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Black women experience the burdens of gendered racism in their roles as school
leaders, yet little is known about how these leaders cope with those experiences or
how such coping might impact their ability or desire, to persist and thrive in such
positions. This phenomenological study examined the experiences of 10 Black female
school leaders and how they coped with gendered racism and the costs associated
with doing so. Findings show coping occurred through both adaptive and maladaptive
strategies, which we label as “more affirming” or “less affirming,” to highlight how both
enabled participants to persist in their leadership roles. More affirming (i.e., adaptive)
strategies included reliance on faith, social relationships and professional networks,
and advocacy roles to confront, manage, and problem solve around their experiences
of gendered racism. Less affirming (i.e., maladaptive) strategies included denial or
avoidance, buffering and boundary setting, and in a few cases, exit. Further, findings
revealed the costs or tolls borne by participants included internalizing gendered racism,
doubting leadership skills and competence, anger at having to operate in a gendered
racist context, and resignation. By acknowledging and naming the gendered racism
Black female school leaders face and the energy required to exert to cope with it, these
findings highlight the need to discuss gendered racism in educational leadership and
professional development programs. Further, these findings suggest anti-racist practices
by White allies, including shifting the burden of gendered racism to them, is critical to the
disruption of practices privileging Whiteness in educational leadership.
Keywords: educational leadership, intersectionality, gendered RACISM, women, leadership

INTRODUCTION
Racial and gender discrimination in school leadership is widely known to exist (e.g., Shakeshaft,
1989; Peters, 2010; Muñoz et al., 2014; Jean-Marie et al., 2016), and can impact who gets access to
these roles and their treatment within them (Cognard-Black, 2004; Tillman, 2004; Myung et al.,
2011). Scholars recognize addressing negative discourses around race and gender are necessary for
future generations of Black women in school leadership (Wrushen and Sherman, 2008). What has
not been examined in detail, but we sought to accomplish in this research, was how Black women
experiencing gendered racism in their roles as school leaders cope with those experiences. Further,
as noted in previous work examining coping with gendered racism (Lewis et al., 2016), we sought
to highlight the costs associated with coping and the extent those costs impact Black female school
leaders in their roles.
As scholars interested in using our research to engage in, and promote, anti-racist and
anti-patriarchal approaches, it is our hope that by focusing on these issues, we can provide
scholars, educators, and practitioners insights into the strengths and struggles of Black women
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educational leaders. Further, we hope this work will challenge
these same individuals to seek change at the individual and
organizational level so facing and coping with gender racism
is no longer a burden placed on Black women or other
minoritized groups.

men and White women (Beal, 1969; Bell and Nkomo, 2001;
Young and Skrla, 2003; Settles, 2006; Rosette and Livingston,
2012; Weiner and Burton, 2016; Burton and Weiner, 2016).
Others argue Black female leaders receive responses mirroring
those given to White males (Rosette et al., 2019) and thus are not
penalized for such behaviors.
Jean-Marie’s (2013) work about Black female principals found
her participants, like many Black female school leaders, were
placed in low performing schools and pigeonholed as “fixers”
(Brown, 2005; McCray et al., 2007). In addition, they faced
the “triple jeopardy” of gender racism and ageism by those
they supervised, parents and community members, and their
superintendents. They also experienced subtle biting comments
about their capabilities to be successful and had to engage in
additional work to access their leadership positions. As leaders,
they actively coped with experiences gendered racism by forming
a shared bond, supporting one another while also relying on their
spirituality to recognize a higher calling to leadership.
One reason it is often incumbent on Black women to create
their own support structures is that they are less likely to receive
formal support (e.g., mentoring, networking) than their White or
male colleagues (Peters, 2010; Muñoz et al., 2014) and face far
more challenges. They are also less likely to be recognized for
having “leadership potential,” and take longer to become school
leaders (Cognard-Black, 2004; Peters, 2010; Myung et al., 2011).
Once in leadership positions, they experience extra scrutiny in
the role (Mendez-Morse, 2003; Boris-Schacter and Langer, 2006),
receive lower performance evaluations (Rosette et al., 2019), have
shorter tenures (Christman and McClellan, 2008), and experience
higher stress levels (Peters, 2012). Yet they persist, which suggests
a need to look at the strategies which enable and empower them
to cope as well as the potential costs of such strategies. Reed
(2012) highlights coping strategies used by these leaders that
allowed them to be successful. “The actions of these leaders
are in line with the literature that discusses a long-standing
tradition of Black women school leaders making quiet, but steady
advancements on behalf of the children they serve” (p. 56).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Gendered Racism/Intersectionality
We ground our work using an intersectional frame as the
influence of sexism and racism cannot be parceled out as discrete
experiences for our participants (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 1991).
Intersectionality provides “critical insight” (p. 2) that race,
gender, ethnicity and other identities “operate not as unitary,
mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing
phenomena that in turn shape complex social inequalities”
(Collins, 2015, p. 2). Intersectionality allows us to call attention
to social identities often treated as marginal or invisible, while
allowing us to highlight the “complex nature of power” (p. 5) and
note the “gap between social categorization and the complexity of
intersubjective experience” (p. 5) as there is not one social label
that can help us explain the complexity of an individual’s lived
experience (Harris and Leonardo, 2018). In the intersectional
frame, Essed (1991) advances gendered racism to examine the
intertwining influences of sexism and racism to describe the
experiences of Black women.

