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Abstract
Many district and school leaders have leveraged instructional leadership or social justice

leadership to advance student achievement for minoritized students. While research has
examined these approaches separately, we identify a potential gap at the nexus between
instructional and social justice leadership. In particular, we find a need for further research that
examines how leaders bridge instructional and social justice leadership practices, to disrupt
educational inequities. Our study examines how educational leaders weave instructional and
social justice leadership skills to cultivate others' social justice pedagogical knowledge and skill.
Employing a collective case study framework, this study explores how a mid-sized urban
district’s superintendent and school leaders cultivated and promoted the social justice
pedagogical knowledge and skill of others. Data was collected through interviews, surveys, and
document reviews. The primary research participants included one superintendent, two assistant
superintendents, three central office leaders, five school leaders, and six teachers. Our findings
highlight four themes: the importance of leaders’ critical self-reflection perceptions of

district-level infrastructure and strategic planning, school-level instructional infrastructure and

capacity building, and gaps in social justice pedagogical skill. This research has implications for



practice, policy, and existing literature related to the cultivation and enactment of social justice

pedagogical knowledge and skill across diverse contexts.
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Chapter One'

Urban school districts strive to meet the needs of increasingly diverse learners and
address the pervasive and enduring opportunity gaps impacting minoritized students* (Hussar &
Bailey, 2013). Since the establishment of public education, racially, ethnically, linguistically, and
ability-diverse students have faced persistent barriers that directly impede access to high-quality
teaching and learning (Edmonds, 1979; Delpit, 1995; Khalifa et al., 2019, Ezzani, 2021). Many
factors contribute to the lower achievement of minoritized students, including teacher beliefs,
assumptions, and biases rooted in deficit thinking, (Diamond, Randolph & Spillane, 2004; Ott &
Kohli, 2022), the disjuncture between school culture and student identity (Delpit, 1998;
Ladson-Billings, 1999; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007; Kohli, 2012; Goodwin, 2016), as
well as the disproportionate identification and segregation of low-income students of color
within restrictive special educational settings (Artiles & Zamora-Duran, 1997; Artiles, 2003;
Blanchett, 2006; Kozleski & Thorius, 2014; Tefera et al.,, 2023).

Many districts and leaders have responded to these inequities by leveraging instructional
leadership as a central strategy to develop educators’ content knowledge and pedagogical skill to
accelerate the achievement of underperforming students (Elmore, 2007; Hallinger & Wang,
2015; Hopkins et al., 2013; Chenoweth, 2021). Instructional leadership generally refers to
leadership behaviors that prioritize instruction and student learning through the work of visioning
and goal setting, fostering a culture of learning and actively supporting curriculum, instruction
and assessment in service to student achievement (Murphy, 1990; Hallinger & Heck, 1996;

Hallinger, 2005; Grissom et al., 2013).

' This chapter was jointly written by Julia Bott, Derrick Ciesla, Rodolfo Morales and Marybeth
O’Brien



Several scholars posit that these conceptions of instructional leadership fall short by
omitting the effects of institutional and structural barriers on minoritized *students (e.g., Khalil,
D., & Brown, E., 2015; Mckenzie et al., 2008; Theoharis, G., 2007). These scholars assert that
the current educational landscape demands equity-centered school and district leaders who can
leverage social justice leadership skills to disrupt educational inequities (Brown, 2004;
Theoharis, 2007; Rigby, 2014). Specifically, they argue that social justice leadership is a way to
increase the belongingness, outcomes, and purpose of schooling for many minoritized students
(Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2004; O’Malley & Capper, 2015;
Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis & O’Toole, 2011).

While previous research has looked at these approaches separately, we integrate them,
exploring how social justice leaders leverage instructional leadership strategies to address
educational inequities (Shaked, 2020). Referring to this integration as “social justice pedagogical
knowledge and skill” (Dyches & Boyd, 2017), our study will examine how school and district
leaders cultivate and promote educators' (administrators and teachers) social justice pedagogical
knowledge and skill (SJPKS).

O’Brien’s study investigates how a superintendent develops their social justice
leadership: critical consciousness, knowledge, and skills to enact “just” practices that contribute
to improving schools, coupled with the way they develop capacity within the district and school
leaders. Bott’s study examines how principals leverage instructional leadership skills to influence
the development of educators’ SJPKS. Ceisla’s study examines how principals disrupt deficit

thinking and encourage asset-based instructional practices to promote the success of Black males

? The term "minoritized" is a concept that refers to groups or individuals who have been
marginalized, disadvantaged, or subjected to social, political, or economic inequality based on
their race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation, or other characteristics



who have experienced trauma. Morales’ study explores the strategies and approaches used by

school principals to confront teachers’ race-based bias towards students as well as explore how

racial differences among principals and teachers may influence the strategic approaches taken.

Table 1, highlights the individual questions each researcher explores, providing further

specificity and nuance to our study.

Table 1.1

Overarching and Individual Research Questions

Overarching Research Question

How do educational leaders cultivate and promote social justice pedagogical knowledge and

skill?
Researcher Individual Research Questions
Marybeth . How does a superintendent develop and understand their own social
O'Brien justice pedagogical knowledge and skill?
. How does a superintendent enact their social justice pedagogical
knowledge and skill to develop the capacity of district and school leaders?
Julia Bott . How do principals understand social justice pedagogical knowledge and

skill?

. What instructional leadership practices do principals employ to grow

teachers’ social justice pedagogical knowledge and skill?

. How do teachers experience these practices?




Derrick 1. How do school leaders disrupt deficit thinking and encourage asset-based
Ciesla instructional practices to promote the success of Black males who have

experienced trauma?

Rodolfo 1. How do principals - as racial beings working in contexts imbued with
Morales individual, institutional, and cultural racism — confront teachers’

race-based bias toward students?

Literature Review

Two bodies of empirical literature situate our study: instructional leadership and social
justice leadership. In the domain of instructional leadership, studies focus on supervision and
evaluation, professional learning, collaborative data-driven decision-making, and leadership
content knowledge. Studies in the domain of social justice leadership focus on disrupting deficit
mindsets, developing critical consciousness, and developing social justice pedagogical
knowledge. Reviewing these two bodies of literature, we conclude that existing research does not
fully capture the interrelationship between instructional and social justice leadership, specifically
how instructional leadership is implemented to advance the goals of social justice leadership.
Instructional Leadership

Instructional leadership has been identified as a key lever for the advancement of
student achievement at both the school and district level. Extensive research considers the
roles and responsibilities of the principal as instructional leader (e.g., Robinson et al.,

2008; Leithwood et al., 2004). Research shows that central office leaders of successful



districts “spent significant proportions of their workweek personally guiding and leading
the instructional processes in their districts” (Hentschke et al. 2009, p. 331), and that
effective school and district leaders organize systems to support and focus on instructional
improvement (Adams, 2016; Barnes et al., 2010, Malinga et al., 2022)

Seminal research identifies several essential components of instructional leadership
that directly impact the quality of classroom instruction and student learning (Edmonds,
1979; Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) conceptual framework
for principal instructional leadership identifies three core dimensions: defining the school
leithvision, managing the instructional program, and promoting a positive learning climate
(Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Leithwood, 1994; O’Donnell & White, 2005). Within these
dimensions, school and district leaders often leverage supervision and evaluation,
professional learning, data-driven practices, and leadership content knowledge to build the
pedagogical knowledge and skill of educators. In the sections below, we provide a
description of each dimension .
Supervision and Evaluation

Instructional leaders play a pivotal role in ensuring the implementation of teacher
evaluations and feedback cycles. Researchers have found that instructional leaders use their
discretion when supervising and evaluating teachers (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Jones et al.,
2022; Marsh et al., 2017). For example, to ensure the effectiveness of feedback cycles, principals
may prioritize the use of teacher evaluation systems as a mechanism for coaching as opposed to a
state policy for evaluations and accountability (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018). In studying the

motivations behind the inflation of evaluation scores, Jones et al. (2022) found that principals


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5cMxp9

may provide a higher rating to enable productive feedback conversations and prioritize teacher
morale and principal-teacher relationships. As a result, school leaders preserve their time and
maintain their self-efficacy as instructional leaders. However, school leaders may also inflate
scores to avoid necessary but challenging conversations.

Organizational structures and environmental contexts also influence the implementation
of teacher evaluation systems. Marsh et al.’s (2017) study examines how the organizational
context of New Orleans schools impacted the implementation of a new teacher evaluation
system. The study found that the system's implementation was shaped by the district's
decentralization, the charter school system, and the district's response to Hurricane Katrina.
Governing systems, leader-capacity, and pre-existing collaborative structures influenced how
schools either complied, modified, or ignored the district’s expectations for teacher evaluations.
For example, some school leaders modified the teacher rubric to include school-specific
priorities that were influenced by the contextual realities of teaching post Hurricane Katrina.
Other schools adopted a new rubric all together, whereas some complied with state expectations
as prescribed. The authors suggest that policymakers should consider the organizational context
when designing evaluation systems and provide support for schools to adapt to local needs.

The effectiveness of teacher evaluation systems as tools for promoting professional
growth, relies heavily on instructional leaders. In particular, instructional leaders with strong
content knowledge, and those who empower teacher leaders and coaches, are better positioned to
improve the instructional capacity of educators (Nelson et. al, 2007; Hill and Gross, 2013).
Additionally, instructional leaders who can coach with student-centered feedback may also have

more success in developing teachers’ capacity (Allen et. al, 2011).



Guerra et. al (2022) posit that teacher evaluation itself is insufficient if cultural
responsiveness is not centered during the process. In analyzing a commonly used textbook that
aims to prepare principals for instructional leadership through observation and feedback, they
found that culture was often obfuscated throughout the text leading to implicit exclusion of
culture. While the unit of analysis is limited to one text, this text’s prominence and popularity
highlights a continuing white-centric approach to observation, feedback, and evaluation. Thus,
while supervision and evaluation is an essential instructional leadership practice, leaders may not
possess the knowledge and skill to use a culturally responsive lens and therefore negate the
efforts to improve teacher practice.

In sum, current literature shows how administrators engage in supervision and evaluation
to identify trends in educators’ pedagogical knowledge, skills and practices. These trends can
inform the content, structure and integration of professional learning opportunities school leaders
develop, to which we now turn.

Professional Learning

A key lever that school and district leaders utilize to influence educator instructional
capacity is professional development (Newman, et al. 2000; Liu & Hallinger, 2018; Leithwood
& Jantzi, 2008; Hallinger and Heck, 2011). Research on the impact of professional development
in schools indicates that it is most effective when it directly addresses instruction and student
learning outcomes, fosters educator collaboration, and provides opportunities for sustained,
continuous learning (Smylie et al., 2001; Garet et al., 2001; Youngs & King, 2002).

Researchers have found that in order for professional development to build content

knowledge and develop pedagogical skill, leaders must ground it in a coherent framework of
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teacher and student learning (Youngs & King, 2002; Penuel et al., 2007). For example, Sebastian
& Allensworth’s (2012) conducted a multi-school research study on the impact of
secondary-level principal leadership on instruction and achievement. They found that academic
demand and classroom behavior were stronger among educators within schools who perceived
that they participated in high-quality professional development and where there was clear
alignment and coherence within the instructional programming of the school.

This was echoed in Donaldson’s (2013) examination of the opportunities and barriers
school leaders’ face in the development of educator effectiveness. In a cross-district study of 30
principals’ perceptions of the factors that influence educator improvement, Donaldson identified
professional development as the most referenced and utilized human capacity lever. In addition,
Donaldson found that when principals received more extensive development in building
educators' instructional capacity, they considered themselves to be more successful and impactful
in positively influencing educators' instructional practices. Thus, the development of principal
knowledge and pedagogical skills for instructional leadership can influence the quality and
coherence of educator learning at the school level.

Similarly, districts regularly leverage professional development to build the capacity of
principals and their leadership teams (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Honig & Rainey, 2015;
Leithwood, 2013). For example, Barnes and colleagues’ (2010) longitudinal research study on
the impact of a sustained district-based professional development program examined the
transformation of principals from managerial to instructional leaders. Most of the participating
leaders reported a deeper understanding of instructional leadership practices, including why and

how to change current practices. These “refinements” in practice and increased levels of strategic



thinking and planning articulated by many leaders occurred not only because of what they were
learning but, of equal importance, because of how their learning was structured (p. 263).
Specifically, district based professional development participants were engaged in a “community
of practice” model, through which they had facilitated opportunities to actively learn with their
job-alike peers. Thus the district based professional development provided school leaders with
“time, content, connections” and “instructional formats,” paired with “spiraling curriculum” to
deepen and extend principal learning and scaffold application (p. 255).

Additionally, in a longitudinal study, Adams’ (2016) explored the impact of
district-implemented professional learning on school principal instructional leadership skills. The
study yielded evidence of growth in school leader communication and facilitation skills directly
related to educator instructional knowledge, pedagogy, and practice. However, much like the
findings from Barnes et al., (2010), the impact of professional learning on school leaders’
instructional leadership practice is directly related to the content, structure, and process for
leadership development. In this context, system leaders are trained to facilitate a collaborative
inquiry model for principal learning strategically designed to develop leaders’ capacity as
reflective practitioners and collaborative learners. In essence, the focus and structure of the
sustained professional learning resulted in increased leader effectiveness in active listening,
prompting, and probing. This, in turn, translated to clearer communication of the instructional
vision, more effective facilitation of educator learning, and increased opportunities for
collaborative planning within teams of educators and leaders. Thus, the quality, structure, and

sustainment of professional learning directly impacted the principal’s instructional leadership

skills.
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Professional learning is regularly utilized to cultivate school leader and educator
instructional knowledge and skill. However, effective professional learning must also be
responsive to data. Therefore, school and district leaders design systems and structures to support
instructional decision making. The following section describes how leaders organize, implement
and support data-driven decisions to develop educator knowledge and skill and sustain
instructional improvements.
Collaborative Data-driven Decision Making

The use of data to drive instructional decision-making is a common and integral strategy
to both school and district-level instructional reform initiatives (Spillane & Miele, 2007). At the
school level, researchers have examined how school leaders set the conditions for effective data
use through selecting data (Farrell & Marsh, 2016), framing the purpose and guiding principles
for data use (Park et al., 2013), supporting educator sense-making (Datnow & Hubbard, 2016;
Farrell & Marsh, 2016), and building collaborative and high functioning teams (Young, 2006).
Furthermore, studies indicate that because the knowledge and skills needed to effectively use
data are distinct and complex, and because so many forms of data exist (Marsh, Bertrand, &
Huguet, 2015), educators and leaders require targeted opportunities to develop strong assessment
literacy and inquiry skills that lead to effective instructional adjustments (Mandinach &
Gummer, 2013).

Park’s (2018) case study analysis illuminates how principals and instructional coaches in
elementary schools facilitated “data conversations and routines” to develop educators’ data
inquiry skills and inform instructional decision-making (p. 628). Park found that although the

establishment of routines created the structure and conditions for learning, the particular data
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discussion moves employed by the leaders were essential in developing educators’ inquiry stance
and disrupting deficit thinking. Three specific discussion moves that leaders leveraged were
triangulation to develop a deeper understanding of the context, reframing to advance an
asset-based approach to problem-solving, and pedagogical linking to help educators connect
student learning to instructional practices and curricular resources. Thus, effective data-driven
instructional decision-making requires leaders to establish collaborative structures and enact
strategic facilitation moves in order to translate to effective instructional practices.

The role of data-driven instructional decision-making in district-level reform is equally
complex. Slavin et al.’s (2012) longitudinal study of district-wide data reform strategies
sponsored by the Center for Data-Driven Reform in Education (CDDRE) demonstrates how
multiple factors contributed to data interpretation, implementation, and impact on student
achievement. Specifically, the CDDRE provided district and school-level leaders with support,
not only interpreting root causes from their benchmark data but of equal importance, selecting
and implementing instructional programs backed by rigorous research and targeted to their areas
of need. While findings did not indicate significant growth in student achievement in years one
or two when the focus was on assessment literacy and interpretation, there were positive,
statistically significant effects during years three and four. This is when district and school
leaders and educators began to take action by supporting educators to make concrete and targeted
shifts to instructional practices and/or implement research-based programs to address gaps.
These findings illuminate the complex interrelationship of data-driven instructional
decision-making at both the district and school level. Furthermore, they highlight the importance

of balancing efforts to build leaders’ assessment literacy with action to change teaching and
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learning. Strong district and school instructional leaders must do both.

While supervision and evaluation, professional learning and data-driven decision making
can be effective strategies for educator development and school improvement, the quality and
impact of these practices is also dependent upon the content knowledge of the educational leader
(Stein & Nelson, 2003). Therefore, we will round out our review of instructional leadership
through a synthesis of the research on leadership content knowledge.

Leadership Content Knowledge

Pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986) has been influential in understanding
how teachers integrate content knowledge with pedagogical knowledge to make effective
instructional decisions. Stein and Nelson (2003) have extended this concept to educational
leadership by defining leadership content knowledge as the understanding of content subject
matter and how it must be transformed for the purposes of instructional leadership.

Stein and Nelson (2003) differentiate how leadership content knowledge is used at
different levels of the organization. Their framework delineates the progression of content
knowledge within schools. Stein and Nelson argue that the first layer of content knowledge used
within a school organization begins with an investigation of a subject matter. This progresses to
how educators and students engage with the subject matter for the purposes of teaching and
learning. The final layer includes how principals and districts develop the pedagogical expertise
of educators. The authors posit that leaders have leadership content knowledge at all levels of an
organization, albeit becoming less fine-grained in their use and application of it as administrative
responsibilities increase.

Principals' leadership content knowledge affects the delivery of feedback they offer
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teachers (Nelson, 2010; Overholt and Szabocsik, 2013; Stein and Nelson, 2003). For example,
Nelson (2010) conducted a case study of principals with different leadership content knowledge
profiles. They found that a principal with strong leadership content knowledge engaged teachers
in open-ended questions about students' mathematical thinking as part of their feedback process.
In stark contrast, a principal with lower leadership content knowledge provided feedback by
prioritizing instructional strategies over the actual mathematical content. Fuentes and Jimerson
(2020) surveyed 90 principals and found that leaders with higher levels of leadership content
knowledge were more likely to engage in instructional leadership activities and provide specific
and actionable feedback.

Professional development can influence principals' leadership content knowledge. For
example, principals who underwent 12 hours of professional development were better prepared
to understand content-specific teaching practices and provide more direct feedback to teachers of
balanced literacy programs (Overholt & Szabocsik, 2013).

However, Semingson & Kerns’ (2021) historical analysis of the role of phonics in
literacy illuminates a potential limitation to developing leadership content knowledge. Their
study highlights the chronic misalignment between professional development focused on
balanced literacy and existing research on the science of reading. Thus, a leader's content
knowledge may be obsolete, and therefore counterproductive to improvement efforts. In order to
drive meaningful change, leaders have a responsibility to ensure their content knowledge
remains current and aligned to evidence-based best practice.

Leadership content knowledge is an important component of educational leadership, as it

allows leaders to understand the content subject matter and how it must be transformed for the



purposes of instructional leadership. Professional development programs should prioritize the
development of leadership content knowledge. Furthermore, leaders should use this knowledge
to provide specific and actionable feedback to teachers in ways that lead to equitable outcomes
for all students.

While effective instructional leadership practices have been shown to develop the
pedagogical content knowledge and skill of educators, they may not explicitly address cultural
incongruence, educator bias and/or structural and systemic barriers directly impacting
minoritized students. To address these pervasive inequities, leaders must make a conscious
choice to implement social justice leadership practices. In the second section of our literature
review we turn to examine how social justice leadership is developed and enacted.

Social Justice Leadership

Social justice as a concept integrates the meanings of equity, fairness, and
equality in society. Scholars have sought to apply this term across disciplines, including
philosophy, sociology, politics, and, for this study, education. Rawls’s (1971) definition
of social justice builds on the underlying principle that since society is chain connected,
when it is organized to benefit its least advantaged members, these benefits spread to all.
Rawls emphasizes the importance of establishing a system that provides equal
opportunities and resources for everyone, regardless of social status, race, ethnicity, or
gender.

Education has been purported as the great equalizer; therefore, it is a site in
which social justice takes center stage (Growe & Montgomery, 2003). Education is

critical in promoting social justice by creating inclusive learning environments that



foster equity, diversity, and justice. School leadership, in particular, requires a “bold
vision, significant knowledge, and skills, as well as the collaboration of many people”
(Theoharis & Scanlan, 2021, p. xxxi). Furman (2012) asserts, “social justice focuses on
the experiences of marginalized groups and inequities in educational opportunities and
outcomes” (p. 194). This definition is supported by Wang (2012) as the persistent
pursuit of educational equity across social identity groups in schools.

Social justice leadership encompasses a range of knowledge, skills, and practices
that are unique to the context in which a leader serves. McKenzie et al. (2008) describe a
core tenet of social justice leadership as instructional leadership. Specifically, they identify
the two goals of social justice leadership as raising the academic achievement of all
students and preparing students to live as critical citizens in society. It is paramount,
therefore, for district and school-level leaders to translate these goals across the
organization in order to develop educators’ social justice pedagogical knowledge and close
opportunity gaps (Reister et al., 2002; Khalil & Brown, 2015; Theoharis, 2007,
DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014).

School and district leaders committed to social justice leverage specific practices to
build the consciousness, knowledge and skill of their educators in service to the
advancement of educational equity. Two social justice leadership practices central to this
work are disrupting deficit mindset and cultivating critical consciousness.

