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Abstract

Many PK-12 school districts have expressed a desire to hire more culturally diverse
leaders, yet the voice and representation of Black female leaders remain largely ignored. Despite
a history of successful and transformative leadership, Black women continue to be
underrepresented in educational literature, theory, and research. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics, 77% of public-school leaders in 2020-2021 were white, and
existing research overwhelmingly focuses on the leadership experiences of Black males, leaving
the unique challenges and contributions of Black female Leaders largely unexplored. This study,
informed by critical care theory, cultural boundary crossing, and Black feminist thought,
employs a blend of narrative inquiry and autoethnography to examine the experiences of Black
female leadership leading in predominantly white school settings. This research focuses on the
leadership experiences of a Black female leader working with white students and families in a
Midwestern town. The findings of this study reveal a relational model of educational leadership
rooted in the lived experiences of a Black female leader and the white families and students
engaged in the study. This working model of critical care leadership is organized around several
key themes: maintaining high expectations, fostering personal connections and relationships,
being present, practicing patience, providing resources, and supporting big decisions. These
elements work together to create a culture of critical care and bridge building, allowing for
authentic cultural boundary crossing between families, students, and Black female leadership.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction: Wisdom Warrior and Division Street to Critical Care and
Boundary Crossing as a Black Female School Leader

Sitting in class as a young Black girl who grew up living in a single parent household, I
was told numerous times that being a teacher was not in my reach because going to college and
paying for it, was not possible either. I remember going to see my guidance counselor and telling
her how much it meant to me to go to college and become a teacher, and she would give me the
side-eye. The message I received was that I would never be successful due to my family and my
mother’s marital status. However, I applied myself in every area of my life (academics and
sports), so that I could stand out in front of the pack and excel far beyond society's expectation of
a Black girl whose mother had her at the young age of 19. These low standards society, family,
and even teachers set for me did nothing but set a fire within me to achieve the unthinkable for a
Black woman who grew up in a single parent household.

Every hurdle was set up for me to fail, yet I was able to leap over these hurdles because I
had one paraeducator in my life who pushed me past all the haters and negativity. This
paraeducator was also a pastor’s wife, short in stature, but mighty in giving words of wisdom
and advice to many students who had hurdles and barriers to overcome. She was the “Wisdom
Warrior”, and she was relentless in finding students who had much to give but needed that extra
push out of the “barrier mindset”. Her smile and personality lit up the room and you knew she
was going to find you and give you words of wisdom, which sometimes wasn’t even asked for,
but was coming without question. She was a walking testimony. She survived much in her life as
well and she never shied away from telling her story to students so that they would know the
possibilities of success. She would always quote the bible verse “To whom much is given, much

is required.” There were days that I would seek her out because I knew her inner “Wisdom



Warrior” was going to stop and speak life into me. The day she quoted, “to whom much is given,
much is required”, I had made it to school after helping my single mother with my brother and
sister the night before. My mother worked nights, and I stayed home with my brother and sister
through the night so that she could make a living to take care of us. There were days that I
needed that one word from the “Wisdom Warrior” to affirm just who I was going to be in life.
Her words allowed me to fight these battles within myself that told me that a daughter of a single
mother could never be successful. I used her words of wisdom to fight those negative words, and
those side-eyes from my teachers and counselors, and my barrier mindset.

I would ponder those words of wisdom over and over in my head and think about using
all my academic abilities, my love for teaching children, and my growing love for education, to
someday push my students past societal norms and outdated status quos. That wisdom warrior
and the critical care that she showed me as a young high schooler ultimately skyrocketed me into
an identity that I did not think that I had. I became a wisdom warrior, a community builder and
school leader who worked and fought hard to first be a special education teacher who made sure
that every student who was labeled with a disability knew that success and opportunities were
available to them as well and that they too could achieve success in their own lives despite what
labels were put on them. I was given room to grow and explore all the possibilities for my life.
Today I am sitting as a fifth-year principal. I started out my career as an alternative school
principal where students who are “at-risk” have a non-traditional option of being successful in
school. This allowed me to champion for students with barriers right in my own community. It
was there that [ would establish critical care and boundary crossing as 1 worked to bridge the
gap to make sure students were successful. Building a community within the walls of the

alternative school became my greatest joy as a leader.



Then, I was offered an opportunity to be a wisdom warrior on a larger scale at our town’s
main high school. This means that I became the principal of that very school that I walked in
years ago with the same mindset to help shape and create identities for students through critical
care and crossing boundaries that were once thought should not be crossed. For deeper context,
in our community there was a street named Division Street. Crossing boundaries was unheard of
as a student in a predominantly white town, and I can count on one hand the number of teachers
who looked like me growing up. However, this street was recently renamed to Unity Street,
helping turn the page from this lingering symbol of division in the community where I grew up.
It became a mission of mine, even as a young girl, to change the trajectory of division, and now
I’m in a position to pursue that very goal. Those words from the wisdom warrior gave me the
strength and the power within, and a desire to cross boundaries and become a teacher,
community builder, and school leader of an alternative school and now a traditional high school.
Now I have the opportunity to work with other likeminded community builders and channel the
community spirit that eventually changed the street name of Division, to Unity, and engage in
more boundary crossing as a principal working with white students and families.

Tron’s Story

As an example, I once found a student (Tron) in my office at the alternative school,
banished from our traditional high school due to low credits. I observed Tron as possessing a
barrier mindset. Tron was a white male junior in high school when I met him. None of his family
had finished school; his mother’s intellectual ability was that of a seventh grader; his family was
nearing homelessness; and he wanted to give up on education completely. He would arrive at
school with disheveled hair, dirty clothes, and half asleep. Tron spoke of dropping out of school

and told me, “No one cares what I do at home, and no one cares at school.” He had no real



relationship with any of our teachers and leaders and the easiest way forward in his eyes was to
drop out. As a leader who deeply cared about the success of each student, I began to think about
how to motivate Tron and how to make my words relatable so that the barrier mindset he
possessed would begin to transition into a growth mindset. You see, Tron was a student who
loved working with his hands, construction and working on roofs with his grandpa. I told him a
story about “Being a Tree!” This was a story of resilience and overcoming obstacles. I felt it was
critical that Tron listened and related to this story so that a continuous conversation could happen
over the course of the school year to remind him of this story and to show how much educators
cared about his success. Tron would go on to remind me each week of this story and how he
appreciated hearing, “Be a Tree!”” It would remind him that his principal, me, cared about his
success and overcoming that barrier mindset. Stories like this are one of many in the role of
Black female leadership and how critical it is to show students and families how much educators
care despite their situation in life. But there were other white students that needed to receive this
form of love and commitment.
Jimmy’s Story

When I first met Jimmy, he also carried a “barrier mindset”. Jimmy was white, male, and
in seventh grade. He had siblings but was the middle child and often felt unseen by his family
members. He would seek out attention by yelling and screaming curse words to get his way. He
felt that everyone he came into contact with was the enemy because he had never seen real
success in school. Behavior outbursts became the norm, because that is the way he sought out
attention from educators. In walks a new principal (me). I took time to get to know Jimmy. The
why behind his “barrier mindset” and ways to shift his thinking about education were at the

forefront of my mind as his principal.



While I didn’t necessarily have these words to describe it at the time, I knew that it would
take critical care (Noddings, 2016) and boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011) to
change his view of education. Noddings’ (2011) critical care theory, which emphasizes the
cultivation of caring students and caring teachers, and being cared for, is a basic human need.
Furthermore, without establishing a caring relationship with others throughout life, boundary
crossing would never happen with Jimmy. Boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011) is
defined as a person’s transition and interactions across different cultures. I always considered the
“building a bridge” between our worlds in order to maximize Jimmy’s success and minimize his
“barrier mindset” to be of utmost importance. We had ups and downs over the course of the
school year, but one thing never faded. Jimmy was showing genuine care for his school needs.
Those barriers that he had once built up soon began to fade away. We found common ground
once he realized that I genuinely cared about his needs and what he wanted out of education and
our system. Building a relationship with his mother, lost and confused about what to do with her
son, was yet another way that I was able to break down barriers.

The Mother

We initially connected at a meeting at the alternative school about Jimmy’s needs around
a critical time in his education. His goal was to return to traditional school classes and we (his
mom and I) had to make sure we had common ground and common vision next steps for him.
His mom said, “I have never had a principal that cared about my child the way that you look out
for his needs and care for him.”