Gender, Race, and School Leadership
School leadership has historically been defined as the domain
of men in general, and White men in particular (Boris-Schacter
and Langer, 2006). Some Black women, as a result of differing
lived experiences including exclusion from “established power
structures” (Peters, 2012; Santamaría and Jean-Marie, 2014;
Newcomb and Niemeyer, 2015, p. 787) are shown to lead
differently than their White counterparts, male or female. For
example, when leading in lower resourced and/or more urban
settings, Black women are known to approach leadership from
an ethic of care (Dillard, 1995). This type of nurturing and
supportive leadership has been described as “othermothering”
(Bass, 2012; Newcomb and Niemeyer, 2015). Further, they are
more likely to be driven by social justice goals and spirituality
(Newcomb and Niemeyer, 2015). Spirituality can be a driving
influence of their leadership too, as some describe “heeding
the call” (Newcomb and Niemeyer, 2015, p. 792) to serve as
leaders (Witherspoon and Taylor, 2010). They also tend to
lead in more culturally competent ways (Wood and Eagly,
2012; Newcomb and Niemeyer, 2015) and emphasize “shared”
forms of leadership, approaches shown as successful in fostering
continuous improvement (e.g., Hallinger and Heck, 2009).
While the evidence suggests Black women are likely to
engage in leadership in productive ways (Jean-Marie, 2013), they
are also more likely to experience “complex and intersecting
racialized and gendered role expectations above and beyond
those expected of other administrators” (Reed and Evans, 2008,
p. 488) in their roles as school leaders. For example, the “doublejeopardy” hypothesis describes how Black women are punished
for violating social roles stereotypically ascribed to both Black
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Coping
Experiences of gendered racism are linked to negative health
implications including increased psychological distress (see
Lewis et al., 2017 for a review). Past research that has explored
the coping strategies or attempts to manage internal and external
demands (Folkman and Moskowitz, 2004) of Black people
(e.g., Feagin, 1991; Daly et al., 1995; Shorter-Gooden, 2004;
Benkert and Peters, 2005) has historically and problematically
used inherently White measures. More recent research looks
specifically at responses to racial microaggressions and the coping
mechanisms individuals of color rely on (Neville et al., 1997;
Utsey et al., 2002, 2007; West et al., 2010; Greer, 2011). For
example, Lewis et al. (2013) note that individuals who experience
gendered racism first evaluate the situation as stressful, make
a secondary assessment to either engage in or opt out of
addressing the situation (i.e., picking and choosing battles)
and then utilize coping strategies. Those strategies included
resistance (e.g., using your voice as power), collective (e.g., using
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their descriptions, stories, and narratives (Moustakas, 1994). The
larger purpose being to condense these individual experiences to
a description of the universal essence of a given set of experiences
(i.e., phenomenon) (Creswell and Poth, 2018). As we discuss
in more detail below, we modeled our data analytic approach
largely after Lewis et al.’s (2016) likewise phenomenological
study of gendered racial microaggressions on Black women at
a predominately White university and thus used a dimensional
analysis (Charmaz, 2014) with both inductive and deductive
coding. Finally, it is worth noting that part of the power of
phenomenology and one reason we selected it, particularly in
the context of capturing and describing participants’ recollections
and stories via “thick” descriptions (Finlay and Agresti, 1986), is
that it calls upon the researchers to engage in “bracketing” and
to acknowledge and suspend one’s own beliefs and assumptions
regarding the phenomenon of interest.

support networks), and self-protective (e.g., Black superwoman
or becoming desensitized).
Other literature focused on the experiences of racial
microaggressions, categorize coping strategies as either adaptive
or maladaptive (Utsey et al., 2008; Forsyth and Carter, 2012;
Holder et al., 2015). Adaptive strategies empower the individual
to confront racism, problem solve, reframe, or manage gendered
racism (Harrell, 2000; Mellor, 2004; Forsyth and Carter, 2012;
Vassilliere et al., 2016) and include leaning on relationships
(Harrell, 2000), spirituality and faith (Thomas et al., 2008), and
setting boundaries (Franklin and Boyd-Franklin, 2000; Holder
et al., 2015). Maladaptive strategies are those which enable an
individual to disconnect or attempt to remove gendered racial
experiences and stressors (White et al., 2019) via avoidance and
disengagement (Lewis et al., 2013), denial (Mellor, 2004; Thomas
et al., 2008), or hypervigilance and preparation (Utsey et al., 2008;
Holder et al., 2015).
We build on this existing scholarship regarding the
experiences of Black women in school leadership and the
work of Lewis et al. (2013) regarding how Black women cope
with gendered racism. However, we also wish to trouble the idea
these strategies are either adaptive or maladaptive (Forsyth and
Carter, 2012; White et al., 2019) as both are used by individuals
who successfully persist and cope. Thus, for our purpose here we
name these strategies as “more affirming” and “less affirming.”
We do so to highlight the potential difference in the psychic and
physical costs experienced when utilizing them. Further, we also
take into consideration whether our participants’ experiences
of coping align with the “Strong Black Woman” race-gender
schema (Woods-Giscombé, 2010), a “set of cognitive and
behavioral expectations for African-American women, notably
standing up for oneself, exhibiting self-reliance, and taking care
of others” (Watson and Hunter, 2016, p. 425). Our study was
guided by the following questions:

Sample
We utilized a purposeful criterion-based sampling technique
(Patton, 1990) to recruit school administrators (principals
and assistant principals) who self-identified as Black women
(n = 10). Participants came from three U.S. states in the
Northeast and were recruited via social and professional
networks to support trust building and relatability given the
sensitive nature of the interviews (Dickson-Swift et al., 2007).
Our sample included one high school assistant principal, two
middle school principals, three elementary principals, one
elementary school assistant principal, one Headstart principal,
and one principal of a k-12 charter school. The participants
led schools in a variety of settings, including urban, suburban
and rural school districts across the Northeast. They averaged
16 years of experience in education and three had more
than 20 years of experience. The women varied in age
from 33 to 56, all were married with children and in
heterosexual relationships.

1. How do Black women in school leadership cope with the
challenges of gendered racism?
2. What are the tolls experienced by Black women as they do so?

