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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

A glance back into history can provide context on the principalship, a phenomenon 

resulting from two forces: the drive for universal public education and the evolution of 

specialization in teaching (Blumberg, 1980). When one reflects on the duties of the principal 

teacher in 1839 and reviews the social, legal, managerial, and political expectations added at the 

beginning of the 21st century, one begins to understand the complicated and complex role of the 

contemporary principal. Goodwin, Cunningham, and Eagle (2005) extend our understanding by 

concurring that contemporary principals face increased expectations for school improvement. 

They indicate the social pressures are demanding and conflict between the roles of instructional 

leader, organizational leader, community leader, and strategic leader. The social pressures for 

principals of high poverty urban schools are even greater. Over the past decade and a half, 

federal accountability policies have shed light on high poverty urban schools – demonstrating 

that some of them have a long history of failure.   

Principals, particularly those serving in high poverty urban schools, have been in a 

paradoxical position since the onset of high stakes accountability testing. No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) (2001) admonished educators to use scientific, research-based strategies to ensure all 

students learn. Likewise, Race to the Top required educators to use research-based school 

improvement models. Yet, principals are being asked to improve student learning by 

implementing mandated reforms that have consistently proven ineffective in raising student 

achievement (DuFour & Mattos, 2013). According to Fullan (2014), the role of educational 

leadership needs to be that of instructional leader for the purpose of maximizing the learning of 

teachers and consequently the students. To do this, Fullan indicated a focus on three key aspects 
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of the principal’s role: a) leading learning, b) being a district and team player, and c) becoming a 

change agent. According to Fullan, the current problem in education is the “conditions for 

mutual learning have been seriously eroding” (p. 5). He argued that students are increasingly 

bored and disengaged from schooling, and that two-thirds of kindergarten students are alienated 

by the time they reach ninth grade. Furthermore, he indicates that teacher satisfaction is 

continually declining and principals job satisfaction is decreasing due to the complexity of the 

job and the attendant stress. According to Fullan, this problem in education is due to an improper 

conceptualization of the role of the principal that is confusing and inhibits the professional 

learning of teachers and in turn the learning of students. Principals reported that schools driven 

by accountability policies are forced to simply “get better at a bad game” where you do what you 

can “to please the higher-ups in order to protect your staff and yourself” (p. 28). Federal 

mandates shed a light on students in poverty who were not being served well, however, it seemed 

to do little to influence organizational change that would improve the lot for these students. 

Of the many organizational changes that took place in public education in North America 

at the turn of the last century, few had greater impact on the school than the development of the 

principal. The creation of the principal’s role revolutionized the internal organization of the 

school from a group of students supervised by one teacher to a collection of teachers managed by 

one administrator (Rousmaniere, 2007). The 1700s brought on the issue of educating masses of 

children with the shortage of quality teachers. In the 1800s, inexperienced teachers were placed 

under the supervision of a principal teacher (Vail, 2004). Blumberg (1980) indicated the role of 

the school principal as one knows it today can be traced to the middle of the 19th century. Prior 

to 1850, many of the duties that lay boards of education prescribed for principals were of a 

clerical nature. Most of the individuals serving in that capacity were responsible for teaching in 
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addition to their clerical duties. However, by the late 1800s the emphasis in responsibilities 

shifted from the maintenance of records and reports to matters of school organization and general 

management. Thus, by the early 1900s, three critical and enduring functions of the principalship 

had been established: a) the organization and general management of the school, b) the 

supervision of instruction and staff development, and c) the interpretation of the work of the 

school to the immediate school community. The roles that emerged during the latter half of the 

19th century, endured through most of the 20th century, developed essentially in the larger 

American cities during a time of expanding school enrollments. By the 1900s, compulsory state 

attendance laws were part of American education. There was a need for the principal to be the 

building manager and instructional leader.  

Button (1966) provides another perspective by offering an illuminating history of the 

changing doctrines of educational administration during the past 100 years. The first doctrine, 

the teaching of teachers characterized the period from about 1870 to 1885. The doctrine of 

educational administration as applied philosophy provided superintendents with the authority and 

the elevated status they believed were needed to direct and develop educational systems during 

the 1890s. The business management doctrine was abandoned in the 1930s as the Depression 

and the New Deal emerged, and although the techniques of administration had been enormously 

developed and refined since 1905, the justification for administration was almost unchanged. The 

last period was the 1950s when the doctrine of school administration as applied behavioral 

science emerged. Surveying the educational scene from the perspective of the 1970s, one senses 

that many remnants of these earlier doctrines are still reflected in the principalship today. In the 

20th century, principals are a part of a multi-faceted system with diverse demands. As education 

has expanded and demographics have shifted, there is a focus to provide school leaders who 
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resemble a school’s population. The history of the principalship allows one to further study the 

evolution of the principal’s role.  

Compounded by the aforementioned is the role of the principalship in general, which has 

evolved in complexity. Principals are expected to serve as the communicator, educator, 

envisioner, change master, culture-builder, activator, producer, character-builder, and 

contributor. The evolving role can be attributed to the onset of increased accountability, societal 

issues, school finance reform, and various administrative tasks. Principals chosen to serve in 

urban school settings must fit a certain leadership profile. They must follow policies, foster 

academic achievement, manage staff and students, and develop a culture of acceptance and high 

expectations. This requires that they understand the community, support community 

involvement, and serve the community (McEvan, 2003); however, this does not come without its 

fair share of obstacles. Principals of high poverty urban schools must have with the wherewithal 

to address challenges unique to their setting.  

Challenges which principals face in high poverty urban schools include low achievement 

and high dropout rates.  Boyd-Zaharias and Pate-Bain (2008) postulated low achievement and 

high dropout rates among poor students continue to “plague” public schools in the United States; 

and elaborated further by stating, “our nation will profit or pay for whatever they become” (p. 

40). Principals today continue to frame their efforts through the current federal mandates, Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), where they are challenged to meet the needs of all students. 

Adding to the challenge of principals in urban schools is the increase in poverty of many 

students, which may be a mitigating factor (Woods & Martin, 2016. Hudley (2013) admonishes 

scholarship written about urban or minority students and low academic achievement. She 

indicated that over the past decade schools have been coded with these terms and more and 
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argues that the conversation should be focused on the challenges that students in urban public 

school face. Some of these challenges are that approximately 64 percent of students receive free 

or reduced lunch. This is a sign that families are living near the poverty line. She indicates 

families pulling themselves up by the bootstraps through education to reach the middle class is a 

misnomer.  

Extensive research from the Wallace Foundation reports on the role of the principalship 

in urban schools and highlights excellence of a school designated as one that serves students of 

high poverty. The key findings are anchored to: shaping a vision of academic success, creating a 

climate hospitable to education, cultivating leadership in others, improving instruction, and 

managing people, data and processes. The research indicated that having high expectations drove 

teachers away in the beginning, but once the right educators were in place, and a culture was 

formulated, the demand for teachers to serve at such schools increased (2013). Many scholars 

agree that leadership is second only to teaching, and that leaders do influence the learning in the 

classroom (Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010; Portin et al., 2009). 

Understanding the characteristics of principals who lead high poverty urban schools is critical. 

School leadership in general, and specifically in high poverty urban schools, is primarily 

about enhancing knowledge and skills of the educators in the organization, creating a culture of 

high expectations which hold individuals accountable for collective results, and using 

relationships to bridge people within the organization (Fullan, 2001). Increasing school capacity 

in these various ways can be accomplished through professional learning communities, program 

coherence, and strong principal leadership. Many of these characteristics were identified from 

research post NCLB (2001). Haycock (2006) noted that NCLB had an emphasis on poor and 

minority students’ learning, which he referred to as “invisible children” (p. 38). Thus, while 
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researchers have identified a positive correlation between the leadership of the building principal 

and increased student achievement (Cotton, 2003; McEwan, 2003; Yukl, 2002), it is important in 

this time of high accountability to understand the specific leadership behaviors that affect student 

achievement within a high poverty setting. Narrowing the focus of specific leadership behaviors 

that successful leaders implement is needed to effect change, increase student achievement and 

contribute to the existing body of knowledge (Chenoweth, 2009a, 2009b; DuFour & Marzano, 

2011; Haycock & Peske, 2006; Reeves, 2009). Leadership does matter in high poverty urban 

schools and African American scholars contend that African American educators are selected for 

these schools. 

African American principals are typically selected to take positions in urban schools with 

a large population of students who are minority (Fiore & Curtin, 1997). They assume important 

roles in the school system and have numerous opportunities to shape, and even redirect students’ 

futures (F. Brown, 2005; Loder, 2005a). When considering the selection of leaders in urban 

school districts, scholars argue that African American educators are sometimes selected and 

viewed as surrogate (other) mothers and fathers (Collins, 1998; Loder, 2005a; Williams, 2013). 

When considering the profile of an urban school leader, Collins (1998) suggests the cultural term 

“othermother” is used in the Black community when referring to African American women “who 

work on behalf of the Black community” (p. 132). Collins describes this leader as one who 

“expresses ethics of care and personal accountability, which embrace conceptions of 

transformative power and mutuality” (p. 132). The goals of these African American women 

school leaders focus on efforts to tend to the social, emotional, and physical needs of the students 

so they can learn (Vail, 2004). Principals of color, particularly African American women, 

generally emerge as leaders of the urban schools that are under resourced (Murtadha & Larson, 
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1999. They are expected to work in support of underserved students by considering how and in 

what ways they can level the playing field. 

African American female principals in high-poverty urban schools are faced with unique 

challenges. This is best explained by Essed who defined the double jeopardy of being Black and 

female as “gendered racism” (1991, p. 5). African American female principals not only deal with 

internal and external pressures to lead schools effectively but must also navigate through the 

scrutiny that they sometimes encounter because of their gender and race (Boris-Schacter & 

Langer, 2006; Crenshaw, 1989; Sernak, 2004; Tillman, 2004). An African American female 

principal must have firm leadership abilities with a strong set of core of values and beliefs to 

navigate the demands of accountability as well as the possibility of encountered gendered racism. 

Statement of the Problem 

Many African American women are leading in some of the most challenging urban 

schools (Adkinson, 1981; Bloom & Erlandson, 2003; Gooden, 2005). As the number of urban 

schools continue to grow, it is becoming increasingly evident that there is a need for African 

American women’s theoretical constructions of school leadership (Montenegro, 1993), which in 

turn, will broaden the knowledge base within the field. hooks (1989) declared that without the 

voices of African Americans in written works and oral presentations, there will be no 

articulations of Black concerns. In consideration of leaders in high poverty urban schools, there 

is a limited body of research that relates to African American female principals. The research of 

Gasman (2007) and Lawson (1991) on African American female leadership shows historically 

how African American female leaders’ contributions were even downplayed within African 

American communities. In the last 20 years, research has increasingly begun to recognize the 

contributions previously overlooked. Although throughout history research has been conducted 



8 

on various perspectives of the principalship, few studies are relative to the African American 

female principal in a high poverty urban school. There is a call for narratives of the principalship 

from those whose voices have much to tell about relevant issues of leadership through diversity 

(Tomlinson, 2004).  In the current study, I explored the experiences of African American female 

principals in high poverty urban schools to contribute to the growing body of research on this 

underrepresented topic. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to explore the experiences of African American female 

principals serving in high-poverty urban schools. This study was warranted due to the growing 

number of African American female principal leaders in urban schools over the last 20 years. 

School leaders in urban school districts are expected to increase academic achievement, support 

district initiatives, and support the development of urban communities. The study results will 

serve as a source of information to educators on similar journeys.  

Conceptual Framework 

When considering theoretical frameworks related to race, gender, and the principalship, 

educational leaders in urban educational settings know and understand their contexts well 

enough to identify a theoretical framework to ground their practice (Jean-Marie, 2005). 

Prominent theories in leadership have defined specific factors that make great leaders. The lens 

considered for this study is the Afrocentric feminist framework (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 1995). 

The Afrocentric feminist framework, utilized by researchers and philosophers, is essential in 

understanding the ways in which committed African American female principals create 

themselves as leaders and recreate their community (Collins, 1990; Dillard, 1995).  
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Traditional research on Black women recognizes gender and race issues specifically and 

exclusively, but fails to recognize their duality and contributions as Black women (E. B. Brown, 

1989). By portraying African American women as self-reliant individuals confronting race, 

gender, and class oppression, Afrocentric feminists point to the importance knowledge plays in 

empowering oppressed people (Reed-Yeboa, 2007). This framework includes features from both 

Afrocentric and feminist traditions and draws on the work of several African American feminist 

scholars and others (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 1995; Dixon & Dingus, 2008; Hooks, 1989; Normore 

& Jean-Marie, 2007). Collins (2000) contended the Afrocentric feminist lens allows African 

American women to be portrayed as knowledgeable regardless of their historical experiences of 

oppression. This allows for the world to experience how African American women view the 

world through the lens of race, class, and gender. To show their truth and redefine their own 

reality creates a humanistic vision. This humanistic vision provides further insight on the 

challenges and factors that have cultivated the nature of African American females.  

Afrocentric feminist thoughts allow social transformation and open the doors for new 

knowledge. It is the world as Black women live it and see it. They are the center of the analysis 

based upon their perceptions and realizations. The Afrocentric framework addresses the lens of 

African American women’s truth and offers knowledge that allows them to define their own 

existence by having a voice. Consistent with the stereotype image, being a strong Black woman 

consists of certain behaviors such as caring for one’s family while working and supporting the 

family economically and also certain personality traits such as resolve, self-reliance, and 

persistence (Lack, 2015). Through the Afrocentric feminist thought, the actions and struggles of 

African American women have impacted the greater community (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 1995).  
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African American women have evolved as mothers, community othermothers, and 

community leaders. This implies that their sphere of influence has nurtured and empowered 

many others, which is a form of power (Case, 1997; Loder, 2005a). The Afrocentric framework 

allows African American women to share their voices by serving as agents of knowledge. It 

anchors between oppression, activism, power, and responsibility. The epistemology allows for 

the synthesis of knowledge to put the experiences of African American women into perspective 

as to reduce or eliminate future inequalities. African-American women who adhere to the idea 

that claims about Black women must be substantiated by Black women’s sense of our own 

experiences and who anchor our knowledge claims in an Afrocentric feminist epistemology have 

produced a rich tradition of Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 1995). Increasing 

numbers of African-American women scholars are explicitly choosing to ground their work in 

Black women’s experiences, and, by doing so, they implicitly adhere to an Afrocentric feminist 

epistemology. Rather than being restrained by their status of marginality, these women make 

creative use of their outsider-within status and produce innovative Afrocentric feminist thought 

(Collins, 1990). The framework for this study was not only designed to explore African 

American female leadership, but tailored to explore the below research questions. 

Research Questions 

1. What are the experiences of African American female principals in a high-poverty 

urban school district? 

2. How has the culture and life experiences of these African American female principals 

influenced their behaviors and actions? 

3. What challenges do these African American female principals experience in urban 

school settings? 
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Significance of the Study 

This study is relevant to the field of education as there is a limited amount of current 

research on African American female principals in high poverty urban schools. Given the slow 

but steady rise of African American females in leadership positions, it is likely to be lonely at the 

top for many of these women. This research will serve as a source of knowledge and inspiration 

for practitioners and educators who seek strategies to develop successful leaders with the aim of 

producing successful students. Collins (1998) contended the quest to add voice and meaning to 

the role of African American women in America is in no way an attempt to ignore or disregard 

the hardships and struggles of other groups of people. Many African American female principals 

lead the most troubling urban schools and are anchors within their communities. Most of the 

studies today are not from the perspectives of this group of women. The experiences of African 

American women principals can create a climate where success is possible for not only African 

American students, but for any urban student population. The current research results will enable 

aspiring principals to develop strategies to be better prepared to handle challenges that they face 

daily. The research results will also provide knowledge about leadership in urban school settings 

and school improvement through the personal experiences of African American women 

principals who have successfully led high poverty urban schools.  

Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions 

This study is limited to a specific number of high-poverty urban schools in a single 

school district. Participants were African American female principals in high-poverty urban 

schools who agreed to participate in the study.  I chose to complete a more in-depth study on 

three participants who met other specific criteria.  
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A limitation of the study is my current role as a principal in the researched school district. 

I have interacted with the participants as a colleague. An assumption in the current research is 

that participants represent African American female administrators in the field of education and 

that they were forthcoming in their disclosures. 

Definition of Terms 

It is imperative to provide a general understanding of the educational terms utilized 

within this study. The following terms are defined as they relate to the current study: 

Afrocentric feminist framework − Theoretical framework that includes features from both 

Afrocentric and feminist traditions; focuses on the content and context of African American 

women’s lived experiences (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 1995). 

Effective principals − for purposes of this study, effective principals are those principals 

who receive 70% or higher on all domains of Green Pastures ISD’s culture survey, met 

standards, and achieved distinctions based upon the state accountability system and based upon 

schools receiving accolades among comparison groups, whose campuses achieved the top 10% 

status of Green Pastures ISD’s School Effectiveness Indices (measuring student growth in 

consideration of demographics and additional variables). 

Free and reduced lunch − Schools participating in the National School Lunch and School 

Breakfast Programs and receive free and reduced priced lunches and breakfast (Texas Education 

Agency, 2014).  

Growth model indices − Growth model indices are Green Pastures ISD’s value-added 

measure of the academic performance of a school’s students. The model is alternative to 

evaluating school performance with absolute measures such as passing rates. Growth Model 

Indices are a fairer method for determining a school’s effect on student performance because 
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they take into consideration known factors over which school personnel have no control such as 

socio-economic status, language proficiency, and gender.  

High performing − High performing describes schools that have achieved recognized or 

exemplary status as determined by the Texas Education Agency (2016) school standards. 

