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Abstract
There is a significant need to add to the scholarship of Black male leadership in suburbia. This is
a courageous autoethnography that tells my counter-story in an effort to spark courageous
conversations about leading while Black in the suburbs. Autoethnography, a research approach
about the experiences of the researcher guides the methodology for the study. Autoethnography
IS an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy)
personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethnography) (Ellis,
Adams, & Bochner, 2011). Utilizing Counter-storytelling, | will take you on a journey of my
past experiences that will start a courageous conversation (Singleton, 2015) on Black leadership
in suburbia and add to the minimal research in this area of academia. In my story, | utilize critical
race theory and deep equity work to help construct deeper meaning and knowledge around the
experience of Black male leaders in mostly affluent and mostly white suburban schools. This
autoethnography utilizes my self-reflection and writing to explore how my personal experiences
are used to connect my counter-story to a wider cultural, social understanding and meaning. |
generate autoethnographic narratives on the three research questions that will become chapters of
their own. My identity as a Black man and the way it has influenced my experiences in creating
inclusive and culturally responsible school culture as a building leader and as a district leader is
woven in with the research to generate a courageous conversation about Black male leadership in

the suburbs.
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Preface

In this dissertation, | offer my personal experiences as a Black male educator and tell my
counter-story (Sol6rzano & Yosso, 2002) to spark a courageous conversation (Singleton, 2022)
about leading while Black in the suburbs. Autoethnography, a research approach about the
experiences of the researcher will guide the methodology for the study. Autoethnography is an
approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy)
personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethnography) (Ellis,
Adams, & Bochner, 2011). This research stems from my personal interest as a Black male leader
in education to improve the academic experience for African American? students in high
performing suburban schools and make space for Black male educators to show up authentically
in suburban schools. For this study, through autoethnographic reflection, | employ a narrative
approach to tell my story. In the narrative approach, the researcher becomes the focus of the
inquiry, and the text repositions the reader as a co-participant in dialogue and thereby rejects the
orthodox view of the reader as a passive receiver of knowledge (Ellis, 2000). More details about
autoethnography as a methodology will be discussed in Chapter 3. However, in this
autoethnographic inquiry, | employ a research purpose and affiliated questions to guide the
inquiry while also bringing in scholarly research and theory which intersect with my lived
experiences while I tell my counter-story to spark this courageous conversation.

My identity as a Black man and the ways it influenced my leadership at various levels of

administration must be told, and there is value in connecting these stories to scholarly references,

! Since I personally move between the use of African American and Black, I will use these terms interchangeably
throughout my dissertation. This also helps me communicate my own perspectives through autoethnography as

method.
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frameworks, and academic conversations. Utilizing counter-storytelling, | will take you on a
journey of my past experiences and | hope to start a courageous conversation (Singleton, 2022)
on Black leadership in suburbia and add to the minimal research in this area of academia. As a
critical autoethnographer (Boylorn & Orbe, 2021), using the lens of critical race theory and deep
equity, I was a lone participant/researcher in this study. While | visited with peers and fellow
school leaders about several layers of my story as a way to deepen my own understandings, those
individuals are not the focus of the project. My stories are the focus, and the act of engaging in
the autoethnographic process was an effort in self-analysis which deepened my own
understanding of my experiences, while simultaneously offering my perspectives to the fields of
educational leadership, multicultural education, deep equity work, and other affiliated sub-fields
in education. In my story, | utilize critical race theory and deep equity work to help construct
deeper meaning and knowledge around the experience of Black male leaders in mostly affluent
and mostly white suburban schools, and my hope is that it will add to our broader
understandings. The Critical Race Theory (CRT) tenets of informing this autoethnography are
permanence of racism, whiteness as property, interest convergence and counter-storytelling.

Permanence of racism suggests that racist hierarchical structures govern all political,
economic, and social domains (DuCuir & Dixon, 2004). Within a CRT framework, according to
Bell (1995), a realistic view requires the dominant role that racism has played and continues to
play in American society; this can be both a conscious and an unconscious act. Whiteness as
property is the relationship between concepts of race and property and reflects on how rights in
property are contingent on, intertwined with, and conflated with race. The origins of property
rights in the United States are rooted in racial domination. According to Harris, property

functions on three levels: the right of possession, the right to use, and the right to disposition.
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Furthermore, the right to transfer, the right of use and enjoyment, and the right of exclusion are
essential attributes associated with property rights. Interest convergence suggests that civil rights
gains within communities of color and specifically those for African Americans, should be
interpreted with measured enthusiasm. These civil rights “gains”, which had been enjoyed by
Whites for centuries, were in effect superficial “opportunities” because they were basic tenets of
U.S. democracy. Bell (1987) argued that Whites advance the interests of People Of Color only
when they converge with and advance White interests. Counter-storytelling is a tenet in critical
race theory that is used to contradict racist characterizations of social life. Solérzano & Yo0sso
(2002) define counter-storytelling as “a method of telling the stories of those people whose
experiences are not often told” (p. 32). They include People Of Color, women, the LGBTQ+
community, and the poor.

The deep equity work also inspiring this autoethnographic approach comes from Glenn
Singleton’s book Courageous Conversations about Race (2022). I carry forward Singleton’s
structures and expectations as part of my framework to interpret, listen to, and respond to my
experiences. Given that | am repositioning the reader as a co-participant in dialogue — or in
conversation — I am asking the reader to also enter this conversation within Singleton’s
protocols. More details will be provided in Chapter 2, but courageous conversations protocols
begin with a commitment to embrace the four agreements of courageous conversations that
ensures openness, honesty, and relative safety, which are:

1. Stay engaged: Participants remain morally, emotionally, intellectually, and relationally
involved in the dialogue.
2. Speak your truth: Participants need to be absolutely honest about their thoughts, feelings,

and opinions.
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3. Experience discomfort: Participants are asked to experience discomfort so that they can
deal with the reality of race and racism in an honest and forthright way.

4. Expect and accept non-closure: Encourages participants to recognize that they will not
necessarily reach closure in their racial understandings or in their racial interactions.
Beyond this, Singleton’s protocol invites educators to practice the Six Conditions of

Courageous Conversations:

1. Focus on personal, local, and intermediate.

2. lIsolate race.

3. Normalize social construction and multiple perspectives.

4. Monitor agreements, conditions, and establish parameters.

5. Use a working definition for race.

6. Examine the presence and role of Whiteness.

These conditions provide a road map for participating in and facilitating interracial dialogue
about race (Singleton, 2022). It is under these conditions that | wish to start this courageous
conversation, with the hope that | can write my counter-story into the literature so people can
understand what it looks like and how it feels to lead schools as a Black man in predominantly
White suburbia. But in speaking my truth, I also have an ethical responsibility to protect the
identity of the people that were in proximity of my counter stories, so the names you read as | tell
my stories are changed to pseudonyms to protect their identities, and I intentionally have
changed genders for some people, as well. But also considering Singleton’s four agreements and
six conditions, and the reality that | cannot resolve all the issues of deep equity as one person in

one scholarly project, | want to emphasize that this scholarly project is just a start of a
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courageous conversation, hoping to generate dialogue among others doing this important work of

trying to make our schools work better for all students.

So here I go! I’'m going to speak my truth through this courageous

autoethnography.
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Chapter 1 - Let Me Find the Courage

Let me find the courage.

I know it’s there.

Waiting to be discovered, waiting to be uncovered.

Buried by the decades of oppression, buried by the silence, generation after generation.

What if we were bold? Telling our stories often untold.

You know.... Like that one time I was denied in that store.

And my courage that day just ended up as rage.

Let me find the courage.

I know it’s there.

Talk the talk that’s uncomfortable but would you dare?

| see the hope on your face. Ready to speak.

Talk about race.... conversations about the systems that got us to this place.

Acknowledging the hurt, acknowledging the pain.

No more denying the obvious stain.

The stain of hate that was born from decades of silence.

Let me find the courage.

I know it’s there.

Racism.... Shhhhhh.



Pass it down.
Racism.... Shhhhhh.
Pass it down.
Now is the time.
Time to speak those conversations that are true, conversations that reveal.
Conversations that will heal.
Let me find the courage.
I know it’s there.

Run Black Boy, Run: Leading Critical and Courageous Conversations through Counter-
Storytelling

It was finally time for recess! My second-grade teacher, Mrs. Robinson opened the door
to the playground, and we all took off. | wanted to be first. | always wanted to be the first to win
the race to the end of the playground and back. The dust kicked up from behind me and my little,
skinny black legs moved as fast as | could make them move. Two more Kids to pass. | put my
head down, closed my eyes and gave it all | had.

I did it. I won!

As | made my way back toward Mrs. Robinson, | could see this tall, dark-skinned woman
grinning in approval. She had this undeniable grace and dignity that was noticeable the moment
you were around her. | was first again, and my teacher was proud of me. Going back into the
classroom after recess, Mrs. Robinson pulled me aside as she would often do when she wanted

my complete attention. This time, her message was simple. She said,



“winning races on the playground is fine but winning in the classroom is more important. David,

you have the talent to do both.”

Mrs. Robinson was able to see past my second-grade experience and know that | would
face some challenges in my academic career. She knew that there would be future educators that
would only see my black skin and make assumptions about my intellect. | would love to say that
Mrs. Robinson possessed a power that allowed her to see into the future but unfortunately, Mrs.
Robinson was able to predict my future challenges because they were the challenges that she
faced herself growing up in an educational system that continues to let down African American
students’ decades after Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954). The question we
need to ask ourselves is why?

Mrs. Robinson was one of only two Black teachers that | would have in my entire
educational career. This includes a bachelor’s degree, two master’s degrees and doctoral classes.

Two Black Teachers.

Two!

According to Seth Gershenson and Nicholas Papageorge (2017) in their study called The
Long-Run Impacts of Same-Race Teachers conducted by John Hopkins University, if a Black
student has just one or two Black teachers in elementary school, that student is significantly more
likely to enroll in college. Black students who had just one Black teacher by 3rd grade were 13%
more likely to enroll in college, while those that had two Black teachers were 32% more likely.
The report concluded that Black teachers often engage in culturally relevant instruction which is

beneficial to students of color and Black teachers serve as role models that inspire Black



students. This Johns Hopkins study placed empirical data on what | inherently knew about Mrs.
Robinson. She simply inspired me, and here | am, completing my dissertation all these years
later.

In speaking my truth, I had never told this next story, though. I didn’t tell my friends,
family, and I even kept this from my mom. Only recently, have | spoken about it because the
writing process of this dissertation has unlocked these memories and stories. My fourth-grade
experience was much different than the inviting classroom of Mrs. Robinson. | can remember
walking into this special classroom for advanced students like it was yesterday. Many of the
students had already been in this advanced classroom for several weeks and | immediately felt
like I did not belong. It did not have anything to do with my ability or confidence, rather it was
an uneasy feeling that | had about the teacher in the classroom. Being a small elementary school,
this teacher had a reputation of being a bit gruff. My uneasiness was almost immediately
confirmed when the teacher first “welcomed” me to the class of mostly white students. He said,
“class, David is going to be joining us. I’'m not sure how long he will be with us because I have
to see if he is as smart as the rest of us”.

The sum of my personal educational journey along with my professional career as an
educator has led me down this path of inquiry, deep into the self, to help peel back the layers of
this complex issue of low performing African American students in high performing suburban
schools. Growing up in a small town in southwest Kansas, as an African American male, there
were many times when | was the only African American student in an honors or advanced
course. Although | had confidence in my abilities, there was always an intimation of me not
belonging in that class. Reflecting with an experienced educational lens, that feeling of not

belonging and not being able to measure up had a negative effect on my personal



psyche. Whether real or perceived, it remained just below the surface as | made my way through
some of the most rigorous classes in the school. There was an impact on my academic
achievement that sometimes felt stifling and limiting. With that said, the course consumption that
| was able to achieve along with the soft skills of organization, time management,
communication, and study habits looked much different from my friends and family members of
color that were not in honors or advanced courses.

One experience that really stands out occurred when | was only in the fourth grade. | remember
having the reputation of being very academically capable among some teachers in my
elementary school. So much in fact, that one of my teachers met with my mother to discuss
advancing me by a full grade. | remember my mom declining to move me up a grade mainly
because my older brother was a year older than me, and she felt like having us in the same grade
would be unfair to both of us. A compromise was reached that would have me pulled out of my
regular class a couple of times a week to work in another classroom with a different teacher to
get access to some enrichment activities. | remember how proud my mom was of me and how
she was bragging to some of my family members about me being so smart that they wanted me
to skip a grade. Hearing her talk to other people about my academics and how smart her “baby”
is, made my confidence extremely high. I not only wanted to make her proud, | needed to make
her proud. | understood how difficult it was for her to be a single mother. | saw the way she
sacrificed and struggled to give us some basic necessities like food on the table and a roof over
our heads. | have often used this as motivation and drive to find success in my life. The
photograph in Figure 1 always reminds me of the courage and strength that my mother showed

as we were growing up. She was always there to support and encourage my siblings and |

even when times were tough. Her trademark smile, always present to either comfort or validate



whatever was happening in our lives at the time. | would need both in the near future as | would
face some adversity in my short academic career.

Figure 1

Figure 1. Family photo that includes my mom Helen and my brother Derrick shortly before
she would consider skipping me a grade in elementary school.

| remained in that advanced classroom for the remainder of the school year, however the

sting of that comment never went away.

“Class, David is going to be joining us.

I’'m not sure how long he will be with us because




I have to see if he is as smart as the rest of us”’.

My personal confidence in my academic abilities took a hit and for the very first time in
school, I not only felt inadequate, but I also felt lonely. You see, although I grew up in Dodge
City Kansas, my elementary school was fairly diverse. It had more to do with the side of town
that I lived on than the town itself. This was truly the first time where | was the only student of
color and as | absorbed those words of the teacher into the pores of my melanin skin like a toxin,
it would take decades for me to completely detoxify. The poem, Theme for English B by
Langston Hughes (1951) captures the thoughts and feelings that | experienced in many of my
classes. The words conveyed by Hughes gives the reader insight into an internal dialogue that
many African American students have when we are the only persons of color in a classroom.
Theme for English B
The instructor said,

Go home and write

a page tonight.

And let that page come out of you--

Then, it will be true.
I wonder if it’s that simple?
| am twenty-two, colored, born in Winston--

Salem
| went to school there, then Durham, then here
to this college on the hill above Harlem.
| am the only colored student in my class.
The steps from the hill lead down into Harlem,
through a park, then I cross St. Nicholas,
Eighth Avenue, Seventh, and | come to the Y,
the Harlem Branch Y, where | take the elevator

up to my room, sit down, and write this page:

It’s not easy to know what is true for you or me



at twenty-two, my age. But I guess I’'m what

| feel and see and hear, Harlem, | hear you.

hear you, hear me- we two- you, me, talk on
this page.

(I hear New York, too.) Me-- who?

Well, I like to eat, sleep, drink, and be in love.

| like to work, read, learn, and understand life.

| like a pipe for a Christmas present,

or records--Bessie, bop, or Bach.

I guess being colored doesn’t make me not like

the same things other folks like who are other
races.

So will my page be colored that I write?

Being me, it will not be white.

But it will be

a part of you, instructor.

You are white--

yet a part of me, as | am a part of you.

That’s American.

Sometimes perhaps you don’t want to be a part of
me.

Nor do | often want to be a part of you.

But we are, that’s true!

As | learn from you,

| guess you learn from me--

although you’re older--and white--

and somewhat more free.

This is my page for English B.

As | moved into junior high school and then high school, the words from Langston
Hughes’ poem continued to ring true for me in many examples. | did, however, find teachers
along my journey that saw my potential and encouraged my academic growth. Without their
support I would not have been able to consume the rigorous coursework that allowed me to have
academic success. These experiences continued to grow as | took a teaching position in a high
performing suburban school district. It was here that | began to recognize the complexities of this

issue as well as an overwhelming sense of guilt in regard to the lack of resources and support for



African American students that historically sees them achieve at a lower academic rate in school
districts that are affluent and high performing. My experience is also unique because not only did
| teach at a suburban school in the Kansas City metro area, but I also returned seven years later
as the principal. In those seven years and while | was the principal, the demographics changed to
include more African American students.

I recall walking into a classroom my very first week of school as the principal. It was an
honors math class, and my attention was immediately drawn to the only African American

student in the classroom.

| saw myself sitting in that seat.

| felt connected to their circumstance of being the only African American in the class.
The rush of memories that were mostly negative came flooding back. The struggle to find that
sense of belonging. Always feeling as though | have something to prove and others constantly
questioning my academic abilities. For an instant, | reflected on my academic history and
wondered if this student that shared my melanin skin was writing their own Theme for English
B.

| immediately began the conversation with my staff about the achievement gap in our
school and finding ways to address this concern. For me, it was unacceptable that you could walk
into a classroom in our school and know immediately if it was an honors or advanced course
based on who was occupying the student desks. Although I did not know if this particular student
had a negative experience in this honors math course, | do know that representation matters and

that being the only person that looks like you in any space can be uncomfortable.



Leading while Black in an affluent, mostly white suburban school district allowed me to
reflect on my own personal educational journey while also navigating the current realities of
achievement gaps, school climate and culture and being an instructional leader. There was a
similar dissertation on Black educational leadership but instead of being situated in a suburban
context, it was situated in a rural context. Flowers (2020) research examines African American
principals’ experiences beyond urban school settings in predominantly White rural schools. With
respect to my own personal educational journey, there were times when | felt a tremendous
amount of pressure to deliver academically in a predominantly White school setting. That
pressure was born out of a need to prove to people that Black people are smart and capable.
Inside my home, | was encouraged and praised for being smart. It showed up mostly when grade
cards came out and I received straight A’s. My confidence in my intelligence grew when my
relatives would comment on how smart | was and that | was an A student. This made me focus
more on school so that | would not let my family down. It also added to the pressure of being
smart and academically capable as a Black student. Sitting in a classroom where very few
students looked like me and having a reputation of being smart among many of the teachers in
the school, I did not want to let anyone down. Proving my worth became something that was
caused by both internal and external factors.

| remember the first time | participated in the all-school spelling bee. | was in the fourth
grade, and | was the very first student to misspell a word. This was in front of the entire student
body. | was so embarrassed and could not believe that | was the first kid out. I had to go sit in the
bleachers by myself until another student misspelled a word which seemed like forever. Sitting
there alone, | promised myself that | would never let that happen again. It turns out that | won the

all-school spelling bee the next two years in a row. Although some of that pressure was self-
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inflicted there was always this undertone of being smart for a Black kid. How does an
elementary age student come to feel that way? | imagine that White elementary students might
feel a certain need to be successful academically, but I cannot imagine the color of their skin has
anything to do with their motivation.

Discovering Critical Race Theory: Finding my Courage through Counter-Storytelling

As | engaged with the text and research, | continued to encounter Critical Race Theory
(CRT) to help inform my research. Since I will continue to introduce Critical Race Theory in my
autoethnographic writings, | must discuss the issue of safety. | will try and be as authentic and as
vulnerable as possible throughout my dissertation, which is a standard in autoethnography as a
methodology. However, in speaking my truth, some layers of these stories and personal
reflections will not be discussed for purposes of safety and well-being since the tone and climate
surrounding Critical Race Theory has changed since | first began this process. As an extension of
what | mentioned in the preface, names and details are modified and shifted intentionally.
Overall, from the start of my doctoral journey to the present, the concept of CRT has evolved in
the political arena, and the topic has become unsafe, so | am very intentional about how I involve
people in this project. But my evolving understanding of CRT has inherently been connected to
my doctoral engagement with research and scholarship around diversity in schools, and
eventually became a central part of my work — even before it became hot topic in politics.

CRT sheds light on those challenges that confront Black leaders in education past and
present. Counter-storytelling is a tenet in critical race theory that is used to contradict racist
characterizations of social life. Solorzano & Yosso (2002) define counter-storytelling as “a
method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told” (p. 32). They

include People Of Color, women, LGBTQ+, and the poor. Counter-stories or narratives stand in
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opposition to narratives of dominance called majoritarian stories (Hunn, Guy, & Manglitz,
2006). A majoritarian story distorts and silences the experiences of People Of Color (Solérzano
& Yo0sso, 2002). The majoritarian story also produces a We versus They dichotomy. This
We/They divide is mostly controlled by the group in power in which the lens of “They” is often
viewed as lesser. This poem that | wrote signifies a need to be acknowledged and valued fully as
a person in our society. The reader clearly understands that this poem is written by a Black
person and a reasonable conclusion can be made that | have not always been seen, heard, or
valued. This is Counter-storytelling.
| want to be seen.
The tone of My skin. The texture of My hair. The beauty of My Blackness is bold and is
standing right here.
You will see me and when you do, there will be no fear.
| want to be heard.
Hear My song. Hear My cry. Hear My voice from on mountain high. The words | speak
must be shown. The words I speak must be known.
| want to be valued.
Not the kind of value found in the oppressors’ eyes,; bidding on my enslaved ancestors as
they stood on the auctioneer’s block. Rather, the value of my humanity... Priceless in the
eyes of my enslaved ancestors as they stood on the auctioneer’s block.
Singleton (2022), defines courageous conversations, or the formal structure or protocol
that exists for this type of dialogue, as utilizing the agreements, conditions, and compass to
engage, sustain, and deepen interracial dialogue about race in order to examine schooling and

improve student achievement. Courageous conversations seek to engage those who won’t talk,
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sustain the conversation when it gets uncomfortable or diverted, and deepens the conversation to
the point where authentic understanding and meaningful actions occur. Having courageous
conversations serves as a strategy for deinstitutionalizing racism and improving student
achievement (Singleton, 2022). It is within this context that | will situate my personal
experiences as a Black leader in education.
Research Purpose and Questions
The purpose of this autoethnography is to tell my counter-story in an effort to spark a

courageous conversation about leading while Black in the suburbs. My personal account can be
utilized by educators in suburban school environments to gain better perspectives of the Black
male experience in suburbia as a leader. This autoethnography can also counter the majoritarian
narrative that Black male leaders cannot be as successful in leading suburban schools as their
White counterparts. Additionally, this research highlights the low Black achievement in
suburban schools that is typically reserved for conversations about urban schools and how
educators should invest in strategies that specifically target the achievement gap found in their
classrooms that negatively impact Black students. I will focus primarily on leading professional
learning, creating an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture, and district level
leadership.
This autoethnography is designed to answer the following question, and following sub-questions:
In what ways did my identity as a Black man influence my leadership experiences at various
administrative positions from building to district levels?

1. In what ways did my identity as a Black man influence my experiences in trying to create

an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture as a building level leader?
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2. In what ways did my identity as a Black man influence my experiences in trying to create
an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture as a district level leader?
Becoming: My Journey to Becoming a Principal

I was almost finished with my master’s degree in educational leadership when I was
teaching Biology in an affluent, mostly white suburban high school in the suburbs of Kansas
City. One day, while pushing a cart full of laptops down a busy hallway during a passing period,
my principal stopped me. She casually mentioned to me that there would soon be an opening on
the school administration team and that I should look into applying. The position was an entry
level intern position for administrators. When | later asked her why she thought | would be a
good fit for the position, she began to rattle off some of my characteristics. My strong leadership
with the district curriculum work, my ability to create positive relationships with students, staff,
and parents. Finally, she said that she has always been impressed with my ability to remain
positive even when confronted with difficult issues. | had so much respect for her leadership and
knowledge that | needed to consider applying. After our discussion and a long conversation with
my wife who was serving as the principal of a middle school in a nearby community, | decided
that | was ready for this next step. | applied and was soon named to the position of
Administrative Intern for the following school year. At the time of my hiring, | was the only
secondary administrator of color and there was only one African American principal in our

elementary system.

This brought me back to those honors classes

where | sat in those chairs as a student,
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surrounded by my White peers.

One of my first responsibilities to prepare for the upcoming school-year happened to be
one of the most important aspects of not only school organizations but for any organization. We
were preparing to interview and hire new teachers and it was not lost on me that | would be the
first African American in the room making hiring decisions as part of the school administration
team. The school was nearly 15 years old, and | was going to bring a perspective and lens to the
hiring process that no other administrator had before me. In fact, looking at the overall history of
our district’s African American administrators, there have only been two at the high school level
(two head principals), two at the middle school level (no head principals) and one at the
elementary level (one head principal). The literature and research is plentiful on the importance
of hiring good teachers in order to impact student achievement. Marzano (2013) contends a
classroom teacher is probably the single most powerful influence on student achievement that is
within the control of the educational system. This makes me think of Mrs. Robinson and her
presence in my life, and how | was now making the transition to leadership positions.

After one school year as the administrative intern, an assistant principal position opened
at a sister school in the district. This position would give me an opportunity to become the
Assistant Principal for Activities. My responsibilities would include supervising the Performing
Arts Department, working with students in the sophomore class, supervising clubs, plan
assemblies, homecoming, prom, and graduation. Once again, | would be the first African
American administrator in the school’s 10-year history. The fundamental role of the school
principal has evolved over time from one of building manager to a hybrid of aspirational leader,

team builder, coach, and agent of visionary change. Yet, even with this changing landscape, one
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notable characteristic has remained intact; public school principals are overwhelmingly white
(Anderson, 2016). This school also had yet to hire an African American teacher but did have a
Hispanic and African American counselor at one time. Looking at the research, | see why my
experiences were what they were. The National Center for Education Statistics (2022) describes
how:

87 percent of public-school principals were White, 9 percent were Black, 3 percent were
Hispanic, and 2 percent were American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian American, or Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. More than two decades later, in the 2011-2012 school year, the
percentage of White principals had declined slightly to 80 percent, while that of Hispanic
principals inched up slightly to 7 percent. The percentage of principals who were Black

or from another ethnic group showed no substantial change, at 10 percent and 3 percent
respectively. (p. 3)

But thinking back on my time as principal, | immediately made positive connections with
the entire school community while also dealing with difficult student and staff concerns. One of
those difficult situations included working with a family that was not having a positive
experience in a classroom. There was a complicated social dynamic that was causing some stress
and anxiety for this student. After having some personal conversations with the student and the
teacher, we developed a plan for the student to remain in the class while also receiving support
from the teacher and several other adults in the building. After two weeks of working the plan
and things moving in a positive direction, there was an allegation of bullying by the student. The
parents came to the school immediately to meet with me. We had barely finished introducing
ourselves when the father began attacking my efforts to help their student. He started by using

phrases like “you failed to protect my child”, “you do not have a safe school”, and “you allow
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bullying.” As I started to walk through the different interventions and the safety plan that he

agreed to, | was cut off and he said:

“I want to talk to another principal.”

“You're not going to be able to fix this because you just can’t understand!”

As | paused to fully take in his comment, it was more of the way he said it than his actual
words that made me realize that this was personal. There was a tone of disrespect and dismissal
that only presents from someone that believes they are better than you and your words and
thoughts are meaningless. From my lived experiences as well as his direct comments, | knew that
he wanted to talk to a White administrator. As I tried to redirect the conversation back to
identifying the specific concerns and problem-solving, he was not interested. Afterwards, |
reflected on his words that I just can’t understand. I knew what he meant at the time, but it still
caught me off guard. I could tell that he was very uncomfortable with me leading the
conversation and having to work through me to help his child. Not for anything else other than
the color of my skin. He never came out and said that he did not want to continue working with
me but his demeanor and actions spoke for themselves. Cutting me off and talking over me as |
tried to give him an explanation or possible solution, talking down to me and trying to intimidate
me by saying that this type of concern would be taken very seriously in his business where he
was the CEO. The type of body language and demeanor that | have had to be keenly aware of as
an African American educator serving in a predominantly White suburban school district. It’s not
meant to be subtle. It’s meant to send a message. Maybe a quick roll of the eyes. A dismissive

tone or pursed lips. Ultimately, an unwillingness to work with me in a solution-oriented manner.
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Another example of this type of racist behavior occurred while 1 was the head principal.
We had a student that was having a significant issue in one of his classrooms. After one of my
assistant principals had made several attempts to work with the family, they were still not happy.
The father eventually went to our district office administration to discuss the situation. Since the
family had never reached out to me directly for help, our district office suggested that they get
me involved to help resolve their concern. They declined to reach out to me directly. My
assistant principal told me that this father would probably not be interested in meeting with me
directly. Through his several interactions with the father, he knew that me being a Black
principal was the main reason he did not want to interact with me. My assistant principal also
shared that the father had worn a rather disturbing t-shirt to one of the meetings.
It read:

This is the United States.

We speak English.

We eat Bacon.

And we carry guns.
As you can imagine with a person that wears this type of shirt to a meeting with school officials,
he was not really concerned about a diverse and inclusive environment, and he certainly did not
want the Black principal making educational determinations for his students - at least that’s how
| interpreted the situation.

There was almost a fascination among many of the students with my presence in a
leadership capacity in this mostly White suburban school, especially among the students that
looked like me. It was almost as if they felt like someone was finally looking out for them.