Data Collection
In keeping with other phenomenological studies looking at
gender racism and Black Female leaders, we favored interviewing
as our data collection approach (Weiner et al., 2019). Participants
were provided a copy of the institutionally approved informed
consent form prior to the first scheduled interview. Upon our
first scheduled interview, all participants reviewed the informed
consent form, asked questions if desired and agreed to participate
and be recorded. Participants were interviewed three times
over the year for ∼1 h each interview. The interview structure
was based on Seidman (2006) and focused on the participants’
experiences of gendered racial discrimination, the first interview
centered around their professional history and experiences in
preparation programs, the second focused on their current
position, and the third on their future work and reflections
on their experiences. All interviews were digitally recorded
and transcribed verbatim. While we address our positionality
more below, there are always power dynamics present during
interviewing (Seidman, 2006) and we were particularly sensitive
to the racial dynamics given our identities as White women.

In the sections to follow, we outline the methods used to guide
our study, including detailed discussion of our analytic process
and how we worked to ensure trustworthiness of these analyses.
We then share a table of themes and supportive codes and a
detailed discussion of our findings. Finally, we examine how
our findings support and advance current literature regarding
Black women’s experiences in coping with gendered racism in
educational leadership.

METHODS
This research was supported by a grant from President Obama’s
White House’s Advancing Equity for Girls and Women of Color
initiative. In keeping with other exploratory studies examining
how participants coped with gendered racism (e.g., Lewis et al.,
2016), we took a phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 1994;
Creswell and Poth, 2018) to this research. Phenomenology moves
researchers to examine participants’ lived experiences through
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Data Analysis

are committed to using our research to make leadership more
inclusive and have expanded our work to that end. In this
way, the “choice” we have to engage in this work is a form
of privilege which we must recognize along with other forms
of our privilege, including race, gender identity, class, and
academic background. These shape our beliefs and views, and
also provide a certain level of power and access. We recognize
a need to continually reflect on these privileges, to self-analyze,
and then act. We also recognize our backgrounds impacted
how we interacted with participants during interviews and viceversa, as well as how we made sense of the data. While we
have experienced gender discrimination, we do not claim to
understand the experiences of our participants. Instead, intend
to use our access to share the powerful experiences and resilience
of our participants and to challenge the racist and gender
discriminatory institutional structures in which we participate
(Scheurich and Young, 1997).

As suggested by Charmaz (2014) when using a dimensional
analysis, we first engaged in open coding ultimately engaging
with both inductive and deductive coding (Boyatzis, 1998). We
began by randomly selecting four interviews from the first
round for research team members to independently code and
discuss. We then independently began our coding by each writing
gerund-based phrases (e.g., converting “So it’s really my faith, that
gives me the resilience to stay at it.” to “My faith really giving me
the resilience to stay at it.”) to describe the participants’ words
(Charmaz). We then wrote interpretations of the phrase in the
context of the larger piece of text as the basis for the codes e.g.,
“The participant feels her faith is a source of her resilience in the
role”). We then met to discuss and refine our understandings into
an initial set of codes (e.g., “Coping Mechanisms, “Resistance”,
and “Tolls”). After, we applied these codes to other interviews
from the same collection round, generated larger themes into
which we sorted the data, and then used the same process across
the other interviews.
For our deductive codes, we used work on coping and
coping for Black women in particular (e.g., Utsey et al., 2008;
Forsyth and Carter, 2012; Lewis et al., 2013; Holder et al.,
2015; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2019) to support the next steps in
the dimensional analysis, mapping and axial coding (Charmaz,
2014). All interviews were again recoded. Researchers met
frequently to discuss emergent findings and work to ensure
reliability and robust conceptualization. As an example, in the
independent coding stage, one of us coded interview data around
leaving a leadership position as a cost to coping with gendered
racism in educational leadership, while the other coded leaving
as a less-affirming coping strategy, but not a cost. We then
engaged in discussions of these coding differences, returned to
the literature and to our data to understand how our participants
made meaning of leaving their positions.
We established credibility of our findings as detailed by
Lincoln and Guba (1986), first by prolonged engagement
with our participants through 3 h long individual interviews
with each participant over the course of 1 year. Second,
participants were also sent their transcripts and included in
discussions of initial findings for the purposes of member
checking (Maxwell, 1992). Transferability of our findings was
established by providing detailed descriptions of our themes
and relevant quotes in support of those themes (see Table 1).
All participants were identified using pseudonyms and they
provided consent to have their quotes included in the discussion
of findings.

Limitations
This study is not without limitations. First, though robust in
terms of the recommendations for phenomenology (Creswell
and Poth, 2018), our sample size was still small with women
who held different types of school leadership positions in
different kinds of schools and districts. As such, some of the
contextual nuances of being in a particular geographic location
(e.g., urban center vs. rural district) or serving in a particular
kind of learning environment (e.g., middle school vs. head
start program) was not captured. Future studies with larger,
and perhaps more uniform, samples might be helpful to better
understand how these contextual factors also play a role in
the coping mechanisms available to Black female school leaders
and the impact of these strategies. Second, to build our sample
we focused solely on identity issues related to a singular race
(Black) and gender (female). Future studies that explore a
broader range of intersecting identities (e.g., ethnicity, ability,
language, sexuality; O’Malley and Capper, 2015) would be helpful
and enhance our understanding of the nuanced experiences
of Black female school leaders. Finally, despite our efforts to
invite participants into the larger research conversation, our
approach was more traditional, and the interviewers were of
a different race than the participants. Together, the elements
bring up questions about participants’ comfort sharing their
truth as well as our ability to interpret in ways aligned with
their experiences. With that said, and following the work of
Moorosi et al. (2018), we began our interviews by talking about
our backgrounds and why, as White women, we were interested
in their experiences and conducting this research. While this
approach cannot change the nature of privilege and how it
operates in researcher-participant relationships, it does facilitate
researchers’ ability to “be reflexive on our positionality and
in taking the ‘political responsibility’ to speak for those we
represent” (Moorosi et al., 2018, p. 154). To further support
these efforts, a more participatory methodology would provide
participants more control and ownership over their narratives
and is a direction we hope to move in the future. We look forward
to seeing others do the same.

