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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Waking Up to Racism:  

The Experience of Participating  

in an Anti-Racist Reflective Leadership Group  

for White Urban School Leaders 

 

by 

 

Brooke Merryfield Rios 

Doctor of Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2019 

Professor Robert Cooper, Chair 

 

In response to the demographic divide between administrators and students in urban public 

schools, this study examined the experiences of 5 White urban school leaders participating in an 

anti-racist reflective leadership group called WAKE UP! (White Administrators Addressing K-

12 Equity by Unpacking Privilege). The administrators in this sample were committed to 

improving outcomes for students of color, citing numerous social justice initiatives that had been 

implemented across the organization. Action research methodology was used to develop the 

WAKE UP! program model based on participant feedback throughout the study. An embedded 

case study approach was used to examine the experiences of participants using two units of 

analysis—critical self-reflection and White racial identity development. One limitation of this 
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study was that grouping the administrators into a (White-only) affinity group limited exposure to 

other perspectives. Once data were collected, I analyzed individual participant experiences and 

generated themes, or lessons learned, across the cases. Lessons learned from case study analysis 

indicated that the WAKE UP! program model was effective in prompting participants to question 

and reframe assumptions about the manifestation of racism in their schools, providing a venue 

for critical thought and analysis of racial and cultural differences. Through this process, 

participants began to identify their own implicit bias and to recognize that the affinity group 

aspect of this program created a safe space for discussing racism. As the result of participating in 

WAKE UP!, they identified the manifestation of societal and institutional racism in their schools 

and identified implicit bias as they unpacked their own White privilege.  The group learned that 

engaging in critical self-reflection can be painful, but this tension is necessary for racial identity 

development. Racial identity development for White school leaders happens with intentional 

action, resulting in personal and professional changes. Lessons learned from the action research 

process suggest that the facilitator of an anti-racist reflective leadership group must be in the 

autonomy status described by Helms (1997) Model of White Racial Identity Development. In the 

autonomy status, a positive White racial identity is internalized and the facilitator models anti-

racist behaviors, ongoing critical self-reflection, and increased effectiveness in multiracial 

settings. 
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CHAPTER 1: STATEMENT OF PROJECT 

This embedded case study and action research project documents the individual and 

group experiences of five White school leaders at an urban public school in the San Fernando 

Valley of Los Angeles, CA. The administrators were committed to improving outcomes for 

students of color and participated in an anti-racist reflective leadership community called WAKE 

UP! (White Administrators Addressing K-12 Equity by Unpacking Privilege). Under the 

guidance of a licensed marriage and family therapist (MFT) specializing in reflective 

supervision, participants identified the presence of racial issues at their schools. They generated 

questions to guide reflective dialogues, prompting them to identify the manifestation of 

institutional and societal racism throughout the organization. As the result of this process, 

individuals began to identify the impact of implicit bias and White privilege on leadership 

decisions.  Participants engaged in critical self-reflection through group dialogue and completed 

individual eJournals after each session, monitoring shifts in racial identity development 

throughout. This program reinforced the skill of critical self-reflection—a foundational behavior 

identified in culturally responsive school leadership theory (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016). 

Critical self-reflection is key because it is in embedded in other culturally responsive leadership 

behaviors and is the first step in the process of White racial identity development, leading to anti-

racism. Findings from this study suggest that White school leaders cannot be culturally 

responsive in the absence of a commitment to anti-racism.   

Statement of the Problem 

The United States has acquired a national education debt, a term used by Ladson-Billings 

(2006) to describe the historic trend by which students of color (African American, Latino, 

Indigenous, and certain Asian subgroups) have experienced inequitable outcomes in U.S public 
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schools. The education debt is a historic, sociopolitical, economic, and moral phenomenon that 

has accumulated over the years, resulting in a national debt that is owed to students of color.  

This research acknowledges the manifestation of systemic racism in public schools and focuses 

on data from three phenomena resulting from the national education debt: (a) the academic 

opportunity gap, (b) the school to prison pipeline, (c) the historical whitening of the education 

profession as evidenced by demographic data.  

The persistence of the academic opportunity gap is one byproduct of the national 

education debt. Standardized achievement data on the academic performance of African 

American, Latino/a, and Indigenous students indicates that they consistently underperform when 

compared to their White and Asian peers in all core academic subjects (Howard, 2003; Khalifa et 

al., 2016).  These data are not a mere reflection of student ability, but rather an indicator of an 

opportunity gap. The opportunity gap concept acknowledges that standardized achievement data 

alone cannot measure access to the opportunities that advance privilege (Milner, 2012). Such 

opportunities include highly qualified teachers, access to materials, and rigorous academic 

experiences.  Hammond (2014) attributes the academic opportunity gap to dependent learning, 

which occurs when students of color are consistently denied opportunities to engage in academic 

rigor and critical thinking in the classroom. Dependent learning leads to disengagement because 

classroom experiences lack the necessary rigor and relevance to build curricular connections for 

students of color. This disengagement leads to disciplinary issues, which often result in the 

exclusionary disciplining of students of color.  

Academic disengagement and exclusionary discipline feed the school to prison pipeline, a 

term used to describe the pathway from public school to the correctional system—a common 

experience for many students of color (Christle, Jolivette & Nelson, 2010). The school to prison 



 

 3 

pipeline is closely linked to the academic opportunity gap, highlighting the systemic nature of 

these phenomena. Data from the national Civil Rights Data collection indicate that African 

American boys face suspension and expulsion at an alarming rate of 19.6%, as compared to their 

White male peers at 6.2% (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).  School to prison pipeline 

feeder schools tend to exhibit racially hostile cultures, which often result from a cultural 

disconnect between faculty and students (Howard, 2014). This is important to note because 

school leadership plays a critical role in setting the tone for school culture, and 80% of U.S. 

principals are White.  Demographic projections indicate that White administration will continue 

to represent the vast majority of public school leadership in years to come (National Center for 

Education Statistics [NCES], 2016). 

It is important to highlight the fact that being White does not mean that a school leader is 

racist or culturally incompetent.  However, many White school leaders who have been trained 

through traditional administrator preparation programs (Lopez, 2003) are ill-equipped to 

navigate the demographic divide (Gay & Howard, 2000), or the reality of leading communities 

that are culturally different from their own.  Without engaging in reflective work to address one’s 

positionality, White racism and White privilege can drive the demographic divide, contributing 

to racially hostile school cultures (McIntosh, 1993; M. Young & Laible, 2000). Research 

indicates that inclusionary school cultures are key for student success in historically marginalized 

communities because racial hostility threatens safety and feelings of connectedness for students 

of color (Khalifa, 2013; Riehl, 2000). Inclusionary school cultures are marked by culturally 

responsive classrooms and leaders who are equipped to guide a predominantly White, middle 

class teaching force in the implementation culturally responsive classroom practices. 



 

 4 

In light of the national education debt, it is important to note that many African American 

teachers and principals lost their jobs as the result of desegregation, which “whitened” the 

profession (Sleeter, 2016).  These trends continue today, and the U.S. Census Bureau projected 

that by 2050, more than half of the U.S. population will be people of color (POCs), although 

80% of the teaching force will remain White and middle class (Donnor, Dixson, Anderson, 

Howard, & Navarro, 2016). This is concerning, as empirical research on the relationship between 

White middle class teachers and students of color indicates that most teachers have limited 

experience working with students from diverse groups (Terrill & Mark, 2000). This lack of 

awareness can lead to hostility through equity traps, like deficit views, racial erasure or 

“colorblindness” (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004), and racial microaggressions (Solórzano, Ceja, 

& Yosso, 2000).  Hostile school cultures have a negative impact on the academic achievement of 

students of color (Voight, Hanson, O’Malley, & Adekanye, 2015), and it is essential that school 

leaders promote inclusive school cultures by serving as models for culturally responsive 

instructional practices (Khalifa et al., 2016) and facilitating professional development initiatives 

that provide space for critical reflection and the examination of practice and positionality 

(Donnor et al., 2016).  

Student achievement research has found that a principal’s support of teachers is 

associated with student achievement gains that can occur within a widow as short as one school 

year (Baker & Cooper, 2005; Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2013; Grissom, Loeb & Master, 

2013). Howard’s (2010) empirical study of four racially diverse, low socioeconomic status (SES) 

schools that made exceptional progress in closing the academic opportunity gap found that 

visionary principal leadership was key to student success. These findings, coupled with current 

demographic projections, indicate an urgent need for White school leaders who are both 
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culturally responsive and committed to anti-racism. Such leaders affect student outcomes by 

engaging in critical self-reflection, supporting teachers through culturally responsive 

instructional leadership, promoting a positive racial school climate for all students, and engaging 

parents and students in community contexts (Khalifa et al., 2016). Of these leadership behaviors, 

critical self-reflection is the foundational skill, as reflective leaders are able to identify the ways 

in which their leadership practices either disrupt or promote hegemony.  Critical self-reflection is 

also the first step in White racial identity development leading to anti-racism.  I argue that, 

without a commitment to anti-racism, White school leaders cannot exercise culturally responsive 

school leadership, which is built on the identification and disruption of racism in schools. 

Promoting culturally responsive school leadership is complex work that requires a safe 

collaborative space for school leaders to engage in critical self-reflection with like-minded 

colleagues (Donnor et al., 2016).  Research on professional development indicates that 

professional learning communities provide supportive environments for educators to reflect 

collaboratively on practice through the use of protocols and the guidance of a professional coach 

(Fahey, 2011). Affinity groups promote anti-racist practice, and have been found to effectively 

advance organizational change, supporting members’ personal and professional growth (Blitz & 

Kohl, 2012).  Finally, reflective supervision groups are informed by the theory of reflective 

functioning, and are a powerful model for developing reflective capacity in staff that serve 

infants, families, and children (Heffron, Reynolds, & Talbot, 2016). This research blends these 

three professional development models to create a program for White school leaders that 

promotes White racial identity development through critical self-reflection.  
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Background on the Problem  

The National Education Debt 

For decades, policymakers and educators have failed to solve the problem of the 

persistent achievement gap. Ladson-Billings (2006) argued that the term achievement gap is 

misleading as it does not encompass the historical, political, economic, and moral forces that 

have informed the racial gap in the academic performance of U.S. youth, which she calls the 

national education debt. Included in the debt are segregated schools, inequitable funding 

practices, the exclusion of communities of color from the political process, and the immoral and 

unethical conditions that students of color have endured in the quest for educational equity.  This 

trend has accumulated over the years, resulting in a national debt that is owed to students of color 

who have been historically underserved through public education in the United States.  Ladson-

Billings argues that we are missing the point by focusing on student achievement alone, which is 

a byproduct of larger systemic issues. This narrow focus misplaces efforts to solve the greater 

problems related to the educational experiences of students of color, and explains why we have 

been unsuccessful in closing the gap (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). The 

academic opportunity gap, the school to prison pipeline, and demographic data on school 

leadership and student mismatch are byproducts of this debt.  

White Racism and White Privilege 

Understanding the terms White racism and White privilege is key to this research because 

both limit a leader’s ability to identify and disrupt the manifestation of racism in schools.  White 

racism occurs on individual, societal, and institutional levels. Often, individual acts of school 

leader racism result from unexamined bias and are reflected in unjust disciplinary actions against 

students of color. Such acts may also occur when a school leader turns a blind eye to an 
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individual act of racism that has occurred on campus. Societal or institutional racism manifests in 

schools differently, and is facilitated through pedagogy, policy, and school finance decisions.  

These forms of racism work to strengthen White privilege (M. Young & Laible, 2000).   

White privilege is an invisible network that is meant to propel White people forward and 

assure that they continue to secure assets like money, leadership, power, and property (McIntosh, 

1993).  School leader demographics reflect the historical privileging of White educators who 

continue to benefit from the whitening of educational jobs that resulted from desegregation 

(Karpinski, 2006).  Today, White school leaders continue to hold the majority of administrative 

positions in U.S. public schools. The impact of White racism and White privilege on school 

leadership, coupled with student demographic projections, raises concerns about the ability of 

public education to improve outcomes for students of color in the future.  

U.S. School Demographic Projections  

The U.S. Department of Education (n.d.) reports that less than half of the current K-12 

student population is White. By the year 2060, 57% of the national population will be made up 

of former minority populations.  Despite these trends, 80% of teachers entering the profession 

are White and middle class (Donnor et al., 2016). Research on diversity in school leadership 

indicates similar trends for school principals, with 80% White principals leading U.S. public 

schools.  These trends suggest that as the populations of students of color increase, the majority 

of principals will be White. In light of these projections and the inherent cultural mismatch, 

White school administrators will need to be supported in serving students of color through 

culturally responsive school leadership practices. In response to this issue, I developed the anti-

racist reflective leadership group model that is explored through this research. Anti-racist 

reflective leadership groups provide a space for White school leaders to juxtapose their cultural 
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identity against that of the learning community to uncover racial hegemony. This collaborative 

professional development model is informed by the existing research on professional learning 

communities, anti-racist affinity groups, and reflective supervision groups. 

Professional Learning Communities 

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are spaces where educators from one school 

site “create an environment that fosters mutual cooperation, emotional support, and personal 

growth as they work together to achieve what they cannot accomplish alone” (DuFour & Eaker, 

1998, p. xii). Extensive research indicates that PLCs improve student achievement (Fahey, 2011) 

and are an effective method for preparing aspiring principals to be effective instructional leaders 

(Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, & Cohen, 2007; Fahey, 2011). Research on 

principal participation in PLCs indicates that this is one way for school leaders to develop 

essential instructional leadership skills that are proven to increase student achievement. Principal 

PLCs also promote continuous learning through groups membership (Fahey, 2011). PLC content 

can emphasize equity issues to guide participants in examining how race and racism impact 

schools.    

Anti-Racism and Affinity Groups 

All participants in this research identified racially as White. Although this research was 

not on racial affinity groups, this group was an affinity group by definition. A racial affinity 

groups meet on a regular basis to process issues of racism, oppression, and privilege and move 

toward anti-racism (Blitz & Kohl, 2012).  Anti-racism is “the active process of identifying and 

eliminating racism by changing systems, organizational structures, policies and practices and 

attitudes, so that power is redistributed and shared equitably” (Calgary Anti-Racism Education 

[CARED], 2018, para. 1). Developing anti-racist school leadership was one goal of this project.  
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White school leaders are not able to engage in culturally responsive leadership in the absence of 

anti-racism, as culturally responsive school leadership requires one to identify and act on racism 

in school (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

Reflective Supervision Groups 

 Reflective supervision groups are programs for supervisors in education, nursing, 

medicine, or psychology that facilitate reflective functioning (Heffron et al., 2016). Reflective 

functioning is “a process by which we understand, interpret, and make meaning of others’ 

behavior in light of the thoughts, feelings, beliefs, wishes, desires, and plans that underlie and 

motivate that behavior” (p. 630). During reflective supervision groups, individuals engage in 

reflective activities and share diverse perspectives to deepen their understanding of work-related 

issues. A reflective practice facilitator is responsible for building capacity by facilitating group 

meetings that engage reflective practice.  A reflective supervisor is an organizational leader who 

participates in a supervision group and is also a provider of reflective practice (Heffron et al., 

2016).  

