what if she’s around honors 

kids who can match her, support her, and maybe even challenge her 

academically? Her self-esteem goes up. Maybe she feels better about herself. 

Maybe she feels more academically motivated. And maybe that will motivate her 

not to have that kind of misconduct.  

 

He respectfully disagreed with the teacher’s opinion that the student could not 

participate in the honors because of the behavior. He challenged the teacher to put the 

student in honors classes and, in the principal’s words, the student “was flourishing and 

doing exceptionally well.” He stated that she enrolled in other honors classes as a result 
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of her improved self-esteem, saying “Now she stayed in average classes. She’s already in 

honors history. She went into honors for science. She stayed in average for math and 

English.”  

Principal Barron shared the importance of suspending assumptions and 

stereotypes and accepting the whole child. He mentioned that this student, who was 

aggressive with teachers, showed a remarkable talent for teaching and nurturing an 

autistic child who was a challenge for others. Principal Barron sought to praise the 

student for her abilities in the classroom and also took the time to invest in knowing her 

outside of the class and praised her for those accomplishments as well. He reflected on  

the experience and smiled as he stated: 

It’s just championing these kids who are going through the same issues that you 

and I did when we were their age. But just a kid like this student whose parents 

aren’t involved with her education and they don’t know what she’s doing that’s so 

spectacular. All they ever know is ‘Here she goes again, another fight, another 

suspension,’ and they never get to hear the good things. And so we have to be 

messengers of positive… positive information for those kids especially. You have 

the kids who are making straight A’s and who are easy for teachers to teach. 

Those parents are already getting notifications of how great their kids are. But a 

child like this student is just as great, and they’ll probably need that recognition 

even more because it doesn’t come as often. So that’s kind of the best PD—day-

to-day conversations. 

 

Principal Cher believed administrators and teachers should reflect on their 

practice and allow their conscience to guide their actions. She stated that administrators 

and teachers should ask: 

Are you delivering instruction that you would want your kids to have? And they 

look at me. I’m like, yeah, would you want your kids to have a worksheet? Would 

you want your kids to have that? Then, make sure you’re delivering the same type 

of instruction you would want your kids or your favorite niece and nephew to 

have. That’s what I want for my kids.  
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Principal Lilac believed that student choice and empowerment were key to an 

asset-based approach to teaching. She believed that instructional priorities were made 

from the appearance of the classroom and the range of choices students got to make about 

how to demonstrate a mastery of a skill to the teacher. She narrated: 

How you present your classroom or how you decorate your classroom, all the way 

to designing instruction that allows for student choice. Students choose to 

demonstrate mastery of a skill in a way that feels meaningful to them. So whether 

it’s the how they present, whether it’s a spoken demonstration of mastery, written, 

some kind of media… and then giving students a platform for those, for the 

choices that they make to be validated. 

  

Principal Lilac further explained the importance of teachers giving feedback and 

students receiving feedback from the teacher. She believed this validated kids for their 

interests and choices and validated who they were as a person, whether it is graded or not. 

The majority of the study participants believed that teacher education programs 

and classroom approaches needed to be adjusted to include curricula, courses, and 

experiences that more aptly met the needs of minoritized and marginalized groups. These 

populations benefitted from increased rigor and untraditional thinking about teaching and 

learning. The data revealed that participants strongly believed that teaching and learning 

that was equity-focused must include cycles of professional development that were 

focused on ethnicity, race, and antiracist practices. Students should be given rigorous 

courses that include choice and provide student empowerment. Teachers who promoted 

student voice and objectively used student voice data grew in practice, subsequently 

allowing students to flourish. Furthermore, educators must practice suspending cultural 

and racial assumptions and stereotypes and begin promoting asset-based and trauma-

focused strategies. The district choices for hiring often did not meet the needs of the local 

school; thus, participants believed strategic, authentic hiring was necessary, and these 



 

203 

 

teachers might benefit from real-world teacher training in high-needs schools and 

exposure to curricula aligned with the needs of the environment they would enter. The 

participants believed that practical opportunities were critical for teachers to address the 

populations of students who were marginalized and minoritized. The physiological needs 

were elevated and the participants were cognizant of the prudence of building trust and 

heart and a connection with students before attempting to elevate their academics. The 

data convincingly revealed that building student skills and data would ultimately benefit 

staff and students, and educators must promote open access and opportunities to all 

course levels, void of assumptions. Further analysis showed that local collaborative 

efforts, as well as those throughout the community, established and promoted inclusivity. 

The following section examines mental health and well-being practices and how they 

might influence educational efforts to promote equity in our schools.  

Theme 3: Leadership Practices that Promote Student Agency   

The data revealed that leaders interviewed for this study consistently implemented 

strategies to enhance categories aligned with student access, agency, and empowerment. 

The participants focused on supporting all students, particularly minoritized and 

marginalized populations. The participants echoed the cry to amplify the voices of 

marginalized students and establish an environment where they felt a sense of belonging, 

trust, and empowerment. This theme’s central concern was realized when administrators 

and staff fostered a sense of belonging, trust, and empowerment. The theme highlighted 

the importance of inclusive practices that provided opportunities for students within the 

context to feel valued, heard, and empowered. The broad theme paved the way for the 
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subthemes, such as nurturing inclusive educational spaces and fostering collaboration 

between families and communities to create a profound impact on students’ lives.  

Student Agency. Most of the principals and assistant principals in this study who 

worked in urban school settings recognized the necessity of transforming the school 

environment to empower students and create an inclusive atmosphere. Collectively, their 

data indicated a shared belief that the school environment played a crucial role in 

fostering students’ pride, trust, and sense of belonging. Assistant Principal Jean, for 

example, reflected on how his educational philosophy motivated him to cultivate a 

nurturing, inclusive, and empowering space for his students. The principals focused both 

on altering the physical environment and also on changing the cultural norms and 

mindsets within their school communities. Despite facing limited support, some 

principals found creative ways to secure resources and promote student agency without 

assistance from their local districts.  

Assistant Principal Jean, like many other educators, played a pivotal role in this 

process, emphasizing the importance of touching students’ hearts before expecting 

academic success. He believed that establishing trust and building relationships were 

foundational to effective teaching. Assistant Principal Jean saw that the empowerment of 

students was critical to their perception of their efficacy, and he understood that 

empowering students was crucial to them enhancing their sense of self-efficacy. He 

sought to build this efficacy through relationships rooted in belief and trust, recognizing 

that empowerment and agency were essential to fostering leadership capacity, inclusive 

practices, and an asset-based mindset about students and their potential. He explained: 

We must empower our young people to be leaders. At the student level, what it 

has done is it’s afforded young people the ability to be successful. You know, 
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what I’ll say is, this year in particular, I’ve seen so many students who just were 

former students who’ve come back. They’ve, you know, gotten not only their 

bachelor’s degrees but master’s degrees in 2 years of high school, and they’ve just 

taken on the mantle of just being more and doing more by recognizing that they 

have the capacity. Sometimes, when we don’t put students in a position where 

they feel empowered to do anything, they kind of wait, and they wait for you to 

say, hey, go, right? And I think it’s allowed students to flourish from the 

standpoint of developing and solution-focused.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean’s servant leadership approach led him to create inclusive 

spaces that empowered students and maximized their agency. He envisioned educational 

environments where young people were given the power to lead, mentor, and uplift their 

communities. He articulated his vision:  

As a servant leader, I envision an educational space where young people lead the 

way, where young people are afforded an opportunity, and young people are 

given the power to be able to facilitate, to be able to deliver, to be able to mentor, 

to be able to really, really uplift their community. And I say their community 

intentionally because I believe it should be for them and by them. We are just 

facilitators who give them opportunities and teach them how to operate within 

spaces. So I envision a room where I would like anybody to be able to enter a 

room without knowing who the administrator is. I want teachers and staff to be 

able to see young people in positions of leadership, in positions of power, in 

positions of authority, and the same aspect as myself, any teacher, any other adult 

figure, dismissing that idea of ageism, but also the young people to be more than 

just what the definition of a student is.  

 

Assistant Principal Jean successfully transformed educational practices into a 

more student-centered approach and collaborated with partners for smooth 

implementation. Similarly, Principal Joshua believed that student empowerment was at 

the core of equity-focused leadership. He emphasized that empowered students were 

more likely to achieve academic success and asserted that students were often the best 

advocates for empowering their peers. He implemented processes that allowed students to 

partner with, provide feedback to, and advise one another. Principal Joshua stated that he 
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had a student leadership team that was diverse by race, ethnicity, and academic path, such 

as AB or IB, and the realm of other paths. Principal Joshua elaborated: 

We have taken significant steps to provide various opportunities for gathering 

student voices. We have focus groups and town hall meetings and use Instagram 

and Twitter for that purpose. We’ll send out surveys to the kids, and we have QR 

codes around the building to allow kids to tell us things anonymously. And we 

send our student leaders, the ones I just mentioned who are on the leadership 

team, out with questions that they’ve either developed themselves or that we’ve 

helped to develop. Because often kids will talk to kids, but they won’t, and they’ll 

tell what they say, what they really think, but they won’t necessarily do that with 

us as readily.  

 

Principal Joshua used the student voice data to inform his instructional practices, 

ensuring that the voices of students were central to decision-making processes. Similarly, 

Principal Lilac used student voice data to promote inclusive practices and increase 

student and staff engagement in the school community. She challenged her teachers to 

make specific learning goals, to incorporate student perspectives into the learning goals, 

including student voice data. She highlighted the importance of understanding the reasons 

behind students’ academic performance. Principal Lilac asserted that teachers were 

creating learning goals for students but showed that they never connected with students to 

understand the reasons behind their performance. While only a fraction of the staff was 

involved, she pushed for the student voice to be used as a part of the designed learning 

objectives for the students. She emphasized the importance of continuing to challenge 

teachers to engage with students and gather feedback regularly. As a result of these 

efforts, student engagement increased, demonstrating the positive impact of incorporating 

student voices into the educational process. She stated:  

I encourage staff to engage in listening and involving their students when they’re 

engaged in action research or engaged in, you know, professional development. I 

think a lot of times, the adults in charge of professional development might make 

assumptions about what teachers need, which is then, therefore, an assumption 
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about what students need from their teachers. An example is that we challenge 

teachers to, in their learning objectives, not just use performance data to make 

assumptions about their interventions. I asked teachers to be intentional about 

conversing with students and finding out their experience in their class instead of 

assuming their experience in the class. 

 

Principal Lilac further challenged teachers to have intentional conversations with 

the students instead of making assumptions about their experiences and needs. She also 

highlighted what she saw as an ineffective strategy for determining professional 

development for teachers: assuming what teachers needed instead of speaking to them or 

collecting data to drive those decisions. Principal Lilac shared this belief, and she 

reported that at the end of what she called the “action research” that included student 

voice data:  

I would say we had maybe 20% of the teachers who were jazzed by that idea. 

They thought it was creative. Many were struck by how authentic it is and how it 

seems like such an obvious move. But then we had a handful of teachers who just 

sidestepped the requirement altogether. So I think it would improve if we 

continued to incorporate a reminder, a challenge to get student feedback and keep 

asking students how things are landing and how things are going.  

 

Principal Lilac modernized the educational practice of setting learning objectives 

that were void of students’ involvement by having her teachers include student voice 

data. This voice data led to a change in pedagogy that supported both students and the 

professional development of staff. Students experienced a sense of value and 

connectedness to their teachers because their teachers took the time to ascertain what 

might be contributing to their low academic performance. This was done instead of the 

teacher making assumptions based on their mindsets about students. She concluded with 

the results of the observations: 

So we made informal observations and internally rated student engagement with 

our informal observations. And after about three or four weeks of doing that 
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challenge, student engagement did increase. I don’t have numbers right in front of 

me, but student engagement increased due to the PD challenge we had done. 

  

Principal Lilac’s efforts were successful for those teachers and staff members as student 

engagement increased due to the inclusion of the student voice.  

Principal Cher expressed a deep concern for the young men in her building and 

believed that setting high expectations, establishing trust, and maintaining an open-door 

policy were the best strategies for supporting her minoritized population. She declared 

that the best strategy for her minoritized population was to set high expectations, 

explaining:  

I have an open-door policy. They have my cell phone number. They can call me 

or text me. They could email me. No one has ever played on my phone or 

anything like that. These kids are good, to be honest. They’re really good kids. 

People don’t know, but these kids are good. Sometimes, they leave here crying if 

I say I’m disappointed. And that’s because of the relationship you establish… I 

think, putting that positive affirmation. You’re going to graduate. You’re going to 

be something when you get older. Just keep on saying that over and over. Because 

some people think they can’t make it.  

 

She shared her belief in the importance of building trusting relationships with 

students explaining: “I think they have to make sure they set high expectations, tell the 

students of their expectations, build a relationship, identify barriers and solutions, and 

never give up on them. That’s number one.” 

Additionally, Principal Cher, as principal, took on many roles—mother, 

counselor, friend—to support the majority of her students, especially the males in her 

student body. Her transformative practice to engage and empower these young men was 

conducting book studies based on research on young Black males with her staff and 

intentionally hiring males and mentors she believed the students could model and 

emulate. She also strategically identified male students to mentor personally or connect 
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these students to other mentors. She believed these actions would help create a positive 

climate and boost student achievement. She narrated, with excitement: 

I want staff to know how to motivate Black boys in high school. So, ASCD 

[Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development] had a workshop, so I 

sent that out to the staff. Then, I purchased three books for this upcoming school 

year on dealing with Black and Brown boys. But I want to ensure they know how 

to deal with the population. And something else that I did was I hired three Black 

men.  

 

Principal Cher strategically hired these Black males in various positions around 

the school so they could impact the school’s climate and student achievement. She hoped 

that the new hires would establish positive mentoring relationships with the students. She 

reiterated that there is “nothing like a male giving them that [mentorship].” 

Assistant Principal Shalom, Principal Barron, and Principal Mariette all believed 

in the importance of elevating student voices to create an inclusive and empowering 

school. They each understood that the student’s school and class experience helped 

ensure a student would be empowered and thrive in an inclusive school environment. 

They all viewed student empowerment as a crucial component of equity-focused 

leadership and emphasized the need to honor students as leaders of tomorrow.  

Principal Barron stated that the research he examined discussed that a prime 

motivator for students was being able to redo tasks. He highlighted the importance of 

giving students second chances and adopting an equitable mindset toward grading. He 

stated: 

 Education Week presented a study stating that the number one thing to students 

was ‘giving us a chance to redo assignments we didn’t score well on.’ What do 

we lose when we give kids a second chance? And, as adults, you know, if you’re 

a classroom teacher and I came in for an observation and the lesson didn’t go 

well, do we give teachers a second chance? I know I do. And so when people like 

that say, well, in the real world, you give second chances in many schools. 
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Principal Barron further stated that teachers needed to have an equitable mindset 

regarding grading: 

Adult students would like the best grades, so students should be given the 

opportunities, too. We have to adjust more of an empathy mindset to others as we 

would want to be done for [us]. And again, is the work easy for us? No. When we 

get into the profession, so we can make this the easiest phase for ourselves, most 

of us get into the profession to make that proverbial difference in students’ lives. 

 

Principal Barron believed that when students voiced concerns about grading, their voices 

should be honored, and teachers who did not honor students’ requests should reflect and 

adjust their mindset on equitable practices.  

Similarly, Principal Shalom also believed in elevating student voices if equity was 

the goal. She believed in gathering student data to elevate voices that might reveal the 

mindset of teachers and their approach to students based on race, ethnicity, and culture. 

She explained the importance of gaining students’ perspectives about their classroom 

experiences as the first step to providing targeted academic, social, and emotional 

support. She found that different teachers had the wrong mindset and failed to amplify 

student voices, especially marginalized voices. She recognized that teacher mindsets 

could be a significant barrier to amplifying marginalized voices and stressed the need for 

self-reflection and an anti-racist approach. Principal Shalom stated: 

So, a big challenge is mindset. What the students say is also very opposite of what 

the teachers say. So, for instance, let’s take one class. We asked the students if 

they were comfortable discussing race in this class. Do you feel like race is 

celebrated? Is the diversity celebrated in this classroom? The students may say no, 

but then we look, and the teacher says yes, I create opportunities for race, you 

know, in celebration of diversity. And so there’s a disconnect. And I think that 

that disconnect often comes from different people’s experiences. And honestly, 

they’re biased toward what it looks like to be an inclusive and anti-racist school. 

So I would say that the barrier is often mindset, right? Because it makes people 

uncomfortable to talk about minoritized and marginalized populations and to 

actually inwardly reflect and think about how I have been a contributor to the 

oppression of these groups. 
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Finally, Principal Mariette underscored the importance of getting students’ voices 

and data about their class experiences in promoting equity and empowerment. She 

advocated for gathering data on students’ experiences in the classroom and using it to 

drive targeted academic, social, and emotional support. Principal Mariette believed 

understanding students’ perspectives was essential to creating an inclusive and supportive 

learning environment. Principal Mariette believed that it was equity-forward and student-

empowering to do so. She stated: 

I believe in getting students’ voices from them and asking them, ‘Are you seeing 

enough people that look like you in the books that you’re reading? What’s the 

factor impacting you? What’s the rationale behind it? Don’t tell me that it’s 

because your students are skipping. Why are they skipping? Do they perhaps not 

feel comfortable in your class? Are you not making them feel valued in the 

classroom and the curriculum? You’ve got to dig…  

 

Principal Mariette understood the importance of student voice and empowerment, 

which aligned with student efficacy.  

 In conclusion, the data demonstrated that leaders who implemented 

transformative strategies to engender inclusive practices, prioritize family and community 

collaboration, and support student agency and student efficacy were able to create 

environments where students felt valued, heard, and empowered. These leaders 

recognized the importance of student voice in fostering a sense of belonging and trust, 

and their efforts contributed to developing empowered and successful students. 

Theme 4: Leadership that Prioritizes Mental Health 

 The mental health of students is not to be ignored; in fact, it should be given 

priority over punitive measures. Theme 4 revealed how equity-focused leaders prioritized 

mental health within their schools, particularly concerning marginalized and minoritized 

populations. The data showed that some of the principals honored the importance of 
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mental health and understood its important connection to marginalized and minoritized 

students and equity. The data indicated that participants believed that trauma-informed 

practices must be elevated to meet the needs of all students, especially those who were 

minoritized and marginalized. The participants underscored the necessity of continuous 

learning about trauma-informed practices, viewing this knowledge not as an option but as 

an essential component of equity-focused leadership aimed at addressing trauma-

informed instruction and systemic challenges and barriers faced by marginalized 

students. They recommended prioritizing mental health. They strongly advocated for 

prioritizing mental health. She reflected on the professional development needs of her 

staff and mentioned: 

I would say poverty, not Race. I think the concept of intersectionality is only just 

now starting to emerge. I think there’s still a lot of room to grow there. Trauma-

informed equity-centered practices are, again, just kind of sprinkled as like little 

PDs here and there. But no, I think there’s still a long road ahead of us in that 

area.  

 

Principal Lilac observed a lack of comprehensive professional development of teachers in 

these areas. She believed that teachers needed in-depth professional development 

opportunities that equipped them to implement trauma-informed practices.  

Principal Shivu was motivated by the efforts being made by the established 

emotional wellness center within some of the schools in his district. The wellness centers 

were a good solution, but they remained understaffed and had long waitlists of students. 