Positionality
As White women who examine issues of gender bias and
leadership in our research, we had previously not examined
gendered racial discrimination. We came to this work while
studying aspiring principals as we were made aware of the
disparities in messaging and opportunities participants received
based on their gender and/or racial identities (Weiner and
Burton, 2016). This work, along with readings and discussions
with participants exposed us to the ways racial discrimination
and gender bias operate in the school leadership space. We
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TABLE 1 | Themes, subthemes, definitions, and example quotes.
Theme

Subtheme

More Affirming (i.e.,
Adaptive) Strategies

Definition

Example quotes

Affirming strategies that enabled
participants to persist and succeed in
their leadership roles
Faith

“So it’s really my faith, that gives me the resilience to stay
at it. I’m here because God put me here for a reason.”

Collective Support

“If not for my advisor, my mentor...if not for her I wouldn’t
have made it. She was the best; she was an angel. She
was a godsend. She helped me through every step of
the way.”

Advocacy
(student-focused)

The students for me, definitely. Providing them with the
best education that we can and giving them the ability to
pursue their dreams is definitely the motivation for me...

Advocacy
(solution-focused)

“I interviewed to leave. As I was interviewing, I thought,
‘No, you can’t just walk away. You’ve got to at least
create, recreate, a strong neighborhood school’.”

Less Affirming (i.e.,
“Maladaptive”) Strategies

Strategies that enabled participants
to disconnect from or avoid gendered
racism
Avoidance and Denial

I don’t think about that [racism]. It affects me and I do
think about that, but I also know that, in order for me to
help children, I got to look beyond certain things.

Buffering and
Boundaries

I would never make myself so vulnerable, ever again, in a
workspace... I am taking this as a learning experience.
Because I will have my armor on from the very first day in
any next space.

Leaving
Costs to coping

The act of voluntarily removing
oneself from a position

[no supporting quotes]

Toll on participants’ personal lives,
and their physical and emotional
health
Self-doubt

“There are those patterns or behavior where I’m left to
wonder like, ‘What is this really a-, you know, what is this
really about? Is this about. ...me as a Black woman or is
it something, something else?”’

Recognition with
Resignation

Some people don’t have to do any of that work. ...For
example, if there was a White man who was in charge of
the building, [they] may never have to have those kinds
of conversations or may have to have them, ...or could
engage them in a very different, perhaps less thoughtful
or energy consuming way.

FINDINGS

Faith

More Affirming (i.e., Adaptive) Strategies

When considering responses to stress that fostered strength
or persistence, our participants described the importance of
faith in coping with the challenges of gendered racism in their
experiences as principals. We describe faith-based coping as a
belief in one’s “calling” to a particular place or position as coming
from God or finding confirmation of one’s task in what one
believes. In this way, success was not measured by effectiveness
in the realm of school but on the support and development of
children. Michele clearly articulated this, “So it’s really my faith,
that gives me the resilience to stay at it. I’m here because God put
me here for a reason.”
Nicole stated faith was a foundational part of her coping as
she forged through adversity and challenge as a Black woman in
educational leadership, “It can only be my faith. Because without
it, I have nothing. I have nothing. Because none of it makes

Grounding our findings in the literature, we utilize the terms
adaptive and maladaptive (Utsey et al., 2008; Forsyth and Carter,
2012; Holder et al., 2015; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2019) but shift
to call them “affirming” or “less affirming” to highlight the ways
both types of strategies were often effective in enabling our
participants to persist and succeed in their leadership roles.
Turning first to what we refer to as more affirming
(i.e., adaptive) strategies, our participants relied on faith,
social relationships and professional networks, and advocacy
roles to confront, manage, and problem solve around their
experiences of gendered racism. Consistent with the literature,
these strategies empowered the women to address instances
of racism.
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sense. I can’t make it rational.” When addressing some of her
more difficult days as a principal, Marissa too described faith and
prayer as critical to get through those challenges and her wish to
make meaningful impact on those she leads, “sometimes my only
prayer is let me help somebody today. Let me help someone to be
in a better position, you know if it’s a family, if it’s a teacher, if it’s
a custodian, just let me help someone today.” She drew strength
from her faith and recognized that, despite the challenges she
regularly faced, there was a higher calling to her leadership.
Another participant, Marlene, recognized how her faith
helped her to shift the stress she experienced via challenges to
her leadership to help center her on the meaningful work she
accomplished through her leadership. “Faith is a very important
part of it, part of me, and it helps to keep me in a place of
not really holding on to things and, and letting it go and then
really understanding like, ‘Well, how is it that you can help
this situation?’ Because it’s not going to do anybody any good
to say, ‘Oh, you know, you just don’t like me because I’m a
Black woman’.”
Rosa directly addressed the importance of faith as she directly
confronted the gendered racism she experienced. “I can always
say [regarding those who degrade her], ‘You don’t have a final
say. My God has the final say.’ Of course, that could be a survival
technique that we use because the buck can’t stop at you because
I don’t trust you with it.” Here she acknowledges the importance
of faith as a “survival technique” noting that without faith, she
would relinquish her power to confront gendered racism to those
who hold discriminatory views toward her.

. . . We talk frequently to try and help each other kind of
understand,’ ‘is this me? Is it other people? How can i impact
that perspective? Is this something from a cultural standpoint?
Is it something from a different mindset? What is...Help me
unders-...Right now, i’m angry so i’m not able to really kind of
understand. so she’s that person in the mirror that i...sometimes
able to say to her, “well, you know you have this perception of...”
we can talk honestly...So then i shared with her how other people
may see her... It is good to have somebody to talk to. It’s like, i’m
not crazy. I’m not.

Shelby too celebrated her fellow female Black administrators and
how they helped her to not feel alone as well as how this reality
decreased the pressure she felt to represent her race and gender
in her responses,
Because I’m not the only administrator of color even in the
building that day. They [faculty] have me, they have [Female
administrator of color #2], and they have [Female administrator
of color #3]. Their impression is not just based on their dealings
with me. It’s based on a broader spectrum of people, because even
if they’re not dealing with us, they’re dealing with parents. At least
they’re not basing how they feel about a whole group of people on
their interactions with me... can breathe a little bit.