There were many critical steps to take to make sure he was successful in school. We
worked together to break down barriers for Jimmy. There were many instances where our

communication made the difference for Jimmy. In times of outburst and anger it was the critical



care from teachers and leaders that influenced Jimmy’s desire to improve his approach to
education. Noddings (2011) has repeatedly stressed that care is the cornerstone of all successful
education, and contemporary school education can be rejuvenated by caring. Jimmy’s mother
always had the best intentions for her son, she just needed words of wisdom and a caring staff
who would be intentional in helping Jimmy be successful.

Community Background, Critical Care, and Boundary Crossing

From my perspective, students at Midwest High School and many traditional schools
come from a term that I like to coin as a “barrier mindset”. A “barrier mindset" means that
education is hard, walls have been built around education, and students believe that no one cares
therefore the student doesn't care. Students who get into a ‘barrier mindset” begin to have
problems with discipline and academics alike. They find ways to get out of class, turn a deaf ear
to their teachers and administrators, and get into trouble in the community as well. Therefore,
education becomes the enemy, and students look for other ways to obtain feelings of acceptance
and love.

Understanding the student’s emotions and difficulties with the subject matter is necessary
for the caring teacher to continuously work towards involvement and acknowledgment
(Noddings, 1992, 2013, 2016). Educators must provide critical care to overcome the barrier
mindset. Noddings (2003) describes school as the center of care, a place where students are cared
for and encouraged to care, not only to help all students understand the basic issues of human
concern, but also to develop and encourage healthy growth of those who are capable, caring,
loving, and worthy of love. This struck me as something I had always been engaging in as a

Black female leader in a predominantly white community.



Looking back in history offers us a glimpse into how Black females played a critical role
in crossing boundaries and caring for children of a different race and becoming the key to those
children overcoming many barriers within their own families. In the past, white families
depended on enslaved Black women to care for their children. From nurturing to wet nursing,
Black women historically played a crucial role in caring for a significant portion of the nation’s
children for many years (Robert, 2024). During times of slavery, Black women became the
mother figure (mammy) in many white households (Robert, 2024). The earliest use of the word
mammy in reference to enslaved women caring for white children occurred in 1810 in a travel
narrative about the American South. It is the hybrid of the words ma’am and mamma. Mammy
was a docile, loving, and nurturing figure toward the white children she raised. Robert (2024)
outlines the role of mammy during slavery within white (slave master) households versus the
role understood within Black (slave) households. Although a derogatory term in the present
tense, the role that Black females played during this time allows insight into why Black female
leadership and the critical care theory play a major role in education today. Despite facing
numerous challenges and systemic barriers, Black women continue to play a pivotal role in
providing high-quality education and support to children during their crucial developmental
years (Robert, 2024). But I also continue to reflect on that barrier that was actually named,
physically, on a green sign with reflective letters acting as symbol of that history.

“Division Street.” Many would argue that this street was never meant to be a barrier.
However, I grew up in this town and it was seen as a barrier in my eyes as well as others — right
in front of us in plain sight. Division represented a barrier and a way to hold students and
families back from boundary crossing or crossing into “that side of town”. The “separate but

equal” stance that was once shown in this town represents why it is important to celebrate



boundary crossing. The victory in this is that the street name has been changed to Unity Street
with the help of a group called “Midwest United”. This shows that uniting our differences and
showing that it is important to care about breaking down barriers so that educators, like me, have
a chance at breaking “barrier mindsets” with students. Black female leadership is crucial.
Therefore, I also find value in Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011) concept of boundary crossing,
which they describe as the competence to learn from and co-create with others outside one’s own
scientific domain, institute, culture, or context. Furthermore, boundary crossers see differences
between people as learning opportunities.

This research shows the need for boundary crossing within Black female leadership and
the educational system. It requires people to effectively collaborate and make use of the diversity
of perspectives, with a critical and open stance towards their own perspectives, values and
expertise. However, collaborating with people different from you is difficult and can lead to
tensions and misunderstandings and sometimes brings about internal — or identity — conflict as
well. This is where boundary crossing competence becomes essential, also as part of students’
educational path (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Later in this chapter and following chapters, |
outline how critical care (Noddings, 2002), boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011), and
black feminist thought (Collins, 2000) work together as my core framework in this research.

Rationale

The vast inequities in the representation of Black female leaders in schools across the
United States are troubling. According to the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) conducted by
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2016-17 data reveal wide racial and ethnic
disparities in administrative leadership (NCES, 2017). As Ahmad and Boser (2014) explain, 82

percent of public-school teachers and administrators are white. At the same time, however, the



nation’s students have become increasingly diverse, and within three decades, by as early as
2043, people of color will make up more than half of the American population. White leaders are
systematically overrepresented, and with little to no diversity many schools are looking for Black
female leaders to come in and engage families and communities in ways that have never been
done before. Complicating matters is a marked decline in the number of students enrolling in
traditional, university-based teacher preparation programs, resulting in a shortage of 60,000
teachers in 2015-16 (Sutcher et al., 2016). While literature on Black female leadership is
growing there is still not enough research to justify the need for the leadership of Black females.
Research shows that on average, Black principals serve schools with relatively higher
percentages of students who are eligible for free or reduced lunch and relatively higher
percentages of students of color (Griffin & Tackie, 2016). Most Black female leaders are chosen
to serve in districts with a high percentage of students of color. There is very little research on

Black female leaders who have crossed boundaries and have been successful serving students in

traditional, white secondary schools.

Many programs are geared toward African American males, such as the Call Me
MiSTER programs at Kansas State University and Clemson University (Sedlacek, 2020). The
primary mission of the Call Me MiSTER program, founded in 2000 and headquartered at
Clemson University, was originally developed in collaboration with three private historically
Black institutions to address the significant shortage of African American men teaching in K-8
public elementary school classrooms (Jimmyes et al., 2019). However, there are an inadequate
number of programs and literature geared toward researching African American females and

how important their presence is in the classrooms across the United States. The voices of African



American women have been powerful in the world of education, yet our schools lack their
presence in classrooms.

Critical care theory is another core framework that continues to lack literature on its
intersection with Black female leadership. Critical care theory, with its emphasis on Black
females’ expressed needs, also recommends listening to students and engaging in discussion to
learn about their interests and help them to make intelligent choices (Noddings, 2012). The
importance of Black female leadership has shown that caring is a direct foundation of our
foremothers. With the emergence of Black feminist thought over the decades and
intersectionality theory (Collins, 1998; Crenshaw, 1991; Hooks, 1990), increasing attention has
been paid to the leadership of Black women principals.

The silencing of Black female leaders and the lack of literature on boundary crossing and
critical care theory is evident in leadership literature. In addition, the traditional
conceptualizations of leadership, which normalize Whiteness and emphasize masculinity and
charisma, contradict the positionality of Black women that stems from their race or ethnicity and
gender and may contribute to Black females remaining institutionally invisible (Anzaldta,

1987; Collins, 1991; Maher & Tetreault, 1993). Therefore, there is value in pursuing research

about Black female leadership experiences at the intersection of critical care (Noddings, 2013),

boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011), and Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000).
Research Purpose

The purpose of this study is to explore the intercultural social dynamics between a Black
female Leader and white students and parents in a midwestern school. Specifically, this study

explores parent and student engagement through the lens of boundary crossing, narrative inquiry,
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interview study, and critical care theory, accompanied by an autoethnographic thread focused on
my experiences as a Black female leader.
Research Questions
1. What are my lived experiences as a Black female principal engaged in cultural boundary
crossing when working with white families? (Autoethnography)
2. What are the lived experiences of white students as they engage in cultural boundary
crossing when working with a Black female principal? (Interview Study)
3. What are the lived experiences of white parents as they engage in cultural boundary
crossing when working with a Black female principal? (Interview Study)

Operationalization Definitions

Terms: Definitions:

Autoethnography  This is a form of qualitative inquiry where the researcher takes a
personal, reflexive journey into parts of her experiences and
systematically analyzes those experiences within the cultural context of

where those experiences occur (Bhattacharya, 2017).

Critical Care Critical care theory provides the conceptual structure that guides essential
Theory content and practice experiences. Philosophy of caring education guides

teacher actions and choices (Noddings, 2013).

Alternative An alternative school refers to the various courses, programs, and
Schools learning opportunities offered by schools that are outside of traditional

schools and programs.
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Cultural
Boundary

Crossing

Interview Study

Black Feminist

Thought

Black Female

Leadership

Intersectionality

Family

Engagement

Boundary crossing is the competence to learn from and co-create with
others outside one’s own scientific domain, institute, culture, or context

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011).

In this type of qualitative inquiry, interviews are the primary mode of
inquiry, although other data sources are often used as additional data

sources (Bhattacharya, 2017).