High poverty − High poverty describes schools that have a free and reduced lunch 

population of 76-100% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). 

Low performing − In an environment of standards-based reform, low performing often 

refers to those schools that do not meet the standards established and monitored by the state 

board of education, or some other authority external to the school (Corallo & McDonald, 2002). 

Recognized and exemplary schools − Schools that achieve based upon standards by the 

Texas Education Agency (2016).  

School report card (SRC) − The school report card combines accountability ratings, data 

from the state academic performance, and financial information to give a broad view of campus 

performance. Available for each campus in the state, the SRC is intended specifically to inform 

parents and guardians about a school’s individual characteristics and its academic performance 

(Texas Education Agency, 2017). 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Wallace Foundation (2011) reported that improving school leadership has most 

recently ranked high on the list of priorities for school reform. In a detailed 2010 survey, school 

and district administrators, policymakers, and others declared principal leadership among the 

most pressing matter on a list of issues in public school education. This report adds to previous 

research by other scholars (Knapp, Copland, Honig, Plecki, & Portin, 2010; McGough, 2003; 

Portin et al., 2009; Tirozzi, 2001). Some scholars have focused specifically on the critical role of 

Black principals as leaders of high poverty urban schools (Gooden, 2005; Loder, 2005abc; 

Lomotey, 1993, 1987; Williams, 2013). The latter scholars found that Black principals have been 

found to play a critical role in exemplary school operations. Researchers found that African 

American principals affect the achievement of Black students positively (Gooden, 2005; 

Lomotey, 1987, 1993), mentor teachers for preparation of advancing to formal leadership 

positions (Brooks & Jean-Marie, 2007), and provide positive leadership for the communities they 

serve (Loder, 2005a; Tillman, 2004). Although researchers have engaged in extensive 

discussions on school leadership and reform and have begun to discuss leadership in reference to 

gender and race, very little research focuses on African American female principals and the 

intersections of gender, race, and school leadership. In this review of the literature, I address 

research regarding the following topics: urban school leadership, gender and the principalship, 

and African American female and the principalship. 

Urban School Leadership 

The role of the urban principal has become increasingly complex, especially for 

principals who work in inner-city schools where poverty is prevalent (Kincheloe, Hayes, Rose, & 
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Anderson, 2006). Quality leadership is essential in schools serving students in poverty. Kimble 

and Sirotnik’s (2000) research on the urban school principalship identified several circumstances 

common among urban schools such as poverty, child abuse, joblessness, lack of school 

achievement, and a host of other challenges impeding the growth of an educational community. 

Vail (2004) stated,  

No one should or could expect urban schools, or any school for that matter, to overcome 
all of the obstacles faced by low-income children and their families, but urban 
educational leaders should be prepared to address, work through, and overcome these 
issues. (p. 18)  
 
Characteristics associated with urban education settings, as noted by Duke (2008, 2012) 

include: 

• High levels of ethnic minorities, immigrants, mobility, homeless families, children in 
foster care, incarcerated students, drug abusers, and English language learners (ELLs) 

• Larger percentages of students not achieving expected levels of achievement 

• High numbers of student truancies, suspensions, and dropouts coupled with low 
attendance and graduation rates 

• Significant problems with the learning environment, including high teacher and 
leader turnover, high teacher absenteeism, low staff morale, and financial problems 

Similarly, according to Jacobson (2008), in order to achieve successful outcomes in the 

face of high levels of student poverty, school leaders confront other significant challenges, such as 

poor nutrition, inadequate health services, high rates of illiteracy, and criminal activities that 

include drug and substance abuse.  

The counter narrative to the above realities is that education is touted as the great 

equalizer. Philosopher Horace Mann celebrated compulsory education as the means for 

American schools to alleviate poverty. We are still hard pressed to live out the epitome of what 

American society promises, which expects schools to be institutions that level the playing field. 
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Mann (1965) managed to communicate that all Americans, especially the most affluent, had a 

shared social responsibility for the future of the country.  

If one class possesses all the wealth and the education, while the residue of society is 
ignorant and poor, it matters not by what name the relation is called: the latter, in fact 
truth, will be the servile dependents and subjects of the former. (Mann, 1965, p. 19) 
 

In Kozol’s (1992) seminal work he argues that placing the burden on the individual to break 

down doors in finding better education for a child is attractive to conservatives because it 

reaffirms their faith in individual ambition and autonomy. But to ask an individual to break down 

doors that are chained and bolted in advance of his arrival is unfair. Many times, urban school 

children are dealt a hand where they face living in poverty, drug infested areas, single-parent 

homes, and even homelessness. School leaders must have the insight, wisdom, and ability to heal 

the external stressors of society while building a school that is a haven to students and the 

community (1992). The truth is an increasing number of public schools especially in urban areas 

are faltering and the school districts should find systemic and comprehensive solutions (Datnow, 

Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007).  

School districts play a role in the development of stronger school leadership and should 

make it a top priority if they are to improve education in high poverty urban schools (Mitgang, 

2013). Urban school leadership requires a commitment to improving student learning. These 

principals must have the abilities to inspire, unify, and build a common vision. An effective 

principal can maximize teacher and school achievement. In the face of challenges, they must 

overcome obstacles to change the lives of those that they serve positively. They must have the 

insight and wisdom to build successful schools for the children. School leaders in high poverty 

urban schools must be servant leaders and instructional leaders.  
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Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003) argue that instructional leadership is critical for 

principals of high poverty urban schools. Urban school leaders must be able to provide teachers 

with resources and feedback to increase the quality of instruction for students positively. They 

must observe and be able to provide instructional feedback and support teachers in curriculum 

alignment, data discussions, and interventions based on the academic needs of students. 

Although both effective and ineffective principals claimed to observe their teachers frequently, 

effective principals made more unscheduled observations and provided immediate feedback 

(Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007). Effective principals motivated and encouraged their 

teachers and students through high expectations of excellence. Increasing academic achievement 

is the focus of urban school principals.  

A highly effective principal can increase his or her students’ scores up to 10 percentile 

points on standardized tests in just one year (Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006). 

Leithwood et al (2004) and Seashore Louis et al. (2010) make the claim that principals in low-

achieving or high poverty, minority schools tend to have a greater impact on student outcomes 

than principals at less challenging schools. Other researchers have found that effective principals 

not only affect student achievement but additional factors such as student absences and 

graduation rate. When examining principals’ impact on the number of days students miss, 

researchers found student absences were lower in schools led by effective principals (Branch, 

Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2012; Clark, Martorell, & Rockoff, 2009). Furthermore, the impact was 

even greater in low-performing and high-poverty schools than in high-performing and low-

poverty schools. 

Just a little more than decade ago, Leithwood et al. (2004) argued that there is negligible 

research on troubled schools turned around without intervention by a powerful leader. These 
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researchers indicated that principals are the key to improving low achieving schools serving 

disadvantaged students. This is one of many studies, in partnership with the Wallace Foundation, 

which has examined principal effectiveness over the past decade, and declared principals as 

second only to teachers as the most influential in-school factor in student achievement (Knapp et 

al., 2010; Seashore Louis et al., 2010; Portin et al., 2003). Out of all school-level factors, 

teachers were estimated to account for more than a third of the variation in a school’s 

achievement and principals represent nearly 25% of the variation in a school’s achievement 

(Seashore Louis et al., 2010). Individual teachers have a tremendous impact on their students’ 

achievement, but it takes multiple in-school factors coming together to significantly improve 

student achievement on a large scale (Wallace Foundation, 2011). Urban school principals who 

are able to serve in this capacity impact student achievement and the quality of education 

provided for their students. Their decisions and influence is especially important in the 

improvement of high poverty urban schools. 

High poverty urban schools require the recruitment and retention of principals and 

teachers to impact student outcomes. However, one of the issues with urban school principals is 

the principal turnover rate. Unfortunately, principals typically transfer to less challenging schools 

as they gain experience (Beteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2011). In many of America’s urban 

schools, the new principal is more likely to have less experience and be less effective than a new 

principal at a less challenging school, often resulting in a longer, more pronounced slowdown of 

achievement gains. The reason for the staffing difference is many principals gain their initial 

experience at challenging schools then transfer to easier-to-manage schools as those positions 

open. A study of one large urban school district found principals’ second or third schools 

typically enrolled 89% fewer poor and minority students than their first position (Beteille et al., 
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2011; Miller, 2009). Therefore, schools that serve the most challenging students, however, are 

more likely to be led by less experienced principals than more advantaged schools.   

Principals who made significant improvements in their first few years demonstrated 

increase in effectiveness over time. Branch et al. (2012) found that although both effective and 

ineffective principals typically transfer to less challenging schools within a district, effective 

principals are more likely to stay at challenging schools longer than their ineffective colleagues. 

Principals are more effective as they gain experience. Just as teachers become more effective 

with experience, so do principals, especially in their first three years (Clark et al., 2009). In the 

research of Loeb, Kalogrides, and Horng (2010), they note that a highly effective principal 

retains and recruits the most effective teachers. Furthermore, no matter how effective a principal 

was at his or her previous school, when he or she transfers to a new school it takes approximately 

five years to fully stabilize and improve the teaching staff as well as implement policies and 

practices to affect the school’s performance positively (Seashore Louis et al., 2010).  

Gender and the Principalship 

There are many women serving in the role of the principalship in America’s schools. 

Gender is a variable in the experiences of the principal and a woman’s perception of herself is a 

direct link to her success (Lynch, 1990). Most women manage the role of administration 

effectively, and experience success, because they are able to manage the demands of their career 

and stay on task with career objectives (Marshall, 1999). Sperandio (2009) argues, however, that 

women and minorities have faced discrimination in their movement into leadership as a result of 

societal and cultural understandings of leadership, the process of socialization into educational 

organizations, and institutional barriers to women’s entry and progress up the leadership ladder.  
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Women move into the principalship with more years of teaching than do men; women, 

more so than men, are appointed to a principalship in the same school in which they have taught 

for many years; and women have longer tenure in the principalship with a single school than do 

men (Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Ballenger, 2007). Fullan (2010) adds that what this 

means is that women bring inbound knowledge of how the school works and where the stress 

points exist, and knowledge of strengths. Further, they are known, trusted, and accepted by the 

school community. Finally, because women stay longer in the principalship, they are likely to 

see change through ups and downs, providing outbound knowledge. According to Gardiner, 

Enomoto, and Grogan (2000), Gardiner and Tiggeman (1999), and Eagley and Johnson (1990), 

the gender context of the workplace makes a difference in leadership style. Women not only 

exhibit more interpersonal behaviors than do males in female-dominated workplaces, but are 

equally interpersonal in male-dominated workplaces as well (Fullan, 2010).  

In more than 50 studies that compare female and male approaches to leadership, the 

results are mixed, with 100% of the qualitative studies and 14% of the quantitative studies 

identifying differences (Shakeshaft et al., 2007). Where differences are reported, women are 

more likely than men to be rated by both those who work with them and by themselves as 

instructional, task-oriented leaders (Fullan, 2010). In a study of teacher and superintendent 

evaluations of 76 high school principals (38 women and 38 men) using the Principal 

Instructional Management Rating Scale, Nogay (1995) found women principals were rated more 

highly than men principals. In a similar study, Spencer and Kochan (2000) conducted a statewide 

survey of male and female principals in Alabama−42% of the principals responded. Results 

showed women rate themselves higher in skill level and also access the importance of student, 

relational, and learning skills higher than do males. In both qualitative and quantitative studies of 
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principals and superintendents, women are identified as more relational and interpersonal, 

logging in more one-on-one contacts with staff (Counts, 1987; Nogay, 1995; Perry, 1992). 

However, men send more memos and write longer ones to staff than do women (Rayburn, 

Richmond, & Rogers, 1986). Genge’s (2000) interviews with male and female secondary 

principals found women are more likely to use humor as a part of their leadership style, and 

especially to diffuse conflict.  

Gross and Trask conducted a major study of men and women elementary school 

principals in (1976). The study was part of the National Principalship Study at Harvard 

University supported by the U.S. Office of Education. They used a cluster sampling procedure 

that gave them a representative sample of 189 elementary principals in cities with a population of 

50,000 or more. Women in this study reported higher academic performance than men. Twenty-

three percent of women and 12% of men indicated their academic work was far above average. 

The women stated they went into teaching because they were influenced or persuaded by 

someone else. Men indicated they went into teaching for financial reasons and for upward 

mobility. Yet, in education, professional success cannot and is not measured exclusively in terms 

of career success (Tomlinson, 2004). Its true measure is successful outcomes for students’ 

learning. Substantial research on gender and the principalship offers insight to the growing 

number of women leading a school.  

African American Females and the Principalship 

The presence of African American professionals in the school system is crucial to the 

development and success of African American students (A.C. Brown, 2012; M. L. Brown, 2000). 

Loder (2005a) argues that African American women principals in particular have unique 

experiences that distinguish them from other school leaders. Specifically, Loder contends that 
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their experiences, and interactions as well as their race and gender statuses distinguish their 

leadership experiences from their male and White female colleagues. Consistent with general 

approaches and societal views on leadership, there is an underrepresentation of women-centered 

research on leadership (Fullan, 2010; Heck & Hallinger, 2005), African American principal 

leadership (Lomotey, 1989; Profit, 2007; Vargas, 2012), and more specifically research on 

African American female principals (Loder, 2005a; Reed, 2012). Scholars found the conditions 

of sexism and racism affected women of color differently, and their careers may be heavily 

impacted by one or both factors, creating an atmosphere of double marginalization (Hite, 2004).  

Reed (2012) declared Black women were influential in the development and leadership of an 

educational system deeply engrained in racism and sexism. Race and gender as a lens to view 

school leadership is critical. Despite the salience of race in the United States, African American 

female school leaders have been appointed to lead schools which are deemed diverse and 

challenging in various respects; yet, this research topic remains for the most part unexplored in 

educational leadership (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Profit, 2007; Vargas, 2012).  

Although research activity has increased, only a limited number of studies have examined 

the experiences and overall effect of African American female principals (Tillman, 2004). In a 

study of mentors and sponsors for African American female administrators, Allen et al. (1995) 

addressed the lack of research and stated, “Because they have been so few in number, there is 

precious little research about African American women in educational administration . . .” (p. 

409). This point was reiterated by Tillman (2004) nine years later when she lamented that limited 

documentation (support/evidence) existed on the experiences of Black female principals. In the 

same study, Tillman (2004) found overall, African American principals were instrumental in the 

academic achievement of Black children. However, when addressing African American female 
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administrators, the literature documented and chronicled a lack of studies centered on African 

American female principal experiences. In order to understand the scholarship on African 

American female principal leadership, it is important to explore several areas of leadership in 

urban settings. 

Similarly, Lawson (1991) underscored the importance of understanding the contributions 

of African American females by arguing systematic studies should be conducted of African 

American females in their various roles as mothers, wives, and professionals. Cash (1995) 

reasserted Lawson’s content and added to his thoughts by stating: 

In order to understand the historical experience of the multifaceted lives of African-
American women, it is necessary to integrate the folk culture into the existing body of 
knowledge of Black women . . . African American women, whose voices are largely 
unknown, have often unconsciously created their own lives and are the voices of 
authority of their experiences. (p. 30) 

 
Within this body of women, whose voices have remained unknown, exists educators 

whose leadership has been shaped by different historical periods and experiences. We do know 

that African American female principals quite often receive their appointments at inner city 

schools where their male counterparts have failed (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003). These inner-city 

schools ultimately create opportunities for African American women principals to obtain 

leadership positions in education (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003; Gooden, 2005; Loder 2005a; 

Williams, 2013). For example, Loder (2005a) studied African American women principals and 

their interactions in various communities located within the Chicago Public School System. 

Loder discovered African American women specifically were receiving their leadership 

opportunities in the “nation’s toughest urban schools” located in districts experiencing economic 

and social dilemmas on a severe scale (p. 299). According to the study results, 41% of principals 

within the Chicago Public School System were African American females. This was a drastic 
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difference from 1967, where less than 5% of all Chicago principals were African American, male 

and female combined.  

According to researchers, the statistics on African American female principals serving in 

urban schools is on the rise (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010; Parker & 

Villalpando, 2007). In reference to public schools, African Americans, male and female, held 

9.3% of school principalships in the 2003-2004 school year. Adding to the significant 

percentages, in the 2007-2008 school year, 22% of principals in high-poverty and low- poverty 

elementary schools were identified as African American (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2010). Furthermore, 52% of the principals in low-poverty and 65% of principals in 

high poverty elementary schools were female (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). 

These numbers are significant for African American female principals because overall, African 

American and Hispanic principals were more likely to be employed at high-poverty elementary 

schools in comparison to their White counterparts (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010).  

Case (1997) and Dillard (1995) both studied African American principals and contributed 

to the body of research. Other mothering and community other mothering can be defined as 

African American women’s maternal assistance offered to the children of blood mothers within 

the African American community. Originally traced to slavery, other mothering was a survival 

mechanism that served as a vehicle for educational and cultural transmission. Currently, the 

other mothering tradition exists within the urban elementary school context, and African 

American female educators play an integral role in fulfilling the psycho-educational needs of the 

urban child (Case, 1997). Adding to the research on African American female principals, Bloom 

and Erlandson (2003) studied three African American women principals who have led urban 
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schools. Each woman recounted the realities of her actual work, the reconstructions of deeply 

held leadership belief systems, and the personal resolutions evolving from her leadership 

experiences within schools (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003). In another case study, Loder (2005a) 

examined three principals in Chicago schools and studied values such as other mothering. 

Findings revealed that African American women principals bring values of motherhood such as 

nurturing, caretaking, and helping develop children in their roles. 