Disrupting Deficit Mindset

15

Deficit thinking disproportionately affects the lives of underrepresented and minoritized

children, families, and communities. Educators who display deficit thinking draw upon
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stereotypes that have been ingrained in the mainstream psyche and that characterize minoritized
communities as intellectually, morally, and culturally inferior or deviant (Gorski, 2011). Deficit
thinking reinforces the notion that there is a predetermined, correct way to behave, commonly
referred to as the norm, and anyone acting differently is acting at a deficit. Because those outside
the norm are perceived as lacking, educators that engage in deficit thinking believe these
students must be fixed and transformed into biased-based conceptions of the ideal in order to
succeed (Wong, 2022). School leaders, therefore, are responsible for challenging stereotypes and
advocating for an inclusive and equal society. This can be accomplished by developing
educators’ capacity to generate counter narratives to stereotypes, promoting cultural
responsiveness, recognizing cultural strengths and assets, and fostering critical consciousness
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Perry et al., 2003).

School leaders can use data driven decision making (DDDM) to disrupt deficit thinking
(Park, 2018). It has been found that leaders can use data to highlight issues like educational
opportunity gaps and inspire schools to take collective action (Park et al., 2013; Skrla et al.,
2004). The examination of data by educators has been a catalyst for change in practice and
heightened awareness of inequities in situations where educators were confronted with evidence
that challenged their low expectations about the abilities of students. In particular, local
implementation levels (DDDM) have been linked to a technical, rational model of continuous
improvement practice. A provocative study by Parks (2018), found the following data discussion
moves for disrupting deficit thinking:

e Triangulation- Using multiple data sources to confirm or disconfirm beliefs.
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e Reframing Deficit thinking- Redirecting assumptions or beliefs about student
learning to one that highlights their strengths.
e Pedagogical Linking and Student Centered Positioning- Examining relationships
between student thinking to data and specific instruction practices.

Similarly, in a conversation captured by Horn & Little (2010), another way to disrupt
deficit thinking is to use the strategy known as extending moves. Extending moves are explained
as when someone asks another person or team to elaborate on how they came to a conclusion.
Extending moves can disrupt deficit thinking in education by promoting a more inclusive and
strengths-based approach to student learning through differentiation (Tomlinson, 2008). These
extending moves build on ideas or data that have been presented in past conversations. Although
that is a part of the purpose, the goal is not simply to clarify and create shared understanding.
The use of these moves also leads toward specifying and revising the meaning of student
learning data and the scope of instructional needs. Creating clarity and shared understanding is
part of the goal (Horn & Little, 2010).

Therefore, data must be conceptualized within leadership theories and practices that place
equity and learning at the center because both data and data use are socially, culturally, and
politically co-constructed. Furthermore, educators interpret data through their preexisting beliefs
and experiences, many of which are riddled with bias. In their literature review on culturally
responsive school leadership, Khalifa, et al. (2016), propose data-driven culturally responsive
school leadership as a way to align policy, curriculum, and school reform with values for equity
and culturally relevant practices (e.g., such as equity audits). School leaders must be armed with

strategies and practices to disrupt and counter deficit narratives (Park, 2018; Knapp et al., 2007).
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In order to do this, school leaders should understand that they are cultural beings who are
influenced by multidimensional aspects of cultural identity, even as they attempt to carry out
leadership duties. Literature encourages such leaders to examine their own biases and how they
impact their professional practices (Dantley, 2005a, 2008; Furman, 2012; Madhlangobe &
Gordon, 2012).

School leaders committed to social justice engage their communities, including students,
families and educators in culturally responsive ways (Khalifa et al., 2016). However, in order for
leaders to be truly responsive to their communities’ needs, they must engage in on-going, critical
self-reflection about their own biases and acknowledge the structural and systemic forces that
contribute to inequities within their context (Freire, 2000). Therefore, we now turn to the
cultivation of critical consciousness as an essential strategy for social justice leadership.
Cultivating Critical Consciousness

Research indicates that teachers need to thoroughly understand their own cultures and the
cultures of different ethnic groups, as well as how this affects teaching and learning behaviors, to
effectively educate minoritized students (Gay & Kirkland, 2003). Furthermore, literature
demonstrates that many White teachers enter preservice programs and schools with little
previous contact with racial groups other than their own (Milner, 2003) and with negative
perceptions of students of color (Terrill & Mark, 2000). Therefore, leaders committed to social
justice must cultivate the conditions to develop educator critical consciousness so they can
understand their own biases, counter oppressive forces and empower students to become critical

citizens for positive change (Seider & Graves, 2020).
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Critical consciousness was developed by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire as an approach
to help rural Brazilian peasants learn to read the written word and read the world (Freire, 2000).
Critical consciousness has been conceptualized as having three components: critical reflection,
recognition and rejection of societal inequities, political efficacy, one’s ability to effect change,
and critical action, actions taken to change society, (Watts et al., 2011). Research has suggested
that fostering a commitment to the identification and disruption of systemic forces perpetuating
inequities can be a gateway to academic motivation and achievement for minoritized students
(El-Amin et al., 2017).

Partnerships between youth and adults can be a powerful force in developing motivation
and action among more minoritized youth (Kirshner, 2015). For instance, in one study by
(Christens & Kirshner 2011) when youth begin to exercise agency through collective ventures
with adults, they not only strengthen their socio-political awareness, but also experience gains in
psychological empowerment, both of which contribute to civic and political participation. Their
findings demonstrate that collaborations that provide youth with access to broader social
networks as well as opportunities to partner with adults on social campaigns addressing inequity,
can strengthen youth's ability to resist, challenge, and contest societal inequalities.

While existing research explores the nexus between instructional and social justice
leadership as a strategy to develop the social justice knowledge and practices of aspiring leaders
(Capper et al., 2006; Furman, 2012) and teachers (Dover, 2013; Dyches & Boyd, 2017; Mayne,
2019), there is a gap in the research as to how school and district leaders leverage instructional
leadership to build the capacity of educators as social justice practitioners. This is significant,

because district and school leaders are charged with the dual responsibilities of developing the
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quality and fidelity of the instructional core through curriculum, pedagogy and assessment and
disrupting structural and systemic barriers perpetuating inequities within their distinct contexts.
A lack of coherence and integration between these goals can result in fractured instructional and
social justice initiatives, thereby undermining implementation and reinforcing a problematic
tension between the advancement of social equity and academic excellence. Our proposed
research study seeks to contribute to filling this gap. We explore a possible bridge mediating this
tension by examining how district and school level administrators intersect instructional and
social justice leadership to build educator capacity as social justice practitioners.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for our proposed study draws on the instructional concepts of
curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and the social justice concepts of critical consciousness,
social justice knowledge, and social justice skill to situate our work at the intersection of
instructional and social justice leadership. Capper et al. (2006) posit a conceptual framework for
leadership development that explicitly integrates the concepts of pedagogical content knowledge
and social justice knowledge. Dyches and Boyd (2017) characterize this integration of SJPKS.
Our conceptual framework draws from this scholarship, focusing on the relationship between
instructional leadership and social justice leadership as it applies to leadership practices at the
school and district levels (see Figure 1.1).

Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) is a crucial aspect of effective teaching, which
requires teachers to possess knowledge of both the content being taught and the pedagogical
strategies needed to convey that content to students effectively (Shulman, 1987). As reflected in

Capper’s model, pedagogical content knowledge is cultivated by attending to the specific
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curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment practices used to grow the capacity of educational leaders
as social justice practitioners (Figure 1.1, left).

Social justice knowledge refers to what leaders must “believe, know and do to lead
socially just schools” (Capper et al., 2006, p. 212). This incorporates three dimensions (Figure
1.1, right). First is the development of critical consciousness, emphasizing the importance of
building
the leaders’ awareness of “power relations” and ““social construction” (p. 212). Second, it
includes the need to build the leaders’ knowledge base of “evidence-based practices,” such as the
benefits of inclusionary practices, that contribute to an equitable school (p. 213). Finally, it
integrates skills, such as facilitating equity-centered data conversations, to enact justice in
schools.

Figure 1.1

Conceptual Framework for Social Justice Pedagogical Knowledge and Skill
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Capper and colleagues (2006) argue that in order to develop leaders for social justice,
leadership preparation programs must bridge social justice knowledge with pedagogical content
knowledge, a concept more explicitly defined as the development of social justice pedagogical
knowledge. Our research focuses on practicing school and district leaders. We seek to examine
the ways in which these administrators develop and apply SJPKS. Adapting the work of Capper
et al. and Dyches & Boyd (2017), our framework explicates specific domains of SJPKS (SJPKS;
see Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2

Domains of Social Justice Pedagogical Knowledge and Skill
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Our framework explicates the knowledge and practices educators experience as they
apply SJPKS (Figure 1.2, shaded sections). It maps how each aspect of building pedagogical
content knowledge (namely curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment) intersects with each aspect
of enacting social justice (namely critical consciousness, knowledge, and skills). For instance,
the intersection of critical consciousness with curriculum details how leaders and educators
leverage curriculum for the purpose of raising awareness of power, privilege, and associated
issues. This may entail principals leading a professional development through which educators
learn to interrogate curriculum with a lens for bias. In turn, educators may strategically apply
layered texts centering diverse perspectives to develop students’ understanding of counter
narratives. On the other hand, the intersection of critical consciousness and assessment details
how leaders and educators assess their own effectiveness in developing social justice
consciousness. For example, leaders may examine educator climate survey data to determine
patterns in teachers’ self-perceptions of cultural awareness and action. Relatedly, educators may
integrate specific texts or tasks designed to monitor students’ development of critical
consciousness. Our overarching conceptual framework provides a multi-faceted lens through
which we can investigate the nuanced interplay between the domains of instruction, namely
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment and social justice leadership, including critical

consciousness, social justice knowledge and skill.
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Chapter Two’
Research Design and Methodology
The aim of this study is to investigate how district and school leaders cultivate and promote
SJPKS. Within this broad focus of our collective study, our individual studies investigated the
manifestation of specific practices district and school leaders leverage to foster SJPKS within
their contexts, at both the school and district level (see Table 2.1).

Table 2.1

Overview of Research Study by Group and Individual Researchers

Overview of Research Study by Group and Individual Researchers

Overarching Research Question:
How do educational leaders cultivate and promote others' social justice
pedagogical knowledge and skill?

Group Conceptual Framework

SJPKS

Theoretical Frameworks

Social Justice Leadership and Instructional Leadership

Name Individual Research Question
District Level Leadership
How does a superintendent develop and understand their
O’Brien pedagogical and social justice knowledge?

How does a superintendent enact their pedagogical and

® This chapter was jointly written by Julia Bott, Derrick Ciesla, Rodolfo Morales and Marybeth
O’Brien
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social justice knowledge to develop the capacity of district
and school leaders?

School Level Leadership

How do principals understand social justice pedagogical
knowledge and skill?

What instructional leadership practices do principals
employ to grow teacher’s social justice pedagogical
knowledge and skill?

Bott

How do teachers experience these practices?

How do school leaders disrupt deficit thinking and
Ciesla encourage asset-based instructional practices to promote
the success of Black males who have experienced trauma?

How do principals - as racial beings working in contexts
Morales imbued with individual, institutional, and cultural racism —
confront teachers’ race-based bias toward students?

In this chapter we describe our research design and methodology. We collaboratively
designed protocols for collecting and analyzing data from our individual studies to ensure
coherence and alignment. Furthermore, we worked together to collect data and cross-check
individual data analyses using our collectively developed coding criteria. While each of us had
unique foci, we engaged in the research process with an eye towards leveraging synergies.

Study Design

We employed a collective case study design to explore the research questions outlined
above. (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Creswell & Gutterman, 2018; Yin, 2009). The collective case
study design (Stake, 1995) was selected because multiple cases were “described and compared to
provide insight into an issue” within a single school system in Massachusetts (Creswell &

Gutterman, 2018, p 477). Evidence derived from multiple studies is often considered “more
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compelling,” and the study itself can therefore become “more robust,” particularly when research
procedures are replicated across sites (Herriot & Firestone, 1983, as cited in Yin, 2009, p. 53).
Because case studies are bounded by place, time, and participants, this approach was applicable
to the scope and limitations of our research questions, timelines, and context (Creswell &
Gutternman, 2019; Yin, 2018). Thus, the collective case study methodology enabled our team to
engage in an “in-depth exploration” of the specific cases within a select school system in relation
to our specific research questions (Creswell & Gutterman, 2018, p. 477; Yin, 2014).

We will gather three types of data: interviews, documents and surveys. Use of a variety of
data formats allowed us to triangulate our findings and deepen our collective understanding of
the research problem within a specific, bounded district context (Creswell, 2014; Leedy &
Ormrod, 2005, Yin, 2014). An essential first step, therefore, was to define clear parameters for
our bounded site so we could contribute the “analytic generalization” of the results to a broader
theory (Yin, 2018, p. 38).

Site Selection

Our selected school district met several criteria, allowing our researchers to gather
evidence for each individual study. Our site was a mid- to large-sized K-12 urban district in
Massachusetts, allowing the researchers to study five schools, including at least one elementary
school and one secondary school. Five schools provided our researchers with enough cases to
develop an “in-depth understanding” of the leadership practices, while enabling those engaging
in collective case study analysis to manage the scope and ensure adequate time for exploration
across all cases (Creswell & Gutterman, 2018, p. 477; Yin, 2014). Additionally, our district site

has a racially and ethnically diverse student body, where there are above 40% students of Color
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and no less than ten percent Black/African American. Furthermore, our site included school
leaders with three or more years of experience, and who self-identified, and/or who were
recognized within the district as principals who actively engage in social justice leadership.
Finally, our site was a district with an espoused commitment to social justice leadership.
Specifically, the district had a vision, mission, and strategic plan that clearly prioritized social
justice as an essential strategy to disrupt structural and systemic inequities impacting historically
minoritized students. Furthermore, the strategic plan integrated descriptions of specific
leadership strategies, including supervision and evaluation, professional learning, and
data-driven instructional practices that were intended to support the development of educators'
pedagogical knowledge and skill as social justice practitioners.

Participant Selection

We employed a purposive, non-probability sampling to select participants for our
research study (Miriam & Tisdell, 2016). Purposive sampling is applicable when the investigator
seeks to “discover, understand and gain insight” into a specific phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, p. 96). In our specific study, we sought to understand how educational leaders cultivate
SJPKS. Therefore, we invited participants to engage in our study based on specific criteria within
the groups of school leaders and educators chosen, proportionally represented by race, gender,
and grade levels. Here we describe the criteria we sought for participants overall. We identify
distinct criteria for participant selection in alignment with our respective individual research
studies in Chapter Three.

First, our study included a superintendent and five district-level administrators. This

allowed the researchers to gain insight into district-level leaders’ understanding and beliefs about
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their social justice pedagogical content knowledge and the district’s commitment to the
advancement of social justice as a strategy to disrupt systemic inequities. Additionally, we
examined how the superintendent articulated and implemented specific instructional leadership
practices to build educators’ capacity as social justice practitioners. These practices included
supervision and evaluation, professional learning related to curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment, and data-driven instructional practices.

Second, we identified five building leaders at the primary and secondary levels to be
research participants in the study. These school leaders either self-identified and/or demonstrated
through interviews or other data sources, a commitment to social justice and a track record of
success in disrupting inequities impacting minoritized student populations in their current roles.

Third, we identified between six educators in two of the respective schools, who meet the
criteria for each of our individual studies. This number of educators provided adequate insight
into how educators within a school community experienced their leaders’ instructional and social
justice practices (Miriam & Tisdell, 2016). We attempted to select a balance within the groups of
leaders and teachers by race, gender, and instructed grade levels whenever possible.

Data Collection

This qualitative, collective case study required a multi-prong approach to data collection
in order to provide an in-depth analysis of the phenomenon we are investigating. In alignment
with Creswell’s (2014) definition of case study research, we explored a “bounded system (or
case) . . .over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of
information (e.g., observations, interviews, audio-visual material, and documents and reports) in

order to report a case description and case-based themes” (p. 97). We collected the data from
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August to January 2024.
Semi-structured Interviews

The primary source of data across all studies was interviews. Specifically, researchers
conducted semi-structured interviews guided by a set of questions aligned to our research
questions. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note, “interviews are necessary when we cannot observe
behaviors, feelings or how people interpret the work around them” (p.108). Thus, individual,
semi-structured interviews provided valuable insight into district and school leaders’ and
educators’ thoughts, feelings, perspectives, and experiences.

As noted previously, we applied purposive sampling to identify participants who
self-identified as and/or demonstrated a commitment to social justice leadership and instructional
practices (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Purposeful sampling was an appropriate strategy for the
selection of interviewees because it allowed for a strategically selected sample that yielded
“conclusions [which] adequately represent the average members of the population than does a
sample of the same size that incorporates substantial random or accidental variation” (Maxwell,
2013, p.71). As illustrated in Table 2.2, the research team conducted 17 interviews which
included the superintendent, five central office leaders, five principals, and six educators
including four teachers and two department leads/associate leaders with teaching responsibilities.
Table 2.2

Interview Subjects

Participants Number of participants
Superintendent of Schools 1
Assistant Superintendent 2
District/Central Office Leaders 3
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School Leaders 5

Educators/Teachers 6

Note: The participant titles represent generic titles of personnel within school districts.

We utilized a semi-structured interview format to allow researchers to both guide the
interview through a “list of questions to be explored” and respond flexibly to the “emerging
worldview” of the respondents (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 111). Interviews provided
researchers with insight into how district and school leaders leveraged instructional and social
justice leadership practices to develop educator social justice pedagogical knowledge. The use of
an interview protocol ensured coherent implementation of the interview process and consistent
use of pre-developed interview questions across representative groups, including the
superintendent, district leaders, school leaders, and educators (see Appendices A, B. and C). The
interview questions aligned with the literature review and specific components of our conceptual
framework. Each study’s interview protocol is outlined in chapter 3.

Interviews were conducted in person or using an online video platform (e.g., Zoom).
Interviews were audio-recorded using appropriate devices, and transcribed using the web-based
program Otter, and archived on the Boston College secure server. Additionally, all participants
and site locations were assigned pseudonyms to protect confidentiality. Researchers reviewed
transcriptions in teams to ensure accuracy. Additionally, notes annotated during the interviews
were integrated into our data review. All interview participants received a letter of intent
explaining the purpose of the interview, a request for signed informed consent, and a
confidentiality statement.

Prior to interviewing participants, we piloted interview questions with district and school

leaders outside of the case study district to ensure the content and sequencing of questions was
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clear, appropriately worded, and elicited useful and relevant responses (Singleton & Straits,
2018). This illuminated potential problems with our interview protocol that were addressed
before we began the collective case study in our target district. Whenever possible, we conducted
interviews in pairs and all interviews were shared and available for collective review and
analysis.

Other Data

With interviews as our primary source of data, we also used documents and surveys. All
four of our studies used documentation. Miriam & Tisdell (2016) define documents as “a wide
range of written, visual, digital and physical materials relevant to the study (including visual
images)” (p. 162). For the purposes of our study, we began by gathering publicly available
information from the district website, including the district vision, mission, and any strategic
planning documents that address social justice priorities or initiatives (Merriam & Tisdell, p. 96).
Additionally, we listened in the interviews for reference to other relevant documents, including
but not limited to memos, agendas and presentations, and minutes from various district and
school meetings that related to our focus area. We gathered any documents that we had reason to
believe would provide insight into the prioritization, messaging, and implementation of specific
social justice and instructional practices at the district and/or school level. Furthermore, we
examined the collected documents utilizing a standard tool and procedure (see Appendix D).

The final source of data gathered in one study was surveys. This study utilized
cross-sectional surveys to better understand teachers’ perceptions of their school’s work towards
ameliorating race-based bias (Desimone & Carlson Le Floch, 2004). The surveys included

questions selected from Panorama Education’s 360° Climate Survey (Panorama, n.d.). Surveys
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were administered through Qualtrics, an online platform. Despite limitations, such as the
generalizability of findings, surveys have been found to “provide meaningful, substantive, and
informative data that may enrich our understanding of educational processes” (Desimone &
Carlson Le Floch, 2004, p.4). Additionally, survey results support our triangulation efforts as we
analyzed congruences and discrepancies from survey results with data from our interviews. To
increase validity, we piloted and refined questions based on feedback from pilot test groups and
triangulated data (Mills & Gay, 2019).

Data Analysis

Data analysis is the process of giving meaning to data by using codes, themes, or other
categorizing techniques in order to address the research topic (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Our
analytic process was ongoing and iterative (Creswell, 2014). Each researcher compiled and
analyzed the information gleaned from interviews, documents and surveys for the purpose of
identifying emerging themes, patterns, and links. This informed the development of a system of
codes for analysis. A code is “a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative,
salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual
data” (Saldafia, 2021, p. 3). Coding is an iterative, multi-step process that allowed us to capture,
interpret, and condense data.

We employed Dedoose software to support our coding and analysis of data. We used
Dedoose to create a hierarchical structure for codes, organizing them into categories and
subcategories. This began by importing our data sources into the program. All data was held on a
secure BC server to protect confidentiality. Our team read through all of the transcribed

interviews before starting the coding process. We then engaged in three separate rounds of
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coding, as coding is not a single, linear process (Saldana, 2016). As a team, we engaged in an
initial cycle of coding using a priori codes of themes and concepts aligned to our respective
research question. Often researchers begin with a predefined list of codes, then inductively
modify and add to the list as they parse the data. Our a priori codes were based on existing
theories and emerging themes from the literature. These codes included aspects of instructional
leadership (IL) such as: supervision and evaluation (SE), professional learning (PL),
collaborative data decision-making (CDDM), and leadership content knowledge (LCK).
Additionally, our a priori codes included aspects of social justice leadership (SJL) such as:
critical consciousness (CC), social justice knowledge (SJK), social justice skill (SJS), and
deficit-thinking (DT). For example, an excerpt of a school leader who discussed the use of
professional development to engage teachers in reflecting on their bias was coded as (PL) and
critical consciousness (CC).