Black feminist thought examines the intersection of race, class, and
gender, and the ways in which Black women have been marginalized in
society. examines the intersection of race, class, and gender, and the ways
in which Black women have been marginalized in society (Collins,

2000).

Black women who lead schools.

Intersectionality has become the predominant way of conceptualizing the
relation between systems of oppression which construct our multiple
identities and our social locations in hierarchies of power and privilege

(Crenshaw, 1989).

Family engagement means building relationships with families to support
family wellbeing, strong parent-child relationships and the ongoing

learning and development of parents and children.
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Narrative Inquiry ~ Narrative inquiry records the experiences of an individual or small group,

revealing the lived experience or particular perspective of that individual.

Conceptual Frameworks

This study focuses on critical care theory, boundary crossing, and Black female
leadership with a focus on intersectionality. The following paragraphs give a brief explanation of
each theory and are discussed more in the literature review. The following are the frameworks
most relevant to this study.

Critical Care Theory

As we navigate the era of heightened accountability in education, we must not overlook
one of the most fundamental needs of students and staff—Ileaders who genuinely care. Noddings
(2013) asserts that the experience of being cared for is instrumental in developing a person’s
ability to care for others, underscoring the transformative power of leadership rooted in care.
However, in a time when top-down leadership and high-stakes accountability dominate
educational discourse, caring is often neglected in favor of rigid policies and performance
metrics. Greenleaf (2002) reminds us that effective leadership requires attentiveness to the needs,
interests, and well-being of others. This attentiveness is a key factor in fostering meaningful
relationships between school leaders, students, and staff.

True leadership in schools extends beyond academic rigor and standardized benchmarks;
it is about creating an environment where students and staff feel valued, supported, and
empowered. Noddings (2013), a former professor of education at Stanford University, provides a
critical examination of traditional educational theories and proposes an alternative framework—
one that redefines education as a relational and caring process rather than a sole academic

pursuit. Critical care theory does not oppose academic excellence; rather, it enhances it by
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prioritizing the well-being of those engaged in learning. Students and staff thrive in
environments where they feel emotionally and socially supported, leading to higher levels of
engagement, motivation, and success. The urgency of adopting a caring leadership model is
underscored by alarming societal trends. For example, the teen suicide rate doubled between
1985 and 2005, children are bringing firearms to school, and homicide remains the leading cause
of death among minority teens (Noddings, 2013). Additionally, an unacceptable number of
children continue to live in poverty, yet policymakers and educational leaders often prioritize
increased academic rigor over the immediate well-being of students. This focus on achievement
without care neglects the social-emotional realities that shape student success.

In direct contrast to this detached approach, Noddings (2013) argues that the primary
responsibility of schools is to care for children—not just intellectually, but holistically. She
conceptualizes caring as a deeply interconnected process that extends beyond relationships with
people to include relationships with ideas, environments, and lived experiences. This perspective
challenges school leaders to prioritize human connections over bureaucratic demands,
reinforcing the idea that students who feel seen, heard, and cared for are more likely to excel
academically and socially. Ultimately, Noddings (2013) demands a shift in how we perceive
school leadership. Leadership is not just about enforcing rules or improving test scores; it is
about ensuring that every student and educator in the building feels valued, supported, and
empowered. As we move forward, embracing a culture of care will be essential in creating
equitable, inclusive, and thriving educational environments.

Black Female Leadership, Feminism and Intersectionality (Black Feminist Thought)

Historically, women and minorities have been underrepresented in school leadership

positions. Furthermore, African American women faced substantial scrutiny during their
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professional careers and were obliged to take different routes to acquire administrative positions.
Although this has been an historical account, the value of Black female leadership continues to
be launched into the forefront due to the elements of leadership that are brought to the table by
Black female leaders on a daily basis. History tells us that many families would not have
survived without the leadership of Black women. Many schools today need this type of critical
leadership in their buildings in order for students to be successful each and every day (Robert,
2024).

According to Edwards (2016), the representation of African American and other racial
and ethnic minority women in superintendent and school leadership roles reduces as they move
through the leadership pipeline. Black feminist thought is another example of a deep dive into
the importance of the Black female voice in leadership. Black women are sometimes excluded
from feminist theory and antiracist policy discourse because both are predicated on a discrete set
of experiences that often does not accurately reflect the interaction of race and gender
(Crenshaw, 1989). This theory is important in the context of PK—12 education because it
provides a voice for, and rationale of, African American women’s views of the world and how to
overcome oppression and stereotypes in the workforce (Olow, 2021). To advance a leadership
framework that is rooted in the historicity of brilliance embodied in Black women’s educational
leadership, and their proclivity for resisting oppression, we expand on intersectional leadership
(Miles Nash & Peters, 2020) or boundary crossing that makes Black females critical to
leadership roles.

Boundary Crossing
Diversity and mobility in education and work present a paramount challenge that needs

better conceptualization in educational theory. This challenge has been addressed by educational
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scholars with the notion of boundaries, particularly by the concepts of boundary crossing and
boundary objects (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). According to Akkerman and Bakker (2011),
boundary crossing is the competence to learn from and co-create with others outside one’s own
scientific domain, institute, culture, or context. Boundary crossing theory and related concepts
provide insights and tools for getting a grip on working and learning across practices (Akkerman
& Bakker, 2011). Boundaries are often seen as obstacles and barriers for working and learning
processes (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Boundary crossing should be seen as ways to break
down barriers. In the coming chapters, this study will explain how collaboration and crossing
boundaries can lead to effective outcomes where leaders and staff can create new knowledge of
one another which leads to more student success and collaboration across systems. Boundary
crossing is also regarded as essential to allow for transformation, i.e. new practices as a result
from working across boundaries of different practices (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). School
systems often find themselves stuck in the same system for too long which causes students to be
bored, tired, and stressed out. This is a problem that was highlighted by Yale researchers in 2020
when they asked students about their feelings on high schools. In a nationwide survey of 21,678
U.S. high school students, researchers from the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence and the Yale
Child Study Center found that nearly 75% of the students’ self-reported feelings related to school
were negative (Belli, 2020). There needs to be a call for transformative leadership and new
practices as a result of boundary crossing.

The unique challenges facing Black female leaders remain under examined and
overlooked. None of this is surprising especially when looking at the history of this country and
the treatment of Black women. Crenshaw (1991) stated, “people who are “both women and

people of color” are marginalized by “discourses that are shaped to respond to one [identity] or
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the other,” rather than both (p. 1244). Intersectionality analyzes and advocates for the
experiences of Black women and beyond that, it has grown and evolved. Intersectionality brings
together two frameworks that inform this research: Culturally responsive teaching and feminism.
One must first start with the center of these theories and that is the Black woman. Over many
centuries, Black women have been programmed to think that discrimination because of the color
of our skin is the only reason we have been marginalized. Black women are sometimes excluded
from feminist theory and antiracist policy discourse because both are predicated on a discrete set
of experiences that often does not accurately reflect the interaction of race and gender
(Crenshaw, 1989). Culturally responsive Teaching points out that racism is a pervasive part of
American culture, and it is not an aberrant occurrence (Bhattacharya, 2017). Consider the
founder of culturally responsive teaching, Derrick Bell Jr., and how he highlighted the inequities
of race from minority perspectives in the U.S. Later, these intersections between race, class,
gender access to other resources, such as legal and property rights, were highlighted by other
scholars (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Culturally responsive teaching
points out the vast inequalities that many Black women consider to be a normalized part of their
lives. Young Black women like me expect to be discriminated against in some form or time in
our lives. It becomes a part of who we are and yet so many of us have yet to tell our stories.