Reinforcing Shelby’s position regarding the importance of being
connected with other Black female leaders, a few participants
noted the potential for greater impact and support coming from
reaching out to and connecting with other Black women in such
roles. Janelle recalled the positive impact of a forum for minority
principals had for her,

Collective Support
All participants spoke of someone or several people who they
leaned on and served as a source of strength or encouragement.
For some, like Marisa, a mentor provided professional support,
“If not for my advisor, my mentor...if not for her I wouldn’t
have made it. She was the best; she was an angel. She was a
godsend. She helped me through every step of the way.” Others,
like Michele, had a spouse who supported them, “I will say the
other real motivator for me at the time was my husband. He was
extremely supportive, and I think he probably saw it as something
that I could really do, before I even really had the full confidence
to do it.”
Most importantly however, many of the women spoke
to how trusted colleagues, whether they be other Black
women, colleagues of color, or other administrators, provided
encouragement. Kamele commented, “I have two other principal
friends. We call each other. I usually spend 10 to 15 min on my
ride in talking to one of them. We talk every day. And we end our
conversation with, ‘Okay, don’t get fired’.” Similarly, Rosa noted,
“I had my other, the administrator who was hired at the same
time, I had her in the building but then I’ve always had my own
little administrator crew...And they’re Black and White.”
Sheila too relied on a fellow administrator, “I have another
colleague who started with me, and we did everything together...
and even on her roughest days, she’ll be like, we can do this. We
need to do this and this is why, so I have that.”
Several participants also credited these relationships with
keeping them sane or from going crazy. Marlene shared,
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I joined a forum here, but that was helpful. It was folks of color
talking about, “What is it like to be the person in the suit, but still
this person, and what you bring?” That was just... it was an outlet.
It was an opportunity. It was offline, but it was formalized in the
sense that my superintendent knew about it. That they actually
supported it financially for me to be a part of this forum, because
we needed to talk about what it meant to be a leader of color,
and what those complexities were, as it were. That provided an
opportunity for us to kind of do that.

Expressing similar sentiments, Kamele reflected on her
recent work building a collective support network with other
administrators of color, “So next time something comes up, of
course I’m going to remember I have something to call him
about, and we just start building that. . . ” However, she also
recognized that her White colleagues appeared to, “do that better
than we do. Maybe it’s because it’s a larger group of them or
because some of them were in other, some of them have other
friendships or relationships with people that are higher up in the
district because they actually brought them here. So, they already
have that.” Here Kamele highlights her need for social capital
and how she might foster mutually beneficial relationships in
the future.
Just knowing other women of color or having friendships
was not enough to serve as a support mechanism, participants

6

May 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 52

Burton et al.

Gendered Racism in School Leadership

Terri also described the joy she derived from seeing her students
succeed, noting their successes provided her the motivation to
persist despite the challenges she faced in her role. “The students
for me, definitely. Providing them with the best education that
we can and giving them the ability to pursue their dreams is
definitely the motivation for me,... when you see them so happy
on graduation day, with their whole life ahead of them, it’s always
so exciting.”

repeatedly emphasized the types of conversations necessary
for these relationships to be meaningful and a source of
encouragement. For Kamele, one such gathering of women
lacked substance and she expressed frustration, “We didn’t leave
with a call to action. We didn’t go deep enough into you know,
why we need to be together. The conversation was a little lighter
than I would have thought, and we haven’t developed norms so
that . . . ” The need to unpack gendered racism in an in-depth way
led her to seek out intentional conversations, “I didn’t let them in
as much because I was too busy, they were too busy, but now
I can talk to them more and say, ‘This is what... This is... I’m
gonna tell you this. Let me tell you what happened today. Does
this about [sound] like bullshit to you,’ and they can affirm like,
‘Yeah, that is.”

Solution focus
Another approach utilized by our participants to cope in the face
of challenges to their leadership focused on finding solutions to
problems. As Kamele described, she addressed such challenges by
developing new opportunities for engagement and dialogue.
So there was a lot of trying to see if they can get me to change
and do things that they wanted me to do, but instead of coming to
me directly, they would go to him and present as if it was a union
issue. And I had to push back and show how this is a union issue
and then I’ll address it. If not, then this is how it’s going to stand.
And then I created an advisory committee.

Advocacy
Despite the adversity and challenges to their leadership, our
participants found ways to address those challenges using more
affirming coping strategies. We broadly defined these strategies as
advocacy approaches to coping. Subsumed under advocacy were
strategies focused on helping and supporting students, families,
and members of the community, or working toward solutions
to address issues in the school or community. Sheila captured
this sentiment, and was one a majority of our participants
described, when she reflected on why she took up a leadership
position in her school (leaving a position outside education),
“I know there’s a bigger purpose of why I’m doing what
I’m doing.”

As outlined below, when Marisa reflected back on the stress she
faced in her role as a school leader, she described a desire to leave
her position, but then comes back to the work she does being a
source of support and means to cope with those challenges. “I
thought about leaving this year, strongly, for the first time ever. I
interviewed to leave. As I was interviewing, I thought, ‘No, you
can’t just walk away. You’ve got to at least create, recreate, a
strong neighborhood school’.”

Less Affirming (i.e., “Maladaptive”)
Strategies

Student advocacy
This approach to coping, and for some participants their
reason to persevere, was centered on providing support or
making changes to the benefit of students and those within the
community. Rosa reflected on the importance of being a Black
woman in educational leadership, why she chose to work in her
district, and how her identity impacted the students she led.
She also noted how her students looked like, and had similar
experiences to, her own children. “I’m thinking about spaces
that have children who look like me. Who need to see me. You
know what I mean? I’m looking for places that aren’t too large,
because then you just feel like a cog in the wheel. And something
that’s not too far away from my own children, because they need
me too.”
When considering why she entered educational leadership,
these sentiments were in the forefront of Sheila’s thinking.
Further, she understood that empowering those in the
community was critical to make change.