He believed that one of the best strategies for meeting the needs of marginalized and 

minoritized students was to ensure that students had a trusted adult and a place to 

support them. He explained: 

So the ones that I found to be the most useful were the school-based wellness 

centers that the school system has integrated in partnership with the county, the 
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Department of Health and Human Services. And that’s staffed by a specific 

community organization. They have been instrumental in supporting a lot of our 

kids, but also a lot of the events that occur in and around the school.  

 

However, due to limited resources, other participants, such as Assistant Principals 

Ryder and Jean and Principal Cher, faced significant challenges in providing adequate 

mental health support. While Principal Shivu had access to a wellness center for his 

students, the center was not well staffed, and students often waited months on a waitlist 

before being seen. On the other hand, Assistant Principal Ryder had no wellness center or 

adequate counselors in his building. Assistant Principal Ryder and Principal Cher have 

had to network with outside community partners to get mental health experts in their 

school community to meet the mental health needs of their students. Within their local 

schools, they received eight counselors for over 1800 students. Principal Ryder lamented 

the shortage of counselors, “Though it helps and it’s definitely better than having two, we 

definitely need to do better with counseling services and mentors for students.” Assistant 

Principal Ryder and Principal Cher, along with the other urban principals, consistently 

have had to find external partners outside of the district to support parents financially and 

otherwise and assist students with counseling. This highlighted the disparity in resource 

allocation and the necessity for more robust mental health infrastructure within schools. 

Both Principal Cher and Assistant Principal Ryder emphasized the importance of 

establishing an open-door policy and the importance of trusting our students who have 

experienced trauma. Principal Cher shared her personal connection to students’ struggles 

and stated that she kept in touch with her past students and, while they were in school, 

she openly communicated to them their importance and her belief in them to rise above 

their current circumstances. She emphasized to her students that “it is not how you start, 
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it is how you end.” She reflected on her journey of overcoming trauma to receiving her 

doctoral degree in education and becoming a principal. She reflected and said,  

My grandmother raised me in the inner city because my caregiver was on drugs. I 

remember my caregiver selling my clothes to get high. I remember vividly; 

clearly, I remember her being mean and saying, ‘I’m going to throw your stuff 

away’ when she couldn’t get high. So I’m in touch with that, and I want to know 

that just because you may have that same trauma doesn’t mean you can’t be 

successful, because you can.  

 

Principal Cher reinforced the importance of providing students with a safe 

environment that is motivated and one that can meet their varied emotional and physical 

needs as a result of their having been exposed to trauma. She believed in positive 

mentorship and that “before we deal with instruction, we also got to pull off the layers of 

the trauma.” She and her staff have visited their students in group homes and other places 

that may serve as sources of trauma. She attested to these students’ growth through these 

situations because of her steadfast involvement and the access she gave them to support 

services through counselors and social workers. She remarked that, at times, she did not 

wait on the district’s funding because her students who had been affected by poverty and 

marginalization needed immediate help and waiting for funding bills to pass could have 

led to additional traumatic situations happening in their lives.  

In alignment with his belief in the whole child, Assistant Principal Ryder 

expressed the need for staff to suspend their fears about students who seemed what he 

described as difficult. He believed that it was important to understand the traumatic 

experiences that some students who were marginalized or minoritized might have 

experienced and instead try to break down the barriers and impact of trauma on those 

students through conversations and open dialogue. He explained that, unfortunately, he 

had seen some educators ignore the students who walk the hallways, label them as “bad,” 
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and overtly show that they were afraid of these students. He continued to remark that the 

students labeled as bad were the students he became most vigilant with and whom he 

believed needed the additional support necessary from the educating team. Assistant 

Principal Ryder established support for these students by doing his outreach and not 

waiting on the district for support to implement the intervention needed for his population 

of students. He also used these interventions to motivate his students, eventually building 

trust and belief in the administrator’s intent. He explained: 

I’ve established partnerships and my outreach, and I don’t wait for the district or 

for anybody to give me anything. As far as an intervention, I’m going to create 

[one]. So reaching out to community networks and partnerships to get them to 

come in and deal with this tier three group of students… I would motivate them 

that way. I have speakers come in, and I have lunch with them. I encourage them 

to go to my office to talk to me. They begin to believe that ‘somebody cares about 

me, so let me not disappoint them.’ 

 

Assistant Principal Ryder believed in educating the whole child. He stated that 

teachers were first responders. He explained: 

Education is like, you’re really everything to your student. Like you’re the first 

responder most of the time. We see them more than they’re at home, some half 

the time, from head to toe. So, you know, we can’t just go into education and just 

teach. That’s not it anymore. We’re almost like secondary caregivers. It’s the 

whole child.  

 

The disparity in resource allocation highlighted the necessity for more robust 

mental health infrastructure within schools. Both Principal Cher and Assistant Principal 

Ryder stressed the importance of creating a safe and trusting environment for students 

who have experienced trauma. Principal Cher, drawing from her personal experiences, 

emphasized the significance of positive mentorship and open communication with 

students, encouraging them to rise above their circumstances. Similarly, Assistant 

Principal Ryder believed in the importance of understanding the traumatic experiences of 
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marginalized students and breaking down barriers through open dialogue and supportive 

interventions. 

Subtheme 1: Restorative Practices. Restorative practices emerged as a 

subtheme within the data, representing practices and actions that did not harm but 

restored and united to correct the harm that was done. In the words of the participants, 

the restorative practice was “to mend,” “to teach conflict resolution,” and “confidence in 

ascertaining all sides of the issue.” Some participants said it was a supportive strategy 

better than punitive actions. The data documented the principal’s belief in implementing 

strategies that negated students’ opportunities for positive discourse, reflection, and 

repair. The principals’ data revealed their belief that restorative practices were critical to 

equitable discipline, trauma-informed leadership, and meeting the needs of students 

experiencing mental health concerns in schools.  

Principal Ryder believed that students needed to think and reflect on their actions 

rather than receive suspensions and punitive discipline that kept them out of the 

educational system. As a result of this belief, he implemented restorative practices for 

discipline infractions in his school, including establishing a restorative room. As a result, 

his suspension rates have decreased. He believed the restorative approach was best for the 

students. He further explained that minoritized students, such as first-generation 

immigrant students whose parents are also new to the American culture, must be 

understood and dealt with based on their cultural beliefs and norms. He stated that some 

of his first-generation students were also breadwinners for their household and that for 

other families, the belief in gender-based discipline where girls receive harsher discipline 

than boys and their disbelief in counseling and accessing mental health services needed to 
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be considered when dealing with these families. Therefore, the approach to these students 

had to be tailored to accommodate their cultural norms and beliefs as much as possible.  

Principal Mariette also believed that restorative practices far outweighed the 

current disciplinary practices. She explained emphatically and said:  

And I think one of the biggest things for me is restorative practice. I absolutely 

hate just the cut-dry disciplinarian decision of, like, that’s it. Let’s talk about it. 

Because when it comes to marginalized communities, there’s a lot of trauma there 

that we haven’t spoken about and, until we speak about it, it’s not going to get 

addressed. So teaching those strategies on how to cope with certain issues or how 

to speak respectfully to another classmate and get on the same page and forgive 

each other are life lessons that you will use later on, right? How to sit down and 

have a genuine conversation with somebody and reach an agreement, or whether 

you don’t reach an agreement but know how to respond cordially to one another. 

Meditation is something that I much rather sit in, and I have sitting in a two-hour 

mediation where they are like, okay, we’re just going to agree to disagree instead 

of just a suspension. I’d rather sit to write up a two-page form that takes me five 

minutes just because I can’t pick something from it.  

 

While Principal Mariette homed in on disciplinary practices, Principal Barron and 

Assistant Principal Clarion discussed the need for teachers and educational staff to be 

accessible to kids. Principal Barron also believed that teachers should be focused on 

trauma-informed practices for instruction and discipline. Principal Barron informed his 

students that he is available whenever they needed him. He used phrases like “I’m your 

man if you need help.” His response to students getting into fights was not to refer them 

for discipline, but he saw it as an opportunity to teach them about life and decision-

making. He discussed with students the need to make rational decisions instead of “going 

in someone’s face and possibly going to jail.” He believed that students should have the 

option to tell an authority figure and “get advice so they avoid pitfalls that others have 

fallen in.” He let his students know he was proud of them and remained so connected to 
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them that they sought him daily and they knew he was in the hallways to greet them. He 

believed accessibility was important. He stated:  

We have to be accessible to kids. If I’m in my office, my troubled kid is not going 

to come find me. I will not be there to support him and encourage him to show up 

daily. Everybody needs support. I mean, I needed support when I was going 

through high school and college, and even at my age. I think we need more 

support when we’re younger, and hopefully, we lean off of needing it, but we 

never are totally independent.  

 

Principal Clarion described “accessible” in terms of a team approach to equitable 

well-being and support of marginalized and minoritized students. He stated: 

So, more like a team approach. Yes, a team approach in trying to make sure that 

we are, those that are in that support role of students almost have to be like the 

facilitator of information and really having those conversations. And it is 

something that I think we need to do a better job at. It’s something that we started 

a little bit with the well-being center, but didn’t quite work; we have to refine that 

process even more so that we can make sure that information is shared better and 

earlier.  

 

Accessibility and a team approach to supporting students’ well-being were also 

deemed essential. Principal Barron and Assistant Principal Clarion advocated for being 

accessible to students, with Principal Barron emphasizing the need to teach students life 

skills through open communication and support rather than relying on suspensions. 

Assistant Principal Clarion echoed this sentiment, stressing the importance of a 

collaborative approach to student support. 

Principals Lilac, Vieron, Mariette, and other participants believed that trauma-

informed practices were critical for increasing teaching and learning outcomes for 

marginalized populations. Principal Vieron stated that she believed new educators should 

be educated with tools for trauma-informed practices. She stated:  

I think that there’s a ton of work in the educational world to develop teachers and 

leaders to understand the impact of marginalization on the outcomes of student 

learning. You know, teaching people how to differentiate and providing them 
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with tools to provide trauma-informed instruction. I think, again, most teachers 

coming out of an education program don’t know what they don’t know until 

they’re sitting in the seat. Because there’s nothing in the educational programs 

that is going to prepare you for it. Especially if you’re able to go out into the real 

world and start getting teaching jobs. This has to be a requirement because, more 

often than not today in America, whatever district you’re in, you’re going to have 

that. You’re going to have some components of that, where there are not only 

Brown students, but there are EL and new to the country. Teachers and leaders 

need to be better prepared for marginalized populations. Whether teaching in a 

poor public school or an affluent school. Like, all of these things are out there and 

have definitely been utilized by schools and districts to bring people up to be 

better prepared for the work. 

  

Restorative practices were identified as an effective approach to discipline, 

particularly for marginalized students. Principal Ryder implemented restorative practices 

in his school, which led to a decrease in suspension rates. He emphasized that such 

practices had to be tailored to accommodate the cultural norms and beliefs of students, 

particularly those from first-generation immigrant families. Principal Mariette also 

championed restorative practices, arguing that they offered more meaningful resolutions 

than traditional disciplinary measures, especially for students from marginalized 

communities. 

External Resources and Opportunities for Wellness. Assistant Principal Jean 

focused on his minority populations and supported their well-being through leadership, 

community forums, resources, and external opportunities that addressed their 

socioeconomic needs. Principal Jean stated:  

And we’ve also identified student leaders with intentionality on identifying 

minority populations, whether it’s race, gender, whether it’s, you know, religion, 

spirituality, sexuality, different than orientation, whatever it is, to be able to 

provide young people with these opportunities. One of the things that we’ve 

gotten back is that we’ve also provided a significant number of surveys just to 

identify what’s going on in our school community and what’s needed because we 

might not always realize that. We also brought in fairs and mental health and 

wellness days. We brought in resources from our community. We realized that a 

lot of our school members have experienced a lot of trauma and specific sexual 
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trauma that we weren’t aware of. So we bring in resources and we try to really 

provide time and we try to allocate time and space for students to talk about the 

things they need and we try to provide them with what comes up. Those in very, 

very small increments.  

 

Principal Vieron believed that students who were marginalized and minoritized 

needed to feel as though they belonged. She passionately explained:  

If you can establish that sense of belonging, you have the kids. They’re hooked. 

You can pretty much ask them to do anything, and they will do it for you. So 

that’s the foundation necessary to keep them engaged, to keep them coming to 

school, to keep them in a positive mindset so that they can tackle and learn 

anything because you have created an environment that makes them believe that. 

 

Principal Vieron believed in the power of trauma-informed practices to influence 

knowledge frameworks to thwart stifling practices and engage in thriving actions toward 

well-being and equity for minoritized populations. Principal Vieron stated:  

So, it’s really my job to continually put that as a learning and professional 

development for our staff in front of them to take into account the trauma that 

comes with that, with those indicators, and how it affects how children learn. We 

have to constantly be innovative, coming up with new and different ways to teach 

and measure learning. 

 

The barriers associated with mental health and teens were regarded as stakeholder 

neglect and a crisis across the participants. Principal Vieron further stated: 

The new big barrier is mental health. Mental health is cutting across all students 

now because there’s a mental health provider crisis. During the pandemic, there 

are not enough people out there who have services to provide for children needing 

true serious mental health services. That’s cutting across even wealthy families. 

There’s just no one there. But obviously, the impact will be far greater felt on kids 

in poverty. So that’s another barrier. We got kids who aren’t coming to school, 

they’re having chronic absenteeism issues because they are not mentally well, and 

there’s no one to support that. There are barriers around drug use. And really the 

crisis right now at school level is fentanyl. Our district just had two more kids 

overdose and one died. 

 

 She further mentioned the importance of data when conducting a needs analysis for 

mental health and well-being. She stated: 
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So, how to start to implement anything, you start with the data. What does the 

data say? What is it telling us? What about this problem? We measured all kids 

around belonging in our school, and definitely, there was a difference between our 

marginalized kids and our White kids. Our marginalized kids felt less belonging 

than our White kids, but our White kids’ belonging was low, too. That was huge, 

right? This is pandemic, post-pandemic. And this is what these kids are all saying. 

So, clearly, it’s something we need to work on, but there’s definitely more of a 

gap for marginalized kids. So, we start the conversation just as that. So, this is 

what our data says. Let’s talk about it. A big part is giving people the ‘Why am I 

going to do something different?’ When teachers see data like that, it bothers 

them. Because they know that that has nothing to do with whether they can read, 

write, or anything. It has everything to do with their relationships with us here at 

the school. And most good teachers don’t want a bad relationship. They don’t 

want not to belong.  

 

A number of participants discussed the need to have resources in the school 

community that could have assisted minoritized and marginalized students. A number of 

participants believed that mental health concerns at times escalated because of a lack of 

early intervention that might have happened if there had been no access to counselors. 

Assistant Principal Ryder said, “There’s an intervention that’s needed, and that is 

counseling services.” Assistant Principal Jean reiterated that there needed to be more 

counselors in schools. He echoed the belief that more focus had to be placed on 

ascertaining more mental health and wellness resources for students. He believed in the 

implementation of so-called Mental Health and Wellness Days as well as the need to 

garner resources from the community to support students who experienced trauma.  

Although the Assistant Principal was aware of the pervasive and significant 

traumas, including sexual trauma, that affected students, he highlighted the need for more 

trauma-informed approaches within schools. He acknowledged that these experiences had 

the potential to impact a student’s ability to learn and engage. He stated that he was not 

doing enough but had started implementing some strategies, including providing students 

with opportunities for expression through the implementation of advisory periods. The 
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advisory periods were designed to have students focus on non-academic activities. He 

also used student surveys to determine their current and future needs.  

In addition to these strategies, Assistant Principal Jean believed in an equitable 

discipline approach like many other participants. Assistant Principal Jean explained: 

We just allow time and space for young people to come and collaborate and to 

support their friends who may be going through different things. But we try to be 

inclusive as well. Not all the time do we capture the entire population, but we do 

offer it. At varying times, students come in to share what is going on or may even 

be a referral for another student. We have also identified student leaders with 

intentionality to include minority populations, whether it's race, gender, whether 

it's, you know, religion, spirituality, sexuality, different than orientation, whatever 

it is, to be able to provide young people with these opportunities. 

 

Assistant Principal Jean advocated for students to have opportunities to collaborate and 

be a source of support for each other. He emphasized inclusivity and focused on 

incorporating marginalized student populations. The data revealed that Assistant 

Principal Jean continued to struggle with meeting the students' mental health needs while 

contending with the limitations of his local resources. He saw this approach as 

challenging due to the education system's expectations. Implementing culturally 

responsive and inclusive practices for marginalized populations remained a challenge, 

especially with the small number of counselors within the school community. This 

represented his evolving efforts to foster trauma awareness and inclusivity when 

addressing students' trauma and wellness.  

Principal Barron stated student discipline had to be equitable. He remarked that:  

Too many staff members are quick to suspend students. Well, suspensions don’t 

change behavior. I mean, you have to talk to kids in the same way that if a child 

can’t read, you teach them. If they can’t ride a bike, you teach them. If they don’t 

behave well, we teach them. You know, we don’t just discipline them. Some 

behaviors require discipline especially if it involves drugs and weapons and things 

of that nature. We also have to restore the relationships when there’s a 

relationship that has been harmed or dented or damaged. And how we restore it is 
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through communication and facilitating those discussions. We should actively 

listen to each other, whether it’s student to student or student to adult.  

 

Principal Barron critiqued the implementation of punitive measures such as 

suspensions. He highlighted the importance of relationship restoration after disciplinary 

actions. He believed in an educational approach to discipline and underscored the need 

for communication and understanding to prevent repeated behavioral issues. Principal 

Barron further remarked that, after a suspension, the student returned to the classroom, 

and the teacher and the student were still in pain if nothing had been done to repair the 

relationship. He further explained the negative systemic impact of such a disciplinary 

strategy:  

If the relationship is not repaired, it leads to a high recidivism rate with certain 

students who have a history of misconduct. No one has repaired the relationship 

after it’s been hurt. You know, so spouses, when they hurt each other, they know 

they got to talk it through. Or if you have a child and you, one side or the other, 

parent’s shooting, parent’s child or child’s parent, somebody said something that 

hurts those person’s feelings, as a family we come together, we talk it through. I 

mean that’s… there’s no option. We have to talk it through. Well, for an 

educational family, let’s recognize that sometimes one person’s going to hurt 

somebody else’s feelings, then we have to talk it through. So that’s the kind of 

work that is ongoing, constant work, but it’s good work and it’s necessary work. 

 

He reflected his equity work and stated: 

Students I focus on are students who are in marginalized groups, such as students 

who are of color, students who are in special education, and students who have 

English as a second language. When those students are doing well at the ability 

level class that they’re in, whether you’re an average class of making A’s and B’s 

or you’re in co-teaching classes making A’s and B’s, or you’re self-contained 

classes making A’s and B’s, moving them to the next level. 

 

Principal Barron recalled a situation with a child who wanted to get out of self-

contained classes. He  stated: 

So one of our kids heard about this; she knew about the numbers, but she knew a 

lot of students of color were going into advanced classes. She was a Hispanic 

student who was in self-contained classes, and her friends had told her about this 
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new opportunity to go to upper-level classes. So she came, she was coming to the 

hallway, she said, look, I’m in a small class, which is self-contained. I want to. Is 

there any chance I can get one for the bigger class that has two teachers in it? And 

I said I know what you’re asking for. She wanted a girl from self-contained to co-

teaching. I said, well, do you think you can handle it? She said, I know I can. 