Although the students never came out and said those words to me directly, | had several African
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American parents that | interacted with throughout the school year that did use these exact

words:

“For once, we feel like someone in this school is looking out for our child.”

I was more committed than ever to being a presence that allowed African American
students a level of comfort and safety that they felt was missing. Towards the end of that school
year, | was presented with another opportunity to advance my administrative career. The position
of Associate Principal of Curriculum and Instruction opened up at the school where | began as an
intern. | interviewed and was offered the position. | immediately accepted and was on to my next
opportunity as an Associate Principal.

As | made it one step closer to the principalship, | could feel more eyes on me with
regard to my ability to lead. It was as if | was back in that advanced classroom in the fourth
grade and everyone wanted to see if | could succeed. Being the Associate Principal of
Curriculum and Instruction at one of the largest high schools in our district places you in a prime
position to become the next head principal of a building. The responsibilities of this position
most resembles what the building principal needs to be proficient in leading a high school.
Although not specifically written into the job description, my responsibilities included:
Developing professional learning for the entire staff, evaluating and leading the special education
department, building the master schedule, implementing and facilitating all standardized testing,
collaborating with the counseling department, facilitating department chair meetings and leading
new teacher meetings. Also, the collaboration between the Curriculum and Instruction Associate

Principal and the Head Principal are more frequent. My visibility with the faculty, students and
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the community at large significantly increased from when | was an intern. As | gained different
experiences throughout the year, my confidence grew exponentially.

While preparing to lead a three-hour professional learning session with the entire
teaching staff midway through the year, | remember being extremely excited. The topic was
curriculum mapping which is way to guarantee purposeful and structured curriculum in all grade
levels and content areas. | was demonstrating how to use a specific software that was not very

user friendly.

As | took a moment to look out into the room

of over one-hundred teachers,

there was not anyone that looked like me.

Although not the most comfortable position to be in, I felt a strong sense of
accomplishment and determination. | was going to deliver a critical professional learning
experience that would help deliver a guaranteed and viable curriculum for all students. A
guaranteed and viable curriculum ensures that all students have an equal opportunity to learn.
Each student will have access to an effective or highly effective teacher, and access to the same
content, knowledge and skills in each section or class (Marzano, 2003). To do this, | created an
animated tutorial complete with the entire administrative team and a few key teacher leaders. It
was full of recognizable sayings from different staff members while navigating the software in a
user-friendly manner. | was able to let the staff see my personality, creativity, and intelligence. It

ended with a standing ovation from the entire teaching staff. It was at that very moment that |

20



knew I could lead my own building. Over the last decade, educators and policymakers have
increasingly recognized sound educational leadership as crucial to improving what goes on in the
classrooms of the nation’s public schools. However, little is accomplished in schools unless
individual leaders have the collective support of others in the school environment (Wiley, 2016).
Making the next step into leading my own building would require that collective support and |
felt like I had put myself in a position where people could see my talent and leadership skills.
Black Male Principals Leading Suburban Schools

Suburban schools are typically depicted as highly homogenized with generally middle-
class White populations, interspersed with smaller pockets or students of color (Warren-Grice,
2014). Teachers are predominantly White and tend to have higher educational credentials,
students tend to come from more two-parent homes and higher socioeconomic statuses, and
resources tend to be widely available. These schools are typically seen as the “good schools” in
comparison to urban or rural schools that are depicted as impoverished, higher percentages of
students with single-parent families, with fewer resources, greater ethnic and cultural diversity,
and higher student transient rates (Warren-Grice, 2014). As was evident in my journey to
becoming a principal, there were many challenges that | encountered while trying to navigate
and negotiate the predominantly White school culture found in the suburbs. This culture defines
instructional and management practices of the school, thereby regulating minority perspectives
and practices to subsidiary positions. Black educators have been isolated, and/or walked a fine
line of balancing both cultures (Warren-Grice, 2014).

I recall in one of my first couple of years as the principal in my suburban school district
that we were beginning to have initial conversations about diversity, equity, and inclusion. We

were in a large professional development conference space with all the secondary principals and
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their building leadership teams. There were about 15 schools represented and roughly 150
educators. As the presenter was talking about the importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion, I

sent my administration team a text that read:

“I really have to use the bathroom but if I leave this room,

L’ll be taking all of the diversity with me”.

At that point, | could see my team looking around the room and what they noticed was
something that | was keenly aware of minutes after | had taken my seat. | was the only Black
person in this room full of principals and teacher leaders. Madsen and Mabokela (2000) refer to
this environment as cultural incongruence where minority teachers experience the boundaries,
pressures, limits and entrapments, and stereotype threat. Their findings suggested school leaders
scrutinize the school culture and seek to create more supportive environments for Blacks and
other minority groups and increase the number of educators of color.

Overall, while the focus on African American experiences in schools tends to center on
more urban contexts, there is less emphasis on exploring these experiences specifically in
suburban contexts. Therefore, there is a value in telling my counter-story as a way to spark

courageous conversation about leading while Black in the suburbs.
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Conclusion

This autoethnography will utilize my self-reflection and writing to explore how my
personal experiences are used to connect my counter-story to a wider cultural, social
understanding and meaning. | will generate autoethnographic narratives on the three research
questions that are parts of future chapters. My identity as a Black man and the way it has
influenced my experiences in creating inclusive and culturally responsible school culture as a
building leader and as a district leader are woven in with research to generate a courageous
conversation about Black male leadership in the suburbs. 1 go back to when my second-grade
teacher, Mrs. Robinson said that “winning races on the playground is fine but winning in the
classroom is more important. David, you have the talent to do both.” She was not only able to
see and recognize my talents, but she was also able to see the challenges and hurdles ahead of me

in my journey. This is my autoethnography.
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Chapter 2 - Exploring Literature and Theory Relevant to Black

Leadership in Schools

Introduction

In this chapter, | connect the literature and theory that is relevant to leading while Black
in school settings. Historically, Brown v. Board of Education (1954) has had a significant impact
on this leadership. | explore this impact on Black leadership by looking at the relevant literature
prior to this historic case ruling and afterwards. | also bring in the Critical Race Theory
framework and lens that connects with my counter-story. It’s this counter-story that begins the
courageous conversation about leading while Black in suburban schools. Additionally, beyond
this chapter this conversation with the literature continues to occur throughout the
autoethnographic process and is connected to synthesizes with my autoethnographic stories in
later chapters, as well.

Leading While Black: Pre-Brown vs. Board of Education

The work of Black educators is culturally and historically significant. Black principals
have always faced difficult obstacles. Historically, African Americans were underrepresented in
school administration (Tillman, 2005). Brown v. Board of Education (1954) was a landmark
1954 Supreme Court case in which the justices ruled unanimously that racial segregation of
children in public schools was unconstitutional. Prior to the Brown v. Board of Education
decision, the majority of African American students attended segregated public schools that were
supervised by African American administrators. One aspect of the Brown legacy that remains
underdeveloped in the literature is the significance of the leadership of African American
principals in the preK-12 education both before and after Brown. Pre-Brown African American

principals were committed to the education of Black children, worked with other Black leaders
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to establish schools for these children and worked in all Black schools, usually in substandard
conditions (Tillman, 2005). Blacks gained access to education under a different set of
circumstances than Whites, for whom education was an entitlement. For Blacks, there was a
significant lack of resources and funds. Many times, schools would run out of money and would
have to close. Black schools were usually run-down facilities that were often unsafe. Books were
old, torn, and outdated. Buses to transport students were dilapidated and unreliable. Those were
the systems and conditions that Black principals, unlike their White counterparts, had to navigate
in order to provide proper schooling to their Black students. One of the earliest known Black
principals was Booker T. Washington, who headed Hampton Institute in Virginia and later
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. This was a position similar to a college president but at the time
was known as the principal. Students who attended Hampton and Tuskegee schools were
typically older and had been denied the opportunity to participate in structured education in the
years immediately after slavery. Washington was principal during a period of history when the
education of ex-slaves was primarily controlled by White philanthropists and industrialists who
believed that Blacks should be trained rather than educated in skills that would benefit the
economic development of the South (Tillman, 2005). Washington often disagreed with Black
leaders and Black educators who fought to provide Blacks with the same classical education as
Whites (Tillman, 2005). This alliance with wealthy and influential Whites and his perceived
willingness to compromise the rights and futures of Blacks make him a controversial figure in
the struggle to educate Blacks. William Edward Burghardt (W.E.B.) Du Bois was a prominent
African American writer and educator. He openly challenged the ideas of Booker T. Washington
in the education of African Americans, specifically the vocational approach that Washington had

been implementing. W.E.B Du Bois, the first African American to earn a PhD from Harvard
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developed an educational approach opposite of Washington. Du Bois emphasized integration of
education, voting rights for Black men, and more rapid development of Black people’s economic
resources. Du Bois insisted that Blacks must actively protest against inequality and seize every
opportunity to move into the mainstream of American life. Du Bois was not merely a social
scientist. He took pride in his blackness even as he recognized its complexity. He sensed in
himself and all Black Americans a dual identity (Kobayashi & Peake, 2010). This poem by Du
Bois (1903), captures his thoughts on this duality:

One ever feels his two-ness, - an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two

unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone

keeps it from being torn asunder. (p. 2)

From the 18th century through the 1950’s, educated professional elites provided
leadership in the struggle to educate Blacks. As principals, or headmasters, these individuals held
a strong belief that while Blacks could be stripped of their money, civil rights, and property, the
knowledge they acquired through education could not be taken away from them. The agency of
African American teachers and principals in Franklin, Tennessee between 1890 and 1967 was
the subject of research conducted by Savage (2001). In this pre and post Brown account of the
education of Blacks, Savage defined agency as self-reliance, proactive actions, and self-
determining philosophies that result from a centeredness within one’s community (Tillman
2005). Savage’s (2001) research documented the work of African American principals that did
more with less in respect to providing an education for Black students:

My concept of agency is influenced by the work of Asante (1987, 1991), specifically his

discussion of Afrocentricity. Within Afrocentricity, Asante (1987) argued that agency

consists of self-reliance, proactive actions, and self-determining philosophies that result
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from a centeredness within one’s community. Afrocentric educational systems teach

Black children to use their cultural, philosophical, psychological, and social systems as

the hub from which the world can be analyzed. As a child develops in this system, he

becomes prouder of, productive for, and responsible to his community. (p. 172)

Savage (2001) believed the agency of African American teachers and principals could be
operationalized in three ways:

1. Resource development: Because of the limited funding of their schools, Black teachers

and principals taxed themselves by providing the resources, monetary or material, that

ensured the success of their schools.

2. Extraordinary service: Although teaching was their profession, principals and teachers

provided extraordinary service to their students. Principals maneuvered district policies to

equip their schools and introduce new curricula and activities. Concurrently, Black

teachers spent long hours instilling in Black children, not only academic skills, but also

intangible lessons of resiliency, self-reliance, self-respect, dignity, racial pride, service,

and faith.

3. Centrality of the school in the community: In this small rural community, Black

teachers and principals transformed the schools into the central feature of the Black

community. The schools were rallying points where all members of the community,

despite ideological differences, could join forces for the good of the children.

This agency was born out of necessity. These people (African Americans) were poor
beyond description. They had nothing. They were homeless, moneyless, and almost naked, and
ignorant of all provident manner of living (Savage, 2001). These Black teachers and principals

had to work under the most hostile of conditions. Providing education to Black students could be
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met with violence in the most severe cases. Add this threat to discriminatory policies and
practices that were meant to stop the spread of Black schools and you can see the incredible
bravery, determination, and will that was needed to educate these Black children. As Tillman
(2005) explains, “Educating Black children was the impetus for their actions, and the notion of
‘doing more with less’ was the core of their agency in preparing students for immediate and
future success” (p. 108). The importance of education and the care that Black educators
demonstrated toward Black children should not be lost on us. For decades now, we’ve been told
a different story. One of Black indifference toward education and one of neglect toward Black
children in our own communities. There is a counter-story.

African American women also played an important role in the education of Blacks in the
pre-Brown era. Educated African American women opened schools in the North and the South
and served dual roles as teachers and principals. Two very influential African American women
during this pre-Brown era include Fannie Jackson Coppin and Anna Julia Cooper. Fannie
Jackson Coppin was the principal of Philadelphia’s Institute for Colored Youth from 1869
through 1904 and was one of the most influential Black educators of the late 19th century. The
institute was considered one of the best secondary schools in the country and students were
exposed to a curriculum that included the classics. Her efforts represent one of the earliest
examples of the link between African American school leadership and African American student
achievement (Tillman, 2005). Anna Julia Cooper was one of only a few Blacks to earn a
graduate degree in the 19th century. She became principal of the only Black school in
Washington D.C in 1902. Principal Cooper’s tenure at the M Street High School was marked by
many accomplishments. When she became principal of the school, she was faced with promoting

an agenda that was counter to Booker T. Washington’s vocational and industrial program. As
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noted earlier, Washington’s program was viewed by many Whites as the model for educating
Blacks, and his philosophy had won the approval of influential Whites who believed in the
intellectual inferiority of Blacks. But Cooper fought to build and maintain a curriculum and
school culture that prepared students for college and beyond. She defied her White supervisors
and prepared M Street students to attend prestigious universities such as Harvard, Brown,
Oberlin, and Dartmouth, and her school became accredited by Harvard (Tillman, 2005).
Unfortunately, Anna Julia Cooper was forced out of her principalship due to her commitment to
prepare Black children for post-secondary institutions and her refusal to yield to the White power
structures that had its own ideas of how Blacks should be educated. Tillman (2005), said:

While Cooper was well-trained for the principalship, exhibited strong leadership skills,

and shared the philosophies of many of her African American male counterparts, the

opposition she faced was similar to that experienced by other African American women

in the pre-Brown era. (p. 177)
It was clear that these Black women were capable of leading schools at a high level. They had an
unwavering belief in the academic abilities of their Black students, and they went against typical
power structures to place their Black students into prestigious academic institutions with great
success.

While composing this literature review, I can’t help but reflect on where | stand, and how
| am a continuation of these efforts — these stories.

Thankful for all of the struggle and the strife.

My people, they paid such a hefty price. Yep,
a hefty price,

a hefty price.
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They said the struggle would be behind us
and we could live a better life. Yep,
a better life,
a better life.
They said that separate schools cannot be equal.
They never spoke about the sequel. Nope,
they never spoke about the sequel.
Leading While Black: Post-Brown vs. Board of Education

In Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the Supreme Court case in which the justices
ruled unanimously that racial segregation of children in public schools was unconstitutional, was
intended to provide a solution to the inequities of segregated schooling, but instead, the traditions
of excellence in Black school leadership were drastically terminated by the desegregation plans
that were implemented across the nation (Wiley, 2016). After the Brown decision, many African
American principals in formerly segregated schools lost their positions. In many instances when
it was time to hire principals for these newly integrated schools, many highly qualified Black
principals were passed over and uncertified, inexperienced White candidates were given these
positions (Wiley, 2016). Although it was greatly unanticipated, the Supreme Court decision
regarding Brown v. Board of Education crushed the professional lives of Black educators across
the United States and resulted in the displacement and dismissal of thousands of Black
administrators (Wiley, 2016). The way these desegregation policies were carried out eliminated
an entire generation of Black principals and devastated their professional community.

Black principals in the post-Brown era faced different types of challenges than their

predecessors. In the desegregated schools of the South and the North, the roles of Black
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principals were more complex. Leadership in the pre-Brown period was defined to a significant
degree by de jure segregation Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896), and principals responded
primarily to the wishes of the close-knit community of the day. Leadership in the post-Brown
period evolved amid the changing demographics and dynamics of large urban cities (Tillman,
2005). The years 1954 through 1965 were the most devastating for Black principals. During the
period immediately following the Brown decision, Whites believed that Black principals had
been ineffective in educating Black children. Expert witnesses who testified during a series of
post-desegregation legal proceedings called for the dismantling of all Black schools and
replacing Black principals with Whites. The demotion and firing of Black principals did more
than undermine the careers of aspiring Black educators, it interrupted the recruitment and
promotion paths of young Black teachers and excluded their voices from advocating for Black
children at the administrative level (Wiley, 2016).

Again, as | reflect on these leaders’ experiences, I can’t help but think:

Black Principal, Black Principal,

integration is the key that will make you all free.

Black Principal, Black Principal,

trust me.

Wait, what happened?

My ink pen and title have left.

And in its stead is a floor that needs to be swept.
Black Principal, Black Principal,

trust me...
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The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision provides a context for the examination
of the leadership of the Black principals in the periods both before and after the decision. Ideally,
the decision would have remedied inequitable educational structures and provided a racially and
socially just context for educating Black children. Black principals would have continued to
make significant contributions to Black children, their communities, and leadership theory and
practice. However, these ideals were not always a reality. The research indicates that Black
principals often led under extremely adverse circumstances. These Black principal-leaders
worked in both segregated and integrated contexts, and in many instances their leadership was
defined by oppressed community and educational settings. Yet they were resilient, resourceful,
and dedicated, and they remained diligent in their commitment to the education of Black children
(Tillman, 2005). Black principal-leaders engaged in both passive and overt acts of resistance in
their struggles to educate Black children. They fought against theories of inferiority, funding
structures that disadvantaged Black students, an emphasis on vocational over academic
preparation, and the displacement of massive numbers of Black teachers and principals. They
risked their professional and economic livelihood and stood in the way of opposition to equitable
systems of education.

The concern regarding the diminishing numbers of African American principals is not
just relegated to the years immediately following Brown. There is still a great injustice and an
insidious line of thinking in the current practice of educational leadership with regard to how
African American principals are selected and placed throughout the nation. Today, aspiring
Black educational leaders find themselves facing insurmountable odds in trying to attain

principalships, especially in predominantly White schools (Wiley, 2016). According to the
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National Center for Educational Statistics (2012), the number of White principals serving in
American schools continues to exceed the number of Black principals working in similar areas.
White principals comprise 82.6% of the public secondary principals while 8.8% represent Black
principals.

So, as | sit here one hour down the road from Topeka — the location of Brown v. Board —
I reflect on how I’m just a couple of generations removed from these former Black school
leaders.
| stand on the shoulders of these giants who built that foundation

A foundation so strong, it steadied a nation
But there will be no sculptures of them on Mt. Rushmore

Just too much melanin to be considered for
These Black school leaders should be celebrated near and far

Just too much melanin in my skin to be sub-par
| stand on the shoulders of these giants who built that foundation

Because they had the courage to stand against segregation

Critical Race Theory: History and Core Concepts

The Critical Race Theory (CRT) movement is a collection of activists and scholars
interested in studying and transforming the relationship among race, racism, and power (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2012). Historically, Critical Race Theory was developed out of legal scholarship. It
gives a critical analysis of race and racism from a legal point of view. Since its start within legal
scholarship, CRT has spread through many disciplines. Ladson-Billing and Tate (1995) can be
credited with introducing CRT to education. CRT has basic tenets that guide its framework

which are interdisciplinary and can be approached from different branches of learning (Fowler,
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2016). Because of the legacy of racism, schooling is problematic for African American students,
particularly those attending predominantly White schools. For such students, feeling culturally
alienated, being physically isolated, and remaining silenced are common practices (DuCuir &
Dixon, 2004). Having an up close and personal view of the struggles presented to many of my
African American students within the four walls of the predominantly White school that | was
leading allowed me to reflect on the role that Critical Race Theory could be used to frame this
experience. Critical race theory is a collection of activists and scholars interested in studying and
transforming the relationship among race, racism, and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). CRT
begins with a number of basic insights. One is that racism is normal, not aberrant in American
Society. CRT considers many of the same issues that conventional civil rights take up, but places
them in a broader-perspective that includes economics, history, context, group and self-interest
and even feelings and the unconscious (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Critical race theory
advances a strategy to foreground and account for the role of race and racism in education.
Critical race theory in education is a framework or set of basic insights, perspectives, methods
and pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and transform those structural and cultural aspects
of education that maintain subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of the classroom
(Solérzano & Yosso, 2002). According to Delgado & Stefancic (1993), the basic original tenets

of Critical Race Theory include:

1. Critique of Liberalism: Most, if not all, CRT writers are discontent with liberalism as a
means of addressing the American race problem.
2. Storytelling/Counter-storytelling and “naming one’s own reality’”: Many Critical Race

theorists consider that a principal obstacle to racial reform is majoritarian mindset. The
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10.

bundle of presuppositions, received wisdoms, and shared cultural understandings persons
in the dominant group bring to discussions of race.

Revisionists interpretations of American civil rights law and progress: One recurring
source of concern for critical scholars is why antidiscrimination law has proven so
ineffective in redressing social inequity. Or why progress has been cyclical.

A greater understanding of the underpinnings of race and racism: A number of critical
writers seek to apply insights from social science writing on race and racism to legal
problems.

Structural determination: A number of CRT writers focus on ways in which the structure
of legal thought or culture influences its content, frequently in a status quo direction.
Race, sex, class, and their intersections: Other scholars explore the intersection of race,
sex, and class, pursuing such questions as whether race and class are separate
disadvantaging factors, or the extent to which Black women’s interest is or is not
adequately represented in the contemporary women’s movement (Crenshaw, 2017).
Essentialism and anti-essentialism: Scholars who write about these issues are concerned
with the appropriate unit for analysis: Is the Black community one, or many
communities?

Cultural nationalism/separatism: An emerging strain within CRT holds

Legal institutions, Critical pedagogy, and minorities in the bar: Women and scholars of
color have long been concerned about representation in law school and the bar.
Criticism and self-criticism: Under this heading is included works of significant criticism

addressed at CRT, either by outsiders or persons within the movement.
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Critical Race Theory recognizes that the experiential knowledge of People Of Color is
legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial
subordination (Sol6rzano & Yosso, 2002). It is within the context of racism that monovocal
stories about the low educational achievement and attainment of students of color are told
(Soldrzano & Yosso, 2002). In this context, monovocal stories are master narratives, standard
stories, or majoritarian stories. It recognized the power of White privilege in constructing stories
about race (Solorzano & Yasso, 2002). In “The Danger of a Single Story” a 2009 TED Talk by
Chimamanda Adichie, she acknowledges that inherent in the power in stories is a danger. There
is a danger of knowing only one story about a group. Adichie states in her TED Talk, “the single
story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that
they are incomplete” (Adichie, 2009). Storytelling is a powerful means for creating meaning as
well as challenging myths (Delgado, 1989).

In her poem titled “A Poem for My White Friends: I Didn’t Tell You”, Norma Johnson
(2013) gives you a glimpse into her daily internal conversation that she would like to share with
her white friends. The scenarios that she describes and her feelings in those moments are not
uncommon to many Black people, which is why this poem resonates with so many in the Black
community. You can feel her angst as she deals with the daily reminders and reactions caused by
one singular point of information: her melanin skin. Here, | reflect on different parts of her poem
I Didn 't Tell You that are most pertinent to my writings and counter-story. Sections of Johnson’s

(2008) poem are in italics followed by my thoughts:

1 didn’’t tell you about the look they gave me when I opened my door and they saw Black me
standing there, their mouths agape, their thoughts running loudly through my head (Para.
2).

36



As a Black principal leading in a suburban school district, this was a common occurrence
when | either introduced myself or one of staff members had to point to me and let them know

that | was the principal.

1 didn’’t tell you about being followed through the store and how | obediently kept my hands and
my bag in plain sight.

1 didn’t tell you how I have to take a really deep long breath every time before I walk into a
room full of white people (Para. 3).

In this dissertation, | have share experiences later on about being denied a gallon of paint
in a paint store based on the color of my skin. The perception of the salesperson that day thought
that | was a custodian trying to scam the district out of a gallon of paint. | also shared earlier
about the time | was the only person of color in a room of nearly 350 people during a
professional learning opportunity. The part that made the situation even more awkward was that

the professional learning was about diversity, equity, and inclusion.

| didn 't tell you that my stomach clenches when I see a police car because it means I may
not...be...safe.

1 didn’’t tell you that while you can walk boldly into any place you choose, I always have to
consider where I am, who I'm with, and how I’'m going to affect people (Para. 4).

I recall the uncomfortable conversation that my wife and | had to have with our son when
he first got his driver’s license. On a day that should have been celebrated, we had to talk to him
about what it meant for him to be driving in our suburban neighborhood as a young Black male.
At first, he did not understand how incredibly serious of a conversation we were having until he
heard the crack in my wife’s voice as she said, “I don’t want you to die because you were pulled

over for something minor”. We discussed ways to keep himself safe if he was ever to pulled over
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by a police officer. These are conversations that I know my White friends are not having with
their kids but is absolutely necessary for our Black family.

When | am in unfamiliar places or around people that | have not met prior, many times I
have to consider if I’m in a safe or welcoming environment. An example of this is when I am
traveling long distances in my vehicle, and | need to stop for gas or a bathroom break. There are

some areas that I will bypass in order to get to a location that feels safer for me a Black person.

1 didn’t tell you about my day because I had been taught not to. And you have been taught not to
even consider it. I didn’t tell you about my day because then | would have to live it all
over again ...

And I have to save that... for tomorrow (Para. 6).

Critical Race Theory Tenets Informing this Autoethnography
For the purposes of this project, | will utilize parts of the five tenets of Critical Race
Theory. These five tenets, as discussed below, include: (a) the permanence of racism, (b)
Whiteness as property, (c) critique of liberalism, (d) interest convergence, and (e) counter-

storytelling.

Permanence of Racism

One of the basic tenets of CRT is the notion of permanence of racism. Bell (1995), says
racism is a permanent component of American life. Racism is so ingrained in American culture
that it appears to be normal and natural. The acceptance of the idea of permanence of racism
involves adopting a realistic view of the American societal structure. Within a CRT framework,
according to Bell (1995), a realistic view requires the dominant role that racism has played and
continues to play in American society; this can be both a conscious and an unconscious act.

Permanence of racism suggests that racist hierarchical structures govern all political, economic,

38



and social domains (DuCuir & Dixon, 2004). Within this space, it is easy to see how this tenet
can be pervasive within the educational system. Individuals from various racial and ethnic
backgrounds may find it difficult to even recognize the salience, permanence, effects, and
outcomes of racism because race and racism are so deeply rooted and embedded in our ways and
systems of knowing and experiencing life (Milner, 2003). Thus, leading to a gap in achievement
of African American students where they continue to be disadvantaged by White privilege.
Leading a majority White teaching faculty in a predominantly White suburban school as
an African American principal, | had to be careful in the way that | approached this issue of
permanence of racism. Calling out every issue that occurred with an African American student as
being rooted in racism would have immediately disengaged my faculty in any productive
conversations and professional learning about racial bias. Singleton (2022), reminds us in the
Four Agreements that educators must stay engage when entering into courageous conversations
about race. Certainly, I had the responsibility of calling out the blatant issues of racism that took
place within our school community, but racism is not always blatant and overt. It can be very
difficult to be recognized by those that are not part of the African American community. This is
especially true when we begin to look at the academic achievement of African American
students in comparison to their White counterparts. My approach to helping people “see” these
covert or sometimes inadvertent acts of racism was to give them my perspective as an African
American and provide the context to which a particular situation could be perceived as racist
through the eyes of the affected African American student. Sometimes that perspective would
involve historical context and sometimes it would simply involve recognizing and
acknowledging cultural differences. Simply put, because race and racism exist in society, they

also are present and prevalent in education and in the research and practice and education. People
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in society make up the education system, and thus education research and practice are infiltrated
with matters of race and racism (Milner, 2003). Lulled by comforting racial stereotypes, fearful
that Blacks will unfairly get ahead of them, all too many Whites respond to even the most dire
reports of race-based disadvantage with either a sympathetic head-shake or victim blaming
rationalizations. Both responses lead easily to the conclusion that contemporary complaints of
racial discrimination are simply excuses put forth by people who are unable or unwilling to
compete on an equal basis in a competitive society (Bell, 1992). Moving an entire school
community away from this ideology takes strategic planning, organization, and targeted

illumination of the injustices in our school system.

Whiteness as Property

Whiteness as property, a tenet of CRT, is the relationship between concepts of race and
property and reflects on how rights in property are contingent on, intertwined with, and conflated
with race. The origins of property rights in the United States are rooted in racial domination. The
racialization of identity and the racial subordination of Blacks and Native Americans provided
the ideological basis for slavery and conquest. Although the systems of oppression of Blacks and
Native Americans differed in form, the former involving the seizure and appropriation of labor,
the latter entailing the seizure and appropriation of land. Undergirding both was a racialized
conception of property implemented by force and ratified by law (Harris, 1993). According to
Harris (1993), property functions on three levels: the right of possession, the right to use, and the
right to disposition. Furthermore, the right to transfer, the right of use and enjoyment, and the
right of exclusion are essential attributes associated with property rights. Harris suggests that
these functions and attributes of property have historically been deployed in the service of

establishing Whiteness as property (Harris, 1993).
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Slavery linked the privilege of Whites to the subordination of Blacks through a legal
regime that attempted the conversion of Blacks into objects of property. Similarly, the settlement
and seizure of Native American land supported white privilege through a system of property
rights in land in which the “race” of Native Americans rendered their first possession rights
invisible and justified conquests. This racist formulation embedded the fact of White privilege
into the very definition of property, marking another stage in the evolution of the property
interest in whiteness which is possession. The act necessary to lay the basis for rights in property
was defined to include only the cultural practices of whites. This definition laid the foundation
for the idea of whiteness, that which whites alone possess, is valuable and is property (Harris,

1993).