We then engaged in a second round of coding. As Saldana (2016) explains, "The primary
goal during second cycle coding is to develop a sense of categorical, thematic, conceptual, and/or
theoretical organization from your array of first cycle codes" ( p. 234). In this cycle we focused
on rearranging codes into larger categories as needed, and coming to a consensus on code
norming to ensure inter-rater reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). We then moved into an
inductive analysis of our data by using in vivo coding. We initiated the formation of categories
and themes by the division of the qualitative data using in vivo coding, integrating the language
our interviewees use when describing their experiences to label the data. These emerging themes
or codes were gathered through interviews, documents and surveys in order to elicit findings. In

particular, we focused on key moments within interviews that described the use of instructional
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practices such as supervision and evaluation (SE), professional learning (PL), collaborative
data-driven practices (CDDM), and leadership content knowledge (LCK). We were also open to
discovering other instructional practices that may have surfaced from our interviews. For
example, when interviewing principals, they may have identified specific facilitation movies and
or protocols that pushed educators to identify disproportionality in student performance thereby
illuminating inconsistencies in educator practices and expectations. This data set would be coded
in the first round to depict CCDM and DM while also revealing a new code focused on
facilitation moves (FM).

We looked for patterns and trends in codes to explore connections between how school
and district leaders promote instructional and social justice leadership to cultivate educators'
SJPKS. Themes included disrupting deficit mindset, identifying forms of bias in curriculum,
generating counter-narratives and culturally responsive instruction.

In our third cycle, we synthesized our analysis based on the emerging codes from a priori
and in vivo coding. We applied the codes to specific strands of qualitative data by systematically
identifying and tagging relevant data. During this phase, codes were added, deleted, revised, or
broken into sub-groups or collapsed into one another based on the data’s alignment to our
research questions.

Upon completion of coding, we explored and analyzed the data using frequency and
co-occurrence matrices to expose patterns, relationships, and frequencies between codes. Next,
we analyzed and triangulated across data sources to further determine trends and connections
which supported the individual researcher in gaining a comprehensive understanding of their

research. Additionally, the team collaborated and co-analyzed sources to search for overlapping
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themes, trends, and connections that emerged.

We used two types of memos to support our analytic process (Birks et al., 2008). We
employed individual analytic memos to record reflections, and additional coding processes
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). In order to document our work, a memo codebook was created and
used by all researchers to include notes, definitions, and rationale for each code. By utilizing
multiple sources of data including qualitative interviews and document analysis, we corroborated

and provide a more comprehensive and robust understanding of our findings.
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Chapter Three*
Bias, Race, and Critical Consciousness: School Leaders’ Perceptions of Confronting
Teachers’ Race-based Biases

The issue of teacher bias has been widely documented in educational research, with
numerous studies highlighting its negative impact on student achievement and learning outcomes
(Forman et. al, 2022; Harber et al., 2012; Hatt, 2012). Bias has been shown to limit students’
access to rigorous coursework, positive classroom climate, and environments that promote
positive identity development (Cooper, 2003; Dee, 2004; Hernandez, 2022). Students who have
been traditionally minoritized (e.g., by race, ethnicity, language, gender, and ability status), have
been found to be particularly vulnerable to the negative impacts of bias. These students often
experience lower expectations and less academic opportunities than their non-minoritized peers
due to teacher bias. Bias can also lead to microaggressions and marginalization, creating an
unwelcoming and hostile environment (Toure & Dorsey, 2018). Consequently, addressing
teacher bias is essential to ensuring equitable and inclusive learning environments for all
students.

While bias can manifest across multiple dimensions of identity, this research project
focuses on race-based bias. As Singleton (2022) notes, addressing race-based bias is
“extraordinarily complex and emotionally charged,” and educators have largely “failed to
develop the requisite capacity to examine and address the impact of race on learning— neither
our own learning nor that of our students” (p.7). To further complicate matters, race and racism
are highly politicized topics, complicating school leaders' work to confront race-based bias of

educators (Clarida, 2023; Walker et al., 2023).

* This chapter was authored by Rodolfo Morales
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Therefore, the purpose of this research project is to explore strategies and approaches
school leaders (namely principals and vice principals) use to confront race-based teacher bias as
well as to explore how racial differences among principals and teachers may influence the
strategic approaches principals take. The central question asks: How do school leaders - as racial
beings working in contexts imbued with individual, institutional, and cultural racism — confront
teachers’ race-based bias toward students?

Literature Review

Four bodies of literature frame this study: racial identity, race-based educator bias, school
leaders and bias, and courageous conversations and feedback.
Racial Identity

Racial identity has been studied largely and several theoretical and conceptual
frameworks have emerged to better understand race, racial socialization, and racial identity
formation (DiAngelo, 2018; Helms, 2007; Jackson and Kirschner, 1973; Phinney, 1990, Tse,
1999). According to these studies, race is primarily a sociopolitical construction. For instance,
Helms (2007) describes race as a way in which societies categorize and group people based on
certain perceived biological characteristics, such as skin color, hair texture, and facial features.

In their literature review, Phinney (1990) reports on the research describing the
"relationship of ethnic and racial minority group members with their own group" otherwise
coined as ethnic identity (p. 499). While acknowledging many limitations, including the lack of
empirical support and differing definitions of ethnicity, Phinney posits a non-linear
developmental model for ethnic identity which includes stages of unexamined ethnic identity,

ethnic identity search, and ethnic achievement. Of note is the notion that while some identity
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markers are a choice, many are prescribed based on societal pressures and expectations, despite
one’s sense of belonging or attitudes towards the prescribed ethnicity. Interestingly, in contrast to
Helm's distinction between race and ethnicity, the literature reviewed seems to interchange and
combine ethnicity and race, describing them as intertwined.

The first model for Black racial identity development is credited to a 1971 study by
Charles Thomas (Cross, 1995). Thomas’ initial model - which articulated a series of stages of
racial identity development - has been replicated, revised and rewritten by many. Cross (1995)
for example, revised the original stages after his research found the original stages provided
overemphasis on aspects of self-hatred as well as findings that contradicted Thomas’s theory of
unity at the final stage.

Wijeyesinghe & Jackson (2011), who created an anthology of research and theories on
the topic, describe theories of racial identity development as “constantly evolving in response to
changing social dynamics, ongoing research, and the fluidity of our understanding of race and
the experience of racial groups in the United States” (p.2). They detail the use of racial identity
theory for different racial and ethnic groups, demonstrating how contextual factors, racial
dynamics, and ethnic socialization influence racial identity development.

One of the leading researchers on the topic of racial identity development, Helms (2007),
holds that race and ethnicity are often confused and yet not interchangeable (2007). Helms
describes ethnicity as the cultural practices, customs, language, values, and shared identity of a
group of people. Helms also holds that all people have a racial identity due to socialization.
However she also recognizes that the definition of race, given it being a social construct, is

constantly evolving and changing. Helms and Cook (1999), suggest that given the nature of
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people to interchangeably refer to their ethnic and racial culture as their race, a focus should be
on sociorace, or societally defined racial categories. Presenting her model for White racial
identity development, Helms (2008) describes the tendency of White people to deny that they are
a race and to evade conversations about race and racism by deflecting to topics of social class.
As the final stage of autonomy, White individuals reflect on the need to change society and
reintegrate other White people, as opposed to attempting to change people of color.

Further documenting the complexities of racial identity, Hernandez (2022) emphasizes
how the prevalence of anti-black bias, or unjust and harmful anti-black attitudes, plague Latino
communities. In particular, she notes that on the 2020 census, 81 percent of Latino single-race
box checkers selected White as their race, a stark over-identification with whiteness.
Additionally when Latinos select “some other race”, the vast majority of Latinos enter their
country of origin or other ethnic identity labels. However, in Puerto Rico there was an 80 percent
drop in the number of census respondents who identified as White. Hernandez points to the
revision of examples of race on the census as a potential rationale for the shift in racial
identification, further demonstrating the complexities and nuances regarding racial identification.

Racial identity is complex and nuanced. As a social construct, racial categories have been
used to limit the power and privilege of minoritized groups. This has led to persistent bias, or
unjust and harmful attitudes towards groups of people, and continues to pose significant
challenges in schools.

Race-Based Educator Bias
A second body of literature framing this study examines race-based bias amongst

educators. Race-based bias of adults toward students often leads to lowered expectations and
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gatekeeping of opportunity and access (Cooper, 2003; Ferguson, 2003; Hatt 2012; Hornstra et
al., 2010). For instance, a mixed-methods study of quality instruction in five school districts
conducted by The New Teacher Project (2018) found that students of color were more likely to
be in classrooms lacking grade-level appropriate assignments. In contrast, classrooms with a
majority of White students were three times more likely to receive grade-level appropriate
instruction. Notably, researchers also found strong correlations between high expectations and
teachers who served students that shared their racial identity (p. 48). Related research
demonstrates correlations between students who share the same race as their teacher and higher
academic achievement, demonstrating the powerful influence bias may have on student
achievement (Dee, 2004; Harber et al., 2012).

Teachers’ implicit bias leads to lower expectations and less support of Black students
compared to White students, perpetuating achievement and opportunity gaps (Cooper, 2003;
Ferguson, 2003). Additionally, teachers’ implicit bias affects students as early as kindergarten. In
an ethnographic study of a kindergarten classroom, Hatt (2012) found that teachers often used
the notion of "smartness" as a tool for social positioning and control. Students of color,
particularly Black males, were subject to lowered academic expectations, loss of privileges, and
increased surveillance from teachers. Furthermore, there was evidence of internalized race-based
bias amongst kindergarten students.

Race-based teacher bias can skew in more complicated manners as well. For example,
educators may inflate their feedback to students based on their race. In a study of teacher
feedback, White teachers exhibited disproportionate praise and a limited amount of criticism to

Black and Latino students (Harber et al., 2012). Paradoxically, this contributes to lowered



42
expectations and fewer opportunities for Black and Latino students to receive feedback that
promotes growth and achievement. Another complication is that race-based teacher bias is not
solely perpetuated by White teachers. Hernandez (2022) utilized interviews, news articles, and
documentaries to explore the impact of anti-Black biases within the Latino community. Through
multiple interviews with Afro-Latino educators, Hernandez found Latino teachers held lower
academic expectations and exerted disproportionately harsher disciplinary practices for Black
students when compared to lighter skinned Latino and White students.

There continues to be growing research on the significant impact of implicit bias on
students' academic achievement (e.g. Reinholz et al., 2020). These studies demonstrate the need
for social justice leaders to recognize and ameliorate the negative impacts of teachers’ biases.
School Leaders and Bias

A related body of literature examines how school leaders - such as principals and
assistant principals - reconcile with how their own biases and the biases of others may impact
their perspectives and actions. Several studies have demonstrated how race-based bias may affect
the decision-making of school leaders (Cormier et al., 2022, Gullo & Beachum, 2020). Allen &
Liou (2019) suggest leaders with limited critical consciousness often contribute to harmful
inequalities and are reluctant to address the underlying causes of racism within their schools.
They posit that many leaders adopt a White racial perspective, leading to the perpetuation of
stereotypes, bias, and racist beliefs. Other studies have shown that school leaders’ race-based
biases may manifest through overemphasizing structure and routines (Gullo and Beachum,

2020), negating Black families’ funds of knowledge (Hatt, 2012), positioning diversity as
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helping Black students and viewing White teachers of Black students as virtuous (Toure &
Dorsey, 2018).

Although the focus of most literature is on exposing anti-Black bias in White spaces, this
too is complicated, since school leaders of color can also perpetrate racialized biases. Hernandez
(2022) explored the impact of Latino administrators’ anti-Black biases on students and
educators. She found that in several schools, the administration’s reliance on racial stereotypes
led to perceptions of Black students as inherently incompetent and more likely to misbehave.
This resulted in disproportionate punishments and the “adultification” of Black male students.

Race-based biases may be reinforced or compounded when different identities intersect
(Crenshaw, 1989). In studying the socialization of Black males special education teachers,
Cormier et al. (2022) found that school leader’s bias can impact how Black male teachers are
regarded. Respondents shared anecdotes of principals rationalizing a teacher's hire due to his race
and gender, purposefully assigning Black male students to a Black male special education
teacher, and expecting Black male educators to inherently connect and work better with Black
students. Moreover, Macias & Stephens (2019), posit that female leaders of color navigate
oppressive cycles due to the intersection of race and gender and are often challenged with
unrealistic expectations when compared to other leaders.

Several studies call for districts and principal preparation programs to raise the critical
consciousness and social justice practices of school leaders (Allen & Liou, 2019; Geneao &
Mercedes, 2021, Gullo & Beachum, 2020; Toure & Dorsey, 2018; Robinson, 2020; Wright, &
Smith, 2015). Without doing so, leaders' bias may interfere with their ability to implement

appropriate social justice practices, including confronting issues around race and teacher bias,
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(Jones et al., 2022). Khalifa et al. (2016), identified that through critical self action, culturally
responsive school leaders are able to better understand their own identities and how their
identities impact their decision-making, therefore ameliorating implicit bias. Furthermore,
Khalifa et al. describe the importance of engaging in courageous conversations and providing
effective feedback to confront teachers and their race-based bias. Providing effective feedback
that develops skill, content knowledge, and critical consciousness is one way that school leaders
may work to confront teacher bias.
Courageous Conversations and Feedback

A final body of literature that situates this study involves feedback. Feedback is a key
lever that leaders use to develop the capacity of their teachers and a way for principals to develop
the skills, content knowledge, and critical consciousness of educators (Donaldson & Woulfin,
2018; Irby, 2021; Singleton, 2020). However, there is limited literature focusing on effective
feedback that confronts teacher race-based bias toward students.

Leadership content knowledge, or the ability to use deepened subject matter knowledge
to achieve instructional goals, impacts the effectiveness of feedback (Nelson, 2010; Overholt and
Szabocsik, 2013; Stein & Nelson, 2003). Results from a survey of 90 principals suggest that
leadership content knowledge has a positive influence on instructional leadership efforts
including effective teacher feedback (Fuentes and Jimerson, 2020).

Leaders frequently use teacher evaluation as a means of engaging in feedback and
discourse with teachers. However, this process is often molded to meet the desired goals of
principals. Some goals - such as providing effective feedback to improve instruction - are

productive. Others - such as avoiding difficult conversations - can be unproductive, resulting in
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principals purposely inflating evaluations in an effort to evade challenging conversations (Jones
et. al, 2022). Additionally, Guerra et al. (2022) argue that teacher evaluation is insufficient if
cultural responsiveness is not integrated throughout the process.

Equity-centered leaders inevitably face difficult conversations with their educators.
Singleton (2021) describes courageous conversation as “the formal structure or protocol that
exists for this type of dialogue, as utilizing the agreements, conditions, and compass to engage,
sustain, and deepen interracial dialogue about race in order to examine schooling and improve
student achievement” (p.30). According to Singleton, educators and leaders must build skills to
engage in difficult and courageous conversations about race if they truly hope to eliminate
academic achievement gaps, barriers to learning, and educational inequities. Singleton highlights
the role of the principal as “the key and guiding force behind equity efforts in a school.” He
posits that “without the principal’s full and complete commitment, eliminating racial
achievement disparities will be difficult, if not impossible” (p. 263). Singleton emphasizes that
school leaders must set the conditions for effective feedback through courageous conversations.

Incorporating research on effective feedback and conversations, Khalifa et al.’s (2016)
literature review highlights the need for culturally responsive school leadership in fostering the
growth of culturally responsive teachers and cultivating inclusive school environments. Of
importance is the role that feedback and courageous conversations play in ensuring that cultural
responsiveness is centered and sustained in schools, noting that “leaders must be willing to guide
teachers into having courageous conversations” about their race-based biases and leaders must
also be willing to “make the hard decision to counsel out those teachers who recognize this work

is not for them” (p. 1281).
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Building on the notion of courageous conversations, Irby (2021) encourages a
courageously confrontational school culture. He defines courageous confrontation as “individual
and collective practices of directly addressing episodes, events, incidents, and interactions as
though they are indeed a consequence of racism and destructive forms of White racial
socialization” (p. 96). This creates a culture of feedback that is centered on increasing an
inclusive school climate through bias reduction. Irby presents a case study of a high school that
undertook transformative work towards achieving racial equity. Irby illuminates how the school
engaged in self-reflective practice, professional development, sustained White racial discomfort,
and implemented race-conscious inquiry cycles that named and directly confronted bias in an
effort to improve outcomes for Black and Brown students. By incorporating feedback and direct
conversations in aspects of supervision, coaching, and adult learning structures, the school was
able to effectively work towards racial equity

Despite the importance of confronting bias, research has highlighted the phenomenon of
educational leaders avoiding difficult conversations for a variety of reasons including
prioritization of relationships, lack of skill, avoidance of discomfort, growing concerns around
policies, and to prevent friction between leaders and educators (Chang-Bacon, 2022; Jones et al.,
2022; Le Fevre & Robinson, 2015; Singleton, 2022; Walker et al., 2023). In researching the ways
principals manage ineffective teachers, Bridges (1986) found that leaders typically stray away
from challenging conversation about performance and instead “tolerate and protect” incompetent
teachers (p. 63). Expanding upon this work, Le Fevre & Robinson (2015) add that leaders also

avoid direct confrontation of incompetent teachers’ performance issues.
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School leaders’ lack of cultural awareness may impact their ability to determine when
difficult conversations are necessary. The findings of a three-year mixed-methods study of 35
principals revealed that many school leaders struggled to engage in conversations that confronted
racism due to their narrow definitions of racism and their conservative leadership practices
(Ryan, 2003). Principals in this study tended to define racism as overt acts of individuals, but
struggled to recognize how systemic or institutional racism permeated their schools.
Furthermore, the vast majority of principals struggled to identify ways their teachers were racist,
often defending their actions despite contradictory narratives from students and families. Ryan
states that while school principals may, “look to promote values of democracy, creativity, and
diversity, they actually operate under conditions that embody a competing set of values, like
obedience, compliance, routine, conformity and homogeneity" (p.160).

Sociopolitical and environmental factors can affect the success of difficult conversations
between school leaders and staff (Clarida, 2023; Evans, 2007; Walker et al., 2023). Evans (2007)
analyzed three suburban schools that experienced significant growth in their African American
student populations, leading to leaders' need to understand their roles in diversifying schools.
One leader attempted to address disproportionate disciplinary referrals of Black students through
professional development, but her efforts were met with resistance from teachers who ultimately
delegitimized her role as principal. In another case, Clarida (2023) explored a Black principal's
efforts to confront racist actions by their majority White staff, using various strategies such as
one-on-one conversations and collaborative analysis of data. Despite these efforts, the
superintendent ultimately dismissed the principal due to allegations from White community

members who opposed the perceived implementation of critical race theory in the school.
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There is a scarcity of research detailing how principals effectively engage in difficult
conversations pertaining to race and racism. Studies that have researched both White leaders
(Theoharis & Haddix, 2011) and female leaders of color (Mansfield & Jeanmarie, 2015) that
purposefully and effectively confronted race-based bias in their schools point to them having a
strong sense of their own racial identity. These leaders prioritized professional development,
analyzed opportunity gaps with data, and had a zero-tolerance approach to complicity with White
supremacy. In essence, race-based bias is a pervasive issue that plagues schools and limits the
potential of students.

School leaders who are equity-driven must confront race-based biases. Research points to
leaders going through a reflective process of understanding their own identities to then be able to
collaborate with staff in equity-centered professional development, analysis of disaggregated
data, and direct culturally responsive observation and feedback cycles. Despite this awareness,
there is limited research exploring how school principals confront teachers’ race-based bias in
service of student achievement. Furthermore, little research has examined how the racial
composition of both educator and school principal can impact the strategies employed to tackle
such bias. This gap in knowledge poses a significant challenge to schools and principals seeking
to address bias and ensure high academic expectations and outcomes for students.

Conceptual Framework

My conceptual framework draws from Capper et al.’s (2006) framework for preparing
social justice leaders, which combines elements of instructional leadership and social justice
knowledge to develop social justice leaders. Dyches and Boyd (2017) coin this integration as

social justice pedagogical knowledge and skill (SJPKS). Recognizing the importance of
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instructional leadership skills to truly combat systemic inequities, Capper et al.”'s (2006)

framework includes nine domains that aim to prepare leaders to champion equity by utilizing

instructional leadership practices. I used a modified version of this framework that focuses more

narrowly on how school leaders develop teachers’ social justice pedagogical knowledge (Figure

3.1).

Figure 3.1

Confronting Teachers’ Race-based Bias Through Social Justice Pedagogical Knowledge & Skill
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then connected to the four domains on the right side that describe SJPKS. These domains focus
on how leaders' approaches support their ability to work toward dismantling inequitable practices
and beliefs. As I explored how principals - as racial beings working in contexts imbued with
individual, institutional, and cultural racism — confront teachers’ race-based bias toward students,
my analysis focused on the intersections of pedagogy related to critical consciousness and
knowledge, as well as the intersections of curriculum on critical consciousness and skills.