 

He further stated as he reflected on the educator’s approach to recognition that it 

was important to build students’ confidence and belief in themselves through recognition 

of small efforts and incremental change. He stated: 

 This is not about just moving kids from average classes to honors. This is not 

coming out of self-contained to go into co-teaching or coming out of co-teaching 

and going to just a mainstream one-teacher general education class. It’s not about 

just honors. This is kids elevating themselves out of from one ability class to 

another. And when they do that, we can make, we can be like, okay, I said the 

ability can go to this class, or we can make it feel like a congressional medal of 

honor.  

 

Principal Barron further discussed the importance of using students’ academic 

results to build their intrinsic motivation to continue doing well. He explained:  

It’s not about I’m proud of you. Because then you’re trying to make me proud. I 

mean, no, it’s not that. You should be proud of yourself for your work because we 

got to get them weaned off of trying to please us, and more about it’s about 

pleasing yourself. Be proud of yourself and that you’re an independent boy or girl 

who can do anything in this world if you put your mind to it.  

 

Principal Barron believed that leaders needed to recognize student progress and build 

intrinsic motivation. This showed his commitment to equity. His strategy promoted 

student confidence and self-belief, which would eventually encourage students to take 

pride in their accomplishments. The focus on internal motivation versus external 

motivation led to the empowerment of students to take ownership of their learning to 

improve their academic capacity.  

Principal Lilac believed that mental health was critical to equitable education. She 

stated: 
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Instructional priorities for those students for me is the sense of belonging in the 

space. Sense of belonging, sense of safety. Psychologically safe spaces are 

important to me, especially if we have students who leave our campus and go into 

scarcity or insecurity. Having them feel psychologically and emotionally safe 

brings them to school and then leaves their walls down and available to master 

content and skills. So, there should be a representative curriculum, opportunities 

for discourse, and project-based learning to get the kids using their hands and 

applying skills instead of just being in chairs watching, you know, Google Slides 

and whatnot. So, anything that’s just a cognitive load onto a student, that’s what I 

prefer, but a student is not available to carry a cognitive load if they are not 

psychologically safe.  

 

Principal Lilac further explained, in a rather joking but frustrated manner, the importance 

of exposing teachers and staff to a Brene Brown or Theron Dugan conference for the 

experience and to get to the issue's root. She believed that personal engagement and 

reflection could eventually result in meaningful change. She believed that all the training 

that was provided by the district did some good. Yet, more needed to be done. Still, it did 

not get to the root of the issue in the system-implicit biases that existed within staff 

members about students and their education and trauma-related needs. She explained the 

importance of understanding background and students’ struggles before making 

judgments about a student’s mental state and motivations. Principal Lilac implored:  

I would love to take my entire staff to, attend a Brene Brown conference or to see 

Theron Dugan or something; you know, it's an experience. That kind of stuff I 

feel like changes people and really gets to the very root of, you know, some of the 

implicit biases we have. All of our teachers want to do the best by kids. And some 

of those insidious beliefs that the kid is the problem. They're not even at the front 

of our minds. Like they're hidden back there. And if you don't have practice in 

being like, oh, I blame the kid for that. Like, that's not technically the kid's fault, 

that's the parents fault or that's my fault. Like, I can't shame a kid because he 

came late to the first period. His mom's the one who dropped him off. You know? 

Maybe it's not even the mom's fault, maybe her car broke down. Like why are we 

playing a blame game? That is such an insidious thing that is so hard to pull out, 

and I feel like having even a conference would have to be something like an open 

campaign of let's help each other do this and not make each other feel bad that we 

make mistakes. 
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Principal Lilac acknowledged the need for staff to develop self-awareness and empathy to 

challenge their assumptions. She also believed they needed to develop a collective 

responsibility to support each other and work together to acknowledge and correct their 

biases. She believed there had to be a shift toward empathy for students instead of 

blaming them. Principal Lilac expressed the need for staff to have a broader perspective, 

exercise empathy instead of blame, and examine situations beyond the surface-level 

responses that were often laced with our implicit biases. The mental wellness of teachers 

may have contributed to their response to students’ trauma-related issues and concerns. If 

teachers and staff were not self-aware, they could have continued to perpetuate traumatic 

situations for students whose external factors and family situations were already 

traumatic. Wellness awareness required that adults in the building reflected on their 

unconscious responses and checked them to prevent future trauma for students.  

Principal Tazal believed that the district needed to address the social and 

emotional needs of the underserved instead of leaving it to the schools. He stated that 

there needed to be a systemic approach to supporting the emotional needs of students 

who were minoritized and marginalized. He believed that the number of students who 

needed mental health support had “rapidly increased”; therefore, there needed to be 

access to social workers, and teachers and staff needed to be trained on meeting students’ 

mental health needs. Principal Tazal expressed frustration with the slow response from 

the district in addressing these needs, stating, 

… we’ve been elevating to the district for years that we need more mental health 

support, and it’s just not there. The district hired a social worker who is literally 

working 10 hours a day and doesn’t have a break. Also, teachers and 

administrators need to be trained better on how to meet the needs of kids who are 

struggling with social-emotional barriers. And we’ve been telling them that for 

years. You know, I don’t know if they’re just slow getting this started. I don’t 
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know if they’re slow getting off the ground. The Office of Student Support, 

School Support, and Well-being is where all the school psychologists and social 

workers are, but we’re not seeing much coming out of there. Equity office sends 

us resources periodically, but we’re not seeing a lot come out of there. So I don’t 

know if they’re just slowly building solid teams or whether they’re just trying to 

get some foundational resources out to the schools, but building this house is 

taking forever, and our kids are falling behind. And I don’t have an answer for 

that, you know. I just do think that there are some things at the systematic level 

that need to be a little more timely because some of our kids are really struggling, 

and to dump it on the local schools to come up with an answer, it isn’t always fair.  

 

Principal Tazal believed in an authentically humane response to students and saw 

this as the ultimate to being culturally responsive. He stated: 

I think that a genuine, authentic, humane approach to me is the best way to be a 

culturally responsive leader. You can always keep the data in the back of your 

mind, but I think just hearing from the kids what they need from me. And 

sometimes, it’s just an ear. Sometimes, it’s just someone to listen to you talk. 

 

Principal Tazal’s comments highlighted the urgent need for systemic change and 

more timely support from the district to address the growing mental health crisis among 

students.  

Principals Lilac and Tazal identified psychological safety and mental health 

awareness and support as important components of equitable education. Principal Lilac 

emphasized the critical importance of safe, emotionally supportive environments in 

which students would embrace the academic content. Her micro-focus on fostering 

belonging among the student population, especially among students who faced challenges 

and insecurities outside the school, was critical to her leadership.  

The principals highlighted the need for greater emphasis on educating staff about 

race, equity, and trauma. The data revealed that trauma-focused practices were not 

prioritized in the participants’ school districts. Principal Lilac pointed out the insufficient 

development of teachers in these areas, noting that, while concepts like intersectionality 



 

228 

 

and trauma-informed practices were being introduced, much work remained to be done. 

Principal Lilac believed staff needed to be trained to reflect on their implicit biases that 

may have been contributing to students’ trauma and wellness. Principal Lilac tried to 

address the root causes of implicit biases and trauma by advocating for teacher training 

on self-awareness and empathy. These issues often negatively impacted the academic 

success of marginalized students. Her desire to expose staff to experiences that promoted 

self-reflection and a deeper understanding of trauma was a testament to meaningful, 

systemic change. 

Principal Shivu was encouraged by the efforts of an established wellness center in 

his district, which provided students with a trusted adult and a place for support. 

Additionally, Principal Joshua asked his district for funds to attend a seminar on trauma-

informed leadership after acknowledging that there was very little literature on trauma-

informed leadership. He stated that after he shared the details about the conference, he 

was part of a large grant to support trauma-responsive approaches within his school. He 

explained: “I'm almost embarrassed to say that any time I've needed something, I've been 

able to get it. We’re to look and to ask for it, though, and not just wait for it to fall in your 

lap.” Principal Joshua’s access to resources was consistent with the suburban school 

study participants’ access. These participants had more access to funding, yet trauma and 

wellness issues and other disparities still existed within their schools.  

However, other principals, such as Assistant Principals Ryder and Jean and 

Principal Cher, faced significant challenges in providing adequate mental health support 

due to limited resources. Principal Cher said, “before we deal with instruction, we also 

got to pull off the layers of trauma. So we deal with the trauma first.” Principal Cher, 
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with the assistance of the onsite social worker at her school, implemented trauma groups, 

and together they tried to support the students in the schools as well as those students 

who ended up in group homes with resources such as toiletries, gift cards for food, and 

items of clothing. While she stated that it was helpful to students, she noted that the 

resources were not enough. For example, despite the existence of a wellness center in 

Principal Shivu’s school, it was understaffed, resulting in long wait times for students in 

need of services. In contrast, Assistant Principal Ryder lacked a wellness center 

altogether and had to rely on external community partners to meet students’ mental health 

needs. 

Summary 

The study participants clearly prioritized mental health, specifically the mental 

health of all students. They consistently advocated for comprehensive mental health 

support and a possible philosophy change to address the needs of those students affected 

by trauma, particularly marginalized and minoritized students, as essential to addressing 

the trauma and systemic challenges these students face. Each participant made this 

point—a critical component of equity-focused leadership. The support included direct 

and indirect support services and staff training. Equity-focused leaders recognized the 

inextricable link between mental health and educational equity, emphasizing the need to 

elevate trauma-informed practices to meet the needs of all students better.  

Additionally, the theme of disparity in resources among the schools was evident 

throughout the data, particularly suburban schools versus urban or under-resourced 

schools. While some principals, such as Principal Joshua, had greater access to resources, 

others, such as Assistant Principals Ryder and Jean, struggled with limited funding and 
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staff. The principals were unable to provide comprehensive mental health support and 

trauma-informed care. The challenges faced by urban schools, including resource 

constraints and systemic neglect, underscored the importance of a concerted effort to 

prioritize mental health within the broader context of equity-focused leadership. It was 

made clear by the majority of the participants that, without sufficient resources, students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds were at a higher risk of unmet mental health needs, 

which could hinder the student’s academic and social development. The contrast between 

schools that could not access additional funds and those that could not demonstrate the 

need for systemic reformation to ensure that all students, regardless of their school’s 

resources, received adequate mental health and wellness support. The principals 

remarked that equitable resource allocation had to occur through policy and funding 

reforms to ensure all students had access to mental health initiatives. The principals in 

urban environments experienced many resource constraints and have had to seek 

community partners to support students. These principals had to create a safe and 

supportive school environment to promote equity, which involved implementing policies 

and practices that fostered inclusivity, safety, and a sense of belonging for all students.  

The participants’ disciplinary practices were more restorative in nature. Many of 

the participants moved toward restorative practices rather than punitive measures, which 

might have significantly impacted equity by addressing behavioral issues through 

understanding and reconciliation. The principal’s strategies would help to reduce 

disparities in disciplinary actions and keep students engaged in their education. Trauma-

informed practices in high schools created a more equitable environment where all 

students could succeed academically and thrive emotionally. The findings revealed the 
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significant challenges faced by schools in providing adequate mental health support and 

underscored the necessity of trauma-informed practices, restorative disciplinary 

approaches, and a collaborative effort to support the well-being of marginalized and 

minoritized students. The principals advocated for approaches rooted in empathy, student 

empowerment, and relationship-building, while in contrast, they also highlighted the 

systemic barriers that hinder progress. Principals and assistant principals recognized that 

their implementation of trauma-informed practices at school is essential for lasting 

change. The data revealed the principals' concern with their school districts. The majority 

of the principals revealed the urgency of addressing these issues at the district level 

sooner than later. The data underscored the importance of continuous district-level 

support and a need for the re-alignment of resources to meet the diverse needs of students 

in all schools. 
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Chapter 5: Interpretation, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe how principals who 

served schools impacted by poverty conceptualized equity-focused, transformative 

leadership practices, if at all. 

Khalifa et al. (2016) noted that some research had been done on school leadership 

behaviors directed toward minoritized students, but with cultural and racial diversity in 

schools on the rise, more work was necessary to educate principals on equity-focused 

leadership. This further highlighted the need for concrete models and actual examples of 

principals who believed their practices were transformative and who maintained a focus 

on equity for all students, especially those who were minoritized or marginalized. 

Furthermore, according to Shields (2010b), the leadership practices for these contexts 

needed to be transformative and equity-focused. Although these concepts are in the 

literature, only a few examples of empirical evidence exist that show how transformative 

leadership practices are understood and implemented in high-poverty contexts. The 

problem is that transformative, equity-focused practices have not been widely 

documented to an extent that suggests they are beneficial for elevating student 

achievement (Ford & Moore, 2013; Green, 2012; Maxwell et al., 2013; Theoharis, 2010). 

This research sought to address the gap.  

Using a qualitative interpretive design, interviews were conducted with 12 high 

school leaders across the mid-Atlantic region of the United States to ensure saturation 

was met. Each participant engaged in a 60- to 90-minute semi-structured interview, and 

an exploration of the data followed. The interviews were electronically transcribed with a 
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transcription tool and manually reviewed. A dynamic form of coding was utilized along 

with the assistance of the ATLAS.ti software. All interviews were subject to in vivo 

coding and theming to identify and evaluate common themes and a deeper meaning of the 

data (Saldana, 2016; Yin, 2016). In vivo coding was also used to organize the data. The 

use of bracketing chunks and writing a word or words that represented a category in 

margins helped to maintain objectivity and reliability during the data analysis (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). The data analysis yielded findings that 

developed in alignment with the supporting theories of Transformative Leadership 

Theory, Culturally Responsive Leadership Theory, and the connection between the tenets 

within the conceptual framework. The data analysis was done to investigate the following 

research questions:  

Main Research Question: How do principals who serve schools impacted by 

poverty conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all? 

The sub-questions were: 

1. What does leadership for equity entail for principals who implement equity-

focused, transformative leadership practices?  

2. What challenges do these leaders overcome as they lead for equity?  

3. What strategies, practices, resources, and policies do these leaders implement 

as they lead schools for equity?  

This final chapter summarizes and discusses the findings; revisits the conceptual 

framework; presents conclusions; addresses implications for practice and policy; and 

offers recommendations for future research. The chapter concludes with a summary. 

Summary of Findings 
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Table 3 summarizes the study’s findings in relation to the study’s three sub-

questions. 

Table 3 

Answers to Research Subquestions 

Research Subquestion Findings Based on Participant Responses 

1. What does leadership 

for equity entail for 

principals who 

implement equity-

focused, transformative 

leadership practices? 

• Conceptualization of equity-focused transformative 

leadership was connected to internal motivations, 

beliefs about education, perception of its intent.  

• Commitment and belief in justice and addressing 

inequities drove them to implement transformative 

changes within the school community.  

• Belief that leadership for equity is couched in a 

leader’s philosophy and system of beliefs about 

education, the world, and most importantly, about the 

students.  

• Beliefs and corresponding actions address and 

attempt to dismantle oppressive systems for equity 

overtly.  

• It is leadership focused on emancipation and justice 

for the private and public good. 

• Leadership for equity entails relentless intentionality 

and awareness to disrupt ideologies that marginalize 

certain populations.  

• Belief that equity-focused transformative leadership 

entailed incorporating diverse strategies to ensure 

every student had equal educational opportunity and 

foundation for success.  

• Important that educators be involved in data analysis 

to dissect and address educational disparities based 

on race, ethnicity, and language barriers.  

• Must be a clear understanding of equity and what it 

means to lead for equality, emancipation, democracy, 

and justice for long-lasting change. 

2. What challenges do 

these leaders overcome 

as they lead for equity?  

• Belief that teacher education programs and classroom 

approaches were not adjusted to include curricula, 
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courses, and experiences that aptly met the needs of 

minoritized and marginalized groups.  

• These populations benefitted from increased rigor 

and untraditional thinking about teaching and 

learning, however they were not being supported by 

the traditional model of schooling.  

• Educational practices were not student-centered to 

develop student empowerment, which was the core of 

equity-focused leadership.  

• Getting students’ voices and data elevated.  

• The absence of student voice data negated attempts to 

drive targeted academic, social, and emotional 

support to create an inclusive and supportive learning 

environment and student voice and empowerment. 

Principals believed that equity-focused 

transformative leadership meant that leaders 

promoted student efficacy and focused on the 

student’s class experiences, which was important to 

overcome when promoting equity and empowerment.  

• Systemically, school attendance policies, scheduling, 

course choices, and community volunteer 

requirements often overlooked the personal struggles 

minoritized students faced.  

• These systemic issues continue to pose extraordinary 

challenges for students, especially minoritized and 

marginalized students.  

• Unnecessary course requirements and nonacademic 

activities needed for graduation presented significant 

challenges for some students, particularly 

marginalized youth.  

• Additional systemic barriers included limited access 

and opportunities due to school boundaries, 

neighborhood schools, and home school networks.  

• Intersectionality and lack of strategies to address 

these issues, and the varied learning methods for all 

students.  

• The typical perspectives about students who are 

considered marginalized must be challenged.  

• Marginalized populations within a particular context 

varies based on the local demographic. In some cases, 

unexpected groups, such as certain religious groups, 
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students with intersectionality, and White FARM 

students, were found to be marginalized within their 

school environments. These students faced challenges 

such as lack of access to rigorous classes and feelings 

of disenfranchisement.  

• Parents of Black and Brown students are not honored 

as advocates and are often excluded from initiatives 

within the building.  

• Strong belief that teaching and learning that was 

equity-focused did not adequately include cycles of 

professional development focused on ethnicity, race, 

and antiracist practices.  

• Students were not given rigorous courses that 

included choice and provided student empowerment.  

• Teachers were reluctant to promote student voice and 

to objectively used student voice data, those who did 

improved and grew in practice.  

• Educators at times failed to practice suspending 

cultural and racial assumptions and stereotypes and 

failed to adequately promote asset-based and trauma-

focused strategies within the classroom.  

• Assumptions about Black and Brown students 

negatively impacted the choice and access they have 

to rigorous academic programs.  

• Cultural stigma and assumptions of some White 

teachers must shift to honor and value Black and 

Brown students.  

• Challenges in the various school district choices for 

hiring often did not meet the needs of the local 

school; thus, participants believed there was a need 

for strategic, authentic hiring, and the professional 

development courses for teachers were not sufficient 

but needed to included real-world teacher training in 

high-needs schools and exposure to curricula aligned 

with the needs of the environment they would enter.  

• Disparity in resources to provide comprehensive 

mental health support and trauma-informed care, 

particularly suburban schools versus urban or under-

resourced schools.  

• Some principals had greater access to resources; 

others struggled with limited funding and staff.  
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• Inability to provide comprehensive mental health 

support and trauma-informed care and other 

resources.  

• Challenges faced by urban schools, including 

resource constraints and systemic neglect, 

underscored the importance of a concerted effort to 

prioritize mental health within the broader context of 

equity-focused leadership—made clear by most 

participants that, without sufficient resources, 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds were at 

higher risk of unmet mental health needs, which 

could hinder the student’s academic and social 

development.  

• Challenges in providing adequate mental health 

support underscored the necessity of trauma-informed 

practices, restorative disciplinary approaches, and a 

collaborative effort to support the well-being of 

marginalized and minoritized students.  

3. What strategies, 

practices, resources, 

and policies do these 

leaders implement as 

they lead schools for 

equity?  

• Focus on negating mindsets that perpetuated 

stereotypes, societal and cultural systems of inequity, 

ignorance of the impact of race and racism, and 

culturally responsive practices to empower and 

transform limiting perspectives.  