My research study of Black female leadership in a small white midwestern school district
aims to connect critical care theory, Black female leadership, and boundary crossing and
storytelling with the voices of a Black female leader. According to Ladson-Billings (1998), the
reason for the emergence of culturally responsive teaching was dissatisfaction with liberal
approaches to pull up people slowly from where they were. The strength of storytelling was a

recognition that people’s construction of reality differs, and a space needs to be created to
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acknowledge this variation. In connection to the conceptual framework, culturally responsive
teaching, feminism is directly related and is an intersection with my research purpose and
questions. Emphasis on culturally responsive teaching is creating awareness that social structures
of oppression and Black feminism directly correlate with this theory. Feminism, from the
perspective of my research study, is directed toward Black feminism which is focused on more
specialized analysis of social structures of oppression as they relate to the experiences and
subjectivities of the members in the group (Bhattacharya, 2017). These experiences and
subjectivities cause one to closely interrogate various social systems of power that intersect with
patriarchy and create multiple social structures of oppression. Now more than ever, it’s important
to look boldly at the reality of race and gender injustices — and understand how the two can
combine to create even more harm to marginalized groups. Black women and their experiences
and their stories as leaders in a predominantly white school district will allow exploration of the
intersectionality of culturally responsive teaching and Black feminism.
Methodology and Methods: Narrative Inquiry and Autoethnography

According to Kim (2009), narrative inquiry utilizes interdisciplinary interpretive lenses
with conceptually, philosophically diverse approaches and methods, all revolving around the
narratives and stories of research participants. Narrative inquiry is a storytelling methodology in
which a story(ies) of a research participant(s) is researched as a way of knowing (Bhattacharya,
2017). Stories captivate audiences in ways that create meaningful connections that are thought
provoking and purposeful (Harley, 1982). We use narrative questions that aim to elicit further
narrations, that is, questions that invite more stories about our interviewee’s experiences (Kim,
2009). Narrative research causes out of the box thinking in ways that stories can be told not just

by mouth but in other creative ways. It is necessary to remember that while narrative somehow
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implies verbal accounts of stories, stories exist in other spaces too, such as pictures, music,
videos, dances, and so on (Bhattacharya, 2017). Active collaboration with the participant is
necessary, and researchers need to discuss the participant’s stories as well as be reflective about
their own personal and political background. This shapes how they “restory” the account
(Creswell, 1998). According to Creswell (1998), there are five qualitative approaches to inquiry
and narrative research is among those five. Traditionally, it is understood that narrative research
is rooted in different social and humanities disciplines and “narrative is understood as a spoken
or written text giving an account of an event/action or series of events/actions, chronologically
connected” (Creswell, 1998, p. 1243). The different types of narrative include thematic
narratives, biographical study, autoethnography, life history, oral history, and arts-based
narratives (Clandinin, 2013).

Ellis et al. (2011) state that “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 (ethno)” (pg. 273). Autoethnography is an intriguing and
promising qualitative method that offers a way of giving voice to personal experience for the
purpose of extending sociological theory and method exploration, reflection and application
(Wall, 2008). There remains considerable creative latitude in the production of an
autoethnographic text (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Jimmyes (2013) describes autoethnography as
(1) disrupting norms of research and practice representation; (2) working from insider
knowledge; (3) maneuvering through pain, confusion, anger, and uncertainty and making life
better; (4) breaking silence and claiming voice and “writing to right”; and (5) making work
accessible. This method is unique and compelling. Through this methodology, I align my

research and explore the perceptions and lived experiences in a mostly white small midwestern
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school district. Ellis and Adams (2013) also explain the importance of working with insider

knowledge. I will add my personal, cultural experiences in my research, with detailed

descriptions (through song, art, or music). Day-to-day experiences are vital to my research.
Data Collection and Analysis

This research utilizes narrative interview techniques paired with autoethnographic
narratives. This includes semi-structured interviews and artifact collection (Bhattacharya, 2017),
along with autoethnographic approaches through writing as method (Richardson & St. Pierre,
2005). This positions me as a researcher, as well as participant, simultaneously. This allows me
to bring visibility to the stories of boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011), critical care
(Noddings, 2013), and parent engagement between myself (a Black female principal) and the
students and parents that I work with, considering the diversity of subjective lived experiences
involved in these social interactions. In this manner, this approach allows me to offer a more in-
depth and complete narrative, and the autoethnographic components simultaneously act as a
form of transparency regarding my subjectivities.

I identified students (n=2) and parents (n=2) to participate in interviews (three times
each) throughout my research and used their testimonials and lived experiences to deepen my
own understanding. Semi-structured interviews allowed me to use open-ended questions for an
hour of interviewing with follow-up probes that I used to deepen my knowledge about the
participants’ experiences during follow-up interviews. As the fifth participant in my research, I
explored and analyzed my own autoethnographic stories and lived experiences.

Researcher’s Perspective and Subjectivities: Sunday School
My grandmother was my first teacher and leader. I am not talking about a teacher in

school but a teacher of life and spirituality. She was the one who taught me that it was ok to be
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different and unique. She would give me nuggets of wisdom that I still hold on to today. One of
those sayings was: “Bullets ain’t got no eyes. How do you dodge bullets in life.” My
grandmother always kept me on my toes and challenged me to the fullest, using wisdom,
learning lines in the church play, asking me to remember scriptures for Sunday school, or calling
her daily to give her the latest stories from my classroom. She was the first influence on my
leadership identity, and it molded the leader I am today. My grandmother gave me unconditional
love and she made sure that I knew it too. She would tell me how special and beautiful I was and
there were plenty of days that I did not feel that way at all. She instilled in me greatness and the
ability to never settle. She wasn’t afraid of anything and if she was, I never knew it. I watched
her wrestle down a snapping turtle when everyone else was afraid of it. Her fearlessness was
something I watched day in and day out. She became my first teacher-leader of living fearlessly.
I dare not forget to share these same thoughts and actions with students in my building. So, what
motivates me in this work?
This is my story, this is my song
Praising my Savior all the day long
This is my story, this is my song
Praising my Savior all the day long
I can remember vividly my grandmother telling me in Sunday school, “Dare to be
Different.” I didn’t realize at the time that she had a message far beyond what she learned as a
young, Black female living in the Jim Crow era. You see, my grandmother was a strong woman
who raised eight children on her own due to her husband dying of a heart attack. She didn’t back
down to anyone and she utilized Sunday school, God’s strength, and experiences to teach her

grandchildren the ways of strength and wisdom. I gathered many nuggets of wisdom from my
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grandmother in the Sunday school classroom at Shiloh Baptist Church. She raised me to be
strong and to use my voice to be a leader and walk differently than the crowd.

The Black female voice and how it relates to my own lived experiences with the lack of
leadership diversity within my school district has prompted me to research ways in which diverse
leaders impact a predominantly white, student population. Diversity benefits all students and the
lack of diversity in leadership is not beneficial to anyone. People of color have a voice and an
impact that should be embedded and taught to all students each and every day. The experiences |
had as a student continue to haunt me because I always thought teachers were only white people
until I went to sixth grade, and I had a Black English teacher. I could not believe my eyes when I
walked into a classroom and saw someone who looked like me in a professional role. I knew
then that my dream of becoming a teacher was within my reach and those limitations that I had
once believed vanished when I could physically see and relate to someone who looked like me.

My passion and my lived experiences are a catalyst to my research design and methods.
In reflecting on my experiences and assumptions related to working with white families, parents,
and students, I recognize that my background, personal experiences, and societal influences
shape my perceptions and interactions. I have identified important assumptions. The first is
socioeconomic status assumptions. I assumed that white families typically come from middle or
upper-middle-class backgrounds, with access to financial resources and stability. This
assumption can overlook the economic diversity within white communities.

Another assumption I possess is educational expectations. I have presumed that white
parents place a high value on formal education and are actively involved in their children's
academic lives. This can lead to expectations of consistent parental support and engagement in

school activities. There may also be cultural norms and communication styles. I believed that

22



white families adhere to certain cultural norms and communication styles that align with
mainstream societal expectations, potentially leading to misinterpretations or overlooking the
unique cultural identities within these families. In my assumptions, white families have access to
opportunities. One thing that I assumed is that white students have better access to
extracurricular activities, advanced coursework, and enrichment opportunities due to perceived
systemic advantages. This overlooks the individual challenges and barriers that some white
students may face. Finally, my assumptions on behavior and discipline are factors as I held the
belief that white students are generally well-behaved and disciplined, influenced by stereotypes
that contrast them with students from other racial or ethnic backgrounds. This assumption can
lead to biases in disciplinary practices and expectations of behavior.

I acknowledge these assumptions because it is a critical step towards fostering more
equitable and inclusive practices. It allows me to be more reflective and intentional in my
interactions, ensuring that I approach each family, parent, and student as an individual with
unique experiences and needs. By challenging these assumptions, I aim to build stronger, more
authentic relationships and provide better support to all members of the school community.

Limits and Possibilities of the Study

This is an interview study. Due to working in the Midwest Public School District, I have
many strengths and possibilities. These possibilities helped to shape this autoethnography. I was
also able to share the insider status that I possess as an employee in the school district. This study
relies heavily on data reported by students and parents in the building that I serve, which were
subject to biases due to me knowing the families and interacting with students on a regular basis.