Methodology

To explore how school leaders - as racial beings working in contexts imbued with
individual, institutional, and cultural racism — confront teachers’ race-based bias toward students,
I conducted a collective case study (Stake, 1996). This design allowed for studying multiple
leaders within a bound district (Creswell & Gutterman, 2019). I used a mixed method approach
combining quantitative data through a survey and qualitative data through interviews (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). I also gathered data from relevant documentation (Creswell, 2014; Leedy
& Ormrod, 2005).

My primary source of data was interviews. I recruited four principals and one associate
(vice) principal. I used purposeful sampling to attempt to recruit a racially diverse participant
pool. The goal was to ensure a diverse representation of ethnicity and races among the
participants in order to explore how their identities influence their approaches.

I conducted semi-structured interviews with the participants. Semi-structured interviews
allow for dialogue and flexibility and may support an environment where respondents felt more
available to answer authentically (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). My interview questions explored

the contextual setting of the school leader, the identification of teachers with low or high
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expectations of students, comfortability with conversations about race, approaches to confronting
teachers' race-based bias, and how race may influence approaches (see Appendix B). I piloted
my interview questions to ensure the content and sequence were effective (Singleton & Straits,
2018). After piloting questions, the sequence of questions was shifted to increase participant
comfort before discussing pertinent issues of race and bias.

I asked interview participants to fill out a social identity wheel (see appendix F). This
step is purposefully sequenced at the end of the interview to ameliorate stereotype threat (Steele,
1997) and social desirability bias (Bergen & Labonté, 2020) before the interview protocol.
Additionally, participants were asked to choose their three most salient identities. This allowed
me to analyze how principals identify the importance of their race, if chosen as one of their top
three identities.

A second source of data came from survey results. Utilizing non-probability purposive
sampling, I conducted a cross-sectional survey (Desimone & Carlson Le Floch, 2004) of
educators who worked with the interview participants (see Appendix G). The survey was adapted
from a validated instrument. (Panorama, n.d.).

The survey explored how teachers perceive their principal and school confronts issues of
race, ethnicity, and culture. This included questions about professional development and
implementation of practices that support minoritized children (see appendix G). This information
enhanced the analysis of data gathered from semi-structured interviews. By comparing and
contrasting it with the principals' responses, I was able to further understand contextual factors of
the district. [ was also able to further analyze interview data and mitigate any potential social

desirability bias from the interviewees.
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A third source of data is documentation. Relevant documents, such as agendas, memos,
and news articles were referenced during interviews. I collected these documents and reviewed
them as part of my analysis (see Appendix F).
Data Analysis

[1%3

My analytic approach involved “‘taking the data apart’ to determine the individual
responses, and then ‘putting it together to summarize it’” (Creswell, 2014, p. 10). The interviews
were transcribed using Otter.ai and analyzed using thematic analysis to identify common themes
and patterns. As data analysis is an iterative process (Saldafia, 2016), coding occured in cycles,
including a pre-coding cycle, first cycle, and second cycle. I utilized the qualitative coding
software Dedoose to facilitate the process.

During the pre-coding cycle, I read transcribed interviews and made annotations,
highlights and took general notes on information that began to answer my research question
using the key alignment in Appendix A. In addition I used apriori codes such as instructional
feedback, professional development, adult collaborative learning structures, courageous
conversations, evaluation, avoidance, comfort/discomfort and race, to begin to find themes and
patterns that answered my research questions.

During the first coding cycle, I categorized data by making notes with established words
or phrases that built thematic categories from the data using in vivo coding. In vivo coding
requires that we use the language of the participants when coding instead of having
predetermined codes (Saldafa, 2015). During the second coding cycle, I reviewed data and

consolidated categories based on trends. Categories were then analyzed using dimensions of my

conceptual framework, in particular the intersections of pedagogy related to critical
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consciousness and knowledge, as well as the intersections of curriculum on critical
consciousness and skills. To increase validity, additional data from documents were annotated on
our team-developed protocol as demonstrated in Appendix D. My task involved compiling and
analyzing the information obtained documents to identify themes, patterns, and links (Saldafia,
2016).

For the survey data, I used Statistical Package for the Social Sciences Software (SPSS) to
conduct descriptive analysis. This data served to better understand the contexts of the Olympia
School District. Additionally, by juxtaposing survey data with the principals' interview
responses, I was able to detect the potential influence of social desirability bias and triangulate
data to find congruence or incongruence with data from principals’ interviews.

All data collected were integrated using a triangulation approach (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). The findings from each method were used to validate and enhance the
interpretation of the other methods. By triangulating data, I was able to provide a more in depth
answer to my research questions (Yin, 2014). For example, documents such as news articles and
agendas for adult collaboration, provided insight into the curricular and pedagogical approaches
that leaders took to develop SJPKS in teachers as well as providing insight into the contextual
factors that influenced principals’ approaches to confronting teachers’ race-based bias.

Findings

The purpose of this study was to explore how leaders - as racial beings working in
contexts imbued with individual, institutional, and cultural racism — confront teachers’
race-based bias toward students. I organize my findings into two sections. First, I examine the

context of Olympia School District. Second, I explore the strategic approaches leaders in this
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system took to confront teachers' race-based bias.
Context of Olympia School District

The Olympia School District is a mid-sized urban district. The district has 13 schools
serving over 8,000 students and employing over 500 teachers and over 40 school administrators.
Over the last few decades, the district has gradually become a racially and ethnically diverse
community. Just 30 years ago, Olympia served a 90% White student population. Today the
Olympia district includes 24 % Black/ African American students, 15% Hispanic students, 6%
multi-race students, and 54 % White students, signifying a notable 307% increase in students of
color.

This shift in demographics mirrors trends across the city. According to the U.S. Census
Bureau, in 1990, of the roughly 50,000 residents in Olympia, 95% identified as White. Three
decades later, when the population had grown to 60,000 the White population had dropped to
77%. This reflects a 360% increase in citizens of color (see Table 3.1). Of note, because
Hispanic/Latino origin is considered an ethnicity, there are Hispanic/Latino residents who
self-identify with varying races represented within racial categories on the census.

Table 3.1

Olympia City and School District Demographics

1990 Resident 2023 Resident 1993 District 2023 District

Race Census Census Enrollment Enrollment

White 95% 77% 89% 54%

Black 2% 8% 6% 24%
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Asian 0.5% 2% 0.4% 1%
Two or More Races n/a 11% n/a 6%
Hispanic/ Latino 2% 8% 5% 15%
Other 2% n/a n/a n/a

In contrast to the gradual shifts in demographics of the prior three decades, over the last
year the Olympia region received an unexpected influx of migrants and refugees, creating what
the mayor of Olympia deemed as a “major challenge” and leading to state-level emergency
declaration. Across the Olympia District, dozens of students for whom English was not their first
language were rapidly enrolled into schools with little time for schools to proactively prepare.
Strategic Plan

With this context as a backdrop, a new superintendent of Olympia School District was
appointed in 2018. Superintendent Meyers was an insider, having risen through the ranks in the
district - from teacher, to principal, to assistant superintendent. Within a year of his
superintendency, he embarked on a listening tour, gathering input from various stakeholders. He
took creative measures to gather input, such as taking the school bus with children to hear their
feedback and joining schools as a substitute teacher.

In March of 2021, after over a year and half of receiving feedback from key stakeholders,
and in the midst of turmoil - including heightened racial tensions, personnel turnover, and
COVID-19, Superintendent Meyers unveiled the Olympia School District’s five-year, strategic
plan. It was organized around seven core values: trust, respect for all, optimism, collaboration,

high expectations, hard work, and equity. These seven core values drive the four strategic
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objectives:
e Professional Culture, Relationships and Climate
e Curriculum, Instruction, Assessment and Planning
e Management, Budget and Operations
e Family Engagement and Community Partnerships

The strategic plan encapsulated Superintendent Meyers’ rendering of a vision of equity
and inclusion for the Olympia School District. The districts’ mission & vision emphasized the
right of every student to receive quality inclusive and culturally responsive education that
empowers them to be agents of change in their communities. Within the district objectives,
several action steps focused on equity and social justice, including: diversifying workforce,
selecting culturally responsive curriculum, professional development for educators to increase
cultural proficiency and fostering a school culture that celebrates diversity.

The evidence suggests that this strategic plan was taken seriously by stakeholders, who
participated in creating it. The priorities were referenced in three out of the five interviews
conducted. For example, one principal characterized the strategic plan as an attempt to confront
bias in adults, including principals and teachers.

The strategic plan focused on developing leader and educator capacity to enact social
justice pedagogical knowledge and skill (SJPKS) in service of children and families. These
priorities were especially relevant given the racial and cultural difference between the district’s
95% White staff who serve 44% students of color.

Educator Survey
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A final perspective on the context in which Olympia School district leader’s confront
teachers' race-based bias comes from a survey I conducted with teachers. The 52 respondents
mirrored the racial and gender demographics of the district, with 96% identifying as White and
73% identifying as female. While I surveyed teachers in all four of my focal schools, the
majority of respondents worked at Olympia High School (56%) and Cherry Hill Elementary
School (36.5%).

Survey questions examined teacher perceptions of cultural awareness and equity in their
respective schools. Responses fell under categories of cultural awareness adult, cultural
awareness student, engaging all students, and professional development for equity. Some of the
survey results point toward a recognition of the importance of cultural responsiveness. The
overwhelming majority of teachers - 85% - indicated that they frequently consider the cultural,
racial and ethnic backgrounds of their students. Overall, teachers perceived their schools as
culturally responsive and inclusive environments, with 72% responding favorably.

However, other results showed evidence of racial discomfort and perceptions of
equity-driven PD as low quality. For instance, teachers expressed lower levels of comfort
engaging in conversations with colleagues about race, with only 56% responding positively. As
another example, teachers rated professional development for equity with an average 28.9%
favorable responses. This is especially important as district and school-leaders have opted to
leverage professional development and adult learning as one of the main infrastructures to propel
equity and social justice work.

Two questions provided deeper insights into the context as it relates to teachers’

race-based bias. One asked, “How often do adults at your school have important conversations
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about race, even when they might be uncomfortable?” This elicited only a 5.7-% favorable
response rate suggesting a clear hesitancy toward partaking in such discourse. A second question
asked, “Overall, how effective has your school administration been in helping you advance
student equity?” This yielded only 32.7% favorable responses. This highlights that fully two
thirds of teachers perceived a need for stronger school-based support for implementing strategies
that advance student equity.

Additional analysis, using a one-way ANOVA test, provided further insight into this. For
the question “How often do professional development opportunities help you explore new ways
to promote equity in your practice,” novice and veteran educators answered differently.
Educators in their first three years of teaching responded more favorably with a 45.45% average
favorable response rate. On the other hand, teachers with 11 or more years of experience
responded less favorably with an average favorable response rate of 11.1-%. This highlights a
significant discrepancy between the perception of novice and veteran educators in relation to
equity-driven professional development.

To summarize, the Olympia School District context has seen both gradual and sudden
shifts in their student demographics. Despite this, their teaching staff continues to be mostly
homogenous with White female educators comprising the majority of staff. Unveiled during a
time of racial tension and the Covid-19 pandemic, the district’s 2021-2026 strategic plan
communicates a vision towards social justice, equity, and inclusivity. The contextual factors of
the Olympia school district help answer how school leaders confront teachers’ race-based bias
within their context. Additionally, findings will show that the contextual factors greatly

influenced the approaches that school leaders took when confronting teachers.



59
Olympia District School Leaders
I now turn to the narrative of five Olympia District School Leaders and the actions they
took to increase inclusivity by confronting teachers’ race-based bias. These administrators
ranged from novice to veteran and served in elementary and secondary schools across the district
(see Table 3.2).
Table 3.2

Olympia School District School Leader Participants

School
Pseudonym Race Gender Pseudonym Role Years in Role
Cherry Hill
Jessica Adams White Female Elementary Principal 4
Olympia High  Associate
Jarod Scott Black Male School Principal 1
Mary Kate Olympia
Riley White Female Remote School  Principal 6
Maple
Connor Elementary
Williams White Male School Principal 12
John Olympia High
Ferrington White Male School Principal 2

School leaders were tasked with supporting and implementing the objectives and actions
detailed in the strategic plan. Three of the leaders were already serving as principals when the
strategic plan was developed, and the other two entered the district within a year of the plan’s
rollout. All five had attended professional development that aimed to increase their SJPKS.
Through their stories, I explore the nuanced ways they enacted SJPKS by confronting teachers’
race-based bias. Additionally, I will explore the contextual factors that influenced their

approaches, including how their identities impacted the approaches they took. I chose to order
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these on a rough spectrum, starting with a school leader who was the strongest example, and
ending with one who exhibited the most complex and conflicting approaches.

Jessica Adams

Principal Adams has had a 17-year career at Olympia, most recently as a principal of an
elementary school for the last four years. Principal Adams spoke in depth about her own identity
as a cisgender, gay White female and how this identity influences her understanding of the world
expressing, “My lenses are different, because of how I was raised. I was raised as a ‘cisgender
woman’ and my gamut of identity now is ‘very gay woman.’”

She believes that her own understanding of race and racism allows her to be comfortable
in talking with people about race. Principal Adams explained that her comfort does not equate
knowing more than others, and particularly expressed that while she felt just as comfortable
talking to White people as she does talking to people of color, she knows she does not
understand race and racism the way people of color might, given their racialized experiences.

Echoing my findings from document reviews, principal Adams described the dramatic
increase of students of color at Olympia. Reflecting on coming to the district nearly two decades
ago, she remarked: "The population when I got here was very White, upper White middle class.
We really had never experienced any form of diversity." She continued by describing increases in
racial and ethnic diversity which forced teachers to reconcile with their own cultural awareness:
"Over the last seven years, though, our population has significantly changed.” Principal Adams
expressed how this motivated her to be a social justice leader emphasizing, “There's been a lot of
struggle with the staff to sort of catch up, which is how I became interested in leading through a

social justice lens because I felt like this school in particular really, really needed it.”
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Principal Adams recognized the importance of fostering an inclusive culture. To do this,
she had to confront teachers’ race-based bias. Principal Adams shared that she uses informal
one-on-one conversations, professional development, common planning time and data analysis to
engage in conversations about race and teacher bias with her staff. She recognized that with
many of her staff members, she had to approach the conversation gently, as they would quickly
deflect or shut down if they perceived she was calling them racist. Principal Adams explained,
“I find having conversations sometimes with people a little frustrating, because we get really
stuck... because I feel like when I start to talk, any sort of racial thing, it automatically gets
jumped to, ‘Are you calling me a racist?’ These conversations were especially evident with
White women, who represent over 90% of her staff. Additionally, the defensive responses from
educators reflects findings from educator surveys, highlighting the perceived discomfort of staff
in having conversations about race.

As a result, Principal Adams has worked to ensure she and her staff are cognizant of how
their identities impact the ways they view the world. “I do a lot of like identity work with our
staff, having them get to know themselves and how... their socio-political understanding of their
beliefs, influence or intersect each other.” Additionally, Principal Adams has had to facilitate
performance management conversations in an attempt to rectify teachers' beliefs with their
responsibilities as educators, stating, “It kind of comes down to me having to say... here's your
professional responsibility, here's your personal beliefs, how are we going to reconcile the two?”

To support her teachers in further developing their own critical consciousness, Principal
Adams incorporated book studies. Together, she and her staff would engage in reading texts

about bias and race, leading to in depth reflection and conversations. Principal Adams explained,
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“The idea was that we were going to bring learning back to staff meetings and start to help
people sort of realize where they may have unconscious bias in certain areas and look at
microaggressions.” Principal Adams went on to describe how reflecting on personal bias allowed
for her teachers to then think about the student experience including analyzing how curriculum
may be filled with bias that is harmful to students.

Principal Adams expressed receiving a degree of support from the district. She referenced
the strategic plan and its priorities as one example, and highlighted the district’s optional
professional development for leaders as evidence of “some” support. In reference to leadership
meetings, Principal Adams expressed that there is consistent messaging from the superintendent
about equity-driven priorities stating, “I find him most recently being more consistent about
bringing up the district priorities at each meeting.”

She also expressed encountering opposition. For instance, at times district colleagues
tended to avoid naming race and racism. She recounted how her implementation of “Black Lives
Matter at School Week" was met with resistance from the school committee despite the
alignment to the district's values and strategic plan, particularly within the first objective which
includes actions like implementing curriculum addressing race, culture, and bias. Just a week
into the implementation, Principal Adams was directed by the Superintendent to continue doing
the work, but not call it “Black Lives Matter at School.”

I was like, “this is ‘Black Lives Matter at School™... it specifically aligns with our goals

as a district for what we're trying to achieve for equity in schools. And I was told to do

the work but don't name it what it is. And I have a hard time with that because I feel like

when you can’t name certain things, I think it removes some life out of it.
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In another moment of resistance, families shared their discontent at Principal Adams’s
celebration of LGBTQ Pride. Despite the resistance she was met with, she continued to act as
social justice leader by ensuring diverse identities were represented in curriculum and in school.
For example, she shared, “I've had pushback about hiring a non binary teacher. I stand by that
decision... my literal rebuttal is that a person's identity does not dictate our curriculum.”

Principal Adams reflected on how her identity impacted her lens. She expressed her
belief in celebrating diversity and in supporting her teachers in doing so. Despite, and perhaps
because of being met with resistance from families and leaders, she leaned into social justice
leadership. For Principal Adams, this meant leveraging curriculum, engaging in conversation
with teachers, and using professional development to increase teachers’ awareness and cultural
competence.
Jarod Scott

Principal Scott proudly shared that he holds the distinction of being the first Black
administrator at Olympia High School and is currently in his second year serving as the associate
principal. He was born and raised in a neighboring city just 30 minutes north of Olympia. As the
eldest of five siblings, raised by a single mother, Principal Scott recalls that in his household,
college was mandatory. For Principal Scott, sports was his original passion, and became a
gateway for college as he received a football scholarship. After a short stint playing
professionally with the NFL, Principal Scott returned home to coach football at a regional
vocational school. In his career as an educator he has served in numerous roles: coach,
paraprofessional, athletic director, dean, and now associate principal.

As the first Black administrator of Olympia High School, Principal Scott expressed a
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deep appreciation for his work:

I am the first ... Black associate principal...in this school...in the 50-60 years of it being

open and I love it. I love it. I understand the lens behind my position ... of being here

where kids have been through this educational system ...where I'm the first Black
administrator they've ever seen or ever had.”
Principal Scott sees himself as an advocate for students of color, and described using his voice to
ensure systems are working for, instead of against, students. He recognized that part of his work
is identifying and confronting barriers that prevent the success of students, including confronting
teachers’ race-based bias.

Principal Scott stated that he feels extremely comfortable discussing race with others. He
expressed enjoying his role in fostering a culture of curiosity and inquiry for White teachers who
would otherwise feel uncomfortable asking questions. Principal Scott explained:

I am fully vulnerable with teachers. I love having those conversations with the teachers

who’re scared of saying the wrong thing because I think there's a piece of curiosity and

understanding behind it, where they've never been given permission to ask questions
without the backlash of, “Hey, I'm gonna get fired because parents are going to
complain.” Those are the teachers that I want to support and help.

In his two years, Principal Scott has had a handful of experiences supporting teachers and
leaders in recognizing their own biases and missteps. For example, Principal Scott has witnessed
what he considered a culture of White-saviorism. He stated, “Some educators are always looking
to save that Black or Brown student and have that savior complex. (...) Some students just need

someone to help them and guide them and just be there when they need it.”
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Principal Scott recounted an instance of a student being upset at a teacher for using the
N-word when reading a book, after communicating that he would instead read over the word and
use a different term. Principal Scott attempted to work with school administrators to help them
better understand the impact of using the N-word, however, his efforts were unsuccessful, “The
incident... was kind of washed under the rug by the former assistant principal. She really
defended the teacher. I spoke with the principal and said, ‘That's not right...You gotta understand
how it makes the kids feel.””

As an associate principal, he has observed the district's efforts to enhance teachers'
awareness of power and equity with limited success. He specifically expressed concern with the
lack of follow through, citing how the district’s expressed values and optional professional
developments are met with limited or no behavior change or action. Principal Scott commented,
“We talked about race over the summer, we had an administrative retreat, and we talked about
race and stuff like that, along those lines. But again, there's no follow up.”

Principal Scott recalled a series of ten professional development sessions on diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI). Excited to enact the district’s vision for equity, he attended the first
few meetings. However, he opted to remove himself after experiencing perceived inaction from
the district when a White teacher made racially biased comments about Black students. Principal
Scott recalled, “Personally, I stopped going because I had a situation in this building where I had
a teacher refer to all students of color as students on an IEP, and that teacher still works in his
building.” Upset about the lack of action and follow through from the district, Principal Scott
confronted the district DEI trainer, “I said, I'm not going...if you're going to allow this stuff to

continue in the building. I get growth mindset, but where's the line? What’re you willing to
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tolerate and what’re you not willing to tolerate?”

Despite his concerns around the district and school-level responses to race-based teacher
bias, Principal Scott expressed a deep commitment to supporting his students, which for him
means developing teachers’ capacity, skill and awareness. “Personally, from an administrative
level, I don't think we support our teachers enough. I don't think we put enough tools in our
toolbox... I think we can definitely do better.”