We often hear people referred to as being privileged, which usually is a comment
pertaining to an individual’s financial or economic status. In Courageous Conversation, however,
privilege takes on a different meaning. It refers to the amount of melanin in a person’s skin, hair,
and eyes. Ironically, the more melanin a person has, the less privilege or racial advantage they
receive (Singleton, 2022). It is necessary to establish the basis for Whiteness as property in order
to make the connection between a predominantly white suburban high school and the difficulties
that African American students find themselves in while attending these schools. Where White
students see the school as “theirs", the African American students in the same school see it as
something other than theirs. They don’t see themselves represented in the faculty, student body,
community, curriculum, and overall culture of the school. They essentially feel “Othered” by
their school community. The action by which an individual or group becomes mentally classified
in somebody’s mind as “not one of us.” Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) suggests that in

utilizing a CRT perspective to analyze educational inequity, the curriculum, and specifically,
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access to a high quality, rigorous curriculum, has been almost exclusively enjoyed by White
students. Tracking, honors, and/or gifted programs are but the myriad ways that schools have
been re-segregated (DuCuir & Dixon, 2004). It should be nearly impossible to randomly walk
into a classroom in a suburban high school and know immediately based on the racial makeup of
the students if that class is an honors or advanced placement course. Unfortunately, in my
experiences, more often than not, | was able to accurately make this determination.

Critical Race Theory offers conceptual tools for interrogating how race and racism have
been institutionalized and are maintained. As such, it provides a helpful lens for analyzing the
Whiteness of teacher education and conceptualizing how it might be addressed. Although race is
undertheorized in education in general, it is grossly undertheorized in teacher education (Sleeter,
2016). In suburban settings, the vast majority of teachers are White as was the case with my
staff in suburban Kansas City, and this is an issue nationwide (Ahmad & Boser, 2014). Out of
the 107 certified teachers in my building, 5 were People of Color and only 2 of the five People of
Color were African American. A core premise of CRT is that racism is endemic, institutional,
and systemic (Sleeter, 2016). Racism is not an aberration but rather a fundamental way of
organizing society (Sleeter, 2016). This means that the continued production of teachers, large
portions of whom are not well equipped to teach racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse
students well, is not an aberration. Rather, it is a product of racist systems designed to meet
White needs (Sleeter, 2016). Teacher education programs perpetuate the Whiteness as property
tenet of CRT because the curriculum content of these programs tend to reflect White sensibilities
and even the multicultural education coursework itself is often weak, stressing the celebration of

differences rather than the systemic inequalities (Sleeter, 2016). White sensibilities in teacher
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education programs refer to programs that are centered around White interests and curriculum is

Eurocentric and White dominated.

Interest Convergence

An additional tenet of CRT is interest convergence. This tenet suggests that civil rights
gains within communities of color and specifically those for African Americans, should be
interpreted with measured enthusiasm (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004). These civil rights “gains”, which
had been enjoyed by Whites for centuries, were in effect superficial “opportunities” because they
were basic tenets of U.S. democracy. However, these very basic rights came only inasmuch as
they converged with the self-interest of Whites (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004). In his analysis of who
actually benefited from school desegregation and affirmative action policies, Bell (1987) argued
that Whites advance the interests of People of Color only when they converge with and advance
White interests. Interest convergence is regarded as “pivotal in underscoring the past and present
inequities in education and the larger maintenance of privilege” mainly because White people
fear that systemic changes will threaten them in personal ways (such as loss of status or control)
and gains for People Of Color means losses for Whites (Sleeter, 2016). People in power are
often, in discourse, supportive of research, policies, and practices that do not oppress and
discriminate against others as long as they, those in power, do not have to alter their own systems
of privilege. They may not want to give up their own interests to fight against racism, confront
injustice, or shed light on hegemony (Milner, 2007).

Given the vast disparities between elite Whites and most communities of color, gains that
coincide with the self-interests of White elites are not likely to make a substantive difference in
the lives of People Of Color. Citing the limited and precarious gains of the Brown decision, Bell

argues that losses in terms of human capital by way of the dismissal of scores of African
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American teachers and administrators, school closings in Black neighborhoods, and the limited
access to high quality curricula in the form of tracking, inflated admissions criteria, and other
factors, have made the so-called “gains” from Brown questionable (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004).
Quite often, those in power are not interested in having to negotiate or question their own
privilege to provide opportunities to empower People Of Color or to level the playing field.
Ladson-Billings (2006) maintained that it is unfair and inconceivable to expect all children to
finish their education in the same place (at the same performance level) because some students
such as African American and Latino/a students and students from lower SES backgrounds, do
not begin their education in the same place (Milner, 2007).

Sleeter (2016), suggests three areas in which interest convergence appears to operate in
teacher education: the racial composition of the teacher education faculty, the content of
multicultural teacher education courses, and the relationship between teacher education programs
and the university. Essentially, she lays out the case for increased diversity within the faculties of
university teacher education programs. Her research proposes that the more diverse the faculty,
the more urgently that teacher education programs work to address race, ethnicity, and inclusive
practices in their coursework. However, the less diverse the faculty, the less likely the
coursework would include these items that could increase the potential for practicing teachers to
graduate with a strong equity lens. Sleeter (2016), suggests that it is very difficult to shift the
center of a teaching program in which the center is defined by White interests, and any proposed
change must align with White interests to gain support. By asking how White interests are served
through incremental, “add on” steps many programs take, the CRT tenet of interest convergence
reveals how the racial composition of teacher education faculty, the content of teacher education

curricula, and the relationship between, and the rest of the university tend to maintain the status
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quo, even while accommodating smaller changes such as hiring professors of color or adding a
course (Sleeter, 2016). For some critical race theorists, racism is much more than a collection of
unfavorable impressions of members of other groups. Racism is a means by which society
allocates privilege and status. Members of this school of thought point out that antiblack
prejudice sprang up with slavery and capitalists’ need for labor (Sleeter, 2016). Before then,
educated Europeans held a generally positive attitude towards Africans, recognizing that African
civilizations were highly advanced with vast libraries and centers for learning. Indeed, North
Africans pioneered mathematics, medicine, and astronomy long before Europeans had much
knowledge of them (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).

In a classic article in the Harvard Law Review, Derrick Bell argued that civil rights
advances for Blacks always seemed to coincide with changing economic conditions and the self-
interest of elite whites (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Bell selected the landmark case of Brown v.
Board of Education to support this argument. Here, he invites readers to ask themselves why the
American legal system in 1954, suddenly decided to vote in favor of desegregation of schools
after decades of court battles that typically upheld segregation. Bell hypothesized that world and
domestic considerations, not moral qualms over Blacks’ plight precipitated the pathbreaking
decision (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).

First, the decision helped to provide immediate credibility to America’s struggle with
Communist countries to win the hearts and minds of developing nations and their people.
Second, Brown offered much needed reassurance to American Blacks that the precepts of
equality and freedom so heralded in World War Il might yet be given meaning at home (Bell,
1980). Black veterans returning home were confronted with continued discrimination and

violence. The increasing anger and frustration with limited rights at home was certainly growing
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among the Black community. The possibility that this sentiment would continue to spread could
have led the courts to make decisions about race that were more favorable to Blacks. Finally,
there were Whites who realized the South could make the transition from a rural, plantation
society to the sunbelt with all its potential and profit only when it ended its struggle to remain
divided by state-sponsored segregation (Bell, 1980). The U.S., in this moment, would find that
the interests of whites and Blacks, for a moment, had converged.

With state-sponsored segregation of schools toppled, came white flight and the rise of
suburbia. The infamous Milliken v. Bradley, 418 U.S. 717 (1974) decision by the Supreme Court
said the federal courts could not typically include suburban school districts in the desegregation
order. Kansas City, like many other large cities, saw an increase in white affluent suburbs.
Overland Park, Kansas which is a suburb of Kansas City would give rise to a host of suburban
schools that are mostly white and mostly affluent. This becomes the epicenter of my experience
with the achievement gap of African American students in a high performing suburban school.

Tell Your Counter-Story!

An essential tenet of CRT is counter-storytelling. Counter-storytelling has been an
essential feature of educational research that employed a CRT framework. It is a method of
telling a story that “aims to cast doubt on the validity of accepted premises or myths, especially
ones held by the majority” (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004). CRT scholars believe that there are two
differing accounts of reality: the dominant reality that “looks ordinary and natural” to most
individuals, and a racial reality that has been filtered out, suppressed, and censored (Lopez,
2003). The use of counter-stories allows for the challenging of privileged discourses, the
discourses of the majority, therefore serving as a means for giving voice to marginalized groups.

In other words, counter-storytelling helps us understand what life is like for others and invites the
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reader into a new and unfamiliar world. In education, Sol6rzano and Yosso (2002) suggest that
counter-stories can be found in various forms, including personal stories/narratives, other
people’s stories/narratives, and composite stories/narratives (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004).
Counter-storytelling has always been an important component of the written and oral
expressions of the African American community. The nature of the African American experience
has been relegated to the margins of society while still “fringe” allowed limited access to
society’s mainstream workings (Jennings, 2014). People of Color have been put in a position of
being a subordinate other in American society. This leaves People Of Color as native
ethnographers who observe and analyze the cultural norms and behaviors of whites as a means of
survival. One of the most important ways that communities of color have codified this
ethnographic experience is through the use of autoethnography as counter-narrative. This effort
has occupied an important place in the African American experience because of its emphasis on
the intersection of personal experience and collective identity (Jennings, 2014). My
autoethnography provides a learning opportunity for educators who find themselves in
educational systems that are suburban, mostly white, mostly affluent and are working through
achievement gaps found in the African American student population. This is my story and as in
professions such as law, medicine, business, and theology, stories are the central text. The
training of lawyers, doctors, and businesspeople revolves around cases, and what is a good case
if not a good story. These good stories are illustrative of important concepts, ideas, and examples
that are useful for teaching and learning (Ladson-Billings, 1999). Counter-storytelling is a tenet
in critical race theory that is used to contradict racist characterizations of social life. Solérzano &
Yo0sso (2002) define counter-storytelling as “a method of telling the stories of those people

whose experiences are not often told” (p. 32). They include People Of Color, women, gay, and
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the poor. Counter-stories or narratives stand in opposition to narratives of dominance called
majoritarian stories (Hunn, Guy, & Manglitz, 2006). A majoritarian story distorts and silences
the experiences of People Of Color (Solérzano & Yosso, 2002). The majoritarian story also
produces a We versus They dichotomy. This We/They divide is mostly controlled by the group

in power in which the lens of “They” is often viewed as lesser.

Counter-storytelling may begin a process of correction in our system of beliefs and
categories by calling attention to neglected evidence and reminding readers of our common
humanity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). These narratives also serve a powerful additional
function for minority communities. Many victims of racial discrimination suffer in silence or
blame themselves for their predicament. Stories can give them voice and reveal that others have
similar experiences (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). As Ladson-Billings describes (1998), the “use
of voice or ‘naming your reality’ is a way that Critical Race Theory links form and substance in
scholarship” (p. 13). There are three types of counter-stories documented by CRT scholars:
Personal stories, other people’s stories and narratives, and composite stories (Hunn, Guy, &
Manglitz, 2006). This research will focus on personal stories which is a direct report of
experiences of persons of color and how they experience racial discrimination, insult, injury or
disadvantage

One story that | have not been comfortable sharing until very recently had to do with an
experience that | had with a vendor of our school district. But in staying true to courageous
conversation and speaking my truth, I knew it was a story that needed to be shared. It was the
summer that | was named Associate Principal for one of our high schools. | was moving boxes
into my new office space when | noticed the principal had recently painted her office. I also

wanted to paint my office, so | asked her about the process to get this done. She said that it was a
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very straightforward process, and | would just need to take my district purchasing card to the
paint store, choose my paint and complete the purchase with my district credit card. That
afternoon, I went down to the paint store which was an official vendor of our school district and
found the paint color that | wanted for my office. | told the store employee that | needed one
gallon of this paint color and he proceeded to gather my order. At the counter, he told me the
price and | pulled out my district credit card and handed it to him. He glanced at the card, then
glanced at me before asking me for my personal identification. I showed him my driver’s license
and he told me to hold on a minute as he disappeared to the back of the store. Several minutes
later he returned and said that | would need to complete a purchasing order on district letterhead
before | could purchase this one gallon of paint. This seemed like an odd request, but I simply
thought the principal accidentally left this step in the process out when she told me what | needed
to do to purchase the paint for my office. | returned to the school and told her about my
experience in which she immediately said that | did not need to complete a purchasing order. She
called our business and finance department to get guidance on this issue. When she got off the
call, she was very upset and told me exactly why | had been denied the gallon of paint at the
store. She said when | left the store, the employee immediately called the district business and
finance department to report to them that a janitor from the school district had just come into the
store to try and purchase a gallon of paint for his personal use. Receiving this information made
me incredibly angry, but | was also embarrassed. My experience with this same paint store was
completely different from the experience that my principal had when she successfully purchased
a gallon of paint for her office. He could have only made the assumption that | was a janitor
based on the color of my skin. | ended up returning to the paint store to get the paint for my

office which ended up being free of charge for the district. As I walked back into the store, | felt
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a lot of different emotions but most of all, I did not feel like | belonged there. Instead of
confronting the store employee about his bias, | just grabbed the paint and left. Sometimes I
regret not saying anything but at the time | just really felt like if I engaged this person in a
conversation about what had taken place and the way that | was mistreated, the situation had the
potential to end badly. What is hard to explain are the myriad of emotions that takes place for
anyone that feels like they are being discriminated against. Anger is a big part of this emotional
rollercoaster.

But so is shame and guilt.

The feeling of being less than is very powerful

and

it makes one feel an obligation to prove otherwise.

This is why I go back and forth about confronting the salesman at the paint store.

With my emotional state being so conflicted, I don’t know if I could have presented myself

in a professional, calm manner.

Should I go back in?

Should I just walk away?

What about my career? They’ve already called my boss once.

Who was watching? Did they notice?

Who do | talk to about this? Who is safe?

Sonofa....
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that was embarrassing.
And infuriating.
So I just walked away...
...only to carry this story for the rest of my life.

And that is something that I will question for a very long time. It took me six years before |
shared that story in front of my entire faculty when | was the principal of my own building. The
message was simple. How many students of color walk into our school every single day and feel
like they do not belong here because of their experience with implicit bias or explicit racism in

our school?

Critiquing Critical Race Theory
In an effort to stay away from some of the recent media coverage and not providing a

space for some of the non-scholarly extremist views on Critical Race Theory in my dissertation, |
will focus on scholarly writings only. However, there is value in acknowledging that the culture
wars and politization of CRT in public education has grown exponentially in recent years. So
much so, that educators are having to deal with these attacks while navigating an unfamiliar
political landscape. I’ve received the emails. I’ve taken the phone calls. I’ve witnessed the anger
and outrage, in person. Although at times those outbursts and outrage can feel fake, the issue of
safety remains a concern.

United States Circuit Judge Richard A. Posner (1997) asserts that Critical Race Theorists
appear to be whiners and wolf criers, labile and intellectually limited, divisive, and weak. Posner
asserts that Critical Race Theorists’ scholarship is inaccurate and marred by extremism

(Hutchinson, 2004). Hutchinson (2004) observes that as the critiques go, CRT is:
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1. A collection of stories, narratives, and anecdotes, usually poorly written.
2. Nihilistic and irreversibly cynical with respect to the possibility of racial reconciliation.
3. Anti-foundational, completely disavowing claims of truth and objectivity and the

possibility of legal change.

As | have utilized a narrative approach in my counter- storytelling, critics of CRT have taken
particular aim at this methodological approach. As stated earlier, Sol6rzano and Yosso (2002)
define counter- storytelling as a “method of telling the stories those people whose experiences
are not often told” (p.32). Critical Race Theorists who advocate the employment of narratives
argue that such stories can lead to greater understanding of the experiences of disadvantaged
social groups, whose life experiences the law obfuscates (Hutchinson, 2004). The critics of
storytelling argue that personal stories do not advance analysis because other scholars cannot
connect to them; they are grounded in empiricism; and they are inapplicable in a legal setting
where analytical reasoning pervades (Hutchinson, 2004). However, Delgado and Stefancic
(2012) argue that stories serve a powerful additive function for minority communities. Many
victims of racial discrimination suffer in silence or blame themselves for their predicament. As
someone who has felt that self-blame and suffered in silence due to racial discrimination, | relate
to this assertion. Stories can give voice to victims and reveal that others have similar
experiences. Stories can name a type of discrimination; once named, it can be combated
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Also, as a Black man leading in the suburbs, I don’t see these
specific experiences in the literature, likely because there are not many of me. So, in telling my
counter-story, 1 am able to simply to add to the literature in this way — literature of which there is
not very much of. As a former science teacher, I’'m well versed in understanding experimental

methods and design, and the value that can bring to understanding our world. However, I also
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acknowledge that there are many ways of knowing and understanding the world, and therefore
limits to what scientific methods tell us about the world. So, my counter-story can simply help
people understand a set of real experiences in school leadership in new ways, and utilizing this
method allows me to circumvent one key issue: do | need to wait for someone to come interview

me or survey me for my story to be told and included in the literature?

Courageous Conversations

Singleton (2022), defines Courageous Conversations, or the formal structure or protocol
that exists for this type of dialogue, as utilizing the agreements, conditions, and compass to
engage, sustain, and deepen interracial dialogue about race in order to examine schooling and
improve student achievement. Courageous Conversations seek to engage those who won’t talk,
sustain the conversation when it gets uncomfortable or diverted, and deepens the conversation to
the point where authentic understanding and meaningful actions occur (Singleton, 2022).
Through his fieldwork and research, Singleton (2022), has defined three critical factors necessary
for school systems to eliminate the racial gap: passion, practice, and persistence. Passion is the
level of connectedness educators bring to racial equity work and to district, school, or classroom
equity transformation. Practice is the essential individual and institutional actions taken to
effectively educate every student to his or her full potential. Educators need to develop and
engage in the substantial knowledge and best practices that we know works in the classroom for
students of color and indigenous students. The lack of engagement in these practices by
educators might legitimately be seen as a racial teaching gap instead of the more widely accepted
racial achievement gap. Persistence involves time and energy. Persistence at the institutional
level is the willingness of a school system to stick with it despite slow results, political pressure,

new ideas, and systemic inertia or resistance to change. Individual educators who are persistent
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remain focused on equity and eliminating the racial achievement gap regardless of which

direction the educational reform wind is blowing (Singleton, 2022).

Courageous Conversation Strategy and Protocol
While the three critical factors of passion, practice, and persistence provides a
philosophical context to Courageous Conversations, the protocol begins with a commitment to
embrace the Four Agreements of Courageous Conversation (Singleton, 2022). As discussed in

the preface to this dissertation, Singleton (2022) asks that educators must agree to:

1) Stay engaged: Participants remain morally, emotionally, intellectually, and relationally
involved in the dialogue.
2) Speak your truth: Participants need to be absolutely honest about their thoughts, feelings,
and opinions.
3) Experience discomfort: Participants are asked to experience discomfort so that they can
deal with the reality of race and racism in an honest and forthright way.
4) Expect and accept non-closure: Encourages participants to recognize that they will not
necessarily reach closure in their racial understandings or in their racial interactions.
These agreements exist as a foundation for the conversations and offer a safer space for
participants even while they experience discomfort. To support the Four Agreements that define
how we are to have the conversation, the Six Conditions of Courageous Conversation guide
participants through the subject matter they are supposed to talk about and remind them what
topics they need to be mindful of during the interracial dialogue. Consequently, the agreements
define the process, while the conditions outline the content and progression of Courageous

Conversation. According to Singleton (2022), The Six Conditions are as follows:

1. Establish a racial context that is personal, local, and immediate.
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2. Isolate race while acknowledging the broader scope of diversity and the variety of factors
and conditions that contribute to a racialized problem.

3. Develop understanding of race as a social/political construction of knowledge and engage
multiple racial perspectives to surface critical understanding.

4. Monitor the parameters of the conversation by being explicit and intentional about the
number of participants, prompts for discussion, and time allotted for listening, speaking,
and reflecting.

5. Establish agreement around a contemporary working definition of race, one that is clearly
differentiated from ethnicity and nationality.

6. Examine the presence and role of Whiteness and its impact on the conversation and the

problem being addressed.

These Six Conditions are specifically ordered and necessarily sequential. The First and Second
Conditions serve to engage us in a conversation about race, where such a conversation
previously has not occurred. They provide a way to test the waters, to determine how ready we
are to dialogue with others, by having us consider our own personal racial experiences, beliefs,
and perspectives. The Third and Fourth Conditions sustain the conversation and help us to keep
moving once we have established a willingness to engage in experiences that are different from
our own. The Fifth and Sixth Conditions deepen the interracial dialogue about race by guiding us
into the most difficult and least examined subject matters related to how we live and understand
race (Singleton, 2022).

Educators cannot fully bridge the achievement and opportunity gap between students
from diverse backgrounds unless they are prepared to provide support and meet the students’

needs. It is essential that designers of professional learning programs consider the value of
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cultural diversity and create programs that prepare teachers to work with students in inclusive
settings. Building on the idea that racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse students may
come from a variety of educational backgrounds and experiences, teachers need to embrace
cultural differences and design lessons that could increase student success and create a positive
and productive atmosphere in the classroom (Krol, 2020). To perceive diversity not as a deficit
but as an asset, teachers must go through the process of personal transformation and carefully
reflect on their biases and attitudes that illustrate how they see others through the lens of their
background and experience (Delpit, 2006). When teachers become culturally responsive and
sustaining, they begin to recognize the cultural heterogeneity of their students and can move
between diverse cultures, being able to advocate for cultures that differ from the culture of the
dominant White population (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Paris, 2012).
Culturally Responsive Teaching: The Other CRT

We should collectively view culturally responsive teaching as a way to support rigorous
cognitive development for historically underrepresented students in our school system. However,
too often, culturally responsive teaching is viewed as a way to reduce behavior problems or
motivate these students. Many culturally and linguistically diverse students are dependent
learners who don’t get adequate support to facilitate their cognitive development. Just increasing
standards and instructional rigor will not move students from being a dependent learner to an
independent learner. It is not just a matter of grit or mindset. Many of these students possess a
tremendous amount of grit. However, grit and mindset are not sufficient by themselves. We have
to help dependent students develop new cognitive skills and habits of mind that will actually
grow their brain power (Hammond, 2015). Zaretta Hammond (2015), defines culturally

responsive teaching simply as:
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An educator’s ability to recognize students’ cultural displays of learning and meaning
making and respond positively and constructively with teaching moves that use cultural
knowledge as a scaffold to connect what the student knows to new concepts and content

in order to promote effective information processing. (p. 15)

Table 1
The Dependent Learner The Independent Learner
Is dependent on the teacher to carry most of Relies on the teacher to carry some
the cognitive load of a task always of the cognitive load temporarily
Is unsure of how to tackle a new task Utilizes strategies and processes for
tackling a new task
Cannot complete a task without scaffolds Regularly attempts new tasks
without scaffolds
Will sit passively and wait if stuck until teacher Has cognitive strategies for getting
intervenes unstuck
Doesn’t retain information well or “doesn’t get it” Has learned how to retrieve

information from long term memory

Hammond (2015)

Culturally responsive teaching recognizes that when we don’t teach advanced cognitive skills to
students we label as “disadvantaged” because of their language, gender, race, or socioeconomic
status, we contribute to maintaining the achievement gap. In my experience, not having a
representative population of Latin and African American students in honors or advanced
placement courses plays a significant role in the achievement gap for these students. Creating
“on-ramps” into these classes once they are in high school is not always easy since the
articulation of these honors and advanced courses typically begins in middle school. So, what
does teaching advanced cognitive skills to “disadvantaged” students look like? In the culturally
responsive pedagogy principles, it looks like the Ready for Rigor framework. This framework

helps teachers operationalize culturally responsive teaching practices by organizing key areas of
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teacher capacity building that set the stage for helping students move from dependent learners to
self-directed, independent learners.
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy

Although it is clear that Ladson-Billings (1995) was laying out the groundwork for
maintenance and cultural critique, the term and stance of “relevance” or “responsive” does little
to explicitly support this goal. It is quite possible to be relevant to something or responsive to it
without ensuring its continuing presence in a student’s repertoires of practice, and so its presence
in our classrooms and communities. One of the most important pedagogical statements of this
asset pedagogies movement was Ladson-Billings’ (1995) landmark article Toward a Theory of
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Indeed, the term culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) has become
ubiquitous in educational research circles and in teacher education programs. This speaks to the
lasting conceptual value of the term and, more importantly, Ladson-Billings’ illumination of the
concept through her work with successful teachers of African American students (Alim & Paris,
2017).

We need a new term and a new approach that will not only more accurately embody
some of the best past and present research and practice but will also offer pre-service and in-
service teachers a way of both naming and conceptualizing the need to meaningfully value and
maintain the practices of their students in the process of extending their students’ repertoires of
practice to include dominant language, literacies, and other cultural practices (Paris, 2012). Paris
(2012), offers the term Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) as an alternative that embodies
some of the best past and present research and practice in the resource pedagogy tradition and as
a term supports the value of our multiethnic and multilingual present and future. The term

culturally sustaining requires that our pedagogies be more than responsive to or relevant to the
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cultural experiences and practices of young people. It requires that they support young people in
sustaining the cultural or linguistic competencies of their communities while simultaneously
offering access to the dominant cultural competence. Culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to
perpetuate and foster, to sustain linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the
democratic project of schooling. As Paris (2012) explains:
As a pluralistic society, we must remember, needs both within group cultural practices (in
the case of language, say, Spanish or African American Language or Navajo or Samoan)
and common, across group cultural practices (in the case of language in most institutional
setting in the United States, Dominant American English) to exist and thrive. (p. 95)
Examining the way that teachers use language, not only in the classrooms, but also about
their students’ families outside of the classroom, is an important way to examine power
structures. Those in power use language to generate ideas and statements that are accepted and
taken as normal or fact which is conceptualized as truths. These truths then continue to reinforce
and sustain the power structures that created them (Szech, 2019). How do we begin to empower
students to author their own truths? Teachers can influence this empowerment through CSP by
acknowledging cultural pluralism and cultural equity in their classrooms. Utilizing culturally
inclusive language and practices creates safe learning environments for all students. Culturally
sustaining teachers should not only be interested in relevance and responsiveness, but also in
sustaining and extending the richness of languages, literacies, and cultural ways of being that our
students and communities embody. Too often in schools, teachers’ language in the classroom
creates truths about students. These power structures label students as behind, catching up,

unsatisfactory, not proficient, in the red, and below the line. This discourse creates a truth and
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power in the way teachers interact with, perceive, and therefore teach (or not teach) their
students (Szech, 2019).

Culturally sustaining pedagogies positions dynamic cultural dexterity as a necessary good
and sees the outcome of learning as additive rather than subtractive, as remaining whole rather
than framed as broken, as critically enriching strengths than replacing deficits (Alim & Paris,
2017). In their conceptualization of CSP, Alim & Paris (2017) moved away from (sometimes
even progressive) pedagogies that are too closely aligned with linguistic, literate, and cultural
hegemony. Instead, they worked with others to develop a pedagogical agenda that does not
concern itself with the seemingly panoptic White gaze (Morrison, 1998) that permeates
educational research and practice with and for students of color, their teachers, and their schools.
What would liberating ourselves from this gaze and the educational expectations it forwards
mean for our abilities to envision new and recover community-rooted forms of teaching and
learning? What if the goal of teaching and learning with youth of color was not ultimately to see
how closely students could perform White middle-class norms, but rather was to explore, honor,
extend, and at times problematize their cultural practices and investments (Alim & Paris, 2017)?
It is long past time that teaching begins to meet the needs of the new mainstream, students of
color characterized by multilingualism, multiculturalism, and the desire to strive toward equity in
an unequal world. As Charlene Mendoza (2016), a teacher and school leader in Tucson, Arizona
writes “CSP challenges me to create democratic, pluralistic spaces for and with students™ (Para.
4). For Mendoza, this means a pedagogy that acknowledges youth as fully recognized human
beings with knowledge, awareness, and resources. CSP is not a teaching guide or a set of lesson

plans. It’s an approach to the craft of teaching. Often teachers want a strategy or a concrete unit
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to teach their students. Being ourselves and engaging our students’ lives as part of the content for

analysis is CSP (Ferlazzo, 2016).