• Focus on creating an inclusive environment that 

acknowledges the variety of cultural identities.  

• Building student skills and data benefit staff and 

students, and educators must promote open access 

and opportunities to all course levels void of 

assumptions.  

• Implement strategies to enhance categories aligned 

with student access, agency, and empowerment.  

• Support all students, particularly minoritized and 

marginalized populations.  

• Amplify the voices of marginalized students and 

establish an environment where they felt a sense of 

belonging, trust, and empowerment.  

• Establish and promote inclusivity through local 

collaborative efforts and others throughout the 

community. Instead of mere acknowledgment of 

culturally responsive practices.  
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• Limitations to implementing transformative and 

culturally responsive practices due to limitations 

within their district, which left them simply managing 

the diversity but not actively able to foster equity and 

social justice for all students consistently.  

• Fervent attempts to actively foster equity and social 

justice; acknowledge and value diversity as assets 

within the community; seeking to foster trust and 

build rapport with families by understanding cultural 

contexts; and challenge systemic inequities by 

implementing strategies that go beyond cultural 

awareness to making attempts to dismantle systems 

of power that perpetuate inequity.  

• Prioritizing the importance of making phone calls to 

parents to provide updates and feedback on student 

performance and suspending assumptions about 

parent’s SES, marital, or political status.  

• Take practical opportunities that were critical for 

teachers to address the populations of students who 

were marginalized and minoritized.  

• Elevate physiological needs, making participants 

cognizant of the prudence of building trust and heart 

and a connection with students before attempting to 

elevate their academics.  

• Embody a leadership style that promotes awareness 

of diversity challenges.  

• Practice leadership actions that address deficit 

mindsets and barriers. 

• Consistently address systemic challenges, practices, 

and resources that established and supported 

culturally responsive family and community and 

culturally responsive teaching and learning culture.  

• Advocate for comprehensive mental health support 

and a possible philosophy change to address the 

needs of those students affected by trauma, 

particularly marginalized and minoritized students, as 

essential to addressing the trauma and systemic 

challenges these students face—a critical component 

of equity-focused leadership.  

• Provide direct and indirect support services and staff 

training.  
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• Recognize the inextricable link between mental 

health and educational equity, emphasizing the need 

to elevate trauma-informed practices to meet the 

needs of all students better.  

• Create a safe and supportive school environment to 

promote equity, which involved implementing 

policies and practices that fostered inclusivity, safety, 

and a sense of belonging for all students.  

• Employ disciplinary practices that are more 

restorative in nature.  

• Move toward restorative practices rather than 

punitive measures, which may significantly impact 

equity by addressing behavioral issues through 

understanding and reconciliation.  

• Trauma-informed practices in high schools create a 

more equitable environment where all students can 

succeed academically and thrive emotionally.  

• Advocate for approaches rooted in empathy, student 

empowerment, and relationship-building. 

 

Discussion of Findings  

In this section, I discuss the findings from the data gathered from the interviews 

and appropriate literature. Four broad themes emerged from the interview data. The four 

themes were:  

1. A Leader’s Philosophy and Beliefs about Equity 

2. Culturally Responsive and Transformative Leadership Practices 

3. Leadership Practices that Promote Student Agency 

4. Leadership that Prioritizes Mental Health 

Theme 1: A Leader’s Philosophy and Beliefs about Equity 

The findings reveal that all principals’ equity-focused, transformative leadership 

actions and modus operandi are connected to their deeply woven philosophy and beliefs 
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about equity. This section describes the findings about a leader’s beliefs in the context of 

the relevant literature. The principal must be aware of self and values, beliefs, and 

dispositions when serving poor children of color. The extant literature described this as 

critical consciousness (Brown, 2004; Dantley, 2005a; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Gooden, 

2005; McKenzie et al., 2008). The principals within this study produced appropriate data 

that revealed their active and progressively growing critical consciousness. Furthermore, 

the findings reveal that the school leaders’ beliefs, expectations, knowledge, and 

experience also shape their thinking and actions. Therefore, the principals’ system of 

beliefs becomes a critical notch on their wall of progress toward making effective 

changes toward a more equitable education system. According to Hallinger and Heck 

(2011), instructionally effective schools where educators illustrate a different set of 

beliefs about the potential of their students and staff emphasize the importance of 

maintaining high expectations for all children and adopting the positive mindset that all 

children can learn. The findings reveal that most of the participant’s experiences and 

belief systems may determine how focused each may be on issues connected to 

emancipation, justice for the private well-being, and the public good.  

Moreover, the participants illustrate how their philosophy and belief systems are 

intricately connected to their beliefs and motivations around equity-focused, 

transformative leadership and their understanding of equity. This was seen with 

Principals Joshua and Cher, who both know they want to make an impact. Principal Cher 

started in the city schools as a substitute, fell in love with teaching, and pursued her 

education to earn her doctoral degree. Her aspiration for leadership blossomed after her 

placement in a disciplined, alternative school. Principal Cher always knew she wanted to 
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make an impact in the public school system because she was educated in public schools 

and longed to influence the conditions of the schools. Most participant responses 

illustrate equity’s multilayered and multifaceted nature and their conceptualization of 

equity. The participants’ deep reflection and conceptualization of equity-focused 

transformative leadership is connected to their internal motivations, beliefs about 

education, and perception of its intent. The literature highlights the need for equity-

focused principals to critique and disrupt the status quo. Transformative leadership 

involves critique and disruption of the status quo. It is a “critical approach to leadership 

grounded in Freire’s (1970) fourfold call for critical awareness or conscientization, 

followed by critical reflection, critical analysis, and finally for activism or critical action 

against the injustices of which one has become aware” (Shields, 2013, p. 11). The 

principals have implemented changes to transform the community and shift the status quo 

due to their beliefs about justice and inequity.  

Some participants defined equity as a community and the creation of 

individualized student plans, but the leaders should have specifically defined which 

communities were included or excluded and how plans were implemented and monitored 

by the local school and districts. Understanding that beliefs drive leader actions, 

instituting clear guidelines that promote effective checks and balances for these plans is 

important. Individualized Education Plans have always been created under the provision 

of special education. The extant literature warns against the generic labeling and 

exclusionary practices that are, at times, linked to the provision of special education 

services. Principals seeking to establish more socially just schools must address special 

education and the disproportionate representation of African Americans in segregated 



 

242 

 

special-education placements (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014); but each school has 

different situations, individuals, cases, and contexts that make it difficult to define or 

describe prior to a principal engaging in leadership practices (Bogotch, 2002; McKenzie 

& Scheurich, 2009).  

Furthermore, the implementation of culturally responsive practices was not 

consistent with all participants; intentional actions were more focused on equitable 

practices versus culturally responsive practices. There were no intentional plans to 

accommodate for each student’s cultural differences; instead, some principals were acting 

in the moment to situations that arose from cultural misunderstandings among students 

and staff. There was little consistency and intentionality beyond the understanding of the 

students’ cultural dissonance within the context. It was good that the principals 

understood that there was a cultural disconnect in the community; however, it would have 

improved the climate if the school was aware of the cultural rules that governed the 

households of the families through education and collaboration (e.g., Principal Clarion, 

Assistant Principal Jean, and Assistant Principal Ryan).  

Some leaders’ conceptualization and actions were more transformational than 

transformative. A number of principals made steps to effect change, and the 

transformational change began. Nevertheless, laws were not changed in the broader 

community. The breadth of their impact was limited to their community due to 

regulatory, political, and financial limitations. Some principals made a significant impact 

within their schools and across the district, thus having an impact in the lives of not only 

the students under their care but also other students outside of their immediate sphere of 

work (e.g., Principal Barron, Principal Joshua, and Principal Mariette).  That is, they 
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focused more on liberty, justice, and equality—that helped leaders begin the process of 

transformation—than on equality, emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice—the 

areas where long-lasting change would more likely occur. Transformative strategies give 

way to lasting change. The leaders’ beliefs shaped their response toward decision-

making, resource allocation, curriculum organization, teaching, and learning, as well as 

toward challenges that may arise within a school context (Hallinger & Heck, 2011). This 

is seen in Principal Joshua, who first taught in the suburbs but quickly transitioned to an 

alternative inner city school environment. He was a relentless leader, and this attitude 

was derived from his childhood experiences and desire to make an impact. Principal 

Joshua was fiercely devoted to equity and determined to remove barriers to access and 

opportunities for any student he served. He believed that every student he served had the 

capacity for greatness, and administrators and staff were responsible to create the 

conditions where greatness could become reality. Additionally, Principal Barron revealed 

that he had to be intentional about his work. He had to challenge old ways of thinking and 

doing and ignore the traditional expectations that staff had of the principalship to support 

his cause for equity and social justice. 

Educational reformers have long claimed school leadership is a crucial component 

to any reform of education, secondary only to the very act of teaching (Khalifa, M., 

Gooden, M. A., & Davis, J. E., 2016; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). 

The findings reveal that the leader’s philosophy, belief system, experiences, commitment, 

and relentless focus on equity are the start to the creation of schools that are more equity-

focused and provide access and opportunities for all students. The participants affirmed 

the current research findings and have provided lived experiences and expanded ideas 
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about the extent to which a principal’s philosophy may influence and determine the 

success of the students within his or her community.  

Theme 2: Culturally Responsive and Transformative Leadership Practices  

The findings reveal focused, transformative leadership practices that principals 

applied to implement equity. Each participant confronted the questions about justice and 

democracy to establish an educational context that promoted social and equitable 

transformation. According to Shields (2010), transformative leadership began with 

questions of justice and democracy, critiqued inequitable practices, and addressed both 

public and private good. Most participants attempted to do this in addition to 

implementing culturally responsive practices that challenged the status quo and 

developed inclusive school cultures. The findings also highlighted the dilemma that, 

while most principals promoted implementation of culturally responsive and 

transformative practices to shift their schools to be more equity-focused, some 

participants’ challenges were unsurmountable due to long-standing institutional policies, 

and, of course, lasting change required time and consistency. Despite the apparent 

challenges, every principal remained resolute in making incremental improvements. The 

research suggests that, unless promoted by the principal, implementing cultural 

responsiveness may be disorganized or short-lived in a school, thus negating the efforts to 

transform the inner system (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

Most participants were found to promote culturally responsive, transformative 

practices that aligned with the needs of students from diverse cultural backgrounds and 

the respective needs of their micro and macro communities—findings that were critical to 

understanding of the research on cultural responsiveness. According to Gay (2010), 
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cultural responsiveness could not be decontextualized or ahistorical. The research 

supports the principals’ focus on issues within all areas that affect students’ lives. This 

approach was confirmed under the theory of transformative leadership, which focused on 

individual, organizational, and societal transformation (Shields, 2010). The principals 

further promoted culturally responsive practices and transformative practices by negating 

mindsets that perpetuated stereotypes, societal and cultural systems of inequity, ignorance 

of the impact of race and racism, and culturally responsive practices to empower and 

transform limiting perspectives, especially toward students who were marginalized and 

minoritized.  

 The literature recognized that these approaches were culturally responsive 

leadership and was needed in all settings, including those not dominated by minoritized 

students, and that not all students of color were minoritized; however, it was important to 

consider minoritized students and individuals from racially oppressed communities that 

have been marginalized—both legally and discursively because of their nondominant 

race, ethnicity, religion, language, gender sexuality, income, or citizenship and other 

factors that led to further marginalization (Khalifa et al., 2016). The extant literature 

supported the actions of the leaders, who focused on creating an inclusive environment 

that acknowledged the variety of cultural identities. Unfortunately, some participants fall 

short of doing more than mere acknowledgment. They fail to respect and integrate the 

varied cultural identities into the decision-making and district practices and policies 

implemented. Some participants are limited in their efforts to implement transformative 

and culturally responsive practices due to limitations within their district, and this has left 

them to simply manage the diversity but not actively able to foster equity and social 
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justice for all students consistently. Nevertheless, most participants have made fervent 

attempts to actively foster equity and social justice, to acknowledge and value diversity as 

assets within the community, to foster trust and build rapport with families by 

understanding the cultural contexts, and to challenge systemic inequities by 

implementing strategies that have gone beyond cultural awareness to making attempts to 

dismantle systems of power that perpetuated inequity.  

The culturally responsive and transformative leadership practices of these 

principals are categorized into subthemes. The interview data indicated the following 

subthemes: (1) leadership that promotes awareness of diversity challenges, (2) leadership 

actions to address deficit mindsets and barriers, (3) leaders’ actions that address systemic 

challenges, (4) culturally responsive family and community, and (5) culturally responsive 

teaching and learning culture. The findings reveal the principals’ various actions and 

laser focus on the issues that impact equity-focused transformative leadership practices. 

The principals’ actions have been intended to counter the oppression the marginalized 

and minoritized students experience within their schools. The principal’s approach is 

consistent with the literature, which explained that, because historically oppressive 

structures have disadvantaged minoritized students, and because some educators and 

schools have been—intentionally or unintentionally—complicit in reproducing this 

oppression, the culturally responsive school leaders have a principled, moral 

responsibility to counter this oppression (Khalifa et al., 2016). If low expectations occur 

because teachers do not feel students are smart enough based on their behaviors or 

appearances, then the marginalization of students social and cultural capital occurs and 

perpetuates a cycle, indicating that educators either do not value or recognize the worth 
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of these minoritized perspectives (Ginwright, 2007; Khalifa, 2010; Ream & Rumberger, 

2008). The findings illustrate that teachers have deficit mindset and biases about students. 

Some principals want students to be assessed for their intelligence instead of the teachers’ 

implicit beliefs and cultural biases about students (e.g., Assistant Principal Jean, Principal 

Clarion, Principal Barron). Teachers who promote student voice and objectively use 

student voice data grow in practice, subsequently allowing students to flourish. 

Furthermore, educators must practice suspending cultural and racial assumptions and 

stereotypes and begin promoting asset-based and trauma-focused strategies. The findings 

in this study are consistent with the existing literature on this topic. Both transformative 

leadership and culturally responsive leadership theories require leaders to exhibit 

culturally and linguistically responsive behaviors; eliminate deficit thinking; and address 

racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and other prejudices (Shields & Hesbol, 2019; Khalifa, 

2016, 2018). The principals within the study are focused on developing students’ social 

and cultural capital through efforts to increase student agency and empowerment by 

addressing staff deficit mindset and barriers, addressing systemic challenges, 

hyperfocusing on the culture of teaching and learning, and connecting and bridging the 

gaps between family and school community and promoting awareness of diversity and 

the challenges associated with diversity.  

  The principals in this study have expressed their need to be persistent, relentless, 

and critically aware of the needs of all students, while also understanding their staff’s 

capacity to address the needs of the minoritized and marginalized students within their 

schools if they intend to dismantle oppressive structures that perpetuate inequity. While 

they have made some progress, the work is ongoing and, at times, moves slowly, 
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especially regarding changing the mindset of schooling and the disparity in resource 

allocation between wealthy and poor school districts, and emphasizing that this disparity 

perpetuates educational inequities and the financial divide between districts creates 

unequal educational opportunities that reinforce systemic barriers (e.g., Principal Vieron, 

Assistant Principal Jean, and Principal Barron).  

The findings further reveal that teacher education programs and classroom 

approaches need to be adjusted to include curricula, courses, and experiences that more 

aptly meet the needs of minoritized and marginalized groups. Some principals believe 

that the culture of teaching and learning must change to eliminate unnecessary roadblocks 

that exist for students affected by poverty and those who are marginalized. The findings 

reveal that, at the core of the issue of teaching and learning, is the teacher’s critical 

perception of self, students, and the environment. A number of participants have found 

that some teachers’ support for inclusive community activities and their commitment to 

objective data analysis waiver depending on the subgroup of students. The principals 

have had to address the critical needs of all students to achieve equitable outcomes. 

Students needed to be given rigorous courses that include choice and provide student 

empowerment. Student-centered teaching strategies remove the interest of the teacher and 

focus solely on the interest of each student (Guerra et al., 2013; Henfield & Washington, 

2012). Lessons and activities ae prepared based on the learning influences of each student 

rather than generic lesson plans which are templates for the dominant group (Gollnick & 

Chinn, 2009; Henfield & Washington, 2012). The findings reveal that who benefitted 

from increased rigor and untraditional thinking about teaching and learning. The 

participants believe that equity-focused teaching and learning must include cycles of 
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professional development focused on ethnicity, race, and antiracist practices. For 

example, Principal Tazal understood the needs of the minoritized populations but 

wondered if staff were ready and equipped to address the changes required to educate the 

students who were largely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. He stated that their low 

performances might be based on teachers’ racial or ethnic biases, as well as teachers’ 

disbelief about the struggles and challenges some minoritized students might have been 

experiencing. The participants’ responses showed them to be disruptors of inequitable 

structures to transform the old system through their actions to address deficit mindset and 

break down barriers. The definition used by Shields (2013) for an equity-focused leader 

who disrupted and broke down barriers and inequitable power structures as steps toward 

systemic transformation aligned with the beliefs and actions that addressed and attempted 

to dismantle oppressive systems for equity overtly. 

The findings confirm and further support the idea that while facing challenges, 

principals who are equity-focused and transformative in practices disrupt inequitable 

institutional systems and practices. Various ideas connected to acknowledging and 

addressing inequities are evident in the system or institution where participants operate. 

Systemic issues range from staffing and scheduling to matters of race, racial issues, and 

the acknowledgment of these issues by stakeholders. There is a sense that staff and 

stakeholders need to exert more influence and be more aligned to effect lasting, equitable 

change. Most participants have taken steps within their school community to make these 

changes. In contrast, some participants disregard the neglect of stakeholders. They forge 

creative partnerships outside their community to meet the lack they recognize and attain 

productive solutions for their students and staff. The participants challenge the 
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reinforcement of systemic, institutional inequities and institutional biases and practices 

within schools and school districts that result in inequitable treatment and opportunities 

for students based on their culture, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. It is encouraging 

to note that the literature on leadership approaches to minoritized and marginalized 

populations encourage principals to take a stand against institutional inequities. The 

literature stated that school leaders should recognize that the marginalization and the 

minoritizing of students was connected to the inequitable structures in our society and  

linked to oppressive external factors, structural barriers within our society and the larger 

context of the school (Anderson, 1988; Scanlon & Theoharis, 2014; Shields, 2003; 

Shields, 2010a). 

Overall, these interview results indicate that all principals consistently address 

deficit mindsets and barriers to uncover potential and create an environment where all 

children thrive. Each participant, although with different approaches, leads their team by 

focusing on the students who are most marginalized or minoritized to critique inequitable 

practices, overcome implicit biases, and dismantle stereotypes to emphasize student voice 

and agency, inculcate growth mindsets, and transform limiting perspectives. A number of 

the principals are enthusiastic about educating themselves and succinctly providing 

opportunities to educate their staff with training on race and equity practices. 

Furthermore, addressing societal and cultural systems of inequity and cultivating cultural 

awareness is of utmost importance to these principals. These principals continue to push 

the envelope and present circumstances of education that so often neglect some students, 

especially those marginalized and minoritized, by deconstructing old knowledge 

frameworks and exercising moral courage to effect profound and equitable change. 
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Nevertheless, a number of the principals have  noted that more work needs to be done to 

address the needs of the minoritized populations such as ELLs, African American males, 

LGBTQI students, and some religious and social groups. Most principals see the need to 

oppose the established systems and create the environment they see as best for their 

student population, regardless of the majority of the stakeholders’ positions or policies.  