Participants also relied on strategies which enabled them
to disconnect from or avoid gendered racism via denial or
avoidance, boundary setting, and in a few cases, exiting. While in
the initial framing the use of the term “maladaptive” to describe
these strategies suggests they are somehow ineffective, we suggest
that, for these women, a conscious choice to rely on one strategy
over another depended on the situation, their role, and/or how
often they experienced gendered racism in their current position.
Moreover, we argue these strategies can be deemed effective in
that they empowered these women and enabled them to persist.
However, these previously oft-named “maladaptive” strategies
also inflicted a larger toll on participants’ health and well-being
and thus our use of the term “less affirming” to describe them.

Avoidance and Denial
The most prominent of the less affirming strategies participants
relied on, was the avoidance of facing or addressing acts of
gendered racism they encountered as leaders. And yet, despite
this approach, these participants were no less aware of these
biases or their impact than those who relied on other strategies.
As Janelle reflected in her decision to “ignore” the gendered
racism she faced, “I also don’t want to be the one to always bring
in race, but it’s still such a big piece of the puzzle. That’s why we
can’t talk about it, I don’t know. We’re very passionate about it,
but I don’t know.” Sheila too spoke of the frequency of gendered

I didn’t really start really thinking about it until I got
into a leadership role and seeing how that could influence
but at the same time we have to find ways of supporting
families, not use it as an excuse or a crutch either, because
I struggle with that personally. It’s like, I get you had
a bad experience, but now I’m telling you I’m going to
help you and support you so you can break that cycle in
the family.
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ignored or tolerated. The boundary line for Sheila was racism
aimed at her children, “We just have way too much work to
do to be focused on it, but I guess I started thinking about it
more and more as my own children are going through school
and how they’re impacted with different things.” For Marlene,
a participant who frequently relied on avoidance or denial as a
strategy, felt the need to address discriminatory statements if they
were repeated or followed a “pattern.” She said, “People will make
some not so good statements, but when there are patterns of mis...patterns of that kind of behavior, then that’s when it just has to
be... It has to be addressed.” In this way, her line seemed to be
related to frequency and saturation.
Buffering, while similar to boundary drawing, worked to
create distance or cushion between oneself and gendered racism
whether in the present or the future. For some participants, such
as Rosa, who felt her current work environment was hostile and
discriminatory, buffering meant building up the resources to
prepare and protect herself from future assaults.

racism, “Oh, clearly. It’s laughable and, because we’d all be crying
all the time if we actually thought about it that much,” and her
choice to avoid dwelling on such experiences, “I don’t think about
that. It affects me and I do think about that, but I also know that,
in order for me to help children, I got to look beyond certain
things and yeah, there are certain structures in place and my
goal is to break through them.” Both women acknowledged the
discrimination they faced and their efforts to not let gendered
racism occupy their minds or sway them from their important
work as leaders.
Marlene, who utilized this strategy more frequently than other
participants, was hesitant to name race as a reason she was passed
over for a principalship earlier in her career. However, when the
interviewer prompted further, she added, “You know, everybody
else has their things, but in terms of me being able to move away
from, a negative perspective...You know. . . ‘it’s always racism.’
It’s not healthy for me [to question the potential racism], so
that’s why I have to opt out of that.” She continued, “Because it’s
not going to do anybody any good to say, ‘Oh, you know, you
just don’t like me because I’m a Black woman.’ Or, you know,
you know, not gonna help anybody. Not gonna help me, not
gonna help that person.” For Marlene, reflecting or addressing
gendered racism felt like too much to tackle, particularly given
the frequency and regularity of these experiences. Her decision
to avoid confronting the offender occurred as an effort to
remain positive but also out of concern for how others might
perceive confrontation.
Nicole said she avoided addressing gendered racism in her
work in the Northeast because she felt it was relatively less than
what she experienced growing up. “You know what? Because I
was raised in the South, I come with a whole different outlook on
stupidity and racism. Once your grandmother gets hit in the head
with a gun by a police officer during the Civil Rights era, you kind
of have a whole thicker skin because for me, it’s a shame that you
have not progressed as far as you have.”
While avoidance “worked” for several participants in so much
that it helped them cope, it is important to recognize that
avoiding or denying gendered racism did not protect them from
the emotional toll it inflicted. As Kamele explained,

And I don’t want it to take any more. Because I think I can move
on to a different work environment, and even if the same things
happen, I would have an armor the next time. I would never make
myself so vulnerable, ever again, in a workspace... I am taking this
as a learning experience. Because I will have my armor on from
the very first day in any next space.

Similarly, Sheila reflected on her reliance on buffering via keeping
a distance when she started her work as a leader, “I knew I was
going to be by myself, I knew that I wouldn’t have allies, and so
I knew I just had to observe. I knew it worked, so I had to figure
out how it worked, and then just started taking notes and got to
know who the key players were and who I knew couldn’t stay on
the staff if I wanted to bring any change.”
Nicole too created buffers between herself and others by, as she
explained it, putting potential issues regarding her identity and
how she might be experienced on the table before others did so.
Right, so now I just take it off their shoulder. I just take the burden
off their shoulders so usually if I get up in front and start talking to
them, I say, "Okay, I’m going to tell you, I’m going to be direct, but
it’s not threatening. I’m going to always be six-foot and a half inch
tall because I’m not shrinking. For the life of me, I’m always going
to be indigenous to this country and West Africa, okay? None of
those things are going to change. Let’s just put that out in the air,”
so I remove the proverbial elephant in the room so they [don’t]
get to say anything because. . . .I say, “No, Remember, I told you I
was going to be direct, yet not threatening. If you’re intimidated,
that’s something you have to deal with because I’m just speaking
my truth. If you’re intimidated by that, that’s really an internal
feeling that you have to deal with because no one can intimidate
me unless I allow it. Don’t allow it. You’re intimidated by what I’m
saying, and you don’t know enough about the subject. Go learn
about the subject, then you won’t feel intimidated.”