On the Move Towards a Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy

As classroom teachers begin to understand culturally sustaining pedagogy, a deeper dive
into diversity, equity and inclusion should be some of the first steps. Teaching to engage
diversity, to include all learners, and to seek equity is essential for preparing civically engaged
students and for creating a society that recognizes the contributions of all people. Teaching for
diversity refers to acknowledging a range of differences in the classroom. Teaching for equity
allows the differences to transform the way we think, teach, learn, and act such that all
experiences and ways of being are handled with fairness and justice. Teaching for inclusion
signifies embracing differences and inclusive strategies are intended to ensure that all students
feel supported such that they freely learn and explore new ideas, feel safe to express their views
in a civil manner, and are respected as individuals and members of groups (“Diversity and

Inclusive Teaching,” n.d.).

Equity versus Equality

We often think of equality as an important value, making sure everyone receives the
same treatment. However, equal treatment may not be enough to ensure the Black, Indigenous,
Youth Of Color (BIPOC Youth) we serve can reach their highest potential. Equality assumes that
everyone has equal opportunities to learn, and everyone learns equally the same. Equality also
assumes that everyone should receive the same treatment and resources. Consequently, pursuing
equality in education, educators and policymakers may advocate for the even distribution of
existing resources to all students with no exceptions or additional considerations. Educators

might pursue an “equal” approach to teaching and learning because they feel it is the fairest
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response to differences, but in many instances, doing so undermines the reality that different
individuals might legitimately benefit from different approaches and resources to fully engage
their potential. Fairness in education is not accomplished through a mechanically equal
distribution of resources and opportunities. Rather, fairness is achieved when the students who
inhabit classrooms and schools have access to the resources they need to learn, grow, and thrive
(“What is Equity,” n.d.). As suburban schools begin to see more diversity in their classrooms, the
thoughtful teachers and educators need to reconsider the idea of equality and fairness in the
curriculum and resources.

Educators use the word equity to refer to an educational asset or right that students need
in order to be successful in school and beyond. Unfortunately, ideal rights are not honored for all
students. These ideal rights are routinely violated for BIPOC (Black Indigenous People Of
Color). These violations create an equitable education that benefits all students by providing each
learner with the specific type and amount of resources, which serve as access to opportunities
needed to be successful. This is where pedagogy as multicultural dimension integral in that
culturally responsive pedagogy specifically works to dismantle inequitable structures sustained
and perpetuated by the current sociopolitical context of teaching and learning. More importantly,
culturally responsive pedagogy, when combined with an equity pedagogy framework, looks at
the intersectionality of diverse students across curriculum, assessment, pedagogy, and
intellectual challenge (““What is Equity,” n.d.). According to Banks & Banks (2004), there are a
few ways that teachers can attend to equity in their classrooms: fostering a cooperative learning
environment that is proven to benefit students from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds,
developing teaching strategies that help African American students better understand advanced

science classes, and modifying the curriculum to enable Latin students to learn math more
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effectively. This equity pedagogy allows curriculum and pedagogy to become culturally relevant
and equitable, so students from diverse backgrounds, and especially those who have been

historically marginalized, and disadvantaged can succeed in school and beyond.

| Belong

Brené Brown (2021) perfectly explains belonging in her quote below. She hits all of the
notes when describing our primal yearning to be part of something larger than us. As an
educator, | particularly respond to this quote because we need to create spaces in our school
communities where students can show up authentically. Brown (2021) explains:

Belonging is the innate human desire to be part of something larger than us. Because this

yearning is so primal, we often try to acquire it by fitting in and by seeking approval,

which are not only hollow substitutes for belonging, but often barriers to it. Because true

belonging only happens when we present our authentic, imperfect selves to the world, our

sense of belonging can never be greater than our level of self-acceptance. True belonging

doesn’t require you to change who you are; it requires you to be who you are. (Para. 3)

The challenge for school systems is to support a space academically and socially
emotionally for historically underrepresented students to be who they are. Prior school-belonging
research demonstrates that race and ethnicity are implicated in the way that students perceive and
interpret the social dimensions of their school environment. Black Americans are often
stigmatized in academic settings, leading them to be aware of, and concerned with,
circumstances that could threaten their sense of school-belonging (Hope et al., 2018).

As the principal in a mostly White, affluent suburban school community, I recognized
early-on that many of our Black students did not have a sense of school-belonging. This lack of

belonging occurred both academically and socially. Sitting in a classroom of 25-30 other
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students and maybe one or two other students looks like you immediately cause a feeling of
being an outsider. You add to this a lack of representation in the curriculum, implicit biases, and
a hidden school culture and it begins to make sense why there is a lack of school belonging
experienced by Black students in this setting. Given the possible repercussions and consequences
of belongingness uncertainty a fundamental question needs to be addressed: What opportunities
do Black students have to establish a sense of belonging in mostly White, affluent suburban

schools?

Interpersonal Opportunity Structures

Educators who actively facilitate social ties in instructional contexts contribute to an
interpersonal opportunity structure. Such social ties might reflect connections among peers or
connections between students and teachers. School belonging is commonly conceptualized as a
relational or interpersonal experience. School belonging is defined as perceptions of acceptance,
respect, inclusion, and support (Hope et al., 2018). A number of perspectives articulate the
process by which interpersonal opportunity structures, such as positive peer relationships and
student-teacher relationships, contribute to satisfying students’ belongingness needs and
subsequent competence motivation (Hope et al., 2018). Providing interpersonal opportunity
structures in an instructional setting helps students internalize important academic values, and
subsequently to gain more intrinsic motivational beliefs and behaviors. These important
academic values can be viewed as a person’s desire, preference, or “wanting” for certain
academic goals and outcomes (McGrew, 2008). Teachers that make cultural connections with
curricular resources show their students that they are valued.

This reminds me of a time when | was in the classroom, and | was using a teacher

resource that contained a scenario about recycling. | intentionally changed the name of the
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person in the scenario. The name that | used was my childhood nickname Dae-Dae, which is
common in the African American community. My classroom contained two Black students and
they both got a huge smile on their faces as they read the scenario. After class, one of the Black
students came up to me and said that Dae-Dae was his uncle’s name.

Research has shown that representation in our classrooms absolutely matters and when
that representation does not come from a diverse teaching staff, it needs to come through the
instructional practices and curricular resources. This is especially true in suburban schools where
a diverse teaching staff is not the norm. In schools where only 25% of students qualify for free or
reduced- priced meals, 4% of teachers are Hispanic, 2% are Black, and nine in ten are White
(Schaeffer, 2021). An emphasis on interpersonal opportunity structures has yielded many
theoretical insights regarding the critical role of social ties in adolescents’ competence beliefs
and behaviors. At the same time, the notion of belonging at school can be conceptualized more
broadly than interpersonal opportunity structures. Interpersonal opportunity structures are
situated within the cultural, historical, and political landscape of a school environment.
Therefore, the way Black students respond to interpersonal opportunity structures at school is
difficult to fully interpret without also considering the instructional settings and institutional
norms and policies in which interpersonal opportunity structures operate (Hope et al.,

2018). Schools situated in suburban neighborhoods where the majority of the community
members are White, take on the cultural norms of the majoritarian. Black students could find it
more difficult to relate to social ties among peers or finding connections between them and their

teachers.
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Instructional Opportunity Structures

When educators engage students in scholastic activities that uphold and reinforce
student’s esteemed cultural meaning systems, we call this an instructional opportunity structure
(Hope et al., 2018). This opportunity structure can therefore be thought of as the cultural
alignment between that of the activity setting and that of the student. Research reveals that Black
students’ race-related identity beliefs can either promote or deter connections to school and
achievement. Racial identity has been described as a sense of belonging to one’s ethnic group
(Hope et al., 2018). This cultural perspective of belonging posits that curriculum and instruction
can provide students with opportunities to establish and maintain deep connections to individuals
from their same racial-ethnic background. Black students in culturally affirming classrooms have
opportunities to explore their racial identity in a context that legitimizes their culture, therefore
allowing them to see commonalities and take pride in their connection to people who look like
them (Hope et al., 2018). A curriculum that does not acknowledge the cultural values of its
learner’s signals that the perspectives, philosophies, and histories of Eurocentric racial-ethnic
groups are more important than those of other groups. It is therefore important to critically
consider the ways in which curriculum and instruction affect students’ experiences, and
subsequent self-perceptions, of who is, and is not, a member of a dominant cultural or national
identity group and thus who does and who does not belong in school (Hope et al., 2018).

Conversations regarding school textbooks illustrate some of the issues at play when
curriculum and instruction do not support the development of Black students’ heritage
knowledge. In 2015, the Washington Post published an image of a page from a McGraw-Hill
World History textbook that contained the following statement: “The Atlantic Slave Trade

between the 1500°s and 1800’s brought millions of workers from Africa to the Southern United
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States to work on agricultural plantations.” A Black male student at a high school in Texas took a
picture of the text and sent it to his mother with an attached sarcastic remark that read, “We was
real hard workers, wasn’t we?” McGraw-Hill Education CEO David Leven discussed the matter
on National Public Radio and described the text in matter as an “editorial error.” Nevertheless,
the mischaracterization of African enslaved people as “workers” is an example of how curricular
materials in U.S. schools can make Black people feel “Othered”, as if they do not belong and as
if an accurate portrayal of their history does not matter (Hope et al., 2018). This monovocal and
Eurocentric view of the Black experience perpetuates cultural incompetence within society and
provides an incomplete and distorted view of what it truly means to be Black in American

society both past and present.
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Figure 2

Ready for Rigor Framework

AWARENESS

= Understand the three levels of
culture

e« Recognize cultural archetypes of
individualism and collectivism

« Understand how the brain learns

« Acknowledge the socio-political
context around race and language

« Know and own your cultural lens

= Recognize your brain’s triggers
around race and culture

e Broaden your interpretation of
culturally and linguistically
diverse students’ learning
behaviors

INFORMATION PROCESSING

« Provide appropriate challenge in
order to stimulate brain growth to
increase intellective capacity

e Help students process new content
using methods from oral traditions

« Connect new content to culturally
relevant examples and metaphors
from students’ community and
everyday lives

* Provide students authentic
opportunities to process content

e Teach students cognitive routines
using the brain's natural learning
systems

« Use formative assessments and
feedback to increase intellective
capacity

T+

LEARNING PARTNERSHIPS

« Reimagine the student and teacher
relationship as a partnership

« Take responsibility to reduce
students’ social-emotional stress
from stereotype threat and
microaggressions

« Balance giving students both care
and push

« Help students cultivate a positive
mindset and sense of self-efficacy

= Support each student to take greater
ownership for his learning

« Give students language to talk
about their learning moves

Students are
Ready for Rigor

and Independent

COMMUNITY OF LEARNERS
AND LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

e Create an environment that is
intellectually and socially safe
for learning

» Make space for student voice and
agency

« Build classroom culture and
learning around communal
(sociocultural) talk and task
structures

« Use classroom rituals and routines
to support a culture of learning

« Use principles of restorative
justice to manage conflicts and
redirect negative behavior
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The Ready for Rigor framework as seen in Figure 2 lays out four core separate practice areas that
are interdependent but are connected through the principles of brain-based learning. Hammond
(2015) defines the four core practice areas as:
Practice Area I: Awareness

Culturally responsive teaching involves more than just applying specialized teaching
techniques. It involves teachers developing a sociopolitical consciousness, an understanding that
we live in a racialized society. They are aware of the role that schools play in both perpetuating
and challenging inequities. Teachers that master this practice area locate and acknowledge their
own sociopolitical position, sharpen, and tune their cultural lens, and learn to manage their own
social-emotional response to students’ diversity.
Practice Area Il: Learning Partnerships

This practice area focuses on building trusting relationships with students. Culturally
responsive teachers take advantage of the fact that our brains are wired for connection. Teachers
working in this area build capacity to establish an authentic connection with students that builds
mutual trust and respect. They leverage the trust bond to help students rise to higher expectations
and give feedback in emotionally intelligent ways, so students are able to take it in and act on it.
Finally, culturally responsive teachers hold students to high standards while offering them new
intellectual challenges.
Practice Area I11: Information Processing

The third practice area focuses on knowing how to strengthen and expand students’
intellective capacity so that they can engage in deeper, more complex learning. This practice area
outlines the process, strategies, tactics, and tools for engaging students in high-leverage social

and instructional activities that over time build higher order thinking skills. Moving through this
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area, teachers learn how to orchestrate learning, so it builds students’ brain power in culturally
congruent ways. They understand how culture impacts the brain’s information processing and
use brain-based information processing strategies common to oral cultures.
Practice Area IV: Community Building

The fourth practice area focuses on creating an environment that feels socially and
intellectually safe for dependent learners to stretch themselves and take risks. Often, we think of
the physical setup of our classroom as being culturally “neutral” when in reality it is often an
extension of the teachers’ worldview or the dominant culture. The culturally responsive teacher
tries to create an environment that communicates care, support, and belonging in ways that
students recognize. As they move through this practice area, teachers understand how to
integrate universal cultural elements and themes into the classroom. They use cultural practices
and orientations to create a socially safe and intellectually safe space. Finally, culturally
responsive teachers set up rituals and routines that reinforce self-directed learning and academic
identity.

As educators and leaders, we need to be more intentional about creating classrooms
where all students feel a sense of belonging. The Ready for Rigor framework provides us a
starting point to make this happen. Leading a mostly affluent, mostly white suburban school as a
Black principal, these conversations are not always easy to have, and the training associated with
creating culturally responsive classrooms can be difficult to execute. However, as | was leading
schools in these suburban environments, | believe that the Ready for Rigor framework
approaches culturally responsive teaching as an adaptive endeavor rather than a technical fix.
This emphasizes the importance of quality relationships between teachers and students so that

the technical strategies used to increase student performance can be more effective.
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Relationships, Relationships, Relationships!

At the core of positive relationships is trust. Caring is the way that we generate the trust
that builds relationships. We have to not only care about students in a general sense but also
actively care for them in a physical and emotional sense. Culturally responsive relationships are
not just something nice to have. They are critical. The only way to get students to open up to us
is to show we authentically care about who they are, what they have to say, and how they feel.
Building a culture of care that helps dependent learners move toward independence requires a
learning partnership. Caring within a culturally responsive context automatically places teachers
in a different kind of emotional and academic partnership with students (Hammond, 2015). This
relationship is anchored in affirmation, mutual respect, and validation that breeds an unshakeable
belief that marginalized students not only can but will improve their school achievement.

Hammond (2015), thinks of the learning partnership as an equation: rapport + alliance =
cognitive insight. Building rapport focuses on establishing an emotional connection and building
trust. In the alliance phase, we use this emotional connection to create a partnership that has the
teacher and student coming together as a team to tackle a specific learning challenge. Each
agrees to bring their will and skill to the effort. It is in this phase that we help students acquire
the tools to become independent learners and expand their intellectual capacity. This alliance will
allow teachers to get a better understanding of their students' thinking routines. Too often,
teachers try to figure out a student’s learning process based on test scores or other types of
assessments, but these tools do not offer holistic insight into the student’s learning process.

Building trusting relationships with students happens daily in those small interactions as a
student comes into your classroom, when you pass them in the hallway or on the playground. It

happens in those quiet exchanges we have with students during an activity or with our subtle
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body language, whether it’s a head nod, a quick smile from across the room, or a high five when
a student completes a task that they were struggling to finish.

I recall back to a situation when | was a second-year teacher. The school hired a new
chemistry teacher. It was not just any teacher. The conversation started at our teacher's lunch
table. The new chemistry teacher was coming from a very prestigious university where they had
been a chemistry professor. They also had a doctorate degree in chemistry from this prestigious
university. As a science teacher, | was eager to get to work alongside someone with such
outstanding credentials. | also remember at one point a veteran teacher expressing concern that
teaching in a public high school would be very different from teaching at a university. After the
usual chatter surrounding a new teacher with such a unique background had quieted down, | was
able to get to know our new chemistry teacher. They was an absolutely brilliant chemist, born to
understand chemistry at a level that was utterly astounding. Chemistry was their life’s work and
they rarely spoke of anything else. About a month into the school year, the veteran teacher’s
concern about the new chemistry teacher was on full display. This teacher just could not connect
with their students on any level and was struggling with relationships as well as with being able
to transfer their vast knowledge of chemistry to their students in a meaningful way. As | watched
this teacher throughout the day, I noticed that they hardly ever made eye contact with students
and never engaged with any of our students outside of the classroom. This teacher would sit
inside their classroom reading a book during passing periods and hardly ever greeted students by
using their name. Questions by students in this classroom were typically answered with a
sarcastic “this is really easy, and you should know how to do this by now.” The only important
relationship in this classroom was with the content. So much so, that students would get help

from other science teachers in the school just to avoid spending any additional time in that
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classroom. Needless to say, very few students found success in her chemistry classroom which
had a large percentage of African American students. The overall classroom environment was
not conducive to engaged learning and this teacher left the school after a very short stint. | often
think back to those students who had to endure this teaching style and how incredibly unfair that
was to them. Their brilliance as a chemist could not overcome the lack of relationship building
and positive classroom culture that is necessary for high student achievement.

In the first part of the learning partnership equation, the focus is on creating a sense of
connectedness with students who come from a relationship-oriented culture. In the second part of
the learning partnership equation, building an alliance with students becomes the focus. The
point of culturally responsive teaching is not just about getting along with students. It’s about
using that connection to stretch and empower them as learners. As a culturally responsive
teacher, we have a particular duty to help dependent learners build their intellective capacity so
that they are able to do more independent learning and higher order thinking. As much as we
want students to take responsibility for their own learning from the start, they cannot do that
without help from the beginning (Hammond, 2015). This is why we dependent learners need
allies. The alliance phase of the learning partnership speaks to the realities of education in the
sociopolitical context that creates unequal academic outcomes for students of color, English
learners, and poor students. The education system has historically underserved culturally and
linguistically diverse students of color. We have acknowledged the achievement gap that has left
many of them with lower skills, unable to higher order, academically challenging work. Because
of institutional inequities, these students have underdeveloped “learn-how-to-learn” skills as well
as weak foundational skills in reading and analytical writing (Hammond, 2015). This makes me

think back to when | made the decision as a building principal to offer an off-semester geometry
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class for failing students. We placed many marginalized students in this course, and | truly
believed at the time that | was advocating for these students to get them the credit they needed
for graduation. However, this perpetuated a system of institutional inequities. | should have
implemented culturally responsive practices in the existing geometry classes. | know those
teachers would have embraced becoming an ally to those students. We just needed to adjust our
deficit mindset. Having a classroom full of students that failed the class previously only
reinforced their failure. Those kids were fully aware of why they were in this particular class.
Their awareness of their own lack of academic proficiency leads to a lack of confidence as a
learner. For dependent learners, this can lead to a learned helplessness where students believe
they have no control over their ability to improve as a learner. Put yourself in this student’s
shoes. Here you are, a student in the highest academically rated school in the entire state. Most
likely, you are from a marginalized population that resides in a predominantly White, mostly
affluent suburb. You fail a course, and then are placed in that same course where everyone else
failed.

Research finds that unconsciously teachers reinforce learned helplessness among low
performing students of color. When a teacher expresses sympathy over failure, lavishes praise
for completing a simple task, or offers unsolicited help, they send unintended messages of low
expectations. The student with this limited outlook believes effort is useless. They begin to cover
up, hide, or act out because they believe failure on an assignment or task might expose them as
“dumb” to their peers. Stanford professor and education researcher Claude Steele calls this
stereotype threat. It happens when a student becomes anxious about their inadequacy as a learner
because they believe their failure on an assignment or test will confirm the negative stereotype

associated with their race, socioeconomic status, gender, or language background (i.e., Black
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kids aren’t good at math; Spanish speakers can’t develop academic language). This type of
anxiety attack in the classroom, interferes with academic performance and inhibits the growth of
the student’s intellective capacity (Hammond, 2015).

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

A culturally relevant approach could make a difference to improving the academic
success and experience of African American students in our schools. It would require inviting in
the voices of those who are generally overlooked in the text and curricula of U.S. schools.
Culturally relevant teaching also means recognizing and celebrating those students who show up
to our classrooms daily, welcoming their voices, demanding their reflection, and encouraging
them toward self-discovery (Fink, 2016). According to Ladson-Billings (1995), educators who
prioritize culturally relevant teaching hold high expectations, demonstrate cultural competence,
the understanding that their own worldview and understandings may or may not align with those
of their students, and are socio-politically aware, that is, they have a willingness to acknowledge
and critique inequity. Native American educator Cornel Pewewardy (1992) asserts that one of
the reasons Indian children experience difficulty in schools is that educators traditionally have
attempted to insert culture into the education, instead of inserting education into the culture. This
notion is, in all probability, true for many students who are not a part of the White, middle-class
mainstream (Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Culturally relevant pedagogy rests on the three fundamental pillars of academic
achievement, cultural competence, and sociopolitical consciousness. These three pillars work in
tandem with one another, and a teacher cannot focus on one pillar without also inherently
focusing on the others. Culturally relevant teachers know the learner, know the content, and they

know how to teach the content to the learner. These teachers think deeply about what they teach,
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why they are teaching it, and how they are going to teach it based on who their students are as
people and learners (Escudero, 2019). Escudero (2019), explains that when cultural competence
plays out as it should, the classroom can be described as full of mirrors and windows. Students
see themselves reflected in the classroom (mirrors) and have opportunities to learn and see into
the lived experiences of others (windows). The teacher uses their students’ culture as the basis
for learning, helps students recognize and honor their own cultural beliefs and practices while
accessing and learning about their wider world. The intentionality and simplicity of viewing
culturally relevant teaching practices as mirrors and windows makes an enormous amount of
sense when getting teachers to understand their role in making their classrooms culturally
relevant spaces for all students. Culturally relevant pedagogy is more of a way of being or way of
thinking that then manifests into ways of doing. It is not something that we incorporate or add-on
to our teaching, rather it is the foundation that grounds and informs every aspect of our

instructional practice; it is the lens through which we approach our work (Escudero, 2019).

Achievement Gap

Inequalities in academic achievement between minorities/low-income students and their
White peers is viewed as one of the most significant challenges facing American society
(Courtney, 2014). The first recorded usage of the achievement gap came in a 1963 article on
desegregation in Englewood, New Jersey by Gerald Walker (Salmonowicz, 2009). The term
made its first appearance in an academic journal in 1970 by James Gwartney when he described
a widening achievement gap between whites and non-whites (Salmonowicz, 2009). Historically
speaking, the achievement gap is not a new concept in American education. One hundred years
after Dewey’s assertion that it is the aim of education to correct unfair privilege and unfair

deprivation in our education system, the challenge of closing the achievement gap remains a
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concern (Courtney, 2014). We have basically been working with two educational systems. One
for minority and poor students, the other for White students (Williams, 2003). We have to
confront the brutal facts that minority students and those students that come from low socio-
economic backgrounds have historically faced a public education system that has them
performing at a lower academic rate than their peers. Brown vs The Board of Education declared
that the state laws establishing separate public schools for Black and white students to be
unconstitutional. Although laws have been put in place to remove the explicit segregation of our
society (Horsford & D'Amico, 2015), those laws have not been able to override the enduring
effect of the institutional structures that continue to impact the achievement gap. Horsford and
D’Amico (2015) challenge the assumptions of the achievement gap by questioning if education
is indeed an equalizer and by questioning the very tools that we use to measure the achievement
gap. These tools are typically found in the dropout rates, test scores, college enrollment rates and
other measurements of success defined by schools.

Clearly one of the most influential educational policies on record is the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB). Under the 2002 law, states were required to test students in reading and
math. All students were expected to meet or exceed state standards in reading by the year 2014.
The major focus of No Child Left Behind was to close the achievement gap by providing all
children with a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education. This
act placed a spotlight directly on the achievement gap and left educators scrambling to identify
ways to increase standardized test scores from all of the identified subgroups of students. This
particular report focused on all of the factors that led up to the creation of an achievement gap.
Those factors include home and school conditions that many would agree with are associated

with school achievement. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 proposed by President George
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Bush elevated the achievement gap from a public policy perspective (Barton & Coley, 2009) in
terms of priority by implementing strong accountability language targeted at populations of
subgroups within school systems.

Expecting schools to close the achievement gap without any support is bound to fail
(Yaffe, Coley, & Pliskin, 2009) since the achievement gap is rooted more in the social conditions
facing students that grow up in poverty. Whether the NCLB mandated assessment system has
helped or hurt the achievement gap between rich and poor, minority and White students, remains
a complicated and difficult question. The need to create a system that goes beyond measuring
student success with a test score is certainly something that would be useful in terms of closing
the achievement gap. Standardized test scores have been the primary measuring tool to identify
intelligence and quantify the achievement gap. In the book, The Mismeasure of Education, the
authors discuss the fixation of today’s educational policy to distill learning and intelligence down
to a single value-added test score (Horn & Wilburn, n.d.). From the perspective of the
achievement gap, these authors continue to question the fairness of high stakes tests when it
comes to the historical ideology and the negative effects that these tests have on minorities and
low-income students. Their concerns about the testing agencies themselves and how they are
heavily entrenched in American education without much oversight or regulation are well
documented. This unmonitored and unregulated body has a significant impact on the lives of so
many students and their families since most colleges depend on these “entrance” exams for
admittance. For African American students, the impact is that much more magnified.

Reframing the Achievement Gap
Instead of looking at achievement in terms of a gap, Ladson-Billings (1995) reframed it

as more of a debt. A debt owed to students of color by schools (Delgado, 2015). This unique
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perspective of looking at the achievement of students of color as a debt should garner more
discussion and research. For most people, they do not look at the achievement gap in terms of
racial inequality. Rather, they point to poor performing schools, ill-prepared teachers,
dysfunctional homes, or lack of motivation. Singleton (2022), finds this kind of blaming to be
insufficient at best and destructive at worst when trying to address racial achievement disparities.
As has been well documented, racial achievement disparity exists even among students within
the same socioeconomic level. In other words, poverty alone cannot explain the disparities.
Specifically, if this poverty explanation were valid, most students at similar family income levels
would be performing at nearly the same level in school. In his work, Singleton (2022), explains
how poor White students, on average, outperform poor Black students, and this pattern persists at
the middle- and upper-income levels as well.

So where did the term “achievement gap” originate? Chambers looks at the dictionary
definition of achievement in which he concludes that there is an obvious insinuation that White
students are superior to and more special than Black students based on the disparities in
academic achievement on standardized tests (Chambers, 2009). Defining achievement and
looking at all of the positive synonyms like superior ability, special effort, great courage, and
heroic deed produced from that term, one can deduce that those not being described using this
term must be described using the antonyms of the word achievement. Words such as setback,
disappointment, nonsuccess, defeat, loss, and failure are terms that we typically attribute to those
affected by the achievement gap. As Chambers (2009) further explains:

The connotation seems to imply the problem lies with Black and Latino students' ability

to "achieve." Using this term also conveniently sidesteps any possible responsibility on
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the part of educators, suggesting instead that the entire problem is with the students. (p.

418).

Instead of the achievement gap, Chambers (2009) uses the term “receivement gap” due to
its focus on structures, not students, and inputs instead of outputs. Critical scholars assert that the
talk and framing of the achievement gap has done little more than perpetuate and reaffirm a
dichotomous and hegemonic relationship between Whites and non-Whites master/majoritarian
narrative of school success that devalues knowledge bases of communities of color, ignores
racialized historical implications, and overlooks societal forces gripping students of color in an
effort to find quick solutions to why they cannot do as well as White and certain Asian students

(Carey, 2014).

Drawing from cultural and sociolinguistic studies, Gee (2015) suggests that there are
distinctive types of discourse and indicates them as either a lowercase “discourse” or an uppercase
“Discourse” (p. 2). The former pertains to the language-centered, face to face interactions between
individuals on a micro and localized level. However, “Discourse” pertains to language and other
semiotic tools utilized through multiple layers of social context and broad cultural and ideological
processes (Carey, 2014). Where does this “Discourse” come from? Primarily from families during
those very important formative years. However, secondary “Discourses” can be found in schools,
local institutions, and also through what is valued, normalized, discussed, and understood in a
broad and more global social context. Carey (2014), notes that there is an achievement gap
Discourse utilized among teachers, policy makers, parents, students, and general laypeople when
discussing or enacting practices related to public school reform. This Discourse is based on a taken-
for-granted assumption of why primarily poor students of color do not perform at levels on par to

their White and certain Asian group counterparts (Carey, 2014). There is a simplistic language that
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we have prescribed to public education reform that ultimately determines what is good and bad
about schools, their teachers, and their students. Terms like underperforming, adequate yearly
progress (AYP), highly qualified, below basic, and proficient have become ubiquitous in
conversations about achievement. Given their symbolic meanings, these terms can serve as what
sociologists refer to as symbolic boundaries (Carey, 2014). And these symbolic boundaries,
affirmed in the widely used terminology of the achievement gap Discourse, work to create tangible
barriers to what students can become (Carey, 2014). Unfortunately, the majority of my time as a
building principal was utilized pouring over the data and looking to provide academic interventions
for our low performing African American students. | think it is very easy for educational leaders
to fall into this pattern of labels, education reform language, and high stakes test data when trying
to find tangible ways to intervene on behalf of low performing African American students. As |
reflect on that work, it did very little to close that perceived achievement gap and as Carey (2014)
stated, it became a barrier to what African American students could become. Our school and
community conversations rarely looked at the deeper issues of systemic and institutional racism,
nor did we have ongoing professional learning regarding culturally relevant pedagogy and
classrooms which would have had a more significant impact on the academic performance of our

African American students.