One of the subthemes, titled “Leaders’ Actions that Address Systemic 

Challenges,” reveals that participants are aware of and actively implement practices and 

processes to challenge systemic inequalities, stereotypes, and biases through persistent 

actions. Participants highlight the unequal distribution of resources and opportunities as 

significant barriers, identifying these as catalysts of inequitable strategies in talent 

acquisition and diversity as well as in maintaining talent acquisition power. They note a 

lack of understanding of student experiences from a cultural perspective and through a 

culturally responsive lens, which may have stemmed from inadequate methods of 

collecting accurate data. There is also concern about the deficit-based mentality prevalent 

in schools regarding student achievement outcomes, which contributes to the 

perpetuation of racial and ethnic disparities and gaps. Addressing the absence of 

professional development on race-related topics, including racial stereotypes, 

characteristics, and White supremacy culture, is seen as crucial. 

Additional systemic barriers identified from the findings include limited access 

and opportunities due to school boundaries, neighborhood schools, and home school 

networks. Participants note challenges associated with intersectionality and the lack of 

strategies to address these issues, as well as the varied learning methods for all students. 

Teacher reluctance to collaborate with peers and students to plan learning approaches and 
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the hesitancy to be observed in order to identify the best strategies for students emerge as 

systemic barriers that hinder progress. Furthermore, unnecessary course requirements and 

nonacademic activities needed for graduation present significant challenges for some 

students, particularly marginalized youth. Systemically, school attendance policies, 

scheduling, course choices, and community volunteer requirements often overlook the 

personal struggles that minoritized students face. These systemic issues continue to pose 

extraordinary challenges for students, especially those who are minoritized and 

marginalized. However, overcoming these barriers leads to the implementation of 

transformative strategies. The principals’ implementation of transformative strategies 

reveals their focused intent on challenging the systemic inequities for students so they 

can strengthen the causal linkages of instruction and learning. Trainor and Robertson 

(2020) focused on technical rigor to strengthen causal linkages between instruction and 

learning. Trainor and Robertson highlighted that school-based equity requires considering 

and addressing obstacles to opportunities to learn, work, and enjoy their lives. Principals, 

special educators, and researchers must be aware of what school-based equity requires to 

support individuals with disabilities and their families appropriately. The principals have 

documented that deconstructing societal biases that open the door to, or at least intersect 

with, challenges is necessary to address the needs of minoritized students. In alignment 

with the research, the study participants navigate their local education system’s practices 

to promote equity regardless of the level of support received from the stakeholders and 

the transformative strategies identified in the data that support culturally responsive 

family and community, student agency, and empowerment. 
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Some principals have advocated for strategic hiring to meet the needs of 

minoritized and marginalized populations. The district choices for hiring often do not 

meet the needs of the local school; thus, participants believe strategic, authentic hiring is 

necessary, and these teachers might benefit from real-world teacher training in high-

needs schools and exposure to curricula aligned with the needs of the environment they 

would enter. Establishing standards for teacher quality (Ladson-Billings, 1999) and 

maintaining active curriculum leadership by training and supporting equity-focused 

scholarship of teachers and teacher leaders is essential for equity- focused school leaders 

(Klar & Brewer, 2013; Day & Leithwood, 2007; Shatzer et al., 2014; Skrla et al., 2004). 

The equity-focused school leader meets equitable change needs by maintaining a 

critically conscious mindset.  

Theme 3: Leadership Practices that Promote Student Agency  

The findings show that leaders who implement transformative strategies to 

engender inclusive practices, prioritize family and community collaboration, and support 

student agency and student efficacy are able to create environments where students feel 

valued, heard, and empowered. The finding for this theme reveal that each participant 

share a belief in equity and a shared commitment to providing every student with the 

opportunity to succeed while eliminating gaps in access and opportunities and having 

relentless intentionality in the pursuit of equity. Unfortunately, some teachers vehemently 

oppose actions that promote student voice and agency due to archaic practices, such as 

those connected to staff perception of students and their cultural ideologies, which are 

connected to defeating cultural ways of being and seeing the world. Both transformative 

leadership and culturally responsive leadership theories require leaders to exhibit 
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culturally and linguistically responsive behaviors, eliminate deficit thinking, and address 

racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and other prejudices (Shields & Hesbol, 2019; Khalifa, 

2016, 2018). The principals have had to combat the negating challenges in their efforts to 

empower students. The principals witness resentment toward students and complaints 

about the students’ opposition to the strategies they have been employing in the classes. 

Some principals stated that student empowerment allowed students to flourish, develop, 

and be solution-focused instead of waiting for others to tell them the next move to make.  

The principals in the study believe that building the capacity of students and 

student voices with intentionality effects change in the adults within the building and the 

school’s culture and practices (e.g., Principals Mariette and Lilac and Assistant Principals 

Shalom and Jean). These principals seek to build student efficacy through relationships 

rooted in belief and trust, recognizing that empowerment and agency are essential to 

fostering leadership capacity, inclusive practices, and an asset-based mindset about 

students and their potential. The actions of the principals within this study are supported 

in the literature, which states that equity-focused leaders operate from an equity lens 

because they implement processes to diagnose and assess equity within the culture, 

policies, programs, practices, and processes within the school; they set direction and 

shape the environment where equity and excellence are the standards for everything; they 

develop people personally and professionally to ensure the organization works so 

teachers and school site staff can engage in effective teaching, learning, and support 

(Leithwood et al., 2004). 

 The principals in this study have implemented practices and actions focused on 

equity. Theoharis (2010) noted that principals effectively dismantled frameworks of 
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inequity by promoting and practicing social justice strategies. Equity-focused schools are 

expected to motivate, nurture, and honor all aspects of every student; thus, each has been 

expected to provide an asset-based educational experience that affirms the identity of 

each student. Social justice leadership theory, grounded in the acknowledgment of 

individual and community injustices, affirmed individual identity and its tenets may have 

contributed to increased equity-focused strategies. Social justice leadership is being 

implemented through the actions of the principals in this study. The study seeks to 

understand how principals promote such environments. Some principals challenge the 

systemic and sociocultural framework of students for personal and public good. They 

challenge the perspectives and perceptions of the teachers regarding who students should 

be in the eyes of teachers who are fearful of change. The teachers fear new methods and 

instead clung to the “old way” of doing things, thus perpetuating White supremacy 

characteristics (e.g., Assistant Principals Jean and Ryder and Principals Barron and 

Joshua). Indeed, Black, Latino, and poor students face a hostile school climate and are 

often being pulled and pushed out of school (Bradley & Renzulli, 2011; Khalifa, 2010; 

Lee & Burkam, 2003; Okey & Cusick, 1995). Low academic performance for students of 

color has been directly related to the educators in the buildings that serve these students. 

Teacher expectations have often been lower for minoritized students than for their White 

classmates (McKown & Weinstein, 2008).  

 The participants believe that the empowerment of students is critical to each 

student's perception of their efficacy, and they understand that empowering students is 

crucial to enhancing their sense of self-efficacy. They seek to build efficacy through 

relationships rooted in belief and trust. They recognize that empowerment and agency are 



 

256 

 

essential to fostering leadership capacity, inclusive practices, and an asset-based mindset 

about students and their potential. The principals establish relationships through peer-to-

peer mentorship and advocacy through student councils and forums, as well as strategic 

hirings of staff who are exemplary role models within the school community (e.g., 

Principal Cher and Assistant Principal Jean).  

 A huge barrier to the principals’ efforts has been the challenge of changing 

mindsets and ideologies and the old ways of providing education that are designed with 

teacher-centered objectives. The principals’ efforts to promote student-driven and 

student-focused practices resulted in increased student engagement and the inclusion of 

student voices into the educational process (Lilac, Joshua, Jean). These leaders recognize 

the importance of student voices in fostering a sense of belonging and trust, and their 

efforts contribute to developing empowered and successful students.  

Theme 4: Leadership that Prioritizes Mental Health  

The data revealed the critical importance of honoring students’ mental health if 

one is to be an equity-focused, transformative leader. There has been a substantial 

increase in the number of students with mental health needs, yet significant discrepancies 

exist in access to timely intervention (De Los Reyes & Von der Embse, 2024). Education 

is one of the main methods to negate the effects of impoverished environments; education 

also promotes well-being and a sustainable future (McKinney, 2014). The literature tells 

us that the school environment must promote positive mental health initiatives for all 

students. Some of the students who have experienced various effects of poverty such as 

mental stress, social and emotional regulation concerns, delayed development of the 

brain, aggression, and lower school readiness (Brown & Green, 2014; Crowder & South, 
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2003). All these factors place students at higher risk of failure; however, schools can 

change the trajectory of each child’s future. School has the potential to either perpetuate 

or eliminate the cycle of oppression and inequality that exists for marginalized students in 

U.S. education (Gorski, 2013; Rogalsky, 2009). School leaders should be trained and 

ready with resources to assist students who have dual roles and find themselves in 

intersectional spaces that may cause mental strains.  

The study expands the conversation about the reality and the  need for these 

resources and has added to the need for strong leadership and resources to support the 

needs of students who are negatively impacted by their political status, socioeconomic 

status, the trauma or stress from the roles of students, breadwinners, and translators. A 

school’s task is to promote positive behavior and provide social and emotional support 

programs that increase student achievement. The mental health of students has emerged 

as an even more paramount issue since the effects and aftermath on the psyches of both 

adults and students of the COVID pandemic and lockdowns. Additionally, restorative 

practices—practices and actions that do not harm but restore and unite to correct harm 

done—emerge as a subtheme within the data. Participants defined restorative practice as 

“to mend,” “to teach conflict resolution,” and “confidence in ascertaining all sides of an 

issue.” It was underscored that the educational disruption and disciplinary infractions 

disproportionately adversely affected students of color and those who are minoritized and 

marginalized. Some participants view restorative practices as a supportive strategy that 

serve students better than punitive actions. The findings illustrate the principals’ belief in 

implementing strategies that negate students’ opportunities for positive discourse, 

reflection, and repair. The restorative and repairing practices are critical to equitable 
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discipline, trauma-informed leadership, and meeting the needs of students experiencing 

mental health concerns in school.  

 Most principals have illuminated the need to develop nontraditional approaches to 

educating students affected by the pandemic. Their decision to lead their schools with this 

level of contextual understanding underscores their high level of critical consciousness. 

For instance, Gay and Kirkland (2003) emphasized the critical consciousness aspect of 

culturally responsive teaching, arguing that teachers must know who they are as people, 

understand the contexts in which they teach, and intently question their knowledge base 

and assumptions. Transformative leadership “begins with questions of justice and 

democracy; it critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of greater 

individual achievement but of a better life lived in common with others” (Shields, 2010, 

p. 559). It involves “moral purpose, intellectual and social development, and a focus on 

social justice” (Shields, 2013, p. 14). The principals all agreed that student mental health 

is not to be ignored and should be given priority and focus over punitive measures, 

particularly concerning marginalized and minoritized populations. Policies that require 

school leaders to address academic and discipline disparities have not been enough to 

address the academic problems and, in a number of instances, racial gaps continued to 

worsen (Ford & Moore, 2013; Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2006).  

The findings illustrate the principals’ belief that trauma-informed practices must 

be elevated to meet the needs of all students, especially minoritized and marginalized 

students. The participants underscored the necessity of continuous learning about trauma-

informed practices, viewing this knowledge not as an option but as an essential 

component of equity-focused leadership aimed at addressing trauma-informed instruction 
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and systemic challenges and barriers faced by marginalized students. Some of the 

principals believe that teachers need in-depth professional development opportunities that 

equip them to implement trauma-informed practices. While some school districts have 

begun to address mental health crises in their schools by establishing wellness centers, 

other principals have been left to figure out a plan for their students, given the limited 

resources available to them and their staff. Wellness centers have been strategically 

placed across the district, (e.g., Principals Shivu and Tazal). Although the wellness 

centers were a good solution, they remained understaffed and had long waitlists of 

students. Other principals had no wellness center or adequate counselors in the building. 

In two of the school districts, the principals have had to network with outside community 

partners to get mental health experts in their school community to meet students’ mental 

health needs. The principals do not receive an adequate number of counselors for their 

student populations. In the absence of a wellness center, some principals believe that one 

of the best strategies for meeting the needs of marginalized and minoritized students is to 

ensure these students have a trusted adult and a place to support them (e.g., Principals 

Vieron, Cher, Ryder, and Lilac, and Assistant Principal Clarion). The principals’ 

approach aligns with the literature, which calls for leaders to creatively and authentically 

find solutions for hurting students, especially those who are marginalized and 

minoritized. Leaders are called to use their understanding to envision and create a new 

environment of learning for students who have been marginalized because of race and 

class. Leaders must be keenly aware of inequitable factors that adversely affect their 

students’ potential (Khalifa et al., 2016). Some principals emphasize the importance of 

establishing an open-door policy and the importance of trusting students who experience 
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trauma. Other principals confront trauma through mentorship and by developing personal 

connections to students’ struggles. Some principals see the importance of elevating 

students’ perspectives about their lives. Principal Cher keeps in touch with her past 

students, and while they were in school, she openly communicated to them their 

importance and her belief in them to rise above their current circumstances. She 

emphasizes to her students that “it is not how you start, it is how you end.” The 

principals, without funding and resources for this important issue, make home visits and 

find ways to provide the practical resources that trauma-affected students need.  

 They all believe in educating the whole child and the importance of understanding 

the traumatic experiences that some marginalized or minoritized students may 

experience. Some principals focus on the need to break down the barriers and impact of 

trauma through conversations and open dialogue. School leaders’ critical consciousness 

as well as ability to have courageous conversations about inequities is crucial (Khalifa et 

al., 2016; Singleton, 2012; Terrell & Lindsey, 2009) in changing the culture of the 

school. Some principals explained that, some educators ignore students who walk the 

hallways, label them as bad, and overtly show they are afraid of those students. The 

principals discussed their need to confront these teachers about their neglect and 

exclusions of the students. The literature supports the actions of equity-focused leaders 

and describes them as leaders who establish inclusive environments and challenge the 

status quo by critiquing exclusionary and marginalizing behaviors (Khalifa et al., 2016). 

The principals need to address the teachers' behaviors that perpetuate stereotypes and 

assumptions about students. The evidence highlights the boldness of the leaders. The 

principals confront negative assumptions, labeling students as bad and exhibiting fear that 
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led to further infliction of exclusionary behaviors. The literature has highlighted the need 

for school leaders to actively embrace ways that provide effective practices and 

involvement of all students. Attempts to address the needs of diverse students requires 

principals to think about culture differently beyond celebrating diversity to accept culture 

as an active force of change politically, socially, and economically (Lopez, 2015). Such 

leaders have sought to challenge and support teachers who fell into the familiar pattern of 

disproportionality, referring minoritized students to special education or punishing 

students of color more severely than their White classmates for the same infractions 

(Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). The actions of the equity-focused 

transformative leader have to affirm and protect all students, especially those students 

who are marginalized and minoritized within their context.  

 The context of the principals has been crucial to their ability to implement 

transformative practices. Notably, the principals of the suburban schools have 

experienced similar challenges as those principals from the urban environment. However, 

the principals from the suburban schools have had more access to resources to meet the 

needs of the minoritized and marginalized students. This has been seen with the 

principal’s access to resources for mental health resources. The suburban principals have 

had more counselors, wellness centers, and even access to social workers in their 

buildings. Albeit the suburban principals have been of the notion that they have needed 

adequate resources. The urban principals have needed all the resources the urban schools 

were already receiving and more.   

Revised Conceptual Framework   
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The conceptual framework was introduced in Chapter 1 and illustrated in Figure 

1, Equity-Focused, Transformative Leadership Framework, which presents the equity-

focused transformative leadership model. The literature review informed the conceptual 

framework in Figure 1. The concepts from transformative leadership theory and 

culturally responsive leadership guided this study. Transformative leadership theory and 

culturally responsive leadership theories called for leaders to deconstruct old ways and 

systems and reconstruct an equity mindset that allowed for critical reflection and moral 

courage to dismantle institutional inequities and injustice. Both frameworks were 

different, yet they focused on some common themes, as highlighted in the center of 

Figure 1. Culturally responsive leadership provided this researcher with an additional 

cultural lens from which to analyze and interpret the data, while transformative 

leadership underscored the need to critique and focus on structures and practices that 

have sustained inequity. Together, the theories allowed for a balanced interpretation and 

analysis. The framework provided the lens through which the study was conducted. After 

examining the findings, it became clear that adjustments needed to be made to depict how 

the principals interviewed for this study conceptualized equity-focused transformative 

leadership adequately. 

Figure 1 

Equity-Focused, Transformative Leadership Model  
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 Figure 1 presents a model for equity-focused transformative leadership. It posits 

that the principles of transformative leadership theory (TLT) and culturally responsive 

leadership theory (CRLT) embody the attributes and attitudes that a school leader focused 

on equity may exhibit. The theories existed in isolation; however, together, they work 

effectively to inform our understanding of leadership. The culturally responsive 

leadership theory and the transformative leadership theory allows the principal to gain an 

in-depth understanding of the community and culture, then subsequently allows each to 

disrupt aspects of the community and culture to penetrate and transform the existing 

practices of inequity. The cultural lens is an important imperative for principals to engage 

in transformative policies. The recognition and amalgamation of the common themes in 

both theories were supported and validated by the data in this study. The findings 

demonstrated that equity-focused school leaders, indeed, embody the actions and 
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aptitudes outlined in both theories. The data corroborates and affirms this assertion, with 

each participant reflecting these principles to varying extents. Additionally, the theorized 

framework provides the springboard for the revised framework that is derived from the 

findings in this study.   

The revised framework has the specific actions, challenges, resources, and 

practices of the participants within this study. The principals’ philosophy and experiences 

serve as the motivator for the transformative and culturally responsive policies they 

implement. Additionally, through the lens of both TLT and CRLT, it is recognized that 

the school leaders embody the principles; thus, the principals critique and disrupt implicit 

bias, racism, stereotypes, White supremacy, systemic practices of inequity, and the access 

to resources. The principals address inequities through promoting inclusive practices, 

mental health awareness, strategic hiring, and student agency and empowerment. These 

school leaders have implemented and established networking relationships with external 

partners to support their students, along with consistent professional development and the 

active use of data to inform practices and decision making because their philosophies are 

based on the theoretical frameworks and connected to the behaviors and practices within 

the lower box. The conceptual framework has been revised to reflect the study findings 

(Figure 2). The frameworks influenced particular behaviors, now added to the conceptual 

model, to provide how the principals have conceptualized and implemented actions and 

practices and addressed the challenges that arose while implementing equity-focused, 

transformative leadership. The core of their practices was anchored in their philosophy, 

strong beliefs, and actions regarding equity-focused, transformative leadership. The 

principals’ philosophy results from an understanding embedded within the tenets of the 
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theoretical framework of culturally responsive leadership theory and transformative 

leadership theory—tenets that influence the actions of the leader. Each action is 

interrelated and ultimately connected to the practices that align with the theoretical 

foundation of the framework. The model illustrates a cycle or pattern of behaviors that 

are consistently interconnected and interrelated to the culturally responsive and 

transformative theoretical lens.  