 WAKE UP! is an anti-racist, reflective leadership community that blends elements of 

each of the three professional development settings described previously. PLC research supports 

the rationale for a collaborative professional development model that uses a professional 

facilitator and protocols. Affinity groups are effective in racial identity development, and 

reflective supervision groups facilitate reflective processing for supervisors and leaders. 

Statement of an Example of the Problem to Be Studied 

Los Angeles is home to the second largest school district in the United States, serving 

633,621 public school students in district and charter schools (Los Angeles Unified School 

District, n.d.). An analysis of student and faculty demographics indicates that Los Angeles’s 
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public schools serve as a microcosm for the national demographic trends explored through this 

research.  According to recent data from the California Department of Education (2017), there 

are 2,865 school leaders in Los Angeles’s public school system, which includes public and 

charter schools. A comparison of these data demonstrates a mismatch of school leader and 

student body demographics. Sixty-four percent of school leaders in Los Angeles are White and 

leading a student population that is 74% Latino/a, 10% White, and 8% African American (see 

Table 1.1). 

Table 1.1 

Los Angeles Public School Demographics 

 
 
 Hispanic 

American 
Indian/ 
Alaska 
Native Asian 

Pacific 
Islander Filipino 

African 
American White 

Two or 
More 
Races NR Total 

School 
Leaders 

6% 0.3% 7% 0.1% 2% 18% 68% 0.1% 2% 2, 887 

Teachers 39% .5% 9% 0.3% 3% 
 

10.% 36% 0.4% 2% 32,817 

Students 74% 0.2% 4% 0.3% 2% 8% 10% 1% 0.3% 633,621 

 
Existing Interventions/Gaps 

In light of the looming education debt and our national inability to address the decades-

long academic opportunity gap, educators and policymakers are called to consider solutions that 

acknowledge the impact of race on the schooling experiences of students of color. Developing 

culturally responsive school leaders to serve in public schools is key, yet culturally responsive 

school leadership (CRSL) theory is “deeply undertheorized and under researched” (Khalifa et al., 

2016, p. 1,297), and leadership preparation programs prioritize other forms of leadership over 

CRSL.  
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Currently, there are no studies examining the effectiveness of the anti-racist reflective 

leadership group as a model for developing a White school leader’s ability to engage in critical 

self-reflection as they move toward culturally responsive, anti-racist leadership. Furthermore, the 

existing research on CRSL theory is broad in that it is not specific to the race of the educator. 

This study is specific to White school leaders in urban public schools who intent to be culturally 

responsive. This research argues that a commitment to anti-racism is essential for these 

individuals. The study strove to examine how this  professional development model worked and 

affected participants.    

Research Questions  

1. What are the experiences of White urban school leaders participating in an anti-racist 

reflective leadership group at a single school site? 

a. To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report that 

participation in an anti-racist reflective leadership group influences critical self-

reflection? 

b. To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report a 

shift in their White racial identity as a result of an anti-racist reflective leadership 

group?  

2. How do specific components (group culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) of 

an anti-racist reflective leadership group promote critical self-reflection for White urban 

school leaders at a single school site? 
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Research Design 

Site and Population 

Hope Charter Schools (pseudonym) is an independent charter management organization 

located in the San Fernando Valley of Los Angeles, CA that reflects national and local trends in 

demographics, achievement, and discipline. The charter management organization is composed 

of an elementary and middle school that has been open since 2009 and serves grades K-8, and a 

high school serving grades 9-12. The demographics of the organization reflect a mismatch 

between school leaders and students.  At the elementary and middle school, 82% of students are 

Latino/a and 11% are African American.  The demographics at the high school reflect a slightly 

different population, with 85% Latino/a students and 17% African American students (EdData, 

2019). The school’s administrative team consists of eight leaders, seven of whom are White; 

each of these White leaders has served in role of Assistant Principal or Principals at some point 

during the organization’s 15 years of operation.  

The White administrators at Hope Charter Schools fit the criteria for participants in this 

study. Members of WAKE UP! needed to be White school leaders in an urban public school in 

Los Angeles who were willing to acknowledge the societal, institutional, and individual impact 

of racism on public education.  Participants may or may not have had prior experience with 

racial identity development or social justice leadership and represented a diversity of leadership 

experiences.  Participants must have had prior or current experience in the role of principal or 

assistant principal and currently serve in a leadership role that relates to improving outcomes for 

students of color.    
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Overview of Research Design 

This project used an embedded case study and action research design to analyze the 

collective and individual experiences of five White urban school leaders in Los Angeles, CA 

participating in an anti-racist reflective leadership group designed to facilitate critical self-

reflection.  The embedded case study approach involved two units of observation: the case of the 

collective group and the cases of six individual participants. Themes were generated and 

compared across cases to provide rich descriptions of each case. Whereas a case study was used 

to capture the WAKE UP! story, critical action research was used to capture the changes 

experienced by the individual participants as they examined power and oppression by reflecting 

on their leadership practice. 

Action research is a scientific approach wherein important social issues are investigated 

collaboratively with those experiencing the problem (Coughlin & Brannick, 2014). Social justice 

is the goal of critical action research, which is guided by an interest in “emancipating people and 

groups from...injustice” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 54).  Critical action research studies are 

informed by critical theory and seek to challenge power relationships based on race, gender, 

class, or other social structures (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This study was informed by critical 

race theory and involved the implementation of a program designed to facilitate critical self-

reflection, prompting participants to examine the power and impact of their leadership through a 

racial lens.  

Action research includes a process that involves planning, taking action, evaluating the 

action, and leading to further action.  This method was best suited for this research project 

because the focus was on research in action by way of implementing, facilitating, and 

participating in WAKE UP! (Coughlin & Brannick, 2014).  Participants took part in the 
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development of this project by providing feedback throughout the study that was used to inform 

each session.  

Methods 

The goal of this study was to examine the effectiveness of the WAKE UP! reflective 

leadership community and capture the individual experiences of participants; therefore a 

qualitative approach was deemed appropriate. Due to the theoretical influence of critical race 

theory (CRT), critical qualitative research underpinned the research methodology for this study, 

which was designed to investigate the power dynamics that cause oppression. Critical qualitative 

methods “raise questions about how power relations advance the interests of one group while 

suppressing those of others” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 61). This study acknowledged the 

manifestation of societal racism in public schools and the ways in which school leaders can 

liberate or oppress. Qualitative methods—including interviews, documents, and journals—were 

used to explore the phenomena of critical self-reflection and White racial identity development.  

Timeline and Program Elements  

Participants engaged in a startup meeting that lasted 4 hours.  After the initial meeting, 

they met for 2 hours, twice a month, from October 2018-December 2018.  An existing protocol 

that is used for a reflective practice groups at Hope Elementary was tuned to focus on issues of 

race and equity.  This protocol provided the framework for group dialogues.  Participant 

recruitment occurred during Fall 2018.  

Significance 

Research on principal leadership suggests that White principals who are committed to 

creating equitable outcomes for students of color raise student achievement, create inclusive 

school cultures, lead culturally responsive curriculum initiatives, and increase access to 
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opportunities for students (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). This research explored the 

implementation of an anti-racist reflective leadership group as a support for White urban school 

leaders who aspire to be culturally responsive through their commitment to anti-racism. This 

study will add to the existing field of research on CRSL by investigating the influence of critical 

self-reflection on the practice of White urban school leaders moving toward anti-racist 

leadership. This study fills a gap in the existing literature on CRSL theory by focusing on White 

school leaders and highlighting the importance of a commitment to anti-racism for those who 

seek to change outcomes for students of color through their leadership.   
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Systemic racism is endemic in U.S. public schools as suggested by the national education 

debt: a term used to describe the historic, economic, social, and moral phenomena that have 

undermined the academic outcomes and educational experiences for students of color (Ladson-

Billings, 2006). The term students of color refers to the following students groups: African 

American, Latino/a, Indigenous, and some Asian demographic subgroups (Howard, 2010).  This 

research acknowledges the manifestation of societal racism in public schools and focused on data 

from three phenomena resulting from the national education debt: (a) the academic opportunity 

gap, (b) the school to prison pipeline, and (c) the historical whitening of the education profession 

as evidenced by demographic projections.  

The 2015 Nation’s Report Card issued by the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) highlights a slow trend in the achievement rates of African American students, with only 

slight improvement since 1965.  The most recent 12th grade reading and math assessments from 

2015 show a 30 point gap between the scores of African American students and their White 

peers (NCES, 2018a).  Academic achievement and school discipline are closely linked (Christle 

et al., 2005), and data from the National Civil Rights Data Collection reports that African 

American students are being suspended at higher rates than their peers. African American 

students make up 16% of the national student body, yet account for 32-34% of school 

suspensions or expulsions (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).  There is a strong correlation 

between exclusionary discipline and dropping out of high school, and an African American male 

without a high school diploma has a one in seven chance of being incarcerated by the age of 30 

(Kearney, Harris, Jacome, & Parker, 2014).   



 

 17 

Urban school leaders are responsible for improving learning conditions and outcomes for 

all students by virtue of their leadership (Khalifa et al., 2016). Faced with the historic prevalence 

of systemic racism in public schools (Howard, 2010), White urban school leaders serving 

communities of color are morally responsible for ensuring their leadership behaviors are 

culturally responsive, as they make up 80% of public school principals, and are slated to be a 

racial minority by the year 2050 (Donnor et al., 2016; NCES, 2016).  Culturally responsive 

leadership behaviors include critical self-reflection, promoting an inclusive school environment, 

culturally responsive instructional leadership, and engaging students and parents in community 

contexts (Khalifa et al., 2016).  Research on principal professional development shows that 

collaborative models that provide principals with opportunities to connect with colleagues have 

promising implications for student achievement and school culture (Neale & Cone, 2013).  This 

study explored the use of a collaborative professional development model that blends the 

concepts of a PLC, a White ally affinity group, and a reflective supervision group.  I argue that 

this model provides the setting for White urban school leaders to self-reflect critically on their 

leadership through a racial lens.  The skill of critical self-reflection promotes culturally 

responsive leadership practice and White racial identity development (Helms, 1990; Khalfia et 

al., 2016; M. Young & Laible, 2000). I argue that, without a commitment to anti-racism, a White 

school leader cannot be culturally responsive.  

This review of the literature begins with the research underlying the problem—the 

national education debt—which has resulted in the academic opportunity gap, the school to 

prison pipeline, and current demographic trends in public schools. Each phenomenon 

demonstrates evidence of systemic racism in U.S. public schools. In light of this problem, I begin 

my discussion with the ways in which White school leadership contributes to the persistence of 
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the national education debt through White racism.  Next, I use empirical research to define 

Culturally Responsive School Leadership behaviors, highlighting the importance of critical self-

reflection as the foundational CRSL behavior and key practice in White racial identity 

development, leading to anti-racism. I then examine research on the effectiveness of university 

preparation programs in developing culturally responsive school leaders, highlighting the need 

for in-service professional development. Next, I introduce the concept of an anti-racist reflective 

leadership group, which blends the concept of a PLC, a White ally affinity group, and a 

reflective supervision group. I highlight the ways in which this professional development model 

supports the process of critical self-reflection, resulting in the continued development of White 

racial identity and anti-racism. I conclude by arguing that a commitment to anti-racism is 

essential for White school leaders who aspire to be culturally responsive in their leadership 

practice. Through this dynamic experience, White urban school leaders engage in the process of 

becoming culturally responsive school leaders as they move toward anti-racism. I conclude by 

situating my argument in the framework of CRT.  

Our National Education Debt 

Under the leadership of a historically White education force (Sleeter, 2016), public 

education in the United States has historically failed students of color.  In fact, closure of the 

academic achievement gap has been the focus of education legislation for decades. In her 2006 

presidential address, critical race scholar Ladson-Billings (2006) argued that we have been 

unable to close the achievement gap because we have missed the mark by failing to recognize the 

systemic nature of racism in public education. The term achievement gap is misleading as it does 

not encompass the historical, political, economic, and moral forces that have informed the racial 

gap in the academic performance of U.S. youth. This trend has accumulated over the years, 
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resulting in a national debt that is owed to students of color who have been historically 

underserved through public education in the United States.   

The historical aspect of the education debt refers to the legacy of gender, race, and class 

inequality in America’s school.  This inequity dates back to slavery, when African Americans 

were forbidden to attend school. Later, the emancipated attended freedom schools, where they 

were trained as servants. American Indian education is marked by mission schools and boarding 

schools that forced assimilation by through systematically destroying culture. Historically, 

Latino students have been excluded from high quality education through segregated classrooms 

and oppressive English-only programming (Ladson-Billings, 2006).  The historic debt is closely 

linked to the economic debt, wherein public education has served as a vehicle to funnel 

economic wealth to privileged communities. 

The economic aspect of the education debt refers to the disparities that exist between 

schools serving White students and those serving students of color. Ladson-Billings (2006) cites 

examples of this disparity from public school districts across the country, and her 2006 example 

from Chicago is relevant today In 2006, Chicago public schools spent about $8,482 per student, 

with suburban Highland Park spending $17,261 per student. In 2017, the district reported 

spending $10,427 per students, with Highland Park spending $14,609 per student (Illinois Report 

Card, n.d.a, n.d.b). Although these data indicate an improvement, they continue to reflect 

disparity. With limited resources, students receive less opportunities than peers in wealthier 

districts. A lack of opportunities reduces college access, which diminishes adult income earnings 

(Ladson-Billings, 2006). Economic privilege often informs civic power, leading to the socio-

political debt.  
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The socio-political debt refers to the involvement of communities of color in civic 

processes, or lack thereof. Ladson-Billings (2006) argued that POCs have historically faced civic 

exclusion as evidenced by voting rights or representation in government positions. Families of 

color have not been empowered to participate in processes that give voice to improving 

education for their children. Such opportunities include representation in parent-teacher 

organizations or school site councils. Each of these debts is heavily informed by moral debt.  

Ladson-Billings (2006) defined the moral debt as “the disparity between what we know is 

right and what we actually do” (p. 8). Our moral debts runs deep and is reflected through our 

public schools. This moral debt—including slavery, reconstruction, Japanese internment, Indian 

Education, and a litany of disparities—continues in public education today (Ladson-Billings, 

2006). Public education has been a vehicle that has worked to both exclude and promote 

privilege depending on one’s race.  

In light of the pernicious national education debt, Ladson-Billings (2006) argues that we 

are missing the point by focusing on student achievement alone, which is a byproduct of the 

larger systemic issues reflected previously. This narrow focus misplaces efforts to solve the 

greater problems related to the educational experiences of students of color, and explains why we 

have been unsuccessful in closing the gap (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 

Informed by Ladson-Billing’s (2006) seminal work on this concept, many education scholars 

have moved away from the term achievement gap and shifted their focus to opportunity gaps, 

which is reflected in this research. 

The Opportunity Gap 

Milner’s (2012) research on academic outcomes for students of color focuses on 

disparities in opportunity, or the opportunity gap. Milner argues that standardized measures of 
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equity are incompatible with the concept of diversity as they assume a playing field for all 

students and do not measure access to opportunities that promote privilege. Villegas and Irvine’s 

(2010) research on culturally responsive pedagogy argues against the term achievement gap by 

identifying multiple opportunity gaps that systemically contribute to achievement disparities.  