This study also includes autoethnographic components that offer significant insights and

capture the experiences of the researcher that bring specific personal stories and background
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knowledge to this study. Autoethnography also privileges the study with personal voice and an
emotional experience that surrounds the researcher’s truth. Oftentimes in traditional research we
see objectivity and control, but autoethnography brings voice and experiences that unfold
throughout the study. The limited scope of the study, focusing on specific personal experiences,
may not adequately represent diverse viewpoints and may face scrutiny by researchers who want
to validate the findings of this research.

There are other limitations to this research study as well. I am a Black woman so I can
only tell my experiences and perspective through the lens of a Black woman. Interviewing white
parents and families presents certain limitations in terms of my own positionality and potential
biases. As a researcher, these biases can result in a partial understanding of white families’
perspectives. However, despite these limitations, the value of engaging in this research with
white parents and families presents important opportunities for boundary crossing which brings
collaboration, conversations of openness, and highlighting shared human experiences. This is
one small step forward in Unity. Picture a community rallying together to get a street name
changed. This isn’t the end; it is only the beginning of breaking down barriers in the community.
For me, these barriers begin with the name “Division Street,” now turned “Unity Street”. It takes
leadership, people to critically care about the future of the community, bringing the experiences
of the community to the forefront, and allowing them to lift their voice and cry out to make a
change for the better. There will be barriers, but boundaries can now be crossed and there will be
one small step forward in Unity because of intentional progress.

This chapter explores foundational intricacies between boundary crossing, critical care
theory, and Black feminist thought which guide this study. The importance of highlighting each

theory enhances the understanding of how they work well together in an educational setting. The
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personal and professional experiences of Black female leaders, utilizing autoethnographic
methods provides reflections and experiences that reveal the need for transformation in cultural
and institutional boundaries. Black feminist thought provides a critical framework to analyze
these experiences, emphasizing the significance of intersectionality and the unique challenges
and strengths of Black women in leadership roles. By weaving together these conceptual
perspectives, the chapter offers an understanding of how Black female leaders transcend
traditional boundaries, challenge systemic inequities, and cultivate transformative spaces within
their communities and schools.

One small step forward in Unity. Picture a community rallying together to get a street
name changed. This isn’t the end; it is only the beginning of breaking down barriers in the
community. These barriers begin with the name “Division Street,” now named “Unity Street”.
True leadership means critically caring about the future of the community by centering its lived
experiences and empowering its members to raise their voices and advocate for meaningful
change. When leadership is rooted in intentional progress, boundaries become opportunities for
connection rather than division. In this way, barriers are broken, bridges are built, and we take
one intentional step closer to unity.

Chapter Summary

This chapter explores foundational intricacies between boundary crossing, critical care
theory, and Black feminist thought that guide this study. The importance of highlighting each
theory enhances the understanding of how they work well together in an educational setting. The
personal and professional experiences of Black female leaders, utilizing autoethnographic
methods, provides reflections and experiences that reveal the need for transformation in cultural

and institutional boundaries. Black feminist thought provides a critical framework to analyze
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these experiences, emphasizing the significance of intersectionality and the unique challenges
and strengths of Black women in leadership roles. By weaving together these conceptual
perspectives, the chapter offers an understanding of how Black female leaders transcend
traditional boundaries, challenge systemic inequities, and cultivate transformative spaces within

their communities and schools.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review
“Oh, look back and see how far we have come, Oh look back and see how far we have come.
Over hills and mountains, through the storm, through the rain.....”"
This chapter offers insight on how Black female leadership is critical in creating a caring
school environment that engages families, crosses boundaries, and therefore, sets students on a
journey of success. For this to be understood, it is critical that the leader explains her own
experiences and background that took her on this journey of being a caring school leader. Many
Black female students must overcome systemic barriers in their own community, through
embracing a need for family engagement or a mentor in education who shows that they care
during critical times of their lives. This sets up Black female leaders to then cross boundaries in
their very own school and make engaging families a priority. This is a journey that only a Black
female can sing about:
There will be mountains that I will have to climb
And there will be battles that I will have to fight
But victory or defeat, it's up to me to decide
But how can I expect to win if I never try
... 1just can't give up now
I present the literature analysis in four sections. The first section includes relevant
literature that explores the historical context of underrepresented Black female leaders in
education broadly, and then specifically in the context of alternative school settings and family
engagement. The second section explores Black female leadership roles, responsibilities, and
experiences when crossing cultural boundaries to help students achieve healthy development and

work with non-Black students and families. The third section explores a variety of theories and
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frameworks relevant to Black female leadership in schools, as well as highlighting critical care
and how students deserve attention and advocacy (Beauboeuf, 2005) from Black female school
leaders. This study works to deepen our understanding of Black female leadership utilizing
intercultural social dynamics by utilizing critical care theory, boundary crossing, and Black
feminism and intersectionality.
Family Engagement

Family engagement is one of the most crucial elements to a student’s school experience
and the school building. Family engagement improves classroom dynamics and student—teacher
relationships, including cultural competence, regardless of students’ age groups (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011). Family engagement is defined by the National Association for Family, School,
and Community Engagement (NAFSCE) as a “shared responsibility in which schools and other
community agencies and organizations are committed to reaching out to engage families in
meaningful ways and which families are committed to actively support their children’s learning
and development” (NAFSCE, 2010, p.1). Family engagement often helps to cultivate cultural
awareness between students, teachers, and families. Many schools seek help through surveying
parents and families to see what family engagement activities will work within the school
building. Fostering relationships with families is important to help bridge the gap between what
goes on in the classroom and activities that happen outside of the classroom. These activities can
be joined together to become great events for families and school staff to enjoy together.

The level of family engagement in a school is a significant predictor of students’
cognitive and social emotional skills by providing enriched social experiences. Benefits include
higher student motivation, attention, impulse control, and self-confidence (Boberiene, 2013).

Heckman (2008) argued that changes in family structure in the last several decades have
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contributed to low academic achievement. While much of the research examines the role of
white principals and schools and boundary crossing with Black American parents, less research
has focused on the role of Black leadership and schools and parent involvement with white
families.
White Principals + Black Parent Engagement
For decades, white principals have been working to strengthen family engagement to

connect with families of students of color. According to Anderson (2018), white men have the
edge in the school principal pipeline. Educators who run U.S. schools aren't a diverse group. This
means that there is plenty of research on white school principals bridging the trust gap between
students of color and white leadership. According to the Hechinger Report, almost 80 percent of
the nation's 90,000 principals are white (Barshay, 2020). The 47th Annual PDK Poll states that
school principals of diverse schools must be very attentive to the multitude of perspectives
within their schools (Starr, 2015). This includes white principals being in tune with students of
color because building those connections and trust amongst parents is key. Principals understand
that involving parents means creating a space where their voices are heard and valued within the
school. In a recent podcast episode, Walking the Talk, a principal by the name of Jimmyathan
Crossley was interviewed about building community and trust within his school building that is
made up of mostly Black and Hispanic students (Anderson, 2018). He reinforces the importance
of building relationships across race and socioeconomic lines by focusing on the following:

® Establish a collective identity for your school that includes teachers, students, staff, and

families.
e Stay humble. Empathize with students and parents but remember that it’s nearly

impossible to fully understand the challenges they face.
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® Invest time in relationships with families. Remember it will take many interactions and
conversations to grow trust and understanding.
® Push for agency, not advocacy. Families and community members already have strong
voices; they work to make sure they're heard. Give them room to push for what they and
their children need.
® Make your school a hub for the community — a place where adults can also find
resources on housing, jobs, and basic necessities.
® Assume positive intent on the part of parents and emphasize the positive work of their
children.
When looking further into how other principals across the country involve parents of color these
sentiments above are mirrored. White principals have also discovered that parental voice and
trust are keys to involving parents with students of color.
White Principals + Black Student Engagement
NCES (2004) reported that Black students continue to trail white students with respect to
educational access, achievement, and attainment. White principals recognize the need to build
relationships and trust among Black families and Black students. Carter (1992) suggests that
white leaders must think strategically about Black learners, their cultural differences and their
differing needs, the community context, and ways to engage Black students with substantive
ideas. White leaders have found that involving teachers in the process of engaging Black
students is of the utmost importance. Engaging teachers means utilizing culturally responsive
pedagogy. Ladson-Billings (2018) posits that a high level of proficiency is a part of capacity
building in a child. Meeting the child where he is at is a significant part in laying the groundwork

needed in building proficiency. Building capacity in classroom teachers to engage in culturally
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responsive pedagogy must be an element of student engagement. According to Howard (2001),
teachers create “a school experience that enables students to pursue academic excellence without
abandoning their cultural integrity” (p. 136). In other words, the ways that educators present
concepts a student should learn, the student’s methods of learning, and the context of how
learning occurs must be situated within a framework that is consistent with the student’s cultural
background. culturally responsive teaching provides that framework.
Culturally Responsive Teaching