Change Theory in Educational Leadership

A new form of dialogue has begun to appear within education. A dialogue that may break
the current cyclical nature of playing catch-up to society with which education has found itself
entwined. It centers on the notion of first order and second order change, a theory that has
recently come to light in education that may provide a dialectic for exploring new possible

answers to problems that perennially resurface within the educational framework (Zsebik, 2008).
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First order change works within an existing structure and view of the world. Small adjustments
are made to improve existing processes to see incremental changes. With first order change, the
ends of the system remain the same. It’s the means of producing those results that change. What
you seek, what you avoid, the way you see the world, and your values remain the same. Second
order change involves seeing the world in a different way. It challenges assumptions by working
from a new and different perspective. Second order change inevitably involves new ways of
doing things and is often described as transformational, revolutionary, radical, or disruptive
(Zsebik, 2008).

As | am reflective of my time as a building principal and even as a teacher, | can say that
most of the changes, improvements to practice or culture and climate were mainly first order
change. One example of first order change that | believed at the time was groundbreaking and
really thinking “outside the box” occurred during my second year as principal. We had a large
number of students that had failed Geometry. Many of them were students of color or students
that had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and were receiving special services. | knew |
had to take action to support these students. What | came up with along with my administrative
team was an off-semester Geometry class. This was an opt-in class that would place students that
failed the first semester of Geometry back into the first semester class curriculum. We would
place these students in one classroom with a hand-picked teacher to focus on the missing skills
and go at a pace that would support those students. A couple of regrets that | had was that this
class began to be used as a crutch. Students that were not finding success in their regular
Geometry class, teachers, counselors, and administrators immediately would recommend the off-
semester class. Instead of differentiating instruction, exhausting tier 1 interventions, or

scaffolding supports, we were just biding time until the end of the semester. The second regret
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that | had with the off-semester solution was that we failed to look deeply at the cause for why
these students were not finding success. Again, a disproportionate amount of these students were
students of color or students that were in our special education programming. The teacher was an
amazing and experienced educator. She was able to work wonders with her students and it made
me feel a little better about this class because she was able to get her students to find success in
math. Many for the very first time in their academic career. However, this solution could have
been characterized as first order change because our values never changed. Our perspective also
remained the same in that we believed more practice, reinforcement, and more time were the
most likely approaches to achieve the desired results.

This perspective and solution are not uncommon in education. The majority of the
sacrifice in this scenario comes from the student. What are they going to have to cut out of their
schedule that motivates them during the school day? When are they going to get caught back up
after repeating a semester of geometry? The flaw with first order change occurs when the attempt
to solve the problem will itself cause problems down the line or elsewhere in the system and is
rooted in what is already known or instituted. There was clearly a lack of enrichment in my
attempt to solve our concerns with the large number of failing students in Geometry. As we
abandoned the off-semester Geometry class, | often reflected back on the process that led us
toward that as a solution. Could we have looked for a solution in other classroom interventions
or dig deeper into the history of these students and their previous math experiences beginning in
elementary school? The notion of first and second order change primarily relies on the eye of the
beholder. When different perceptions about the implications for a change are understood, there is
inevitably the result that what one may perceive as a first order change may to another be

perceived as a second order change. In other words what one may perceive as a solution, may to
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another be perceived as a problem, and vice versa. From a pedagogical perspective, it seems that

this dichotomy of thought would need to be the focus for any leader willing to take on the

process of a second order change (Zsebik, 2008).

Exploring the different types of relationships that exist within the educational

environment, it becomes apparent what specific order of change these relationships may belong.

The following is a listing of potential relationships that have been discerned as evident within an

educational framework:

Table 2

First Order Focus Relationships vs. Second Order Focus Relationships

First Order Focus
Administrative decision-making
Hegemonic curriculum (taught with idea
of maintaining the status quo)

Societal expectations with historical roots

Teacher as information banker
Student as passive recipient of information
Curriculum focused on first order skill sets

Parents and family as arm’s length participants
of child’s education (factory model)

Second Order Focus

Collaborative teacher/administrative
decision making

Transformative curriculum (taught with
change in mind)

Societal expectations with based on
prognosis for future needs

Teacher as information facilitator
Student as active manager of information

Curriculum focused on second order skill
sets

Parents and family as full participants of
child’s education (village model)
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The notion of change seems to go hand in hand with education. It is worth noting that these
definitions are still only broadly defining an otherwise complex process. The process of working
through the specific circumstances of your school’s needs and determining the category of first
order or second order change may be full of traps and unintended consequences if not treated

with the utmost of care.

Michael Fullan (2006) says that change theory or change knowledge can be very
powerful in informing education reform strategies and, in turn, getting results. But only in the
hands (and minds and hearts) of people who have a deep knowledge of the dynamics of how the
factors in question operate to get particular results. While researching change theory, | came
across some of Fullan’s work that discussed flawed change theories. This particular part of his
writing challenged my current thinking. What he called “flawed” change theories, I always
considered some of the most important ways to bring about change in education. Fullan (2006),
exposes three current examples of flawed change theories, all of which appear strong, and all of
which their proponents would consider state-of-the-art change knowledge. They are:

e Standards-based district-wide reform initiatives

e Professional Learning Communities

e Qualifications frameworks that focus on the development and retention of quality leaders
Educators instantly recognize these three categories as largely important when it comes to
developing high performing schools. | remember thinking to myself, PLCs flawed? No way! Not
my beloved Professional Learning Communities! | spent a large part of my professional career as
an educator involved deeply with PLC’s. Both as a teacher and as an administrator, I invested a
tremendous amount of time and energy into this process. Now, someone is trying to tell me that

it is flawed. Then I began looking deeper into change theory and why Fullan (2006) would
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consider PLCs “flawed” along with standards-based initiatives and frameworks to develop and
retain quality leaders. The missing part to these strategies is any notion about school or district
culture. If theories of action do not include the harder questions of ‘Under what conditions will
continuous improvement happen?’ and correspondingly, ‘How do we change cultures?’, they are
bound to fail.

Standards-based district-wide reform initiatives involve many components that one
would consider strong educational strategies. These components include the identification of
world class standards in specific content areas, a system of assessments mapped on to the
standards, development of curriculum based on the standards and assessments, and a serious
investment in the professional development, for school leaders and teachers. According to Fullan
(2006), he is not saying that standards, assessments, and professional development are wrong
things to do. He is saying that they are seriously incomplete theories of action because they do
not get close to what happens in classrooms and school cultures. Standards-based district-wide
reform sounds like it should work but many times the strategy lacks a focus on what needs to
change in instructional practice and, equally important, what it will take to bring about these
changes in classrooms across the district. Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) involve
developing communities of learners in which teachers and school leaders work together to
improve the learning conditions and results of students in given schools. The PLC framework
consists of six components that includes a focus on learning, a collaborative culture stressing
learning for all, collective inquiry into best practice, action orientation (learning by doing), a
commitment to continuous improvement and a focus on results. These six components are the
main reasons why | bought into the concept of professional learning communities as a way to

bring about change in schools. I also believe that PLCs implemented with complete fidelity
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school-wide can still have a positive impact on student achievement. However, Fullan (2006)

believes there are three reasons why PLCs are flawed:

The term travels faster and better than the concept. Thus, we have many examples of
superficial PLC’s, people calling what they are doing professional learning communities
without going very deep into the learning and without realizing that they are not going
very deep. So, problem one is the danger and likelihood of superficiality.

People make the mistake of treating PLCs as the latest innovation. The moment you treat
it as a program innovation, you run two risks. One is that people will see it as one
innovation among many. Perhaps the flavor of the year, which means it can be discarded
easily. The other risk is that once you see it as an innovation to be implemented you
proceed in a fashion that fails to appreciate its deeper, more permanent meaning.

PLC’s can be miscast as changing the cultures of individual schools, rather than their
deeper meaning that PLCs needs to be part and parcel of creating new multiple school
district cultures. PLCs can unwittingly represent tunnel vision, reinforcing the notion of
the school as an autonomous unit and not a part of a wider system of change.

As Fullan (2006) continues to offer critique about PLCs, he further elaborates reasons

that there are potential flaws in this practice when he says:

I am not concluding that PLCs are bad to do. | am, in effect, arguing that we must use our
change knowledge in order to identify weak elements in the approach, and so that we can
keep our eye on the more basic purpose to which PLC’s are presumably a solution. The
basic purpose, in my view, is to change the culture of school systems, not to produce

atomistic schools. (p. 7)
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The third popular theory of change that has its flaws involves establishing incentives and
various standards and qualifications requirements (along with corresponding professional
development), to attract and retain people to the teaching profession and to leadership positions.
The theory here is that if we can get the best possible people in the classroom and in the
principalship we can change the system for the better. This theory obviously can do some good,
but our change theory of action tells us that it has one fatal flaw. It bases all the possibilities on
producing more and better individuals as the route to changing the system. This individualistic
bias is understandable but nonetheless incomplete. The theory of action informs us that any
strategy of change must simultaneously focus on changing individuals and the culture or system
within which they work (Fullan, 2006).

Change theory and knowledge have been refined over the past decade, in particular in
order to design strategies that get results. There are seven core premises that underpin Fullan’s
(2006) use of change knowledge. The seven premises are:

1. A focus on motivation

2. Capacity building, with a focus on results
3. Learning in context

4. Changing context

5. A bias for reflective action

6. Tri level engagement

7. Persistence and flexibility in staying the course

If you take any hundred books or so on change, the message all boils down to one word:
motivation. If one’s theory of action does not motivate people to put in the effort individually

and collectively that is necessary to get results, improvement is not possible. The other six core
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premises are all about motivation and engagement. Motivation cannot be achieved in the short
run. In fact, the beginning of all eventual successes is unavoidably bumpy. However, if your
strategy does not gain on the motivation question over time, it will fail. Certainly, moral purpose
IS a great potential motivator, but by itself won’t go anywhere, unless other factors conspire to
mobilize several key aspects of motivation, including moral purpose, capacity, resources, peer
and leadership support, and identity (Fullan, 2006).

My leadership style relied heavily on motivation to change parts of our school that | felt
could be better. As | stated before, one of the most difficult things for a leader to do in a high
performing school is to get the staff to recognize areas of weakness and then act in a coordinated
manner to address those weaknesses. My perspective as a Black principal and my life
experiences overall gave me the ability to speak with credibility about the need to create a more
inclusive school culture and climate. | was able to speak openly in faculty meetings about the
different school experiences a student could expect based on their socio-economic status, race,
religion, or identity. Providing professional learning opportunities for staff about the need to
celebrate our diversity and personalizing the stories of our students contributed to motivating our
staff to acknowledge implicit biases and work toward inclusivity.

Capacity building is defined as any strategy that increases the collective effectiveness of
a group to raise the bar and close the gap of student learning. It involves helping to develop
individual and collective knowledge and competencies, resources, and motivation. These
capacities are specifically about getting results (raise the bar, close the gap). Our theory of action
says that nothing will count unless people develop new capacities. And indeed, that new
capacities are a route to motivation. Most change theories are weak on capacity building and that

is one of the key reasons why they fall short (Fullan, 2006). Leaders that invest in capacity
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building are really investing in people. Making meaningful connections with people in our
school community allowed me to witness something that all leaders should want to produce
within their organization. Individuals developed an intrinsic motivation to impact student
learning for all students. The more | poured into them as a professional, the more they poured
into their students. No judgements, just a focus on results that provide targeted support for
improvement. The development of systematic knowledge about, and related to, large-scale
instructional improvement requires a change in the prevailing culture of administration and
teaching in schools. Cultures do not change by mandate, they change by the specific
displacement of existing norms, structures, and processes by others. The process of cultural

change depends on modeling the new values and behavior that you expect (Fullan, 2006).

Conclusion

Leading while Black in education has a long and complicated history that can be viewed
through the prism of pre and post Brown v Board of Education. As my journey began in the post
era and consists mainly of leading in an affluent suburban setting, | am able to share my first-
person account of being a Black principal. But this is much more than my personal story.
Speaking from the inside out, | am adding to the scholarly research of educational leadership,
specifically Black educational leadership in suburbia where there is minimal research. The scarce
opportunities afforded Black leaders in these affluent school communities combined with the
challenges that are both real and perceived, contributes to this minimal research. Through the
tenets of CRT and the Courageous Conversation Strategy and Protocol, | further explore my
counter-story and how it compels me to spark a courageous conversation about leading while

Black in the suburbs.
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In Chapter 2, | wanted to emphasize the need to have all students feel a sense of
belonging to their school. Especially schools that are in mostly white, affluent neighborhoods.
Moving this type of school forward often requires identifying areas of improvement and making
change. This work can prove very difficult if a leader does not identify a process to use as an
anchor for change. Fullan’s Change Theory (2006) identifies theories of action for educational
leaders to get results. Following a formal process to answer my research problem and questions
while | was in those various administrative positions from building to district levels could have
produced a more fruitful outcome. Looking back, | was able to implement change theory
practices on a more informal level. Also in Chapter 2, there were some theories of change that
look on the surface to have great merit but which, upon further examination, are flawed and
found wanting. It’s not that the strategies in question are wrong, but that it is more about them
being incomplete, relative to what is needed for reform to work (Fullan, 2006).

Teachers can empower students to begin to author their own truths by empowering them
through Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy. Utilizing culturally inclusive language and practices

creates safe learning environments for all students. CSP gets rid of deficit labels like “behind,”

29 ¢ 29 ¢¢.

“catching up,” “unsatisfactory,” “not proficient,” “in the red,” and “below the line.” Culturally
sustaining teachers are not only interested in relevance and responsiveness, but also in sustaining
and extending the richness of languages, literacies, and cultural ways of being that our students
and communities embody. Creating a sense of belonging in our classrooms and schools for all
students is the goal of this work. School belonging is commonly conceptualized as a relational or
interpersonal experience. Providing interpersonal opportunity structures in an instructional

setting helps students internalize important academic values, and subsequently to gain more

intrinsic motivational beliefs and behaviors. Teachers that make cultural connections with
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curricular resources show their students that they are valued. Representation matters and in
suburban schools where a diverse teaching staff is not the norm, teachers that make cultural
connections with curricular resources show their students that they are valued.

Educators engaging in professional learning that examines the relationship between
culture and cognition will transform the way they think about their role in facilitating the
learning of a diverse classroom environment. Hammonds (2015), introduces the Rigor and
Relevance Framework for your teacher toolbox. This framework helps teachers operationalize
culturally responsive teaching practices by organizing key areas of teacher capacity building that
set the stage for helping students move from dependent learners to self-directed, independent
learners. Awareness, learning processes, informational processing, and community building are
the four practice areas that guide this framework. The willingness of educators to feel
comfortable with the messiness of this work will provide insight into truly being able to create a
culturally relevant learning environment for all students. There is not a singular program or
instructional strategy that can address this topic. A culturally relevant classroom stems more
from a mindset than any particular strategy. Those teachers that can begin to shift their own
mindset as well as their students will ultimately find success for all of their students. The more
teachers in a school that begin this journey together, the more you affect culture and climate that
can restore students’ natural confidence as learners. Ralph Ellison (1995) wrote:

If you can show me how I can cling to that which is real to me, while teaching me a way

into the larger society, then and only then will I drop my defenses and hostility, and I will

sing your praises and help you to make the desert bear fruit. (Para. 1)

While autoethnography determined my methodology, Critical Race Theory provided a

lens to view my racialized life and bring my experiences to the center of my work as a Black
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leader. My experience with change knowledge as a Black educational leader is heavily
influenced by motivation and capacity building, which are two of the seven core premises that
underpins Fullan’s (2006) change knowledge. Moral purpose, capacity, resources, peer and
leadership support, along with identity combine to mobilize key aspects of motivation. As a
Black principal in a suburban setting, I knew that | had to motivate everyone around me to
engage in difficult work and conversations. This could not look as though it was a top-down
directive, or it would fail. Capacity building was the way to launch change! Increasing the
collective effectiveness of the group is the necessary work and the heavy lift that must take place
when discussing change across the school system. Creating internal accountability does not
happen overnight but it must happen. One teacher here, a group of students and parents there; all
hearing a consistent message of why our school will be better if we acknowledge and engage in

this work together. Change is gonna come!
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
This chapter will focus primarily methodology of autoethnography and the research
purpose of telling my counter-story in an effort to spark courageous conversation about leading
while Black in the suburbs. It will also focus on the following research question and sub
questions: In what ways did my identity as a Black man influence my leadership experiences at
various administrative positions from building to district levels?

1. In what ways did my identity as a Black man influence my experiences in trying
to create an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture as a building level
leader?

2. Inwhat ways did my identity as a Black man influence my experiences in trying
to create an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture as a district level
leader?

The Fundamentals of Qualitative Research: Utilizing Story to Convey Complex Social

Realities
Qualitative researchers commonly speak of the importance of the individual researcher’s

skills and aptitudes. In these types of autoethnographic projects, the researcher rather than the
survey, the questionnaire, or the census tape is the “instrument” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005).
Broadly speaking, though, qualitative research is based on the direct observation of human
activity and interaction in an ongoing, naturalistic fashion. It is a situated activity that locates the
observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world
visible (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Qualitative researchers are concerned with the internal life of

schools; what is really occurring in classrooms, corridors, cafeterias, and playgrounds (Rogers,
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1984). They stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the
researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry. The word
qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on processes and meanings that
are not experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms of quantity, amount,
intensity, or frequency (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

Writing is a way of knowing, a method of inquiry. Writing stories sensitizes us to the
potential consequences of all of our writing by bringing home, inside our homes and workplaces,
the ethics of representation (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). The type of representation that is
often overlooked in monovocal educational research involving the African American experience
in our school system. Richardson & St. Pierre (2005) encourages us to construct what they call
“writing stories.” These are narratives that situate one’s own writing in other parts of one’s life
such as disciplinary constraints, academic debates, departmental politics, social movements,
community structures, research interests, familial ties, and personal history. Writing stories
evoke new questions about the self and the subject; remind us that our work is grounded,
contextual, and rhizomatic; and demystify the research/writing process and help others to do the
same. They can evoke deeper parts of the self, heal wounds, enhance the sense of self, or even
alter one’s sense of identity (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005).

During this journey into my personal philosophy of inquiry there have been times when
my thoughts about reality, truth, and knowledge were challenged. The internal tug-of-war that
took place while determining an epistemological position finally revealed a pathway of thinking
that certainly influenced my research design. Wayne (2006), quotes astrophysicist Sir James Jean

that allows for a summation of what to me constitutes a reality and a way of knowing.
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The concepts which now prove to be fundamental to our understanding of nature.... seem

to my mind to be structures of pure thought,..... the universe begins to look more like a

great thought than like a great machine” (p.1).

As was alluded to previously, Sir James Jean very succinctly was able to place into words my
internal tug-of-war in which my previous training as a natural scientist came in direct conflict
with the way of thinking as a social scientist. Defining reality can be a daunting and sometimes
confusing undertaking. There are multiple theories for reality, and each can seem to make sense
from the perspective of the author as it relates to a particular scenario. However, | firmly believe
that reality is constructed by our own experiences and that reality can continue to be influenced
by others as we share our experiences through our various social relationships. According to
Stephen Hawking in regard to the laws that govern the universe he believes that there seems to
be no single mathematical model or theory that governs the universe. Instead, there seems to be a
network of theories, with each theory or model, our concepts of reality of the universe have
changed.

While reading through Heberlein (1988), Improving Interdisciplinary Research:
Integrating the Social and Natural Sciences, there is a clear idea that there is an exaggerated
faith in the natural sciences. The paper continues this thought by discussing how even social
scientists believe the natural sciences to be accurate and to almost always reach clear and
demonstrable results, with few measurements or theoretical problems. They simply view them as
being right (Heberlein, 1988). The negative perception of the social sciences versus the natural
sciences is misleading since the social sciences have a difficult time “measuring” and often deal
with complex issues that do not end with a simple summary of the collected data. The idea of

what it means to measure well is a concept that allowed me to further develop my research
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design. Measurement theorists agree that one has measured well when one’s measurement
scheme faithfully represents the concept under investigation (Saylor, 2013). Saylor concludes his
writing with the assertion that conventional wisdom on measurement is hollow, and we must
move away from it. Researchers must regard measurement as intrinsically connected to
conceptualization and, above all, fully probe a concept’s dimensional expanse when measuring
(Saylor, 2013). Ultimately, the ability to determine what to measure is an important factor in
understanding the validity of final measurements and conclusions derived from those
measurements.

Taking the ontological position in which, our reality is grounded and constructed by our
experiences, prior knowledge, and relationships with others will lead to a philosophy of inquiry
more in line with a social science approach. Identifying what needs to be measured and having a
plan of action to identify the major concepts involved in the research is key in “measuring well”.
Having the reputation of being a “soft” science as opposed to a “hard” science, the ability to
conduct educational research in a manner that can be supported by scientific inquiry is key when
taking on this research approach. The ability to react appropriately to my experiences as well as
to the experiences of others while leading a high performing suburban high school as a Black
male principal plays an integral part in the formation, results, and analysis of my research topic.

Writing as a method of inquiry refers to research practice of foregrounding and
investigation how researchers construct knowledge about people, themselves, and the world by
writing (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) posits that writers have
always used writing to help them think about their lives and their work, but that function of
writing has seldom been taken advantage of in that area of social science research that mimics

research in the natural sciences by assuming that language can describe reality. The writing
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process and the writing product are deeply intertwined; both are privileged (Richardson & St.
Pierre, 2005). Their work implies that writing is legitimate, scholarly, and should be held to a
high standard. Overall, the writing process is inherently the act of analysis, as well, and what

happens when this is occurring in a project like this one is that process and product are merged.

CAP Ethnography and Writing As Method: | Never Told Anyone About That

Creative Analytical Practices (CAP), also known as CAP ethnographies, displays the
writing process and the writing product as deeply intertwined; both are privileged. The product
cannot be separated from the producer, the mode of production, or the method of knowing. CAP
ethnographies are not alternative or experimental. They are, in and of themselves, valid and
desirable representations of the social (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). Being able to honor my
lived experiences as a Black male leader in education through a qualitative writing process can
be a value add to society. However, | will need to address the criticisms that this type of research
is not rigorous and is not beholden to traditional academic and scholarly writings. Richardson
and St. Pierre (2005), believes in holding CAP ethnography to high and difficult standards and
mere novelty does not suffice. They utilize four criteria when reviewing projects to ensure high
standards are met:

1. Substantive contribution. Does this piece contribute to our understanding of social life?
Does the writer demonstrate a deeply grounded (if embedded) social scientific
perspective? Does this piece seem true, a credible account of a cultural, social, individual,
or communal sense of the real?

2. Aesthetic merit. Rather than reducing standards, another standard is added. Does this

piece succeed aesthetically? Does the use of creative analytical practices open up the text
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and invite interpretive responses? Is the text artistically shaped, satisfying, complex, and
not boring?

3. Reflexivity. How has the author’s subjectivity been both a producer and a product of this
text? Is there adequate self-awareness and self-exposure for the reader to make
judgements about the point of view? Does the author hold himself or herself accountable
to the standards of knowing and telling of the people he or she has studied?

4. Impact. Does this piece affect me emotionally or intellectually? Does it generate new
questions or move me to write? Does it move me to try new research practices or move
me to action?

The more | learned about qualitative research, the more | agree with Richardson & St.
Pierre (2005), when they say “I have found that students from diverse social backgrounds and
marginalized cultures are attracted to seeing the social world through two lenses. Many of these
students find CAP ethnography beckoning and join the qualitative world” (p. 6). When I move
back and forth between telling my lived experiences as a Black male educator and the academic
research that relates to my research purpose and questions, | feel like | am able to situate myself
in a way that brings context, meaning, and new learning to people that do not look like me. And
what | believe to be even more important, which is to bring the people that do look like me on a
familiar journey that provides healing and inspiration. Writing stories sensitizes us to the
potential consequences of all our writings by bringing home, inside our homes and workplaces,
the ethics of representation. Writing stories are not about people and cultures out there. Rather,
they are about ourselves, our workplaces, disciplines, friends, and family (St. Pierre &

Richardson, 2005).
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As an example of how the writing process is both process and product, the act of doing
this autoethnography has helped me unlock stories in my experiences — stories that | have never
told anyone. This process of writing is both a form of self-study and ongoing data collection,
and at the same time an analytic process that is working in conjunction with my research
questions and my theoretical frameworks. This writing process is helping me unlock stories in
my own memory in a similar manner as if someone interviewed me, but also is the process of me
composing my narratives that end up in my final product. These narratives are deepened by the

research questions and theoretical frameworks that are informing my process.

Autoethnography: Giving it Voice

Autoethnography is an emerging qualitative research method that allows the author to
write in a highly personalized style, drawing on his or her experience to extend understanding
about a societal phenomenon (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Unlike other forms of qualitative
research where the researcher is expected to keep personal bias from the writing,
autoethnography is written in first person voice. The first-person accounts provide richness in the
descriptions of significant events, people and cultural norms. Readers of autoethnographic
literature enter the inner workings of the social context studied and are invited to intermingle
their experiences with the author’s (Stinson, 2009). Authothenography is grounded in
postmodern philosophy and is linked to a growing debate about reflexivity and voice in social
research. The intent of autoethnography is to acknowledge the inextricable link between the
personal and the cultural and to make room for the non-traditional forms of inquiry and
expression (Wall, 2006). This is where my methodology resides. | will take those personal
stories that reside within and weave them into the research to express my voice outwardly.

Autoethnography thrives by questioning the dominant scientific paradigm, the making of room
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for other ways of knowing and the growing emphasis on the power of research to change the
world creates a space for the sharing of unique, subjective, and evocative stories of experience
that contribute to our understanding of the social world and allow us to reflect on what could be
different because of what we have learned (Wall, 2006). Even though some researchers still
assume that research can be done from a neutral, impersonal, and objective stance, most now
recognize that such an assumption is not tenable. Consequently, autoethnography is one of the
approaches that acknowledges and accommaodates subjectivity, emotionality, and the
researcher’s influence on research, rather than hiding from these matters or assuming they don’t
exist (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011). Furthermore, scholars began recognizing that different
kinds of people possess different assumptions about the world, a multitude of ways of speaking,
writing, valuing, and believing. Autoethnography expands and opens up a wider lens of the
world, eschewing rigid definitions of what constitutes meaningful and useful research (Ellis,

Adams & Bochner, 2011).

Critical Autoethnography

When researchers “do ” autoethnography, they retrospectively and selectively write about
epiphanies that stem from, or are made possible by, being part of a culture and/or by possessing a
particular cultural identity. However, in addition to telling about experiences, autoethnographers
often are required by social science publishing conventions to analyze these experiences (Ellis,
Adams & Bochner, 2011). Critical autoethnography is concerned with culture and power, and it
is also concerned with constructions and theorizations of cultural identities, intersectionality, and
social inequalities. Critical autoethnography allows for critical self-reflexivity and cultural
commentary to examine embodied experiences, relational encounters, and intercultural

conundrums (Boylorn & Orbe, 2021). Although being a principal in a high performing suburban
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school district can offer many similar experiences for principals, my lived experience as a Black
male leader in this environment can provide insight and authenticity to the real difficulties of
maneuvering through this hegemonic system. Boylorn and Orbe (2021) say that critical
autoethnography shifts the gaze of/as Other toward cultural constructs, social circumstances, and
oppressive inequalities to examine our lives as lived while critiquing and dismantling the
contexts that bind us. Critical autoethnography moves beyond simply documenting an experience
to deconstructing it through theorization and critical analysis. It asks how personal narrative can
both represent and challenge culture by bringing attention to the ways cultures are created and
compromised through institutional, political, social, and interpersonal relations of power (p. 6).

Critics of autoethnography have described the methodology as a form of “soft research”
or “me-search” that is atheoretical, ungeneralizable and self-absorbed. Much of the criticism
appears situated within traditional assumptions about what counts as legitimate scientific
scholarship and the production of knowledge. Holman Jones (2016) counters this assumption by
saying that the “critical” in critical autoethnography reminds us that theory is not a body of
knowledge, a given, static and autonomous set of ideas, objects, or practices. Instead, theorizing
is an ongoing, movement-driven process that links the concrete and the abstract, thinking and
acting, aesthetics and criticism in what performance studies scholar Della Pollock (2006)
describes as “living bodies of thought” (p. 325). Critical autoethnography can be beneficial
because it legitimates first-person accounts of discrimination and difference and can therefore aid
in the critique of colonialism, racism, sexism, nationalism, regionalism, xenophobia, and

ethnocentrism (Boylorn & Orbe, 2021).