The relationship of self-concept to professional performance is more identified in other 

studies of women (Tomlinson, 2004). For example, Dillard (1995) shows how Natham (an 

African American urban high school principal) derives much of her leadership style from her 

own experiences of growing up Black in the United States. African American women understand 

the importance of education in the success of community growth and dedicate their lives to 

uplifting the race by reaching back to pull up the children (Kincheloe, 2009). There seems in 

recent years a paradigmatic shift to open forms of research on school leadership. One of the most 

exciting aspects of this shift toward ethnographic and sociocultural ways of exploring teaching 

and leadership is the interpretations—the voices—of groups of individuals largely ignored by 

traditional methods of research are seen as inherently important.  

First, the actions of African American female school leaders are grounded in subjective 

interpretations and understandings arising from personal biographies, which are always located 

in a collective (and sometimes connected) history. Wrushen and Sherman (2008) studied eight 

principals and found their early life experiences influenced their career decisions, and they saw 

themselves as servers of the community. Peters (2012) also studied perceptions of school leaders 

and utilized the Afrocentric feminist framework to study two principals. Findings indicated race, 

gender, and age determined how they were perceived as leaders and these markers served as 
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challenges in their ability to harness district support to implement school reform. Through the 

use of the Womanist Theological Lens, Witherspoon and Arnold (2010) studied four African 

American female principals and found these principals utilized their spirituality and religion to 

make decisions. Khalifa (2012) conducted an ethnographic research study on urban school 

leadership where he found the principal’s visibility and advocacy for community issues helped to 

build a bond with the school and the greater community. The above researchers provide insight 

on how personal beliefs, gender, faith, and race influence the roles of African American female 

principals. Finally, leadership in these studies confirmed the work as being transformative and 

political. Urban school leaders, particularly African American female leaders, work on behalf of 

specific values and beliefs, from their personal and subjective understandings of the world as it 

relates to gender, race, and school leadership.  

Situational factors aside, African American female principals encounter many stereotypes 

placed on them from the centuries of slavery to current day. Rosette (2012) asserts that for 

centuries, the angry Black female has been a pervasive stereotype in the United States. But while 

this longstanding and unfair stereotype is typically seen as a negative one, standing in for 

abrasive, brash, and even ill-tempered, it is often associated with leadership, such as being 

decisive, aggressive, and resolute. Rosette (2012) argues that in fact, Black women were 

evaluated comparably to White male leaders who displayed similarly dominant and assertive 

behavior. Existing studies have shown that professional White men have been granted greater 

status and power when they have expressed anger rather than sadness. Findings suggest Black 

women may benefit from such expressions too. In other words, because assertiveness and 

dominance are stereotypical characteristics for Black women, they may not provoke the same 
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backlash as they would for White women and Black men. Much of this can be understood 

through a more in depth historical context. 

History and the African American Female Principalship 

History provides one with a foundation to understand the experiences of African 

American female principals. African American women received opportunities to lead post the 

civil rights movement. Two important public policy legacies of the Civil Rights and women’s 

movements as they relate to the advancement of African American women to the principalship 

are Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 

(Tillman, 2009). Title VII opened employment and career advancement opportunities in white-

collar professions and government jobs for African American women (Amott & Matthaei, 1999). 

Title IX barred gender discrimination in any education program or activity receiving federal 

monies, which opened doors for women to move up the ranks of school leadership (Mertz, 

2003).  

From slavery to Jim Crow, African American women have been traditionally relegated to 

the lowest-status jobs in U.S. society, which were physically oppressive and emotionally 

burdensome, often requiring them to work under precarious and substandard conditions (Harley, 

2002). However, teaching has been traditionally viewed as a respectable profession and highly 

valued by the African American community, and the pressure to teach diverted many African 

American women from other vocational professions which were tabooed at the time such as 

doctors and lawyers (Etter-Lewis, 1993). The downside of civil rights gains, which opened doors 

for African American women to pursue other professions, has been the decline in their long-

standing pursuit of teaching careers that are typically a stepping stone to the principalship 

(Gordan & Collier-Thomas, 1997; Hudson & Holmes, 1994; Irvine, 1988; King, 1993a, 1993b). 
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It is ironic to note that as desegregation policies opened doors for African American 

women to become principals, these women now find themselves at the helm of extremely 

troubled schools (Loder, 2005c). Since the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court 

decision, urban school districts across the nation have experienced severe economic fiscal and 

social problems caused largely by the loss of middle-class White and African American students 

and families who were formerly invested in urban schools. These problems have been 

compounded by a rise in the enrollment of students who are socially and economically 

disenfranchised, shrinking financial commitments by state and federal governments, and the 

bombardment of negative press coverage of the so called urban school crisis. African American 

women principals confront a starkly different professional context than they would have 

experienced over 50 years ago had they been afforded the opportunity to become principals 

during that time (Tillman, 2008).  

The Challenges of African American Female Principals 

African American female principals are likely to face a unique set of challenges 

associated with gender, race, and achieving success as principals. African American female 

principals who enter the principalship early in their careers may come under scrutiny from many 

spectators and critics, such as teachers, parents, colleagues, and other educational stakeholders 

(ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 1998; Boris-Schacter & Langer, 2006; Shakeshaft et al., 2007; 

Smulyan, 2000). Gaining a greater understanding about African American female principals who 

pursue positions in education leadership early in their careers has implications for how to support 

them so they can achieve success in their leadership roles. In addition to the more teaching 

experiences that women tend to have in comparison to men, very few African American females 

become principals in their late 20s and early 30s (Peters, 2008; Sherman, Clayton, Johnson, 
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Skinner, & Wolfson, 2008); those who do may have to navigate a social milieu that is 

traditionally White (men and women) and older across race and gender.  

As the demands of the principalship and home life become increasingly complex and 

taxing, coupled with an inadequate governmental and institutional policy and programmatic 

response to work-family balance issues, African American women principals must rely on their 

own resourcefulness and ingenuity to get the job done at work and at home (Tillman, 2008). To 

frame this dilemma, African American women principals in the 21st century confront a “new 

politics and discourse of gender and race” (Marshall, 1993, p. 1) unlike any encountered by 

women prior to the dubious gains of the Civil Rights and Women’s Movement (Tillman, 2008). 

Tillman (2008) asserted that although they share commonalities of gender, African 

American women principals experience and manage the new politics of gender and race as it 

relates to work-family conflicts in different ways. Their diverse strategies for managing gender 

and race politics are shaped by their unique historical and contemporary experiences. In other 

words, the imprint of racism and segregation and the multiplicative effects of race, gender, and 

class oppression are deeply woven into the lives of African American women (Collins, 2000). 

According to Gregory (1999), when Black women enter educational administration, there 

are internal and external barriers to overcome. Successful administrators must have the skill and 

will necessary to eliminate these external and internal barriers to build successful schools. This 

takes character, dignity, and a high degree of determination and tenacity. According to Lynch 

(1990), there are three critical attributes that women in administration must possess, the first of 

which is the degree of compatibility between the demands of the position and their career 

objectives (Holtkamp, 2002). As a result, and despite these daily challenges, they must prove 

leadership capabilities in a calm and affirmative way (Banks, 1991; Jones, 2002). 
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The Need for the Current Study 

Urban school districts must foster the leadership environment that actively recruits, 

trains, places, and supports principals engaging in the urban educational community (Harris, 

2001). Urban schools must level the playing field for America’s at-risk youth. As schools are 

faced with challenges, leaders must emerge with the courage, heart, and will to lead urban 

schools skillfully to yield successful members of society. Bloom and Erlandson (2003) 

emphasized working as a principal in any large, urban school today can be a difficult and 

dangerous assignment. A growing number of African American women administrators are 

seeking promotional opportunities to lead in schools that offer such challenges. Considering the 

needs and challenges of high poverty urban schools, and the placement of African American 

female principals in these schools, the perspectives of successful African American female 

principals is warranted. The current literature does not adequately capture the voices and views 

of African American female leadership through their standpoints and concepts centered on self-

identity.  

African American principals are usually selected to take positions in urban settings where 

a large percentage of the students are minority; thereby, placing them at the forefront of 

confronting challenges (Gooden, 2005). The state of public education today is characterized by 

achievement gaps, demographic divides, racial disparities, and cultural deficits (Horsford, 

Grosland, & Gunn, 2011). Findings about low-income families note poor families learn to expect 

little but hope for more, move often due to unemployment, and want their children to stay in 

school despite their own lack of education but may do little to provide guidance and support 

(Willie & Reddick, 2010). Noguera (2011) affirmed that based on a growing body of research, 

poor children encounter obstacles that often adversely affect their development and learning 
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outcomes. Urban school principals face a unique set of challenges relative to the achievement 

gap of students that they serve. Benham & Murakami-Ramalho (2010), Cooper (2009), Dancy & 

Horsford (2010), Horsford (2010a, 2010b), Ramalho, Garza, & Merchant (2010), Terrell & 

Lindsey (2009), and Tillman (2008) found that urban communities generally have weak or 

nonexistent social closure between parents and schools because racial and class differences 

contribute to the lack of trust. These scholars argue that this persistent educational gap, which is 

particularly evident for African American students in high-poverty urban areas, has resulted in 

policy demands to restructure urban schools aggressively.   

African American women principals from different generations have much to share with 

one another. But the isolated role of the principal and in turn the small number of African 

American principals has stifled possibilities for co-mentoring between younger and older 

principals (Loder & Spillane, 2005; Tillman, 2008). Hence, finding opportunities to create the 

space for or to maximize intergenerational conversations among African American women 

principals concerning the advancement of Black education in the 21st century is essential to 

fostering audacious hope in action (Generett, 2005). Recent writings on the shifting contexts of 

Black women educators’ identities will fill the empirical and intellectual void in this research 

area by ideally sparking intergenerational conversations about the vital roles they play (Cozart & 

Price, 2005; Loder, 2005a). Documenting the voices of veteran African American women 

principals’ experiences may provide useful direction to future administrators who aspire to work 

in urban school settings.  

Summary 

In summary, the literature review addressed the following topics: urban school 

leadership, gender and the principalship, and African American female and the principalship. 
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Studies from Dickerson (1995) utilized the Afrocentric Framework to study single mothers in an 

effort to understand their lives and families. Jean-Marie (2013) studied early African American 

female principals and referenced the Afrocentric feminist framework. Mack (2010) referenced 

the Afrocentric Feminist Framework when studying African American principals in urban 

educational settings. Alfred (2000) conducted a critical analysis based upon the Afrocentric 

Feminist Framework.  By focusing on African American female principals, researchers expand 

the body of literature on principalships by proactively engaging in research that has traditionally 

omitted a very active and ever growing population of professionals (Williams, 2013).  However, 

few studies are relative to the African American female principal in a high poverty urban school.  

This study explored the experiences of African American female principals in high poverty 

urban schools with the intention of contributing to the growing body of research on this 

underrepresented topic. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The qualitative research design used for this study includes sampling, instrumentation, 

data collection, and data analysis. My intent was to explore the experiences of African American 

female principals serving in a high-poverty urban school district. African American female 

principals were the participants.  

Research Questions 

1. What are the experiences of African American female principals in a high-poverty 

urban school district? 

2. How has the culture and life experiences of these African American female principals 

influenced their behaviors and actions? 

3. What challenges do these African American female principals experience in urban 

school settings? 

Research Design 

For this study, I used qualitative research methods which allows for a multi-method in 

focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter – in this case African 

American female principals in high poverty urban schools. This allowed me to engage the 

participants in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in 

terms of the meanings people bring to them (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). Qualitative research 

allowed for to take a deeper look into human actions and the relationships among social 

phenomena. As defined by Flick, Kardorff, & Stein (2004), qualitative research describes life 

worlds from the inside out, from the point of view of the people who participate. I set out to 
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study the meaning of the lives of African American female principals in real-world conditions 

(Yin, 2016).  

Qualitative research differs from quantitative research because it represents the views and 

perspectives of the participants in a study. In this study, my intent was to capture the perspectives 

of African American female principals in high poverty urban schools in order to cover contextual 

conditions -- the social, institutional, and environmental conditions within which people’s lives 

take place. I was cognizant of the emic-etic distinction and the possibility of multiple 

interpretations of the same events as an opportunity, not a constraint. In this case, my perspective 

was emic. In fact, the common theme underlying many qualitative studies is to demonstrate how 

participants’ perspectives may diverge dramatically from those held by outsiders (Yin, 2016).  

A final objective in qualitative research is based upon an explicit set of evidence, where the aim 

is to have participants provide evidence through their language ‘as well as the context in which 

the language is expressed. Yin (2016) contends that language is valued as a representation of 

reality. 

In the current research, I provide an in-depth description of the experiences of African 

American female principals in high poverty urban schools. This study was based upon the 

collection of individual stories, experiences; creating chronology of the experiences; restorying; 

coding for themes; and analyzing. I further used phenomenology to further provide a direct 

investigation to seek how to understand the experiences of these African American principals 

and to construct meaning. Phenomenology allows a paradigm of personal knowledge and 

experiences to further gain the importance of personal knowledge from the experience of the 

individual.  According to Creswell, phenomenological studies allows for qualitative researchers 

to identify a phenomenon of human experience.  
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For this study, qualitative methodology allowed an exploration and an in-depth look of 

leadership experiences of African American female principals to be further examined.  I chose a 

naturalistic approach in which I sought to understand phenomena in context-specific settings, 

such as “real world setting [where] the researcher does not attempt to manipulate the 

phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 2015, p. 39). I examined the principals utilizing this naturalistic 

approach without such manipulations. This study was structured with a qualitative research 

design involving semi-structured interviews and a focus group discussion with African American 

female principals serving in an urban school district. The in-depth interviews allowed 

participants to provide a deeper understanding of the topic from their perspective.  

A focus group discussion captured the experiences of 12 African American female 

principals in high poverty urban schools, which explored their positions as principals in context. 

There were two interview sessions with each of the three principals, chosen from the 12, who 

met specific criteria. The interviews with the three principals were 60-120 minutes per 

participant. The first interview addressed culture and provided an opportunity for the researcher 

to get to know the individual. The second interview focused on professional experiences as it 

related to being a school leader.  

Population and Sample and Participant Selection 

The studied phenomenon is the experiences of African American female principals in 

high-poverty urban schools in one urban school district – Green Pastures ISD (pseudonym). In 

phenomenological studies, it is important that the participant: has experienced the phenomenon; 

is interested in understanding its nature and meanings; is willing to participate; grants the 

investigator the right to audio-record the interview; and, supports publishing of the data in a 

dissertation or some other publication (Moustakas, 1994). The units of analysis in this study were 
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African American female urban school principals in high-poverty schools. Focus group 

discussion and interview protocols were used to collect the data. 

The African American principals selected served in Green Pastures Independent School 

District in Green Pastures, TX. The school district serves approximately 160,000 students in 

prekindergarten through 12th grades, in 227 schools across 384 square miles. The demographics 

of the district are: 70.2% Hispanic, 22.6% African American, 4.8% White, 1.3% Asian, 0.3% 

American Indian, 0.1% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 0.3% Other. The vision of Green Pastures 

is to be a premier urban school district with a mission of educating all students for success. The 

district has set six goals. They are: 

Goal 1−All students will exhibit satisfactory or above performance on state assessments. 
Students below satisfactory performance will demonstrate more than one year of 
academic growth. 

Goal 2−Green Pastures ISD schools will be the primary choice for families in the district. 

Goal 3−The achievement gap by race, ethnicity, and socio-economic status will be no 
greater than 10 percentage points on all academic measures. 

Goal 4−Ninety-five percent of students will graduate. Ninety percent of the graduates 
will qualify for community college, college, military, or industry certification.  

Goal 5−Ninety-five percent of students entering kindergarten will be school-ready based 
on a multi-dimensional assessment. 

Goal 6−All students will participate in at least one extracurricular or co-curricular activity 
each year. 

Focus group participants were selected based upon purposeful sampling. The focus group 

consisted of 12 African American female principals who served in Green Pastures ISD. At least 

90% of their students were on free and reduced lunch. These women served as principals of 

elementary, middle, and high school campuses with a variety of years in education. Their ages 

ranged from 35-65 years. I chose these principals for the focus group discussion due to their 

experiences as principals in a variety of schools within the district. Their voices and experiences 
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were important to the study because they served in urban schools and had rich experiences. The 

12 African American female principals were purposefully selected for the 120-minute focus 

group discussion. The criterion for these principals was their service in high poverty urban 

schools with 90% or more of the students received free and reduced lunch with the exception of 

one principal who led a school where the student body reflected 60% low socio-economic status.  

Three out of the 12 principals were selected through purposeful sampling for individual 

interviews. These three were selected as they met the criteria for effective principals. They led 

campuses that achieved 70% or greater on all domains on their climate survey and led campuses 

that received top 10% status on the growth model indices. In addition, selection of these three 

principals were based upon school demographics that included a mixed population with at least 

60% of students on free and reduced lunch. The three participants selected through purposeful 

sampling for the interviews all had at least three years of experience serving predominately 

minority and low socio-economic students. All participants led a campus that currently meets 

Texas state accountability standards noted on the Texas Education Agency (http://tea.texas.gov/).  

Through purposeful sampling, individual interviews focused on three principals who had 

shown steady success in school improvement and agreed to take part in the study. Obtained 

longitudinal data for these three principals indicated a steady increase in school improvement. 

Other criteria used for their selection were test scores, culture surveys, and parent surveys. Test 

scores were obtained from both the district and TEA website. The culture survey and parent 

surveys were both obtained from the school district. Each principal participated in two individual 

interview sessions. Interviews were conducted utilizing an interview protocol to gain greater 

insight regarding their leadership styles, cultural influences, and experiences as African 

American female principals (see Appendix A). Throughout the study, pseudonyms were used to 
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protect the identity of each participant and their educational communities. The interviews were 

recorded utilizing an audio recorder. The data was transcribed and coded for trends and themes. 