Culturally responsive teaching means using students’ customs, characteristics,
experiences, and perspectives as tools for better classroom instruction. The term was coined by
researcher Geneva Gay (2000) who wrote, “when academic knowledge and skills are situated
within the lived experiences and frames of reference for students, they are more personally
meaningful, have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily and thoroughly” (p. 29).
Culturally responsive teaching stems from the framework of culturally relevant pedagogy, which
was introduced by scholar Gloria Ladson-Billings in 1998. White principals and classroom
teachers continue to learn that students walking through their doors come with different
experiences that we must respond to each day. Emily Style (1996), the former founding co-
director of the National SEED Project (Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity), once wrote,
“Half the curriculum walks in the door with the students” (p. 1). More and more of the school
population are students of color. What is unfortunate is that most schools are organized around
white mainstream students which then puts students of color at a disadvantage. There is
culturally responsive teaching that makes sure that the experiences that students walk in with
from home and their communities are represented in the curriculum that is taught every day. We

then begin to look at culturally responsive teaching on the flip side of the table with white
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students and Black leaders. This critical framework has been used to engage Black students and
their white leaders, but little has been explored with Black leaders leading white students. It is
critical to explore the research on ways Black leaders have made an impact on white students just
like their white counterparts. We must also explore how to sustain such critical pedagogy in our
schools. It is not enough to begin culturally responsive teaching if we don’t explore culturally
sustaining pedagogy in schools today.
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy

In education, we often witness the rise of new initiatives—buzzwords that take center
stage for a year before fading into obscurity. The cycle of short-lived educational trends prevents
meaningful and sustained progress. Instead of embracing temporary solutions, we must prioritize
the longevity of pedagogical approaches that foster inclusiveness, cultural understanding, and
boundary crossing. Culturally responsive teaching and culturally sustaining pedagogy must be
upheld as cornerstones of modern education, ensuring that diverse leadership styles, particularly
those of Black female leaders, are recognized for their profound impact. Ladson-Billings (2017)
aptly states, “we teach what we value.” (p. 15). Yet, despite the value that Black female leaders
bring to school communities, research on their contributions remains minimal. Their presence in
leadership positions is not merely a matter of representation, it is a necessity for fostering
equitable, student-centered learning environments. Black female leaders bridge cultural divides,
challenge traditional norms, and cultivate school cultures that prioritize both academic rigor and
emotional well-being. However, their leadership remains understudied and undervalued,
reinforcing a need for systemic change.

Culturally sustaining pedagogy is critical in today’s educational landscape because it

moves beyond mere diversity efforts and instead seeks to perpetuate, sustain, and celebrate
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linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as integral components of schooling for positive social
transformation (Paris & Alim, 2014). Unlike traditional approaches that often view cultural
differences as deficits to be remediated, culturally sustaining pedagogy frames diversity as an
asset and positions cultural dexterity as additive rather than subtractive. Unfortunately,
traditional educational mindsets continue to confine students within rigid frameworks, limiting
their exposure to perspectives that challenge, expand, and enrich their worldview. The 51st
Annual PDK Poll of the public’s attitudes toward public schools highlights the evolving goals of
public education. According to the report, 53% of parents believe schools should prioritize
academic preparedness, while 18% emphasize workforce readiness, and 28% stress the
importance of developing good citizens (The Phi Delta Kappan, 2019). If we are to meet these
goals effectively, we must equip students with the skills to navigate cultural boundaries, engage
in meaningful cross-cultural interactions, and cultivate empathy and critical consciousness.
History has demonstrated the necessity of critical care and boundary crossing in fostering
inclusive societies. It is imperative that we sustain culturally sustaining pedagogy as a guiding
framework rather than allow it to become another fleeting trend.

However, we must not fall into the historical trap of viewing integration as a one-sided
effort. Brown v. Board of Education (1954) remains a landmark case in educational history, yet it
was largely defined by Black students crossing into white schools, with little effort to create
reciprocal boundary crossing. The assumption that only marginalized students should integrate
into dominant cultural spaces perpetuates systemic inequities. Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison
(1993) challenged this limited perspective, resisting what she termed the “white gaze” in
literature and advocating for authentic representation and self-determination in storytelling. As

she stated, “as though our lives have no meaning, and I have spent my entire writing life trying to
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make sure that the white gaze was not the dominant one in all of my books” (Morrison, 1998,
p.152). Morrison’s words resonate deeply in education, where curriculum, leadership, and
pedagogy have historically been filtered through a white-centered lens.

Culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to reverse this imbalance by fostering boundary
crossing in all directions, ensuring that students from all backgrounds engage in meaningful
cross-cultural exchanges rather than merely assimilating into dominant cultural norms. Black
female leaders are uniquely positioned to spearhead this transformation, drawing upon their lived
experiences and ancestral knowledge to create school environments that are culturally affirming,
academically rigorous, and emotionally supportive. By centering the wisdom, resilience, and
leadership of Black women, we can reshape educational spaces to honor diverse narratives,
foster inclusivity, and sustain meaningful progress in ways that transcend the limitations of past
reforms.

Black Female Leadership and White Family Engagement

Black school principals can make a difference in the outcome of student success when
crossing boundaries and critical care is applied and when students are beneficiaries of being
cared for and loved (Hong et al., 2010). Alston (2005) discusses how Black women in leadership
positions create more inclusive and affirming environments for Black students, which supports
their success. Through Our Eyes: Perspectives and Reflections from Black Teachers reports that
Black educators and leaders play a crucial role in supporting and encouraging Black students’
academic growth and confidence (Griffin & Tackie, 2016). This shows that Black students excel
under Black leadership; however, the question remains, “What about white students under Black
leadership?”. There is a scarcity of research in this area that must be explored. With the

emergence of Black feminist thought and intersectionality theory (Collins, 1998; Crenshaw,
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1991; hooks, 1981), increasing attention has been paid to the leadership of Black women
principals. In addition, traditional conceptualizations of leadership, which normalize whiteness
and emphasize masculinity and charisma, contradict the positionality of Black women that stems
from their race or ethnicity and gender and may contribute to them remaining institutionally
invisible (Anzaldua, 1987; Collins, 1991; Maher & Tetreault, 1993). It is time to explore the
work of the Black female leader. White leaders are systematically overrepresented, many schools
are looking for Black female leaders to come in and engage families and communities in ways
that have never been done before.
Black Feminist Thought

This study is grounded in Black feminism. Because it is grounded in Black feminism, it is
important to explore the journey of becoming a Black female leader. Black feminist thought is
based on the work of Collins (1989). Black feminist thought is grounded in Black women’s
experiences, many of which are tethered to their spirituality and activism. There are four distinct
tenets of Black feminist thought: (a) concrete experience as a criterion of meaning; (b) the
importance of dialogue; (c) an ethic of caring; and (d) personal accountability (Peters & Miles
Nash, 2021). The road to leadership is never easy and being Black and female makes it ten times
harder. This road leads me to sing: “I don 't believe HE brought me this far to leave me”.

Feminism is multifaceted and has taken on different perspectives and roles within
different races of women. Black feminists have argued that current literature lacks adequate
representation and analyses of the unique voices and experiences of Black women. Black
women’s life experiences are different from those of Black men and white women given their
history. Culture and socio-political factors include the effects of years of worldwide racial

oppression (Crenshaw, 1988). The stories of Black women have taught us the value of Black
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female leadership and it continues to be launched into the forefront due to the elements of
leadership that are brought to the table by Black female leaders daily. American history tells us
that many families would not have survived without the leadership of Black women. Many
schools today need this type of critical leadership in their buildings for students to be successful
each and every day. Black feminist thought is another example of a deep dive into the
importance of the Black female voice in leadership (Collins, 2000). This theory is important in
the context of PK—12 education because it provides a voice for, and rationale of, African
American women’s views of the world and how to overcome oppression and stereotypes in the
workforce (Olow, 2021). To advance a leadership framework that is rooted in the historicity of
brilliance embodied in Black women’s educational leadership, and their proclivity for resisting
oppression, we expand on intersectional leadership (Miles Nash & Peters, 2020) or boundary
crossing that makes Black females critical to leadership roles.