As part autobiography, autoethnography is dismissed for autobiographical writing

standards, as being insufficiently aesthetic and literary and not artful enough. Autoethnographers
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are viewed as catering to the sociological, scientific imagination and trying to achieve legitimacy
as scientists. These criticisms erroneously position art and science at odds with each other, a
condition autoethnography seeks to correct. Autoethnography, as method, attempts to disrupt the
binary of art and science (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011). According to Delamont (2007),
autoethnography is essentially lazy, literally lazy, and intellectually lazy. She argues that
research is supposed to be analytic, not merely experiential. And that autoethnography is all
experience and noticeably lacking in analytic outcome.

Critiques from those hostile to autoethnography show that scholars with different goals,
objectives, and perspectives find something of interest to push back against or something so
irritating to them that they cannot help but to respond. Autoethnography is not being ignored; it
has gained enough of a following that critics feel it is important to challenge it in order to hold
onto the hegemony of their way of doing research (Ellis, 2009). | chose autoethnography as a
methodology to not only share my personal experiences but also to ensure a counter-story of
Black male leadership in suburban environments was enhanced. When researchers do
autoethnography, they retrospectively and selectively write about epiphanies that stem from, or
are made possible by, being a part of a culture and/or by possessing a particular cultural identity
(Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011).

Conversations with Peer Leaders: Deepening My Own Understanding

Part of my critical dissertation required me to have conversations about my work with
other colleagues. Specifically, | wanted to be able to bounce ideas off of current practitioners and
leaders and get their honest feedback on some of the topics that I present in this work. This was
not necessarily a formal way to collect data, but it was more of a conversational way to gain

perspective from their current peer leaders — many at the district level - of schools in my area.
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My respect for these individuals and their positions was a way for me to gain depth and to my
own understanding and be able to unlock stories that | can write about, while also thinking
through them in real world and practical leadership contexts. | had an ethical responsibility to
protect our connectedness and their identities in my summaries of our conversations, so as |
discuss these conversations in later chapters | take measures to protect their identities as
discussed further below.
Ethics in Autoethnography

Guillemin and Gillam (2004) delineate two dimensions of ethics. The first is procedural
ethics, the kind mandated by Institutional Review Boards (IRB) committees to ensure procedures
adequately deal with informed consent, confidentiality, rights to privacy, deception, and
protecting human subjects from harm. The second is ethics in practice, or situational ethics, the
kind that deal with the unpredictable, often subtle, yet ethically important moments that come up
in the field (Ellis, 2007). To this, Ellis (2007) adds a third dimension which is relational ethics.
Relational ethics requires researchers to act from our hearts and minds, to acknowledge our
interpersonal bonds to others, and initiate and maintain conversations. Relational ethics
recognizes and values mutual respect, dignity, and connectedness between researcher and
researched, and between researchers and the communities in which they live and work. When we
write about ourselves, we also write about others. In so doing, we run the risk that other
characters may become increasingly recognizable to our readers, though they may not have
consented to being portrayed in ways that would reveal their identity (Ellis, 2007). We must
honor our relational responsibilities yet present our lives in a complex and truthful way.

Holding true to relational ethics, as | had important conversations with several district

leaders about topics in my writings, it was my responsibility to protect their identities and
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represent our conversations in an authentic and true manner. With this in mind, I utilized
pseudonyms to further protect their identities, as well as disguising genders. | asked them
specifically about Critical Race Theory in their districts which is currently a politicized topic in
our nation and local community. | was able to gain greater insight about this topic and get a real
world understanding of the possible implications that CRT could have on my career aspirations
of becoming a superintendent.
Conclusion

As I “do” autoethnography from my first-person accounts, I not only provide richness in
the descriptions of significant events, people and cultural norms but I also write in a way that
merges process and product and is informed by relevant scholarship. Autoethnography thrives by
questioning the dominant scientific paradigm, the making of room for other ways of knowing
and the growing emphasis on the power of research to change the world creates a space for the
sharing of unique, subjective, and evocative stories of experience that contribute to our
understanding of the social world and allow us to reflect on what could be different because of
what we have learned (Wall, 2006). In Chapter 4, you will see my narratives of creating an
inclusive and culturally responsive school culture while Black at the building level and creating
an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture while Black at the district level. These
narratives will help tell my counter-story as a way to spark a courageous conversation about

leading while Black in the suburbs.
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Chapter 4 - Creating an Inclusive and Culturally Responsive School Culture While Black
Introduction

This chapter will provide specific examples of my autoethnographic narrative. These
narratives were formed through my research purpose which is telling my counter-story in order
to spark courageous conversation about leading while Black in the suburbs. They were also
formed through my research question and sub questions where | discuss the ways in which my
identity as a Black male influenced my leadership experiences at various administrative positions
from building to district levels. This narrative preview will eventually evolve into individual
chapters where | will weave counter-storytelling and literature into a courageous conversation
that adds to the literature of Black male leadership in the suburbs. When | began this doctoral
program, | was a building level administrator and Critical Race Theory was not considered a
controversial topic in K-12 education. The political contexts of CRT have certainly changed and
become a flashpoint in education as | moved from building to district level leadership.

Creating an Inclusive and Culturally Responsive School
Building Level: Leading Two Schools

In a commentary responding to the United States and international achievement comparisons,
Bracey (2002), remarks, “We [in the United States] don’t have a public school system as we
know it. We have two. One is for poor and minority students, the other is for the rest of us”
(Bracey, 2002, as cited in Williams, 2003).

As a Black educator I think about this quote quite often. Having a lived experience as
both poor and Black, it was imperative for me to find ways to topple this commentary made by
Bracey (2002). I understood that if as a building leader | prioritized creating an inclusive and

culturally responsive school culture, then staff and students would also make it a priority. So, |
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had to start by calling out those practices and traditions that were exclusive and created a hidden
negative culture in our school. This was not as easy as it sounds because there were building
staff, district officials, and certainly community members that believed some of these exclusive
practices made our school the top ranked school in the state.
The Super Sparkly Class

I have some very vivid memories from my first year as a building principal that signaled
to me that our school community had some work to do as it related to creating an inclusive and
culturally responsive school culture. The first one occurred right after the start of the second
semester during enrollment for the following school year. | received a phone call from a very
concerned parent. They were upset because their student had not been selected for an upper-level
Advanced Placement (AP) class. | was confused because our enrollment process for AP courses
did not include a selection process. The parent went on to say that it was common knowledge
among the gifted students and parents that a particular teacher had this special class that was
referred to as the “super sparkly” class that students were handpicked to join. Being my first
semester as principal, | was not aware of this practice, and | needed to have some conversations
with other staff members. As | had those conversations, it was clear that the teacher was allowed
to be the gatekeeper of this AP class for many years. In my conversation with the teacher, they
justified the invite only to this class because in most years they were giving up their plan period
in order to offer this course. In looking at the data, | could see why administrators had not
previously questioned this practice. The class typically had 12-15 hand-picked students and the
scores from the AP exam were always 4’s and 5’s. As a matter of fact, the previous year yielded
all 5’s from the 15 students that were enrolled. For those unfamiliar with the AP grading scale, a

score of 1-5 can be earned with 5 being the top score that can be earned. To have an entire class
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score a 5 is extremely rare but this “super sparkly” hand-picked course had achieved this difficult
task twice in five years of data collection.

Confronted with this data, my initial conversations with the teacher were very difficult. |
recall specifically being in their classroom and bringing up a student that was not able to enroll
in this course. The teacher was able to provide data on the student that indicated they would not
perform well in this course. | pointed to some of the intangibles of this student that could not be
factored into his prediction. The teacher became very frustrated with my questions and finally
said, “I just won’t teach the course if I cannot be trusted”. I said that it was not a matter of trust,
rather a matter of access. | knew that | could not be the principal to put an end to this course and
from this teacher’s perspective, they were not only giving their time to offer this course, but they
were getting exceptional results, which I could not deny. In my approach, I asked the teacher to
look at this issue from the perspective of the students that did not gain access to this class. Would
it be the end of the world if we had a few students score a 2 or a 3 on the AP exam? The
experience and the academic challenge would ultimately be a positive experience that would
make them even more prepared for college and beyond. And who is to say that the students we
were excluding could not score a 4 or a 5? As a first-year principal, I did not feel as though |
could pull the plug on this class. There were many staff members, families and district personnel
that felt like these courses and practices supported the idea of this school being the flagship
academic school of the district. This teacher was a talented and master teacher. Honestly, most of
the teaching staff was comprised of some of the most outstanding educators in the area. | often
reflect on my current knowledge as an administrator and believe that | would lead our staff much
more intentionally around equity to cultivate a more inclusive and culturally responsive school

community. Although I continued to allow the teacher to continue to teach this course, it allowed
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me to begin having conversations about an inclusive culture instead of an exclusive culture with
the entire staff and community. As part of courageous conversation protocol of expecting and
accepting non-closure, I had to accept the teacher’s rationale and begin looking for other ways to
positively impact our building’s inclusive and culturally responsive climate.

However, in speaking my truth, | also have to accept the fact that under this system of
gaining access to this particular AP course, | would not have met the criteria. And for that, | feel
like I lost a battle as a Black leader trying to create an inclusive and culturally responsive school
climate. And what if | had been able to provide the proper professional learning? Or what if there
was a more district driven message about diversity, equity and inclusion? Those conversations
would have been more insightful and meaningful. Or they may have not been necessary...

One of the many reasons that | believe our school was so successful academically had to
do with what Hammonds (2015), refers to as the learning partnership. It is the equation of
rapport + alliance = cognitive insight. Our teaching staff was very good with the alliance part of
this equation. Alliance was very evident in our honors and advanced placement courses. In the
alliance phase, we use an emotional connection to create a partnership that has the teacher and
student coming together as a team to tackle a specific learning challenge. Each agrees to bring
their will and skill to the effort. It is in this phase that we help students acquire the tools to
become independent learners and expand their intellectual capacity. Whether it was coming
together to tackle the advanced placement exam or a challenging part of the curriculum, these
teachers were able to bring their students together to accept the academic challenge and work
together to increase their individual cognitive insight. | was very impressed with the way so
many of our teachers were able to utilize this part of the learning partnership equation with high

achieving students to get amazing results. One part of the learning partnership equation that
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some of those staff members could have used more support and tools was on the rapport building
of their students. This is where the culturally responsive teaching approach would have had a
positive impact on our students of color. Rapport is generally defined as a sympathetic
connection with another person that results in that warm, friendly feeling you get when you are
in sync. In culturally responsive teaching, rapport is connected to the idea of affirmation.
Affirmation simply means that we acknowledge the personhood of our students through words
and actions that say to them, “I care about you.” Too often, we confuse affirmation with building
up a student’s self-esteem. As educators, we think it is our job to make students of color, English
learners, or poor students feel good about themselves. That’s a deficit view of affirmation. In
reality, most parents of culturally and linguistically diverse students do a good job of helping
their children develop positive self-esteem. It is when they come to school that many students of
color begin to feel marginalized, unseen, and silenced (Hammond, 2015).

In chapter 2, I introduced the Ready For Rigor framework where affirmation and
validation are two practices that support all efforts to operationalize rapport building (Hammond,
2015). As a teacher, simply acknowledging the personhood of each student and appreciating all
aspects of them, especially those culturally specific traits that have been negated by the dominant
culture is extremely powerful in a culturally responsive classroom. Hammond (2015) says the
most powerful way to build rapport is by practicing what Reggio Emilia practitioners call a
pedagogy of listening. Listening communicates a sense of respect for and an interest in the
student’s contributions.

As a building leader I noticed that most of our alliances were being built with White
students in our advanced classrooms. | say most because there were some teachers in our

building that were being intentional with those alliances with our students of color. However, it
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was not systematic. This is what was partly responsible for our two parallel schools dilemma.
We needed to operationalize rapport with our students of color by being intentional about
acknowledging those culturally specific traits in our lessons and conversations. Finally, the ways
that affirmation shows up in our schools is critical to further developing an inclusive and
culturally responsive school climate. The old saying that students don’t care how much you
know until they know how much you care still rings true. As educators this is something that
cannot be faked. All students no matter what their cultural background knows when someone is
not being genuine. However, students of color have had to be especially in tune with whether or
not adults in school systems care about them. Getting educators to be intentional about the two
parts of the learning partnership equation of rapport and alliance are big steps in helping them
make meaningful progress towards culturally responsive teaching practices.
The Booster Club Fundraiser

Another situation that occurred during my first year as principal that signaled to me that
we had work to do on creating a culturally responsive and inclusive school climate was the
annual parent booster club fundraiser. As a new principal, | received an invite to attend this event
that raised money for all of our sports and activities. My first sign that this may not be the most
inclusive event was that it was going to take place at an exclusive country club in our school’s
boundary and the cost to attend was $100 per person. On the night of the fundraiser, | was blown
away by how elaborate and involved this event was. There was a band, a sit-down meal, drinks, a
silent auction and a live auction. The auction items included sports memorabilia from the Kansas
City Chiefs and the Kansas City Royals. There were exotic vacation getaways and endless
packages that contained everything from golf equipment to barbeque gift bags. Although they

were raising tens of thousands of dollars for the school, something just did not feel right. As |
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took inventory of the room throughout the night, 1 did not see any of our families of color and
only our wealthiest families were represented. | immediately began thinking of ways to make
this event more inclusive for our entire school community.

The week after the fundraiser, I met with the parent booster club president to reflect on
the fundraising event and to begin planning for next year. | did not come right out and say to
them that | was the only person of color at the event, but I did ask them how we could make the
event more affordable and representative of our entire student body. The response that | received
was basically if'it ain’t broke then don 't fix it.

Their initial response did not sit well with me,

so | pushed back a little bit.
Should this be all about the bottom line
or was there an opportunity here to develop a greater sense of community

and belonging?

There was a significant pause as they reflected on my question.

| knew that his was the largest fundraiser for the school and it brought in tens of
thousands of dollars that would directly impact our students, staff, and programs. At some level,
I could understand their response and the perspective from which they saw this fundraising

event. However, | gave them a couple of different scenarios to allow the event to be more
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inclusive. The first scenario involved moving the event away from the country club and hosting
it at the school. This would provide a better level of accessibility and more of our families would
feel more comfortable in the school setting. | also recommended that they not have the $100 per
person charge to attend. Instead, they could ask for an optional donation. Some families may
donate more, and some families may donate less. Either way, it would not prohibit anyone from
attending that wanted to show support for our schools. Something that | did not think of in regard
to hosting this event at our school and which they were adamant about keeping it because it led
to larger donations was providing alcohol. And for obvious reasons, we could not have alcohol
on school grounds. The second scenario that | offered was to host the fundraising raising event at
a local restaurant that was near our campus. This restaurant had hosted several events for our
school, and it was the local hang out for staff, students, and families after athletic and activity
events. They were very generous with their space, and we had an unofficial partnership with
their management team. This scenario took into consideration the alcohol concern that was a
barrier to them hosting the event at our school. The president said that they would take this
information back to the parent booster club leadership for discussion. After several weeks, |
received a phone call from the parent booster club president. They said that many of them had
not considered that the fundraising event could be considered an exclusive event and prevent
others from attending based on the country club perception. They also said that there were some
that felt like this is the way it had always been done and nobody had ever reached out to them to
say it was not inclusive enough. They finally arrived at the decision to push pause on this
particular large event and utilize smaller but more frequent opportunities throughout the school
year to raise money. Over my next five years as principal, this fundraising event did not take

place again at the country club. The smaller, more frequent events continued to raise an equal
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amount of money and it encouraged more participation in the parent booster club than before.
Although not everyone in the parent booster club agreed with this decision and felt like we
should not try and fix something that they felt wasn’t broken, it did get some of my most
influential parents to start looking at our school with more of an equity lens. They felt
comfortable coming to me and having conversations about building a more inclusive culture. For
the other parents, it was not even about the bottom line of funds raised. It was about the status
and the exclusivity of the event that was appealing to them. Creating an inclusive and culturally
responsive school climate many times has a lot to do with educating the greater community.
Engaging families in these conversations was a way to acknowledge the two parallel schools and
begin working on becoming one.
The Robbery, The Detectives, and The Roster Request

Now that | had some staff and parents thinking about an inclusive and culturally
responsive school culture, I needed a way to get our students involved. And an unfortunate
incident gave me the perfect opportunity to engage our students. It was the start of my second
year as principal in early September when two detectives from the local municipality showed up
to our school. Our school resource officer radioed me to come to her office because some
detectives needed to speak to me. When | joined them, the detectives asked if | could help them
with a robbery that had just occurred at a local McDonald’s restaurant. After asking how I could
be of help, they told me that an eyewitness to the robbery described seeing a sticker on the back
window of the vehicle that committed the robbery. The sticker was of a football helmet with our
school’s mascot and the occupants of the vehicle were African American. I asked if they knew

the make of the vehicle, but they could not be certain, only that it was an SUV. After some back
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and forth, one of the detectives stood up and said that he needed me to provide the roster of our
football team. Not only that, but

he was also going to need me to identify

all of the African American players on the team.
I’'m sure the detective could see the angry
and disgusted look
that | could not hide as he spewed this nonsense towards me.

He quickly said that he understood how this could look but that I would really be helping
them, and the community solve this robbery. | then replied back to him that he was not going to
get a roster and he surely was not going to get a list of the African American players on the team.
| also told him that it was not my responsibility to do his job for him and that this conversation
was over. As they left, one of the detectives mumbled under his breath to the other one that “hey,
at least we tried.”

Approximately two weeks later, our school resource officer provided me with an update
on the McDonald’s robbery. They told me that the individuals had been arrested and that the
vehicle never had a football helmet with our school’s mascot on it. The arrested suspects had
absolutely no connection to our school. And the eyewitness never told law enforcement that it
was our school’s mascot. The detectives showed up to our school because it just happened to be
the closest high school to that McDonald’s. Our School Resource Officer, who I had known for
many, many years and whom | worked with when | was a teacher in the urban core was very
upset. They told a few teachers about the incident and the way in which we handled this situation
and soon after, word about this incident with the detectives began making its way around our

school. I had several students that came to me very upset. They called it for what is was, racial
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profiling. Two students in particular wanted to do something to bring awareness to the other
students about racism and this particular situation. I told them that | believed that they could
have a powerful impact on our school culture by starting a campaign of kindness and acceptance.
They did just that! They created a video about inclusion, acceptance and kindness that was
shown to our entire student body. The video used current students from different backgrounds,
religions, races, and gender identities. The overall message was that our school included so many
different groups of people and that we need to take care of and look out for one another. It also
included some examples of times when that was not the case within our school community by
utilizing personal stories of students. There was an overwhelmingly positive response from this
video. Since it was a student made video utilizing students that walk the hallways of our building
every single day, the message was incredibly powerful. These students used a clearly racially
biased incident that targeted Black students in their school to launch a positive message and
campaign that united their school community.

This incident is also one of the reasons why | chose to include Critical Race Theory in
my research. One of the basic tenets of CRT is the notion of permanence of racism. Race, a
social construct, is the basis of racism. Racism is so ingrained in American culture that it appears
to be normal and natural. The two detectives that chose to come to our school and ask for the
roster of African American football players believed this to be perfectly normal and acceptable
behavior. You have to ask yourself, would those officers have come to the school and asked for a
roster of White football players if the description of the suspects had been White? The
acceptance of the idea of permanence of racism involves adopting a realistic view of the
American societal structure. Within a CRT framework, according to Bell (1995), a realistic view

requires the dominant role that racism has played and continues to play in American society; this
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can be both a conscious and an unconscious act. Permanence of racism suggests that racist
hierarchical structures govern all political, economic, and social domains (DuCuir & Dixon,
2004). As | reflected on this incident of racism, it reminded me of a poem by Langston Hughes.
The poem, titled Children’s Rhymes talks about racial inequality. This poetry, in a narrative way,
also portrays the promises made by the United States that have been broken. Hughes intends to
criticize American society and government by delivering an African American boys’ pessimistic
thought (Wicaksono, 2014). | felt like this poem should speak for all of the Black football
players that the detectives asked me to identify as part of their investigation into the McDonald’s
robbery.
Children’s Rhymes
By what sends
the white kids
I ain’t sent:
I know I can’t
be President.
What don’t bug
them White kids
sure bugs me:
We know everybody
ain’t free.
Lies written down
for White folks
ain’t for us a—tall:
Liberty and Justice-
Huh!- For All? (Hughes, 1951)
I would like to think that any principal that was put into that situation would have done
the same thing that I did in regard to refusing to provide those detectives with a list of just the
Black football players on our team. But I also know that my life experiences as a Black male

immediately recognized their request as not only inappropriate but as racial profiling. The way

the detectives framed the situation as helping to solve a serious crime and the way they were so
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nonchalant about asking for the list of Black players may have convinced a non-Black principal
with similar experience to provide them that list, and | wonder what kind of unnecessary
harassment and anxiety they may have endured if it was allowed to move forward.

This experience as described by Delgado & Stefancic (2012) shows that racism is
embedded in our thought processes and social structures so deeply that the ordinary business of
society, the routines, practices, and institutions that we rely on to do the world’s work will keep
minorities in subordinate positions. There is something unsettling about the fact that we
incarcerate Blacks at a greater rate now than we did at the time of Brown vs. Board of Education,
and at eight times the rate we incarcerate Whites, and that this dwarfs other Black/White
disparities such as in unemployment (2:1), wealth (1:4), out of wedlock births (3:1), and infant
mortality (2:1) (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). For much of this country’s history, race determined
which witnesses could testify and which punishments would be imposed. Critical Race Theorists
have not placed their faith in neutral procedures and the substantive doctrine of formal equality.
Rather, they assert that both the procedure and the substances of American law, including
American antidiscrimination law, are structured to maintain White privilege (Capers, 2014). My
identity as a Black male principal most certainly influenced the way that I not only handled this
incident that involved detectives asking for a list of Black football players, but it also influenced
the way that | felt in regard to protecting them from this bias request. For Black school
principals, community is an expression of social justice educational leadership, civil rights
activism, and advocacy and commitment to the transformation of an entrenched, segregated
school system and structure (Smith, 2021). My staff responded to this story more with disbelief
than anything else. They just could not believe that law enforcement made such a request. They

were, however, very grateful that | refused the request.
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This is part of creating an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture. Building
trust among the entire school community by showing up for historically marginalized members
when they need it most. Afterall, it is our school and together we should all be empowered to
stand up for one another when an injustice occurs. This also helps to break down that stigma of
two parallel schools.

The praxis of the culturally relevant and responsive principal or head of school is
emphatically one of social justice activism and advocacy on behalf of the student communities
served. Social justice activism and advocacy through paradigms of care are intrinsic motivators
for the authentic, committed, culturally responsive and relevant school leaders. Ladson-Billings
(1998), posited that the culturally relevant ethic of caring, when evidenced through a humanistic
commitment and concern for students as individuals and community members, as well as in
tackling wider socioeconomic and political inequities, is a central demonstration of culturally
relevant education and cultural competency in teaching and learning (and leadership) praxis
(Smith, 2021). Smith (2021) concluded that Black male school leaders are deeply committed to
the development of positively sustaining, life altering strategies to inform leadership praxis and,
ultimately, to safeguard the village of students and community more widely. Of primary concern
for Black male school building-level leaders is the safeguarding of equitable, high-quality
education for their students. This type of care and concern reminds me of the traditional greeting
that is used by the Maasai Tribe in Kenya. Superintendent Dr. lan Roberts (2019), uses this
greeting during his diversity, equity, and inclusion training with staff. Kasserian Engeri, which
means “And how are the children”? The Maasai are well known for being a fierce warrior tribe

with elite fighting skills. Yet, they keep their children at the center of their society by utilizing
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this as their greeting. It is wonderfully revealing of their society and values. The traditional
response to this greeting would be Sapati Engeri, which means “All the children are well”.
The Privilege Walk

When | was named principal, | had to develop our calendar for building led professional
development. Guidance from our district leaders required that two of those sessions be devoted
to diversity. At the time, we were not using the language of diversity, equity, and inclusion.
However, this diversity professional development was a list of topics that was developed by the
district’s diversity team. I will discuss the specific topics that I led our staff through that were
designed to improve our knowledge and understanding of diversity. On one occasion, | decided
to go outside of the recommended diversity team training modules, and | brought in an equity
practitioner from another school district. She came in and discussed best practices for a culturally
relevant classroom. However, to end her presentation, she had my entire staff participate in a
privilege walk. A privilege walk is designed to provide an opportunity for participants to
understand the intricacies of privilege and to explore the ways in which we enjoy privileges
based on being members of social identity groups in the United States. This activity is meant to
highlight the fact that everyone has some privilege, even as some people have more privilege
than others. By highlighting our various privileges as individuals, we can recognize ways that we
can use our privileges individually and collectively to work for social justice. She began the
privilege walk activity by having the entire staff line up in a straight line across the gym spaced
an arm’s length apart. She then proceeded to make a series of statements and the participants had
to take a step forward or backward based on their experiences. These statements ranged from, at

least one of my parents completed a college degree, to my family or | have been able to afford
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having a phone (or cellphone), electricity, water, and internet connection in the houses where |
have lived.

As our entire staff began taking their steps either forward or backward depending on the
question, | could see them looking around to see who might be towards the front and who might
be towards the back. For me, | ended this activity at the back of the entire group with only a few
other staff members. | can remember reflecting during the activity that | was the leader of this
school and had in most instances hired many of the participants in the activity, yet here | stood,
in the back of the group. I felt several different emotions that day. | felt a sense of pride and
accomplishment that | was able to overcome many obstacles to be in a leadership position in this
particular school community. | was also a little sad listening to the prompts from the privilege
walk that many people have to deal with these obstacles in their lives and many times it has
nothing to do with the choices that they have made but rather the circumstances they were born
into. Finally, there was a little envy towards the people that were at the very front of the group. |
was not angry at them because | knew that just like the people at the back of the group, they had
merely inherited many of the circumstances that allowed them to be near the front. This activity
also stood out to me because of some of the comments that | received from staff afterwards. It
really was a mix between, this experience really allowed me to understand the various forms of
privilege and this experience was designed to make people feel guilt or shame. The disappointing
part about the latter comment was that it came from several people that ended up near the front
of the group. Instead of leaning into and being reflective of the factors and privilege that
provided them opportunities, they deflected and felt like the activity was designed to shame and
blame them. I didn’t hire this equity practitioner to come in and make people feel shame, my

intent was to help our teachers develop some empathy for some of our students ongoing lived
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experiences. However, they refused to look at their own implicit bias or the biases that exist in
our society. My one regret during this professional learning experience was | did not follow up
with my staff in a safe space to unpack some of these comments and feelings. | have no doubt
that there were smaller conversations that were both positive and negative amongst staff
members. As | continued to work on developing an inclusive and culturally responsive school
culture, I did not always get 100% buy-in with the types of professional learning that we engaged
in with staff. However, every opportunity was a at least a way to begin engaging in courageous
conversations to break down the two parallel schools’ stigma and develop positive rapport
among all of our students and staff. This work has to be intentional and in this particular
instance, | had to accept non-closure from a portion of our staff.

Research on effective professional development programs that facilitate the integration of
culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogy pointed to strong links between teacher needs,
successful classroom experiences and strong administrational support. If public schools are to
promote democratic values and effectively serve diverse students, teachers must feel supported
in their efforts to engage students and families from diverse backgrounds and honor students’
cultures instead of devaluing them (Krol, 2020). Culturally responsive education is about
teaching the students in front of you. To do this requires that educators and leaders work to get to
know their students and develop meaningful relationships with students while engaging in the
students” communities. However, culturally responsive education must also be sustaining, that is
it must work to encourage cultural pluralism and not cultural assimilation. Differences should not
just be seen as strengths, but they should also be maintained because they are what make
students and families unique. How educators understand culture has real consequences for our

children as a limited understanding of culture has the power to disadvantage some while

122



privileging others (Krol, 2020). Educational researchers suggest that the academic challenges
faced by many students from marginalized groups are connected to cultural discontinuity
between those students’ backgrounds and school-related experiences. As a result, working with
diverse students becomes a problem, especially to inexperienced, unprepared, biased, or
uncertified teachers who may not have had enough training in their field. These teachers struggle
to create a welcoming and accepting environment in their diverse classrooms or may not see the
need to address diversity at all (p. 17). The essential point about culturally
relevant/responsive/efficacious/sustaining pedagogy is it’s about helping the learner grow his or
her brain power and agency as a learner who is competent and confident (Hammond, 2015).
Hammond (2015) points out that it is about pushing back on “inequity by design” which
America’s educational system has been largely predicated upon.
Inequity Hiding in High Performing Schools

Shortly after | was named as the new principal, several teachers that | had taught with
prior reached out to me. Most just wanted to reach out and welcome me back to North. But some
also made comments about me being exactly the type of leader that the school needed to move
forward. One teacher reached out to me directly and said there is a growing achievement gap
(see Chapter 2 for critiques around the term achievement gap) that | should address with the
staff. Although a few teachers reached out to me to discuss the need for change, | can tell you
that the overwhelming sentiment of the community felt like there was really nothing to change at
the school. In fact, many of them would have been absolutely offended with any discussion
about changes to the school. They would have pointed immediately at the data that is most
discussed when measuring high performing schools. ACT scores, AP scores, graduation rates,

state assessment data, and the absurd amount of college scholarship money offered to our
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graduates. Honestly, as a brand-new principal, | was not that excited about making many
changes. | wanted to listen, watch, and make data driven decisions that would improve student
learning. And on the surface, it was going to be hard to argue with the overall success of the
school. Afterall, our school was consistently recognized by the U.S. News and World Report as
the top-rated school in the state of Kansas.