Villegas and Irvine argued that once larger systemic gaps are addressed—including the 

wealth/opportunity gap, the teacher quality gap, and the school funding gap—the achievement 

gap can be addressed successfully.  This research reflects data from three opportunity gaps by 

highlighting the link between the academic opportunity gap and the school to prison pipeline. 

Finally, demographic data highlights the opportunity gap that has resulted in the whitening of the 

school leadership in public education.  

The Academic Opportunity Gap 

To understand the manifestation of systemic racism in U.S. public schools and the need 

for culturally responsive school leaders, one must also understand the current academic 

opportunity gap. Research shows that school leadership has strong implications for student 

achievement and school culture (Leithwood, 1994; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008; Valentine 

& Pratter, 2011), yet data on the academic opportunity gap show that public schools in the U.S. 

are failing students of color.  For two centuries, historical approaches to addressing this 

problem—such as high stakes standardized testing and increases to per-pupil funding—have 

been ineffective (Barton & Coley, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2006; NCES, 2018b; Noguera, 2012; 

Howard, 2010).  Policymakers rarely propose solutions that include critical discussions about 

how student achievement is informed by race (Howard, 2010). 

The academic opportunity gap is a historic problem that refers to the disparity in 

educational outcomes between students of color and their White peers resulting from inequitable 
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opportunities for learning (Milner, 2012).  These student groups include African American, 

Native American, Latino/a, and certain Asian subgroups who typically underperform on 

standardized achievement tests (Howard, 2010). Although my research focuses on standardized 

achievement data, suspension and expulsion rates, and demographics, differences in grades, 

graduation rates, advanced placement, and special education placement also inform the national 

education debt (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Darling-Hammond et al., 2007; Howard, 2010, Milner, 

2013).  

Standardized test scores.  The NCES (2018b) first began tracking the academic 

opportunity gap in 1965, and the trends associated with this issue continue to persist today. The 

most recent standardized achievement data in reading and math reported by the NCES in 2015 

highlights discrepancies in student performance by demographic subgroup.  

 The data in Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 show disparities in the math and reading 

performance of African American, Latino/a, and Native American students from elementary 

through high school. Even though math proficiency for White students drops from 51% to 32% 

between fourth and 12th grade, the 12th grade performance of White students is significantly 

higher than that of African American, Latino/a or Native American Students throughout. By 12th 

grade, only 7% of African American, 12% of Latino/a, and 10% of Native American students 

demonstrate math proficiency. For all three demographic groups, the decline in scores can be 

traced through all three data sets (NCES, 2018a).  
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Figure 2.1. Fourth grade math and reading proficiency, 2015. 
 

 
Figure 2.2. Eighth grade math and reading proficiency, 2015. 
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Figure 2.3. Twelfth grade math and reading proficiency, 2015. 
 
 Data on reading proficiency highlight similar trends. Reading proficiency remains 

consistent for White students in all three grades, with 46% of fourth and 12th graders reading at 

or above proficiency level. The performance of African American students is also consistent, but 

reflects alarmingly low proficiency rates, with 18% of fourth graders, 16% of eighth graders, and 

17% of 12th graders performing at proficiency. Data on the reading proficiency of Latino/a and 

Native American students show a similar trend, with alarmingly low proficiency rates throughout 

(NCES, 2018a).  

Although data in both subject areas provide clear evidence of the academic opportunity 

gaps, these statistics suggest a trend of inequity that starts in elementary school and persists 

through adulthood. This is consistent with research on student achievement, given that by third 

grade, the instruction of reading skills stops and students are expected to apply reading to other 

content areas, such as social studies and math. Without these foundational skills, the gap 
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continues to widen as students progress through the education system and low performing 

students have less opportunity for future academic success (Howard, 2010). 

These data have disturbing implications for college access. They indicate an increased 

likelihood of delinquent behavior and exclusionary discipline policies for students of color 

(Christle et al., 2005). Math achievement data is particularly important to note as math is 

considered a key content area that informs college readiness and access (Oakes et al., 2006). 

Access to higher level math coursework has become a relevant equity issue among educational 

scholars, given that students who do not develop mathematical reasoning in early grades are less 

likely to enroll in college preparatory math classes like geometry, algebra II, and calculus in high 

school (Howard, 2010).  Christle et al.’s (2005) research on delinquency notes a strong 

correlation between academic disengagement and exclusionary discipline policies because 

behavioral issues typically result from academic problems.  Often, students of color are referred 

for discipline and receive exclusionary consequences for their behavior, leading to the school to 

prison pipeline.  

Exclusionary Discipline  

 Although standardized achievement data on academic outcomes for students of color 

reflect inequities in student performance, student discipline data highlight how school culture 

informs learning opportunities for students of color.  Current data from the NCES (2018a) reveal 

racial disparities in exclusionary discipline. Figure 2.4 provides a disturbing visual representation 

of these disparities. As shown in Figure 2.4, African American boys face exclusionary discipline 

at an alarming rate of 19.6 %, as compared with White male peers at 6.2%. Latino/a and Native 

American boys followed at rates higher than their White and Asian peers. These data correlate 



 

 26 

with the academic achievement data in Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3, demonstrating the relationship 

between low academic achievement and student delinquency.  

 
Figure 2.4. K-12 public school suspension and expulsions by race and ethnicity. 
 

These data are consistent with findings from Christle et al.’s (2005) empirical research on 

youth delinquency and achievement, which found that underfunded schools were fraught with 

low student achievement and high rates of suspension and expulsion.  High dropout rates are 

predictive of student delinquency and future entry into the criminal justice system. This cycle, 

known as the school to prison pipeline, begins as early as kindergarten, as low SES students have 

less access to pre-kindergarten education and often enter school with lower academic skills than 

peers who attend preschool programs (Christle et al., 2005, Kearny et al., 2014; Wald & Losen, 

2003).  Christle et al. (2005) explain that behavioral issues typically result from academic 

problems, with students receiving exclusionary consequences for their behavior. Suspension has 
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proven to be ineffective in mitigating behavioral issues and correlates with dropout and 

incarceration later in life (Christle et al., 2005; Wald & Losen, 2003). 

School leadership is a necessary component of addressing the academic opportunity gap 

(Gay, 2010) and is key to education reform (Leithwood, 1994). School leadership is second only 

to classroom instruction in its effects on student learning, accounting for 25% of total school 

effects (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  Research on the link 

between student achievement and school culture indicates that school leaders have an impact on 

both (Leithwood, 1994; Robinson et al., 2008).  The inverse is also true, as research has found 

that poor leadership correlates with decreases in student learning (Duke, 2008) and poor school 

culture (Leithwood et al., 2004), with racial factors informing a school leader’s effectiveness.  

 White Racism, School Leadership, and Academic Opportunity Gap Persistence 

To understand clearly how race informs school leadership in addressing the national 

education debt, it is first necessary to understand the current demographic landscape of U.S. 

schools and future projections. This includes the current and projected racial composition of 

public school students, teachers, and leaders. From here, I use empirical studies to demonstrate 

the impact of school leadership on racial school climate, as school climate influences student 

achievement. I argue that White school leaders negatively impact racial school climate and 

contribute to academic opportunity gap persistence through racist behaviors such as equity traps, 

like deficit thinking, racial erasure, and microaggressions. 

School Leader Demographics  

Demographic information for the U.S. public school student population from the NCES 

(2018a) indicates that less than half of the current K-12 student population is White. By the 

2019-2020 school year, there is a projected 5% increase in Latino/a youth, which will make up 
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30% of all students. By 2050 White students will drop from being the largest student group, 

making up 35% of the student population. The demographics of African American (15%), Asian 

American/Pacific Islander (5.5%), and Native American (1.1%) students are projected to remain 

consistent. By the year 2060, 57% of the national population will be made up of former minority 

populations.  Despite these trends, 80% of teachers entering the profession are White and middle 

class (Donnor et al., 2016). Research on diversity in school leadership indicates similar trends for 

school principals. 

In a report issued by the NCES (2016), an analysis of school principal demographics 

reflects that 80% of K-12 principals in U.S. public schools are White. NCES analyzed principal 

demographics during the 1987-1988 school year and the 2011-2012 school year. In 1987-1988, 

87 % of school principals were White. Twenty-five years later, the percentage of White 

principals dropped to 80%, with a slight increase in Hispanic principals. These trends suggest 

that the shift in principal demographics is slower than that of students, and as the populations of 

POCs increase, the majority of principals will be White. It is important to highlight these 

demographics, as our public school system has failed to meet the needs of students of color 

under White leadership, as shown by data on the academic opportunity gap.  Empirical research 

on effective principal leadership and racial school climate support this claim. 

How Racism Affects a School Leader’s Ability to Develop a Positive Racial School Climate   

School leadership sets the tone for racial school climate, which informs the academic 

opportunity gap.  Racial school climate refers to specific school culture characteristics as 

experienced by students of color, including safety, connectedness, relationships with adults, and 

opportunities for participation (Voight et al., 2015). Research findings on racial school climate 

show a strong correlation between climate and the academic opportunity gap.  In concert with 
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seminal research on effective school leadership, these data indicate that school leaders have a 

strong impact on racial school climate.  

Research on the link between racial school climate and the academic opportunity gap 

suggests that school leadership plays an important role in both. Voight et al.’s (2015) quantitative 

study on racial school climate and student achievement outcomes combined data from the 

California Department of Education with the results of the California School Climate, Health, 

and Learning Survey. Data were collected from a sample of 754 middle school students in 

California. African American and Latino students who attended schools with higher numbers of 

White students reported feeling less safe and connected, lacking adult-student relationships, and 

having fewer opportunities for participation. Student perceptions of poor racial school climate 

correlated with academic opportunity gaps for the sample schools. Schneider and Duran’s (2010) 

survey analysis of 2,500 middle school students in Orange County, CA, showed a similar trend 

and found that student perceptions of racial school climate varied based on student 

demographics. The authors recommended that school leaders demonstrate cultural competence 

and a complete understanding of the school culture variables that affect school climate 

experiences of all students. 

Cultural competence is essential for school leaders, given that research on effective 

school leadership shows that leaders have a direct impact on the school culture characteristics 

that inform racial school climate (Davis & Darling-Hammond, 2012; Leithwood, 1994; 

Leithwood et al., 2004; Valentine & Pratter, 2001). Cultural competence is a “set of behaviors, 

attitudes, and policies that come together in a system or agency, or among professionals, to allow 

for effective work in cross-cultural settings” (Howard, 2010, p. 112).  When combined with 

research on the influence of school leadership on school culture, school leaders have the skills to 
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develop a healthy racial school climate. Successful school leaders directly inform school climate 

by establishing a clear vision for the organization, developing talent, and managing the 

instructional program (Leithwood et al., 2004; Seashore Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom & 

Anderson, 2010).  By creating synergy among these domains, leaders create positive school 

cultures that position teachers to have a strong influence on student achievement through high 

expectations (Davis & Darling-Hammond, 2012; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Seashore Louis et al., 

2010). High expectations for student achievement coupled with positive teacher-student 

relationships have a positive impact on student achievement and school culture (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1996; Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Allesandro, 2013).   

As Schneider and Duran (2010) recommended, it is important for school leaders to be 

critically aware of how issues of race and culture inform school climate and, subsequently, 

student achievement. This awareness is especially important for White school leaders in urban 

schools. In these settings, White school leaders who lack racial self-awareness, which includes 

an understanding of personal bias and privilege, can promote White racism and White privilege.  

White racism and White privilege are two key terms in understanding how White school 

leadership behaviors affects racial school climate. The following section defines both terms, and 

demonstrates how these behaviors promote individual, institutional, and systemic racism in 

schools, leading to the persistence of the education debt. Individual, institutional, and systemic 

racism are defined subsequently, as well as examples of how White school leaders might support 

each type of racism.  

White Racism and White Privilege 

 This research does not assert that all White school leaders are racist. It does acknowledge 

existing research suggesting that many White school leaders do not understand how their 
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leadership promotes racism and privilege.  White racism can manifest as individual acts, as 

institutional systems, or in society at large (M. Young & Laible, 2000); in the absence of racial 

self-awareness, White school leaders can engage in each of the three types or racism described 

subsequently.  

Individual racism is defined as “conscious behavior by the person of one race that causes 

harm to another race based on her/his race” (M. Young & Laible, 2000, p. 5). An example of an 

individual act of racism by a school leader might be unfair or harsh consequences for students 

from a particular race against which the leader is biased.  Individual racism can manifest as an 

action or an inaction—awareness of a racist act and doing nothing about it is another form of 

individual racism (M. Young & Laible, 2000). If a school leader is aware of individual acts of 

racism happening on campus and turns a blind eye, that leader is also a participant in the racist 

act.  

Most White school leaders have not engaged in critical reflection on their race and do not 

understand the ways in which their behaviors promote institutional or societal racism (M. Young 

& Laible, 2000).  M. Young and Laible (2000) identified school culture, pedagogy, policy 

decisions, and school finance as three “vehicles” (p. 6) that promote White privilege in schools.  

Societal racism occurs at a national level and is identified by assumptions, norms, and 

expectations that promote White privilege. The following sections provide clear examples of 

how leadership behavior can promote institutional racism, whereas the preceding section on 

school leader demographics offers a clear example of societal racism. All three forms of White 

racism are interconnected and work to strengthen White privilege. 

McIntosh (1993) defined White privilege as:  
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An invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on cashing in each day, but 

about which I was “meant” to remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible 

weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, 

tools, and blank checks. (p. 1) 

By this, McIntosh is referring to an invisible network that is meant to propel White people 

forward and assure that they continue to secure assets like money, leadership, power, and 

property.  White urban school leaders have the privilege of power by the nature of their jobs, 

which have been influenced by societal racism. Karpinski’s (2006) research on desegregation 

shows that After Brown v. Board, Black administrators and teachers lost their jobs. This dried up 

the pipeline for recruiting Black teachers and administrators and privileged White school leaders, 

who currently account for 80% of the profession (Karpinski, 2006; NCES, 2016).  A White 

school leader’s lack of awareness of how White racism and privilege affects his/her leadership, 

for instance the Whitening of school administration by desegregation, can manifest in the form 

of institutional racism, such as equity traps. Equity traps, which are discussed subsequently, have 

a negative influence on racial school climate, increasing the academic opportunity gap.  

Equity Traps 

 In their seminal work on preparing principals to lead in diverse schools, McKenzie and 

Scheurich (2004) defined equity traps as “ways of thinking or assumptions that prevent educators 

from believing that their students of color can be successful learners” (p. 601). These might 

include blaming parents when students enter school below grade level or believing that students 

are struggling in school because the parents do not care about education. This work drew on 

research from an earlier study (McKenzie, 2001) that analyzed teachers’ perceptions of students 

of color and their self-perceptions as White educators. McKenzie (2001) identified four equity 
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traps that influence the abilities of teachers and administrators to improve outcomes for students 

of color.  These equity traps include deficit views about students, racial erasure, working at a low 

SES school to avoid scrutiny by affluent parents, speaking out against or disrupting the voices of 

staff members who have positive views about students, and ascribing to false and deceptive 

reasoning about one’s own unacceptable or abusive behavior toward students. Whereas 

McKenzie studied the experiences of teachers who worked with students of color, later research 

by McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) indicated that White school leaders are susceptible to two of 

the equity traps: deficit thinking and racial erasure. I provide supporting empirical research on 

how both concepts apply to White school leaders subsequently.  