Principal Scott expressed pride in being the first Black administrator at Olympia High
School. Principal Scott emphasized his desire to be a voice for the students who were like him,
and who in a school like Olympia, may not be readily heard. He has worked to confront teachers'
race-based bias through feedback, common planning times, and by elevating the voices of
students. However, Principal Scott also communicated feeling stifled by a lack of district
infrastructure that allows for follow through and accountability, both of leaders and teachers.
Mary Kate Riley

Principal Riley describes herself as a Portuguese American immigrant. She was an
administrator at another elementary school in Olympia District for five years and transitioned
this fall to another. She credits her upbringing for her comfortability with discussing race. While
she identifies as a European woman, given her Portuguese background, schools identified her as
a person of color from elementary school through college. She recounted, for instance, being
invited to racial affinity and diversity groups in college. This led her to feel more connected to
minoritized identities, in particular, African-American and Black communities, stating, ““ I was
actually put in the category of being a minority. Which was interesting to me because my parents

are European. So because I was a “minority” we had like the “minority week” before (college)
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orientation.” Principal Riley went on to detail how her experience with minoritized communities
impacted her appreciation for communities of color, stating, “Those were my first social
connections...and I felt so much more affinity to people that were minorities.”

Principal Riley stated that given her experiences, she generally felt comfortable talking
about race with most people, but preferred talking about race with folks who do not share her
identity, as she has witnessed pervasive bias and ignorance within the Portuguese American
community. She voiced feeling very comfortable bringing up topics of race with people in her
school, in particular students. However, when prompted to share how she confronts racial bias,
she instead focused on dismantling stereotypes of gender identity and students with disabilities.

When asked how she had supported teachers in recognizing their own race-based bias,
Principal Riley responded, “Not well enough. Yeah, I'm not very good at that. And I think it's
because I feel sensitive to it, but then I don't have that skill or practice.” This demonstrated that
although Principal Riley described herself as comfortable talking about race, she showed less
willingness to challenge staff or provide critical feedback when it comes to race-based bias.

Principal Riley described confronting different forms of bias from gender bias to bias
around students with disabilities and had pushed teachers to hold high expectations through
observation, feedback, and informal conversations. However, none of her examples of
confronting teacher bias were specific to race. One preventative strategy she noted was
embedding lessons, activities, and events that raised the cultural awareness of students and staff.
She recounted her work as both a former teacher and administrator where she prioritized
celebrating student identities, “A colleague of mine and I did a lot of work around social

justice... to promote awareness... We would do all kinds of events. For example, we jumped all
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over Hispanic Heritage Month and brought up a few things.”

According to Principal Riley, the steps of the evaluation process helped her hold herself
and her teachers accountable for the development of skills, particularly when low expectations of
minoritized students were evident. By leveraging the evaluation process, Principal Riley was
able to set an expectation that she would confront any perceived bias she observed in classes by
identifying patterns found in informal observations and later formalizing feedback and next steps
for teachers. She described launching the supervision and evaluation process with goals that
required educators to grow and engage in critical conversations, “They (teachers) keep telling me
they're (...) nervous about what they're going to write on the goal setting form and I'm like, ‘look,
I keep saying it's just about the conversation. I'm challenging you so that we, together, can
grow.”” This allowed for a school-wide expectation of observation and feedback with the
ultimate goal of closing opportunity gaps through feedback and refinement of practice.

Principal Riley’s initiatives were not always welcome. She recounted instances of
resistance from families and from within the district itself. In one instance, she was faced with
criticism from White families for planning to celebrate student identities during heritage months.
In another instance, where a White elementary school student used the n-word, Principal Riley’s
decision to hold a restorative approach for the child to learn was met with criticism from central
office administrators. She recounted that she was forced to reverse her decision and was made to
give the ten-year-old student a suspension. “I had to do that... I was forced to. I’d never been in
that situation with someone, especially where I’d made a thoughtful decision and really thought
about it and thought it was a good outcome... my confidence was blown.” Months later, the

district invited a national organization to host a professional development on culturally
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responsive practices. Included in the professional development was a discussion on restorative
approaches to bias-based student behaviors. The approaches mirrored those that Principal Riley
originally took. She recounted feelings of validation, stating, ““A national organization came
down. They had this whole thing on the n-word. And one of the central administrators that was
involved in reversing this, she looked at me and texted me across the table, ‘Hey, I'm sorry.””

While Principal Riley expressed that despite the warning from her direct supervisor, she
would continue to hold on to her core values and act as social justice leader, she also described a
sense of hesitancy and fear of doing the wrong thing, afraid of repeating another situation where
the central office reprimands her. The learning from the professional development validated
Principal Riley’s decisions to resist discouragement from district leaders. Principal Riley
believed that the experience of being reprimanded “just shows that we're all we're all learning.”

Principal Riley’s leadership was heavily influenced by her upbringing and experiences as
a Portuguese American who was identified by school systems as a minority. She admits lacking
the skill to confront teacher bias, despite her comfort level with discussing issues of race with
others. To prevent race-based bias in teachers, she leverages initiatives and curriculum that raise
their cultural awareness. Additionally, she leverages the supervision and evaluation system to
push teachers to reflect on their gap-closing practices.
Connor Williams

Principal Williams - who describes himself as a first-generation Irish American - has
been a principal for 12 years, the last 8 at his current school. He attributes his immigrant
experience to shaping his appreciation for education and for fostering his comfort in addressing

race and racism. Principal Williams described how his parents instilled in him the power of
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education, emphasizing, “They came to this country with the sole purpose of us getting an
education. So it was education, education, education and college, college, college”

He recounted the many challenges he and his family faced, stating, “I mean, we look at it
and you know, there was alcoholism and things like that...we lived... in affordable housing, and
then ...we ended up in a better house, that whole American Dream sort of thing.” As he
reflected, he began to describe the shock of his siblings as they graduated college, stating,
“Looking back, my siblings and I, we talked about how we probably shouldn't have made that
part (college)”.

Principal William’s career in education spans several roles including teaching an
alternative education school, teaching English in Taiwan, and eventually, becoming principal of a
school. Principal Williams described teachers as adults of high moral character and that there are
no teachers with low expectations. Instead, he stated that teachers “just want to do right ... they
just don't yet understand what they should be doing.”

When prompted to discuss how he talks about race with his teachers, Principal Williams
shared that given the spectrum of understanding and comfortability within his staff, he typically
does so with informal and individual conversations. He stated that newer educators seem to be
more prepared to engage in conversation about race:

I think with newer teachers coming in, I'm a little bit more comfortable talking to them

in a group about it. I think they're also a little bit more prepared for dealing with a

diverse population. So my veteran teachers, I think, do the best they can ...with the

understanding that they have.

This draws parallels to findings from educator surveys that shows a statistically significant
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difference in how educators in their first three years of their careers rated equity-centered
professional development more favorably than teachers with more than ten years of experience.
Beyond these informal conversations, Principal Williams expressed reluctance to pursue
conversations about race, as he felt that he lacked a critical mass of teachers who are ready for
whole group conversations about teacher race-based bias.

Principal Williams's responses were complicated. On one hand, he seemed convinced that
teachers did not have racial bias, stating, “I never walked into a classroom and thought, ‘This is

299

happening because a child's Black.””” On the other hand, he expressed awareness of racially
biased practices. For instance, he noted the disproportionate punishment of students of color
compared to White students. But Principal Williams described such instances as problems of
practice and not matters of intentional race-based bias. He stated that in moments where bias
may be seeping, he engaged in conversation with teachers to change their practice, stating, “I try
to try to, as gently as I can, ask questions to get them to think about their practice, because it has
more to do with their practice than what what they intend.”

Principal Williams appeared comfortable discussing issues of race across and within
racial lines. For instance, he shared an anecdote of a Black parent who expressed trust in his
ability to be a fair and equitable principal. Principal Williams interpreted this as due to his
experience as a first-generation Irish immigrant, along with his understanding of the historical
bond between the Irish and African-American community.

When discussing his support of Black male students with trauma, Principal Williams

expressed that he doesn’t have anything systematic. Instead, he uses his intuition. Principal

Williams stated, "It’s easy to spot and identify students that need help. So there's nothing formal,
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so I guess you could say it's perception.” Principal Williams then works with his school-based
team during common planning times to develop informal plans of support for students.

Principal Williams communicated appreciation for the district’s actions in centering a
vision for equity stating, “Our district has done a great job of putting the message out there” In
particular, Principal Williams felt a shift in the quality of the conversations leaders were having
during leadership meetings, emphasizing, “I've been in this district 20 years, and over time,
we've come back to this conversation...Currently we're having a stronger conversation about it.
So it helps with my individual conversations with somebody that I might think has a bias.”

Principal Williams heavily credits his upbringing and identity as influencing his
leadership. In particular his relationship with his parents, who emphasized education and who he
credits for his views on equity. As a leader, he hopes to instill the same values that his family
instilled in him. As school leader, Principal Williams prioritizes the use of family partnership,
individualized attention to students, and coaching to confront race-based bias.

John Ferrington

Principal Ferrington has been the principal of Olympia High School for two years.
Carrying three decades of experience in education, Principal Ferrington has held positions as a
teacher, principal, and assistant superintendent across neighboring districts. Principal Ferrington
described himself as “a 6 foot, 7 inch White dude” who covertly enacts social justice leadership.
Principal Ferrington considers his work a spiritual calling, citing values from the Christian bible
as greatly influencing his guiding philosophy as a social justice leader. In defining good
leadership Principal Ferrington stated, “So as good leaders... there's a proverb that came from

the Old Testament where you teach a person to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” Principal
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Ferrington went on to express that as an instructional leader, his goal was to ensure students
become lifelong learners with the tools they need to access information.

Principal Ferrington communicated that his preferred way to confront the bias of his
teachers was to slowly change the culture of Olympia High School. One key strategy that
Principal Ferrington highlighted was the recruitment of staff of color. He detailed how this
“covert” strategy can help change the culture of a school, little by little, “One (strategy) is to
intentionally diversify... that way the kids ... they're also seeing people that are teaching them
represent the cornucopia of different things that are present in school are also present with staff.”
Principal Ferrington operationalized this strategy by being purposeful in his hiring process,
honing in on candidates’ values as educators and seeing how it aligned with the school’s mission.

Principal Ferrington communicated the importance of building and appreciating
community, which, according to him, can be challenging when it comes to social justice work at
Olympia. Principal Ferrington stated that at Olympia High School, social justice work must be
more strategic and covert, explaining that, “sometimes some of the word choices we use can be
polarizing.”

Recognizing that members of the Olympia High School community hold a range of
perspectives, Principal Ferrington is careful to not offend members of his community, primarily
those who are triggered by terms like DEI, race, and social justice. As a new school leader, he
aims to better understand the community stating:

Everyone has different philosophies... Mine is more working through the people and

recognizing where a community is at, before we try to all of a sudden, to put something

in place that is going to be met with a lot of, you know, resistance. So if we start saying
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words like DEI, some communities are polarized by that.

Principal Ferrington recounts key moments of teacher bias and its detrimental impact on
students and school culture. Within the first few months of his work, he noticed disparate
opportunities for students of color, noting that adults fostered a “culture of demotion, not a
culture of promotion.” To combat this, Principal Ferrington increased access to dual enrollment
programs, calibrated high expectations with his teams highlighting the importance of access to
rigorous grade-level material for all students, and began to shift the programmatic structure of
the school to effectively eliminate tracking of students.

Principal Ferrington also recounted how moments of teacher bias, ignorance and mistakes
harmed minoritized students and staff. In one example, a Black male associate principal came to
him upset at how a White teacher characterized a class of predominantly Black students.
Principal Ferrington stated, “He had a situation last year where a teacher who has been here for a
while said to him, ‘Hey, man... if [ was a Black person, I'd be mad if my kids were in that class
because they're all Black kids.” Frustrated, the associate principal expressed that there was
nothing wrong with Black students congregating. The teacher insisted it was problematic,
suggesting that the school should put a cap on how many Black students should be in one class.
Principal Ferrington handled the situation carefully, by having conversations with the frustrated
assistant principal and the seemingly confused teacher, who was unsure of what he did wrong.
For Principal Ferrington, the conversation served as a form of education and development.

Principal Ferrington continued, sharing that instances of such bias were compounded
when the school began to see shifts in their student population. Specifically, the Olympia District

saw an influx of refugees from Haiti. Principal Ferrington mentioned that “something like 700
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families” had immigrated from Haiti. With limited time for proactive planning and solutions,
Principal Ferrington and Olympia High School worked swiftly to support the influx of immigrant
students and English learners. For veteran teachers, this task proved to be a challenge, “We have
a staff that have been here for a long time. Some of them remember the old ways...So you try to
work with them to make them understand why things are changing. It's a different world.”

Principal Ferrington also prioritized the use of collaborative adult learning meetings, such
as grade-level, common planning time, and leadership team meetings to push his teams' thinking
around race and power. Beyond having conversations with teachers, Principal Ferrington utilized
professional development to confront teacher’s race-based bias. For example, Principal
Ferrington facilitated a partnership with a university that provided professional development
about diversity, equity, and inclusion as a way to raise people’s critical consciousness. In another
example Principal Ferrington used book studies to support his teachers in reflecting on their own
cultural awareness as well as the systemic barriers that their students may face.

However, Principal Ferrington held mixed feelings about the right way to approach such
professional development about race, pointing to his desire for finding and celebrating
commonalities instead of differences, “What I'm afraid of is that we're so focused on the
celebration of differences, which is a beautiful thing, but we've lost sight of the celebrations of
commonality. As a people what brings us together, what makes us a people?” Thus, Principal
Ferrington reflected on the purpose and orientation of professional development, questioning its
value and effectiveness.

Principal Ferrington’s leadership and experience through the pandemic impacted his

perception of his students’ needs. Upon reopening school, he noticed an increase in physical
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altercations among Black students, which he attributed to the damaging effects of the pandemic
and remote learning. “If you look at the fights... it’s mostly Black on Black male students. Very
physical, you know, a lot of it’s stuff in the community,” Principal Ferrington described how his
students were underserved during the pandemic stating, “We shut down all the boys and girls
clubs, before schools...after school care- we shut down schools.” He then went on to share
deficit-oriented concerns about isolation, expressing, “So what do kids do? You know the kids
from the cities, they all went to... hang out with their cliq, and all they do is feed each other the
same old BS.”

As Principal Ferrington recounted the post pandemic return to school, he fluctuated
between expressing frustration over a lack of wrap-around support for students and seemingly
biased or deficit statements about students and their families. For instance, when discussing the
reopening of school after the pandemic he stated:

Then a year and a half, two years later, they said ‘I want you to be part of the big melting

pot again. Come on in.” If you're like 14, 15, 16 years old, you've been hanging out...

with what? Your clique, or maybe dysfunctional families. Why do we have all the before
schoolcare things? Why do we have all the after school care things? Because the federal
government sort of knows that not every house is a healthy house.
As Principal Ferrington continued, his defiance toward being “politically correct” continued to
seep out. He began to convey what he perceived was limiting his students' well-being, while
rejecting potential criticisms. At one point, Principal Ferrington pointed to the lack of male role
models in Black students’ lives:

How many of those young men are sitting at the table who primarily have a male role
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model in their life? Oh my god, how do we hook these kids up with people who are going
to be strong male role models for them to help out. People may say, ‘oh that is sexist’...
whatever I don't give a damn.

Principal Ferrington communicated remaining steadfast in his beliefs, even when pushed
by his students to consider his own biases, “A lot of the Black kids say, ‘Listen to me... hey,
man, you're White washing me.’”” Despite these critiques from students, Principal Ferrington
maintained that what he was doing was in the best interest of his Black students.

Principal Ferrington cited his strategies for confronting teachers’ race-based bias as being
more covert. He emphasized the importance of knowing his community, resulting in his
decisions to approach topics and conversations in ways that he perceived would limit
polarization. However, Principal Ferrington also made statements that reflected deficit thinking,
raising conflicting ideas and notions.

Discussion

This study explored how leaders - as racial beings working in contexts imbued with
individual, institutional, and cultural racism - confront teachers’ race-based bias toward students.
The participants interviewed in this study provided valuable insights as to how school leaders
apply aspects of social justice leadership within their contexts. Five key themes emerged from
my findings: critical self-reflection and defiance, the impact of contextual factors, informal
conversations, adult learning, and supervision and evaluation. In this section I will first explain
the themes and how they emerged, then draw links between the themes and the conceptual
framework.

Critical Self-reflection and Defiance
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As Capper et al. (2006) describe, critical self-reflection involves raising critical
consciousness through examining one’s biases and questioning deficit thinking. Each of the
respondents shared moments of critical self-reflection as they described their identity and how it
has influenced their approaches when confronting bias. While each school leader reflected on the
impact of their identity, the extent of critical self-reflection seemingly varied for each person.

Principal Scott drew connections from his identity and upbringing to his current role and
core values. For example, Principal Scott recognized how his positionality as the first Black
administrator at Olympia High School influenced how students interacted with him. His
experiences pushed him to be a “voice” for students of color. He also recognized how his identity
could be a catalyst for teachers to become more comfortable in having conversation about race
with people of color. Principal Scott’s ability to question bias and deficit thinking was further
demonstrated by moments of defiance.

On the other hand, while Principal Williams was able to reflect on the impact of his
upbringing and identity, his overreliance on “gut feeling” to identify student needs demonstrates
a lack of critical-self reflection. The use of “gut feeling” is counter to our framework which calls
for pedagogy and skill when making decisions that will lead to equitable outcomes.

Similarly, Ferrington shows conflicting instances of critical self-reflection. For example,
he was able to name instances where his whiteness may influence how others receive his
messaging. In contrast, he also shared several comments that over relied on deficit narratives. In
describing his perception of the “city” students’ experiences, he focused on dysfunctional
families, peer isolation, addiction to social media, lack of male role models, and -negative

messages that were fed from peer to peer. At one point, Principal Ferrington recounted
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dismissing minoritized students' belief that he was White-washing them. These examples, in
totality, demonstrated a lack of prioritization of critical self-reflection and instead an
over-reliance on deficit thinking and narratives.

Four out of five leaders demonstrated critical self reflection as evidenced by instances of
defiance when met with resistance. Principal Scott for example, refused to attend PD as a form of
protest. In another example, Principal Riley expressed continuing to lead with her core values
despite a reprimand from district leaders. Principal Adams continued to directly name issues of
race, power, and privilege, despite the request from district leadership to not name “Black Lives
Matter at School.” Leaders used defiance as a way to continue to build the SJPKS of teachers
despite encounters of resistance from the district. These actions tie directly to the domains of
critical consciousness within the conceptual framework (see A & B, figure 3.1).

As a tenet of critical consciousness, the ability to critically self-reflect may be one of the
most important characteristics of social justice leadership. By critically self reflecting leaders are
better positioned to ameliorate their own bias and make decisions that support the promotion and
cultivation of SJPKS of their teachers. The Olympia District school leaders each demonstrated
critical self-reflection in their own individual ways and with varying degrees of sophistication.
Of note, those who demonstrated more sophisticated levels of critical self-reflection were more
likely to be critical of the Olympia District. They were also more likely to have a vision for
equity-driven work. On the other hand, leaders who demonstrated less developed sense of critical
reflection and awareness of their own implicit bias and positionality were more likely to rely on
deficit narratives.

Contextual Factors
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A second theme that emerged was that contextual factors impacted how leaders
approached teachers' race-based bias. At times leaders indicated feeling supported by the district
in their efforts to confront race-based bias. Principal Williams, for example, described how the
district’s leadership meetings on race and power supported his individual conversations with
teachers who demonstrated race-based bias. Principal Riley shared similar sentiments around the
district’s consistency with increasing leaders' awareness and skill. These priorities were drawn
from the district’s five-year strategic plan which was directly referenced in three out of the five
interviews conducted.

Other times leaders shared critiques. For example, associate Principal Scott and Principal
Riley both called for increased follow-through and accountability of leaders and educators.
Principal Adams expressed a desire for the initiatives to deepen without being obscured by
political pressures. In totality, these leaders recognized that the district had a clearly stated and
communicated vision, mission, and strategic plan, but worried that the district’s actions and
procedures are sometimes in conflict with its goals.

Another contextual factor that three of the leaders raised was the shifting demographics
of the district as an impetus for many of the race-based biases observed. As noted previously, the
district has seen an over 300% increase of students of color. This theme in the findings echoes
recent literature that highlights how socio-political and environmental factors influence leaders'
approaches to confronting bias (Clarida, 2023; Evans, 2007; Walker et al., 2023).

While the conceptual framework does not specify the impact of contextual factors other
than racial identity, the original work of Capper et al.'s (2006) framework, does recognize the

importance of emotional safety for risk taking. Many of the findings above demonstrate a
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perceived gap or strength in safety for risk taking. Principal Williams, for example, expressed
feeling empowered to engage in conversation about race and racism given the district's newfound
stance. In contrast, Principal Riley, Principal Adam, and Principal Scott expressed hesitation.
Informal Conversations and White Fragility

A third theme involved informal conversations and White fragility. All leaders referenced
these when discussing how they confront teachers’ race-based bias . This reflects the domain of
pedagogy related to critical consciousness (see A, figure 3.1) which calls for “teaching methods
for raising student consciousness about power inequities,” (Capper et al., 2006, p. 216).

Leaders specified varying conversational approaches based on the gravity of the
race-based bias and their rapport with the teacher. For example, some used informal conversation
to share general noticings from a classroom observation or to highlight perceived bias-based
language by the educator. These were a way to elicit teacher reflection and self-awareness.
Leaders also used inquiry to both deepen their understanding of a situation and to get educators
to reflect on their own potential bias.

Three leaders indicated using direct candor as necessary, to engage in difficult
conversation where they perceived egregious bias or in moments where educators refused to
change their bias-based behaviors. Two of these three, Principal Adams and Associate Principal
Scott, were able to provide specific examples of difficult and direct conversations with educators.
The third, Principal Ferrington, spoke in general about direct conversations with teachers. This
also points to a potential correlation between the level of critical self-reflection and willingness
to engage in direct candor.