Table 1 

Interview Participant Data 

Criteria 
Pseudonyms 

Victoria Carter Destiny Strong Hope Grant 

Age Range/Adm. 
Exp. 38-40 38-42 38-40 

  2015-2016 School Demographics 

Attendance Rate % 96.4 98.3 97.8 

Econ. Dis % 91.1 64.9 98.0 

ELL % 50.0 1.2 83.0 

Mobility Rate %  1.5 24.6 

School Type Elementary High – one of the top 
performing in the US. Elementary 

TEA Rankings Met Standard Met Standard Met Standard 

Distinctions 

Mathematics ELA/Reading, Math, 
Science, Social Studies Science 

Top 25% Closing 
Performance Gaps 

Top 25% Closing the 
Achievement Gap 

Top 25% Student 
Progress 

Top 25% Student 
Progress Postsecondary Readiness  

 2016 School Performance Index 

1 − Student 
Achievement 77 (target score 60) 100 (target score 60) 70 (target score 60) 

2 – Student 
Progress 51 (target score 32) 31 (target score 17) 51 (target score 32) 

3 – Closing 
Performance Gaps 46 (target score 28) 87 (target score 30) 44 (target score 28) 

4 – Post-Secondary 
Readiness 34 (target score 12) 100 (target score 60) 30 (target score 12) 
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A sample of three African American female principals in Green Pastures ISD in North 

Texas were selected for the semi-structured interviews (see Table 1). The more specific criteria 

for the three interviewed participants included: 

1. Served in the principalship for a minimum of three years at diverse types of campuses 

from elementary, middle, and high schools 

2. Student body will consist of diverse students with 60% of students receiving free and 

reduced lunch 

3. Campuses would fall in the top 10% of the growth model indexes, the GMI measures 

student growth in consideration of demographics and additional variables 

4. Receive 70% or greater on the district’s climate survey 

5. All schools would have met standard in accordance with the state accountability 

system with distinctions. Distinctions are accolades that schools receive from the state 

accountability system as a result of students performing to a higher standard based 

upon comparison groups 

Validity 

There were two interviews with the three principals selected and one focus group 

discussion with 12 principals. Rich data were collected through the focus group discussions with 

the 12 principals and later with the two interviews conducted with each of the three principals. 

Discrepant evidence was evaluated and member checks allowed for the researcher to solicit 

participants’ views of the credibility of the findings and interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Merriam, 1998). Data triangulation occurred from the interview and focus group data and the 

growth model indices, the school report card, and culture survey assisted in participant selection. 
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In adherence with Yin (2006), I took great care in proper collection and interpretation of 

data, so the conclusions accurately reflect and represent the real world (or laboratory) studied. 

Maxwell (2005) highlights the issues of validity by referring to “the correctness or credibility of 

description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” (p. 106). Based on 

his own work as well as numerous qualitative studies, Maxwell also compiled and summarized at 

least seven ways for addressing validity challenges. This study adhered to the seven-point 

checklist for validity. Specifically,   

Specific Methodology 

In this study, I utilized a qualitative phenomenological research approach to understand 

the ways in which African American female principals led school improvement in high poverty 

urban schools. The purpose in phenomenological methods was to effectively bring to the fore the 

experiences and perceptions of these African American female principal in high poverty urban 

schools, from their perspectives, and therefore challenge structural or normative assumptions 

(Lester, 1999). Pure phenomenological research seeks to essentially describe rather than explain, 

and to start from the perspective free from hypotheses or preconceptions (Husserl, 1970). 

Epistemologically, phenomenological approaches are based in a paradigm of personal 

knowledge and subjectivity, and emphasize the importance of personal perspective and 

interpretation (Lester, 1999). In this research, my aim was to capture the human sphere, which 

translates into gathering deep information and perceptions through inductive, qualitative methods 

such as interviews and focus group discussions of African American female principals in high 

poverty urban schools (Lester, 1999). Interviews provided more in-depth understanding of 

African American women leading school improvement in urban settings and the experiences that 

they face daily.  
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Instrumentation and Data Collection 

Data for this study was collected through a 120-minute focus group discussion to capture 

the experiences of 12 African American female principals in high poverty urban schools. From 

the 12 principals, three principals were purposefully selected for two interview sessions each 

which lasted 90-120 minutes per participant. The first interview addressed culture and provided 

an opportunity for the researcher to get to know the individual. The second interview focused on 

professional experiences as it related to being an African American female school leader in a 

high poverty urban school. All questions in the focus group and semi-structured interview 

protocols were formulated to address the research questions (see appendices A and B). 

Focus Groups 

Although group interviews are often used simply as a quick and convenient way to 

collect data from several people simultaneously, focus groups explicitly use group interaction as 

part of the method (Kitzinger, 1995). In this case, 12 principals participated in the focus group to 

provide for a rich dynamic and gathering of data. The focus group participants were selected to 

obtain data from principals with a variety of experiences – all serving in urban schools. The 

focus group participants were 12 African American female principals serving in Green Pastures 

ISD, a high-poverty urban school district. The data collection instrument solicited information 

about why these principals chose to serve in urban schools. I also wanted them to describe their 

personal experiences and how they influenced their interactions with the greater community. I 

was also interested in their perceptions of attributes of successful African American female 

principals in urban schools. In addition to the focus group, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with three of the 12 principals.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 
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The interviews with three of the 12 principals were conducted to obtain more in-depth 

data relative to the experiences of African American female principals serving in urban schools. 

It was a way to collect data as well as gain knowledge from them (Kajornboon, 2004). Two 

individual interviews were conducted with each of three selected participants utilizing a question 

set for each interviewee to gain further insight regarding the principals’ perceptions of their 

experiences. The first set of questions in the first interview addressed culture and provided an 

opportunity for the researcher to get to know the individual. The second set of interview 

questions focused on professional experiences as it related to being an African American female 

principal in an urban school.  

The interview between myself and the participants was “. . . an interchange of views 

between us on a topic of mutual interest . . .” This was central to human interaction, for the 

purpose of knowledge production, and placed an emphasis on situating the research data (Kvale, 

1996). The topic was of mutual interest to me and the participants. We are all African American 

female principals serving in high poverty urban schools. Cohen et al. (2000) explained “. . . the 

interview is not simply concerned with collecting data about life; it is part of life itself, its human 

embeddedness is inescapable” (p. 267). It is the role of the researcher to ask questions. My aim 

was to ask questions to elicit valid response from respondents (Kajornboon, 2004). Hoyle, 

Harris, and Judd (2002) comment that questions have “. . . dual goals of motivating the 

respondent to give full and precise replies while avoiding biases stemming from social 

desirability, conformity, or other constructs of disinterest” (p. 144).  

Techniques used in the interview process consisting of probing, which Gray (2004) 

describes as a useful way to obtain highly personalized data. I sought opportunities to probe to 

yield a good return rate on the data collected. Because I interviewed the three participants twice, 
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structured interviews allowed for respondents to be asked the same questions with the same 

wording and in the same sequence (Corbetta, 2003). I was careful to ask questions in the same 

tone of voice so that participants would not be influenced by my tone of voice (Gray, 2004).  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis can be described as “the process of making sense from research 

participants’ views and opinions of situations, corresponding patterns, themes, categories, and 

regular similarities” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 461). In this study, participants were chosen based 

upon purposeful sampling to participate in both a focus group and three were selected from the 

group for individual interview sessions. Interviewing and focus group discussions allowed large 

quantities of information to be reviewed. Both the focus group discussion and interviews were 

conducted utilizing an interview protocol aimed at answering the research questions. The focus 

group and individual interviews were audio recorded by the interviewer using a digital voice 

recorder. Verbatim transcription of both the focus group and interviews occurred.  

The Afrocentric feminist framework was utilized to examine the data through four 

dimensions which are concrete experiences as a criterion for meaning, the use of dialogue in 

assessing knowledge claims, the ethic of caring, and the ethic of personal accountability. Great 

care was taken to ensure this theoretical lens was utilized to examine the data. A priori codes 

were developed from the four dimensions of the Afrocentric feminist framework. Creswell’s 

(2009) six steps were utilized in the analysis of data. I read through the transcripts to gain a 

general sense of the information and reflect on the overall meaning, while keeping the 

Afrocentric feminist framework in mind.  

Line by line coding, using a priori codes, ultimately generated additional codes. Codes 

are tags, names, or labels against pieces of data. The point of assigning labels is to attach 
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meaning to the pieces of data, and these labels serve a number of functions. I used data analysis 

approaches based upon segmenting, coding, and categorization, which were valuable in attempts 

to find and conceptualize regularities within the data (Punch, 1998). I organized the data and 

gained insight relative to the meaning. The data were utilized to interpret the findings and themes 

were derived.  

I gained deeper understanding of the participants the more I reviewed the data. The 

transcripts were read at least twice, analyzed, and coding occurred for themes (Creswell, 2008). 

Research methods were utilized to increase the validity of the study. Qualitative validity is based 

on determining if the findings are accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, the participant, 

or the readers. Steps were taken to ensure validity utilizing Creswell’s (2009) eight validation 

strategies as a foundation.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I provided a foundation for the methodology utilized to study the 

experiences of African American female principals in high poverty urban schools in Green 

Pastures ISD. Participants were selected based upon purposeful sampling. The Afrocentric 

feminist framework was the foundation of the theoretical lens. This qualitative model of research 

involved semi-structured interviews and a focus group discussion to derive data to answer the 

research questions on the experiences of African American female principals. Data were 

transcribed and coded for themes. This methodology was designed to produce sound research to 

further contribute to the growing body of research on the experiences of African American 

female principals serving in high poverty urban schools. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This study was designed to explore the experiences of African American female 

principals serving in Green Pastures ISD, an urban school district. Throughout this chapter, the 

results will be discussed based upon the interviews conducted. Semi-structured interview of three 

principals, considered effective using criteria described in the sampling, were conducted. In 

addition, a focus group of 12 African American female urban school principals serving in the 

same school district was also conducted to further answer the research questions.  

The interview findings of each participant are organized into four domains: (1) 

Experiences and Background, (2) Instructional Leadership, (3) Challenges, and (4) Contributions 

to Success. Results will be presented through a narrative of each principal participant. Data from 

the focus group interview will also be weaved into the narrative. All principal participants have 

been given pseudonyms. The results answer the following three questions: 

1. What are the experiences of African American female principals in a high-poverty 

urban school district? 

2. How has the culture and life experiences of these African American female principals 

influenced their behaviors and actions? 

3. What challenges do these African American female principals experience in urban 

school settings? 

Victoria Carter’s Journey 

"No excuses." 

Experiences and Background  

Victoria Carter describes her role as an instructional leader, disciplinarian, gatekeeper of 

the campus culture, and a teacher at heart. In college, she knew she wanted to be a principal. This 
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was derived from seeing other strong African American female principals. She expressed a drive 

to bring her talents to a larger scale other than just the classroom. Victoria was from a small town 

and a single parent, low-income home. She was the first of her family to graduate from college. 

Based upon her upbringing she indicated that she must be a principal to all. This includes every 

ethnicity and every belief that comes through the campus. This relates to both students and staff. 

Being raised in a single parent home, she indicated she had to be independent and take on 

responsibilities at a young age so she could thrive and help her mother. According to Victoria, 

“when you come from a single parent home, the African American mother instills within you 

certain characteristics.” 

Due to my upbringing, I did not depend on others and learned to be successful regardless 
of circumstances. I believe my experiences contributed to my ability to be a successful 
principal. My mother was full of pride and she truly “pulled herself up from her own 
bootstraps.” My mother did not rely on others. This go get it attitude and no excuses 
helped me be successful in this position. The way I grew up and the students I represent 
in my community, due to the 95% economically disadvantaged demographic, attributes to 
my understanding of the importance of interacting successfully with all stakeholders. I 
have an understanding that everyone may not have a common belief and you may not 
have 100% of people on board 100% of the time. I look at it through the lens of the 90% 
versus the 10% believing that one cannot concentrate on the 10%. I strive to hear the 
stakeholders and meet their needs and understand the 10% may be reluctant based upon 
past experiences.  
 
With community interactions she tries to be very open, transparent, and honest. She tries 

to be very available and approachable and not look at this as a position of power. Victoria 

believes it helps because her husband is an educator and she started dating her husband her 

second year of teaching. She has been with him throughout her educational career. She indicated 

that, “It helps to be able to bounce ideas off of him.” Educator friends also surround her. She has 

a strong support system and people who will tell her when she is wrong. So, if she has a situation 

she allows herself time to think and understand all perspectives. Sometimes people do not 

understand how they are perceived. She seeks to understand and put herself in the shoes of 
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others. She feels as if she has a good sounding board around her to support her. Through her 

husband, colleagues, and friends, she is able to acquire information and process. She shared “My  

support system assists in my guidance as a school leader.” 

Instructional Leadership 

As an instructional leader, Victoria makes sure that she is constantly probing teachers to 

ensure students are given the quality education they deserve. She coaches teachers based upon 

their needs. She differentiates the coaching to ensure teachers get what they need based upon if 

they are new or if they are distinguished in their careers and roles. Her teachers understand she is 

their cheerleader and in their corner. She wants them to win. She believes this allows them to 

trust her. This trust is evident when she goes into their classrooms to observe and then later 

discuss the one thing that they can fix and get better with each observation. Being an 

instructional leader entails data and making sure she analyzes data, which includes student work. 

As an instructional leader, I believe in being hands-on in everything. I do not give up the 
responsibility of instruction to others. I share it. As far as establishing trust, my teachers 
know that it is not just my way or the highway. I get in the trenches with them and look 
for resources with them. I believe in collaboration with problem solving so there is a win 
for both teachers and students. When the teachers win, the students win. They trust that I 
have their best interest at heart. This trust has come from working with them over the 
years. They know I am there to support them and I try not to approach them in an 
authoritative way.  
 
Victoria shared that the teachers understand the high expectations. Data show when 

things work or when things do not work. When teachers see the change in their scores; that is 

when it is confirmed modifications and data are significant. Data can change assessment scores 

over time in preparation for summative assessments. She tries to be very transparent. Victoria 

allows teachers to understand their classroom observation feedback through her lens. Everything 

is about winning and making sure they understand that she wants them to win as well. They trust 

in her and she acknowledges when they do well.  
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As far as school structures that support student achievement, she believes data are key. 

This relates to common assessments and examining student work. At her school, she utilizes pre 

and post assessments to measure passing and student growth. Teachers understand the 

importance of growth and build upon weak areas based on the analysis of data. She also makes 

sure outside of formal observations; she provides informal observations as well. The informal 

observations do not come with a score. This allows for teachers to work on and fix little things 

and continue those things that they do well. Other structures include leadership and ensuring she 

and her academic team speaks with one voice when it comes to instruction.  

I make sure systems are in place with a master calendar and instructional boot camps to 
focus on skills that are going to be assessed is key. I believe in inspecting what I expect. 
The goal is to discuss and remind teachers of the expectations to foster student success.  
 

Challenges 

With respect to challenges, she talked about how others perceive her and the importance 

of being approachable and having presence. She shared, 

I have to ensure others see me as being human and not perceived as the stereotypical 
angry Black female. I have to make sure parents understand when their child is with me 
and that I have their greater interest at heart. I am at the point in my career where I feel 
like I have to win. 
 
She believes in high accountability and doing what is in the greater interest of students. 

At the end of the day she sees this as “The win is for the child.” Other issues are parental 

involvement and ensuring parents attend not only the fun events but instructional events. 

Through her experience 60% attendance occurs at the fun events and 30% at the instructional 

events even with incentives. Another challenge faced as a principal with accountability and high 

stakes testing is a constant fear that if she is not at the top of her game she will not be in her role. 

If I am not the Jackie Robinson of this, I may not be able to sit in the seat as principal. 
There is constantly checks and balances. When it comes to district assessments, I am 
concerned about different grade levels. I constantly meet with my coaches for them to 
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support interventions to ensure student succeed so that scores can be sustained. As far as 
politics, I ensure I am approachable. If I look too serious I can come off as mean or a 
certain way. Kids never judge and hug.  
 
She described that the community sees her different and showing her human side is 

important. She tries not to get into the politics but to be politically correct. She emphasized that 

nothing leaves the campus without her signature on it. Based on past experiences, she has to 

inspect everything.  

Contributions to Success  

Victoria attributes her success to working under successful African American principals. 

Not just as a teacher but also as an assistant principal. Others directly serving as mentors has 

been essential for her. Mentors have assisted in advising her about the things that one must have 

in place for success. She noted that as mentors, they keep in contact and they cheer her on and 

were advocates for her to become a principal. She shared, “I found other successful African 

Americans helped lead the way for the journey and I walk daily.” As a first-year principal, she 

called them for job-related support. She appreciated working directly under these successful 

educators, as they helped her face issues. She sees herself as being a continuous learner which 

attributes to her success.  

Destiny Strong’s Journey 

“This is a hard job and a hard job for anyone whether you are African American or female.” 

Experiences and Background 

Destiny serves in a high school without an assistant principal. She has approximately 418 

students which does not meet the district’s requirement to receive an assistant principal. It is a 

smaller high school. All discipline, parent meetings, or administrative actions are her 

responsibility. She oversees every committee and every department. She was adamant about her 
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role to build capacity within her leaders, design professional development, establish curriculum 

design, host data meetings, and help students with planning activities.  

I did not necessarily seek to become a principal or inspire to do so initially. I began as a 
teacher and central staff came to my campus and admired my work. I was recruited to 
move to central staff. I did not want to leave the classroom. One thing that I remember 
being told was that I was effective and able to move students and to imagine the number 
of students that can impact if I could work with other teachers. This peaked my interest.  
 