Deficit Thinking about Students of Color  

 Deficit thinking occurs when academic failure is linked to group membership. Group 

membership is then used to explain perceived cognitive and motivational deficits (Howard, 

2010; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004; Skrla & Scheurich, 2001). Empirical research has found 

that this paradigm is deeply entrenched in U.S. public schools (Howard, 2010; Skrla & 

Scheurich, 2001). Teachers who engage in deficit thinking have low expectations of students of 

color and disregard their cultural knowledge base (Howard, 2010). These low expectations are 

linked to poor student achievement outcomes and the influence of school leadership (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1996).  

Research on school leader mindset has found that it is common for leaders to engage in 

deficit thinking. This mindset interferes with social justice initiatives and equity-based decision 

making. Although superintendents leading low-income districts with high percentages of 

students of color are strongly affected by deficit thinking, which is reinforced by 

superintendents’ prior experiences as teachers or campus leaders (Skrla & Scheurich, 2001). 
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White principals leading schools that are demographically different from their own cultural 

background often exhibit deficit thinking, even when the leaders identify as social justice-

oriented (Miller & Martin, 2015).   

This deficit mindset affects important administrative decisions that inform the academic 

opportunity gap and have consequences for students of color (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; 

Oakes & Guiton, 1995; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Gallini, Simmons, & Feggins-Azziz, 2006).  

Such decisions include placement in remedial or low ability classes, special education 

placements, and referrals for suspension and expulsion (Gregory et al., 2010; Oakes & Guiton, 

1995; Skiba et al., 2006). This is especially true in demographically diverse urban schools.  

Given the influence that a school leader can have on racial school climate, it is essential 

that White school leaders exercise critical self-awareness.  This means that leaders are aware of 

and have examined their personal and professional belief systems and are clear about how their 

personal biases and experiences might affect their roles in leadership (Brown, 2004). They must 

also understand the unique issues affecting the urban school context, such as the impact of 

poverty, violence, and trauma.  Hallinger and Heck (1996) found that school context, especially 

socioeconomic environment, has a strong influence on the type of behaviors a school leader must 

employ in order to be effective. These behaviors include a deep awareness of the ways in which 

leadership reproduces social inequities (Marshall & Olivia, 2010). Such awareness might come 

from personal experience, university preparation programs, or professional development 

opportunities. Through this level of awareness, the concept of racial erasure, or the idea that 

color does not exist, is eliminated. 
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Racial Erasure and Colorblind Ideologies 

McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) defined racial erasure as “the notion that by refusing to 

see color, by acting as if we can erase the race of those of color, and by prioritizing other factors 

– such as economics – over race, we can deny our own racism” (p. 613). Racial erasure can 

negatively affect a White school leader’s ability to promote racial school climates that support 

student achievement because colorblindness can obscure one’s ability to identify and disrupt 

racism. Racial erasure negatively influences a White school leader’s ability to engage in critical 

self-reflection because he/she denies that race affects leadership. 

Colorblind ideologies are present when White school leaders assume that race does not 

inform school success (Croom & Marsh, 2010). Such leaders operate under the false 

presumption that we live in a society where all people are treated equally, regardless of ethnicity 

or race (Schofield, 2007).  This mindset contributes to oppressive leadership behaviors, such as 

ignoring how racism informs the schooling experiences of students of color (Cooper, 2009), and 

implies that there is something wrong with non-White races (Howard, 2010). Culturally 

responsive leadership and teaching are impossible in colorblind schools because student diversity 

is disregarded (Khalifa et al., 2016). 

A colorblind approach to leadership contributes to the persistence of the academic 

opportunity gap, as school leaders are often unprepared to examine the impact of racism on 

student learning outcomes. Through qualitative case studies of school leaders in demographically 

changing schools, Miller and Martin (2015) found that principals were prepared to address the 

academic opportunity gap by means of program and policy creation. Although the participants 

reported a fierce dedication to improving test scores, they were unaware of ways in which culture 

and race might affect student achievement outcomes. These findings support Touré’s (2008) 
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research findings, indicating that school leaders lack the knowledge and skills to serve as 

culturally responsive instructional coaches for teachers. Such colorblind ideologies contribute to 

school cultures that are conducive to racial hostilities, like microaggressions. 

Racial Microaggressions 

In their role as culture builders, school leaders are charged with creating policies and 

making decisions regarding student discipline. Most public schools in America are built on 

White middle class norms that minimize disruption, such as being quiet and cooperative (Vavrus 

& Cole, 2002).  In schools where students of color are disproportionately disciplined for 

breaking White middle class norms, disciplinary policies and consequences manifest as racial 

microaggressions that negatively affect racial school climate and student achievement.  For 

instance, when African American females are disproportionately disciplined for being loud and 

unruly, they receive the hostile message that their way of being is counter to the norms in the 

school and that they do not belong.  Racial microaggressions are unintentional and hostile forms 

of racist behavior that influence a student’s ability to achieve through the reinforcement of 

stereotypes.  Microaggressions include assigning intelligence on the basis of race, assuming 

criminal intent or behavior on the basis of race, denial of individual racism, colorblindness, and 

statements that assert that race does not play a role in individual success (Solórzano et al., 2000).  

Office referrals can become microaggressions when they are informed by the colorblind 

ideologies of White teachers.  

Disciplinary microaggressions negatively affect racial school climate and student 

achievement by increasing feelings of disconnection and frustration for students of color 

(Solórzano et al., 2000). Teachers often refer students of color to the principal’s office at higher 

rates than White peers for breaking such White middle class norms as speaking quietly (Vavrus 
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& Cole, 2002). Vavrus and Cole’s (2002) 5-year qualitative study on the sociocultural 

implications of school suspensions found that teachers were culturally disconnected from 

students, which informed disciplinary decisions. For instance, teacher participants referred 

African American students to the principal’s office more than White peers for breaking White 

middle class norms by speaking loudly or questioning authority.  Similarly, Gregory and 

Weinstein’s (2008) research reviewed school discipline data on 442 students who had been 

referred to the office for defiance. The findings indicate that Black and Latino/a students are 

referred to the office more than White peers for this offense, which is a subjective offence 

informed by cultural norms. An example of defiance might include not following a teacher’s 

directions. There are many reasons why a student might not follow directions, including low 

concentration, sleepiness, or even recent trauma. When a teacher is unaware of the reason and 

assumes that the act was a deliberate refusal to cooperate, this becomes a microaggression. 

Research confirms that the presence of racial microaggressions has a negative impact on the 

perception of racial school climate for students of color.  

In their seminal research on racial school climate at the collegiate level, Solórzano et al. 

(2000) examined the impact of racial microaggressions on racial school climate.  Their 

qualitative study used focus groups to examine the experiences of 34 African American college 

students at three predominantly White research universities. Ten focus group interviews were 

conducted where students shared their experiences with racial microaggressions, the impact of 

microaggressions, and their responses to those incidents. Research findings affirm that 

microaggressions have a negative impact on racial school climate by causing increased 

frustration levels and feelings of disconnection. Like deficit thinking, racial microaggressions 

have a negative impact on racial school climate and are linked to school leadership because 
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school leaders set the tone for school culture. Although White school leaders frequently 

contribute to the academic opportunity gap, research indicates that particular behaviors can have 

the opposite effect. These behaviors are identified in the literature on CRSL, which is examined 

subsequently.  

Culturally Responsive School Leadership Behaviors 

White urban school leaders who exhibit culturally responsive behaviors have the ability 

to improve outcomes for students of color (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). CRSL behaviors include 

critical self-reflection, the ability to contribute to culturally responsive teaching and curricula, the 

ability to promote a culturally responsive school environment, and the ability to engage students 

and parents in community contexts (Khalifa et al., 2016).  Table 2.1 is adapted from Khalifa et 

al.’s (2016) synthesis and highlights key behaviors associated with each strand. 

White urban school leaders who have been successful in creating learning environments 

where students of color are experiencing high levels of academic success share common 

leadership behaviors that correlate with CRSL behaviors (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011).  The 

following sections define each of the four CRSL behavior strands and provide examples 

documented by empirical studies of each in practice. Although all four of the CRSL behaviors 

are important, this study focused on the practice of critical self-reflection for White school 

leaders, given that this behavior is recognized as foundational to other CRSL behaviors (Gooden 

& O’Doherty, 2014; Khalifa et al., 2016; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). It is 

important to note that critical self-reflection is also a key step in the process of White racial 

identity development leading to anti-racism. Although the existing literature on CRSL theory 

(Khalifa et al., 2016) is broad and applies to school leaders of any races, I argue here that for 

White school leaders, a commitment to anti-racism is an essential CRSL behavior.  
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Table 2.1  

Culturally Responsive School Leader Behaviors 

Critical self-reflection 
Developing CR Teachers 

and Curriculum 
Promoting CR School 

Environments 

Engaging Students and 
Parents in Community 

Contexts 

• Committed to 
continuous learning of 
cultural knowledge 

• Challenges Whiteness 
• Displays a critical 

consciousness in and 
out of school 

• Uses school data to 
measure CRSL 

• Elicits parent and 
community voice to 
measure CR in schools 

• Uses equity audits to 
measure student 
inclusiveness 

• Leading with courage 
• Transformative leader 

for social justice 

• Creates CRSL team to 
evaluate teacher 
cultural 
responsiveness 

• Reforms school 
curriculum to be more 
CR 

• Models CR teaching 
• Uses CR assessment 

tools 
• Develops teacher 

capacities for CR 
pedagogy 

• Collaborative 
walkthroughs 

• Facilitates CR PD for 
teachers 

• Uses data to see 
cultural gaps in 
achievement, 
discipline, enrichment 
and remedial services 

• Challenges 
exclusionary policies, 
teachers and behaviors 

• Acknowledges values 
and uses cultural 
capital of students 

• Uses student voice 
• Uses data to discover 

and track disparities in 
academics and 
discipline 

• Accepts indigenized 
identities 

• Builds relationships 
with students 

• Models CRSL for staff 
• Promotes a vision for 

inclusive instruction 

• Uses the community 
and an informative 
space to inform 
positive 
understandings of 
students and families 

• Resists deficit thinking 
• Nurtures and cares for 

others 
• Connects directly with 

students  
• Develops positive 

relationships with the 
community 

• Is a servant leader 
• Finds overlapping 

spaces for school and 
community 

• Serves as an advocate 
and social activist for 
community 

 
Critical Self-Reflection 

 Before a leader can practice CRSL behaviors, one must self-reflect critically on how 

cultural background has informed the personal values and assumptions that influence leadership 

decisions (Capper, Theoharis, & Sebastian, 2006; Khalifa et al., 2016). Brown (2004) defined 

critical self-reflection as “examination of personal and professional belief systems, as well as the 

deliberate consideration of the ethical implications and effect of practices” (p. 89). This process 

exposes bias through an investigation of power dynamics and requires a leader to juxtapose 

his/her cultural identity against that of the learning community and uncover hegemonic 

leadership practices (Brown, 2004; Dantley, 2005; Khalifa et al., 2016). Brookfield (as cited in 

Brown, 2006) outlined this interrelated process: 
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1. The process by which adults question and then replace or reframe an assumption that 

up to that point has been uncritically accepted as representing common sense wisdom;  

2. The process through which adults take alternative perspectives on previously taken 

for granted ideas, actions, forms of reasoning and ideologies; and  

3. The process by which adults come to recognize the hegemonic aspects of dominant 

cultural values. (p. 2) 

Research on White urban school leaders who are successful in creating school environments 

where students of color experience success indicates that such leaders engage in critical self-

reflection prior to entering the profession.  

 White school leaders who have participated in their own emotional and intellectual work 

around race, institutional racism, and Whiteness enter the profession with the foundation 

necessary to serve as culturally responsive school leaders. Through a developed racial awareness, 

school leaders have the ability to participate in and facilitate conversations about race.  They are 

able to identify the manifestation of systemic racism in their schools and reflect critically on how 

their leadership functions in the racialized context of their schools (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). 

This combination of skills and awareness allows leaders to serve as culturally responsive 

instructional leaders, and is the first step in the development of and anti-racist identity. 

 White anti-racist racial identity development through critical self-reflection.  White 

anti-racism, defined as “an oppositional and transformational force to White racism” (M. Young 

& Laible, 2000, p. 25), is born through the process of critical self-reflection.  White anti-racism 

focuses on the manifestations of White racism and taking action against it.  In their seminal 

research on White anti-racist school leader preparation, M. Young and Laible (2000) cited 
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Helms’s model of White racial identity development as a key tool for facilitating critical self-

reflection. The revised model includes six identity statuses. 

Contact is the first status and involves a complete lack of racial awareness where White 

privilege is taken for granted.  The Disintegration status follows, which is triggered by 

information on racism, interactions with POCs, or a new awareness of White privilege. 

Disintegration can trigger emotions or fear, guilt, and isolation. This status is followed by 

Reintegration, which occurs with the negative emotions triggered by disintegration result in fear, 

anger, avoidance of the struggle, and victim blaming of POCs.  Through a process of critical 

self-reflection, the fourth stage, Pseudo independence, occurs and includes a heightened 

understanding of the systemic unfairness of racism and a desire to take personal responsibility 

for “dismantling” it. This status includes increased engagement with POCs and a re-examination 

of one’s Whiteness. The next status, Immersion/Emersion, involves further questioning of one’s 

Whiteness and forming alliances with other White anti-racist allies. In the final state, Autonomy, 

a positive White racial identity is internalized and manifests in a “lived commitment to anti-racist 

activity, ongoing self-examination and increased interpersonal effectiveness in multiracial 

settings” (Lawrence & Tatum, 1997, pp. 2-3).  

For White school leaders who are working toward CRSL, a commitment to anti-racism is 

essential. It is not possible for a White school leader serving urban students of color to develop 

culturally responsive teachers and curriculum, promote racially inclusive school environments, 

or engage the community without a commitment to identifying and disrupting racism. Through 

critical self-reflection, a White school leader is able to engage in the process of White racial 

identity development leading to anti-racism. Critical self-reflection and anti-racism are the 

springboards for the behaviors described subsequently.  
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Developing Culturally Responsive Teachers and Curricula  

 School leaders are responsible for managing the instructional program (Khalifa et al., 

2016; Leithwood et al., 2004).  Given the persistence of the academic opportunity gap and the 

lack of culturally responsive teacher training programs (Khalifa et al., 2016; Sleeter, 2011, 

2017), there is a need for instructional leaders who are well-versed in culturally responsive 

pedagogy.  Howard (2010) defined culturally responsive pedagogy as: 

a professional, political, cultural, ethical, and ideological disposition that supersedes 

mundane teaching acts; it is centered in fundamental beliefs about teaching, learning, 

students, their families, and their communities, and an unyielding commitment to see 

student success  become less rhetoric and more of a reality. (p. 67)   

White urban school leaders who are well-versed in culturally responsive pedagogy openly and 

regularly discuss race with staff, engage their staff in professional learning about race, and infuse 

race into data analysis (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). They recruit and retain faculty who ascribe 

to culturally responsive pedagogy and who are committed to the success of students of color 

(Khalifa et al., 2016).  Achievement data are analyzed by subgroups to identify gaps and are used 

to evaluate teacher performance and culturally responsive classroom practices hold teachers 

accountable for the success of all students (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). Such leadership 

promotes culturally responsive school environments.  