Black women in educational leadership find themselves in two worlds--being Black and
female. These two worlds often silence the voices of Black women in leadership because of the
fear of not being able to navigate to the next level of leadership. Lomotey (2019) has also
confirmed the silencing and marginalization of Black women, asserting that Black women
principals are significantly understudied. Collins (2000) emphasized the need to evaluate the
power behind whose story is being told and who is empowered to tell the stories. The scholarly
literature insists that this habitual practice of forgetting Black women and how their gender and
race intersect to create specific experiences, oppressions, and therefore, outcomes, is customary
and normalized (George, 2020). Given that females of color will comprise approximately 53% of
the U.S. population by the year 2050, the idea of dismissing or leaving them out of a national

discourse on education and asking them to subsume themselves under other group identities (by
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gender and/or race) is educationally unsound and inequitable (Center for American Progress,
2013).
Intersectional Leadership

Crenshaw (1989) defines intersectionality as, “the idea that we experience life,
sometimes discrimination, sometimes benefits, based on a number of identities” (p. 18).
Intersectionality was in effect in the 1960s and 1970s when women of color activists had to
navigate being Black, women, and members of the workforce simultaneously—hence these
women had to situate the intersections of their lives to fruitfully navigate their lived experiences
(Collins & Bilge, 2016). The life experiences of a Black female leader can be utilized as a tool to
intersect with the lives of students, and cross boundaries that may push them to success. This
success can be catapulted from a mere story of a Black female leader’s life experiences. First, we
must examine the background of Black female leadership and intersectionality. Rooted in Black
women’s educational leadership, let’s examine the unique contributions and the intersectional
leadership framework by acknowledging its roots and motivations grounded in the work of our
foremothers in the field (Peters, Miles & Nash, 2021).

Black women school leaders have created spaces to challenge white, hegemonic, racist
structures while acknowledging their existence in leadership is an act of resistance (Alston, 2005;
Dillard, 2000; McCluskey, 1997). Resistance to the status quo is what gives Black female leaders
the opportunity to create spaces and opportunities for students to rise above the norm in school
systems today. Therefore, the experiences of Black female leaders do not go unnoticed, and it
goes against the norms of what many traditional schools see as the “norm” in school systems.
There are three dimensions within intersectional leadership that must be addressed to understand

the importance of intersectionality and Black female leadership. These dimensions include:
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historical foundation of Black women’s leadership in education, the epistemological basis of
Black women'’s racialized and gendered experiences, and the ontological characterization of
Black women’s expertise in resisting anti-Black racism in educational settings (Alston, 2005;
Dillard, 2000; McCluskey, 1997). The historical foundation is based on the leadership of many
Black female leaders who have much in common and education of students and communities
against the norm. The history of Black women in educating communities goes back to post
slavery, civil rights, and an engagement in activism. The journey of our foremothers comes along
with exclusionary practices to keep Black women out of leadership positions they should have
possessed long ago. Our foremothers did not go down without a fight. Because of the
intersection of race and gender for Black women, these experiences were necessarily different
from their Black male and white female counterparts. Collier-Thomas (1982) detailed:

Historically, Black women have shared with Black men the discrimination and

deprivation that characterized their sojourn from slavery to freedom. They share with

white women some legal prescriptions that have limited their access to public institutions.

However, despite the common problems, their historical experiences in every area of

American life have been in very specific ways different from that of Black males and

white females. (p. 174)

The very radical difference of discrimination with Black women as compared to their
counterparts created the notion that Black women had to be leaders in their own community and
carry education on their back for Black students to be successful. Black women were educated
and professionally trained, despite their field of expertise, sexism and racism often limited their
opportunities within the field of education (Harley, 1982). Often given limited resources and

access to the field of education, Black women utilized opportunities outside of the school walls
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to press toward more leadership and opportunities in their communities. The Black church was
another hub for Black women to utilize their leadership skills and to push education to families
and community members. Black leadership was not limited to the school building. According to
Randolph (2009), “leadership always has had to attend to the context in which Black people
lived outside of the schoolhouse doors” (p. 20). It is imperative that intersectional leadership
continue to be explored through the lens of Black female leaders.

The historicity of Black women’s leadership expertise is rooted in their intersectional
perspectives and informed by their unique lived experiences (Collins, 1989). Unique lived
experiences lead to relatability and leaders who are important in their school communities enjoy
much success and opportunities for greatness within the walls of the school building. Black
female leadership and its intersectionality has allowed the knowledge of Black women to shine
through. The brilliance that Black women possess and utilize to influence individuals come
directly from their lived experience. Though Black women have historically focused on the
needs of Black students, families, and communities, Black women have delivered on their
intentions to use what they know, experience, and prioritize to successfully lead schools.
Intercultural Social Dynamics

Intercultural social dynamics refer to the complex interactions and relationships that
occur between individuals or groups from different cultures. These dynamics can be influenced
by a wide range of factors, including cultural norms, values, beliefs, communication styles, and
behavioral expectations. Understanding and navigating intercultural social dynamics is crucial in
our increasingly diverse and interconnected world. This also goes for schools and the events in
our school systems. Schools have a responsibility to be culturally aware and when schools are in

small midwestern towns, schools do not have experiences with people outside of their culture.
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This is called a monocultural mindset. According to Hammer et al. (2003), people who operate
from a monocultural mindset are only able to see the world from their own cultural lens and lack
understanding of people who are culturally different. Enter a Black female leader who has ways
of developing cultural awareness and making it a fundamental step in understanding intercultural
social dynamics.

Stereotypes and prejudices can shape intercultural interactions. Being aware of these
biases and working to overcome them is essential for building positive relationships across
cultures. Coming into a school where the leader is from a different culture is an eye-opening
experience. Established educational leadership discourse has been dominated by white American
male perspectives that can sometimes be oblivious to the cultural diversity that characterizes the
contemporary world (Collard, 2007). Schools have frequently privileged mono-cultural,
mainstream values and in many educational settings, have become used to these practices.
Intercultural social dynamics call for something new, value systems that are different from what
is known, and perspectives on how to communicate with families and communities in different
ways.

Students and families become aware that the communication styles in intercultural social
dynamic work occur in ways they have never been aware of until a different culture of leadership
comes into play. Different cultures have unique communication styles. This is important to
bridge the gap between school and families. When Black female leaders begin to bridge the gap
between families and school systems, the growth in students becomes evident with families and
attributes to student success. An intercultural mindset becomes evident in students and students
begin to understand and respond to the value and norms of the leadership in the building. From

an intercultural mindset, individuals can conceptualize multiple truths and understand and
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appreciate both their own culture(s) and the culture of others (Hammer, 2003). As Bakhtin
(1984) explains: “I am conscious of myself and become myself only while revealing myself for
another, through another, and with the help of another... [E]very internal experience ends up on
the boundary” (p. 287).

Boundary Crossing

Diversity and mobility in education and work present a paramount challenge that needs
better conceptualization in educational theory (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). This challenge has
been addressed by educational scholars with the notion of boundaries, particularly in boundary
crossing and boundary objects. Akkerman and Bakker (2011) emphasize that boundaries are not
merely barriers, but sites of potential learning and transformation. In their review of boundary
crossing literature, they identify how collaboration across professional, cultural, or institutional
boundaries can lead to new understanding, practices, and identities.

By reviewing this literature, it is important to offer an understanding of boundaries as
phenomena. The review of the literature reveals four potential learning mechanisms that can take
place with boundaries: identification, coordination, reflection, and transformation. These
mechanisms show various ways in which sociocultural differences and resulting discontinuities
in action and interaction can come to function as resources for development of intersecting
identities and practices.

Wansink et al., (2023) explore how engaging students in discussions on controversial
topics can serve as a form of boundary crossing, facilitating learning through exposure to diverse
perspectives. They identify that navigating between academic and personal approaches to
multiple perspectives enhances students' critical thinking and understanding. This suggests that

boundary crossing draws attention to how intersections of cultural practices open third spaces—
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spaces that enable the negotiation of meaning and hybridity, leading to the creation of new
cultural forms and dialogues. Within school buildings this could mean opportunities which
provide students with a world of new meaning that shifts their form of thinking as well as their
families. Sociocultural differences, at times, can seem problematic, something that should be
overcome or avoided. The boundary literature initially values such differences.
Black Female Leadership

The presence of African American and other racial and ethnic minority women in
superintendent and school leadership roles diminishes as they advance through the leadership
pipeline (Edwards, 2016). Black feminist thought offers a critical lens to examine the
significance of Black women's voices in leadership. Within the context of PK—12 education, this
theory serves to amplify African American women’s perspectives, providing insight into their
lived experiences while addressing systemic oppression and stereotypes in the workforce (Olow,
2021). To cultivate a leadership framework that acknowledges the historical excellence of Black
women in educational leadership and their continuous resistance against oppression, we draw on
the concepts of intersectional leadership (Miles Nash & Peters, 2020) and boundary crossing,
both of which highlight the indispensable role of Black women in leadership positions. Black
women in educational leadership must navigate the dual realities of their racial and gender
identities, often leading to the suppression of their voices within leadership spaces. The
challenge of advancing through the leadership ranks is compounded by the structural barriers
that impede their progress. Lomotey (2019) highlights the persistent marginalization of Black
women in leadership roles, noting that their experiences remain significantly understudied.