Adults in school systems need to convey the message that everyone belongs in this
space. Whenever | had the opportunity to speak in front of large groups of our students or when
| spoke to community members, I would make sure to use very specific language about this
being “our” school. I would often say, “this is not my school, this is not your school, this is our
school.” Beyond this little saying, I would make sure to have as many personal conversations as
possible with the underrepresented students in our building. Thinking about that ongoing need to
build relationships, trust, and rapport | had a few questions that | would ask: How are you
doing? How are your classes going? Are there any clubs or activities in our school that you are
interested in joining? What’s the best part of our school? What’s the worst part of our school? If
there was one thing that you could change about our school, what would it be? | felt it was very
important for teachers and staff members to see me having conversations with our students that
may not feel connected with our school. The more we talked with them, the more we learned
about them and ways we could support them. It also gave them a voice to feel like they do
belong. Culture, is from the Latin cultus, which means care. Culture is a set of living
relationships working toward a shared goal. It’s not something you are. It’s something you do.
Inclusion is not bringing people into what already exists; it is making a new space, a better space

for everyone (Coyle, 2017).
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The notion of “fit” is central to fostering a sense of belonging among adolescents. They
have salient psychological needs they seek to fulfill within social contexts such as schools and
classrooms. The satisfaction of psychological needs like belonging is associated with lower
depressive symptomatology and greater intrinsic and utility value of education (Hope et al.,
2018). Leading a high performing affluent suburban school, finding ways for students that do not
see themselves as a “fit” to feel a sense of belonging was always a challenge. Although I was
very proud to lead such a high performing school, our reputation could be very intimidating. The
“data” that leads to being ranked as the top school in our state was very impressive but did not
represent all of our students. The high ACT scores, the impressive Advanced Placement scores,
and the National Merit Students all contributed to a narrative of high achievement and privilege
that was always associated with our school. As a Black principal, | always felt the pressure of
maintaining this high academic standard of achievement. There was no way | could lead this
flagship school in our district and not maintain the state and national rankings. This was a bit of a
catch twenty-two for me because | saw other needs in our building that would not necessarily
lead to the type of recognition that is written about in the newspaper. Coming back to the high
school where | was a teacher as the principal after six years was very exciting and | could not
wait to lead such a prestigious school in the best school district in the state. Prior to this position
being open, there was talk around the district about the growing diversity taking place at this
school. Located in an area of the school district that has some of the most affordable single-
family housing and apartments, was partially one reason for this growing diversity. In
comparison, there are some parts of the district that do not offer any multi-family dwellings. No

condominiums, no townhomes, and certainly no rental apartments.
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Table 3
High School ACT Scores

Program Year  Building Average District Average State Average
2013 25.4 25.0 21.8
2014 26.1 25.3 22.0
2015 25.6 25.4 21.9
2016 26.6 25.9 21.8
2017 26.1 25.4 21.7
2018 26.2 25.5 21.6

As is evident from Table 3, every year that | was the principal, our school had the highest
average ACT scores in the district as well as the state of Kansas. | would love to say that my
leadership was the main reason that our students performed so well, but honestly, I inherited this
high performing academic school.

In Redlined: Cities, Suburbs, and Segregation the Johnson County Museum’s newest
special exhibition (2022), they explore the history of redlining and how it both shaped and was
shaped by suburban Johnson County and the Kansas City region. Redlining refers to the
systematic divestment of some neighborhoods and populations in favor of others, most often on
the basis of race. Redlining was integral to build-up the nation’s suburban communities to the
detriment of urban neighborhoods and communities of color. Although the policy was outlawed
with the passage of the 1968 Civil Rights Act, the legacies of the system continue to have their
impact today. The school is located in one of the most affluent areas in the Kansas City Metro
known as Johnson County as seen in Appendix A. The cities in Johnson County have been

recognized in many national quality-of-life rankings. Money magazine named Overland Park one
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of the Best Places to Live in 2018. The medium income of all households in this school district is
$116,934 and the average value of single-family residences in the school district is $476,147
(Bortz, 2018). This is the school community that | was preparing to lead as a Black principal, and
this is what was going to make any conversations of change difficult to begin.

For many, the affluence and privilege would be welcomed attributes when leading a
school. The resources are abundant, the community support is outstanding, and the teaching staff
are caring and highly qualified. The teachers are some of the most professional educators that |
have worked with in my career. | can remember the first year that | taught biology there. |
learned how to really be a professional educator from the teaching staff. Their knowledge and
passion for their content was incredible and they just knew how to create an academically rich
learning environment. Since many of the teaching staff were still there when | returned as
principal, | knew exactly what type of culture and climate was awaiting me. From the outside
and even from the inside, there was an attitude that there was nothing to be fixed. Why would
someone want to upset the applecart of this high performing school? For me, it was about not
becoming complacent and finding ways to improve the overall experience of every student. This
is where affluence and privilege could possibly stifle change and, in some instances, prevent an
equitable and inclusive student experience. However, | had learned to navigate these hurdles and
even leverage them in the many different experiences that | was able to obtain in the district.

The table below provides a quick comparison of the three largest counties on the Kansas side of

the state line in the Kansas City metropolitan area.
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Culturally responsive school leadership influences the school context and addresses the
cultural needs of the students, parents, and teachers. For example, culturally responsive school
leaders are responsible for promoting a school climate inclusive of minoritized students,
particularly those marginalized within most school contexts (Davis, Gooden, & Khalifa, 2016).
A factor that many affluent, suburban schools don’t consider before it is too late is that
population demographics continuously shift. Many times, the leadership practices and the school
contexts that are needed to respond to these changes simply do not respond quickly enough or
deeply enough with appropriate culturally responsive practices. One quality that culturally
responsive leaders exude is a strong association with social justice and a commitment to
advocating for the inclusion of traditionally marginalized students. Culturally responsive leaders
show determination to create a welcoming school environment for all students and their families.
But this is not easy given that student marginalization is often historic, normalized, and invisible
in most educational contexts (Davis, Gooden, & Khalifa, 2016). According to the Kansas State

Department of Education, the demographics of the high school that I lead were:

African American 6.4%

Amer. Indian/Alaska Native, Multi-Ethnic 5.6%

Asian 13.1 Hawaiian/Pac. Isl. 0%

Hispanic 8.1%

White 66.8%
Unfortunately, like many suburban schools, the number of Black students that were enrolled in
our honors and advanced placement courses did not accurately represent the overall population
of Black students. And on the opposite end, there was a disproportionately high number of Black

students in our remedial and special education courses. The performance data of our school also

reflected this scenario.
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Table 4
Kansas State Assessment Math Performance Level Reports

Race/Ethnicity Program Year % Levell % Level2 % Level3 % Level4 % Not Tested
African American 2015 57.14 28.57 14.28 0 0
White 2015 10.98 27.27 39.77 21.21 0.75

Table 5

Kansas State Assessment ELA Performance Level Reports

Race/Ethnicity Program Year % Levell % Level2 % Level3 % Level4 % Not Tested

African American 2015 35.71 50.0 7.14 7.14 0

White 2015 4.56 36.5 53.23 5.32 0.38

The Kansas State Assessment levels are scored from 1-4 and can be interpreted as follows:
Level 1: Indicates that a student is not performing at grade level standards.

Level 2: Indicates that a student is performing at grade level but is not considered college ready.
Level 3: Indicates that a student is performing at grade level and is considered college ready.
Level 4: Indicates that a student is performing above grade level and is college ready.

As an educator, this data from the Kansas State Assessment has to be concerning and as
the Black male principal leading this building, it was the type of data that causes sleepless nights.
As a matter of fact, in the math assessment which shows 0% in Level 4, | would have been the
only Black student to show up in this statistic. Which, | would have hoped to have been
remedied so many years after | sat alone in that advanced classroom. Our school and staff were

always data driven when it came to academic performance, so this is what | always led with

when having conversations about academic support and the need to provide greater access to
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Black students in our honors and advanced classes. According to our student performance on the
Kansas State Assessment, it was clear that our Black students were performing at a lower level in
comparison to their White peers and it was not close, or rather, we weren’t serving their learning
needs. As stated earlier, it was like we had two parallel schools. Peeking into most classrooms in
our building, you would instantly know if it was an advanced course or not. A contributing factor
to this disparity can be traced back to course consumption in more rigorous academic
environments, and the concern that always came up during these conversations was the lack of
preparedness of our Black students to find success in these courses. This had me thinking back
to the access issue in the super sparkly class, and how systemic this issue is. Our staff felt like it
would be unfair to our Black students if they were placed into an advanced course without the
foundational skills and experiences to be successful. | felt the same way, but I also felt like it was
our responsibility to provide the proper academic support in the form of scaffolding and

intentional tiered interventions to help them find success.

Creating an Inclusive and Culturally Responsive School Culture While Black: District
Level

Finally, I’m in the room where it happens! My promotion to a district level position
allowed me greater influence in creating an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture. As
the Executive Director of School Administration, | would supervise all of the building
administrators at the five comprehensive high schools, our alternative high school, and our
campus for professional studies. | would have input on district level decisions that would include
hiring building administrators, student discipline, staff discipline, strategic plan implementation,
professional learning, and professional evaluations of building principals. However,

approximately three months into my tenure in this district level position, | came to a very

130



unsettling realization. There were times where | could go anywhere from 3-4 consecutive days
without seeing another Black person while at work.
Run,

Black Boy,

Run.

This experience had me running back into that advanced classroom where | was not welcome.
Questioning whether this was a space that | wanted be in. There were a few other Black people
that worked on the facilities side of our district office, but I was the only Black person that was
in a leadership role on the school administration side of the district. This was a very familiar
feeling. A feeling that was very reminiscent of those days when | sat in those honors classrooms.
| describe it as being lonely, but it felt deeper. What | was feeling was cultural loneliness. As a
Black male leader, | had limited shared experiences with the people | worked with every single
day. Although I was past the point of proving myself worthy to be in these spaces, there were
times and days that | would leave exhausted. Exhausted from hearing and working through
another act of racist behaviors in our schools. Or having to explain to a parent, teacher, or co-

worker exactly why something would be considered racist behavior.

Run,

Black Boy,

Run.

One of the first opportunities that | was able to lend my voice and perspective to was the

implementation of implicit bias training for all administrators in the district. We decided to
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partner with an outside consulting firm that | felt would do an excellent job in helping our
leaders understand their own implicit biases and how those biases can have a negative impact on
creating an inclusive culture in their schools and classrooms. One particular example that the
consultant shared with our team that really resonated with me was the idea of learned
helplessness. According to the American Psychological Association (1984), learned helplessness
IS a state that occurs when an uncontrollable stressful situation is experienced repeatedly. This
results in a belief that it is not possible to change the situation even if it becomes available to do
s0. She shared a scientific experiment that was conducted with fleas in a jar. In this example, if
you put fleas in a jar, they will all jump out. But if you put fleas in a jar and put a lid on that jar,
the fleas will hit their bodies on the lid until they begin jumping just below the lid. Once all the
fleas are jumping just below the lid, the lid can be removed, and the fleas will never jump out of
the jar. Even the offspring of these fleas will never jump out of the jar!

This scientific experiment of learned helplessness can easily translate to our students.
When schools do not create a sense of belonging by being culturally responsive with high
expectations for learning, historically marginalized students have the proverbial lid placed over
their jars, stunting their ability to grow personally and academically. Everyone holds
unconscious beliefs about various social and identity groups, and these biases stem from one’s
tendency to organize social worlds by categorizing. But when school leaders begin to
acknowledge, explore and understand their own unconscious biases, we can really begin to see
all of our students and what they require as individuals to find success.

After spending six years as a high school principal, | was really intrigued with a position
that came open at the district level. The title was Executive Director of School Administration

and this position supervised all of the high school administrators in the district as well as the
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alternative school principal and the district activities/athletic director. After doing a little
research, I learned that this position would be part of a team that would be led by someone very
influential in K-12 education in our area. Knowing that | would be part of the team with the
person that | looked up to and had mentored me as a principal sealed it for me. I applied,
interviewed, and was selected for this position. Our team dove headfirst into supporting
principals and schools. Our team leader was especially great at advocating for inclusive practices
across the district. She initiated and led the district’s diversity work for many years. For a district
with our evolving diversity demographic paired with our known affluence, this person was truly
a pioneer in diversity, equity, and inclusion work. As a matter of fact, | believe many of the
initiatives and progressive work around diversity would have moved a lot further if others in
district level leadership were as passionate about this work as this person was. They were
instrumental in developing professional learning modules that supported cultural diversity,
equity and inclusion that was mandatory for schools throughout the school year. The modules
included the following topics:
1. Being Me In Your World
a. Window or mirror? The world looks different depending on who and where you
are.
b. Participants will reflect on their own identities (mirrors) and have insight into the
identities, experiences, and motivation of others (windows).
2. Culturally Responsive Schools
a. Examine school demographic data to learn more about your students and

community.
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b. Breakout sessions will be tailored for your school to meet the needs of the whole
child.
3. Helping LBTQ+ Students Feel Safe and Seen
a. All means all. Explore gender roles and pressures, gender identity and how to

create safe and inclusive spaces for all students.

These professional learning modules developed by the district’s diversity team had
proved to be effective professional development opportunities for schools. | was not involved in
the creation of these diversity modules but as a building leader, | was very impressed with the
content and utilized them often with my staff. However, by the time | accepted my new position
at the district level, these modules were no longer mandatory, and it was up to individual
building principals and leaders to utilize these resources.

From my new position, it felt like our schools were beginning to have more issues related
to race, religion, and sexual identity than ever before. One of the first significant issues that | had
to deal with was an issue of race between a student and staff member. Although the staff member
had been let go prior to me taking my new position, | was heavily involved in finding a way to
move forward. A significant part of moving forward was to find a thought partner to collaborate
with on bringing meaningful professional learning to staff on diversity issues. One of the
organizations that we felt could be a really good fit and thought partner was Lively Paradox.
Their CEO and founder, Dr. Nicole Price had a comprehensive approach to diversity, equity and
inclusion training. One of the very first comments that she made really resonated with me. She
said that if we were treating diversity, equity, and inclusion training like math, we would not
start off teaching calculus. This is why we first dug heavily into implicit/unconscious bias. Dr.

Price intentionally does not begin her professional learning sessions with race because she
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believes that would be like starting with calculus. The stories and topics that she begins with are
more about differences in general. According to Price (2016), we don’t have to get together and
decide who is disadvantaged on a macroscale; it is obvious even if we don’t discuss it. It is
imperative that we acknowledge what is in our current state so that we can effectively impact it.
How can you fix a problem that you have not acknowledged? Worse, how can you fix a problem
that you deny? | am adamant that you cannot. According to developmental psychologist Dr.
Robert Kegan (2005), transformation occurs when someone has the opportunity to reflect on
something about himself that he couldn’t see before and, as a result, can begin to change it. Not
one moment before. (p. 19)

The way we went about acknowledging our concerns around diversity, equity and
inclusion in our partnership with Lively Paradox was to begin by having our entire
administration team in the district take the Harvard Implicit Association Test. According to
Project Implicit , the Harvard IAT measures the strength of associations between concepts (e.g.,
Black people, gay people) and evaluations (e.g., good, bad) or stereotypes (e.g., athletic, clumsy)
(Banaji, Greenwald & Nosek, 1998). The main idea is that making a response is easier when
closely related items share the same response key. When doing an IAT you are asked to quickly
sort words into categories that are on the left- and right-hand side of the computer screen by

I3
1

pressing the “e” key if the word belongs to category on the left and the “i”” key if the word
belongs to the category on the right. The IAT has five main parts (Banaji, Greenwald & Nosek,
1998):

1. Sorting words relating to the concepts (e.g., fat people, thin people) into categories.

2. Sorting words relating to the evaluation (e.g., good, bad) into categories.
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3. Combination of sorting words relating to both the concepts and evaluation (e.g., fat
people/Good, thin people/bad).

4. Placement of the concept’s switches. If the category thin people was previously on the
left, now it would be on the right.

5. The categories are combined in a way that was opposite what they were before. If the
category on the left was previously fat people/good, it would now be fat people/bad

(Para. 7).

The AT score is based on how long it takes a person, on average, to sort the words in the
third part of the IAT versus the fifth part of the IAT. They would say that one has an implicit
preference for thin people relative to fat people if they are faster to categorize words when thin
people and good share a response key and fat people and bad share a response, relative to the
reverse. The IAT measures attitudes and beliefs that people may be unwilling or unable to report
(Banaji, Greenwald, & Nosek, 1998). The IAT may be especially interesting if it shows that you
have an implicit attitude that you did not know about. For example, you may believe that women
and men should be equally associated with science, but your automatic associations could show
that you (like many others) associate men with science more than you associate women with
science.

So, while diversity and inclusion sometimes seem like some issue or topic outside of
ourselves, for each of us it really begins with a major internal focus. To approach the topic well,
we have to examine our filters, our biases, and our current approaches. Evaluating these filters
will allow us to, first, be able to accept that there are valid reasons why others may not see the
world as we do. Then, we will eventually come to fully leverage others in our lives to create

amazing results (Price, 2016). And that is exactly what the Harvard Implicit Association Test
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allowed each member of the district administration team to do. Take an inventory of our
unconscious biases and allow for some personal and private reflection prior to digging deeper
into the diversity, equity, and inclusion training. One of the most important aspects of being in
this type of professional learning space with colleagues is to make sure there is no shaming or
blaming while crucial and courageous conversations are being held.

The Evolution of Building Goals and Strategic Planning Related to Diversity

In my experiences as an educator in two different suburban school districts, the
commitment to deep equity work was noticeable. In K-12 education, the majority of the focus
and work of the school district is driven by the strategic plan. Strategic plans are developed
through a planning process that involves heavy community feedback and goals. In one of the
school districts I worked in (School District A), deep equity training is part of the strategic plan
action steps and is embedded within the document. It uses terms like inclusion, diversity, and
equitable. District A’s strategic plan emphasizes valuing all students through an inclusive culture
and climate. They have an action team that includes nearly 30 members that is a mixture of
community members and district employees. This team developed and is tasked with at least 14
diversity, equity, and inclusion action items for implementation.

In comparison, School District B’s strategic plan had one bulleted item that could be
considered DEI related. The interesting part to School District B’s strategic plan around this
work is the way that one bullet point is worded. The wording in their document uses the word,
“respond” when it comes to inequity and unconscious bias. This is a deficit mindset and is
reactive instead of proactive. This is not to say that School District B is not putting forth efforts
in diversity, equity and inclusion. But the differences in strategic plans as it relates to specific

goals and action plans around deep equity is very noticeable.
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As a Black educator in these two environments, | can feel those differences on a day-to-
day basis. Whether it is walking into an office where | see other professionals that look like me,
or the fact that School District A’s plan encourages ongoing conversations within the community
and the board of education that points directly to the strategic plan to ensure there is
accountability and movement towards more diverse, inclusive, and equitable spaces in the
district. However, through my experiences in School District B | notice that the status quo seems
to be the way forward as far as diversity, equity, and inclusion are concerned. Who in the district
is taking on this work and is able to commit the necessary time and resources that it takes to
move the work forward? Is there any accountability that these conversations are taking place at
the building level? The real traction around this work seems to have stalled. How does it get
jumpstarted? A negative experience from a student or staff member? Perhaps. School District B
is full of wonderful people that | know are dedicated to DEI but the risk of pushing forward in a
meaningful way seems too risky in this current environment. While in School District A, there
appears to be more ongoing traction with the help of a strategic plan and dedicated infrastructure
to DEI work.

Acknowledging Blind Spots: Hidden Biases of Good People

Throughout my writings, | have given several examples of unconscious bias. From my
elementary school’s advanced classroom experience to my experience with the detectives
looking for the roster of Black football players. In each of these instances, | have to wonder if
more people are trained and aware of their unconscious biases, that they would be able to react
differently and avoid creating exclusive and hurtful spaces. Blind spots or hidden bias are
considered bits of knowledge about social groups. These bits of knowledge are stored in our

brains because we encounter them so frequently in our cultural environments. Once lodged in
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our minds, hidden biases can influence our behavior toward members of a particular group, but
we remain oblivious to their influence (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016).

Consider this riddle: “A father and his son are in a car accident. The father dies at the
scene and the son, badly injured, is rushed to the hospital. In the operating room, the surgeon
looks at the boy and says, “I cannot operate on this boy. He is my son”. Now take a moment to
consider, how is this possible? If you did not initially think of the surgeon as his mom, it’s
because you made the automatic mental association between male and surgeon. The association
of surgeon to male is part of a stereotype. In this riddle, that stereotype works as part of a
mindbug (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016). According to Banaji and Greenwald (2016) mindbugs are
not conscious decisions we make as individuals. Instead, they are ingrained habits of thought that
lead to errors in how we perceive, remember, reason, and make decisions. They place these
mindbugs into three categories: visual, memory, and social. As disconcerting as mindbugs may
be, we know that the mind works automatically, unconsciously, and unintentionally. Once we’ve
identified our own mindbugs, we need to acknowledge them. Acknowledgement requires
exploring our blind spots in order to understand the disconnect between our actions and
intentions. The hard part of acknowledging we have hidden biases is that they might go against
everything we consciously believe in. However, it also provides the opportunity to make very
deliberate choices to counter the hidden bias and align our behavior to what we believe we
should be doing.

Summary of Reflection: How did my identity as a Black man influence these experiences?

Leading a suburban school as a Black male principal was rewarding, challenging, and
one of the best times of my professional career. It was rewarding because | was able to interact

with staff, students, and community members in a way that led to some positive changes in
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making our school more inclusive and culturally responsibility. | remember having a
conversation with a group of Black students during passing period one day and they introduced
me to a new student that had been at our school for about a week. He kept saying with the

biggest smile,

“you 're the principal?

You're the principal?”

I smiled back and kept saying,

yes.

Spontaneously, he just started singing, “my president’s Black and my principal’s Black,
my president’s Black, and my principal’s Black!” As I hurried them along to class, I had this
really reflective moment of how hard | had worked to get this point but more than anything, |
just felt incredibly proud and happy. This young Black student recognized me in this amazing
and authentic way. And | need to live up to this by being his Mrs. Robinson. So,

Run,
Black boy,
Run.
“My President’s Black,

And my
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principal’s Black!”
My President’s Black,
And my
principal’s Black!”
As | said before, leading this school was very rewarding, but it also had its challenges, some of
which | discussed previously. The part where | felt as though | was leading two parallel schools
seemed to offer me the most challenges. To this day, I still beat myself up for creating that off-
semester geometry math class. It was wrong. And I can’t believe I did not see it at the time.
There was a disproportionate number of students of color and special education students in this
course. And right across the hallway, in an honors class, there sat a single Black student.
Leading two parallel schools. Leading two parallel schools.
Did we get a significant portion of those students to pass geometry? Yes. But at what cost? They
lost out on elective choices that could have increased their school engagement. Instead of using
this class as a crutch and writing students off when they initially enrolled in geometry, we could
have spent time as a school to work on Tier 1 classroom interventions that would allow for
differentiation. This would have prevented the need for this off-semester class because teachers
would have intervened on their behalf prior. Damn! | felt as though | failed these kids!
Conclusion
Creating an inclusive and culturally responsive school specifically acknowledges the
presence of culturally diverse students and the need for these students to find relevant
connections among themselves and with the school and community. Educators engaging in
professional learning that examines the relationship between culture and cognition will transform

the way they think about their role in facilitating the learning of a diverse classroom
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environment. Hammonds (2015), introduces the Rigor and Relevance Framework for your
teacher toolbox. This framework helps teachers operationalize culturally responsive teaching
practices by organizing key areas of teacher capacity building that set the stage for helping
students move from dependent learners to self-directed, independent learners. Awareness,
learning processes, informational processing, and community building are the four practice areas
that guide this framework. The willingness of educators to feel comfortable with the messiness
of this work will provide insight into truly being able to create a culturally relevant learning
environment for all students. There is not a singular program or instructional strategy that can
address this topic. A culturally relevant classroom stems more from a mindset than any particular
strategy. Of primary importance in a culturally relevant classroom is the teacher’s belief that
children from culturally diverse backgrounds want to learn. Instructional strategies and specific
teaching behaviors can encourage all students to engage in learning activities that will lead to
increased academic achievement. Those teachers that can begin to shift their own mindset as
well as their students will ultimately find success for all of their students. The more teachers in a
school that begin this journey together, the more you affect culture and climate that can restore
students’ natural confidence as learners.

Kasserian Engeri? (“And how are the children™?) Sapati Engeri. (“All the children are
well”.) Smith (2021) concluded that Black male school leaders are deeply committed to the
development of positively sustaining, life altering strategies to inform leadership praxis and,
ultimately, to safeguard the village of students and community more widely. Of primary concern
for Black male school building-level leaders is the safeguarding of equitable, high-quality
education for their students. Providing high quality diversity, equity and inclusion professional

development opportunities is essential for any organization. When schools do not create a sense
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of belonging by being culturally responsive, historically marginalized students have their ability
to grow personally and academically negatively impacted. Everyone holds unconscious beliefs
about various social and identity groups, and these biases stem from one’s tendency to organize
social worlds by categorizing. But when school leaders begin to acknowledge, explore, and
understand their own unconscious biases, we can really begin to see all of our students and what
they require as individuals to find success. The Harvard Implicit Association Test measures
attitudes and beliefs that people may be unwilling or unable to report (Banaji, Greenwald, &
Nosek, 1998). The Harvard IAT may be especially interesting if it shows that you have an
implicit attitude that you did not know about. For example, you may believe that women and
men should be equally associated with science, but your automatic associations could show that
you (like many others) associate men with science more than you associate women with science.
Blind spots or hidden bias are considered bits of knowledge about social groups. These bits of
knowledge are stored in our brains because we encounter them so frequently in our cultural
environments. Once lodged in our minds, hidden biases can influence our behavior toward
members of a particular group, but we remain oblivious to their influence (Banaji & Greenwald,
2016). Every day, automatic preferences steer us toward less conscious decisions, but they are
hard to explain because they remain impervious to the probes of conscious motivation. Thus, we
expound at great length on the virtues of the things we think we ought to prefer, but when it
comes to making a choice, our rationality is often no match for our automatic preferences (Banaji
& Greenwald, 2016).

Unfortunately, the more educators begin to explore their implicit and unconscious biases,
the more they are putting themselves in a situation to be criticized for those that are opposed to

this type of self-reflection and professional learning. The risk that they are facing in terms of
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losing their jobs or the risk of their physical safety is real. Mostly because the diversity, equity,
and inclusion work in schools is being conflated with Critical Race Theory. The politicization of
CRT is being used to pit school personnel against the families they are serving, and these battles
are being played out in school board meetings across the nation. In Chapter 5, | dig deeper into

this concept when | engage in conversations with building and district leaders.
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Chapter 5 - Implications of a Critical Dissertation on Future Aspirations for
Superintendency

You've got the words to change a nation
But you're biting your tongue

You've spent a lifetime stuck in silence
Afraid you'll say something wrong

If no one ever hears it how we gonna learn your song?
So come on, come on

Come on, come on

You've got a heart as loud as lions

So why let your voice be tamed?
Maybe we're a little different

There's no need to be ashamed

You've got the light to fight the shadows
So stop hiding it away

Come on, come on

| wanna sing, | wanna shout

| wanna scream 'til the words dry out
So put it in all of the papers

I'm not afraid

They can read all about it

Read all about it

(Sande, 2012)

These lyrics by Emili Sande (2012), encourage people to speak their truth when faced
with difficult circumstances or obstacles. When she says that they can read all about it in the
papers, she is challenging the status quo and majoritarian story that silences difference and she’s

not afraid. Utilizing autoethnography as method for my writing, | don’t have to be stuck in my

silence and educational leaders can learn from my song. As an aspiring superintendent these
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lyrics really speak to me, but I must admit that utilizing Critical Race Theory as part of my
autoethnography and framework has not been the easiest topic to discuss lately. Sande (2012),
says read all about it, but a simple google search of Critical Race Theory and aspiring
superintendents yields some scary headlines:

North Texas principal resigns to end fight over whether he was teaching “critical race theory”
(Lopez, 2021)
Fired over CRT: Missouri high school teacher accused of

teaching “critical race theory” loses job (Skolnik, 2022).

After school board’s CRT rejection, Edgewood Schools leader withdraws from job
candidacy (Clark, 2022).

Texas towns first Black principal fired over CRT, which school district

admits was never taught (Sager, 2021).