Figure 2 

Equity-Focused, Transformative Leadership Model and the Leader Conceptualization 
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Implications for Practice and Policy  

The implications for practice and policy are connected to the findings of this 

study. The study findings reveal the need to make changes in practices and policy within 

the education system if the intent is to create a more equitable school environment. This 

study was conducted through the lens of transformative leadership and culturally 

responsive leadership, and both frameworks aimed to elevate the awareness of leaders 

and equip them to move beyond the traditional lens of examining schooling to viewing 

schooling and leadership acumen through the eyes, struggles, and challenges of all 

students, especially the marginalized and minoritized students. According to Shields 

(2016), transformative leadership was meant to be connected to the work of school 

leaders, assessing its potential in practice to offer a more inclusive, equitable, and deeply 

democratic conception of education. Therefore, the findings of this study highlight the 

lived experiences and practices of principals and implications for practice and policy, 

which will be discussed in this section.  

Addressing Systemic Barriers  

Principals need to be willing to address systemic barriers that negatively impact 

student success. Systemic barriers include institutional laws, policies, and age-old 

practices that do not completely support transformative efforts to create an equity-

focused school system that supports all students. Principals have to reexamine curriculum 

choices, graduation requirements, and pathways for all students, especially ELL students. 

The level of access and opportunities to advanced courses has to be increased for all 

students, especially minoritized and marginalized populations. Systemic barriers may 

differ for each school in their local contexts; however, principals have to be motivated to 
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disrupt systemic challenges that subtly or directly thwart the advancement of equity-

focused, transformative practices. State and local school district practices around 

graduation requirements, school attendance policies, scheduling, and course choices must 

be reassessed. The systemic challenges associated with intersectionality and the lack of 

strategies to address the needs of these students must be examined, as they continue to 

pose extraordinary challenges for students, especially minoritized and marginalized 

students.  

Student Voice and Empowerment  

Some of the principals clearly see elevating student voices as an integral 

component of equity-focused leadership. Despite this, they do not widely accept the 

practice of conducting student focus groups to gather student voice data as a common 

strategy for understanding students’ experiences and needs, especially those of 

marginalized populations. Including student voices in decision-making processes is 

important, and schools should be consistently conducting focus groups, town halls, action 

research, and surveys to inform instructional practices, instructional plans, and school 

policies.  

Student and Teacher Perceptions About Inclusive and Equitable Teaching Practices 

Student and teacher respective perceptions of inclusive and equitable teaching 

practices illustrate a disconnect. The findings reported a contradiction between how 

students and teachers perceived the inclusivity of the classroom environment. Some 

teachers believed they promoted diversity and inclusivity in the classroom, but students 

often perceived these efforts differently. This discrepancy highlights the need for 

increased communication, a clear, shared understanding of equity-focused practices, and 
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devising ways to monitor and evaluate teaching methods and students’ experiences. This 

disconnect warrants further investigation to align teachers’ intentions with students’ 

experiences, ultimately improving inclusivity and equity in education.  

Establishing Strong Relationships 

The need to establish strong relationships with students and families is vital to 

student success. It is critical that schools actively seek input and participation from 

families and community members better to understand the needs and perspectives within 

the community. The principals have emphasized the need for educators to establish 

physical and emotional supportive environments for students. A supportive environment 

would allow students to feel valued. Understanding the unique backgrounds and needs of 

the students, spending time with them, and being aware of their unique circumstances 

may have contributed to providing needed support. Marginalized and minoritized 

students especially need additional supportive structures to increase their engagement in 

schools and enhance their interest in school activities, thus minimizing absenteeism and 

heightening their sense of belonging.  

The Community Schools Model 

Only a few principals mentioned this school model, and they seemed to have had 

success operating in this design. The community school model has provided additional 

support to students and families. Schools within this model leverage their city and city 

resources to enhance students’ and parents’ experience in the school community. This 

model allows the principals to connect with their elementary and middle school partners 

to forward and backward plan for the needs of the students. The principals collaborate 

about issues related to curriculum, culture or the general socioeconomic welfare of the 



 

269 

 

students and their families. The principals who independently network outside of school 

garner resources to support newcomers, their families, and other marginalized and 

minoritized groups within the schools.  

Culturally Responsive Leadership and Curriculum Development 

Some participants mentioned culturally responsive practices; however, a clear 

need exists to develop a robust curriculum and training to support their implementation. 

Principals need to adopt a culturally responsive approach that recognizes and values the 

unique backgrounds of all students. Principals have to be aware of children’s 

backgrounds and challenges to be in a position to meet and teach diverse needs, including 

integrating relevant cultural content and learning materials to reflect the students in the 

curriculum. The findings reveal the need to establish a curriculum implemented with 

fidelity and consistently supported by all teachers and staff involved. This curriculum 

should reflect diverse backgrounds because the findings do not reflect a strong, culturally 

responsive curriculum. A number of the principals have been implementing curriculum 

strategies and approaches that they created locally for their context. While this may be 

lauded, the students deserve a vetted curriculum that their teachers are trained to 

implement with fidelity and one for which they would be supported. The principals 

acknowledge the importance of culturally relevant teaching. However, detailed 

discussions about culturally responsive curriculum development are sparse. Additionally, 

an area that needs further exploration is the curriculum choices for ELL and newcomer 

students in public high schools. Of course, each school district within the study has its 

own set of policies and rules about the curriculum these students need to receive. Some 

districts have volunteer activities stipulations, while others believe the students need to 
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receive a different curriculum pathway to earn their diplomas. It is important to 

reexamine the policies and lived practices within these schools that welcome newcomers 

and those schools with increased populations of ELL students.  

Focus on Mental Health 

The principals have emphasized the need to do more to support students’ mental 

health. Principals have advocated for more counselors within public schools and more 

mental health resources within all schools. The urban school principals face significant 

challenges due to insufficient human and financial resources needed to address the 

physiological, psychological, and other needs that are based on other traumatic 

experiences outside of school. Some principals have to be creative about resources to 

address the mental health needs of students. The urban principals do not have wellness 

centers or adequate social workers, if any, placed within schools throughout the district. 

All school districts need more counselors to support students. Consequently, urban 

principals are compelled to seek external resources while managing other administrative 

tasks and obligations. The need for funds and resources that address a student’s specific 

trauma and implement restorative practices is critical to meet the challenges faced by 

marginalized and minoritized students. While the suburban school districts had 

designated centers for students’ mental health, these centers should be the norm across all 

school districts. These centers need to be fully staffed with mental health experts, 

psychiatrists, and social workers who are certified and skilled at supporting students 

affected by trauma and who are experiencing social and emotional turmoil.  

Mentorship and Professional Development for Staff 
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The findings illustrate the need for a formal coaching and mentorship program for 

teachers and staff to increase their awareness of equity-focused practices. Principals 

should develop and assist in facilitating training, focusing on equity, cultural proficiency, 

and effective teaching strategies to serve all students better, especially those who are 

marginalized and minoritized. Principals have suggested that educators should engage in 

self-reflective practices to understand their biases and how they may affect their teaching. 

The findings highlight the need for tiered and tailored staff development approaches 

focused on race, racism, White supremacy ideals, implicit bias, and stereotyping. These 

training programs exist in some school districts; however, their implementation process 

has left some principals and staff feeling worn out and others targeted. The existing 

equity-focused training must be reimagined to reenergize the staff to self-reflect critically 

and privately to move forward and contribute positively to their environment.  

In the current “anti-DEI” landscape, which opposes diversity and equity 

initiatives, school leaders need to be creative in their response to training and 

development of staff members and how they use resources for these initiatives. School 

leaders must consider the current data from the center of education policy. The data 

highlights that the issue of inequity in the aftermath of the current pandemic is still an 

issue, and it needs to be addressed (Harvard, 2023). The data highlights that school 

closings and context conditions have worsened community inequality and the need for 

school leaders to expand recovery efforts. The data from over 8000 communities in 40 

states and Washington, DC., including 2022 NAEP scores and Spring 2022 assessments 

as well as survey data from social media activity on mental health has confirmed the need 

for a continuous look at ways to improve student outcomes by first ensuring that teachers 
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and staff are appropriate. Moreover, the data shows the learning losses have been large 

and highly variable among communities and that the losses have been extensive in lower-

income and minority districts that remain remote or hybrid for longer periods (Goldhaber 

et al., 2022a; Jack et al., 2022). This research suggests the need for a continuous focus on 

minoritized and marginalized students and the important need to focus on diversity and 

equity initiatives that may improve the learning outcomes for these students.   

School leaders need to be fearless and act with moral courage for their school 

community's public and private good and substantiate their actions with date. The data 

supports the need for a continuous focus on staff training that addresses diversity and 

equity. Despite the environment, the data supports the need; therefore, the school leader 

needs to be brave and implement professional development supported by local and 

national data. Professional development around issues of race and implicit bias and 

stereotype should be mandatory for all staff members at first. However, it may eventually 

be tiered based on the school community's needs. These training courses should be 

tailored to meet the staff and teachers where they are developmentally, and staff and 

teachers should not be judged for their level of development or stance at the inception of 

the training. It is critical to immediately disrupt practices that promote inequitable 

structures like racism through the tacit and frank conversations with staff members who 

do not oppose these ideals. Bold and direct private conversations and follow-up are 

critical to alleviating these issues in the current climate. While these trainings may be 

challenging, school leaders should appoint leaders within the community to serve as co-

creators of content and implementation strategies. School leaders could also provide 

implementation strategies to bring the community together. This may include book talks, 
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forums, data analysis or student and staff presentations. School leaders would need to 

follow up with the consistent inspection of what is expected by examining curriculum 

and teaching practices, data use, climate, and culture and the student’s level of access to 

all opportunities. Nevertheless, principals must actively engage in the developmental 

process and journey of the staff and teachers. The principals must engage in training and 

development opportunities that equip them to understand the impact of marginalization 

on students’ achievement and the importance of differentiated instruction. The principals 

have remarked on the need for more teachers to understand the effect of punitive 

measures on students. They have encouraged staff and teachers to be trained in 

implementing trauma-informed practices that go beyond the subject matter to meet the 

students’ hearts.  

Create a Supportive and Empowering Environment 

Principals should empower students and staff within their context. It is integral for 

principals to cultivate an environment where students and teachers feel valued and 

motivated. Teachers and students need to feel supported and seen, which could include 

visibility in the school community, actively participating in school events that involve 

students and staff, and maintaining open lines of empowering and supportive 

communication, not only those meant to share duty tasks and policy expectations. 

Principals should empower teachers by assigning them to cohorts of students to foster 

connections beyond the curriculum and instruction, including social support and 

emotional support or career or college focus.  

Data-Driven Decision Making 
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Effective principals use data to assess teacher and student performance. Utilizing 

data means not only looking at academic performance but also considering factors such 

as attendance and social-emotional well-being. By analyzing data comprehensively, 

principals are able to identify areas of growth and improvement, enabling collaboration 

and implementing targeted interventions for students and staff. Principals have multiple 

data sources in formal and informal strategies, and they must utilize this data to 

implement evidence-based practices within their schools.  

Hiring Diversity and Talent Allocation Practices 

Hiring practices should be done to reflect the unique needs of the school and the 

local demographics within the school. Equity-focused hiring practices mean 

implementing strategic hiring so students can feel more connected to the leaders and 

teachers in the building and enhance their sense of belonging within the school 

environment. The talent allocation policies and practices across the school districts 

should be reexamined to ensure that the appropriate teachers are allocated to the most 

suited schools that require their services.  

Implications for Educational Policy 

Equity-Focused Policies 

While the study aligns with the current theories, it also extends beyond the 

existing literature on equity-focused, transformative leadership, as well as culturally 

responsive leadership. This study considered the impacts of the recent COVID-19 

pandemic and the current legislative climate concerning the discussion of education and 

educational equity. The pandemic exposed deep educational inequities, making this study 

especially relevant. Furthermore, it is understood that in the current anti-diversity and 
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equity climate in the United States, the acceptance of the results might be 

underwhelming; nevertheless, the lived experiences of the participants and the students 

they serve stand unblemished, significant, and real. Diversity and equity initiatives are 

necessary nationally to address the systemic inequities within the school system. The 

policies that govern high-quality teacher training, teacher training curriculum, and the 

quality of the candidates are all to be considered in relation to diversity and equity 

policies.  

However, if the old policies are not addressed to accommodate the research and 

the inequities that exist in our education system disproportionately affecting our 

minoritized and marginalized students, the inequities in the education system will persist. 

These current challenges were not the result of a single initiative but rather the 

consequences of historical, societal, and legislative policies and actions that have 

inflicted harm both overtly and covertly and will continue to do so today. Educational 

policies should prioritize equity and inclusion, ensuring that all students have access to 

high-quality education regardless of their background. This includes addressing funding 

disparities and allocating resources to support marginalized and minoritized students. 

There is a need for an ongoing review of school policies to identify those policies that 

perpetuate inequities. Principals should advocate for policies that support rather than 

hinder marginalized and minoritized students, such as reconsidering service-learning 

requirements. These requirements may disproportionately affect and cause added burdens 

to minoritized students.  

Accountability Measures 
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Local schools should implement accountability measures that analyze the 

effectiveness of equity initiatives. These measures must include evaluating how well 

schools are meeting the needs of marginalized students and making adjustments based on 

the data and feedback they receive.  

Family and Community Engagement 

Engaging families and community members in the educational process can 

enhance students’ support systems. Policies should encourage schools to find relevant 

and appropriate ways to consistently communicate with parents regardless of their 

language or background and be positioned to support their diverse needs.  

Reallocation of Funds for Mental Health and Wellness Support 

The contrast between schools that could not access additional funds and those that 

could not demonstrate the need for systemic reformation was a concern within the 

findings. To ensure that all students, regardless of their school’s resources, receive 

adequate mental health and wellness support, the availability and the allocation of funds 

for mental health resources need to be reformed. The principals in the study remarked 

that equitable resource allocation must occur through policy and funding reforms to 

ensure all students have access to mental health initiatives. The level of support should 

not differ based on the location of these schools. Urban principals who serve low-income 

schools need to receive as much funding as suburban principals who serve in more 

affluent neighborhoods for all efforts pertaining to mental health initiatives. Principals 

and assistant principals recognized that implementing trauma-informed practices at 

school was essential for lasting change. The data revealed the principals’ concern with 

their school districts, and most revealed the urgency of addressing these issues at the 
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district level sooner than later. The data underscored the importance of continuous 

district-level support and a need to realign resources to meet the diverse needs of students 

in all schools.  

Reassessment of Boundary Policies and Procedures 

School property boundary policies limit access and opportunities for students, 

especially minoritized and marginalized students, and must be reconsidered to promote 

transformative, equity-focused education for all students. The systemic barriers identified 

from the data included limited access and opportunities due to school boundaries, 

neighborhood schools, and home school networks.  

Implication for Educational Theory 

The findings in the data have extended the perspective and the understanding of 

transformative leadership and culturally responsive leadership theories. The data has 

expanded the understanding of both theories working together rather than working in 

isolation. The study asserts that equity-focused, transformative leadership requires that 

leaders embody the characteristics required under both tenets such that leadership that is 

equity-focused requires a deep understanding of the culture, context, and community not 

only for acknowledgment or recognition of diversity but actively engaging with it to 

understand the complexities and the nuances of the community; thereby being positioned 

to question and disrupt racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic disparities within their school. 

Transformative leadership theory on its own brings the activism and critical perspective 

that challenge inequitable structures. Culturally responsive leadership theory pushes for a 

deep understanding of the culture that exists within the context and calls for an inclusive 

approach. The leadership practices require a collaborative attitude and community 
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engagement for staff and students as well as the empowerment of stakeholders to be a 

part of the decision-making and the direct move toward more equitable practices. As seen 

in Figure 2, the transformative leadership theory and the culturally responsive leadership 

tenets, when combined, add to the literature and understanding of leadership theory. It 

demonstrates that leaders operationalize the theories to show that although there are 

differences among the tenets, there are also a number of commonalities that overlap. The 

coexisting principles but deep equitable change can only occur with policy changes and 

support along with excellent managerial skills for time and resources. Despite political 

and legislative tensions in our society, knowledge about inequity prevails. The school 

data that examined the COVID-19 pandemic school data tells the tale; therefore the 

school leader who is an equity-focused transformative leader has to have a student first 

approach, a tenacious spirit that believes that all children must receive quality education. 

Therefore, relentless leaders who live and breathe equity and who see themselves as 

equity warriors are required. These leaders' knowledge about the systems and ideology 

within the context enables them to promote inclusive practices as they continue to 

disrupt, critique, and challenge institutional inequities regardless of the changes in the 

political environment. The principal must continue to do this work despite the hostile 

environment. The students will not survive if leaders are fearful. The theoretical 

contribution is that an equity-focused transformative and culturally responsive leader 

must operationalize the tenets to strong collaborative, consistent, relentless, and 

courageous leaders.   

Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research 

Limitations 
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Several limitations were identified in this study. The initial limitation resides with 

the current role of the researcher. The researcher is a teacher who has taught in schools 

with high populations of underserved, marginalized, and minoritized students. While this 

may be seen as an asset to the study, it was also a limitation. The researcher’s knowledge 

of the context makes her uniquely aware of the challenges and issues students, teachers, 

and administrators may encounter. It also makes her aware of the current practices and 

policies that exist within the local schools within the context. With this in mind, efforts 

were made to ensure objectivity so that researcher biases did not influence the 

interpretation and analysis of the data.  

Furthermore, the data collection and purposeful sampling of 12 participants was 

conducted in the Mid-Atlantic region of the U.S. The participant group represents K–12 

public school principals. These principals have operated within large urban and suburban 

schools. Thus, the sample excludes other communities. Of note, 6 participants hold 

doctoral degrees in educational leadership, and they have been able to provide extensive 

data and detailed perspectives. In addition, the study sample excludes the perspective of a 

White female principal. Despite attempts and consistent outreach, the researcher could 

not recruit people from this demographic. Additional studies might aim to expand the 

region, school sizes, and participant demographic of the study to include smaller schools 

and remote and rural schools across the United States.  

The primary data collection method was interviews, and the limitations of this 

data include the researcher’s perspective. Including other analysis methods, such as the 

minoritized student voice data and the teacher voice data, might be beneficial on the 

equity issue. The perspectives of other stakeholders within the community, such as local 
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school district office personnel and/or parents of marginalized and minoritized students 

might deepen the perspectives on the issue.  

Opportunities for Future Research 

The study’s findings have identified implications for practice and policy. Equity-

focused transformative leadership is critical to creating a more equitable school system 

for all students. Additional research must be done in various contexts to understand 

further how equity is being conceptualized, if at all, within all school levels. 

  This study was designed to focus on how equity-focused, transformative 

leadership practices were conceptualized and implemented for all students, with a 

particular focus on marginalized and minoritized students. A critical focus was 

understanding which students were considered minoritized and marginalized within 

specific contexts. The findings highlighted contradictory stances, emphasizing that these 

groups vary by school community. The study reveals that marginalized students vary by 

school community, including African American and Hispanic students, students with 

disabilities, LGBTQI students, emergent multilingual learners, newcomers, and those 

students caught between groups or descriptors, not fitting neatly into any established 

group. The study underscores the ongoing need to prioritize all minoritized or 

marginalized groups because traditional education systems often struggle to serve these 

populations effectively.  

Additionally, in the age of technology and the lessons learned from the COVID-

19 pandemic, it is important to conduct research to ascertain whether equity-focused 

strategies and leadership plans are in place to support minoritized and marginalized 

student populations. The research must include an assessment of local and state school 
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district leaderships’ acumen and the strategies they implement to ensure that all students, 

especially minoritized and marginalized groups, receive equitable support, 

empowerment, and opportunities comparable to their more affluent peers.  