I was talking about something that happened months ago and
then I realized that you know what, I had never really unpacked
it. I put it in the back and... I’m not saying that it wasn’t going to
bother me, but I wasn’t going to you know, give the time or space
to think about it. But then months later it came up again, so it
must be there and it must be affecting me in some way. But I just
don’t have the time or the space to unpack it.

Kamele’s comments suggest that while avoidance may “work” in
the short term to keep her grounded and in the work, its farther
reaching effects may cause more harm than good, and exacts a
high toll (i.e., emotional, physical, psychological).

Buffering and Boundaries

In each of these experiences, the participants found a way to
protect or distance themselves from the nearly constant assault of
gendered racism, these boundaries or buffers enabled the women
to persist if even for a time, before the next attack. Notably, these

Participants used buffering and drew boundaries around
themselves to make space between themselves and the personal
impact of discrimination when they felt it could no longer be
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buffers or boundaries need to be redrawn as different experiences
of gendered racism may require different ways to buffer from
those experiences.

I should have... I don’t want to live over there, so it’s a constant
battle to not go that far over there.

This struggle was evident for Rosa too, as she grappled with
the burden of staying “above the fray” and not giving over her
real and justifiable anger. She notes, evoking Michelle Obama,
“But I don’t feel like going high, while people go low anymore.
I feel angry.”

Leaving
It is critical to note that by the time of writing this paper,
three participants left their positions and two left education
altogether. While a tremendous loss for their students, schools,
and districts, we choose to frame this strategy as less affirming but
demonstrative of resilience. For the women who made the choice
to leave, they recognized the constant barrage of gendered racism
in their positions as leaders, the toll these experiences had on
them, drew a line, and decided enough was enough. We recognize
too, however, that for other participants, this strategy was not
an option. Despite facing constant discrimination at work, these
women served as the primary providers for their families, and or
had extended family relying on them, thus leaving a secure job
was not an option. Additionally, for others, leaving a position for
which they have dedicated so much time, energy, and emotional
support, did not feel to be a viable choice.

Self-Doubt
Experiences of gendered racism exacted a price on participants
as they often internalized these experiences; questioning if the
negative critiques and messages they received resulted from
individual shortcomings or failures in their work as leaders. As
Kamele explained, while she understood at an intellectual level
that much of what she faced was discriminatory, it did not change
her feeling that she should be able to succeed in spite of it—
that it shouldn’t matter. “I could just say that it’s [the negative
feedback she receives) because I’m a woman, I think it would
be harder because then I can say, ‘Well, I don’t want to be
that woman,’ but for me, it was so many things. It was race,
which no one ever talks about. So, I was even afraid to even
think it.”
Rosa too struggled to unpack the challenges and insidious
nature of gendered racism she faced in her role,

Costs to Coping
In these workspaces with these behaviors toward you, that are
diminishments, that are microaggressions, that is the selective
incivility. All of these things that exist, right? From a social
perspective. This kind of social science. These constructs. They’re
real. But who am I supposed to be in the face of that, is the
question? Am I supposed to be pumping my fist? Am I supposed
to be strong but silent? Am I supposed to be resilient? Am I
supposed to be like, “I can take it,” and then come out on the other
side stronger? “You can’t break me.” I’ve been, not broken, but
bent. (Rosa)

I need some kind of way to make sense, because it keeps coming
back to the psychological impact, that’s what I want you to get at,
at some point. That there’s a psychological impact on this constant
second guessing what’s going on there, what is it? Is it race, is it
gender, is it age, is it where I am?

Marlene also shared this self-doubt regarding the source of the
negative experiences she faced. “There are those patterns or
behavior where I’m left to wonder like, ‘What is this really a-,
you know, what is this really about? Is this about... me as a Black
woman or is it something, something else?”’ As Janelle described,
she sought out professional development support in to mitigate
the self-doubt she experienced as her leadership was continually
challenged. “That’s why I asked for a coach, because I’m starting
to question myself.”
Michele reflected on the cost of persevering when others are
constantly questioning your capabilities as a leader,

Rosa eloquently articulates the challenges of gendered racism and
the impact on our participants despite their coping strategies.
Indeed, though these strategies helped the women to survive and
for many, to thrive, in their work, not surprisingly, these coping
responses came with costs. These women bore these costs in
their personal lives, their physical and emotional health, and for
some, their leadership positions themselves. In this section, we
explore some of the costs borne by our participants. We have
named these as tolls our participants carried as a result of being
Black women in school leadership. Tolls included internalizing
gendered racism as a burden they had to hold, doubting their
leadership skills and competence, anger for having to operate in
a gendered racist context, and resignation. For some, the costs
associated were very close to the surface, as Michele recognized
her exhaustion and the physical price she pays as a result of the
discrimination she faces. “I definitely get weary in it, definitely
say, sometimes I don’t want to do it anymore. I feel like it’s taken
a toll on me physically.” She goes on to discuss the internal battle
she wages to maintain her emotional health,

It is exhausting, right? It keeps me in this space of questioning
myself, my work right. It keeps me in the space of confidence wise,
“Well, maybe I’m really not as smart as I think I am. Maybe I’ve
just over-estimated who I am and what I can accomplish.” And it
is really heavy.