Death Threats and Fights over Critical Race Theory Have Driven at Least Six Educators to
Resign (Villarreal, 2021).

Critical Race Theory clash at
Lakota: Two board members say
leadership could be affected (Clark,
2022).

Daring to Speak Up About Race in a Divide School District: What
happened when a superintendent in northern Michigan raised the issue of

systemic racism? (Bergner, 2022)

Black Lives Matter, She Wrote.
Then “Everything Just Imploded” (Green, 2021).
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White Parents Rallied to Chase a Black Educator Out of Town
Then, They Followed Her to the Next One: After being asked to
apply for a Georgia school district’s first ever administrator job
devoted to diversity, equity, and inclusion a group of parents
coached by local and national anti- groups had other plans (Carr,
2021).

Moms for Liberty is offering a $500
bounty for catching any teacher promoting CRT (Peiser, 2021).

He Taught about White Privilege and Got
Fired. Now He’s Fighting to get His Job
Back (Pendharkar, 2021).

As you can see from the headlines above, Critical Race Theory has become a flashpoint in
American K-12 education. The politicization of CRT has extended into board of education
meetings and classrooms alike. To understand why CRT has become this flashpoint, it is
important to understand what it is and what it is not. Opponents fear that CRT admonishes all
White people for being oppressors while classifying all Black people as hopelessly oppressed
victims. CRT does not attribute racism to White people as individuals or even to entire groups of
people. Simply put, Critical Race Theory states that U.S. social institutions (e.g., the criminal
justice system, education system, labor market, housing market, and healthcare system) are all
laced with racism embedded in laws, regulations, rules, and procedures that lead to differential
outcomes by race (Ray & Gibbons, 2021). From a Critical Race Theory perspective, race and

racism are so ingrained in the fabric of society that they become normalized (Ladson-Billings,
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1998). Bell (1985), states that people in power are often, in discourse, supportive of research,
policies, and practices that do not oppress and discriminate against others as long as they do not
have to alter their own systems of privilege; they may not want to give up their own interests to
fight against racism, confront injustice, or shed light on hegemony. Critical Race theory’s
advancement of the narrative and counter-narrative centralizes race for the knower and for the
known (Milner, 2007). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) explained, “A theme of naming one’s
own reality or voice is entrenched in the work of critical race theorists” (p.57).

Since January of 2021, nine states have passed legislation banning the teaching of Critical
Race Theory. They are Arizona, Idaho, lowa, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Oklahoma, South
Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas (Ray & Gibbons, 2021). Arizona’s legislation was overturned by
the Arizona Supreme Court. None of the state bills that have passed even actually mention the
words Critical Race Theory explicitly with the exception of Idaho and North Dakota. These
legislations ban the discussion, training, and/orientation that the U.S. is inherently racist as well
as any discussions about conscious and unconscious bias, privilege, discrimination, and
oppression. These parameters also extend beyond race to include gender lectures and discussion
(Ray & Gibbons, 2021). Living in and working in the state of Kansas, the Kansas State Board of
Education (2021) released the following statement about Critical Race Theory:

The subject of critical theory is currently dominating media headlines and daily

conversations for many. Just as we teach our Kansas students to be judicious consumers

of information, we encourage all Kansans to educate themselves on what critical race

theory (CRT) is and what it isn’t. Critical race theory is an advanced and complex

concept with roots extending to the 1970s and the examination of how laws and systems

promote inequality. CRT is not new. It has existed with little fanfare for more than 40
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years. Unfortunately, there are some who are conflating CRT with educational equity.
These concepts and practices are not interchangeable. Educational equity refers to
federal and state policies and requirements for measuring achievement, fairness and
opportunity in education. Critical race theory is not a part of Kansas’ academic
standards and has never been a part of Kansas’ academic standards. We encourage
everyone to review these standards. This is not the time to pull focus away from the
critical task at hand of addressing the immediate needs of our students created by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Now more than ever, our students and educators need the public’s
focused support as they work to address unfinished learning and rebuild lost social-
emotional connections. As the Kansas State Board of Education, we fully support and
affirm that our schools are a place of trusted learning. We are confident in the work of
Kansas schools, local boards of education and communities to deliver the very best

education for each student to be a successful citizen.

Many school districts across the state, including districts that | worked for, utilized this language
to draft their own statements as they were fielding questions and inquiries from patrons,
lawmakers, and media outlets in their communities. However, the controversy of how issues of
diversity, equity, inclusion is being handled in Kansas schools continues to be the subject of
numerous legislative hearings and school board meetings. It was widely expected that Kansas
would follow in the footsteps of other states that have restricted or banned certain subjects from
being taught in schools. But Kansas lawmakers, like many of their colleagues nationally, have
shifted the conversation, focusing instead on an effort to give parents and community members
more transparency in what is being taught in schools. These transparency bills would require

school districts to post a list of textbooks, websites, videos, and other curricular materials to their
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website, sorted by school and grade level. The author, title, and context of where the material
was presented would have to be disclosed (Bahl, 2022). Currently, there has not been any
legislative action taken on this topic, but the debate will continue to be a highly discussed issue
throughout the 2022 legislative session and superintendents across the state will be paying close
attention.
Conversations with Experienced School Leaders

The building and district leaders that | spoke to for this dissertation were all well aware of
the headlines that | shared at the beginning of this chapter with the ongoing scrutiny of educators
as it pertains to Critical Race Theory and schools. They have been on the receiving end of emails
and questions about whether or not Critical Race Theory is being taught in their schools. | recall
a discussion in one of our Kansas State University doctoral cohort classes with two former
superintendents. It was a class on political and community leadership in education and
understanding that the job of the superintendent will involve politics in one form or another. One
of the former superintendents discussed the difference between Politics with a capital P and
politics with a lowercase p. The capital P politics involves issues related to political affiliations
as in Democrat or Republican. The lowercase p politics involves smaller day to day interactions
with staff, colleagues, community members and board of education members. At the time of the
course in 2017, our schools were much less politicized by national issues and organizations
representing Democrat or Republican political affiliations. | remember that they made the point
that superintendents should always be aware of the politics with a capital P but that the majority
of their focus should be on the politics with a lowercase p. From my perspective in a district
leadership role, I still agree with this statement, but | have also noticed that superintendents have

had to shift more of their time and energy on Politics. They are showing up at our state’s capitol
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building to provide verbal testimony on proposed legislative bills that will have significant
impacts on education and spending time with local politicians. Educating them on the significant
challenges that school districts face with funding, special education, and the lingering effects of
the pandemic on student learning and staffing have become high priorities for educational
leaders. As the politicization of schools is on the rise, | had a chance to speak with a few current
building and district leaders on the issue of Critical Race Theory. Here’s what I learned:
Building and District Leader Conversations

Speaking to these current building and district leaders, | wanted to get an idea of not only
their thoughts and experiences with Critical Race Theory, but | needed to gain an understanding
of their district’s work with diversity, equity, and inclusion. One of my first questions was
designed to determine if their district has an organized professional learning plan to address
diversity, equity, and inclusion. In all of my conversations, each building and district leader was
able to point to some type of organized framework for DEI. However, with these districts being
in my area, | understand that having a district organized professional learning plan on DEI and
being totally committed to the implementation of that plan are certainly different. Mr. Butler
discussed their plan in detail and felt like their district was ahead of area districts in this work.
Mr. Butler discussed their partnership with an outside company for deep equity training which
involved all staff members. As | was having conversations around this question, | was able to
reflect on my own 23 years of being an educator and the years prior to that as a student in the
system. Would my awful fourth grade experience in that advanced classroom have looked
different if the teacher was trained in diversity, equity, and inclusion? When | was a young boy, |
used to hear my grandmother say, “when you know better, you do better”. I have to believe that

this would have been the case. My fourth-grade teacher would have been exposed to recognizing
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my difference. They could have provided a safe space for me and created that sense of belonging
that | craved. This conversation stirred up so many thoughts and feelings that | had not thought
about for so long. | remember there was a period of my schooling where | tried desperately to
hide my intelligence because of that experience. | did not want to have that feeling of needing to
prove how smart | was because my melanin skin did not fit the story that was being told by my
fourth-grade teacher.

One of my biggest regrets as a high school principal was when | implemented an Off-
Semester Geometry course for students that failed Geometry. | felt as though | was solving a
problem but in practice, | was targeting marginalized students and not truly meeting their needs.
Having a better understanding of implicit bias or the framework of Courageous Conversations
might well have prevented me from creating this course. Mr. Butler and Ms. Rice talked about
the equity practitioners that they have in each one of their buildings. They help integrate equity
practices in their schools and also provide a lens that could have helped develop a more equitable
practice to support our failing geometry students. We know that training cannot prevent all
inequitable practices and Ms. Rice was concerned with not having a true system for
accountability or measurement. Although Ms. Rice was the only person to bring this up, |
suspect that this was a concern of all of the building and district leaders that I interviewed.

Throughout the conversations, | was able to really gather insight into the communities
that these leaders serve as well as the issues that they had to think about regularly regarding
leading their districts. | asked a question that was very intriguing in terms of one of the responses
that | received. The question was how often do you think about what students of different races,
ethnicities, or cultures experience in your schools? Mr. Jackson answered, “before 5 years ago

not very often but now | think about it daily. It’s part of our goals. Sometimes it is hard for me to
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wrap my head around what exactly our community needs. Our community seems to be split
which offers more challenges”. As I think about Mr. Jackson’s statement and where his district
was 5 years ago, | know that there have been strides made. Reflecting on the diversity, equity,
and inclusion training that we gone through together, I know this is exactly he feels. But | also
know the challenges of continuing to make diversity, equity, and inclusion a priority in his
district. Mostly because of those loud voices that continue to challenge the work but also because
of the lack of a diverse staff in district leadership roles. Where are the voices of those staff
members? Representation matters. Having known this educator for many years, | knew exactly
what events and experiences caused them to begin thinking about the experiences of students of
different races, ethnicities, and cultures on a daily basis. There were a couple of flashpoints for
their entire school district that shined a light on daily microaggressions and examples of racism.
Based on the facts and the legal implications of these situations, marginalized students, staff, and
families began to share their experiences publicly. Every administrator in the system was forced
to acknowledge that their privilege or lack of training may have contributed to the ongoing
negative experiences that these groups had experienced in their schools. Again, knowing this
superintendent, | realized that their lived experiences were very different and that they had a
blind spot which was nothing to be ashamed of. | equate this to driving down the highway in a
car and right before you decide to change lanes, you check your side mirror. Not seeing a car in
your side mirror, you decide to begin to change lanes. As you are changing lanes, at the last
millisecond, you glance and see a speeding semi-truck in the lane you are moving towards and
make an adjustment back to your previous lane to prevent a collision. Whew! Tragedy barely
averted! The issue in this case was the side mirror. The side mirror represents our personal

experiences and implicit biases. If you had only glanced over your shoulder into your blind spot,

153



you would have seen the semi-truck prior to changing lanes. Glancing over your shoulder
represents diversity, equity, and inclusion training which allows us to see the blind spot where
differences can be found. | applaud this superintendent for realizing that they have a blind spot
and for participating in opportunities that help them glance over their shoulder on a daily basis.
One superintendent said “it is at the forefront of my mind for every decision that I make.
Because of the makeup of the demographic of our student body, their experiences should not
further marginalize them. It is my responsibility to ensure they have all of the necessary support
to be successful”.

The implementation of DEI in these districts has been fraught with challenges. Unlike the
implementation of a new English or Math curriculum resource, DEI resources and professional
learning are questioned both internally and externally. Superintendent B stated that the
implementation process has been difficult because there has not been complete buy-in from the
staff and community. There is a part of the community that has an outdated form of thinking and
believes what we have always done in schools is fine. When implementing equitable practices
and providing a true sense of belonging for all students, there will always be those people that
will oppose the work. There will always be a market for people that buy t-shirts that read:

This is the United States.

We speak English.

We eat Bacon.

And we carry guns.
After speaking to these superintendents, I’ve found that the difficult part of implementing DEI
practices in schools is two-fold from a superintendent perspective. The first is dealing with

people that disagree with the work and will do everything they can to delay or prevent the work
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by trying to misrepresent it and applying incorrect labels. The second is moving too fast and
getting too far ahead of where the school community is and not being able to strike the right
balance. In both cases, the overall work of making schools more diverse, equitable, and inclusive
will face setbacks and delays. American educators say they are feeling the effects of deep divides
surrounding the issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion in schools. After George Floyd’s killing
in 2020, many districts increased efforts to make schools more inclusive places for students and
employees of all backgrounds. But intense debate over how schools deal with race is leading
some school districts to rethink or even withdraw plans (Novak, 2022). Opponents of DEI
continue to say that this work is Critical Race Theory in disguise. | recall one day when someone
| used to work with, a recently retired colleague, sent me a concerned email and she used words
like:
“indoctrination, ”
“Marxism,”’
and “anti-white”

to attack schools and delay or hinder the work of schools creating a

culturally relevant and inclusive environment.

From my perspective as a school leader, I believe that the people that are using these
terms are only using them as political fodder. It is a way to advance a political agenda that is
taking aim at public education. It has very little to do with the actual educators in schools
working with students every single day. Educators that want all students to feel a sense of
belonging and worth. This was a long-time educator in the district that was well respected. They
had since been retired but had grandchildren attending our schools. This former educator had

heard from one of their neighbors that the school was teaching Marxism because of the DEI
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professional learning that was taking place. This is a person that | had known for over 15 years
and worked alongside her. During this time, | had watched them struggle with trying to make
schools a more inclusive environment. They took great interest in finding ways to encourage and
engage all students and | have no doubt that they would have welcomed DEI professional
learning had they not retired. Yet here they were, parroting some of the nonsense that they heard
at a neighborhood function without actually speaking to anyone at the school. In nearly 25 years
of being an educator in many parts of the school organization, | have developed a reputation of
being student-centered, data driven and someone who invests in teachers. | am proud of the work
that | do every day to support public education and no matter what labels, threats, or attacks
come my way, | will continue to show up for our teachers and staff in an authentic way to make
our entire community a better place for everyone.
But | knew this person
And I don’t think it was a personal attack,
Just misinformed.
But I was taken aback
I knew this person...
But did I? I didn’t recognize their tone.
1 didn’t know the person in this email.
| was taken aback
At how powerful this rhetoric moving around our polical and media outlets really
is.
It was like an infection in our educator ecosystem

And | worried about it.
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How could someone | know transform like this?
Because of these kinds of interactions,

| find myself reflecting on safety more often.

That’s why my colleagues and I offer to wait for one another when leaving the
office at night.

As | reflect on the conversations that | had with these superintendents, the last question
that | asked was the question that really was able to get at my intentions for this chapter. Do you
think an aspiring superintendent could hurt their chances of becoming a superintendent if their
doctoral dissertation included parts of Critical Race Theory? As an aspiring superintendent, | was
nervous, anxious, and excited to hear their answers and perspectives. When asked if they think
an aspiring superintendent could hurt their chances of becoming a superintendent if parts of their
doctoral dissertation contained Critical Race Theory, they were very forthcoming. Each of them
said yes, which made me very uneasy. And there was no hesitation in their voices, which made it
even more unnerving. These are highly respected, smart superintendents that have accomplished
so much in their careers, and they have a nuanced understanding of the current political
environment surrounding CRT in our area. | thought back to when I first began down this
doctoral pathway. More specifically, when | determined that | needed to tell my counter-story of
Black leadership in suburban schools. At the time, most lay people had either never heard of
Critical Race Theory or new very little about its tenets and history. As | conducted my doctoral
level research on CRT, | knew pretty quickly that it would pair well with my autoethnographic
writings, and | never looked back.

Little did | know
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that the profession that | love,
and my research
would be on a collision course with politics and culture wars.

Making a connection between CRT and K-12 public school curriculum was not on
anyone’s radar, especially educators that operate in this space. However, conflating the tenets of
CRT and the work of schools to be more inclusive became a winning formula for political gain
and culture wars. And in an instant, to no fault of my own, my career aspirations were in
jeopardy. Early on when CRT was in the news, there was so much misinformation being passed
around. At the time not many my colleagues knew that CRT was part of my dissertation, but I
would give them talking points about the tenets and some historical perspective so that they
could have enough information to understand that the way CRT was being portrayed as being
part of school curriculum was not the reality of what was happening in classrooms.

After they said yes, that having CRT in my dissertation could hurt my chances of
becoming a superintendent, they immediately followed up with, in certain districts or
communities. As they each elaborated on their answer, it was clear that they felt that although it
could hurt my chances in some districts or communities, it would also be applauded and
welcomed in other places. One superintendent stated that if a school district’s board of education
members did not hire you because of this then you would not want to work for that school board
or in that district anyway. That really put things into perspective for me because | had heard that
before from my Kansas State University professor, Dr. Robert Hachiya. Something that | had not
considered prior to these conversations came up when a superintendent brought up the fact that it
may not hurt my chances of getting a superintendent position, but it could cause issues after you

already have the job. And even though the board of education members that hired you may have
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been fine with this topic in your dissertation, newly elected board members may not. As
superintendents are always having to navigate relationships with school board members, this is
certainly an added nuanced situation with regard to the topic of CRT. There have been several
newly appointed school board members in our area that ran on a platform of anti-CRT and found
success in that message. Ultimately, | understand that there will be some risk associated with
writing about a topic that has recently been under heavy scrutiny. However, the intent and
scholarship in which I have incorporated Critical Race Theory into my dissertation is completely
appropriate for doctoral level work and writings.
Leadership, Scholarly Research, and Who decides What’s Off Limits

Truth, or what is real and thus meaningful and right for researchers and participants,
depends on how they have experienced the world. Researchers can acquire evidential truth in
research when they value and listen to the self, to others, and to the self in relation to others. To
clarify, there is a filtering that occurs when, for instance, people read a mystery novel or when
they listen to the local news about the goings on in a particular community. People typically put
on their filters or their interpretive lenses to separate fact from fiction or to disentangle the
implicit biases inherent in the presentation of ideas, stories, philosophies, and experiences.
Academic knowledge construction and deconstruction involve similar filtering (Milner, 2007).
As an educator and as a lifelong learner, this is exactly what | have done my entire career. | have
had extensive professional learning opportunities and have read professional texts of many of the
leading scholars in educational practices. Richard DuFour was one of the leading researchers and
educational authorities on Professional Learning Communities. The three questions that he
developed as essential to the PLC process and collaboration have become gospel across the

world.
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e Whatis it we want all students to learn?

e How will we know when they have learned it?

e How will we respond when students have not learned it?
In every school district that [ have worked in, PLC’s have been an integral part in all of the
professional learning for the teachers and staff. There have been hundreds of Professional
Learning Community Institutes that take place that have trained tens of thousands of educators
over the past 25 years.

Is this indoctrination?

What happens if the concepts and educational practices of Professional Learning Communities
become politicized? Another example is from another leading educational scholar and
researcher, John Hattie. His synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses on the influences on
achievement in school-aged students has been utilized by teachers and school administrators for
years in our school systems. These practices are actually embedded in day-to-day work of
teachers. However, this meta-analysis has never been questioned in regard to being utilized in
classrooms and has not been politicized. A well-known author, researcher, and leading voice in
education is Robert J. Marzano. Marzano provides insight, guidance, and professional learning
on a wide range of educational topics. His work on classroom management is widely accepted as
one of the best ways to manage student behaviors. Marzano’s instructional strategies are
research-based to increase student achievement and this work is widely accepted and
implemented in thousands of classrooms across our country. Yet, as a researcher, | have to be
fearful of future employment opportunities because | have used research and topics from CRT

scholars?
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Even when it is central to my research topic and lived experiences, it is off limits.
Why?
Moving Forward: How Will my Identity as a Black Man Influence an Ascent to the
Superintendency?

It has been pretty clear that Critical Race Theory in education has become the
battleground for politics and culture wars. That is undeniable. As a Black man who is writing
about CRT, I see this through a different lens. Writing this critical autoethnography has allowed
me to unlock memories and stories that have largely been untold. In telling my truth, I am able to
add to the limited literature on leading while Black in suburbia. CRT has helped me frame these
narratives in a scholarly approach. This approach can certainly hinder my ascension toward the
superintendency.

But if you have been paying attention to my narratives,

you will see that the risk has always been there.

Writing a about CRT is not as risky as it sounds,
that’s the least of my issues.
I've had awful experiences as a Black male leader in my professional career.
I've been mistaken as a janitor in a humiliating way.
My intelligence has been questioned due to the color of my skin.
I’ve gone days at a time without seeing anyone that looks like me.

Yet | can look into an honors class and see myself as

The
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single

Black kid,

in the entire class.

If | see one at all.

And as an adult professional ['ve been the only Black person in an

entire staff gathering

This can be true even when I've also been lucky enough to have
Teachers and leaders — White and Black
believe in me

And see past my skin color

Run,
Black Boy
Run
Run,
Black Boy
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Run

I’'m assuming this will be the case as I aspire to the superintendency,

as well.

In my writings, matters of race and culture are important considerations in telling my
counter-story. CRT is a framework that | can use for both novice and experienced educators that
may or may not be interested in issues of race and culture to discover or learn something for
themselves. As an educator this is all I can hope to offer my colleagues. Another way of
knowing!

Extra, Extra, Read All About It!
Having these very candid conversations with current superintendents in our area provided me
with the insight that | needed to feel both confident in my critical dissertation and also a bit leery
about having it published for the whole world to see and interpret. When 1 first began my
writings, the landscape in K-12 education was much different than today. There had been almost
no mention of Critical Race Theory in everyday life and most people outside of this scholarship
would have never placed CRT and K-12 education together. That is no longer the case. As |
showed with a simple search of Critical Race Theory and superintendents, the headlines were
astonishing. Lawsuits, firings, resignations, protests, and fiery board meetings dominated the
headlines. This scholarship has become politicized and has become a major part of the culture

wars between the two major political parties in our country.
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As | had conversations with the superintendents, it was clear that this topic had come up
in their districts. As the national media coverage intensified, so did the local questions and
outrage. In my conversations with those experienced school leaders, I can’t help but to reflect on
the issue of safety for all educators as CRT continues to be a flashpoint in politics and public-
school education.

They have seen the emails and have taken the phone calls...

Many times,

from patrons that are being very aggressive with their language.

Looking forward, will this become the norm for superintendents that are seeking to
provide an inclusive and culturally responsible school culture? Should school leaders have to
spend time thinking about their personal safety after a board meeting? What are the future
implications for an aspiring superintendent that has used parts of CRT in their doctoral
dissertation?

It feels like this problem is much bigger than CRT,

Or what its critics purport it to be.

Part of the outrage stems from Critical Race Theory being conflated with diversity,
equity, and inclusion work. All of the superintendents that | spoke to have some type of
organized professional learning around DEI and are being more intentional about creating a
strong sense of belonging in their schools. When asked how often they think about what students
of different races, ethnicities, or cultures experience in their schools, each of them stated that
they think about this daily. They all believe that DEI work is important to gain that sense of
belonging for all students. However, critics of DEI intentionally place the label of CRT on this

work to make it seem controversial and at odds with the stated curriculum. An emerging subtext
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among some critics is that curricular excellence cannot coexist alongside diversity, equity, and
inclusion work. They charge that schools are indoctrinating students in a harmful theory or
political mindset and fear that students, especially White students, will be exposed to supposedly
damaging or self-demoralizing ideas. All of the superintendents have drafted some version of a
statement about the fact that Critical Race Theory is not being taught in the curriculum.

As the Sande (2012) lyrics stated, so put it in all of the papers, I'm not afraid they can
read all about it, read all about it. This is my counter-story and | want people to read all about my
efforts to spark a courageous conversation about leading while Black in suburbia. This critical
autoethnography moves beyond simply documenting an experience to deconstructing it through
theorization and critical analysis. It asks how personal narrative can both represent and challenge
culture by bringing attention to the ways cultures are created and compromised through
institutional, political, social, and interpersonal relations of power (Boylorn & Orb, 2021). The
ways that my identity as a Black man influenced my leadership experiences in trying to create an
inclusive and culturally responsive school culture has meaning and adds to the limited
scholarship on Black male leadership in the suburbs. The implications of writing a critical
dissertation on future aspirations for becoming a superintendent could have a negative impact on
a board of education or community hiring me. That was very clear from the current
superintendents that | was able to have conversations with in regard to Critical Race Theory and
my writings. | recall the first time that | was going to share my writing with others besides my
advising professors. | was nervous, anxious, and unsure if | wanted some pretty significant points
in my life to be readily available for judgment. However, | quickly realized the importance of
telling my counter-story and the possibility of having other educators understand a perspective

that is rarely shared in public spaces. It would also provide an outline for educators to better
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understand the importance of creating an inclusive and culturally responsive school culture.
Also, as discussed previously in a similar dissertation that focused on African American
principals leading predominantly White rural schools, Flowers (2020) says, “this research forces
educators and policymakers to shift from a sole urban perspective to consider how race and
context continue to inform the experiences, meaning-making, and opportunities of African
American principal” (p. xiv).
Conclusion

Against the backdrop of hostility towards discussing diversity, equity, and inclusion in
schools, and states passing laws to limit their ability to create an inclusive and culturally
responsive school culture, educators are being forced to leave the profession that they love. This
is happening either by force or by sheer exhaustion of fighting community backlash. The
national movement to conflate Critical Race Theory with diversity, equity, and inclusion has
created a flashpoint in many local communities. In the context of my critical autoethnography
dissertation, it is an important framework to discuss my counter-story. Counter-storytelling is a
tenet in critical race theory that is used to contradict racist characterizations of social life.
Solorzano & Yosso (2002) define counter-storytelling as “a method of telling the stories of those
people whose experiences are not often told” (p. 32). They include People Of Color, women,
gay, and the poor. Counter-stories or narratives stand in opposition to narratives of dominance
called majoritarian stories (Hunn, Guy, & Manglitz, 2006).

As the political landscape has changed since | began writing my dissertation, | felt like I
needed to seek the perspective of my colleagues that are current superintendents. | know the
safety concerns have increased with this positions as well as many others in education as the

rhetoric towards CRT has increased. | was able to discuss with them the topic of Critical Race
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Theory as well as diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts in their district. What | received from
them was honest feedback about the possible hurdles that could occur in some districts and
communities with regard to my dissertation covering parts of Critical Race Theory. | was also
able to get some reassurance that this would be welcomed in many districts and communities and
for those unwilling to hire me based on my dissertation, I would not want to work for them
anyway. As scary as those Critical Race Theory headlines can seem, | am more confident and
excited to share my critical dissertation than ever before because I’'m not scared, and I want

everyone to read all about it!
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Appendix

Appendix A
US Census Data Comparing Counties

Population

Population estimates, July 2019

Population estimates based on, April 2010

Population, percentage change-April 2010-July 1, 2019
Population, Census, April 1, 2010.

Race and Hispanic Origin

White alone, percent

Black or African American, alone percent

American Indian and Alaska Native, alone percent

Asian Alone, percent

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, alone percent
Two or More Races, percent

Hispanic or Latino, percent

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino

Foreign born persons, percent, 2015-2019

Housing
Housing Units, July 1, 2019
Owner-occupied housing unit rate, 2015-2019

Family and Living Arrangements

Households, 2015-2019

Persons per household, 2015-2019

Living in same house 1 year ago, percent of persons
2015-2019

Language other than English spoken at home, percent
of persons 2015-2019

180

Leavenworth
County, KS

81,75
76,220
7.3%
76,227

84.8%
9.3%
0.9%
1.5%
0.2%
3.3%
7.3%
78.7%
2.7%

30,242
67.4%

27,253
2.75
79.1%

4.7%

Wyandotte
County, KS

165,429

157,52
5.0%

157,505

67.1%
22.6%
1.4%
5.4%
0.3%
3.2%
29.8%
40.3%
16.8%

68,397
57.4%

60,128
2.72
85.8%

28.1%

Johnson
County, KS

602,401

544,181
10.7%
544,179

86.6%
4.9%
0.4%
5.4%

2.6%
7.9%
79.4%
8.9%

248,495
69.2%

228,592
2.57
84.3%

11.9%



Education
High school graduate or higher, percent of persons 92.2% 78.9% 96%
age 25+, 2015-2019

Bachelor's degree or higher, percent of persons 31.5% 18.1% 56%
age 25+, 2015-2019

Health

With a disability, under age 65 years, percent, 2015-2019 10.3% 10.3% 6%
Persons without health insurance, under age 65 years, percent 6.8% 16.5% 7.2%
In civilian labor force, total, percent of population age 58.3% 66.3% 71.8%
16 years+, 2015-2019

In civilian labor force, female, percent of population age 59.8% 60% 66%

16 years+, 2015-2019

Income and Poverty

Median household income (in 2019 dollars), 2015-2019 $73,013 $46,881 $89,087
Per capita income in past 12 months (in 2019 dollars), $32,444 $22,335 $46,517
2015-2019

Persons in poverty, percent 8.3% 20.6% 5.3%

U.S Census Bureau (2015
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