She described that what really sold her was that she was told if she did not like it she 

could go back to the classroom as a teacher. She tried it for a year and eight years later found 

herself in central staff working on curriculum design as an instructional coach. Destiny then went 

on to become the instructional supervisor who supervised other coaches; however, she missed 

working with kids. There were additional internal things, yet; she asked herself what did she 

miss doing and that was working directly with kids. She applied for a program to become a 

principal within the district. Upon applying for the program, she became an assistant principal. 

She initially thought that if she did not like it she would seek something else. She saw that her 

impact on the culture of the school with the scores and people and how powerful the position 

was in making a difference for kids. She decided to seek the principalship. In her current 

position, she indicated that she is excited about her school and the work that she is doing. An 

Executive Director, who was the former principal of the school, recruited her. She asked about 

her interest in the school initially and she declined. She was invited to come to the interview and 

looked at the data. She stated that looking at the data was powerful. It allowed her to see the gaps 

in achievement, and she thought about all the things that were unfair for students. She started off 

with one perspective but it changed. She interviewed and acquired the position. It was a reluctant 

climb into the position.  



51 

She was born in Buffalo, NY out of wedlock. Her father was married. She left Buffalo 

very young and moved to Chicago, IL and lived in the projects. She was raised in Chicago until 

she was about 10 years of age. From that time, it shaped how she leads now. She spent time in 

foster care and some time with relatives due to family dynamics. She is one of six children. They 

moved to California post a domestic situation and was out of contact with family for a period of 

time. From kindergarten to 12th grade she lived in 22 different places including in the car and in 

hotels. Throughout this time period, her mother tried to ensure she and her siblings were enrolled 

in some of the better schools. She would take the time to drive to schools to ensure her sister and 

brother who had disabilities had the services they needed. She went to nice schools and lived 

there until she was 18 and acquired a scholarship to college.  

Being an African American female and being female in this field is a challenge. There are 
not a lot of leadership opportunities for African American females. Because I am aware 
of this, at my school there are programs for females to foster leadership. For my African 
American students, I recognize that they need leadership opportunities; therefore, I allow 
them to create their own leadership clubs and bring mentors in.  
 
Destiny sees herself as being more sensitive to students’ backgrounds and the low 

socioeconomic status of students and how they can influence their ability to perform well. She 

recognizes that even if there are natural talents, they can be inhibited by everything else going on 

in their lives as they grow up and try to navigate and figure out life. When students come in with 

domestic situations she makes it her job to ensure she gathers resources to help her students and 

inform teachers of the situation. Visitors come to look at the school to investigate all of the 

socioeconomic support systems put in place for kids. Her school is 67% low SES. Many students 

live between families.  

Through my life experiences, being African American, and being the first generation to 
go to college influences the way I lead and the professional development I provide to 
teachers. This is strategically designed so I can help kids. This also means ensuring the 
psychologist supports our families and kids, and meets with parents.  
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Based upon her experience, she pays close attention to the makeup of her school, which 

comprises parents who are affluent with little experiences with minorities, parents who are 

undocumented immigrants, and African American. Destiny Strong’s school is currently 19% 

African American. She is aware of the environment in its totality and ensures equality for all 

with school factors considered. She seeks to create drives, scholarships, and fundraisers to level 

the playing field in consideration of her diverse student population. She noted that those things 

are important to her. When political moves occur, she seeks to educate both students and parents 

and knows the importance of fostering these conversations with teachers so they can navigate 

through the social dynamics within their classrooms. She indicated that she is sensitive and 

aware of those things all of the time. Her hypersensitivity influences the way she leads. Her 

narrative conveys that her work is very intentional and systematic around building self-

confidence in students. That noted that this has much to do with their outcomes as opposed to 

some of the academic work done. She emphasized that this makes a difference for her.  

Instructional Leadership 

As an instructional leader, Destiny is a math and science person therefore her focus on 

data is evident. She described how she starts with data reports that come out in the summer and 

gathers her team to review the data, allowing her team to analyze the curriculum. She shared that 

the school is very math and science intensive. They take the standards and fill in the gaps based 

upon the data. They design the curriculum around the needs of the students in the summer. Every 

teacher is aware of the student needs and is equipped with the needed curriculum based upon the 

data. In the beginning of her tenure as a principal, she had 70% turn over in teachers and noted 

that this was an opportunity to bring in new people to be leaders of curriculum and engage in 
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curriculum design. She shared, “My role is to push them to evaluate the gaps, address the needs 

of the students, and hold conversations surrounding the data.”  

She described another role -- to find research to determine the best ways to teach 

minority students math and science. Destiny asks for teachers to write reflections on their daily 

lesson plans about what worked and what did not work. When teachers have data conversations 

or post observation meetings with her, it allows them to assess what works and what did not. She 

ensures teachers have a budget to allot for the work needed and ensures there is test prep 

available. She challenges her teachers to integrate college prep into the curriculum.  

As far as curriculum and instruction, I give feedback to teachers. I set expectations for 
teachers such as acquiring a 90% passing rate. Some teachers are scared and unsure of 
these expectations. I meet with them weekly, seek reflection, model teaching, and host 
conversations. Based upon the expectations I set with the calculus teachers (for example), 
the students received 96% passing and this was freshman and sophomore students taking 
calculus.  
 
Destiny had the highest number of African American and Hispanic students taking and 

passing AP math and science calculus exams in the nation. This school has one of the highest 

number of minority students in the district taking AP exams. She is excited to accomplish this 

with new teachers. Her goal is to ensure that the students get what they need. She talks more 

about her background. 

I did not get to where I am by making excuses. I do not allow excuses. Every time that 
you make excuses you say that it is ok for something to exist. That is why we have 
oppression, we make excuses about what should and should not exist. One of my values 
is that I do not make excuses and you cannot either. You (teachers) are here to support all 
kids. I share my background with my teachers and how education helped me and how 
very specific teachers helped me in my journey. Without those people I would be a very 
different person.  
She shared that she graduated number five in her high school class. Not because she was 

driven but because she had teachers who kept her on track. As much energy as she puts into the 

school, she expects her staff to do the same. She sets the example. Her teachers work on 
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weekends because she does and she works long hours. She tells them when she interviews them 

that she will “fire them” if they do not do this for her kids. She informs them not to give them her 

resume if they cannot do the work. She stated that she lets it be known that “if you cannot do the 

work, do not come here.” She indicated that the teachers are doing the work required for a low 

performing school because the students come with so many gaps; yet, are expected to perform at 

a certain level. Destiny is very clear about her expectations and she is very direct in her 

conversations with teachers. When this occurs, there is a level of respect. She cares about her 

staff as well and communicates her concern for the staff and their families outside of school. She 

asks them to seek her out for their needs. She sees herself as “a grandmother.” She stated, “I will 

use a stick, but hug and love on you as well.” She also noted that she “sees her teachers as kids 

as much as she sees her students.” She spoke about the importance of teachers having good 

relationships and respecting one another. She indicated, “My teachers respect me and I respect 

them. They trust me and I trust them.” She also spoke about culture and the importance of 

directly addressing issues when there is confusion. Moreover, she talked about the open school 

climate and how teachers are comfortable with the students giving them feedback. Students feel 

free to write letters to their teachers expressing their needs and gratitude. She spoke with 

conviction about informing teachers when they have to grow or go.  

As far as structures that enhance student achievement she reflected upon a time when she 

first got the school. Based upon the feedback from the students, they informed her that they hated 

the school. They did not like the school because it was all about academics. They did not have 

fun and felt that it was not a high school. She indicated that the first thing was to make high 

school fun again. The school put on dances and activities and gave the students some control to 

enhance the culture of the school. She re-established a student council, clubs, and organizations. 
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They also recognized that students were coming with real world problems and found ways to 

address them. They studied and researched similar schools and what they did for kids. She saw 

where there was a need for an additional council and utilized Title 1 funds to support it. She 

acquired training for her staff and the assistance of a psychologist to address the issues that 

students’ challenges. The school established a system where feedback could occur every two 

weeks with counselors based upon teacher and parent recommendations for at risk students. The 

counselors also send out failure information to teachers and monitored grades periodically. She 

was proud of the failure rate which has greatly decreased because of these systems they’ve put in 

place to address student needs. Her failure rate at the time was under 20 students. Through data 

analysis, teachers create student profiles and tutoring interventions. She emphasized the 

importance of profiling and action planning for individual students that are failing. She also 

allows students to do peer-to-peer tutoring, go to different teachers, and creates a culture of 

student advocacy and accountability with a plan for goals and achievement. She seeks to create a 

culture of self-advocacy within her students along with supports.  

Destiny also knows the skill gaps that students come with. She reported that in the 

summer, students go to summer camps to fill in the gaps and receive orientation. She also 

teaches a session to freshmen to inform them of their learning style. This is important so students 

can understand how they learn and study.  

For the freshman class, I teach them habits of mind, effort, and ability. I drive home 
students sharing success stories on how people support each other. I ensure students 
know that practice and tutoring is imperative. In the afternoon, over half of the students 
are in tutoring or in clubs. This allows for students to learn balance and the skills 
necessary to be successful in the real world. All of those factors contribute to student 
academic achievement along with coaching parents.  
 
When she does her principal meetings with parents, she discusses how parents can help to 

support their child. She shared that many parents do not know how to support their children. She 
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feels like it is also her job to educate parents as well.  

Challenges  

Destiny shared that her school is a science magnet her school is different than most and 

they are expected to perform; therefore, her expectations are high for students, teachers, and 

parents. These expectations hold true “regardless of students spending the night at the bus stop or 

the fact that students stay with grandparents.” In an urban environment, you have those same 

issues regardless of what school you are assigned. She described times when she has to deal with 

aggressive parents and with affluent parents. She noted that this is a daily challenge. She shared, 

“As a principal, you are managing students with their issues and adults with their issues while 

trying to focus on academics at the same time.” She attends conferences and compares 

experiences with those of rural school principals. She saw the bottom line as constantly being in 

a human situation with people. Regardless, she also had to contend with constraints on budgets 

and resources. She noted that she does not make excuses but figures it out and makes it happen 

daily.  

Destiny’s reality was that she was an African American female at a school ranked high in 

the district and in the nation, based on academic achievement and growth, and found this to be a 

challenge. She makes it clear that she reminds people constantly that the school has grown under 

her leadership and that it was not always at this level. She discusses how she reversed 

achievement gaps and how her minority students are outperforming others. In some areas, she 

has the reverse. Teachers have grown under her and with changing instructional practices there is 

an increase in the percentage of students passing. Students received numerous awards as 

achieving minority students, but people constantly ask, “where is the principal” regardless of her 

appearance or how well she is dressed. She is frequently invited to conferences and sits on panels 
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and boards and she is often the only minority there. She discussed her experience at a conference 

where she was the only African American person on the panel. She shared, 

This is an issue and I raise this issue when the opportunity presents itself. While serving 
as the lone minority on these decision-making panels, I feel responsible to raise 
awareness about urban school environments because I am the only voice. These panels 
are often making decisions which impact districts through policies and because of the 
success of my students, I am often asked to sit on councils and share strategies. I know by 
appearance I am not perceived for my intelligence until I speak with colleagues and 
present information, often speaking as a voice for so many others.  
 
Sometimes she is dismissed because she is younger and a woman of color. She describes 

this situation as “very unfortunate.” She expressed that she does not feel her colleagues saw her 

for her talents initially because she is an African American female. She believes they do not see 

her value until she demonstrates her talent and proves her worth as a valued educator.  

Contributions to Success 

She attributes her success to those who came before her and shaped and molded her. She 

indicated that those in former leadership positions, who saw something within her and 

recognized her talent, paved the way. For the most part, these influential people were African 

American females. She went on to share that it was not just her professional success but also her 

socio and emotional successes were nurtured. They mentored her on the challenges she would 

face and how to confront those challenges. Through her sorority, professional life, and personal 

life, “these females made an impact on who I am and shaped who I have become.” After people 

hear about background, they comment on how sad it is. She informs them there are so many 

others with the same story and ‘This is why we are in education. It is not a unique story but it is 

why we do the work that we do because we understand the importance of it.” 

She seems to be driven with a desire to give others the same opportunities she has been 

given. She claimed her success is driven by “love, focus, goal, passion, and purpose” and that 
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she believes in building capacity within others because of those that molded her. With humility, 

she shared that the people around her make her successful. 

This is a hard job and a hard job for anyone whether you are African American and/or 
female. If you are African American and female, because of the amount of hours, the 
amount of work and the time that you have to put in. It is hard on personal and family 
relationships.  

She offered advice for those coming into the principal role to ensure they have balance. 

She did not take on the principalship until her two nephews that she raised were older. She 

discussed how female principals have a high rate of divorce in comparison to other professions. 

She discussed the likelihood of getting married or ending up in divorce. 

Due to African American female traditional roles of cooking, cleaning, and taking care of 
others, we are traditional and take on multiple roles and expected to do the jobs very well. 
Our own individual expectations as African American women is that when we do 
something, we do it well. We are well dressed, well presented, all of our materials are 
together; that is what we do. That is hard to do for an extended amount of time without 
something suffering whether it is your personal relationship, children, or something. 
There is always some guilt in this work. It is sometimes unfortunate that that is the job, 
but the benefit of someone else’s life being different is worth it.  

Hope Grant’s Journey 

“I believe in destiny and that we all have a purpose in this world. I see this work as a higher 
calling. People have given to me and I must give back to others.” 

 
Experiences and Background 

Hope serves at an elementary school and has been the principal there for seven years. She 

did not plan to become an elementary school principal. She sees her role as a principal as God’s 

work and her destiny. She has always believed in spirituality and a higher power.  

I believe in destiny and we all have a purpose in this world. We are placed here to make a 
difference and to serve well in the time that we have here. I always loved the old Negro 
spiritual entitled If I Could Help Somebody. I have strong spiritual roots and my great- 
grandmother always saw that I was grounded in what was right growing up in the church. 
I was not born with a silver spoon in my mouth, but I had all the love that I needed. 
Somehow life has a way of preparing you to become who you are through your life 
experiences. We are shaped for our destinies.  
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Hope grew up in a southern state and lived with her great grandmother until her mother 

graduated with her doctorate. She expressed that she was grateful for this time with her great 

grandmother and attributes her wisdom now to being surrounded by the elders of the community. 

Her great grandmother and grandmother stayed across the street from one another. Her great-

grandmother provided her with a simple way of life. She also had aunts in the community and 

indicated her upbringing was like a village raising her. She indicated she has an old soul and 

attributed her sheltered yet purposeful childhood as molding her. She indicated she was grateful 

to God for her upbringing. Her parents were divorced. They met in college and married shortly 

afterward. Both were well educated, achieving advanced degrees and held prestigious jobs later 

in their lives.  

Hope shares that as an adult and principal she learns to focus on the simple things and to 

stick to her morals and values as a human being. Growing up she lived on the poorer side of 

town in the African American community. She always wanted to do something great with her 

life. There were many teachers and elders that molded and inspired her. She recalled several 

teachers who challenged her and her classmates. They became very cultured students singing 

Latin and reading the best literature. She attributes her love for literacy and achievement due to 

the many people within the school and community that shaped her talents and life.  

  Hope was a science major yet she fell into education. She started as a substitute teacher 

while awaiting dental school and fell in love with the students and the dream of truly making a 

difference in the lives of others. She worked her way up from a substitute teacher to a principal. 

She also taught at an affluent school and saw this work as a case study. Hope indicated she did 

not feel as if the students at this school needed her and wanted to get back to the urban schools 

where they needed her daily. She participated in several leadership programs and received an 
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opportunity to serve as a principal. Her first principalship was in a school that was low 

performing which was indeed a challenge. She saw this as a part of her life’s mission. 

As a first-year principal, she described herself as “wanting to do everything right and be 

all things to all people.” The first year of serving in a low performing urban school was the most 

challenging of her life. She worked endless hours and relentlessly. She had to get the staff to 

believe in the students and that the school could be great. She stated that “young African 

American female principals have no room for failure” and “there is a constant scrutiny, politics, 

and a need to prove your worth.” She indicated that African American female principals must be 

“more creative, articulate, purposeful planners, instructional leaders, and servant leaders.” They 

must set the example and always have the answers or know where to find them. She described 

being a principal as “a joy,” specifically being there for the students and taking care of their 

needs. Her great-grandmother molded her to be a nurturer and she sees the work as purposeful 

and on a higher spiritual level stating, 

I see the work as a higher calling. People have given to me and I must give back to 
others. It is my moral responsibility. God put me here for a reason. He has blessed me 
with some good luck as a principal, but life as an African American female principal has 
been no crystal stair. I seek wisdom daily to deal with the challenges that may arise 
through the day. This is hard work and not for the faint at heart. You must be centered as 
a person and anchored in your purpose. You must know yourself and what you stand for 
as a human being first and as a principal second.  

Instructional Leadership 

Hope stated that inheriting a low performing school was overwhelming; however, she 

embraced challenges as opportunities for success. As an instructional leader, she noted that data 

were an essential component as well as researched best practices and the ability to hire well. 

Established a culture of high expectations of excellence was critical. She expected teachers to 

perform in the classroom and provided them with the essential resources needed to foster student 

success. She believes that teachers know “she is in the trenches with them daily.” She put 
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protocols in place for curriculum mapping, lesson planning, student profiling, and prescriptive 

interventions. She explained that she expects her teachers to work hard and she models going the 

distance daily. Her teachers also work after hours, Saturday, and even spring break. She 

established a culture of “if you were not about kids, you do not belong on the campus.” She 

emphasized the importance of reaching the kids and ensuring they were self-accountable for their 

learning. 