Promoting Culturally Responsive and Inclusive School Environments 

 School leadership is a key factor influencing school culture (Davis & Darling-Hammond, 

2012; Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood et al., 2004; Valentine & Pratter, 2001).  Culturally 

responsive school leaders promote inclusivity facilitate school conditions that are culturally 

affirming (Khalifa et al., 2016).  This includes using demographic data to analyze trends in 
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student discipline, special education, and remedial class placements (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). 

White school leaders who have demonstrated success in promoting such school cultures have 

engaged in critical self-reflection and have developed the ability to lead conversations about race 

(Khalifa et al., 2016; Theoharis & Haddix, 2011).  

Engaging Students and Parents in Community Contexts 

Culturally responsive school leaders engage the school community in ways that are 

culturally appropriate.  The leader is positioned as an advocate and an activist within the 

community by engaging overlapping school and community spaces.  The culture of the families 

in the school community is considered in each action. Accommodations are made for parent 

schedules, native languages are honored, and space is created for recognizing student diversity 

(Khalifa et al., 2016). Successful White leaders who are proficient in this leadership behavior 

make efforts to connect with families of color and ensure that the learning community is 

inclusive for all. Parents are invited to serve on committees, help with projects, and take on 

parent leadership within the school (Theoharis & Haddix, 2011). Although some White school 

leaders in urban schools exhibit culturally responsive leader behaviors, research indicates that 

most are entering the profession lacking the skills to develop diversity related policies and 

facilitate difficult discussions around issues of race and diversity (B. Young, Madsen, & Young, 

2010). A majority of university leadership preparation programs do not have a social justice 

focus, and those that do that do struggle to link theory with practice.  

University Leadership Preparation Programs 

It is rare for school leader preparation programs to examine the patterns of oppression 

and inequality that underpin the academic opportunity gap (Brown, 2004; Marshall & Olivia, 

2010). Instead, university preparation programs tend to prepare emerging school leaders for the 
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technical and administrative aspects of the position (Darling-Hammond et al., 2010). Social 

justice issues are commonly reserved for a single course within the program (Gooden & Doherty, 

2015), and most are not intentional about recruiting high quality candidates who have the 

capacity to transform urban schools (Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003). Although several social 

justice leadership frameworks exist, few university preparation programs succeed at developing 

culturally responsive school leaders who exhibit the leadership behaviors outlined in the section 

above (Brown, 2004; Khalifa et al., 2016; Trujillo & Cooper, 2014).  Of those university 

preparation programs that are successful, their effectiveness can be attributed to several key 

characteristics.  

Effective Program Characteristics  

Effective university principal preparation programs recruit high quality candidates, 

facilitate student self-reflection, provide students with opportunities to solve leadership-related 

issues, and offer a cohort setting (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007). In addition, Lightfoot’s (2010) 

case study analysis revealed that programs that are successful in the development of culturally 

responsive school leaders are guided by explicit antiracist vision and mission statements that 

articulate the role of school leaders in examining and disrupting the manifestations of race and 

racism in schools.  These statements inform program decisions, personnel decisions, curriculum 

choices, fieldwork placements, and assessment.  

Programs with a clear vision for preparing culturally responsive school leaders recruited 

faculty who are social justice oriented and seek to promote the vision of the program. Such 

programs recognize the importance of establishing a common definition of social justice among 

faculty members. When this definition is clear, faculty are able to align course objectives and 

content with the intended social justice outcomes of the program. This common understanding 
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guides faculty members in understanding their roles as social justice educators, and informs the 

recruitment of new faculty who are aligned with this vision and mission (Trujillo & Cooper, 

2014). This is key, as effective university faculty must be skilled at guiding students through the 

delicate process of developing a racial leadership awareness through a curriculum that promotes 

critical self-reflection (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015).  

University preparation programs that successfully prepare culturally responsive school 

leaders provide opportunities for critical self-reflection through coursework. Through the process 

of critical self-reflection, leaders gain a new understanding of their role and redefine their work 

in schools (Mezirow, 1991).  Brown’s (2004, 2006) seminal research on preparing principals for 

social justice leadership highlights cultural autobiographies, life history interviews, prejudice-

reduction workshops, and reflective analysis journals as tools for promoting critical self-

reflection.  Gooden and O’Doherty’s (2015) action research involved the use of racial 

autobiographies to promote the racial identity awareness of White cohort of pre-service 

principals. Findings from the study indicate that racial autobiographies facilitate critical self-

reflection through the identification of racial unconsciousness, colorblindness, and White 

privilege.   

Exemplary Program Models 

The Principal Leadership Institutes at The University of California, Los Angeles, and 

Berkeley and the University of Texas at Austin Principalship Program are exemplary program 

models reflecting the aforementioned qualities and effectively training culturally responsive 

school leaders. 

The Principal Leadership Institutes at the University of California, Los Angeles and 

Berkeley. The Principal Leadership Institutes (PLIs) at the University of California, Los Angeles 



 

 46 

and Berkeley were born in 1999 through an initiative from the Regents of California.  This 

initiative required the universities to create principal preparation programs that prepared diverse 

cohorts of students to lead for equity and excellence (Trujillo & Cooper, 2009). Both PLI models 

are driven by missions that name a commitment to social justice: 

The Principal Leadership Institute (PLI) trains and supports a diverse group of 

individuals committed to the principles of academic excellence, equity, and integrity as a 

way to maximize achievement and opportunity for students in urban schools. (University 

of California Los Angeles [UCLA], 2018, para.1 )  

The mission of the Principal Leadership Institute at Berkeley is to prepare, induct, and 

support a diverse community of equity focused school leaders who will improve 

education for vulnerable and historically underserved students in California’s public 

schools in support of social justice. (University of California, Berkeley, 2018, para. 1) 

Trujillo and Cooper’s (2014) study on the PLIs examined the effectiveness of the programs 

attempt to merge social justice theory and practice. This study used qualitative document review 

of course syllabi to identify evidence of the program’s social justice framework. This framework 

identifies critical consciousness, knowledge, and practical skills as three social justice domains 

that are essential to social justice leadership development (Capper et al., 2009; Trujillo & 

Cooper, 2014). Findings suggest evidence of this framework in the curriculum, pedagogy and 

assessment practices of both programs. Distinguishing characteristics of both programs include a 

curriculum that builds critical awareness through the study of systemic racism, the education 

debt, White privilege, and CRT, and opportunities for problem solving through practicum 

experiences. Both programs use assessments to measure critical self-reflection and the 

candidate’s ability to address issues of marginalization and equity (Trujillo & Cooper, 2009). 
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University of Texas at Austin Principalship Program.  The University of Texas at 

Austin Principalship Program is an exemplar in training CRSL. This cohort program includes 

rigorous candidate selection and a focus on authentic, problem based learning (M. Young, 

O’Doherty, Gooden, & Goodnow, 2011). The program mission statement is antiracist and clearly 

identifies social justice orientation: 

The UT Principalship Program strives to: 

• Develop school leaders who are committed to eradicating inequities in schools for all 

children, especially those who have been historically underserved; 

• Prepare school leaders who anchor their practice in social justice leadership, 

especially in topics relating to race, class, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and 

other historically and currently marginalized conditions; and 

• Provide powerful learning experiences in their communities and districts to 

demonstrate national and state educational professional learning standards through a 

social justice and critical lens. (University of Texas at Austin, 2018, para. 1) 

Research on the effectiveness of this program indicates that it is successful in building social 

justice leaders through a coursework that promotes critical self-reflection and identity 

development. Participants are required to take a foundations seminar that requires a thorough 

exploration of leadership identity that includes confronting personal assumptions and biases 

around issues of equity. Other unique features include partnerships with area schools.  Acting as 

researchers, students perform equity audits and assess discipline, achievement, and special 

education data in addition to gathering qualitative data from school and community constituents 

(M. Young et al., 2011). Students are required to perform neighborhood walks to assess 
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community wealth. Research data are presented to the school and have been used in 

improvement plans.  

Although some university principal preparation programs are effective in training 

culturally responsive school leaders, these programs are rare and many White urban school 

leaders have not engaged in training that develops CRSL behaviors. For this reason, professional 

development initiatives that are informed by the vision, curriculum, and methods described 

previously are integral for White urban school leaders and the students of color who are affected 

by their leadership.  

School Leader Professional Development 

 Due to the demands faced by school leaders,  professional development is necessary for 

continued improvement and learning. School leaders are tasked with myriad duties, including the 

oversight of school operations, supporting teachers, affecting school climate, the implementation 

of academic programming, and parent engagement (California Department of Education, n.d.). 

Research indicates a strong correlation between school success and effective ongoing leadership 

development (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007), yet the work of school leaders often happens in 

isolation and is devoid of professional collaboration (Fahey, 2011; Neale & Cone, 2013). In light 

of these complexities, ongoing professional development has become an essential tool for 

addressing the shortcomings of university preparation programs (Zepeda, Parylo, & Bengtson, 

2014). This act, coupled with the impact of leader professional development on school success, 

is important for White school leaders, given that research highlights racial awareness and cultural 

responsivity as gaps in most preparation programs.  

This action research project developed and studied a new collaborative professional 

development model—anti-racist reflective leadership groups. The design of this model blends 
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research on PLCs, white anti-racist affinity groups, and reflective supervision groups. The 

following figure illustrates the relationships among these three professional development models.  

At the intersection of each model is one of the four CRSL behavior strands, with critical self-

reflection at the heart of all three models. 

 
Figure 2.5. New collaborative professional development model—Anti-Racist Reflective 
Leadership Groups. 

 
 The following sections review the research on the professional development models 

informing anti-racist reflective leadership groups. I introduce the concept of principal networks 

and follow up with research on the effectiveness of PLCs. I then introduce the concept of White 

ally affinity groups and conclude with an overview of reflective supervision groups.  



 

 50 

Collaborative Professional Development Models 

Research indicates that collaborative models of professional development have the 

greatest impact on school leader learning. Darling Hammond et al.’s (2007) qualitative study on 

high quality principal professional development found that district led in-service initiatives were 

enhanced by providing opportunities for principal collaboration, including mentoring, coaching, 

peer observation, and principal networks. Daresh and Playko (1992) reviewed university classes, 

principal’s institutes, district led in-service opportunities, and principal networks, citing networks 

as the most effective model. Principal networks host meetings where principals from different 

districts congregate to improve practice.  Effectiveness of networks depends on structure and 

facilitation.  Later research indicates that PLCs provide the structure and facilitation that 

networks might lack. Zepeda et al. (2014) identified mentoring, peer sharing and peer support, 

PLCs, and online professional development as current models, highlighting the effectiveness of 

PLCs (Hipp & Weber, 2008).   

Professional Learning Communities  

 The PLC model links collaborative professional development and student learning as a 

means for solving authentic school-based problems (Servage, 2008).  PLCs are spaces where 

educators “create an environment that fosters mutual cooperation, emotional support, and 

personal growth as they work together to achieve what they cannot accomplish alone” (DuFour 

& Eaker, 1998, p. xii). Hord’s (1997) seminal work on PLCs describes the history of the PLC 

model.  

PLCs were born from Roshenholz’s (as cited in Hord, 1997) inquiry into the workplace 

conditions of teachers and their effectiveness, which found that teachers who felt supported by 

ongoing collaborative learning experiences and teacher leadership opportunities were more 
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effective in the classroom (Hord, 1997).  Informed by Darling-Hammond’s (1996) research that 

found shared decision making was key to curriculum reform, this initiative sought to 

revolutionize teaching by empowering teachers to make thoughtful decisions about student 

learning through continuous, collaborative learning (Hord, 1997).  This model has proven to 

increase student achievement, especially in low SES schools (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Bryk, 

Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010; Kruse & Louis, 1993; Marzano, Waters & 

McNulty, 2005; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995).  

A vast body of research exist linking PLCs with increased student achievement.  Lee and 

Smith’s (1995) report on school restructuring studied 820 school nationwide. Schools with PLCs 

had smaller academic opportunity gaps and greater gains in every subject area (Hord, 1997).  A 

qualitative 2-year study on critical friends’ groups (CFGs) by the Annenberg Institute for School 

Reform used interview and observation data to compare teacher practice.  Teachers who 

participated in CFGs and non-participants were included in the study. This study found that 

teachers who participated in CFGs increased student achievement because CFG participation 

resulted in student-centered teaching (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2006).  B. Berry, Johnson, and 

Montgomery’s (2005) 4-year study of progress in a rural elementary school with PLCs for 

teachers had similar findings. Analysis of grade level testing demonstrated significant 

improvements in student achievement.  Fifty percent of students in this study were performing 

below grade level at the onset of this study. By the end, 20% of students were below grade level 

in reading and math achievement.  Phillips (2003) conducted a 3-year study of middle school 

faculty who were participating in a PLC with the intention of improving outcomes for low 

achieving students. The study found a significant increase in student achievement in the span of 
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the study, with a 50% pass rate in state standardized testing documented in 1999 growing to over 

90% of students passing in 2001.  

Several scholars have developed PLC models for increasing student achievement 

outcomes.  Hord (1997) identified five key dimensions of PLCs: supportive and shared 

leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning and application, shared practices, and 

supportive conditions.  DuFour and Eaker (1998) expanded this model to include results, 

continuous improvement, and action through critical reflection.  Louis and Kruse’s (1995) 

model, also known as critical friends groups (CFGs), is a common model that is characterized 

by: 

• Reflective dialogue: Discussion that includes an acute self-awareness about one’s 

actions; 

• Deprivatization of practice: Classroom doors are open, as is the craft of teaching; 

• Collaboration: A collective action by which teachers generate shared knowledge, 

develop skills, celebrate accomplishments, or shared ideas that contribute to school 

success; 

• A focus on issues of teaching and learning: professional actions are focused on adult 

choices that advance opportunities for student learning; 

• Shared norms and values: shared beliefs about teaching and learning and the purpose 

of the institution (Louis & Kruse, 1995).  

In addition, the CFG model highlights the importance of facilitator training and the use of 

protocols to structure dialogue (Fahey, 2011). 

CFGs are facilitated by skilled professionals who have been trained in the use of specific 

protocols that structure conversations, encourage collaboration, and focus action on teaching and 
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learning.  Trained facilitators are key to the CFG process because they establish the group 

culture, coordinate group logistics, and support educator change through protocols that facilitate 

self-reflection.  Protocols provide norms for structured conversations that encourage 

collaboration and empower participants to share about and reflect on teaching practice and 

student learning (Fahey, 2011). For example, the Consultancy protocol is a common protocol 

where a participant shares a dilemma related to issues that arise in the classroom.  The facilitator 

leads a structured discussion and coaches the group on possible solutions that the presenter may 

or may not use. This results in the deprivatization of practice, collaboration, and enhanced 

opportunities for student learning.  