Furthermore, Collins (2000) underscores the necessity of critically examining who holds the
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power to tell these stories and whose narratives are being acknowledged, emphasizing the
importance of centering Black women's leadership experiences in educational discourse.
Critical Care Theory

As the era of accountability in education continues, it is easy to overlook one of the most
fundamental needs of students and staff—leaders who genuinely care. In a time when leadership
and reform often prioritize top-down approaches, the critical element of care is frequently
neglected. However, we must not forget that at the core of human nature lies the need for love,
connection, and compassion. Effective school leadership must not only uphold high expectations
but also demonstrate care for both staff and students, fostering an environment where both
groups feel supported and valued. Critical care theory (Noddings, 2013) and how it functions in
schools today is not to take away from academic rigor but to enhance the work of classroom
teachers who are responsible for achieving academic rigor. This theory is important to discuss as
it is critical to students and staff and the leadership in the building. The first reason critical care
theory is important is students are beneficiaries of this model. Having caring adults in their lives
increases the odds of students performing well academically. It is worth repeating that students
and their needs come first. All students benefit greatly from the critical care model. The second
reason this theory is critical is that teachers and staff benefit. How does a school operate without
caring for adults in the school, teachers and staff, who are in the trenches with students daily.
They need the utmost care. The final reason why critical care theory works in schools today is
because it emphasizes interpersonal relationships that leaders must have to be successful in their
leadership. Showing families, students, and teachers that there is a level of care and concern for

all students, staff, and families is an important goal in education.
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Being caring should be central to school leadership, especially in a world where students
must maintain mental health as well as acquire educational wealth. The leader in the building is
the core person who sets the tone and provides the care net for everyone in the building. In
education there are many pressures, including high stakes testing, career preparation, athletics
and activities, and needs assessments that all students and staff deal with daily. Caring is
intersubjective and phenomenological (Noddings, 2013; Tarlow, 1996). Students who feel
academically and socially supported have a better chance of being successful in school. Leaders
have to consider the voice of students in the buildings they serve. Noddings (2013) argues,

Natural caring [is] the condition that we, consciously or unconsciously, perceive as

‘good.’ It is that condition toward which we long and strive, and it is our longing for

caring—to be in that special relation—that provides the motivation for us to be moral. (p.

83)

First, as we listen to our students, we gain their trust and, in an on-going relation of care
and trust, it is more likely that students will accept what we try to teach (Noddings, 2013). Such
mutuality is often with students and principals, teachers and students, and teachers and
principals. This allows an extension beyond the school building. Families, patrons, and
superintendents become increasingly willing to be involved in the happenings of the school
setting. This is because mutual respect and caring relationships are visibly seen and brings out
the best in everyone working hard to help students achieve.

In continuation of critical care theory is that caring itself brings positivity and a mindset
of compassion, empathy, kindness, honesty, trustworthiness, and respect for others and their
integrity. Several mindsets also contribute to a foundation for caring. Two stand out as

particularly important (Noddings, 2013). Caring is recognized as beneficial and rewarding for
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both the ones caring and the ones cared for. This systemic change is an important aspect of
leadership. Many students at Midwest High School have said this school year feels different
because I feel cared for and seen by teachers and administrators. Noddings (2013) contends that
caring is enabled in relationships that are: 1) enduring and personally deep, 2) open and honest,
and 3) characterized by trust. Relationships that are enduring and personally deep means the
effect is long lasting and will be felt even after the student is no longer in the school system. The
personal connection students have with educators will run so deep that the connection and
relationships will stand the test of time. Caring brings forth openness and honesty in individuals
which gives students an opportunity to be vulnerable and honest with educators so that students
give their best work in the classroom. We should care about caring in schools because there is
substantial empirical evidence that the social and academic support arising from caring is good
for students and their success (Murphy & Holste, 2016; Murphy & Torres, 2014).

Students are more willing to take on challenging work when they can trust their teacher
or school leader. Positive relationships encourage students' motivation to learn. As a student, I
remember wanting to give my best work to a teacher that I trusted and that I knew genuinely
cared about what happened to me long after high school. Caring may be reflected in proactive
initiative, in direct support, in being with, even in doing and saying nothing (Benner 1994).

Conceptual Framework: Critical Care Theory, Black Feminist Thought, Intersectionality,
and Boundary Crossing

In Figure 2.1, the conceptual framework integrates critical care theory, Black feminism
and intersectionality, and boundary crossing, illustrating the interconnectedness of these theories
in shaping Black female leadership in predominantly white school settings. critical care theory

(Noddings, 2013) emphasizes the role of relational care and attentiveness in leadership. Black
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feminism and intersectionality (Collins, 1989; Crenshaw, 1991) provide a lens for understanding
the unique challenges and strengths of Black female leaders who navigate systemic barriers.
Boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011) highlights the ways in which Black female
leaders navigate cultural, social, and institutional divides, serving as bridges between diverse
communities and creating inclusive school cultures. Together, these conceptual frameworks
construct a leadership model rooted in care, equity, and cultural responsiveness, offering a
holistic approach to transforming educational spaces for students, families, and staff.

Figure 2.1 Conceptual Framework

Critical Care Theory
(Noddings, 2012)

Parent and Student
Engagement

Black Feminism and Boundary
Intersectionality Crossing
(Crenshaw, 2015; o (Akkerman &
Edwal'd 5, zms ) Black Female Principal Bakkel’, 2012)

Boundary Crossing

While "boundary crossing" is a broader term, "cultural boundary crossing" specifically
refers to the act of moving across or engaging with a different cultural space, implying a
conscious effort to navigate differences between cultures. Whereas "boundary crossing" can refer
to any situation where a defined line or limit is crossed, not necessarily within a cultural context

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011).
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Cultural boundary crossing, as explored throughout this study, plays a pivotal role in
fostering inclusive environments across educational, social, and professional landscapes. It
challenges individuals to navigate between different cultural norms and practices, allowing for a
richer understanding of diverse perspectives and the capacity to effectively cross the “bridge ™.
Cultural boundaries are integral to promoting equity, enhancing collaboration, and encouraging
innovation in diverse contexts. Boundary crossing can be a source of learning opportunities, as it
involves working with people from different groups and organizations (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011).

Research reveals that cultural boundary crossing is not merely about adaptation but about
creating a dynamic interaction between cultures, where individuals are empowered to bring their
full cultural selves into new environments. This is particularly significant in educational settings,
where students from diverse backgrounds often navigate between home and school cultures
(Khalifa et al., 2016). By validating and sustaining students' cultural identities within academic
contexts, educators can enhance engagement, reduce dropout rates, and foster a more inclusive
educational experience (Paris, 2012).

As individuals and groups continuously interact across cultural lines, they gain valuable
insights that challenge assumptions and promote more inclusive practices (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011). Yahya and Wood (2016) examine how students and teachers can create a third space in
educational settings that bridges the boundaries between students' home cultures and school
literacy practices. Moreover, educational institutions and organizations must provide the
necessary support structures—such as mentoring programs, inclusive leadership, and culturally
responsive policies—to ensure that boundary crossing is a positive and affirming experience for

all individuals.
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The exploration of cultural boundary crossing in communities highlights the importance
of active engagement and leadership in fostering intercultural understanding and inclusivity. As
communities around the world become increasingly diverse, the need for effective strategies that
promote cross-cultural interaction becomes ever more critical (Banks, 2008). By encouraging
community engagement, utilizing cultural mediators, and supporting local leadership,
communities can create spaces where diverse cultural groups can come together to form
cohesive, vibrant social environments.

Cultural mediators are equally essential in navigating the complexities of cultural
boundary crossing. A cultural mediator is an individual who acts as a bridge in translation
between the culture of the school environment and the child's family to enhance understanding,
share information, and create a relationship that supports families as full participants in the
assessment process and delivering education services (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 2001). Cultural
mediators, often individuals who are deeply embedded within the community and understand
multiple cultures, play a vital role in resolving conflicts, facil