As an instructional leader, she emphasized the importance of meeting with parents and 

holding them accountable. As an academic team, they studied the standards, what was tested, and 

purposefully planned the curriculum to address the deficiencies based on data. Teachers are 

provided with feedback from walk-throughs and observations and are expected to learn from one 

another in professional learning communities, where collegial dialogue allows for sharing of best 

practices. She expected her master teachers to share so teachers could master their craft. She 

provides teachers with instructional feedback and develops action steps to ensure high quality 

instruction daily, describing this as a culture of high support and high accountability. She expects 

teachers to regularly share their data from common assessments and study the standards for their 

grade level and content area. She has worked with the staff to establish a culture of student 

scholars where students are in ties and jackets sharing,  

It is my duty in this role to prepare them to compete with their peers. I must equip them 
with the skills that they need. My students know that we strive for excellence daily. It is 
my duty to fill in the gaps. I am their protector and mother away from home. We give the 
kids what they need here. Our school is the heart of the community and we take pride as a 
staff in what makes us special. We care about kids. I see it as mission work. They come 
here so that we can level the playing field for their lives. I am the keeper of that promise 
and dream for our children. I take this to heart daily.  

In Hope’s school the staff works relentlessly and the school has done well academically 

over time and received many accolades. Under her leadership, many programs have been put in 

place to support students socially, emotionally, and academically.  
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Challenges 

Hope indicated that “this is a job like no other. You give of yourself so much until there 

is sometimes nothing left.” She described her first year as a principal as working tirelessly 

studying and planning strategically. She noted that she was willing to do whatever it took and 

modeled this daily for staff and students and believed that the school takes on the characteristics 

of the principal. Hope described the mental energy required as “immense” and shared,  

You must be able to do all things and to do them well for all people. African American 
female principals deal with so many factors daily. They must deal with students, teachers, 
parents, district representatives, and the community. People are always watching and 
judging. African American female principals must be able to balance all factors in order 
to do their job well and prioritize what is most important for student achievement, 
because student achievement is how schools are judged. 
 
Hope believes that African American female principals see the schools and students as 

being under their care, and they are expected to perform and build success in the most 

challenging of circumstances. She noted that African American female principals must be 

managers, nurturers, servant leaders, and instructional leaders. They must inspire and motivate 

daily, particularly when students come with academic gaps and some teachers come with 

instructional gaps. She described her role as one that must ensure students perform academically 

to meet state standards and found this to be a challenge annually. She described the principal as 

one who “must be a mother to all and take care of not only the needs of children but the needs of 

the staff that I serve.” She emphasized the importance of aligning resources which she noted to 

sometimes be inadequate in urban schools and indicated that at times she must “make a way out 

of no way.” She described her role as one where she must motivate others when they may not be 

motivated and have an unwavering faith in knowing that what they are doing daily will make a 

difference even if others do not believe. She also stated that this work requires “strong 

individuals in spirit and in mind.” She noted that personal lives of African American female 
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principals suffer as a result of their passion for the work and saw this as a challenge – noting that 

a a principal, “there are many long nights.”  

Contributions to Success 

Hope contributes her success to her faith and others who have molded her in her life. She 

indicates she has had so many wise mentors that have crafted who she is as a leader and as a 

human being. She states she works diligently and seeks wisdom daily. She has managed to build 

a strong talented staff that cares about kids. Hope’s school provides counseling, medical support, 

and programs to maintain the socio-emotional well-being of the students. Her students know that 

her school is a safe haven and the heart of the community. She has also fostered community 

programs and support to add to the quality of education for her students. She shared that “There 

is no substitute for hard work.” She believes that the principal must set the foundation and vision 

for the campus. Hope believes her students are successful because they feel they are taken care 

of. She refers to them as “her babies” and sees them as a reflection of herself.  

My students know that if they are hungry, we will feed them. If they need clothes, we 
will clothe them. If they need a shoulder to lean on, I am there. We take care of them and 
they grow in their abilities. I am their rock if they have no other. It is my responsibility as 
long as I am their principal, so help me God.  

Focus Group 

Giving Back and a Sense of Purpose; Other mothering; Strengths, Challenges, and 

Sacrifices; and Instructional and Transformational Leadership surfaced as themes from the data 

analyzed from the focus group discussion and the three principal interviews with these African 

American principals, who worked in high poverty urban schools, in Green Pastures ISD.  

Theme 1−Giving Back and a Sense of Purpose  

Each of the three interviewed principals and principals in the focus group discussion 

indicated the need to give back and had a sense of purpose and took responsibility for their 
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students. Many indicated how they were mentored or inspired by other people to move into their 

positions as leaders of urban schools. Throughout both the focus group and three case study dual 

interviews, giving back was an underlying theme that was evident and powerful. Because others 

mentored them, these African American female principals felt a strong need to mentor others and 

nurture the development and the growth of the next generation.  

Hope indicated she has a strong sense of purpose and believes she was serving in her 

school for a reason. She had a strong sense of faith and a spiritual perspective. Victoria Carter 

developed her purpose early in life. Because she grew up in a single parent home, she strived to 

succeed and developed resilience at an early age. She discussed how others mentored her to 

become who she is today. Destiny Strong had a challenging childhood. She was the first 

generation in her family to go to college. Because of the challenges experienced, she is 

hypersensitive to her students. She seeks to develop programs, support, and counseling to 

address the needs of her student body. She developed an understanding that she could give back 

even more as a principal. She also attributes her success to other African American female role 

models throughout her life. Others serving as her mentors allowed her to grow and develop into 

the successful person that she is today. She knows what a difference that mentoring made for her 

and strives to give back within her role as an African American principal. Hope Grant also came 

from a broken home. She taught at an affluent school and desired to go back to a school where 

the students needed her. She also saw it as her moral and spiritual responsibility. She feels that 

because she gives back to kids, she is blessed with good luck as a principal. She sees it as her 

duty to prepare her students to compete with their affluent peers in a global society and sees it as 

her mission.  
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All three interviewed principals came from broken homes or childhoods that were 

challenging. All three discussed a desire to give back. They all had other African American 

females throughout their lives that molded and inspired them. They all felt it was their 

responsibility to give back because much was given to them. They all were strong and had a 

sense of purpose and responsibility for their students.  

The focus group participants discussed the responsibility of African American female 

principals to formulate a legacy for the next generation. Several of the focus group participants 

discussed the need to go back and serve in the communities where they grew up or in like areas. 

One participant actually felt it was fortunate for her to have the ability to go back to her specific 

community to serve. She found great value and importance in this opportunity. She wanted to 

serve the children. One participant specifically talked about wanting to share her legacy and 

wisdom as she will soon retire. Another participant discussed the importance of going home 

because “if no one does anything she has to do something.”  

Many of the focus group participants discussed how they were mentored by other 

educators and from those in the community where they were raised. The focus group participants 

even charged their group to pass on the legacy of giving back. There was a sense of divine 

purpose and one talked about “how we are only on earth for a short amount of time and to make 

that time purposeful” for themselves through others. There was a sense of service and reflecting 

on what they wanted their legacies to be. They conveyed the importance of storytelling, inspiring 

others to teach the next generation, and resilience was evident in their conversation. During the 

focus group, the participants felt a sense of responsibility for the next generation. There was a 

belief that it was their responsibility to influence kids who do not have anyone to influence them 

within their communities. They discussed their upbringing and how other people supported their 



66 

dreams within their community. Their recollection could be summed up as one said, “it takes a 

village to raise a child,” and they have the responsibility to foster that village with their 

stakeholders through their roles as African American female urban principals.  

One focus group participant indicated that she was educated in an urban school district 

and the educators did an excellent job in providing a quality education. She felt those educators 

were responsible for providing her with the knowledge to compete in a global society. She felt 

that they put all they had into ensuring that students got everything they needed in order to be 

competitive when they left that school district. She saw her role as an educator as giving back 

since “they did so much with so very little” and it was incumbent she provide the same quality 

education to students in her school. She remembered as she grew older that many of the 

textbooks were so old the teachers had to supplement the materials. She stated, “The resources 

did not make the difference, the educators made the difference” in offering students the resources 

they needed.  

Another participant indicated that she came from a long line of educators and when she 

was a teacher, there was so much more that she wanted to do. She shared that principals have 

more interactions with people other than the students in the classroom. She aspired to be a 

principal in the neighborhood that she came from and she was fortunate to go back and serve. 

For her, there was importance and value in going back to that specific community. She noted that 

there was something special about going back to the community in which she grew up and to 

now serve them.  

A few participants indicated education was not what they set out to do. One of these 

participants indicated that the university she attended provided a component that allowed for 

community service and she had an opportunity to serve in the Western part of town. She was 
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from a small town and attended a parochial school but her cousins attended public school. She 

was angry that she would be up all night doing lessons and they would not. She entered 

education by way of socially giving back to the community. Her parents did not have a formal 

education and did not finish high school. Education was drilled into her and it was years later 

that she realized her father could not read or write. Her mother had an eighth-grade education 

and practiced reading with her father. She believed that “failure was an option” when they were 

little children. She came from a small town and moved to an urban town. She shared it was clear 

to her after being a tutor that she wanted to be an educator.   

One participant indicated she dreamed of becoming a civil rights attorney; however, that 

dream changed after she fell in love and married. She remained in education and indicated that it 

was a conscious decision. Her experiences in education were different. She started out in a state 

school for “mentally retarded” adults. She fell in love with the patients and had a passion for 

serving them. She then went to work with delinquent boys when her job changed. She stated that 

she learned a lot from being in this position and that she learned “humility and patience.” She 

stated that this was the impetus for her passion to work with students with disabilities. She felt 

these were children were “locked out of the system.” She found a zeal for being in education and 

administration. She described it as “one of those situations where someone tapped her on the 

shoulder” and informed her that she would be an excellent administrator.  

She was working on her master’s degree at a predominantly White university where she 

was the only African American female within the master’s program. She had an esteemed well 

revered mentor within the district that inspired her. She sought to become her. She was told by 

her mentor to “find your passion and stay with it.” One of her mentors was the first African 

American female principal in Green Pastures ISD and she was stellar. In her eyes, it was African 



68 

American women who paved the way. She wanted to give back too and does this through sharing 

with young African American female principals coming up. She saw these mentors as 

“superwomen.” She stated that it was not because of race; they also had challenges and a purpose 

yet were knowledgeable and had an agenda for change.  

Another participant indicated she never wanted to become a principal. She wanted to 

become the best teacher that she could. She was motivated to become a principal because she 

saw where children like her came from. She recalls “eating out of trashcans and living in 

neighborhoods where there is dire poverty” when attending Green Pastures as a student. She 

grew up in that neighborhood and felt education was “liberation.” She described the classroom as 

her “domain” and she was very comfortable there. There was a time when she met a principal, an 

African American male principal, and there seemed to be a lax way of doing things. She thought 

that if they are going to allow people like this to become principals, she needed to serve because 

children deserve better. She thought to herself, “You can go to school, and do something 

greater.” She felt becoming a principal, the person in charge of children, would allow her to 

monitor and ensure the children were not miseducated and that they understood the hidden 

curriculum. With humor, she indicated she sometimes questions if becoming a principal was a 

smart move; however, her journey was different and more of a political statement, “let me go 

home because if no one does anything, I have to do something.”  

One participant also shared her sense of purpose and desire to give back. Initially her 

move into education, like the other participant, was political. She shared that education has 

changed and African American students are now educated about their history. She recalls her 

hometown of Port Arthur, TX where there were clear racial divisions. She was bussed to school. 

She recalled her father teaching others how to pass the test to vote. She remembered her 
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principal in elementary school. She shared that it was important for students to speak well and 

were clean daily. She recalled falling in love with books and how it started with her first grade 

teacher. She remembered every one of her elementary school teachers and found they instilled a 

sense of pride in their students. She shared that “students did not go to school and act up” and 

she was disciplined accordingly as needed.  

Another focus group participant shared a very different story. She was adopted and her 

parents were White. She spoke about people not understanding how she was connected to her 

parents. She was educated in Green Pastures ISD and will never forget that she lived in Austin 

until she was nine years old. In Austin, she did not think about race. Both of her parents were 

teachers and school was important. She moved to Green Pastures in the fourth grade and was a 

neighborhood kid and remembered students being bussed into her school. She gravitated toward 

the students who were getting off of the bus. She shared that she struggled to figure out who she 

was. The very people who were the meanest to her were the ones she attempted to gravitate 

toward. She indicated she was raised by White people and she was half Hispanic and half Black. 

She indicated she struggled to prove that she was just like the other African American students. 

At the age of 8, she recalled being teased for having matching bedspreads and curtains. She 

noted this was an awakening for her as she believed everyone had matching curtains and 

bedspreads. She begged her parents to allow her to go to other children’s houses for the 

experience. She went to college not with the intent of becoming a principal; however, she landed 

a job in an affluent district and had a good experience. She described herself as not being of 

value in other districts and that she wanted to come to Green Pastures, an urban school district. 

She stated “children deserve the best whether they are affluent kids or kids in poverty.” She 

described her sense of purpose and motivation as wanting the best for all children.  
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Another principal indicated she knew what she wanted to be as early as the third grade, 

when she found herself averaging grades. She describes her upbringing in poverty similar to that 

of other participants, indicating that she did not know she was poor until she moved to Green 

Pastures ISD. While in high school, her mother made $8,000 a year as a maid in a hotel. She was 

the first in her family to graduate from college. She stated, “We laugh about growing up with 

survival skills. We are bred not to fail.” She knew in college that she wanted to be a principal 

and took the path of education and believes the best way to serve is through the principalship. 

She shared, “You can have a greater effect on kids. As an African American woman, you feel an 

added pressure to be successful.”  

Another participant indicated she comes from a long line of educators and grew up in a 

single parent household. Her father was absent. She shared that there was an expectation of not if 

but when are you going to college. She recalls going to school with her mom who was a teacher 

and noted that there were expectations as the child of a teacher. While a student in Green 

Pastures ISD, she was the only Black student in her class and she learned quickly to adapt. She 

was expected to be perfect with the highest grades and best behavior. Not going to college was 

never an option. She did not always get an opportunity to play with the other kids because it was 

not always safe in the neighborhood. She described reading and playing school was how they 

entertained themselves. She always knew she wanted to follow in her mother’s footsteps because 

she was one of the strongest persons that she knew. She also described her grandmother as a 

strong woman. She shared while in college she saw her dream as wanting to teach for the rest of 

her life. She wanted to make an impact. She loved children and education and did not desire to 

do anything else.  
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Another participant shared her desire to become a principal so she could be influence 

more lives. She recalls her desire to be a teacher beginning in the third grade. She tells the story 

of when she first came to an urban school as a teacher, she closed her door and just cried. She 

never had students who could not read and did not realize that this problem existed. There were 

kids considered to be potential dropouts. She realized that was “her calling” was to work in an 

urban school district, sharing “these kids need me” and “we have to let students know what we 

see in them. That will increase their understanding of who they are because sometimes they 

really don’t know.”  

Many in the focus group discussed deciding to become principals to influence more lives. 

They stated that there was a realization that kids needed them and they found a strong sense of 

purpose which helps to drive them to serve well daily. There was a deep sense of sisterhood 

within the focus group discussion. They spoke deeply and passionately about the importance of 

communicating with students and ensuring that they had a self-awareness and understanding of 

their potential and capabilities. They all saw giving back and a sense of purpose as well aligned 

with their roles as African American female principals.  

Theme 2−Other Mothering 

All three of the African American female principals interviewed had a strong perception 

of other mothering. Other mothering was described by them as feeling that they have a duty of 

being the “other mother” to many. Victoria Carter discussed how she felt the need to be a 

principal to all regardless of race or ethnicity. This was a core value belief in her principalship.  

Destiny Strong communicated a strong care for her staff and saw herself as the grandmother to 

both the students and the staff. She communicated a strong concern for their families outside of 

school. She inquired about their needs and as a “grandmother” she felt that she could address 
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their concerns but also discipline them as needed. She emphasized the importance of 

relationships, respect, and trust amongst her staff and students. She believed in “tough love” and 

held the staff accountable for their role and responsibilities as educators. She shared that it was 

her duty as a “mother” to grow them; yet, they must go if they were not effective teachers. 

Lastly, Hope Grant was a mother at heart and a nurturer by nature. She saw herself as an old soul 

because she was raised by her grandmother. She attributes her cultural upbringing to how she 

leads. She described herself as being the protector of her students and a mother away from home. 

She saw her students as being “under her care.” Like Destiny and Victoria, she discussed the 

need to be a “mother” to her staff and take care of all.  

The focus group participants shared their ideas that described this notion of “other 

mothering.” One participant discussed the importance of being empathetic and nurturing. She 

called her students “her babies.” She specifically described her “mothering spirit” and charges 

herself with seeing what her mother and grandmother saw in her. Another participant indicated 

people know that she is about kids and they are her primary focus. One participant had a strong 

connection with why African American females are seen as “mothers.” She related this back to 

the history of this country and how African American females took care of everyone’s children. 

She described it as being a “protective and maternalistic,” almost instinctive. She even described 

how in her experience, other races trust African American females because they know of their 

nurturing abilities. She finds that this perception helps her with parents of students of other races. 

She discussed the need to be relevant and tell kids the truth about their circumstances as a mother 

would do. Participants discussed telling students about their worth in case they do not see it. This 

is what mothers do. Many of the focus group participants were storytellers and discussed how 
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their grandparents were storytellers. They felt the need to ensure that the next generation were 

also storytellers.  