Of note, Principal Riley, who also demonstrated nuanced and sophisticated levels of
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critical self-reflection, indicated that she didn’t confront teachers’ bias enough. She admitted to
wanting to do better. While she communicated a lack of skill in confronting teachers, it also
showed her ability to critically self-reflect about her areas for growth. This aligns with recent
research on leaders' hesitancy to hold difficult conversations with their teachers (Irby, 2021;
Mansfield & Jeanmarie, 2015; Singleton, 2022; Theoharis & Haddix, 2011).

The tendency toward relying on informal conversations seems connected to leaders'
reluctance to push teachers out of their comfort zone. School leaders described how staff’s
feelings and attitude impacted their conversations with teachers’ in moments of confronting their
race-based bias. They recounted how they practiced caution when discussing issues of race, often
to limit people’s defensiveness. Within the conceptual framework, the domain of pedagogy
related to knowledge (see D, figure 3.1) describes how leaders can help educators in developing
their understanding of equity through a variety of teaching methods.

For example, Principal Ferrington repeatedly described acting in covert ways as to not
offend or polarize folks who get triggered with terms like DEI or equity. Additionally, Principal
Adams and Principal Williams both described being strategic because their teachers have
difficulties talking about race. Principal Adams, for instance, used informal conversations to
avoid teachers feeling that they were being called racist, whereas Principal Williams indicated
that his staff, particularly his more veteran teachers, were not ready to have whole group
conversations about race.

As a collective, these suggest leaders' tendency to give deference to White fragility
instead of confronting race-based bias. White fragility is defined as the discomfort that White

individuals experience when discussing issues of race, power, and privilege (DiAngelo, 2018).
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Despite leaders' espoused desires to confront race-based bias, their teachers’ White fragility, and
potentially their own White fragility, caused them to shift their approaches to be softer and less
direct. This theme echoes literature demonstrating how leaders evade difficult conversations with
teachers (Bridges, 1990; Chang-Bacon, 2022; Jones et al., 2022; Le Fevre & Robinson, 2015;
Singleton, 2022; Walker et al., 2023).
Supervision and Evaluation

A fourth theme was how supervision and evaluation factored into how leaders confront
teachers’ race-based bias toward students. The use of performance management systems to
eradicate barriers for students has parallels to the conceptual framework of this study,
particularly within the domain of curriculum on skills. The domain of curriculum on skills
“pertains to how to actually implement evidenced-based practices or putting particular
knowledge into practice to work toward erasing inequities in schools,” (Capper et al., 2006, p.
215). In the case of leaders in the Olympia district, this meant using the evaluation system to
communicate the urgent need for teachers to improve or shift their practices.

Three out of five leaders expressed using the supervision and evaluation process as a way
to confront teachers’ race-based bias. Two leaders indicated that the supervision and evaluation
process allowed them to tackle race-based bias by focusing on the pedagogical approaches of
their teachers. For instance, Principal Williams expressed how he would gently press teachers
with questions that had them reflect on their practice after observing them teach. Instead of
tackling race-based bias directly, Principal Williams expressed a preference to focus on
developing teachers’ skills which, when effective, would shift the seemingly low expectations of

teachers.
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Two leaders described how they leveraged the evaluation process to make their vision for
equitable instruction clear to teachers, demonstrating how they leverage pedagogy related to
skill. For instance, Principal Adams expressed, “It kind of comes down to me having to say...
‘Here's your professional responsibility, here's your personal beliefs, how are we going to
reconcile the two?”” Principal Adams described how she used the evaluation process as a way to
reinforce non-negotiable expectations of teachers and as a performance management system.
Their primary goal was to ensure effective teaching practices, particularly for minoritized
students.

Interestingly, none of the leaders discussed the use of termination, even when reflecting
on egregious acts of bias. This phenomenon is described in literature that shows leaders’
tendency to protect, even when issues of performance arise, as well as reflecting the structural
and political challenges involved in terminating a teacher (Bridges, 1990; Khalifa, 2016).

Use of Adult Learning

Finally, many of the leaders communicated using adult learning structures, such as
professional development, team meetings, and common planning times to increase teachers'
consciousness about how systems of oppression manifest in schools. As such, these examples of
using adult learning structures draw directly from domains of the conceptual framework, namely
pedagogy related to critical consciousness, as well as curriculum on critical consciousness. These
domains aim to raise “student consciousness about power, privilege, and associated issues”
(Capper, 2006, p. 214)

Two leaders used professional development to engage in book studies that led to

individual reflection and peer conversation about race and racism. Two leaders recounted the use
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of partnerships that brought DEI training to their school. Four leaders highlighted the use of
common planning time or department time to dive into critical work of ensuring access to
grade-level content for minoritized students. This work included data analysis to better
understand the student experience, the facilitation of multi-tiered systems of support, and the
analysis of tasks for bias. Of note, three out of the five leaders indicated that this professional
development from the central office was insufficient, with two leaders directly stating that while
their knowledge has expanded as a result of district professional development, their leadership
skills in facilitating the work has not.

To summarize, the findings of this study raised relevant themes that help us understand
how leaders— as racial beings working in contexts imbued with individual, institutional, and
cultural racism — confront teachers’ race-based bias towards students. These themes included the
leader's ability to critically self-reflect, the impact of contextual factors, prioritization of informal
conversations, the centering of White fragility, the use of supervision and evaluation, the use of
adult learning structures, and the role of defiance in moments of resistance.

Limitations and Positionality

There are a few identified limitations to the study, including the limited time available for
data collection, the need to be specific in site and participant selection, and the potential for
inaccuracies in participants' self-perception. Specifically, the presence of social desirability bias
is a limitation, given the difficulties of exploring race-based bias (Bergen & Labonté, 2020) . To
address these limitations, I intentionally chose research methods that incorporate multiple

sources of data and that enabled cross-referencing and triangulation of information.
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As a Latino leader who believes that social justice is the purpose and end goal of
education, I recognize my own interests around the importance of leadership in education and the
importance of protecting the potential of all students, and particularly students who are victims
of educators’ race-based bias. As an educational leader that has navigated both a majority White
staff and a majority staff of color, confronting bias and developing my skill in providing effective
feedback was central to my work as a principal. I was often curious as to how adults who served
children of color were rarely pushed to think critically about their own beliefs, attitudes, and
bias. Throughout this study, I found it important to engage in conversations to ensure I was
making sense of the data in a way that acknowledged and ameliorated any of my biases. This
was particularly true when I perceived the use of coded language or instances of deficit thinking
from respondents. Through a deepend analysis, coupled with conversations with my research
colleagues, I was able to further analyze statements from participants in an attempt to truly
understand their answers. Lastly, as the study aims to explore facets of race-based bias, I
recognize that my race may have influenced participants’ social desirability bias, depending on
the participants’ racial attitudes and comfort level.

Implications and Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal implications for practice, policy, and research. Three
implications for practice emerged from the results of this study. First, findings suggest that
leaders’ skills need to be developed in order to appropriately confront teachers’ race-based bias.
For school districts as well as leader preparation programs, professional development should lean
into applying frameworks that support courageous conversation on race. Additionally, it is

critical that leaders are provided with professional learning opportunities that encourage them to
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develop critical consciousness, understanding their own implicit biases and positionality. Finally,
while the results of this study showed that leaders used systems of supervision and evaluation,
none of the leaders indicated the use of termination even when egregious acts of race-based bias
were committed.

A second implication for practice is the need to leverage frameworks that support the
analysis of disaggregated data on school climate and achievement. While many of the leaders
mentioned the use of data to support individual students, only one of the leaders in the study
communicated the use of disaggregated data analysis to better understand the experiences of
minoritized students. One leader expressed wanting to have data about the student experience,
criticizing the absence of student climate data in the district. A related implication is the value of
student climate surveys which provide leaders with nuanced insights as to the lived experiences
of their students and can lead to action plans that foster a more inclusive culture.

Third, this study suggests an imbalance between “conversations” and accountability.
School leaders' perception of district level professional development was largely that it remained
in the realm of conversations, but no action. This was mirrored by the most common approach
that leaders took to confront teachers’ race-based bias: informal conversations. Many of these
informal conversations were coupled with centering the emotions of staff, leading to a more
gentle approach. School and district leaders would benefit from increasing accountability of
staff. District leaders can hold school leaders accountable to the implementation of equity-based
initiatives that are discussed during professional development. Likewise, school leaders must
hold teachers accountable to equity based practices in the classrooms.

Alongside these implications for practice, the findings also suggest implications for
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policy and research. First, school committees should engage in ongoing anti-bias policy as well
as clarity in their roles as board members. While school leaders are an important agent of change,
they work in a larger context where political pressures may interfere. This study highlighted how
political pressure, specifically from the school committee, can counteract social justice
initiatives. Additionally, state and city-level policy should clearly delineate the responsibilities of
school committees and governing boards of schools, emphasizing their role as holding
supertinedent’s accountable to enacting the strategic plan of the district.

The findings from this research indicate a need to align schools in approaches they should
take when egregiously biased behaviors occur. Districts should codify these approaches through
policies and guidelines, providing school leaders across their district with a calibrated approach
to enacting consequences. This level of accountability for teachers and leaders will empower and
support leaders as they confront the race-based bias of teachers.

This research suggests that school leaders’ identity and critical self-reflection may
influence their approach when confronting teachers’ race-based bias. Future research could
investigate how racial identity formation influences leaders’ comfortability in confronting
teachers' biased behaviors. Additionally, a future study may choose to investigate other identity
markers such as gender or age to answer how such identities may influence actions taken.

While the overwhelming majority of the teachers employed by the district of this study
identified as White, future research may find how teacher demographics impact equity
based-initiatives. Such research can provide useful insight to districts around the influence of
teacher diversity in enacting social justice efforts in schools.

Lastly, this study found that contextual factors, such as rapid shifts in the demographics
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of a community's population, impacts the efforts of districts and schools. Future research may
investigate how different contextual factors may influence a district's priorities around equity and
social justices. Contextual factors such as political affiliation, median income levels, or a
district’s achievement rates may be studied to further understand how such factors impact the
district’s social justice efforts.

In conclusion, this research aimed to explore how leaders - as racial beings working in
contexts imbued with individual, institutional, and cultural racism — confront teachers’
race-based bias toward students. Findings highlight the use of informal conversations,
supervision and evaluation, adult learning, and defiance in moments of resistance as the
approaches and leaders’ took in confronting teachers’ race-based bias. Additionally the findings
suggest that leaders’ ability to critically self-reflect and contextual factors surrounding the
district as greatly influencing leaders approaches. As districts and leaders look to implement the
critical work of social justice and equity driven initiatives, frameworks, like the one used in this

study, may provide leaders and districts with a guide for assessing and planning next steps.

Chapter Four®

Discussion

® This chapter was jointly written by Julia Bott, Derrick Ciesla, Rodolfo Morales and Marybeth
O’Brien
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The Olympia School District aimed to meet the needs of their increasingly racially and
ethnically diverse student population. Throughout our studies, leaders highlighted both
instructional and social justice leadership strategies to close opportunity and achievement gaps.
Their identities, positionality and approaches all differed despite working within a district
positing equity-centered priorities. In the following section, we will synthesize cross-cutting
themes that emerged across our respective, individual studies in response to our overarching
research question: How do educational leaders cultivate and promote SJPKS? We will then
identify implications for practice, policy and future research related to social justice leadership.

Four Themes

Our individual studies explored how school leaders define, cultivate, and promote SJPKS
in their contexts. Across our studies, four themes emerged: critical self-reflection, perceptions of
district-level infrastructure and strategic planning, school-level instructional infrastructure and
capacity building and gaps in social justice pedagogical skill.
Critical Self-reflection

Critical self-reflection is one of the three key tenets of critical consciousness, along with
critical motivation and critical action (Freire, 1973). Critical self-reflection is described as
reflection that raises one's awareness of their own bias and beliefs on power and privilege
(Capper, 2006). As echoed in the literature, critical self-reflection is important because it directly
connects to and influences a leaders’ capacity to promote SJPKS (Dantley, 2005a, 2008; Furman,
2012; Freire, 2000; Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, Seider & Graves, 2020).

It is important to note that the journey towards critical self-reflection is not linear, it is

complex and nuanced. Throughout our study, we found that leaders demonstrated varying
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degrees of their own awareness. Our findings highlight these nuances while revealing patterns
across respondents with higher and lower indications of critical self-reflection. In general,
leaders who demonstrated stronger critical self-reflection were more apt to collaborate with their
teachers to dismantle perceived inequities. On the other hand, leaders who demonstrated limited
critical self-reflection were less likely to recognize the important role of other leaders in
collaborating to lead the work and were more likely to have instances of biased and deficit
mindsets.

Some leaders demonstrated critical self-reflection as they narrated how their upbringing
and identity markers influenced their beliefs and notions of social justice leadership.
Superintendent Meyers, for example, shared his experience as a first-generation immigrant and
multilingual learner to inspire his team to ensure that students' needs are met. His ability to
simultaneously recognize systems of oppression he navigated while also owning the privileges
he holds as a White male demonstrated his ability to negotiate multiple truths as he reflected on
his positionality.

Similarly, Principal Adams described her own identity as a White woman in a
predominantly White female field that aims to serve communities of color. She described how
her comfort level in discussing issues of race did not equate to her knowing more than others. In
fact, Principal Adams reflected on instances where she learned from families of color about
racial and cultural differences. Principal Adams pointed to such instances as critical moments for
her own growth. Principal Adams’ ability to reflect on her upbringing and current experiences
empowered her to think critically about race, power and privilege as she collaborated with her

educators.
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Superintendent Meyers and Principal Adams were able to critically self-reflect in ways
that led to personal and professional growth. Their critical self-reflection allowed them to
consider how their perspective may be similar and/or different from that of their community
members. Additionally, they both exhibited humility as they described their trajectory towards
learning more about race and power as well as doing more to break down barriers for students.

Furthermore, some leaders also practiced strategies to cultivate relationships with
educators, students and families in order to support the development of SJPKS. For example,
Superintendent Meyers focused on learning directly from students during his listening tour. He
leveraged this opportunity to be on the ground, learning from the students he set out to serve. As
a result, he was able to gain the trust of students, teachers and families, as he enacted his
strategic plan to center and address diverse students’ needs.

Similarly, Principal Adams fostered the necessary conditions for educator risk-taking to
support the development of their capacity to engage in critical self-reflection. Educators in her
community described their principal supporting them to enhance curriculum and implement
culturally affirming and engaging pedagogy. Different forms of support, including formative
coaching conversations, explicit modeling and guided practice through professional development
structures directly provided emotional and intellectual safety that allowed them to confront
feelings of uncertainty or self-doubt. Additionally, educators in her community reflected on how
she both modeled critical self- reflection and implemented practices to support their growing
awareness of their own intersectional identities and relationship to privilege and power.

On the other hand, some leaders demonstrated conflicting levels of awareness. Principal

Ferrington, for example, was able to name his identity as a White Christian male as influencing
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his approach to leadership. In particular, he reflected on how his spiritual ideology had
influenced him to be a “servant” leader. However, Principal Ferrington also made several
comments that reflected racial bias and deficit thinking. Such comments included a description
of Black males as coming from dysfunctional families, as well as a messaging that he knew what
was best for Black children despite their own concerns over his biases. Despite the disconnect
between his critical self-reflection and biased comments, Principal Ferrington was highlighted by
news sources and press releases as a leader who advocated for rigorous course selection and
eliminated barriers to AP courses and dual enrollment for students.

Conversely, we also found that many school leaders did not demonstrate critical
self-reflection and were therefore seemingly unaware of their own biases. These leaders often
concentrated on addressing deficiencies, inadequacies, or perceived shortcomings within specific
groups or individuals in their responses to questions related to race, power, and privilege,
particularly in the context of Black male students. For instance, Principal William’s reflection of
his upbringing as a first-generation Irish immigrant growing up navigating alcoholism and
poverty with his family led him to feel more connected with what he perceived to be the
experience of his students. He also shared an anecdote of a Black family communicating trust in
him, as well as a separate anecdote to demonstrate his willingness to go into the community
where his students of color resided. Lastly, while he communicated a desire to break down
barriers and close gaps for students of color, he also stated that teachers’ race-based bias was not
an issue and that there was no systematic way to identify when a student needs additional

support. Principal William’s comments mirror commonly debated issues related to critical
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self-reflection, such as leveraging perceived closeness to blackness to evade acknowledgment of
biases, and almost portraying schools as a post-racial society, devoid of racism.

In order to overcome these barriers, our conceptual framework suggests leveraging the
dimensions of pedagogy and critical consciousness to raise leaders’ “consciousness about power
inequities” (Capper, 2006, p. 216). Weaving these two dimensions would support leaders in
disrupting their own deficit thinking so that they can begin to develop critical consciousness,
embrace asset-based thinking about minoritized students and communities, and support the
development of their educators’ SJPKS. As noted above, critical self-reflection is a journey. As
leaders come to understand how their identity impacts their view of the world and influences
their perceptions, assumptions, and biases, they progress toward more sophisticated levels of
critical self-reflection. Additionally, it is human nature to experience setbacks and regression on
the journey towards critical self-reflection. Without the ability to critically self-reflect, leaders
risk acting on unconscious biases and countering social justice efforts (Dyches and Boyd, 2017;
Seider & Graves, 2020; Watts et al., 2011). Furthermore, a leaders’ lack of critical self-reflection
directly impedes their capacity to cultivate the SJPKS of others.

While critical self-reflection is paramount to individual leaders' own cultivation and
promotion of SJPKS, and therefore, an important first step to being able to develop others’
SJPKS, it is also the role of the district to ensure systems and structures allow for successful
cultivation of SJPKS.

Perceptions of District-level Infrastructure and Strategic Planning
A second theme that emerged across our research studies was the influence of

district-level infrastructure and strategic planning on the ability for SJPKS to be enacted across
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the district and schools. Across our studies there was evidence that elements of the district
strategic plan were aimed toward initiatives to advance social justice, however, there were
contrary positions on whether school-based leaders were able to enact said initiatives to promote
SJPKS. Furthermore, leaders identified several compounding variables that negatively impacted
their social justice leadership including district-level resistance, obstructive attitudes, and a lack
of support from central office administrators. In the Olympia School District, there were varying
perceptions of district-level support for SJPKS enactment and risk-taking, further influencing
how leaders developed and cultivated SJPKS.

Three school leaders positively portrayed the district’s support for enacting social justice
leadership in schools. They communicated appreciation for the district’s strategic plan which
highlighted diversity and a call to action to increase equity. For example, one principal praised
the superintendent for naming and addressing the core priorities of the district, putting leaders in
positions to do the critical work of building inclusive communities for students of color.
Similarly, another leader reflected on his twenty-year career in the Olympia District, noting that
the present focus on equity and social justice had never been stronger. These were just a few
examples of many who highlighted the Superintendent’s core values, communicating a trust in
his vision and an appreciation of how he fostered a sense of safety in risk-taking.

One district-level infrastructure that was leveraged to develop leaders' capacity was
professional development. School leaders described how the district provided professional
development, through strategic partnerships to develop leader’s awareness of how power, race,
and privilege manifest within schools. On one hand, some school leaders stated that as a result of

professional learning, they felt empowered to engage in critical conversations about how bias
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presents in the actions and habits of members within the school and district teams. They
addressed this through professional collaboration, dialogue, and educator evaluation. On the
other hand, school leaders communicated that district leaders often requested principals “pull
back” or reverse decisions in order to relieve the tensions that arose through political or
community-based resistance.

One principal shared more nuanced feelings about the district’s support of social justice
efforts. This school leader expressed that the district was taking the right steps in naming equity
as a focus, pointing to professional development and leadership agendas to cultivate leaders'
critical consciousness. However, the principal also recounted instances of pushback from the
district, particularly around what they described as an equity-driven restorative approach to
discipline. They identified tension as they acknowledged the district's efforts to cultivate leaders’
SJPKS while simultaneously experiencing a lack of central office support

In stark contrast, four leaders were vocal in critiquing district support. For example, a
district-level leader shared deep concern that the equity work in the district was still surface-level
and at times superficial. They expressed a deep desire for increased urgency around action. At
the school level, one principal recounted how their implementation of the “Black Lives Matter at
School Week" initiative was met with opposition and ultimately, a directive from the
superintendent to alter or eliminate the program. In another instance, the same principal was also
advised to tread lightly when discussing issues of gender and sexual identity. Lastly, another
school leader expressed frustration that conversations and professional development seemingly
led to no action or change. This leader conveyed a lack of accountability for change as a pitfall in

the district, noting that professional development started and ended as conversations without
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follow-through. Collectively, these leaders conveyed a desire for further support from district
leadership.

While perceptions of district support were mixed, it is important to note that the two
leaders who had positive experiences with the level of support were identified as leaders who
demonstrated limited critical self-reflection. Alternatively, leaders who were most critical of
district support demonstrated greater skill in critical self-reflection. In summary, leaders’
perceptions of district support influenced their sense of efficacy and empowerment in enacting
social justice leadership.