Moreover, research focusing on equitable recruitment and hiring practices is 

essential for promoting culturally responsive and transformative educational approaches. 

Research should focus on school districts’ recruitment, hiring, and training practices—

which would be critical—as current hiring strategies often fail to meet the needs of 

diverse students within the local school community. Furthermore, the standardized 

training for new teachers should include extended immersive experiences in marginalized 

and minority school environments. Such research would improve the selection and 

preparation of diverse teachers, particularly for schools that serve minoritized and 

marginalized students, to ensure that educators are equipped to address the unique needs 

that may arise within a given school community. 

Research should be conducted on the strategies and practices that exist for 

newcomers who are also English Language Learners in all public schools. It is vital to 

understand the established laws, practices, and policies that support an equity-focused 

experience for this demographic. It is important to understand how state and local school 

districts support the needs of this marginalized population. 

The study findings illuminate the question of equity-focused teaching practices 

that allow all students access to and opportunities for advanced coursework in public 

schools. The policy around the timing of exposure to the content of advanced courses and 

the process associated with accessing the content and receiving support must be 

examined. Focus should be placed on policies perpetuating inequity when students 
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attempt to access advanced placement courses. Furthermore, studies should be done to 

highlight how funds are allocated to support the mental health and well-being of students 

who are marginalized and minoritized; additionally, how funds are allocated to staff 

schools that have high populations of marginalized and minoritized students.  

Research that narrowly focuses on all marginalized students and their families’ 

experiences in different contexts would be beneficial in understanding how they perceive 

equity-focused practices. Furthermore, comparative studies within different school 

districts and demographics may provide further insight into the equity-focused leadership 

practices necessary for specific populations of students.  

Summary  

It is essential to understand how principals define and conceptualize educational 

equity, which is important for spearheading improvements in student achievement. The 

persistent academic achievement gaps have led some school districts to implement 

continuous improvement guides to lead and reform schools with a focus on equity. 

School leaders should recognize that the marginalization and the minoritizing of students 

is connected to the inequitable structures in our society and are linked to oppressive 

external factors, structural barriers within our society, and the larger context of the school 

(Anderson, 1988; Scanlon & Theoharis, 2014; Shields, 2003. Shields, 2010a). The 

conversation about how school leaders acknowledge, conceptualize, critique, and 

overcome the challenges associated with equity-focused transformative leadership 

warrants further exploration. A deeper understanding of the equity-focused principals’ 

lived experiences in different contexts has to be explored if educational equity is to be 

achieved and transformative; lasting change is the goal.  
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This study’s finding aims to investigate and describe how school leaders 

conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership in their schools. Although the 

body of literature on equity has grown, the discussion excludes practical examples of how 

principals practice transformative, equity-oriented instructional change in public schools 

(Maxwell et al., 2013). This study adds to the documentation of successful models of 

equity-focused leadership in schools, a necessity to lessen inequities for all students—

especially marginalized ones (Maxwell et al., 2013). Khalifa and colleagues (2016) 

posited that most of the literature on leadership reform has focused exclusively on 

instructional, transformational, and transactional leadership models developed to address 

students’ cultural needs and out-of-school factors, particularly those from economically 

disadvantaged environments. However, this study investigated the equity-focused 

practices of principals and administrators. This qualitative interpretive study of 12 high 

school principals answered the following questions: 

The main research question was: How do principals who serve schools impacted 

by poverty conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all? 

The sub-questions were: 

1. What does leadership for equity entail for principals who implement equity-

focused transformative leadership practices?  

2. What challenges do these leaders overcome as they lead for equity?  

3. What strategies, practices, resources and policies do these leaders implement 

as they lead school for equity?  

The findings of the study illustrate the principals’ conceptualization of equity-

focused, transformative leadership; the challenges they experience; and the practices, 



 

284 

 

policies, and processes each has implemented within their school. From the findings 

emerged four themes: (1) A Leader’s Philosophy and Beliefs about Equity; (2) Culturally 

Responsive and Transformative Leadership Practices, subthemes (a) Leadership that 

promotes awareness of diversity challenges, (b) Leadership actions to address deficit 

mindsets and barriers, (c) Leaders’ actions that address systemic challenges, (d) 

Culturally responsive family and community, and (e) Culturally responsive teaching and 

learning culture; (3) Leadership Practices that Promote Student Agency; and (4) 

Leadership that Prioritizes Mental Health with subtheme (a) Restorative Practices.  

The research questions were designed to deepen the understanding of how 

educational equity is enacted in various contextual conditions. The questions and design 

promote understanding of the possible challenges associated with the implementation of 

equity-oriented, transformative leadership strategies. The study allowed the researcher to 

understand and highlight the experiences of the study participants as they addressed the 

identified challenges of their context. The study revealed that the school leaders 

consistently reflected on their philosophy and beliefs about equity to challenge obstacles 

and implement what they deemed to be equity-focused, transformative strategies. Most 

principals consistently address deficit mindsets and systemic barriers to uncover students’ 

potential and foster environments where all students could thrive. Although the principals 

have varied approaches, each prioritizes the needs of the most marginalized and 

minoritized students, actively critiquing inequitable practices, challenging implicit biases, 

and dismantling harmful stereotypes. Their leadership emphasizes amplifying student 

voice, promoting agency, fostering growth mindsets, and transforming limiting 

perspectives among teachers and staff.  
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Some principals believe in attaining additional targeted training to improve their 

professional capacity and, in turn, providing targeted training for their staff on race and 

equity practices. The findings emphasize the importance of addressing societal and 

cultural systems of inequity while cultivating cultural awareness. These principals 

demonstrate moral courage by challenging traditional frameworks and pushing 

boundaries that have historically neglected marginalized students. Despite many efforts, 

some principals acknowledge that more work is needed to meet the needs of minoritized 

groups. The principals were acutely aware of the importance of resisting established 

systems and policies to create environments that best serve the students in their schools. 

This study identifies that leaders who implement transformative strategies to engender 

inclusive practices, prioritize family and community collaboration, and support student 

agency and student efficacy have been able to create environments where students feel 

valued, heard, and empowered. These leaders recognize the importance of student voice 

in fostering a sense of belonging and trust and developing empowered and successful 

students. The study underscores the necessity of continuous learning about trauma-

informed practices, viewing this knowledge not as an option but as an essential 

component of equity-focused leadership aimed at addressing trauma-informed instruction 

and systemic challenges and barriers faced by marginalized students. This study 

recommends the prioritizing of mental health. These findings are integral to the work of 

equity, connected to the framework and aligned with the literature.  

The findings and implications for practice, policy, and future research have 

illustrated the heightened importance of equity in education. While the study highlights 

the tireless dedication, impactful hard work, and relentless attitude of transformative 
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leaders, it also has limitations. It also exposes persistent inadequacies that promulgate and 

continue to hinder progress. The adage “the more things change, the more they stay the 

same” remains relevant, highlighting the need for educators and researchers to shift this 

stagnant state of inequitable educational spaces for students most in need. The study 

highlights the need for more research, and practical, actionable steps should be taken to 

address the inequities issues and influence policy and institutional reform at both state 

and local levels.  

As both an educator and researcher, I was privileged to interview, listen to, glean, 

and share the stories of 12 noteworthy leaders in this study. The participants’ actions and 

charge must resonate to push researchers and educators who care about equity. These 

leaders’ work challenges researchers and educators committed to equity to continue the 

arduous task, to confront systemic issues, to raise conversation about race, White 

supremacy ideals, implicit bias, racism, resource disparities, confounding and restrictive 

school boundaries, and inadequate support for all students and negative perceptions of 

students such as English Language Learners (ELL), Emergent Multilingual Learners 

(EML), students with disabilities (SPED), and newcomers among myriad of other issues. 

The leaders profiled in this study provide us with hope; direct, practical solutions; and 

fervent optimism that equity-focused, transformative leadership in schools is attainable 

for all students. Their tenacity and commitment to education remind us that all people 

must be honored for their true essence, and no one can rewrite the essence, the 

experiences, or the history of another. This research calls us to do what is right for all 

students, all cultures particularly for those who have faced the most significant 

challenges. These challenges were not the result of a single initiative but rather the 
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consequences of historical, societal, and legislative actions that have inflicted harm both 

overtly and covertly and continue to do so today. Attaining this vision for all students, 

especially those students who are marginalized and minoritized, requires sustained 

commitment from educators, researchers, policymakers, community influencers, and 

other educational stakeholders. The combined efforts of consistent vigilance and 

relentless pursuit of equity will influence change in the educational system.  
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Appendix C – Participant Interview Questions 
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Appendix D – Alignment Chart of Theories, Research Questions, Interview 

Questions, and Data Sources  

Main Research Question: How do principals who serve schools impacted by poverty 

conceptualize equity-focused, transformative leadership practices, if at all? 

 

Research Sub-

Questions 

Tenets (and Alignment 

to Research Sub-

questions) 

Interview 

Question 

Theory Tenets 

Alignment 

1. What does 

leadership for 

equity entail for 

principals who 

implement equity-

focused, 

transformative 

leadership 

practices? 

Transformative 

Leadership: All Tenets 

1 Critical Self-

reflection 

 Culturally Responsive 

Leadership: Critical 

Reflection; Culturally 

Responsive Teaching; 

Inclusive Curriculum 

and School 

Environment 

2 Critical Self-

reflection/ 

Emancipation, 

Equity, and Justice 

  3 Critical Self-

reflection/ 

Emancipation, 

Equity, and Justice 

  10 Democracy, 

Emancipation, 

Equity, and Justice 

2. What challenges 

do these leaders 

overcome as they 

lead for equity? 

Transformative 

Leadership: All Tenets 

3 Develop Culturally 

Responsive Teaching 

and Curriculum 

 Culturally Responsive 

Leadership: Critical 

Reflection; Culturally 

Responsive Teaching; 

Inclusive Curriculum 

and School 

Environment 

3 probe Develop Culturally 

Responsive Teaching 

and Curriculum; 

Promote Responsive 

and Inclusive 

Environments; 
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Research Sub-

Questions 

Tenets (and Alignment 

to Research Sub-

questions) 

Interview 

Question 

Theory Tenets 

Alignment 

Emancipation, 

Equity, and Justice 

  4 Deconstructing 

Knowledge and 

Acknowledging 

Privilege 

  5, 5 

probe 

Articulating 

Individual and 

Collective Purpose/ 

Moral Courage and 

Activism; 

Emancipation, 

Equity, and Justice 

  6, 6 

probe 

Promote Responsive 

and Inclusive 

Schools; Addressing 

and Redistributing 

  7 Responsive and 

Inclusive Classrooms 

  8 Responsive and 

Inclusive Classrooms 

and School 

  8 probe Critical Self-

reflection; Culturally 

Responsive and 

Inclusive School; 

Effecting Equitable 

Change; 

Acknowledge Power 

and Privilege 

  11 Critical Self-

reflection; 

Deconstruct 

Knowledge 

Frameworks; Moral 

Courage 

3. What strategies, 

practices, 

resources, and 

policies do these 

leaders implement 

Transformative 

Leadership: All Tenets 

9 Articulate Individual 

and Collective 

Purposes  
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Research Sub-

Questions 

Tenets (and Alignment 

to Research Sub-

questions) 

Interview 

Question 

Theory Tenets 

Alignment 

as they lead school 

for equity? 

 Culturally Responsive 

Leadership: Critical 

Self-reflection; 

Culturally Responsive 

Teaching; Inclusive 

Curriculum and School 

Environment 

 Deconstructing 

Knowledge; Moral 

Courage; Inclusive 

Instruction; Effecting 

Deep and Equitable 

Change; Responsive 

Classrooms 

 

 

Alignment of Theories and Research Questions, Interview Questions, and Data Sources  

Theory 

 

 

 

Constructs/Tenets 

(and Alignment to 

Research Sub-

questions) 

Brief Definitions of Tenets Interview 

Question 

Possible 

Documents 

to Review 

Transform-

ative 

Leadership 

Articulate 

Individual and 

Collective 

Purposes for 

Public and Private 

Good (1, 2, 3) 

Recognizes school practices 

that support the growth and 

academic advancement of 

economically disadvantaged 

minority, linguistically 

diverse groups. 

1, 2, 3, 4, 

6, 7, 8 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledging 

Power and 

Privileges (1, 2, 3) 

Addresses microaggressions 

and deficit thinking 

perpetuated by the dominant 

group. Recognizes that some 

groups and individuals are 

given organizational 

advantage over others who 

might be excluded or 

disadvantaged. 

6, 7, 8, 9, 

10 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

Deconstructing 

Social Cultural 

Knowledge 

Frameworks that 

Generate Inequity 

(1, 2, 3) 

Leaders transform their 

practice through the 

reconstruction of social 

creations based on race, 

class, gender, language, 

ability, and/or sexual 

8,  9, 10, 

11 

Interviews, 

websites,  

public data 
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Theory 

 

 

 

Constructs/Tenets 

(and Alignment to 

Research Sub-

questions) 

Brief Definitions of Tenets Interview 

Question 

Possible 

Documents 

to Review 

orientation to establish 

equitable, inclusive schools.  

Balancing 

Critique and 

Promise  

(1, 2, 3) 

Leaders critique reform 

efforts and recognize that 

some systemic initiatives 

may perpetuate inequitable, 

unchallenged norms. 

Leaders recalibrating staff 

perspectives of students and 

rejecting the idea of deficit 

thinking. 

4, 5, 6, 7, 

11 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

Effecting Deep 

and Equitable 

Change 

(1, 2, 3) 

Leader addresses deficit 

thinking and implements 

academic supports for 

students, identifies needs 

among students, and 

evaluates instructional 

decision-making and the 

distribution of resources, 

whether internal or external. 

4, 5, 8, 9, 

10, 11 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

Demonstrating 

Moral Courage 

And Activism 

(1, 2, 3) 

Acknowledge the 

relationships of power and 

privilege, to articulate both 

the public and private goods 

of education. 

 2, 6, 9, 

10, 11 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

Emphasizing 

Democracy, 

Emancipation, 

Equity, And 

Justice (1, 2, 3) 

 

 
 

Leader is courageous, 

equity-focused, and adjusts 

curriculum and instruction, 

the school culture, the 

community, and establishes 

an environment that is 

culturally responsive to meet 

the needs of all students. 

4, 6, 7, 8, 

9, 10, 11  

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

 

Addressing and 

Redistributing 

Inequitable 

Distributions of 

Power 

Leader uses critical 

reflection on power, 

inequity, and inequality 

issues to propel policy, 

procedure, and practice 

changes. 

4, 5, 8, 9, 

10, 11 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 
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Theory 

 

 

 

Constructs/Tenets 

(and Alignment to 

Research Sub-

questions) 

Brief Definitions of Tenets Interview 

Question 

Possible 

Documents 

to Review 

Culturally 

Responsive 

Leadership 

Possesses Critical 

Self-Reflection 

(1, 2, 3) 

 

Self-reflective, culturally 

responsive leaders consider 

their own identity and 

consider that against the 

identity of the community 

they serve. Their actions are 

informed by reflection; the 

leader examines assumptions 

about race and culture and 

how they impact student 

performance. 

1, 2, 3, 6, 

8, 11 

Interviews, 

websites, 

public data 

Develops 

Culturally 

Responsive 

Teachers and 

Classroom 

Curriculum (1, 2, 

3)  

 

Leader develops all teachers 

and guides them into having 

courageous conversations to 

interrogate their assumptions 

about race and culture and 

their impact on the 

classroom to sustain 

culturally responsive 

teaching. (Khalifa et al., 

2016; Singleton, 2012).  

4, 5, 9, 

10, 11 

Interviews, 

websites,  

public data 

Promotes 

Culturally 

Responsive and 

Inclusive School 

Environments 

(1, 2, 3) 

Leader leverages resources 

to identify and foster a 

culturally affirming school 

environment is also 

important. Leader 

establishes inclusive 

environments and challenge 

the status quo by critiquing 

exclusionary and 

marginalizing behaviors.  

4, 5, 6, 

10, 11 

Interviews, 

websites,  

public data 
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Appendix E – Table 4 – Research Questions, Definitions, Codes, Sub-Codes, Categories 

Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

RQ1. How do 

principals who serve 

schools impacted by 

poverty conceptualize 

equity-focused, 

transformative 

leadership practices, if 

at all? 

 

 

SQ 1. What does 

leadership for equity 

entail for principals 

who implement equity-

focused leadership, 

transformative 

leadership practices? 

 

 

SQ2. What challenges 

do these leaders 

overcome as they lead 

for equity? 

 

 

SQ3. What strategies, 

practices, resources and 

Theme 1: A Leader’s 

Philosophy and 

Beliefs about Equity  

  

Conceptualization, 

Practices  

 

SQ 1, 2, 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme 2: Culturally 

Responsive and 

Transformative 

Leadership Practices, 

Challenges  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subtheme 1: 

Leadership 

that promotes 

awareness of 

diversity 

challenges 

Beliefs and 

corresponding 

actions that 

address and 

attempt to 

overtly 

dismantle 

oppressive 

systems for 

equity. 