The theme of other mothering was naturally evident in the focus group discussion. These 

women saw themselves as mothers of their schools and communities. Another participant 

indicated you have to be “nurturing and empathetic. We look at our students like our parents 

looked at us. We want them to be better.” She saw principals as the link to help students and 

provide opportunity to make choices about their future. She often states to her students, “I want 

you to be educated so that you can make choices.” She sees what her grandmother and mother 

saw in her and sees her students as “her babies” and she needs for them to do well. Many of the 

participants discussed they were shielded by their parents from knowing they were poor. One 

participant stated, “They were broke but not poor, there is a difference.” Another participant 

indicated,  

You have to be relevant and be able to connect. We have to be super relevant. We are 
principals of campuses where African American children need to connect. African 
American children are sometimes the majority at our schools. We have to do more than 
code switch, we have to be relevant. We have to know what is going on and be 
maternalistic. We have to make the connections. With Hispanic parents, they trust me 
now, but they trust African American women. They may be picketing if I mess up 
tomorrow, but they trust me. I think that the world knows that we are the mothers of the 
earth.  

Many in the focus group agreed with her statement. Another participant shared, 

I think that we can lead other culture’s children because of our four-hundred-year 
experience in this country. We have taken care of other people’s children. We do it 
because we see children. Relevancy is a powerful trait that we have, unlike any other 
female principals no matter what their race. No matter what the times, no matter what the 
demographics of our schools, we are able to love and care for children. Relevancy is a 
trait.  

Another focus group participant shared how others perceive her at various times, stating:  

When you are in that protective and maternalistic mode, and you are protecting and 
working for African American children, you don’t want to be in your face but sometimes 
you have to be. You have to sometimes remind them that you don’t look like they look. 
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You need to know some things about other people. Sometimes you have to get up and 
move. It is your job to know who that child is and what makes them tick in order for them 
to learn. When you sit the little Black boy in the corner and he is five years old, you have 
told him that he does not matter and 10 years from now he may drop out of school. We 
(Black people) matter and sometimes people forget that. We are taking away hope from 
some children. We have taken their hope away and we have to give it back.  

Another participant shared how she encourages and empowers the students in her school, similar 

to how mothers encourage their children. She noted that the community is boarded up and the 

houses are empty. As she works with the students and community as a principal, she informs the 

students that if they think great, they will be great.  

We have to instill within urban African American kids that they can be whatever they 
want to be. You get knocked down all of the time but you have to get back up. We have 
to be there and say get back up. When you see something in a child that they do not see in 
themselves you have to tell them that. 

She noted that her third grade teacher saw something in her that she did not see in herself. 

Her teacher allowed her to be a leader and grade papers. This experience inspired her. She 

indicated that she knew she had something in her and that she could one day become a teacher. 

She believes that as African American principals “we need to act or we will lose our children and 

we have to build staffs that do the same and believe.”  

Theme 3−Strengths, Challenges, and Sacrifices 

The strength, relentlessness, and resilience of these African American female principals 

was evident in the face of challenge. Their strengths and sacrifices in the face of challenges was 

a reoccurring theme. Victoria Carter discussed developing a strong sense of relentlessness early 

in her life. This was due to her being raised in a single parent home. She discussed how she had 

to be independent and take on responsibilities at such a young age so that she could help her 

mother. She learned not to depend on others and learned to be successful regardless of the 

challenges and circumstances. She attributes her success as a principal due to her experiences as 

a child. She is sensitive as to how she is perceived as an African American principal which is one 
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of her challenges. Due to her awareness, she is conscious of the need to be approachable and 

visible as to not be perceived as the stereotypical angry Black female.  

Victoria Carter describes the accountability and high stakes testing as a challenge. As an 

African American female principal she believed she needed to find the strength to be on the top 

and constantly pushed herself to perform in order to remain as principal of her campus. This 

required much sacrifice and vigilance as to how others perceived her; therefore, showing her 

human side was important. She also shared that it was critical to be aware of the politics but not 

to get involved in it.  

Destiny Strong saw the expectation of her students to perform as a challenge. She 

described the expectation for her students to perform at a rate at or above their peers despite the 

challenges in their lives. She described the challenge of dealing with aggressive parents, 

managing adult and student issues, while keeping a focus on academics. She has to remind 

people about the growth of the school under her leadership as an African American female 

principal. This means accepting invitations to serve on committees where she is sometimes the 

only minority with a voice. She defined this as a sacrifice where she constantly endures people 

questioning her competence due to her race and gender as an African American female. She 

finds this is quickly dispelled as soon as she begins to speak. She shares that because she is 

young and a woman of color, she is sometimes dismissed. She indicates this is a hard job for 

anyone whether you are an African American female or not. She describes the sacrifice of the 

hours and the energy expected, which is draining on family and relationships. She stated, “This is 

hard to do for an extended amount of time without something else suffering which is unfortunate 

but worth it when it benefits someone else’s life.” 
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Hope Grant discussed that as a first-year principal she sacrificed and worked tirelessly, 

“wanting to do all things well and be all things to all people,” which was a challenge. She was 

further tested by inheriting a low performing school. She indicated that although she worked 

endlessly and relentlessly, she was under constant scrutiny and had to work through the politics 

to prove her worth. Hope indicated that it is a job like no other. “You give so much of yourself in 

service to others.”  

The focus group participants confirmed the ongoing strength and sacrifice required of 

African American female urban school principals. One participant indicated she was hesitant 

initially in taking the job because it was a job in which “you cannot fail.” Another participant 

indicated the importance of being like “a chameleon and able to adapt to situations.” She 

indicated the perceptions of others were a challenge and how it was important to code switch. 

Every participant in the focus group acknowledged that as an African American female principal 

serving in an urban school, the ability to code switch was essential to survival.  

One participant indicated the challenge and the strength required of African American 

female principals of not stepping outside of themselves and taking on the image of what others 

think they should be. She indicated others perceived her as being “low performing” because she 

was the principal of a low performing school, which was her choice. She indicated how she had 

to muster up strength to endure hurtful comments, and had to defy and resist the commentary of 

African American female teachers who questioned her vision for the school. Another 

commented, “There is also a disrespect for women in this business.” Several principals agreed 

there are a multitude of needs and so many sacrifices that African American urban school 

principals face. The challenge is growing and motivating teachers to excellence.   
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The challenge expressed from all of the principals could be summed up by a statement 

from one participant,  

It is imperative for us to teach our students how to survive. As African American 
principals sometimes our staffs do not look like us which is a challenge. Sometimes they 
cannot get beyond having an African American female leader. There are dynamics with 
ethnicity, race, and gender which serves as a challenge.   
 
There were a multitude of challenges that these African American female principals 

described both at school and at home. Several participants confirmed their sacrifices through the 

long hours in the building and the work that was never finished. Other sacrifices included 

missing activities in their own lives and in the lives of their children, where marriages and 

families sometimes suffered. They indicated a need for balance. These African American female 

principals agreed work life balance is essential for their well-being as they seek the well-being of 

others.  

Theme 4−Instructional and Transformational Leadership 

Instructional and transformational leadership was a common theme throughout the 

discussions of the African American female principals serving in high poverty urban schools. All 

three of the case study principals described high expectations and instructional leadership as 

essential. All three of the principals described a process of data review, student interventions, 

and coaching teachers to enhance the quality of instruction. They all discussed resources, 

collaboration, and establishing instructional systems as being essential to increasing student 

achievement. Two discussed researching best practices and all three provided instructional 

coaching and feedback to teachers. All discussed action planning and providing interventions to 

students. All three principals discussed creating a culture of high expectations and accountability. 

They all seemed to get into the trenches with their teachers to model high expectations. 



78 

Victoria Carter saw herself as an instructional leader. She believed it her duty to ensure 

teachers provided a high-quality education to all students. She coached teachers based upon their 

needs and focused on data and conducted both informal and formal observations. She believed in 

getting “in the trenches” with the teachers and “inspecting what she expected.” She and her team 

worked together to foster change for student success based upon instructional best practices.  

Destiny Strong also worked with data and ensured effective curriculum planning aligned 

with student needs. She researched the best methods to teach minority students and fostered 

skills in students to be accountable for their learning. She created programs and worked to 

budget resources to support the achievement of her campus. She sought the feedback of her 

students and taught them habits of mind and how to be accountable for their own lives. She 

monitored her failure rate and the data of her students in targeted areas.  

Hope Grant discussed the importance of researching best practices, reviewing data, and 

establishing high expectations. She met with parents and fostered professional learning 

communities to support the development of teachers. She provided interventions for students and 

put protocols in place for effective curriculum mapping and student profiling. She also hired well 

and worked to establish a culture of academic excellence.  

The focus group participants discussed the importance of being an instructional leader; 

yet, shared more about giving back and a sense of purpose, other mothering, strengths, 

challenges and sacrifices (see Table 2). Many discussed being teachers first. Many were reluctant 

to leave the classroom initially and always saw themselves as teachers. The below table provides 

information about the experiences of African American female principals serving in urban 

schools. I see this as a way to walk a mile in their shoes and listen to the rich stories they have to 

tell as only they could. Their voices provide us with an understanding of their experiences. 
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Table 2 

Research Themes 

Participants Theme 

 Giving Back and a Sense of Purpose 

Victoria 

Others directly serving as mentors has been essential. Mentors have assisted from the perspective of advising about 
the things that you have to put in place for success. They are mentors and kept in contact. They cheered for her 
success and were advocates for her to become a principal. She found other successful African Americans helped lead 
the way for the journey that she walks daily. (Others gave back to her in her role and served as mentors.) 

Destiny 
Her desire to give others the same opportunities that she has been given drives her. Love, focus, goal, passion, and 
purpose are why she is successful. That is why she believes in building capacity within others because of those that 
molded her. 

Hope 
Hope contributes her success to her faith and others who have molded her in her life. She indicates she has had so 
many wise mentors that have crafted who she is as a leader and as a human being. “I believe in destiny and we all 
have a purpose in this world. We are placed her to make a difference and to serve well in the time that we have here.” 

Focus 
Group 

One participant saw her role as an educator as giving back since they did so much with so very little. She felt it was 
incumbent that she provided a quality education to students in an urban school district. 

Another participant aspired to be a principal in the neighborhood that she came from. This principal was from the 
southern region that she was fortunate to go back to and serve. For her, there was importance and value in going back 
to that specific community. It was something special about going back to the community that she grew up in in an 
effort to serve them. 

One participant shared, “When you see something in a child that they do not see in themselves, you have to tell 
them.” 

Another participant, ready to retire, indicated she wanted a legacy for African American kids and that it was 
important that those participating in the focus group pass on a legacy. 

(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued). 

Participants Theme 

 Other Mothering 

Destiny 
She cares about her staff as well and communicates her concern for the staff and their families outside of school. She 
ask them to seek her out for their needs. She sees herself as a grandmother. She will use a stick but hug and love on 
you as well. She sees her teachers as kids as much as she sees her students. 

Hope The principal must be a mother to all and take care of not only the needs of children but the needs of the staff that 
they serve. 

Focus Group 

A number of participants indicated the importance of being nurturing and empathetic. One participant stated, “We 
look at our students like our parents looked at us. We want them to be better.” Principals was themselves as a link to 
helping them with providing the opportunity to make choices about their futures. One principal shared, “I want you 
to be educated so that you can make choices.” She called the students “her babies.” She sees what her grandmother 
and mother saw in her, indicating those are “her babies” and she needs for them to do well. “You constantly have that 
mothering spirit.”  

A participant described, “When you are in that protective and maternalistic mode and you are protecting and working 
for African American children, you don’t want to be in your but sometimes you have to be.” 

Another participant shared, “I think that we can lead other cultures’ children because of our 400-year experience in 
this country. We have taken care of other people’s children. We do it because we see children.” 

 Strengths, Challenges & Sacrifices 

Victoria When you come from a single parent home, the African American mother instills within you certain characteristics. 
Due to her upbringing, she did not depend on others and learned to be successful regardless of circumstances. 

Destiny 

Because of her background and upbringing, she did not get to where she is by making excuses. She does not allow 
excuses. Every time you make excuses you say it is ok for something to exist. That is why we have oppression, we 
make excuses about what should and should not exist. One of her values is that she does not make excuses and you 
can’t either. 

(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued). 
 
Participants Theme 

Focus Group Many participants agreed that as female educators it was important for them to tell their stories and inspire others. 
They also needed to express themselves through the stories and show children how to make it through their lives. 

 Instructional Leadership 

Victoria 

As far as school structures that support student achievement, she believes that data is key. This relates to common 
assessments and also examining student work. At her school, she utilizes pre- and post-assessments to measure 
passing and student growth. Teachers understand the importance of growth and build upon weak areas based upon 
the analysis of data. She also makes sure that outside of formal observations, she provides informal observations as 
well. The informal observations do not come with a score. This allows for teachers to work on and fix little things 
and continue those things they do well. 

Destiny 

She starts with data reports that come out in the summer and gathers her team to review the data. This allows her 
team to analyze the curriculum. The school is very math and science intensive. They take the standards and fill in the 
gaps based upon the data. They design the curriculum around the needs of the students in the summer. Every teacher 
is aware of the needs and equipped with the curriculum based upon the data. She has had a 70% turn over and 
brought in new people to be leaders of the curriculum and instruction design. 

Hope 

As an instructional leader, data is an essential component. Hope researched best practices and hired very well. She 
established a culture of high expectations of excellence. She expected teachers to perform in the classroom and 
provided them with the essential resources needed to foster student success. Teachers know she is there in the 
trenches with them daily. Protocols were put in place for curriculum mapping, lesson planning, student profiling, and 
prescriptive interventions. 

 Transformational Leadership 

Destiny 

Being at a school that is ranked so highly in the district and America with the achievement and growth and being an 
African American female is a challenge. She has to remind people constantly that the school has grown under her 
leadership and was not always to this level. She discusses her reverse achievement gaps and how her minority 
students are outperforming others. In some areas she has the reverse. Teachers have grown under her with their 
percentage passing by changing instructional practices. Her students have received numerous awards as achieving 
minority students. 

Hope 

Inheriting a low performing school was overwhelming; however, she embraced challenges as opportunities for 
success. The staff worked relentlessly and the school has done well academically over time and received many 
accolades. Under her leadership, many programs have been put in place to support students socially, emotionally, 
and academically. 
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All of the African American female principals agreed that instructional leadership and 

transformational leadership are important leadership styles when leading high poverty urban 

campuses. The theme of instructional and transformational leadership was more evident 

throughout the interviews with the three principals. The first three themes were naturally 

discussed and evident amongst the focus group participants with a greater emphasis. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I provided the data surrounding the experiences of successful African 

American female principals serving in urban schools. Both the dual interviews and focus group 

discussion with open-ended questions provided opportunities for rich discussion. The 

experiences and backgrounds included personal stories of childhood dynamics and mentorships 

which fostered a sense of purpose, strength, and determination. The instructional leadership 

styles and focus on systems and building cultures of high expectations was evident. These 

African American female principals shared many characteristics that could contribute and 

enlighten the field of education as a whole and urban education specifically. Challenges related 

to serving in urban schools were discussed and other mothering was evident due to their sense of 

responsibility and caring for others shaped personally by their upbringing and as they describe 

their African American culture. The next chapter will include a more in-depth analysis of the and 

themes as they relate to the literature review. The relationship to the Afrocentric framework will 

further be discussed along with the implications for educational leadership and recommendations 

for further work.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

In this final chapter, I discuss, compare, and contrast the findings with the literature and 

the conceptual framework. The dual interviews of the three African American female principals 

provided insight around the journey they share and have in common. All three principals 

interviewed, 38-40 years of age, led schools deemed to be successful according to TEA data, 

distinctions, positive culture surveys, and school report cards as outlined in Chapter 3. Two were 

elementary school principals and one was a high school principal. The rich experiences of these 

African American female principals influenced how they led their schools to success. Their 

shared challenges, life experiences, and cultural influences answered the research questions of 

the study. The research questions were: 

Research Questions 

1. What are the experiences of African American female principals in a high-poverty 

urban school district? 

2. How has the culture and life experiences of these African American female principals 

influenced their behaviors and actions? 

3. What challenges do these African American female principals experience in urban 

school settings? 

The research questions were answered through the dual interviews with the three African 

American female principals, Victoria, Destiny, and Hope and the rich dialogue during the focus 

group discussion with the 12 African American female principals. The experiences shared by the 

three principals, through storytelling and dialogue, related to the Afrocentric feminist framework.  



84 

The analysis of data was conducted post each interview session and after the focus group. 

The audio recordings were reviewed and analyzed to acquire an understanding of the experiences 

of each principal interviewed and the commonalities within the dialogue. Both the interviews and 

the focus groups allowed for large volumes of information to be shared. Data analysis was based 

on Creswell’s (2009) six steps of data analysis as indicated in Chapters 3. This included 

organization by reading through the data to gain a sense of the information and to reflect upon 

the overall meaning. I analyzed the information and utilized descriptive coding. This included a 

process of highlighting and analyzing notes to create categorization of the data. I then generated 

a description of themes and searched for the connections in an effort to interpret the larger 

meaning of the data. As a component of the research, I further connected the themes to the 

Afrocentric feminist framework. There were four themes resulting from the data analysis based 

upon the focus group and dual interviews. Below are the themes with a short description 

followed by Figure 1 which depicts the theme in a graphic: 

1. Giving back and a sense of purpose−A strong sense of giving back and mentoring 

others as many have molded who they have become. 

2. Other mothering−The concept of having a duty of being the other mother to many. 

3. Strength, Challenges, and Sacrifices−Responsibility, relentlessness, resilience, and 

sacrifice within their leadership roles as they embrace and overcome challenges as 

urban school principals. 

4. Instructional and Transformational Leadership-Instructional Leadership−Being 

teachers first and fostering change for student success based upon instructional best 

practices. Transformational Leadership−The ability to change the dynamics of a 

school to foster school improvement and academic excellence. 
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Figure 1. Themes of African American female principals in high poverty urban schools. 
 