Within our conceptual framework, the intersection of curriculum and critical
consciousness is leveraged to raise “consciousness about power, privilege, and associated issues”
(Capper et al., 2006, p. 214). Our findings echo the importance of districts leveraging the
dimensions of curriculum and critical consciousness to develop leaders’ SJPKS, particularly
within their strategic planning and professional development of leaders. These actions not only
develop leaders’ content knowledge and skill but also provide them with the emotional safety to
take risks as they enact the district’s vision. Of note, Capper et al. (2006), highlights the
importance of emotional safety for risk-taking as prospective leaders develop SJPKS.
School-level Instructional Infrastructure and Capacity Building

A third theme that emerged across our research studies was the role and impact of a clear
instructional infrastructure on a leaders’ ability to effectively and consistently implement
instructional leadership practices to cultivate SJPKS. School leaders leverage instructional
leadership to improve the quality and effectiveness of classroom teaching and learning in order

to advance student achievement (Murphy, 1998; Waters, Marzano & McNulty, 2003; Tivnan &
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Hemphill, 2004; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Heck & Moriyama, 2010; Grissom et al., 2013,
Francois, 2014). In order for leaders to leverage instructional leadership practices such as
supervision and evaluation, professional learning, and collaborative planning cycles, they must
also have a solid instructional infrastructure (Chenoweth, 2021). This includes systems and
structures to support the consistency and coherence of these practices across their respective
communities. This may include structured cycles of learning within common planning time, a
strategic sequence of professional development intentionally aligned to instructional priorities, a
well-defined system and protocol for instructional rounds, and/or a schedule and cycle for
observation and feedback with normed protocols.

In schools with stronger instructional infrastructures, we found greater implementation of
instructional leadership practices and more favorable educator reflections on the influence of
those practices on instructional capacity. For example, Principal Adams emphasized the
importance of consistent formative feedback, clear structures for school-based professional
development, and cycles of learning for collaborative planning meetings as essential vehicles for
the cultivation of educator SJPKS. In turn, educators across three different grade levels in this
school community consistently described how these structures aligned to and reinforced
school-wide priorities. Furthermore, they discussed how engagement in these practices supported
their critical self-reflection, identification of curricular bias, and capacity to norm on
instructional practices that support diverse learners. Conversely, in schools that lacked this
infrastructure, we identified inconsistent and at times ineffective implementation of instructional
practices and priorities. Additionally, we found a disconnect in how educators experienced those

practices. For example, at Olympia High School both the school leader and educators identified
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the negative impact of gaps in the instructional infrastructure on the implementation of
instructional practices to cultivate educator SJPKS. While Principal Ferrington highlighted
competing district priorities and scheduling barriers as contributing factors to the inconsistent
implementation, educators in his community identified different constraints. Specifically, they
highlighted inconsistencies in adult learning structures and priorities, along with a lack of
accountability for the leadership team to effectively convey social justice learning to their
respective teams. These factors contributed to an uneven implementation of SJPKS development.
In these counter-examples, the social justice capacity building became more fragmented, largely
dependent on the instructional leadership capacity and SJPKS of individual department chairs
and team leads.

While both examples illuminate the need for a consistently implemented, school-wide
infrastructure for instructional practices as a lever for SIPKS, it is equally important for leaders
to have the knowledge and skill necessary to leverage these practices. In essence, a strong
instructional leadership infrastructure does not guarantee that leaders have the prerequisite social
justice knowledge or skill to enact instructional leadership practices effectively. Therefore, it is
important that districts foster both the leaders’ capacity to implement a strong instructional
infrastructure as well as their social justice knowledge. Our conceptual framework describes this
knowledge of social justice as the need for “school leaders to know about evidence-based
practices that can create an equitable school” (Capper et al., 2006, p 213). Finally, even with
well-developed social justice knowledge, leaders also require support to build the skill of
enactment.

Gaps in Leaders’ Social Justice Pedagogical Skill
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A fourth theme that emerged was a clear gap in school leaders' capacity to enact social
justice pedagogical skill in order to develop this capacity within educators. As articulated in our
conceptual framework, there is a distinction between the social justice knowledge of
“evidence-based practices” leaders and educators require to create “more equitable schools” and
the skills they must possess to enact that knowledge through praxis. Effective leaders for social
justice must be equipped with both knowledge and pedagogical skills (Capper et al., 2006, p.
213). Data gathered throughout the current study indicated that many central office and
school-level leaders demonstrated and articulated greater levels of knowledge about social
justice leadership than skill set to enact this knowledge within their contexts. This was echoed by
educators' perceptions and experiences in their respective communities.

Many school leaders highlighted the implementation of culturally competent and
responsive professional development facilitated by an outsider partner, as a meaningful
knowledge-building experience. The professional development was intended to build an
understanding, awareness, and theoretical foundation of social justice principles within the
context of education. Specifically, some leaders reflected that participation in these professional
learning sessions deepened their consciousness of implicit bias, structural and systemic
inequities, and the socio-political factors that contribute to dynamics of power and privilege
within different identity groups. However, several leaders also noted that these professional
development sessions fell short because they did not sufficiently equip leaders with the requisite
practical skills to effectively translate social justice knowledge into tangible, capacity-building

actions with their staff.
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This gap in support for skill development is exemplified by Principal Adams of Cherry
Hill Elementary School, a school leader who demonstrated a well-developed social justice
knowledge base. In order to build the knowledge of her faculty, Principal Adams initiated a book
study to encourage staff members to engage in critical thinking regarding unconscious biases, as
well as to understand the historical and systemic factors that perpetuate educational inequalities.
In essence, Ms. Adams designed this professional learning opportunity to cultivate educators’
critical consciousness. However, Principal Adams also articulated that she desired coaching and
support to ensure educators translated their developing consciousness to curricular planning and
instructional practice to improve learning outcomes for students. Principal Adams was vocally
craving support to cultivate her social justice skill development and ensure that educators’ social
justice knowledge actually transformed practice and contributed to a more equitable and
empowering educational experience for minoritized students. These reflections were also echoed
by her educators who acknowledged that their growth in knowledge did not directly translate to
the skills necessary to critically consume curriculum, facilitate more culturally responsive and
affirming pedagogy, and cultivate cultures of belonging for all students.

Likewise, an associate school leader expressed frustration when his efforts to enact the
expressed values of the school and directly address the behaviors of an educator were
undermined. This associate school leader reflected that a great deal of intentionality was given to
providing professional development to the leadership team in order to cultivate their knowledge
and capacity to identify and enact antiracist practices. However, when an educator who used the
“N-word” during a literature class was confronted with the harmful impact of their actions on

students, other leaders interceded, defending the educator's actions and ultimately resisting
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accountability. Thus, while professional development focused on building awareness and
understanding of power and privilege, it did not appear to advance leaders’ ability to transfer
such knowledge to practice and actively confront issues of bias.

It is important to note that SJPKS is a developmental journey. One does not simply
achieve it. The developmental nature of SJPKS signifies a process that includes progress and
setbacks within different domains of SJPKS, rather than steady advancement. Additionally,
multi-faceted identities, experiences and contexts influence an individual’s growth and
willingness to progress on the developmental journey toward SJPKS. We see an example of this
play out as leaders gain social justice content knowledge while simultaneously desiring to
expand their skills to enact social justice leadership and transform their schools into more
inclusive and equitable learning communities. As leaders build their capacities, they can further
develop their SJPKS.

In summary, it was evident through multiple interviews, survey analysis, and document
reviews that district and school leaders are in various phases of building their social justice
knowledge through the frame of critical consciousness. Grasping the principles and theories of
equitable education is crucial for social justice pedagogical knowledge and foundational to the
work of social justice leadership. Furthermore, as outlined by our conceptual framework, leaders
for social justice also require specific skills to advance this work in their communities. However,
our study revealed a gap in leaders’ development of social justice pedagogical skill due to an
overemphasis on building their consciousness and content knowledge and a lack of district

attention and strategic support for the development of skills. Building a strong social justice skill
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set in district and school leaders will empower them to create the conditions for the cultivation of
educator SJPKS, even in the face of opposition.

The four themes from our studies shed light on how leaders cultivate and promote
SJPKS, including through the use of critical self-reflection, district-level strategic planning and
initiatives, school-level instructional infrastructure and capacity building, and gaps in social
justice pedagogical skill. Additionally, we’ve identified how contextual factors, such as
perceptions of district support, influence leaders’ actions. Our exploration of SJPKS underscores
the urgency to create equitable, socially just learning environments for students. We recognize
how crucial it is for leaders to possess the critical consciousness, knowledge, and skills to lead
this work. Without these competencies, efforts to foster a more inclusive and equitable education
may not take effect.

Implications

Our research examined how educational leaders cultivate and promote SJPKS. The
findings of this study carry implications for practice, policy, and future research related to social
justice leadership and capacity building.

Leadership Practice

Our study illuminates several leadership competencies and practices that are essential for
the successful cultivation of educators’ SJIPKS. These include the development of critical
self-reflection, implementing infrastructure for adult learning, and intentional support for skill
enactment.

Findings from our study highlight the foundational role of critical self-awareness, a

tenant of critical consciousness, in cultivating SJPKS. District and school leaders require
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intentional support to continue to build this self-reflection so that they consistently confront their
own biases and their role in perpetuating inequities and responsibility for correcting them.
Furthermore, leaders with stronger critical self-reflection are better equipped to create the
conditions to cultivate it within their leadership teams and classroom educators, as evidenced by
our comparison of teacher perceptions across schools. Support for critical self-reflection requires
explicit professional development to build leader knowledge and understanding of their
positionality, privilege, and power. Furthermore, leaders require regular coaching and feedback
to ensure they are enacting this awareness to inform decisions and actions, disrupt bias and
deficit thinking, and advance equity. Leaders at all levels of the organization should use explicit
equity protocols that require deep reflection around the intended and unintended consequences of
their actions.

Additionally, findings demonstrate that schools require a strong infrastructure in order to
implement instructional leadership practices for the cultivation of educators’ SJPKS. Leaders
require explicit training, support, and models of instructional leadership infrastructures that
promote coherent and consistent practices across the school community. Leaders of the Olympia
District expressed how they used infrastructures for adult learning to cultivate SJPKS. However,
leaders also demonstrated a need for professional development on how to build educators'
capacity for SJPKS through curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment. To fill this gap, trainings
may provide leaders with strong models and guided practice to facilitate cycles of educator
learning, tools and protocols for collaborative planning sessions, processes for supervision and

evaluation, and/or a clear framework for designing a strategic arc of professional learning.
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Furthermore, findings suggest that even with a foundational knowledge of social justice
content, curriculum and pedagogy, and a strong instructional infrastructure, leaders still require
explicit support in social justice skill development to build this capacity in others. Data
underscores a need for districts to identify clear and consistent frameworks for bias-based
curriculum interrogation, protocols for culturally responsive data analysis, and/or culturally and
linguistically affirming instructional practices to ensure fidelity across the system.

Additionally, findings showed that in the absence of explicit skills, leaders fall short of
their goals of leading equity initiatives and building educator capacity. This was evidenced by
leaders avoiding direct conversations with their direct reports, placating adult emotions, and
stifling equity-driven initiative. Data suggests that leaders require training in specific protocols
for equity-framed data analysis in order to more effectively facilitate data reviews and action
planning. Additionally, structures such as district and school-level instructional rounds using
common observation tools that explicitly center equity practices and/or unit and lesson
interrogation simulations can effectively build this capacity.

Our findings also demonstrate that even within the context of our study, in a state that
touts its progressive ideals, barriers impede educational leaders' abilities to cultivate SJPKS.
Leaders expressed how politicized view-points, polarizing topics, and disagreements around the
celebration of identities impeded their efforts. As a result, leaders leveraged their social capital,
built coalitions, and strategically chose their words when communicating about social justice
work. Oftentimes leaders worked to find common ground or rebrand their goals in order to
slowly move towards their vision, garner buy-in, and prevent disharmony within their

community. These skills are often overlooked by leader preparation programs and professional
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development. Such programs should aim to increase these skills as they are necessary for the
strategic cultivation of SJPKS.

Finally, this research study illuminated inconsistencies between leaders and educators’
perceptions and experiences of the prioritization, implementation, and support for SJPKS.
Furthermore, several educators and leaders identified the need for clear systems and procedures
of accountability for the implementation of social justice practices. Findings demonstrate that
districts and schools would benefit from common observation tools that explicitly link
expectations for the implementation of social justice knowledge and practices to the supervision
and evaluation system and process. Additionally, district and school-level climate and culture
surveys should explicitly identify components of SJPKS to gather data on student, family, and
faculty perceptions of the implementation of practices. This data should be analyzed at the
district and school level and leveraged to inform strategic planning and adjustments to leadership
and educator practice.

Leadership Policy

Current federal, state, and local policy has begun to consider the complex set of
challenges faced in the educational arena to ensure equitable experiences for students. Our study
identifies some of the pervasive challenges within the educational system toward enacting social
justice, particularly to personnel and practice.

This study illuminated the disconnect between district and school leaders’ social justice
pedagogical knowledge and the skill necessary for effective implementation. In order to ensure
that leaders enter the field with both the necessary knowledge and skill set to advance this work,

higher education programs must explicitly build leader capacity for SIPKS. Therefore, there is a
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need to reform higher education policy to ensure that leadership preparatory programs are
accountable for teaching and developing leaders’ SJPKS.

Likewise, in assuring leaders possess this knowledge and skill, and arguably the courage
to do this work, certification, recertification, and evaluatory processes require revisions that
would encapsulate elements of SJPKS. For sitting leaders, a focus on social justice should be
required for endorsement and license renewal. This would support the advancement of social
justice leadership along with a requirement for professional development points aligned to social
justice and instructional leadership knowledge and skill development.

Districts, including superintendents, school leaders, and educators, should expect
accountability for enacting SJPKS. While our study revealed that a district emphasized social
justice knowledge development, findings also indicated an underdeveloped capacity for
knowledge enactment. Requiring evidence of social justice practice through the evaluation
system would hold district and school leaders accountable for supporting SJPKS development.
Furthermore, implementing a robust audit of districts' educational programs, services, and
policies will reshape the political landscape and educational policies in schools.

While this study focused solely on one school district, it is evident that a school district is
only one component of a larger system that encompasses the state and federal levels of policy.
This highlights the necessity for an audit mechanism at both the state and federal levels.
Implementation of consistent audits should reveal inequities in opportunity, access, and
achievement as well as key practices that improve the experience for minoritized populations.
Such audits serve as a form of accountability for districts, state, and federal educational

institutions to enact transformative educational change.
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Key policy at the local level lies in the purview of school committees. Our findings
suggest that school committees hold influence over how districts enact social justice and
equity-driven initiatives, including politicizing and resisting social justice policies. In order to
ensure current and future policies at the local level are revised to meet the criteria for an
equitable approach to education, members of this governing body require knowledge to do this.
Findings shed light on the necessity for policies that hold members of school committees/boards
accountable for participating in training aimed at enhancing their capacity to assess policies
through a social justice lens. Further, state and federal funding should be tied to assurances
whereby local boards should be required to provide proof of credible professional development
programs that support their development in this area in order for the districts to remain in
compliance with such policy. Additionally, school committees and districts should provide proof
of revisions or adoption of policies that demonstrate a move towards equity-driven practices.
Future Research

This study investigated the implementation of SJPKS by school leaders within the school
environment. Our research indicates that many of the school administrators we interviewed
currently lack the essential skills to consistently carry out capacity building for SJPKS in their
respective communities. This can be directly attributed to the insufficient infrastructure and lack
of effective and sustained capacity building within the school district. The aforementioned
limitations and trends identified through this study illuminate potential future research on
leadership for SJPKS.

Our findings highlight the influence of contextual factors such as demographic shifts,

racial tensions, and socio-political pressures, in enacting social justice efforts within a district.
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Additional research conducted in diverse contexts would contribute to validating findings and the
generalizability of our results. For example, research can investigate how the size of a district or
school may impact leaders' ability to implement equity-driven initiatives. Alternatively, research
can explore how the political affiliations of key stakeholders and the community at large may
influence the approaches leaders take as they enact SJPKS. Lastly, research can explore how
demographic shifts in a community influences a district's vision for SJPKS.

This study referenced the impact of school committee policy and feedback on district and
school-level leadership decision-making for SJPKS. Future research could investigate how
processes of school board member appointment, such as elections or mayoral appointment,
impact their comfortability in advocating for transformative changes in education. Research can
investigate the impact of professional development on school committee members’ ability to
engage in equitable decision-making. Furthermore, a study could investigate how school
committee members’ attitudes, perceptions, and recommendations change as a result of ongoing
professional development on equity and socially just educational leadership.

Families and communities can be critical and influential partners at both the school and
district level. Overall, our findings demonstrate a lack of deep and meaningful engagement with
families around the work of social justice. In particular, many leaders communicated perceptions
of family and community resistance towards social justice efforts, particularly among families
who identify as White. Additionally, one leader demonstrated deficit thinking when discussing
families of color and their capacity to contribute to the priorities of the school community.
Furthermore, many leaders communicated that families often have varying understandings of

their district’s vision, priorities, and strategic initiatives to advance equity and divergent
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experiences of implementation at the school level. While our collective study focused primarily
on leader understandings, skills and actions, and educator experiences, this highlights the need
for further research to explore family and community perspectives and experiences of leaders’
and teachers’ efforts to cultivate SJPKS.

Furthermore, while this study did explore how educators’ experience their leaders’ efforts
to cultivate their SJPKS, it did not investigate the relationship between particular curricular or
pedagogical practices and student perceptions, behaviors, or outcomes. Future research is needed
to fully investigate the possible correlation between leaders’ cultivation of SJPKS and students’
level of critical consciousness, engagement, and/or achievement.

Finally, both district and school leaders referenced the pivotal role of external partners in
their SJIPKS capacity building. However, our findings highlighted an overarching disconnect
between leader and educator knowledge building and skill development. Future research should
investigate how districts and school communities leverage external partners to build SJPKS
within their leadership and educator workforce, with a particular focus on evidence of
application, accountability, and follow-through.

Conclusion

Social justice leadership is complex and nuanced. Our research highlights how leaders'
diverse identities and consciousness of power dynamics shape their approach to fostering equity
in schools and districts. The foundation for social justice leadership is laid through continual,
critical self-reflection and a deep understanding of how structural and systemic inequities
intersect and perpetuate within educational institutions. Furthermore, our collective studies

highlight the important role of organizational infrastructure and strategic planning to set the
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framework for SJPKS development. While an infrastructure does not guarantee that SJPKS will
flourish, it will not develop coherently within the school and district without it. Finally, our
research illuminates the need for leaders to possess a comprehensive knowledge of
research-based social justice practices and a well-developed skill-set that ensures enactment. It is
the interplay of all of these factors- individual, school, and district level- that creates the
necessary conditions for the cultivation of SJPKS within educators across the organization.

Even with the necessary knowledge, skill, and organizational infrastructure, leaders face
invariable obstacles to the advancement of social justice within their context. Our research sheds
light on leaders’ urgency to enact social justice leadership, while also navigating contexts that are
imbued with individual, structural, and institutional racism. As cities and states across the United
States become majority-minority, much like the Olympia School District, the need to cultivate

and promote SJPKS becomes increasingly necessary and complex.
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Appendix A
Superintendent Interview Protocol
Guiding Research Questions:
1. How does a superintendent develop and understand their own social justice
pedagogical knowledge and skill?
2. How does a superintendent enact their social justice pedagogical knowledge and

skill to develop the capacity of district and school leaders?

Coding

Research Question 1(RQ1)
Research Question 2 (RQ?2)
Background Building (BB)
Instructional Leadership (IL)
Pedagogical Knowledge (PK)
Social Justice Leadership (SJL)
Critical Consciousness (CC)
Social Justice Knowledge (SJK)

Social Justice Skill (SJS)

Script
Thank you for allowing us the opportunity to work with you and the district to gain a

perspective on the district's work around instructional and social justice leadership. Our study
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will examine how school and district leaders cultivate educators' (leaders and teachers) social
justice pedagogical knowledge and practice. Each member of our team is studying an aspect of
this topic. I am particularly interested in the superintendency, the way a sitting superintendent is
developing their social justice knowledge and using this knowledge to develop the capacity of
district and school leaders.

We are doctoral students at Boston College. All of whom have served as principals in
various districts and district leaders. This work is important to us as we hope to gain insights and
add to the field of education as it relates to topics of instructional and social justice leadership.

During our time together, I hope to gain insight into your background, your leadership as
it relates to this topic, and the way in which you put this knowledge into practice. I want to thank
you in advance for taking the time to meet with me. I expect this interview to take about an hour.
With your permission, I would like to record our interview in order to have it transcribed and
accurately recorded your responses. Please feel free to request that I stop recording at any time

during the interview.

Superintendent Interview Protocol: Unstructured Superintendent Interview
Background Building/ Establishing Rapport with Participant
Please share your experiences as an educator prior to becoming the superintendent.
e What roles did you have?
e What did this work look like?
What inspired you to become a superintendent?

e What educational path did you take to get here?
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e Share any additional influences or experiences that may have led to your journey toward

the superintendency.

Social Justice Knowledge:

First, I would like to get to know a little about your orientation towards social justice:

e How do you describe your understanding of social justice? (SJK)

e In your opinion, what is the role of the superintendent in promoting social justice and
equity work across the district, and how do you ensure that this remains a priority in your

work as a superintendent? (CC, SJL)

e How have you come to understand these ideas?

o What professional organizations or formal learning have you engaged in?

o Are there any ways you support your growth in this area?

m Formal or informal networks?

e How do you communicate your beliefs about social justice throughout the district and

community? (SJL)

Social Justice Pedagogical Knowledge
Next, [ would like to get an understanding of how your knowledge and learning translates to the
daily work or goals you have for your district, leaders, and schools. For this component, we

reference the terms social justice pedagogy. Social justice pedagogy, we define as the way that
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your knowledge of social justice and equity is delivered across the district and in schools to
“change” what and how things are done.

e (an you define your understanding of social justice pedagogy and how it informs your
leadership of a diverse school district? SJL
e (Can you describe a specific example of how you have addressed systemic barriers to

equity and access in your district? (SJK, SJS)

Pedagogical and Social Justice Knowledge

We define social justice pedagogical knowledge and skill as the teaching strategies that lead to
the implementation of evidence-based practices or the practice that bridges the theories around

social justice with action.