Principal PLCs 

Although most PLC literature highlights the effectiveness of teacher PLCs in improving 

student achievement outcomes, few studies have explored the effectiveness of PLCs for 

principals. Research on principal PLCs suggest that they have potential implications for 

addressing systemic issues through the use of protocols by deprivatizing the profession and 

sharing practice. Piggot-Irvine’s (2006) qualitative study on principal PLCs found this to be an 

effective model for shared practice and deep learning among school leaders based on principal 

self-reports.  

 Fahey (2011) conducted a case study on a district-wide principal CFG that had been 

together for 6 years at the time of this study. Fahey’s research finding suggest that school culture 

is improved when school leaders participate in a reflective leadership community because they 

are often empowered them to lead similar communities of practice on their own campuses. Fahey 

found that the Consultancy protocol was particularly relevant to the work of school leaders 

because it deprivatized their practice, which is often very isolating.  Hipp and Weber’s (2008) 
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study on the Wisconsin School Leadership Project included 10 principal PLC participants from 

two districts. Findings from this qualitative study suggests that this model has potential to build 

“lateral capacity” (p. 55) to evaluate and improve systems. In addition, research on White ally 

affinity groups indicates that this model supports racial identity development.  

White Anti-Racist Affinity Groups 

 Although the design of this reflective leadership community was heavily informed by the 

aforementioned research on PLCs, this community also served as a White anti-racist affinity 

group.  A racial affinity group is a process where people of the same race group meet on a 

regular basis to process issues of racism, oppression, and privilege (Blitz & Kohl, 2012).  Anti-

racism is “the active process of identifying and eliminating racism by changing systems, 

organizational structures, policies and practices and attitudes, so that power is redistributed and 

shared equitably” (CARED, 2018, para. 1). McIntosh (1988) explained that “anti-racism 

examines the power imbalances between racialized people and white people. These imbalances 

play out in the form of unearned privileges that white people benefit from and racialized people 

do not” (p. 291).  

Research indicates that affinity groups promote anti-racist practice, can effectively 

advance organizational change, and support the personal and professional growth of members 

(Blitz & Kohl, 2012). Blitz and Kohl’s (2012) study on the implementation of racial affinity 

groups in a social work organization suggests that affinity groups address colorblind ideologies 

by encouraging people to talk openly about racial identity.  Through this process, participants are 

better positioned to address bias and move toward equity. Affinity groups are similar to PLCs in 

that protocols and resources provide structure for the work of the group. Several professional 

organizations provide specific guidance and training for affinity group facilitators and 
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participants, and a professional with experience in White ally affinity group facilitation and 

leading reflective practice was recruited for this project.   

Reflective Supervision Groups 

Reflective supervision groups are a practice that derives from the early childhood 

education and childcare field (Virmani & Otai, 2010).  Reflective supervision programs are 

designed for supervisors in education, nursing, medicine, or psychology and facilitate reflective 

functioning (Heffron et al., 2016). Reflective functioning is “a process by which we understand, 

interpret, and make meaning of others’ behavior in light of the thoughts, feelings, beliefs, wishes, 

desires, and plans that underlie and motivate that behavior” (p. 630). During reflective 

supervision groups, individuals engage in reflective activities and share diverse perspectives to 

deepen their understanding of work-related issues (Heffron et al., 2016). A reflective practice 

facilitator is responsible for building capacity by facilitating group meetings that engage 

reflective practice through the use of protocols.  A reflective supervisor is an organizational 

leader who participates in a supervision group and is also a provider of reflective practice 

(Heffron et al., 2016). Reflective supervisors provide a “secure base” for their staff through 

“regularity, collaboration and reflection” (Virmani & Ontai, 2010, p. 18).   

Reflective supervision groups were developed as a way to enhance the quality of the 

relationships between childcare providers and the young children in their care by valuing 

sensitivity and responsiveness to a child’s social-emotional needs (Virmani & Ontai, 2010). 

Research on reflective supervision groups indicates that through reflection, educators increase 

their ability to understand the “interpersonal world” and consider multiple perspectives 

(Gilkerson, 2004, p. 428). Virmani and Ontai’s (2010) study on the impact of reflective 

supervision groups found that groups foster a participant’s ability to exercise insightfulness in 
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interactions with children. Participants from both a traditional and a reflective practice childcare 

site took the Insightfulness Assessment, which evaluates a caregiver’s ability to empathize with a 

child and understand motives for behavior based on a complex, whole-child perspective. 

Childcare providers at the reflective practice site scored higher in their abilities to understand the 

complexity of a child and demonstrate insight into a child’s motives, acceptance and warmth, 

and openness of thought about a child.  

Two aspects of reflective supervision groups are key for this study: the focus on critical 

self-reflection and the focus on supervision. Reflective supervision groups enhance a 

supervisor’s ability to both engage in critical self-reflection and use reflective practices as a 

means for staff professional development. This supports the body of research on CRSL, which 

calls for school leaders who engage regularly in critical self-reflection and can build a staff 

culture that embraces the practice of critical self-reflection to improve outcomes for students of 

color (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

Critical Race Theory in Education 

This research is grounded in CRT in education and two related sub theories: the national 

education debt (described previously) and CRSL theory. CRT establishes the existence of racism 

in public schools.  The national education debt describes the how systemic racism manifests in 

the academic opportunity gap, whereas CRSL provides a framework for school leaders to 

address systemic racism through their leadership.   

Critical Race Theory 

CRT in education is a framework that explains the differences in achievement and school 

experiences between students of color and their White peers (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) developed the original tenets of this theory, arguing that it 



 

 57 

identifies racism as systemic and deeply ingrained in American life; reinterprets ineffective civil 

rights and interest convergence in legislation like Brown v. Board; and challenges claims of 

neutrality, objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy through naming one’s own story. 

Solórzano and Delgado Bernal (2001) developed the current tenets of CRT that guide the 

exploration of race and racism in schools: 

1. Centrality of race and racism- All CRT research within education must centralize 

race and racism, including intersections with other forms of subordination such as 

gender, class, and citizenship. 

2. Challenging the dominant perspective- CRT research works to challenge the 

dominant narratives and re-center marginalized perspectives. 

3. Commitment to social justice- CRT research must always be motivated by a social 

justice agenda. 

4. Valuing experiential knowledge- CRT builds on the oral traditions of many 

indigenous communities of color around the world. CRT research centers the 

narratives of POCs when attempting to understand social inequality. 

5. Being interdisciplinary- CRT scholars believe that the world is multidimensional, and 

research about the world should reflect multiple dimensions. (pp. 312-314)  

Through this current framework, critical race scholars provide an explanation for the academic 

opportunity gap known as the national education debt and argue that we are missing the point by 

focusing on achievement alone as this problem is a byproduct of larger systemic issues.  

Culturally Responsive School Leadership Theory 

CRSL is an emerging theory in the field of educational leadership.  CRSL theory is 

contingent on “the ability of school leaders to create school contexts and curriculum that 
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responds effectively to the educational, social, political, and cultural needs of students” (Khalifa 

et al., 2016, p. ).  This theory counters traditional forms of leadership that have pervaded the 

ability to address continued inequities that exist in public education, and is heavily informed by 

antiracist, transformative, and social justice leadership.  Although these leadership frameworks 

are “liberatory” in that they resist oppression, CRSL is “liberatory and antioppressive, it is also 

affirmative, and seeks to identify and institutionalize practices that affirm Indigenous and 

authentic cultural practices of students” (Khalifa et al., 2016, p.1278 ).  

Summary 

This synthesis of literature highlights a need for culturally responsive school leaders who 

can critically analyze and self-reflect on the persistence of the academic opportunity gap. This 

critical self-analysis is especially important for White school leaders in urban settings who may 

lack racial awareness and unintentionally promote White racism through their leadership.  For 

such leaders, the development of racial awareness through critical self-reflection is key, and most 

university preparation programs fail to produce leaders who are racially aware.  In addition, this 

research focuses the discussing of CRSL theory on White school leaders, arguing that a White 

school leader cannot be culturally responsive without a commitment to anti-racism.  Finally, this 

study adds to literature on CRSL theory, which Khalifa et al. (2016) argued is “undertheorized 

and under researched” (p. 1,297).  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Faced with the historic prevalence of systemic racism in public schools (Howard, 2010), 

it is important that White school leaders are able to identify personal bias and lead in ways that 

are culturally responsive through a commitment to anti-racism. This is especially true because 

White school leaders are slated to be a racial minority by the year 2050, and will continue to 

make up 80% of public school principals (Donnor et al., 2016; NCES, 2016).  Few school 

leadership preparation programs focus on CRSL and racial identity development, failing to 

prepare White educators to lead in schools that are racially diverse (Khalifa et al., 2016).  In light 

of this problem, this embedded case study and action research project examined the collective 

and individual experiences of five urban school leaders participating in a professional 

development model called WAKE UP!  

WAKE UP! is an anti-racist reflective leadership community and affinity space for White 

school leaders designed to facilitate critical self-reflection through the use of a reflective practice 

protocol. The protocol provided a framework for evaluating racial leadership dilemmas through 

an equity lens. Through this process, participants identified the manifestation of intuitional and 

societal racism at their schools. Through group dialogue and journaling, they reflected on the 

ways in which implicit bias and White privilege affected their leadership. Participants engaged in 

a process that promoted institutional and personal transformation as they move toward anti-

racism.  This study drew on the conceptual frameworks of CRT (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 

Whiteness (Helms, 1990), CRSL theory (Khalifa et al., 20016) and addressed the following 

research questions: 

1. What are the experiences of White urban school leaders participating in an anti-racist 

reflective leadership group at a single school site? 
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a. To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report that 

participation in an anti-racist reflective leadership group influences critical self-

reflection? 

b. To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report a 

shift in their White racial identity as a result of an anti-racist reflective leadership 

group?  

2. How do specific components (group culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) of 

an anti-racist reflective leadership group promote critical self-reflection for White urban 

school leaders at a single school site? 

Research Design and Rationale 

Critical Qualitative Research  

 The goal of this study was to examine the experiences of participants and the group 

during WAKE UP!, thus a qualitative approach was appropriate. Due to the theoretical influence 

of CRT, critical qualitative research underpinned the research methodology for this study, which 

was designed to investigate the power dynamics that cause oppression. Critical qualitative 

methods “raise questions about how power relations advance the interests of one group while 

suppressing those of others” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 61). This study acknowledged the 

manifestation of societal racism in public schools and the ways in which school leadership can 

be liberate or oppress.  

Case Study  

Case study methodology involves the in-depth exploration of a program, event, activity, 

or process of one of more individuals over time, requiring the researcher to collect detailed 

information using multiple procedures (Creswell & Creswell, 2016). The design for this study 
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included an embedded case study model combined with critical action research.  The case study 

involved six data points—the five participants and the group. Qualitative methods—including 

interviews, documents, and eJournals—were used to explore two units of analysis for each data 

point: critical self-reflection and White racial identity development. In Chapters 4-6, I used data 

gathered through case study analysis to provide rich descriptions of participant experiences, and 

lessons learned across cases to illuminate the common experience of the group. Although 

qualitative case study methods allowed me to examine the in-depth experiences resulting from 

WAKE UP!, critical action research methodology was key to capturing the specific components 

of the WAKE UP! program that promoted critical self-reflection.  

Critical Action Research  

Action research is a scientific approach by which important social issues are investigated 

collaboratively with those experiencing the problem (Coughlin & Brannick, 2014). Social justice 

is the goal of critical action research, which is guided by an interest in “emancipating people and 

groups from...injustice” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 54).  Critical action research studies are 

informed by critical theory and seek to challenge power relationships based on race, gender, 

class, or other social structures (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Action research is an effective methodology for approaching organizational issues 

(Coughlin & Brannick, 2014). In the case of this study, the primarily White administrative team 

at a public charter school in the San Fernando Valley had identified that issues of race and 

racism were affecting their schools. They speculated that their Whiteness was affecting their 

ability to clearly understand and disrupt this phenomenon. As participants identified the 

manifestation of intuitional and societal racism at their schools, they began to recognize the 

impact of implicit bias and White privilege on their leadership decisions. Although this study did 
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not evaluate organizational change, action research allowed me to explore the process of 

meaning making as participants engaged in critical self-reflection and experienced shifts in their 

White racial identities (Merriam, 2009).  

The action research process involved planning, taking action, evaluating the action, and 

taking further action.  This method was best suited for this research project because the focus 

was on research in action by way of developing and implementing the WAKE UP! program 

(Coughlin & Brannick, 2014).  The action research cycle for this study involved planning the 

program, implementing the program, collecting feedback from participants after each session, 

and making necessary changes to the program.  

Strategies of Inquiry 

Rationale for Site  

 The site for this study needed to be a public school located in a large metropolitan area 

that mirrored national trends in demographics, student achievement, and discipline. Data from 

the metropolitan area had to reflect public schools with a majority White administrator, a 

majority of Latino/a and/or African American students, and evidence of the racial achievement 

gap and school to prison pipeline. Los Angeles, CA fits these criteria as home to the second 

largest school district in the United States serving 633,621 public school students in district and 

charter schools (Los Angeles Unified School District, n.d.).  

An analysis of student and faculty demographics indicates that Los Angeles’s public 

schools serve as a microcosm for the national demographic trends explored through this research.  

According to data from the California Department of Education (2017), there are 2,865 school 

leaders in Los Angeles public schools, which includes Los Angeles Unified School District and 
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charter schools. A comparison of these data indicates a mismatch of school leader and student 

body demographics (see Table 1.1) 

Situated in the San Fernando Valley of Los Angeles, CA, Hope Charter Schools is a 

small charter management organization comprising an elementary, middle and high school. The 

elementary school serves 300 students in grades TK-5. Over 300 students attend the middle 

school, which has been touted as one of the best public schools serving low income students in 

the city; the high school serves grades 9-12.  Hope served as the site for this study, as it reflects 

national and local trends in demographics, achievement, and discipline. The demographics of the 

organization reflect a mismatch between school leaders and students.   

At the elementary and middle schools, 82% of students are Latino/a and 11% are African 

American.  The demographics of the high school reflect a slightly different population, with 85% 

Latino/a students and 17% African American students (Education Data Partnership, n.d.). The 

school’s administrative team consists of eight leaders, seven of whom are White and have served 

in role of Assistant Principal or Principal at some point during the organization’s 10 years of 

operation.  

This mismatch is interesting to note in light of enrollment trends on both campuses.  

Between 2012 and 2019, the percentage of African American students at the elementary and 

middle school campus has decreased annually from 28% in 2012 to 11% in 2017 (Education 

Data Partnership, n.d.).  In 2014, the high school opened with a student population that was 16% 

African American. During the 2014-2015 school year, 19 students withdrew from the school. Of 

these families, 10 were Latino and nine were African American.  

Aside from enrollment trends, student achievement data from the California Assessment 

of Student Performance and Progress indicates that the middle school has struggled to meet the 
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learning needs of Latino/a and African American students. During the 2016-2017 school year, 

53% of African American students and 56% of Latino/a students performed below grade level 

standard in English Language Arts.  In math, 67% of African American and Latino/a student 

performed below grade level standard.  

Although student achievement data at the middle school is concerning, discipline data 

reflects positive changes between 2012 and 2017.  In 2012, the school suspended 37 students. 