Connections to the Afrocentric Feminist Framework and Literature 

The conceptual framework utilized for this study was the Afrocentric feminist 

framework. This framework allows for the world to experience how African American women 

view the world through the lenses of race, class, and gender. It allows for social transformation 

through others understanding their journey. This allows African American women to share their 

own truths with the world. The Afrocentric feminist perspective is based on the following 

assumptions: (a) concrete experiences as a criterion for meaning, (b) the use of dialogue in 

accessing knowledge claims, (c) the ethic of caring, and (d) the ethic of personal accountability 

(Collins, 1990). Below are the assumptions related with the Afrocentric feminist perspective and 
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how they connect with the themes related to the three African American female principals of 

high poverty urban schools.  

Concrete Experiences as a Criterion for Meaning 

These three African American females use their concrete experiences as criterion for 

meaning. They are negotiators of knowledge and use it wisely for the benefit of their students for 

whom they take full responsibility. Collins provides context for “concrete experiences as a 

criterion for meaning” by indicating that living life as Black women requires wisdom because 

knowledge about the dynamics of race, gender, and class oppression has been essential to Black 

women’s survival (1990, p. 221-238). Hope crystallized this concept in the following statement, 

“Young African American female principals have no room for failure. There is constant scrutiny, 

politics, and a need to prove your worth.” Hope, Destiny, and Victoria relied on their experiences 

as a criterion for meaning, but also depended on the experiences of African American women, 

who were influential in their personal and professional lives.  

As a result, African American women hold wisdom, which they are compelled to share 

with others. Their history, dialogue, and experiences allow for their knowledge to be shared. 

These African American female principals shared their voices and provided a unique angle of 

vision. They were able to express their experiences as only they could. No one else could tell 

their stories other than them. They live and serve as agents of knowledge due to their journeys as 

African American females serving in urban schools.  

The Use of Dialogue in Accessing Knowledge Claims 

The use of dialogue in accessing knowledge claims was prevalent in the stories of these 

three African American female principals. They specifically discussed storytelling as a 

component of their past and how they must continue to tell stories and utilize dialogue to educate 
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the next generation. The use of dialogue allows them to connect with others and for others to 

connect with their life experiences. Loder and Spillane (2005) and Tillman (2008) argue that 

African American women principals from different generations have much to share with one 

another; however, the isolated role of the principal and the small number of African American 

principals at times stifle opportunities for co-mentoring between younger and older principals. 

This did not seem to be the case for these three African American female principals in Green 

Pastures ISD. The size of the district, hiring practices, and mentorship programs of Green 

Pastures allowed for these principals to experience ample mentoring exchanges. This situation 

may be unique to large urban school districts, a topic that warrants further investigation. 

The research to date in combination with this study provides merit on the importance to 

maximizing intergenerational conversations among African American women principals 

concerning the advancement of students in high poverty urban schools. This extends on 

Generett’s (2005) argument of intergenerational dialogue among African American principals to 

advance Black education in the 21st century as a way to provide audacious hope in action. This 

study adds to recent writings on Black women educators’ identities and the vital roles they play 

(Cozart & Price, 2005; Loder, 2005a). Documenting the voices of young and veteran African 

American women principals’ experiences may provide useful direction to future educational 

leaders who aspire to work in high poverty urban school settings.  

The Ethic of Caring 

The ethic of caring manifested in the stories of all three African American female 

principals through their unique approach to leadership, their pertinent emotions in dialogue, and 

their demonstration of empathy. Collins (1990) maintains there are three components to the 

ethics of caring: individual uniqueness, appropriateness of emotions in dialogues; and, 
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developing the capacity for empathy. Each of the women individually brought their unique 

backgrounds and experiences to the meaning of the study. Victoria was the first in her family to 

graduate from college. She was raised in a small town by her mother who made $8,000 a year 

cleaning hotels. Destiny also came from a single parent household, born out of wedlock, and 

spent time living in foster care and at times with relatives, due to family dynamics. Hope’s 

parents were divorced and she was raised by her grandmother who provided a simple way of life. 

Their upbringings had a tremendous impact on the manner in how they led their schools. 

Because of the challenges that these three principals experienced they were sensitive to students’ 

needs and sought to develop programs to address the needs of the student body. At an elevated 

level, the emotions in dialogue that each one exhibited gave validity to their argument about how 

they needed to be “mothers” to their staff and students. 

Other mothering has been defined as African American women’s maternal assistance 

offered to the children of blood mothers within the African American community -- originally 

traced to slavery, and was a survival mechanism that served to transmit education and culture 

(Case, 1997; Dillard, 1995). Case (1997) argues that the other mothering tradition exists within 

the urban elementary school context, and African American female educators play an integral 

role in fulfilling the psycho-educational needs of the urban child. These African American 

principals specifically discussed their ability to care as the reason that they chose to serve in such 

challenging schools in an urban district. Their empathy for their students was evident. Many saw 

themselves as being morally responsible for the students they serve. Many discussed how they 

sacrificed themselves and their own well-being for their work.  

The Ethic of Personal Accountability 

The ethic of personal accountability is the last dimension of the Afrocentric feminist 
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framework and is viewed as an alternate epistemology. In other words, individuals must foster 

their knowledge claims through discourse, present them in a style which offers concern for their 

ideas, and must be answerable for their knowledge claims (Collins, 1990). All three African 

American female principals indicated that discourse with mentors were essential to their success, 

where they offered job related support, such as structures needed to lead successful high poverty 

urban schools. These women saw themselves as responsible and accountable for making a 

difference and profoundly expressed it as their purpose of giving their lives in service to others. 

Dialogue is received from and given to others as a way to substantiate their knowledge claims, 

and then enacted through the last theme of instructional and transformational leadership. The 

theme of instructional and transformational leadership was novel when compared to the literature 

and the Afrocentric Feminist framework. 

Conclusions 

This body of research provided insight regarding the experiences of African American 

female principals serving in high poverty urban schools. Their voices answered the research 

questions which related to the influence of their cultural and life experiences on their behaviors 

and actions. The data garnered from the study also informed us about the challenges they faced 

in urban school settings. Their personal and professional experiences helped to cultivate their 

strong emphasis on instructional leadership. 

The three African American female principals found instructional leadership as 

foundational to their ability to create a culture of high expectations for teachers and students. The 

findings in this study align with Waters et al.’s (2003) research on instructional leadership. 

Datnow, Park, and Wohlstetter (2007) further contend that instructional leadership is critical for 

urban school leaders, in order for them to provide teachers with feedback and resources to 
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increase the quality of instruction for students. Instructional leaders in high poverty schools must 

observe in order to provide instructional feedback. They provide support structures to assist 

teachers in curriculum alignment, data discussions, and interventions based on the academic 

needs of students. Victoria, Hope, and Destiny discussed their culture of high expectations and 

how this was understood by the teachers and students. They all used data to drive instruction and 

to determine the strengths and challenges in the instructional and assessment practices.  

Instructional leadership means that there are clear school structures and processes that 

support student achievement such as the ongoing monitoring of teaching and learning through 

assessment and observations. Teaching is monitored through consistent classroom observations 

and feedback. For instance, Destiny engages in data conversations and post observation meetings 

with teachers, which allows them to assess what works and what does not work. Other structures 

and processes put into place by these three African American female principals is the use of 

common assessments and examining student work in order to measure progress. For instance, 

Victoria utilized pre- and post-assessments to measure passing scores and student growth. 

Teachers understand the importance of growth and build upon weak areas based on the analysis 

of data. She also makes sure outside of formal observations; she provides informal observations 

as well. Hope emphasized that being an instructional leader also means holding parents 

accountable. Her teachers are clustered into academic teams, where they study the standards, 

what will be assessed, and purposefully planning curriculum and instruction to address the 

learning gaps based on data. The structure that allows for this type of instructional leadership is 

professional learning communities, where collegial dialogue allows for sharing of best practices.  

Implications for Educational Leadership 

This body of research was designed to give voice to African American female principals 
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at high poverty urban schools and to contribute to the field of urban education. This research 

adds to the current research on African American female principals, which is limited. The voices 

of these stellar women serve as an inspiration to others pursuing the principalship in high poverty 

urban schools. Giving back was a constant theme throughout the research. These principals not 

only gave back to their students, they shared their voices and provided us with a window into 

their lives as African American women serving as leaders of some of the most challenging 

schools in the country. The results of this study indicate there is a specific context in which these 

women view the role of the principal. Because they valued other-mothering, administrators may 

want to explore professional development that identifies the characteristics of this style and how 

it might be adopted by principals depending upon the needs of their students.  

This study may contribute to the hiring practices of school district leaders to seek out 

individuals with characteristics and core values relative to these urban school leaders such as: 

principals with a sense of purpose and wanting to give back, and those who value instructional 

leadership. These are characteristics that are imperative to urban school educators. This includes 

teachers, assistant principals, and principals. This information can be measured in studies and 

personality inventories of potential candidates. Based upon this body of research, these principals 

exhibit these common traits. This study also allows for principals serving in similar capacities to 

examine what methods worked in similar schools.  

Lastly, these African American female principals shared information about what 

practices led to student achievement which can be beneficial to practitioners in the field of 

education. School district leaders may develop screeners or questionnaires to screen potential 

candidates who apply for positions to lead high poverty urban schools. The questionnaires may 

contain questions relevant to the domains of the Themes of African American female principals 
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in high poverty urban schools (see Figure 1), which might support their decisions in hiring for 

specific urban schools that need strong leaders to foster student achievement. Principals that lead 

similar campuses may seek professional development in domains such as instructional 

leadership, other-mothering, etc. to support their work.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

Continuing to study African American female principals allows for others starting their 

careers to receive information about what works. Because there is a need for strong leaders in 

high poverty urban schools, the knowledge and skills of successful principals must be shared and 

leveraged. Additional research can be done to further tell the stories of those whose voices have 

been silent. Loder and Spillane (2005) and Tillman (2008) argued that African American female 

principals are limited in their ability to have intergenerational dialogue, primarily due to the 

isolated role of the principal. This was not the case for these three African American female 

principals in Green Pastures ISD. The size of the district, hiring practices, and mentorship 

programs of Green Pastures allowed for these principals to experience ample mentoring 

exchanges. This situation may be unique to large urban school districts, a topic that warrants 

further investigation. 

For more of a comprehensive view, including the viewpoint of students and how these 

African American principals impact their lives would be beneficial information. I would also like 

to recommend researching principals of other races and genders in high poverty urban schools to 

offer them voice and to add other perspectives to the conversation. Although spirituality surfaced 

in this study, it was not a reoccurring theme but may be an interesting topic to examine further. 

Scholars should continue to study this topic as the number of dropouts and troubled inner-city 

schools increase, the field of education will need courageous leaders to serve as symbols of hope 
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and inspiration for the youth of tomorrow. Examining how these women were successful and 

what motivated them could serve as a body of knowledge for those who are called to lead the 

next generation.  
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 
Note: I will begin the interview by informing the interviewee about myself and my study. An 
explanation will be provided regarding the tape recording of the interview and that their responses 
will be strictly confidential. They will also be informed that if there is something they would like 
to say off tape, I will oblige by stopping the tape midstream for their commentary. 
 

First Question Set: 

1. Please describe your role in the school (background).  

2. Please describe your role as an instructional leader? 

3. Please describe how your personal experiences have influenced your interactions with 

the greater school community? (Research Question 2, indirectly 1 and 3)  

Probe: teacher support, student advocacy, family and community relationships 

Second Question Set: 

1. Please describe behaviors and actions that have contributed to increasing student 

achievement? (Research Question 1) 

Probe: culture of learning, management, communication, PLC, interventions, 

examples 

2. What have been your biggest challenges as an African American female principal in 

an urban school? (Research Question 3, indirectly 1) 

Probes: stakeholders, district, high stakes testing, parents, teachers, discipline 

3. What in your opinion attributes most to being a successful African American female 

principal in an urban school? (Research Question 1, 2 and 3) 
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Focus Group Interview Protocol 
 
Welcome and Introductions: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the focus group. My name is Dayanna Kelly and I am 
the researcher and moderator. Our assistant moderator is ______________. I appreciate you 
taking time out of your busy schedules to be here on today.  

 
I. Purpose for the Study 

The purpose of the study is to examine the experiences of African American female   
principals in high poverty urban schools. You will be asked a variety of questions. Feel 
free to respond. Each participant will be provided with a number to ensure confidentiality 
of your responses. There will be a recording of the dialogue for research purposes.  

II. Consent Forms, and Participant Number Assignments 
III. Ground Rules 

Share freely, respect one another’s comments, honor one another, and honor yourselves 
with breaks as needed. 

IV. Questions 
V. Focus Group  

Adjournment  
 

Focus Group Questions: 
 

1. Why did you choose to become a principal in an urban school? (Research questions 1 and 
2) 

2. Please describe how your personal experiences have influenced your interactions with the 

greater school community? (Research Question 2, indirectly 1 and 3)  

3. What in your opinion attributes most to being a successful African American female 

principal in an urban school? (Research Question 1, 2 and 3) 

4. How has your culture and experiences influenced your behavior as leaders? (Research 
Question 2) 

 
5. What has been your biggest challenges in serving as an African American female 

principal? (Research Question 3) 
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Dayanna Carson, Graduate Student 

The University of North Texas 

Date: ___________________ 

Dear Colleague,  

 
Due to your stellar leadership skills and contributions to the field of educational 

administration through your role as a principal, I am asking that you participate in a dissertation 
research study. The title of the study is: What are the experiences of African American female 
principals in high- poverty urban schools?  

 
This study will contribute to the field of educational administration. This study includes 

two phases. It will be based upon a qualitative research design with a focus group and individual 
interviews. Participants will be asked questions relative to their experiences. Participant responses 
will be recorded via audio taping.  

 
Your participant in this study is voluntary and you may end your participation at any time. 

Your responses will remain anonymous. Your identity, school, individual responses, and 
information will not be shared and will remain confidential.  

 
Thank you for your time and consideration. If you would like to participate e-mail a 

confirmation to me at …@yahoo.com 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Dayanna Carson  

mailto:dayannacarson@yahoo.com
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Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and 
understand the following explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and how it 
will be conducted.  

Title of Study: What are the experiences of African American female principals in high- poverty 
urban schools?  

Student Investigator: Dayanna Carson, University of North Texas (UNT) Department of 
Educational Administration. Supervising Investigator: Dr. Miriam Ezzani.  

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a research study which involves an 
investigation of the experiences of African American female urban school principals. Developing 
an understanding of leadership traits exhibited by principals that have positively influenced 
student achievement would allow school districts and principal preparation programs to select 
individuals well suited for challenging urban school campuses. Administrators may also review 
these positive qualities to better shape their own leadership knowledge and skills while preparing 
for the principalship.  

Study Procedures: You will be asked to participate in an individual interview session and/or 
focus group that will take 60-90 minutes for the individual interview and 120 minutes for the 
focus group interview. The location will be determined and provided.  

Foreseeable Risks: There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts in this study.  
 
Benefits to the Subjects or Others: We expect the project to benefit you by allowing you 

to contribute to the small body of research that exists on African American female urban principals. 
The projected potential benefit lies in the contribution that this study may have to the field of 
education.  

 
Compensation for Participants: None. 
 
Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: (The confidentiality 

of your individual information will be maintained in any publications or presentations regarding 
this study. Coding will occur and names will be kept anonymous. A copy of collected research 
data will be maintained by Dr. Ezzani on the campus for 3 years in a locked file cabinet. The 
student researcher will also maintain any files from the study in a locked file cabinet in the office 
of residency for 3 years. All measures will be taken to ensure anonymity. 

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may 
contact Dayanna Carson at (123)456-7890 or Dr. Miriam Ezzani at (940)565-
2935.  

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been 
reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB). The UNT 
IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-4643 with any questions regarding the rights of 
research subjects.  



102 

Research Participants’ Rights: 

Your signature below indicates that you have read or have had read to you all of 
the above and that you confirm all of the following:  

• Dayanna Carson has explained the study to you and answered all of your 
questions. You have been told the possible benefits and the potential risks 
and/or discomforts of the study.  

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your 
refusal to participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty 
or loss of rights or benefits. The study personnel may choose to stop your 
participation at any time.  

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be 
performed.  

• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily 
consent to participate in this study.  

• You have been told you will receive a copy of this form.  

________________________________ 

Printed Name of Participant 

________________________________                                ____________         
Signature of Participant                                      Date 

For the Student Investigator or Designee: 

I certify that I have reviewed the contents of this form with the subject signing 
above. I have explained the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or 
discomforts of the study. It is my opinion that the participant understood the 
explanation. 

______________________________________                    ____________                 
Signature of Student Investigator    Date 
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March 8, 2016 

Mrs. Dayanna Carson 
 
RE: The Leadership Profiles of Effective African American Female Principals in Urban Schools 

Dear Mrs. Carson:  
 
The Research Review Board (RRB) of the Dallas Independent School District (Dallas ISD) 

has reviewed and approved the modification of your proposal (12-043) to conduct the above-
referenced study. The RRB has approved an extension of the research timeline until March 1, 
2017.  

 
It is the understanding of the RRB that you have read and agreed to the terms described in 

the Procedures and Policies for Conducting Extra-District Research in the Dallas Independent 
School District. Please note that all school and district information, wherever applicable, should 
remain confidential within the limits of the law. In addition, any data collected from Dallas ISD 
may be used solely for the purposes of the approved study. 

 
Approval by the RRB does not guarantee that any Dallas ISD department, school, or 

employee will comply with data requests for the study. If the study involves collection of primary 
data at a school or schools, the permission of the building principal(s) must be obtained separately 
from this approval. 

 
On behalf of the RRB, I wish you the best of luck with your study. 
 
Sincerely, 

(signature removed) 

Dr. Anduamlak Meharie, Ph.D. 

Chair, Research Review Board 
Office of Applied Research 
Department of Evaluation and Assessment 
Dallas Independent School District 
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