Leadership 

focused on 

emancipation 

and justice for 

the private and 

public good. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Focused 

attention on 

equity-negating 

mindsets that 

• Addressing 

systemic 

racism 

• Building 

relationships 

for equity 

• Challenging 

inequitable 

power 

structures 

• Collaborative 

partnerships 

within the 

school and 

community for 

equity 

• Commitment 

to equity, 

justice,  

communal 

engagement  

• Positive 

School Culture 

with emphasis 

on restorative 

• Critical Self 

Reflection 

• Critique of 

deficit 

frameworks 

• Critique of 

practices, 

mindsets & 

social & 

cultural systems 

of inequity 

• Focus on Asset-

Based Practices 

• Focus on 

Inclusive 

Curricula 

• Moral Courage  

& Activism 

• Address 

inequitable 

power 

structures 

• Focus on  

Justice  

• Student Agency  
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

policies do these 

leaders implement as 

they lead for equity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subtheme 2: 

Leadership 

actions to 

address deficit 

mindsets and 

barriers   

 

Subtheme 3: 

Leaders’ 

Actions that 

address 

systemic 

challenges  

 

 

Subtheme 4: 

Culturally 

Responsive 

Family and 

Community  

 

Subtheme 5: 

CR Teaching 

perpetuate 

stereotypes, 

societal, 

cultural systems 

of inequity, 

ignorance of the 

impact of race 

and racism, and 

culturally 

responsive 

practices to 

empower and 

transform 

limiting 

perspectives 

 

 

Challenging the 

reinforcement 

of systemic  

inequalities, 

biases, and 

practices  

within schools 

and districts 

that result in 

inequitable 

treatment and 

opportunities 

school 

practices  

• Clear vision 

and Mission of 

Equity  

• Resolve to 

change 

Mindset 

systems and 

break 

traditions 

• Challenge 

Resistance to 

Change, 

stereotypes, 

Biases 

• Cultivate 

Inclusive 

Environments 

of respect and 

empathy 

• Challenging 

Traditional 

Practices and 

“One Right 

Way” 

• Acknowledge 

Interconnected

• Equitable 

Change  

• Challenges to 

Equitable 

Change 

• Challenges to 

Leading for 

Equitable and 

Lasting Change 

in schools and 

the community  

• Challenges to 

establishing 

Inclusive 

schools and 

Community 

• Critique of 

Systems of 

inequity 

• Critique of 

Instructional 

practices of 

inequity 

• Focus on Asset-

Based Practices 

• Focus on 

Equitable 

Change for all 
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and learning 

culture   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

for individuals 

based on 

culture, 

ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic 

status and the 

influence of the 

actions of key 

stakeholders 

-ness of social 

identities  

• Challenge to 

Equity 

•  Acknowledge 

& disrupt 

power and 

privilege 

framework and 

mindsets 

• Visible and 

Accessible 

Leadership to 

promote equity  

• Relentless 

equity warrior  

• Intentional 

Hiring to 

disrupt 

inequitable 

practices  

• Beliefs about 

Equity  

• Critique of 

Deficit 

Framework 

• Critique of 

inequitable 

• Display Moral 

Courage for 

Justice 

• Focus on 

Student Agency  

• Focus on 

Inclusive 

curricula and 

community 

practices 

• Address deficit 

mindset: social 

& cultural 

frameworks 

• Lack of 

stakeholder 

support 

• Systemic 

Racism/ 

Ignoring Race 

and Ethnicity 

• Acknowledge 

and disrupt 

ignorance of 

Intersectionality 

• Challenge to 

Leading for 

Equity: Archaic 
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme 3: Leadership 

Practices that 

Promote Student 

Agency  

 

 

Policies, Practices, 

Resources and 

Strategies  

 

SQ. 1, 2, 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Curricula 

Practices 

• Critique of 

Teacher 

Deficit 

Mindset 

• Establish 

Inclusive 

Curricula 

Practices 

• Focus on 

Asset-Based 

Practices 

• Focus on 

Equitable 

Change 

• Marginalized 

or Minoritized 

Populations 

• Practices for 

Equity 

• Challenge to 

Leading for 

Equity 

• Identify, 

Address and 

Overcoming 

Non-Inclusive 

Ways of 

Communicating 

• Fear of 

Systemic 

Reprisal /Job 

Loss 

• Systemic 

Pushback 

• Critical Self 

reflection 

• Critical Self 

Reflection on 

Equity and 

Justice 

• Disciplinary 

Issues 

• Teacher 

Mindset on 

Equitable 

change 

• Teacher 

Mindset on 

equitable 

practices 

• Teacher 

Recruitment 
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Deficit 

Mindsets 

• Critique of 

inequitable 

practices and 

mindset  

• Teacher 

training, 

recruitment, 

and PD on race 

and equity 

• Administrator 

knowledge of 

equity 

practices 

• Overcoming 

Implicit 

Biases, 

dismantling 

stereotypes  

• Addressing 

societal and  

cultural 

systems of 

inequity 

• PD on Race and 

Equity 

• Administrator's 

Knowledge of 

Equity 

Practices 

• Negative 

Mindset and 

Social & 

Cultural 

Systems of 

Inequity 

• Student Voice 

and Agency 

• Teacher 

Training for 

Equity 

• Curricula and 

community 

• Critique of 

Inequitable 

Power 

Structures 

• Practices 

• Critique of 

inequitable 

teaching and 
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Emphasis on 

student voice 

and agency 

• Cultivating 

Cultural 

Awareness  

• Empowering 

Growth 

Mindsets and 

Transforming 

Limiting 

Perspectives  

▪ Systemic 

Inequalities 

and Biases 

Perpetuation  

▪ Recruitment 

and Hiring 

Practices for 

equity 

▪ Unequal 

Distribution of 

Resources and 

opportunities 

▪ Addressing 

Systemic 

Racism and the 

learning 

practices 

• Critique of 

Teacher Deficit 

Mindset & 

Inclusive 

Practices 

• Critiques Self, 

Mindsets and 

Knowledge 

Frameworks 

• Develops 

culturally 

responsive 

teaching and 

curriculum 

• Display Moral 

Courage and 

Activism 

• Emphasize 

Democracy, 

Equity, and 

Justice 

• Equity Strategy 

Transparency 

and 

Communication 
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implications of 

the Ignorance 

of Race and 

Ethnicity  

▪ The Lack of 

Acknowledge

ment of Issues 

connected to 

Race and 

Ethnicity  

▪ Unwillingness 

to address and 

disrupt the 

issues 

connected to 

Intersectional-

ity and the 

marginalized 

youth 

▪ Recognition 

and critique of 

ignorance of 

intersectional-

ity 

▪ Lack of 

training about 

ways to 

address issues 

• Student Well-

Being and 

Mental Health 

• Focus on Asset-

Based Practices  

• Critique of 

Culture and 

Identity 

• Trauma-

Informed 

Discipline 

Strategy 

• Focus on 

Student Agency 

• Leadership 

Philosophy and 

Beliefs about 

Instruction  

• Curricula 

Support 

• Address and 

Change 

inequitable 

hiring practices 

• Data Analysis 

• Data Analysis 

and 

Disaggregation 
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Theme 4: Leadership 

that Prioritizes 

Mental Health 

 

Policies, Practices, 

and Resources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

connected to 

intersectional-

ity. 

▪ Archaic Non-

Inclusive Ways 

of 

Communicat-

ing  

▪ Specific 

policies and 

practices to 

address 

systemic 

racism 

▪ Role of biases, 

stereotypes, 

disparities in 

perpetuating 

systemic 

racism  

▪ Stereotype 

challenges and 

its impact on 

decision 

making  

• Address 

Language 

• Direct 

Courageous 

Conversations 

• Establish 

Trusting 

Relationships 

• Inclusive 

Communication 

Strategies 

• Inclusive 

Disciplinary 

Practices/ 

Restorative 

Practice 

• Inclusive 

Hiring Practices 

• Knowledge of 

school’s story 

and Student and 

Family Needs  

• Culturally 

Responsive  

• Relentless, 

Probing Equity 

Warrior 

• Transparency 

and 

Communication 
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

 

I. Restorative 

Practices   

 

 

 

Barriers for 

ELLs 

• Lack of 

Access, 

technology 

resources, and 

Support for 

ELL students 

• Addressing 

ELL students’ 

academic 

immersion and 

advocating for 

student agency 

• Amplifying 

Marginalized 

Student Voices 

and a valued 

environment  

• Sense of 

belonging, 

empowerment 

and 

community 

• Targeted 

academic, 

social, and 

emotional 

 

Fostering a 

sense of 

belonging and 

empowerment 

within the 

context through 

inclusive 

practices where 

students feel 

valued, heard, 

empowered. 

Emphasis on 

collaboration, 

cultural 

competence, 

equity, ongoing 

professional 

development to 

influence the 

teaching and 

learning culture 

for all students 

especially 

marginalized 

and minoritized 

populations  

 

Teacher support 

for inclusive 

 



 

340 

 

Research Questions Themes Subthemes Definition Categories Codes 

community 

activities and 

objective data 

analysis to 

enhance teacher 

support and 

promote 

effective asset-

based practices 

 

support for 

marginalized 

populations  

• Establishing 

professional 

development 

to disrupt 

biases 

• Addressing 

and changing 

inequitable 

hiring 

practices 

• Strong 

emphasis on 

student agency, 

envisioning 

educational 

spaces where 

students lead 

• Modernizing 

Educational 

Practices and 

Change in 

Pedagogy 

• Intentional 

hiring 

practices  

Knowledge of 

socio-cultural 

frameworks and 

practices that 

honor  

importance of 

mental health 

and its 

connection to 

marginalized 

and minoritized 

populations and 

equity 
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• Collaborative 

partnerships 

with families 

• Community 

involvement 

• Cultural 

understanding 

in community 

engagement 

• Engaging 

parents and 

guardians 

• Family support 

• Inclusive 

parent councils 

• Lack of parent 

involvement 

• Partnering 

with 

community 

resources  

• Biases in 

communicat-

ion 

• Failure to 

listen and 

value diverse 

perspectives 
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• Perpetuation of 

stereotypes,  

biases through 

communicat-

ion  

• Collaborative 

Learning 

Culture 

• Growth 

Mindset in 

Teaching and 

Learning 

• Inquiry-Based 

Learning 

• Student-

Centered 

Teaching 

• Trauma-

Informed, 

Equity-

Centered 

Practices  

• Culturally 

Responsive 

Curriculum 

• Cultural 

Competence 
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and Sensitivity 

in Teaching  

• Cultural 

Sensitivity 

Training 

• Cultural 

Assessment 

Methods, 

Practices,  

tools 

• Inclusive 

Teaching 

Strategies 

• Inclusive 

Education 

Training 

• Professional 

Development, 

ongoing 

support on 

Objective Data 

Analysis to 

include Data 

Literacy and 

Training 

• Data-Driven 

Decision 

Making 
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• Equitable Data 

Analysis 

• Collaborative 

Data Analysis 

• Professional 

Development 

of Cultural 

Competence, 

Responsive-

ness within the 

school and the 

community 

• Mental Health 

Support for 

overcoming 

impact of 

trauma and 

social and 

emotional 

struggles 

• Staff training 

on Mental 

Health 

• Lack of 

resources to 

support mental 

health 
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• Safe, 

supportive 

Environment 

• Restorative 

Practices  
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Appendix F – Table 5 – Codes and References 

Code Description Files References 

Critical Self-reflection Practice of educators examining their 

own beliefs, biases, practices to 

understand how they contribute 

to/challenge inequities within the 

educational system. 

 

12 27 

Critique of Deficit 

Frameworks 

Analyzing, challenging perspectives 

that view students, particularly those 

from marginalized groups, as lacking or 

deficient rather than recognizing and 

building on their strengths and 

potential. 

 

12 23 

Critique of Practices, 

Mindsets, Social-

Cultural Systems of 

Inequity 

 

Examining, questioning educational 

practices, mindsets, societal and 

cultural structures that perpetuate 

inequality and discrimination. 

 

12 19 

Focus on Asset- Based 

Practices 

Emphasizing educational strategies that 

identify and leverage students’ and 

their communities’ strengths, skills, 

cultural wealth rather than focusing on 

their perceived deficits. 

 

9 20 

Focus on Inclusive 

Curricula 

Developing, implementing educational 

content that reflects diverse 

perspectives, cultures, experiences to 

ensure all students feel represented and 

valued in their learning environment. 

 

12 22 

Moral Courage-

Activism 

Willingness of educators to stand up 

against injustice/inequity, advocating 

for systemic changes even if it involves 

personal/professional risk. 

 

12 20 

Address Inequitable 

Power Structures 

Identifying, challenging hierarchical, 

discriminatory power dynamics within 

educational institutions that 

marginalize certain groups of students 

and educators. 

 

12 26 
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Focus on Justice  Prioritizing fairness, equity, human 

rights within the educational system to 

ensure all students have equal 

opportunities to succeed. 

 

10 30 

Student Agency  Empowering students to take an active 

role in their learning, decision-making, 

shaping of their educational 

experiences. 

 

12 30 

Equitable Change  Implementing changes within the 

educational system that promote 

fairness, address systemic inequalities 

to ensure all students have access to 

high-quality education. 

 

12 36 

Challenges to 

Equitable Change 

Various obstacles, resistance educators 

and institutions face when trying to 

implement policies, practices that 

promote equity. 

 

12 37 

Challenges to Leading 

for Equitable, Lasting 

Change in Schools,  

Community  

 

Difficulties faced by educational 

leaders in driving, sustaining equity-

focused initiatives within schools, 

broader community. 

 

12 30 

Challenges to 

Establishing Inclusive 

Schools, Community 

 

Barriers to creating educational 

environments, communities where all 

individuals feel welcomed, valued, 

supported. 

 

12 25 

Critique of Systems of 

Inequity 

Analyzing, challenging broader societal 

and institutional systems that create, 

sustain inequality in education. 

 

12 35 

Critique of 

Instructional Practices 

of Inequity 

 

Evaluating, addressing teaching 

methods, practices that contribute to 

unequal educational outcomes for 

marginalized students. 

 

12 35 

Focus on Equitable 

Change for All 

Ensuring changes made to promote 

equity in education benefit every 

student, particularly those from 

historically marginalized groups. 

12 30 
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Focus on Student 

Agency  

Emphasizes giving students control and 

voice in their educational journey. 

 

8 24 

Focus on Inclusive 

Curricula, Community 

Practices 

Developing educational content, 

community activities that include and 

respect diverse perspectives, 

backgrounds. 

 

10 25 

Address Deficit 

Mindset: Social, 

Cultural  

Frameworks 

 

Challenging, changing tendency to 

view students from marginalized 

backgrounds through lens of deficiency 

rather than strength. 

 

12 35 

Lack of Stakeholder 

Support 

Absence of backing from key 

individuals, groups (e.g., parents, 

community members, policymakers) 

necessary for implementing equity 

initiatives. 

 

8 20 

Systemic Racism/ 

Ignoring Race, 

Ethnicity 

Entrenched racial biases/discriminatory 

practices within the educational system 

that overlook or undermine 

significance of race, ethnicity in 

students’ experiences. 

 

8 17 

Acknowledge, Disrupt 

Ignorance of 

Intersectionality 

Recognizing, addressing complex, 

interconnected nature of social 

identities, how they impact individuals’ 

experiences of discrimination and 

privilege. 

 

7 16 

Challenge to Leading 

for Equity: Archaic 

Non-Inclusive Ways of 

Communicating 

 

Difficulty in promoting equity when 

outdated, exclusive communication 

methods are still in use within the 

educational system. 

 

8 20 

Fear of Systemic 

Reprisal /Job Loss 

Concern among educators, 

administrators that advocating for 

equity may lead to professional 

consequences, retaliation. 

 

6 14 
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Systemic Pushback Resistance from within educational 

system to changes aimed at promoting 

equity, inclusion. 

 

12 29 

Critical Self Reflection 

on Equity, Justice 

Reflecting deeply on one’s role, 

responsibilities in promoting equity, 

justice within educational setting. 

 

12 34 

Disciplinary Issues Challenges managing student behavior, 

implementing fair disciplinary practices 

that do not disproportionately impact 

marginalized students. 

 

12 30 

Teacher Mindset on 

Equitable Change 

Attitudes/beliefs held by teachers 

regarding the necessity, implementation 

of equitable changes in education. 

 

12 36 

Teacher Mindset on 

Equitable Practices 

 

Teachers’ perspectives on/commitment 

to using equitable teaching practices. 

 

12 37 

Teacher Recruitment Process of attracting, hiring educators, 

with focus on increasing diversity, 

equity within teaching workforce. 

 

9 30 

PD on Race, Equity Professional development opportunities 

focused on educating 

teachers/administrators about issues 

related to race, equity in education. 

 

7 17 

Administrator 

Knowledge of Equity 

Practices 

 

School leaders’ understanding, 

expertise regarding effective equity 

practices, policies. 

 

7 18 

Negative Mindset,  

Social-Cultural 

Systems of Inequity 

 

Detrimental attitudes, societal 

structures perpetuate educational 

inequality, discrimination. 

 

10 14 

Student Voice,  

Agency 

Emphasizes importance of including 

student perspectives, giving them 

control over their educational 

experiences. 

 

12 20 
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Teacher Training for 

Equity 

Programs, initiatives aimed at 

educating teachers  how to implement 

equitable practices in their classrooms. 

 

12 17 

Curricula and 

Community 

Relationship between educational 

content taught in schools and broader 

community context. 

 

8 14 

Critique of Inequitable 

Power Structures 

 

Involves analyzing, challenging power 

imbalances within the educational 

system. 

 

12 25 

Critique of Inequitable 

Teaching, Learning 

Practices 

 

Evaluating, addressing teaching 

methods, learning conditions that 

contribute to educational inequities.  

 

12 29 

Critique of Teacher 

Deficit Mindset, 

Inclusive Practices 

 

Analyzing, challenging beliefs held by 

teachers that view students as lacking; 

promoting inclusive practices that 

recognize students’ strengths. 

 

12 30 

Critiques Self, 

Mindsets, Knowledge 

Frameworks 

 

Process of educators critically 

examining their own beliefs, 

knowledge, attitudes to identify, 

address biases, inequities. 

 

12 24 

Develops Culturally 

Responsive Teaching, 

Curriculum 

 

Creating teaching methods, curricula 

responsive to cultural backgrounds, 

experiences of all students.  

 

9 25 

Display Moral 

Courage, Activism 

Demonstrating bravery to confront 

injustice, advocate for systemic change.  

 

12 30 

Emphasize 

Democracy, Equity 

Justice 

 

Prioritizing principles of democratic 

participation, fairness, justice in 

educational practices, policies.  

 

12 32 

Equity Strategy 

Transparency,  

Communication 

Openly sharing, discussing strategies 

for promoting equity within the 

educational system to ensure 

accountability, inclusivity.  

 

9 30 
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Student Well-being 

and Mental Health 

 

Prioritizing mental health, overall well-

being of students as fundamental aspect 

of their education.  

 

12 35 

Focus on Asset- Based 

Practices  

Recognizing, utilizing strengths, 

resources of students.  

 

12 36 

Critique of Culture, 

Identity 

Analyzing, challenging cultural and 

identity-related biases that impact 

students’ educational experiences.  

 

9 28 

Trauma-informed 

Discipline Strategy 

Implementing disciplinary practices 

that recognize, address impact of 

trauma on students’ behavior, learning.  

 

10 36 

Leadership 

Philosophy, Beliefs 

about Instruction  

Guiding principles, beliefs that inform 

educational leaders’ approaches to 

teaching, learning.  

 

12 36 

Curricula Support Providing resources, assistance to 

develop, implement inclusive, equitable 

curricula.  

 

7 30 

Address, Change 

Inequitable Hiring 

Practices 

 

Identifying, reforming hiring practices 

within the educational system that 

perpetuate inequality.  

 

9 30 

Data Analysis Process of examining data to identify 

patterns, inform decisions, particularly 

related to equity.  

 

12 38 

Data Analysis, 

Disaggregation 

Breaking down data into sub-groups to 

better understand, address disparities in 

educational outcomes.  

  

12 35 

Direct Courageous 

Conversations  

Engaging in honest, open discussions 

about difficult topics, e.g., race, equity, 

discrimination, to promote 

understanding, change.  

 

12 35 

Establish Trusting 

Relationships 

Building strong, trust-based 

relationships among students, 

educators, the community to support 

equity initiatives.  

12 37 
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Inclusive 

Communication 

Strategies 

Developing ways of communicating 

that ensure all voices are heard, valued, 

particularly those from marginalized 

groups.  

 

12 37 

Inclusive Disciplinary 

Practices/ Restorative 

Practice 

 

Implementing disciplinary approaches 

that focus on repairing harm, restoring 

relationships rather than solely 

punishing students.  

 

12 35 

Inclusive Hiring 

Practices 

Ensuring recruitment, hiring processes 

in education are fair, promote diversity.  

 

12 32 

Knowledge of School's 

Story, Student-Family 

Needs  

Understanding the unique history, 

context of a school and specific needs 

of its students and families, to inform 

equitable practices.  

 

12 30 

Culturally Responsive  Adapting educational practices to be 

respectful of, relevant to cultural 

backgrounds of students.  

 

6 20 

Relentless, Probing 

Equity Warrior 

Educator/leader who persistently, 

deeply investigates, addresses 

inequities within the educational 

system.  

 

7 15 

Transparency, 

Communication 

Participants found ways to share 

information, maintain clear/inclusive 

communication to build trust, support 

for equity initiatives within the school 

community. 

 

6 17 
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Appendix G – Figure 1 – Equity-Focused, Transformative Leadership Framework 

Model 
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Appendix H – Figure 2 – Equity-Focused, Transformative Leadership Model and 

the Leader Conceptualization 
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Appendix I – George Washington University’s Institutional Review Board Approval 

 

 

 

 

 