Recognition With Resignation
While there were clearly costs to trying to work around or
through discrimination, so too were their costs when participants
attempted to fight it. Participants reported feeling diminished
and resigned as a result of such efforts. Resignation that despite
their efforts to address others’ biases, success was limited
and often produced diminishing returns. Marlene named this
phenomenon as she recognized the privilege held by those who

I have to find a way to find that light and not sway over so far into
the darkness that I just feel, because then I feel that my power is
gone. I give my power away, I give my hope away and then I’m
really a victim because I’m like I can’t, I would have, I could have,
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this coping strategy is not always related to negative outcomes
and for some, including our participants, can be beneficial as they
must exist under oppressive circumstances that they are not able
to change. However, West et al. (2010) noted increased depressive
symptoms in those who used more avoidance coping. Also, work
by Utsey et al. (2008) found that coping through avoidance,
“attempting to forget the situation or minimize the negativity of
the situation, or engaging in distracting activities,” (p. 312) did
not reduce stress of those experiencing gendered racism. Our
findings do not provide definitive support for avoidance as a
beneficial coping strategy, but some participants who relied more
on avoidance as a coping strategy persisted in their leadership
positions, while other participants who did not use this strategy
left their positions soon after our research concluded. Those who
may have “paid” a higher toll with this form of coping used this
strategy to persist in their leadership roles.
We are careful here to note that we do not endorse the SBW
schema but want to call attention to the coping strategies utilized
by our participants grounded in affirming and strengthening
approaches, which we termed as more affirming strategies
(Adams-Bass et al., 2014). Our participants had opportunities
to exert power, influence change, and counter stereotypes in
their roles as school leaders and these opportunities served to
support our participants as they coped with gendered racism in
their leadership roles (Watson and Hunter, 2016). However, these
women had to cope in the workplace primarily on their own,
without organization level supports in place acknowledging their
experiences as different from predominantly White (male) school
leaders. They found coping supports which are characterized as
strength in SBW schema manifest “in the form of obligatory and
volitional independence” (Abrams et al., 2014, p. 508). There were
no formal organizational level supports, the burden of gendered
racism was on our participants and they were expected to find the
strength to hold this burden.

do not experience gendered racism and her frustration at having
to advocate on her own behalf.
Some people don’t have to do any of that work.... For example, if
there was a White man who was in charge of the building, [they]
may never have to have those kinds of conversations or may have
to have them,... or could engage them in a very different, perhaps
less thoughtful or energy consuming way.

Shelby also noted her experiences with explicit gendered racism
and how she disallowed herself to respond with anger, as the
costs would be too high in terms of her ability to continue in her
leadership role.
And so that’s kind of, you have to take that in sometimes. And
it’s tough, it’s tough, it’s tough because you’re dealing with people
that are not necessarily very open to the fact that you’re an African
American woman. So, I’ve had some moments. I’ve had a student
say to me ‘I don’t want to talk to you, I want to talk to a White
person’. So, it’s you learn from it and you have to come in, I guess
for me, and I say to kids all the time ‘if I held grudges, I wouldn’t
be able to do this job’.

DISCUSSION
This study looked to share the experiences of Black women
in school leadership in K-12 education and examine how they
coped with gendered racism as school leaders. We also sought
to shed light on the costs associated with this coping. Findings
revealed that these Black female leaders’ experience of coping
with gendered racism were reflective of the strong Black woman
(SBW) race-gender schema documented in previous research
on the experiences of Black women (Woods-Giscombé, 2010).
These women’s experiences also reveal that the SBW racegender schema cannot be understood on a binary of either
positive (empowering) or negative (energy depleting), but their
experiences in the SBW schema are more holistic (Watson and
Hunter, 2016). Participants’ experiences of coping with gendered
racism in their roles as school leaders were at times less affirming
(maladaptive) and exacted costs to their well-being. Yet they also
used strategies that were affirming, drawing strength in their
support of students, addressing challenges in their schools and
communities and using faith to ground their purpose as leaders
(Woods-Giscombé, 2010; Abrams et al., 2014).
Further, our findings support work by other scholars who are
critical of the SBW schema as it negatively impacts the emotional
well-being of Black women (Watson and Hunter, 2016). Our
participants developed coping strategies to navigate gendered
racism in their work, but they also described the costs paid to
utilize these coping strategies. We did not specifically ask about
health or health outcomes as a part of this research, though some
participants did mention negative impacts on their physical wellbeing in addition to the negative impacts on their emotional
well-being (Corbin et al., 2018).
We note throughout the paper that we troubled the
term maladaptive coping and instead labeled this coping as
a less-affirming coping strategy. Shorter-Gooden (2004) also
problematize maladaptive coping, including avoidance coping, as
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Implications
Here we offer a few (though not an exhaustive list of)
implications for educational leaders, policy makers and
educators. One is to create formal and informal spaces for Black
women educational leaders to engage in conversations regarding
their experiences as school leaders. These spaces should not be
considered as places only to “vent” difficulties and challenges,
but spaces to share insights, opportunities and strategies that
can lead to meaningful policy changes and structural changes
to improve the experiences of these leaders. These leaders must
be heard by those in positions of power (i.e., still most often
White men) and they must receive support for their decisions
to address the challenges and embrace the opportunities they
experience as school leaders. In addition, gendered racism must
be named and discussed in educational leadership programs and
in professional development programs (Weiner et al., 2019).
These discussions are not “only” for Black women, but for all
emerging professionals. The burden of addressing gendered
racism must shift from those who experience it to those who
witness it and by their silence allow it to continue and negatively
harm their colleagues.
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Further, we must shift the burden of coping with gendered
racism from Black women in school leadership to a critique
of how Whiteness is privileged in school leadership and how
this privilege must be disrupted in all organizational practices
(training, education, access, support, advancement). One, but
clearly not the only, way to begin to shift this burden is to
construct antiracist, feminist, White allyship (Erskine and
Bilimoria, 2019) of Black women in school leadership. White
allyship is

trust and high-quality relationships, and providing solidarity and
support (Erskine and Bilimoria, 2019). As Janelle reminds us,
Understand how uncomfortable this is for me. Not because I
have an issue of talking about equity and injustice. But I don’t
need you to see...I don’t need to be the barrier, because you think,
“This is this Black woman, and this is her agenda.” So, we need to
understand we’re all in this continuum, and we need to approach
it from, always a place of learning.
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