How do you enact strategies that develop this understanding across the district?

e How do you ensure that your district's curriculum and instructional practices promote

social justice and equity for all students? (IL, SJPK)

e (Can you describe your approach to the district's professional development opportunities
related to social justice and equity, and how do you ensure that all staff members have

access to this training? (IL, PK)

e How do you ensure that students from diverse backgrounds feel included and represented

in the curriculum and school culture? (CC, SJK)

Social Justice and Community: Pedagogical Skill
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We know that in this work, people embody a social justice consciousness within their
belief system; this impacts the way they show up and consider the work, curriculum, and
initiatives that districts and schools work to improve. I would like to learn more about how you
learn about power, privilege, and associated issues related to social justice and equity and how

this shapes the way you engage with the community you lead and serve.

e How do you engage with community members and families to ensure that their voices are
heard, and their perspectives are considered in decision-making related to social justice

and equity? (SJS)

e How do you develop an understanding of power relations in education? (CC)

e How do you work with the school community to help others recognize these power

relationships? (CC, IL, SJS)

Overall, if there was one change you could make for the district in such a way that all resistance,

challenges, and barriers were removed, what would it be and why?
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Appendix B

School and District Leader Interview Protocol

Marybeth O’Brien + Julia Bott

Purpose Interview Questions

Background e Please briefly share your position and tenure in the district.
Instructional e What does instructional leadership mean to you?
Leadership

Content e What practices do you use to build your teachers’ content
Knowledge & knowledge and skill?

Skills

Social Justice

Leadership

*If the interviewee makes a clear connection between Instructional
Leadership and Social Justice Leadership only ask question one below.
e What does social justice and/or equity-centered leadership mean
to you?
e How do you as a leader communicate your beliefs about social
justice to your stakeholders?
e What practices do you use to build your teachers’ knowledge of
social justice and/or equity-centered teaching?
e How do you see this influencing teachers’ knowledge and

capacity to implement social justice and/or equity-centered
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teaching?

How have you come to understand these ideas about social
justice?

What professional organizations or formal learning have you
engaged in?

Are there any ways you support your growth in this area?

Social Justice

Leadership

Instructional

Leadership

Do you see a relationship between your work as an instructional
leader and a social justice leader?

What instructional practices do you use to build your teachers’
knowledge and skill around social justice and/or equity centered
teaching?

.How do your teachers translate these instructional practices into

their teaching for social justice and/or equity? How do you know?

Social Justice
Pedagogical

Knowledge

How have you used data to monitor the effectiveness of initiatives

aimed at promoting educational equity?

District

In your opinion, what is the role of the superintendent in

promoting social justice and equity work across the district?
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e Recognizing that equity is part of the strategic plan, how has the
superintendent communicated and elevated this priority?
e (Can you describe your approach to the district's professional
development opportunities related to social justice and equity?
m  How do you ensure that all staff members have

access to this training?

Marybeth O’Brien + Derrick Ciesla

Purpose Interview Questions

Background e Please briefly share your position and tenure in the district.
e What roles did you have?

e What did this work look like?

Positionality e What inspired you to become a school leader? What educational
path did you take to get here?
e Share any additional influences or experiences that may have led

to your journey toward being a school leader.
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Social Justice
e How do you describe your understanding of social justice/social

Knowledge
justice leadership?

e In your opinion, what is the role of the superintendent in
promoting social justice and equity work across the district?

e Recognizing that equity is part of the strategic plan, how has the
superintendent communicated and elevated this priority?

e How do you as a leader communicate your beliefs about social
justice to your stakeholders?

e How have you come to understand these ideas about social
justice?

e What professional organizations or formal learning have you
engaged in?

e Are there any ways you support your growth in this area?

Social Justice
e How does your knowledge of social justice and equity inform

Pedagogical
your practice as a principal to improve outcomes for students?
Knowledge

e (Can you describe a specific example of how you have addressed
systemic barriers to equity and access in your district?

e What data or evidence do you collect to monitor the effectiveness

of strategies and initiatives you have implemented to promote
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educational equity, and how do you use this information to

inform decision-making and improvement efforts?

e How do you enact strategies that develop this understanding
across the district?

e How do you ensure that your district's curriculum and
instructional practices promote social justice and equity for all
students?

e How do you ensure that students from diverse backgrounds feel
included and represented in the curriculum and school culture?

e (Can you describe your approach to the district's professional
development opportunities related to social justice and equity?

e How do you ensure that all staff members have access to this

training?

Trauma (supports) e Use dese data - recognizing Olympia is a diverse district not only
by racial identity and student with a disability, socio-economic
status how has that impacted Black Males.

e What systems have you put in place to ensure that your school is
meeting the needs of Black males who have experienced trauma?

e Can you provide examples of specific instructional practices or

interventions you have implemented that have been successful in
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fostering resilience and positive outcomes for Black male
students who have experienced trauma?

How do you collaborate with teachers, counselors, and other
support staff to promote positive outcomes for Black males who
have experienced trauma?

How do you involve families and the wider community in
supporting the asset-based development of Black male students
who have experienced trauma?

What types of professional development or training opportunities
have you provided for teachers to enhance their understanding of
trauma-informed and asset-based instructional practices for Black

Males?

Trauma (gaps)

We know that there are many barriers, including systemic and
institutional barriers, that hinder the success of Black students
and students with trauma. How have these barriers manifested in
your schools?

In your experience, how have you seen misconceptions hinder
educators from providing asset-based instructional practices for
Black males who have experienced trauma?

In your experience, what do you feel has hindered the academic

achievement of Black males who have experienced trauma?
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e How do you think deficit-based thinking impacts educators’

interactions with black male students?

Social Justice

e In your opinion, what additional resources or supports would be
beneficial to further the academic achievement of Black males

with trauma?

Marybeth O’Brien + Rodolfo Morales

Purpose

Interview Questions

Background

e Please briefly share your position and tenure in the district.
e What roles did you have?

o What did this work look like?

Social Justice

Knowledge

e How do you describe your understanding of social justice?

e In your opinion, what is the role of the superintendent in
promoting social justice and equity work across the district?

e Recognizing that equity is part of the strategic plan, how has the
superintendent communicated and elevated this priority?

e How do you as a leader communicate your beliefs about social

justice to your stakeholders?
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How have you come to understand these ideas about social

justice?

Social Justice
Pedagogical

Knowledge

How does your knowledge of social justice and equity inform
your practice as a principal to improve outcomes for students?
Can you describe a specific example of how you have addressed
systemic barriers to equity and access in your district?

How have you used data to monitor the effectiveness of

initiatives aimed at promoting educational equity?

How do you ensure that your school’s curriculum and
instructional practices promote social justice and equity for all
students?

How do you ensure that students from diverse backgrounds feel
included and represented in the curriculum and school culture?
Can you describe how the district's professional development
opportunities related to social justice and equity have impacted
your work as a principal?

Follow up— impact on teacher practice, impact on school-based

PD
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Expectations How do you know when a teacher has high academic
expectations of students?
How do you know when a teacher has low academic
expectations of students?

Comfort In the context of today’s world, with both the Black Lives Matter

Discussing Race

movement and the anti-CRT movement influencing policies in
schools, how comfortable do you feel talking about race?
o (follow up) What has contributed to your comfort level?
o (follow up) Would you say you feel more or less
comfortable talking about race with folks that share your

racial identity?

Bias

Can you tell us how you’ve supported teachers to recognize their
own biases, particularly as it relates to race and students?
Can you tell me about a time that you worked with a teacher or
teachers that held low expectations of students of color?

o (probe on race-based bias)

o (follow up) What specific steps did you take?

o (follow up) What specific steps do you wish you had

taken?
o (follow up) Were there any steps you purposefully

avoided? Why?
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o (follow up) How does/did the racial makeup of your staff
influence your approaches?
o (follow up) How does/did your racial identity impact

your approach?

Julia Bott + Derrick Ciesla

Purpose Interview Questions

Background e Tell me more about yourself and a brief history of your work
here?

Instructional e What does instructional leadership mean to you?

Leadership

e What practices do you use to build your teachers’ content

knowledge and skill?
Content Knowledge o Probe: Can you provide an example or a practice you
& Skills use?

o (follow up) How do you see this practice influencing

teachers' content knowledge and skill?

Social Justice *If the interviewee makes a clear connection between Instructional

Leadership Leadership and Social Justice Leadership only ask question one below.
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e What does social justice and/or equity-centered leadership mean
to you?

e How do you communicate your beliefs about social justice
throughout your school and community?

e What practices do you use to build your teachers’ knowledge of
social justice and/or equity-centered teaching?

e How do you see this influencing teachers’ knowledge and

capacity to implement social justice and/or equity centered

teaching?
Social Justice e Do you see a relationship between your work as an instructional
Leadership leader and a social justice leader?

e What instructional practices do you use to build your teachers’

Instructional knowledge and skill around social justice and/or equity centered

Leadership teaching?

e How do your teachers translate these instructional practices into
their teaching for social justice and/or equity? How do you

know?

Social Justice e (Can you provide examples of specific instructional practices or
interventions you have implemented that have successfully
fostered resilience and positive outcomes for Black male

students who have experienced trauma?
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How do you collaborate with teachers, counselors, and other
support staff to promote positive outcomes for Black males who

have experienced trauma?

Trauma (supports)

Recognizing Olympia is a diverse district not only by racial
identity and student with a disability, socio-economic status, how
has that impacted Black Males.

What systems have you put in place to ensure that your school is
meeting the needs of Black males who have experienced
trauma?

Can you provide examples of specific instructional practices or
interventions you have implemented that have been successful in
fostering resilience and positive outcomes for Black male
students who have experienced trauma?

(probe): How do you collaborate with teachers, counselors, and
other support staff to promote positive outcomes for Black males
who have experienced trauma?

(probe): How do you involve families and the wider community
in supporting the asset-based development of Black male
students who have experienced trauma?

What types of professional development or training

opportunities have you provided for teachers to enhance their
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understanding of trauma-informed and asset-based instructional

practices for Black Males?

Trauma (gaps)

e We know that there are many barriers, including systemic and
institutional barriers, that hinder the success of Black students
and students with trauma. How have these barriers manifested in
your schools?

e In your experience, how have you seen misconceptions hinder
educators from providing asset-based instructional practices for
Black males who have experienced trauma?

e In your experience, what do you feel has hindered the academic
achievement of Black males who have experienced trauma?

e (probe) How do you think deficit-based thinking impacts

educators’ interactions with black male students?

Julia Bott + Rodolfo Morales

Purpose

Interview Questions

Background

e Tell me more about yourself and a brief history of your work

here?
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Instructional e What does instructional leadership mean to you?
Leadership
Expectations e How do you know when a teacher has high academic
expectations of students?
e How do you know when a teacher has low academic expectations
of students?
Instructional e What practices do you use to build your teachers’ content
Leadership knowledge and skill?
Content o Probe: Can you provide an example or a practice you
Knowledge and use?
Skills o (follow up) How do you see this practice influencing
teachers' content knowledge and skill?
Comfort e In the context of today’s world, with both the Black Lives Matter

Discussing Race

movement and the anti-CRT movement influencing policies in
schools, how comfortable do you feel talking about race?
o (follow up) What has contributed to your comfort level?
o (follow up) Would you say you feel more or less
comfortable talking about race with folks who share your

racial identity?

Bias

e (Can you tell us how you’ve supported teachers to recognize their
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own biases, particularly as it relates to race and students?
e (an you tell me about a time that you worked with a teacher or
teachers who held low expectations of students of color?
o (probe on race-based bias)
o (follow up) What specific steps did you take?
o (follow up) What specific steps do you wish you had
taken?
o (follow up) Were there any steps you purposefully
avoided? Why?
o (follow up) How does/did the racial makeup of your staff
influence your approaches?
o (follow up) How does/did your racial identity impact your

approach?

Social Justice

Leadership

*If the interviewee makes a clear connection between Instructional
Leadership and Social Justice Leadership only ask question one below.
e What does social justice and/or equity-centered leadership mean
to you?
e What practices do you use to build your teachers’ knowledge of
social justice and/or equity-centered teaching?
e How do you see this influencing teachers’ knowledge and

capacity to implement social justice and/or equity centered
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teaching?

Social Justice

e Do you see a relationship between your work as an instructional

Leadership leader and a social justice leader? Please elaborate.

e What instructional practices do you use to build your teachers’
Instructional knowledge and skill around social justice and/or equity centered
Leadership teaching?

e How do your teachers translate these instructional practices into
their teaching for social justice and/or equity? How do you
know?

Derrick Ciesla + Rodolfo Morales
Purpose Interview Questions
Background e Tell me more about yourself and a brief history of your work

here?
e Please briefly share your position and tenure in the district.
e What roles did you have?

e What did this work look like?

Expectations

e How do you know when a teacher has high academic
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expectations of students?
How do you know when a teacher has low academic

expectations of students?

Comfort Discussing

Race

In the context of today’s world, with both the Black Lives
Matter movement and the anti-CRT movement influencing
policies in schools, how comfortable do you feel talking about
race?
o (follow up) What has contributed to your comfort level?
o (follow up) Would you say you feel more or less
comfortable talking about race with folks that share your

racial identity?

Bias

Can you tell us how you’ve supported teachers to recognize
their biases, particularly regarding race and students?
Can you tell me about a time that you worked with a teacher or
teachers who held low expectations of students of color?

o (probe on race-based bias)

o (follow up) What specific steps did you take?

o (follow up) What specific steps do you wish you had

taken?
o (follow up) Were there any steps you purposefully

avoided? Why?
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o (follow up) How does/did the racial makeup of your staff
influence your approaches?
o (follow up) How does/did your racial identity impact

your approach?

Trauma (supports)

e Can you provide examples of specific instructional practices you
have implemented that have resulted in positive outcomes for
Black male students with trauma?

o (probe): How do you collaborate with teachers,
counselors, and other support staff to promote positive
outcomes for Black males who have experienced
trauma?

o (probe): How do you involve families and the wider
community in supporting the asset-based development of
Black male students who have experienced trauma?

e What systems have you put in place to ensure that your school is
meeting the needs of Black males who have experienced

trauma?

Trauma (gaps)

e We know that there are many barriers, including systemic and
institutional barriers, that hinder the success of Black students
and students with trauma. How have these barriers manifested in

your schools?
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In your experience, how have you seen misconceptions hinder
educators from providing asset-based instructional practices for
Black males who have experienced trauma?
In your experience, what do you feel has hindered the academic
achievement of Black males who have experienced trauma?

o (probe) How do you think deficit-based thinking impacts

educators’ interactions with black male students?

Social Justice

Can you define your understanding of social justice pedagogy
and how it informs your leadership in this school district?

How do you communicate your beliefs about social justice
throughout the district and community?

Can you describe a specific example of how you have addressed
systemic barriers to equity and access in your district?

What data or evidence do you collect to monitor the
effectiveness of strategies and initiatives you have implemented
to promote educational equity, and how do you use this
information to inform decision-making and improvement
efforts?

What types of professional development or training
opportunities have you provided for teachers to enhance their

understanding of trauma-informed and asset-based instructional
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practices for Black Males?
e In your opinion, what additional resources or supports would be
beneficial to further the academic achievement for Black males

who have experienced trauma?
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Appendix C
Educator Interview Protocol
In this section, I have selected questions that will be asked of educators. These questions
are aligned to four key areas: context setting, instructional leadership knowledge and practices,
social justice leadership knowledge and practices, the intersection between instructional and

social justice leadership and transfer across the organization. .

Question Key Alignment
Context Setting CS
Instructional Leadership IL
Social Justice Leadership SJL
Instructional Leadership + Social Justice Leadership IL + SJL
Transfer T
Questions Focus Area

These questions will include some variation of the following:

Name CS
Years of experience in education

Role in the school

Years of experience in current role

Primary responsibilities
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I1.

12.

13

What is the instructional vision of the school?

What specific structures or practices implemented by your school leader

exist to support your development as an educator?

How do you experience these structures or practices as an educator?

How, if at all, do they influence your knowledge and practice?

What does it mean to be a social justice (or equity-centered) educator to you?
What specific structures or practices implemented by your school leader,
support the development of your social justice (or equity) knowledge and skill?
How do you experience these structures or practices?

How, if at all, do they influence your knowledge and practice?

How, if at all, does equity or social justice intersect with the instructional vision
of the school?

What specific structures or practices support the intersection of instruction

and equity?

How do you experience these structures or practices?

How, if at all, do they influence your knowledge and practice?

. Do you think if I asked other educators in this community, I would get

similar responses?

177

IL

SJL

IL + SJL



Document/Artifact Review Notetaker

Appendix D
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Type of Document

[J Memorandum
[J Internal Memo

[J Community/Family

Memo
[J Agenda

[J Data

Records/Analysis

[J School

Improvement Plan
[J District
Improvement Plan

[J School Committee

Minutes

[J Professional

Development Plans

[J Presentation

[J Website

[J Newspaper/Digital
Media Article

[J Press Release

Document Classification

[J Personal (diary, notes)

[J Official (press releases)

[J Restricted Access (minutes, agendas)

[J Open Access (organization reports, website, publications)

[J Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
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Document/Artifact Characteristics
[J Letterhead
[J Slogan
[J Department Information
[J Notations
[J Highlights

[J Signatures

Date(s) of Documents:

Author(s)/Creater(s) of Documents, Position/Role:

Intended Audience:

Document Information:
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A. Purpose of Document:

B: Evidence of Purpose:

C. Evidence of Authenticity

D. Evidence of Credibility
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Appendix E
Criteria for Superintendent Selection

Leads a mid-size urban district that is comprised of a diverse student population

A minimum of three years of leadership experience at the superintendent level

Served in the residing district for a minimum of two years

Experience as an instructional leader at the building level

Commitment to equity, which is evidenced by a mission and vision linked to addressing

systemic inequities particularly related to minoritized populations
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Appendix F
Social Identity Wheel

Name:

Years as a principal

Years as a principal at your school

Select and write down your three most salient identities in the corresponding boxes below.

Socioeconomic class Age

Socioeconomic Age

class
Physical,
emotional, Gender
developmental Physical,
(dis)ability emotional, Gend
developmental ender
(dis)ability
Religious or
spiritual
affiliation Religious or Sexual orientation
spiritual
affiliation

Sexual orientation

Nationality

Nationality Race
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Survey

Question Key Alignment & Interview Questions
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Context Setting CS

Cultural Awareness Adult CAA

Cultural Awareness Student CAS

Engaging All Students EAS

Professional Development for Equity PDE

Question Responses Code
How often do Almost Onceina Sometimes Frequently Always CAA
school leaders never while

encourage you to

teach about people

from different

races, ethnicities,

or cultures?

How often do you Almost Onceina Sometimes Frequently Always CAA
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think about what
colleagues of
different races,
ethnicities, or
cultures

experience?

never

while

How confident are
you that adults at
your school can
have honest
conversations with
each other about

race?

Not at all

confident

Slightly

confident

Somewhat

confident

Quite

confident

Extremely

confident

CAA

At your school,
how often are you
encouraged to
think more deeply
about race-related

topics?

Almost

never

Oncein a

while

Sometimes

Frequently

Always

CAA

How comfortable

Not at all

Slightly

Somewhat

Quite

Extremely

CAA
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are you discussing
race-related topics
with your

colleagues?

How often do
adults at your
school have
important
conversations
about race, even
when they might

be uncomfortable?

Almost

never

Oncein a

while

Sometimes

Frequently

Always

CAA

When there are
major news events
related to race,
how often do
adults at your
school talk about
them with each

other?

Almost

never

Oncein a

while

Sometimes

Frequently

Always

CAA
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How well does
your school help
staff speak out

against racism?

Not at all

well

Slightly =~ Somewhat Quite well Extremely

well well well

CAA

How often do you
think about what
students of
different

races, ethnicities,
or cultures

experience?

Almost

never

Onceina Sometimes Frequently

while

CAS

How comfortable
are you discussing
race-related topics
with your

students?

Not at all

Slightly ~ Somewhat Quite Extremely

CAS

How easy do you
find interacting
with students at

your school who

Not at all

easy

Slightly =~ Somewhat Quite easy Extremely

easy easy easy

EAS
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are from a
different cultural
background than

your own?

In response to
events that might
be occurring in
the world, how
comfortable
would you be
having
conversations
about race with

your students?

Not at all

Slightly

Somewhat

Quite well Extremely

EAS

When a sensitive
issue of diversity
arises in class,
how easily can
you think of
strategies to

address the

Not at all

easy

Slightly

easy

Somewhat

easy

Quite easy Extremely

easy

EAS
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situation?

At your school,
how valuable are
the equity-focused
professional
development

opportunities?

Not at all

valuable

Slightly ~ Somewhat Quite

valuable valuable valuable

Extremely

valuable

PDE

How often do
professional
development
opportunities help
you explore new
ways to promote
equity in your

practice?

Almost

never

Onceina Sometimes Frequently

while

Always

PDE

Overall, how

effective has your

Not at all

Slightly =~ Somewhat  Quite well

Extremely

PDE




189

school
administration
been in helping
you advance

student equity?

What race(s) do you identify as? CS
How many years have you taught? CS
What gender do you identify as? CS
Which school do you work at? CS