Twenty-three students were African American, and 14 were Latino/a (Education Data 

Partnership, n.d.).  Between 2015-2017, the school implemented a restorative justice program, 

which resulted in a 0% suspension rate. Although the data from the middle school are promising, 

data from the elementary school raise concerns.  

Although the elementary school has not suspended any students, internal data on office 

referrals shows that African American students are referred to the principal’s office at higher 

rates than other student subgroups. It is important to note that of five of the seven grade level 

teachers at the elementary school are White. Of 266 incidents that were logged in the school’s 

student information system, 157 office referrals were for African American students. This means 

that 11% of the student body accounts for 60% of office referrals. Referrals for willful defiance, 

bullying, and disruption are the highest for African American boys, which is consistent with the 

national discipline trends discussed in review of literature. 

Despite these trends, the leadership team at Hope expressed a high level of buy-in to the 

school’s mission, which states that [Hope] Charter Schools “develops a community of learners 

who are inspired by learning, engaged as global citizens, and who serve as change agents, 

making their community a better place for all.” The opening line of the vision statement implies 

an emphasis on social justice: “The aim of [Hope] Charter Schools is to cultivate a college going 
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culture through rigorous academics and a fierce commitment to social justice.”  The words 

inspired, engaged, and change agent are embedded throughout the school’s culture, policies, and 

rituals.  

Although the school had a “social justice mission,” the administrative team at Hope was 

aware that issues of race and racism were affecting their community. Although school leaders on 

both campuses had made individual efforts to address these issues, the problems persisted. Past 

efforts included faculty book groups about culturally and linguistically responsive teaching and 

learning, professional development and coaching from an expert on culturally and linguistically 

responsive teaching and learning, and restorative practices. The school leaders themselves had 

yet to engage in professional development focused on CRSL. The participants were eager to 

collaborate and engage in critical self-reflection to examine the intersection between their 

Whiteness and their leadership. Through this process, the team hoped to get clarity about the 

impact of race and racism on their schools and work toward solutions.  

Rationale for Sample 

 Members of WAKE UP! had to be White school leaders in an urban public school in Los 

Angeles who were willing to acknowledge the systemic, institutional, and individual impact of 

racism on public education.  Participants may or may not have had prior experience with racial 

identity development or social justice leadership and represented a diversity of leadership 

experiences that reflect leadership teams at other public schools.  Participants had to have prior 

or current experience in the role of principal or assistant principal and currently serve in a 

leadership role that relates to improving outcomes for students of color.    

The White administrators at Hope Charter Schools fit these criteria. This sample presents 

a unique glimpse at school leadership because this team represented school leadership for the 
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organization since opening in 2005. Although team members were collegial and had built trust 

and rapport with one another, this team had never worked together as a collective, cross-campus 

leadership group on a single project or initiative. This team featured a total of six participants, 

including myself as a participant researcher.  

Participants in this study had various degrees of exposure to social justice 

leadership.  Two of the five participants were graduates of the PLI at UCLA, one of few 

programs in the country that focus on social justice and culturally responsive leadership. Three 

participants had no exposure to social justice school leadership programs, and  none of the 

participants had formal training in anti-racist identity development.  

Table 3.1 

Overview of Participants 

Participant 
(Pseudonym) Title Years at Site Prior Roles 

Formal Training 
in Social Justice 
Leadership 

Brienne Superintendent 15 Middle School 
Principal 

No 

Pierre High School 
Assistant 
Principal 

10 Teacher Yes 

Rebecca High School 
Principal 

14 Teacher 
Assistant 
Principal, 
Middle School 

Yes 

Asher Middle School 
Principal 

9 Teacher 
Assistant 
Principal 

No 

Summer Elementary 
School Principal 

7 Assistant 
Teacher 
Teacher 

No 

 
The group represented a diverse mix of leadership experiences, ranging from 6 months to 

20 years, and reflected positions consistent with leadership teams at other public schools, 

including superintendent, principal, and assistant principal. Each participant had prior or current 
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experience in the role of principal or assistant principal at the school sites, which is important 

given that the literature on school leadership referenced in this study is primarily focused on the 

role of the principal. Each participant was serving in a role responsible for improving outcomes 

for students of color at the time of this study  

Access 

 I have worked at Hope Charter Schools as a leadership consultant over the years. I trained 

the founding teachers on several school culture initiatives when the elementary school opened, 

and I worked with school leadership over the years on various projects. I had worked closely 

with Rebecca, and was struck by some of the race issues that were emerging on her campus. The 

issues she described were similar to trends that I had observed at the other schools within the 

organization. Rebecca, who had a Black Lives Matter poster hanging in her office, had a clear 

commitment to social justice, which left me confused about some of the issues she was facing. 

She was equally confused.  

 The initial design for this project involved recruiting school leaders from different sites 

across the city to participate in this group with the leaders at Hope. Through my research, I 

discovered that recruitment for this study posed several unique challenges, indicating that it 

would be unlikely to recruit ample participants. One challenge to recruitment involves 

colorblindness. It is common for White individuals to ascribe to racial neutral ideologies or 

colorblindness, which leads to racial avoidance and makes conversations about race and racism 

uncomfortable (Lopez, 2003). This would pose a problem for recruitment materials, as potential 

participants would likely be uncomfortable with terms like “anti-racist” (S. Tolchluk, personal 

communication, May 23, 2018). It would have been unethical to recruit White school leaders for 

this study without acknowledging the objectives of the research. 
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Upon adjusting my methodology and seeking approval from the Superintendent to use 

Hope as a site, all five school administrators expressed a strong desire to participate in this study. 

It is important to note that the school does not have an internal review board, and the 

Superintendent must approve research at the school sites. I met with each individual participant 

and the facilitator to ensure that they understood the study, their commitment, and the ways in 

which I would ensure confidentiality. In addition to sample access, I had access to a group 

facilitator through the Center for Reflective Communities. CRC is an organization that provides 

trainings in mindfulness and reflective care to educators, early childhood professionals, and 

residential care staff working in high need communities.  

 Diane Reynolds is a program developer and trainer through the Center for Reflective 

Communities. She has developed programs on reflective functioning, reflective care, and 

reflective supervision, and is a program developer and trainer for the Center for Reflective 

Communities. Reynolds is a licensed MFT and is active in AWARE-LA (Alliance of White 

Anti-Racists Everywhere-Los Angeles). Reynolds as experience facilitating discussions about 

race and is committed to anti-racism. Reynolds has worked with Hope Elementary School for the 

past 2 years and has developed a customized reflective practice group for elementary school 

teachers. Her program includes the design of a customized reflective practice protocol that 

mirrors elements of the school’s culture and traditions called The Swaddle. This protocol was 

fine-tuned by WAKE UP! participants to reflect the specific objectives of our group by focusing 

on issues of race.  The recruitment protocol for this study can be found in Appendix A.    

Data Collection Methods 

eJournals. eJournal entries were a key qualitative research method used in this study to 

capture data for case study analysis and in documenting the action research aspect of this project. 
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Participants were asked to complete a confidential, electronic journal (eJournal) at the end of 

each WAKE UP! session. Time for journaling was included as part of the 2 hour long session, 

and participants had 30 minutes to complete eJournals. The eJournal template that was used for 

each session can be found in Appendix B.  

Data from eJournals were used to answer RQ 1, “What are the experiences of White 

urban school leaders participating in an anti-racist reflective leadership group at a single school 

site?” and RQ 1.a, “To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report 

that participation in an anti-racist reflective leadership group influences critical self-reflection?” 

Questions were designed to correlate with Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self reflection, 

described in Chapter 2. These data provided evidence on the process of critical self-reflection for 

individuals and the group using the Brookfield process. Participants answered questions about 

their reflective process as the result of the group dialogue.  

In order to address Q 1.b, “To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a 

single site report a shift in their White racial identity as a result of an anti-racist reflective 

leadership group?”, participants were asked to identify their White racial identity status using the 

Helms model. This model was operationalized during the opening meeting and reviewed prior to 

journal time to ensure that participants understand the model clearly.  eJournal entries 

illuminated self-reports of shifts in identity development for individuals after each session. A 

shift was considered forward or backward movement between the statuses. Participants were 

asked to describe what factors resulted in the shift. eJournal data provided a clear snapshot of 

White racial identity development for each participant by session.  

Participants responded to questions about RQ 2, “How do specific components (group 

culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) of an anti-racist reflective leadership group 
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promote critical self-reflection for White urban school leaders at a single school site?” 

Participants reported on the effectiveness of the protocols, group culture, and facilitation, and 

reflected on changes that they had made or were intended to make as the result of a WAKE UP! 

discussion. Data from these questions were reviewed weekly and used to make adjustments to 

the program. For example, the group generated the same list of discussion topics for the first two 

sessions. Participant feedback indicated that this process was too time consuming, and so the list 

of topics was condensed into four themes that were voted on prior to each subsequent WAKE 

UP! meeting.  

In addition to participant eJournals, the facilitator, Diane Reynolds, completed an 

eJournal after each session. These data were helpful in evaluating her role in facilitating the 

group’s experience. Given the existing relationships amongst group members, the facilitator’s 

perspective provided an unbiased account of what happened during each meeting. The facilitator 

eJournal was similar to that of the participants, but asked questions about the facilitation skills 

employed during the meeting. A copy of this eJournal template can be found in Appendix B.  

Interviews. Participant and facilitator interviews were used to inform each of the 

research questions, serving as an important research method supporting the embedded case study 

approach. Each participant participated in a pre-participation interview and a post-participation 

interview. The facilitator participated in a recorded and transcribed planning meeting and a post-

participation interview. These in-depth interviews captured the rich detail required by case study 

methods. I conducted the interviews and recorded them on two devices. Rev.com was used for 

transcription. Specific interview protocols can be located in Appendix C.  

I used interview data to determine how participation in WAKE UP! influenced two units 

of analysis—critical self-reflection and White racial identity development. Participants shared 
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racial histories and leadership narratives with me in pre-participation interviews, responding to 

questions such as, “When did you first notice that being White made a difference in your life?” 

and “What does it mean to be a White person at this time in your life?” Participants were 

presented with Helms’s (19957 model of White racial identity development. The model was 

operationalized and participants were and asked to identify their current status using the model. 

This information was used to craft vignettes on each participant, which provided a snapshot of 

each participant prior to the program, and informed the discussion about shifts in White racial 

identity development that occurred as a result. 

Similar questions were revisited during post-participation interviews with participants. 

Participants were again asked “What does it mean to be a White person at this time in your life?” 

and asked to place themselves on the Helms’s (1997) model. This data supported evidence from 

eJournal reflections, highlighting the changes that occurred for each participant as the result of 

the WAKE UP! program.  

Participant post-participation interviews were used to answer RQ 2, “How do specific 

components (group culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) of an anti-racist reflective 

leadership group promote critical self-reflection for White urban school leaders at a single school 

site?”  Participants were asked to reflect on group culture, the swaddle protocol, and facilitation. 

Answers from these interview questions generated insights about the ways in which relationships 

and facilitation affected participants’ experience of critical self-reflection.  

The facilitator also participated in a post-participation interview. During this 

conversation, she reflected on progress for the group. She shared her White racial narrative and 

highlighted the skills that allowed her to facilitate the group process. She discussed her own 
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White racial identity development as the result of facilitating this program. Information from this 

interview informed analysis related to RQ 2.  

Document review. Data from documents were used to inform both research questions. 

Documents included meeting notes with the facilitator, WAKE UP! agendas, pictures of the 

facilitator’s White board notes, issues parking lots, discussion ballots, and artifacts created 

through the protocols. An example of artifact is the worksheet that participants were asked to 

complete during Session 7. This worksheet required participants to identify personal, 

professional, and intuitional changes that need to be made to embody an anti-racist leadership 

identity.  

Documents allowed me to track the discussion topics and the program that emerged from 

the action research process and fill in the blanks when presented with a vague eJournal entry.  

For example, if a participant made an unclear reference to something that was discussed during 

the session in his or her eJournal, I could reference photographs of the facilitator’s extensive 

White board notes. This evidence allowed me to complete missing information from an eJournal 

entry.  

Data Analysis Methods 

 Data analysis resulted in the development of themes across individual cases, or lessons 

learned.  Data were coded using Quirkos, and I generated codes based on my research questions 

and two units of analysis—critical self-reflection and White racial identity development.  I was 

careful to look for other codes emerging from the data during this process.   

Data were coded based on each step of the Brookfield (1997) process —questioning or 

replacing and assumption, taking an alternative perspective, and recognizing racial hegemony. 

The Helms model was used to code for shifts in White racial identity development, and I coded 
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for each of the six statuses in this model: contact, disintegration, reintegration, pseudo 

independence, immersion/emersion, and autonomy. In addition, I coded for several other factors, 

including the nature of discussion issues (societal, institutional, or individual racism) group 

culture, facilitation, and participant changes.  

Upon coding, I analyzed the data to identify lessons learned. Using Brookfield’s (1997) 

process of critical self reflection, I analyzed eJournal entries for evidence of the three steps 

discussed in this process. For example, to code Step 1—the process by which adults question and 

then replace or reframe an assumption that up to that point have been uncritically accepted as 

representing common sense wisdom—I examined eJournal entries for three qualities: 

1. Evidence of questioning an assumption; 

2. Explicitly naming the assumption being questioned; and  

3. Evidence of replacing or reframing that assumption with another idea. 

I used the same process for each step. Of 119 eJournal entries, 80 provided adequate information 

for coding. Using 80 as the denominator, I was able to calculate the percentage of eJournal 

entries that correlated with each step in the Brookfield process, illuminating the effectiveness of 

the WAKE UP! program in facilitating critical self-reflection. This process generated lessons 

learned about the group experience.  

 From there, I analyzed the nature of each discussion topic as identified by participant 

eJournals. This provided insight about the types of issues that were being discussed, illuminating 

lessons learned by the group about the manifestation of racism across their organization. This 

process shed light on the ways in which the group process informed individual experiences and 

racial identity development.  
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 Participant self-reports on their White racial identity development during the study were 

an important aspect of analyzing individual experiences. eJournal data were used to create a 

chart of White racial identity development for each participant after each session. An analysis of 

individual experiences generated a snapshot of each participant’s growth. eJournal data on White 

racial identity development were analyzed to generate themes across the cases while illuminating 

each participant’s individual experiences. Data from eJournals and participant interviews were 

analyzed to generate lessons learned about group culture, protocols and activities, and 

facilitation. An analysis of these data revealed key insights about group culture and facilitation.  

Role Management 

I had three keys roles during this action research process: collaborator, participant as 

observer, and participant as facilitator.  In the role of collaborator, I worked closely with the 

facilitator throughout this process. She is a true expert in facilitating group process and a model 

of advanced White racial identity development. I leaned on her expertise throughout to guide 

decisions about program adjustments and how to create the necessary conditions for critical self-

reflection. I shared my research with her and was the project lead, but she was the expert in how 

to facilitate the desired process.  

During WAKE UP! meetings, I wore the hat of participant as observer. Each group 

member was aware of my role, but my role as researcher was subordinate to my role as 

participant (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). By serving as participant as observer, I had the 

opportunity to experience WAKE UP! alongside participants.  

Although I had already established professional credibility with the members of the 

group, I had to establish credibility as a researcher. It was important to embody trustworthiness, 

transparency, and authenticity in this role.  To do this, I engaged as a participant/facilitator 
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during the initial meeting. This role provided me with an opportunity to (a) share additional 

important background information about the study,(b) reiterate how my role as a White school 

leader inspired my interest in this study, and (c) participate in several protocols by sharing my 

personal experience with White racial identity development. Through this personal connection,  I 

was able to build on existing trust with group members. I set out to inspire participants by 

reframing their role as school leaders as an act of social justice, which can only truly happen 

when we are racially aware. I believe that these efforts supported data collection methods.  

With regard to managing research, documentation and data collection were systematic. 

Each participant was asked the same questions during interviews. I practiced interviewing and 

listening so I could build rapport and encourage honest responses. I created an effective system 

for coding data, which allowed me to triangulate and thereby reduce validity threats.  

Ethical Issues  

My position as both researcher and a leadership coach at Hope Charter Schools posed 

ethical considerations for this study. Furthermore, vertical relationships within the group raised  

concerns related to job safety. Hope Charter Schools had identified an organizational need for 

WAKE UP! and this work was part of an initiative developed to address issues of race and 

racism. This group was slated to convene and work together regardless of the research 

opportunity.   

Participation in this project was strictly voluntary, and each of the five participants had 

requested access to professional development of this nature. The original plan for this study 

involved the development of a network of leaders from schools across Los Angeles and each 

participant requested to participate in that network. Although the Superintendent has the 

authority to terminate employees, I was sure to discuss this threat with her prior to the study. She 
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assured me that participation in this program would have no bearing on job performance or 

evaluation. I ensured each participant that information shared in WAKE UP! meetings would not 

be used to assess job performance and that their employment was protected. To highlight job 

security for participants, it is important to note that each of the participants had job stability, as 

each had been with the organization for over 4 years.  

My preexisting professional relationship as a leadership coach posed additional ethical 

considerations, which I believe strengthen the research. When evaluating ethical issues emerging 

from participant and researcher relationships, Lincoln (1995) suggested seven standards for 

validity in qualitative research. The premise of her arguments is that a strong relationship 

between the researcher and participants is key to high quality research. These seven standards 

informed my approach to this research. 

Positionality. Positionality is one’s standpoint about the research or social or cultural 

position. Lincoln (1995) argued that this issue can be addressed through authenticity and honesty 

about one’s own stance or position on the research, further stating that objectivity is a barrier to 

quality (p. 280).   

I addressed my positionality in-depth through my participation in the process. I reflected 

on my role as leadership coach and researcher throughout the project.  I kept a journal and 

tracked my own racial identity development and experience as a participant-observer.  This was 

an important tool, allowing me to separate my own process from that of the participants. 

Voice. Lincoln (1995) described voice as “who speaks, for whom, to whom, for what 

purposes” (p. 282). I assured equitable voice for all participant by using an outside facilitator to 

conduct the group meetings. The facilitator worked to build a group culture that neutralized 
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positionality as much as possible, creating horizontal relationships in a vertical space (Diane, 

Post Participation Interview).   

Critical subjectivity. Lincoln (1995) described critical subjectivity as “the ability to 

enter an altered state of consciousness...for the purpose of understanding with great 

discrimination subtle differences in the personal and psychological states of others” (p. 283). 

Lincoln argued that critical subjectivity heightens self-awareness in the research process and 

creates personal and social transformations.  

My role as participant observer facilitated this experience because I engaged in the 

process of critical self-reflection alongside participants, allowing me to experience this research 

process as a participant. Furthermore, my existing relationships with the participants allowed me 

to notice subtle differences in body language or communication that another researcher may not 

have noticed. 

Reciprocity. Lincoln (1995) described high quality qualitative research as marked by 

reciprocity.  She defined this reciprocity as “intense sharing” or a “‘lover model,’ wherein parties 

to the research effort and their relationships were marked by a deep sense of trust, caring, and 

mutuality” (p. 284).  As a leadership coach, I worked to develop close preexisting relationships 

with the school leaders at Hope over the years. I argue that without this type of relationship, it 

might have been difficult to find participants for a study like this due to threats of reactivity. 

Preexisting relationships allowed for intense sharing in ways with which strangers may not have 

been comfortable. Sharing about my own experiences as a White school leader in my role at 

New LA Charter Schools worked to level the playing field. Deep sharing facilitated reciprocity; 

participants received a high quality professional and personal development experience in 

exchange for their participation in this study.  
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Sacredness. Lincoln (1995) claimed that science is sacred and researchers who believe 

the same “make space for the lifeways of others and create relationships that are based 

on...mutual respect, granting of dignity, and deep appreciation of the human condition” (p. 284). 

I approached this research in the same way that I approach my work in schools: as sacred. It was 

key that I employed a relational ethic, which means having an acute awareness of the impact of 

relationships with participants during a study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In many ways, my 

strong relationships with the participants supported this approach because I recognized them as 

“whole people,” not just subjects for a study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 261).   

Group safety and confidentiality were key in this study, and it was important for WAKE 

UP! to be treated as a sacred space. Each participant was asked to complete consent forms prior 

to the study.  During the first session, the facilitator established group norms and lead several 

other protocols to build a safe working community. Confidentiality and group safety were 

highlighted as key aspects of the group culture, and participants were informed that I would be 

using pseudonyms when writing about their experiences. WAKE UP! artifacts, documents, audio 

recordings, field notes, and meeting transcripts were stored in a locked area. Digital versions 

were protected by a password, and all materials were destroyed upon completion of the study.  

It is important to note that discussions about race and racism can be emotionally charged. 

The use of protocols helped to create a safe space for participation. However, in the event that a 

participant was to express that he or she was upset as the result of a WAKE UP! activity, the 

facilitator (a licensed MFT) was prepared to engage in a one-on-one meeting to process the 

issues and provide additional support.  
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Credibility 

 This study invites user generalizability, as the reader will determine the relevance of the 

study and the subsequent findings. Reactivity was a threat to the validity of this study, as I was 

asking people to reflect on their personal experiences with racism, bias, and White privilege.  

Participants may have felt inclined to be dishonest out of a fear that they would be perceived as 

racist.  However, this situation provided a unique opportunity because I had spent time building 

rapport with each team member. I have been forthright and honest about my own failings as a 

White school leader with members of this group in our coaching relationship.  Given the rich 

data that was generated, I am confident that participants were honest about their experiences.  

Although I had already invested in building trust with the school leaders at Hope, the 

facilitator needed to gain trust and build rapport with participants.  The design of WAKE UP! 

supported this process, especially during the opening session.  On many occasions, the facilitator 

shared about her own process of White racial identity development and her inspiration for 

joining this project.  This built trust with the group and provided a model for anti-racist 

embodiment. In addition to trusting relationships, the group process spanned several months and 

was intensive. This element created a situation where individuals showed up authentically over 

time.  

Finally, I came to this research with my own personal set of values and biases. It was 

important to evaluate my own bias and relationship with participants to ensure that it did not 

influence the research process.  To address my bias, I used member checking to assure my data 

and findings were accurate, and facilitator eJournals were used to provide unbiased reflections on 

each WAKE UP! session.  During debriefing sessions with the facilitator, we reviewed what 
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happened during the session, and I used member checking to clarify my understanding of the 

participant experience. Notes from these sessions were cross-referenced during the data analysis.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: PARTICIPANT INTRODUCTIONS AND OVERVIEW OF ACTION 

RESEARCH PROCESS 

The aim of this study was to examine participant experiences in the WAKE UP! (White 

Administrators Addressing K-12 Education by Unpacking Privilege) reflective leadership group. 

This study engaged five White urban school leaders at Hope Charter Schools in the San 

Fernando Valley of Los Angeles, CA, in a 3-month embedded case study and action research 

project aimed at examining the ways in which White privilege affected leadership at the schools.  

Participants identified race-related issues affecting the schools, developed questions to guide 

reflective discussions, and provided feedback to facilitators about the program, which informed 

program adjustments. Participants engaged in critical self-reflection through group dialogue and 

journaling, and monitored shifts in their White racial identity development throughout the 

process. This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the experiences of White urban school leaders participating in an anti-racist 

reflective leadership group at a single school site? 

2. How do specific components (group culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) 

of an anti-racist reflective leadership group promote critical self-reflection for White 

urban school leaders at a single school site? 

Chapter 4 provides an overview of the action research process, introduction to the facilitator, and 

leadership vignettes about each participant.  The vignettes outline each leadership journey in 

light of one’s racial identity development prior to WAKE UP! This context is important as it 

informs the findings presented in Chapter 5, which revisits racial identity development. 
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Overview of the WAKE UP! Program and Action Research Process 

  Implementing the WAKE UP! program at Hope Charter Schools can best be described as 

research in action because ongoing feedback from the group informed the development of the 

program. The action research process involved planning, taking action, evaluating the action and 

taking further action (Coughlin & Brannick, 2014).  After each session, I met with the facilitator, 

Diane, to debrief the experience, evaluate the process, review relevant feedback from 

participants, and make necessary adjustments to the program. Discussion topics for each meeting 

were generated by the participants. This process took place over one 4-hourlong session and 

seven 2-hourlong sessions from October 2018-December 2018. The following table provides an 

overview of each meeting.  

Table 4.1 

Overview of WAKE UP! Meetings 

Session # Date Meeting Agenda Group Generated Discussion Topic 

1 10/16/2018 Introductions; overview of 
the research; group norms; 
reflective dialogue; eJournal 
writing; reflection into action 

“How does a predominantly white leadership truly serve 
a community of people of color?” 

2 10/23/2018 Opening; reflective dialogue; 
eJournal writing, reflection 
into action 

“How do we want to invite the community to think 
together (or at all) on issues of race/ethnicity/identity?” 

3 11/6/2018 Opening; reflective dialogue; 
eJournal writing, reflection 
into action 

The cultural disconnect between administrators and 
African American/Latinx families with regard to 
discipline, care and mental health 

4 11/12/2018 Opening; reflective dialogue; 
eJournal writing, reflection 
into action 

The relationship between White administrators and 
stakeholder POC while recognizing implicit bias 
individually and as a group. 

5 11/26/2018 Opening; reflective dialogue; 
eJournal writing, reflection 
into action 

Implicit Bias 

   (continued) 
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Session # Date Meeting Agenda Group Generated Discussion Topic 

6 12/4/2018 Opening; reflective dialogue, 
eJournal writing, reflection 
into action 

Implicit Bias 

7 12/10/2018 Opening; journaling, 
reflective dialogue, eJournal 
writing, reflection into action 

“How will you use your white privilege and leadership 
position to help shift Hope leadership, staff, community, 
and school culture to one that prioritizes and privileges 
POCs as lead teachers and leadership, promotes a culture 
that uplifts conversations about race and difference, and 
is fully committed to a more racially equitable and 
engaged school community?” 

8 12/14/2018 Opening, reflective dialogue, 
eJournal writing, reflection 
into action 

“How will you and Hope Charter Schools embody and 
live into your/it’s transformative/transformational social 
justice values right now and into your/it/s unprecedented 
future?  

 
In the following sections, I provide details about the WAKE UP! program, including an 

introduction to the facilitator, key program elements, and the emerging group process.  

Facilitator Introduction 

 As described in Chapter 3, this program required a facilitator with experience as a 

licensed MFT, with a background in reflective practice, and who had experienced her own 

process of White racial identity development. It was also important to find a facilitator whose 

White racial identity status was more advanced than that of the participants, as defined by the 

Helms (1997) model. For these reasons, Diane was the perfect match for WAKE UP! 

Diane grew up in a very “White” territory in Alaska. In “almost every direction [she] 

faced in, [she] was looking in the eye of someone who was White.... It was a very White 

universe” (Post Participation Interview). As an adult, Diane became a licensed MFT with an 

infant, family, and early childhood mental health specialty. Her other area of specialty is 

reflective practice facilitation and reflective supervision.  

Diane developed mindful parenting groups, which gained popularity amongst the White 

community of West Los Angeles several years ago. Despite the success of the program, she was 
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committed to pushing her work beyond the boundaries of the Westside and into historically 

marginalized communities. With the intention of bringing her practice to South and East Los 

Angeles, Diane worked consciously on her own anti-racist identity development (Post 

Participation Interview).  At the time of the study, Diane identified as being in the Autonomy 

(Status 6) of Helms’s model of White racial identity development referenced in Chapter 2. In this 

status,  

A positive White racial identity is internalized and manifests in a “lived commitment to 

anti-racist activity, ongoing self-examination and increased interpersonal effectiveness in 

multiracial settings.”  The individual belongs to a network of allies that work to promote 

understanding and acceptance of diversity. (Lawrence & Tatum, 1997, pp. 2-3) 

Merging her White anti-racist identity with her work as an MFT, Diane has become a 

skilled facilitator in mixed race and White affinity group settings. Diane has learned to use 

reflective practice as a “powerful platform for speaking the unspeakable, thinking about the 

unthinkable, and to talk about the hard stuff...race, ethnicity, poverty, integration, gender, 

sexuality, privilege, power, hierarchy...everything people don’t like talking about and we need to 

be talking about.”  Diane shows up to her work as a White anti-racist ally by inviting people to 

co-create reflective supervision programs together, naming her anti-racist identity, and inviting 

everybody else to bring theirs in (Post Participation Interview).  

 Diane began working with Hope Charter Schools several years ago and facilitated a 

reflective parenting program at Hope Middle School. When Hope Elementary School was being 

planned, she worked with Rebecca and Brienne to embed the reflective process into “the DNA of 

the organization.” For the first 2 years that the elementary school was open, Diane and Rebecca 

co-facilitated monthly reflective practice groups for the staff. Diane then trained three Hope 
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teachers in leading teacher groups. Through this journey, the reflective process was tuned and the 

swaddle protocol (used in WAKE UP!) was developed. Based on her professional background, 

her experience with the school, and her own White anti-racist identity status, Diane was a natural 

fit to facilitate the group’s WAKE UP! experience (Post Participation Interview).  

Key Program Elements 

 I worked closely with Diane to design the content for the WAKE UP! program. Program 

content was informed by the literature discussed in Chapter 2, as well as Diane’s experience as a 

reflective practitioner. Diane and I developed an agenda to guide meetings and selected protocols 

designed to inform the reflective experience of participants. Each meeting followed a consistent 

format, which included a brief introductory protocol, group engagement in a reflective practice 

protocol, individual eJournal reflective writing, and closing commitments. Guidelines, or 

working norms, were established during the opening meeting to guide the work that occurred 

during sessions. I describe key protocols and activities below. Detailed meeting agendas can be 

found in Appendix D and professional development protocols can be found in Appendix E.  

Group Norms: Guidelines for a Brave Space.  During the first meeting, Diane 

facilitated the School Reform Initiatives (2018) “Forming Ground Rules” protocol to establish 

working norms for the group. Diane used AWARE LA’s (Alliance of Anti-Racists Everywhere-

LA) Communication Guidelines for a Brave Space (2018) as content for the dialogue. The 

protocol and the Communication Guidelines can be found in Appendix E. Through the use of the 

protocol, Diane facilitated a group dialogue that clarified and further defined the Communication 

Guidelines for a Brave Space. As the result of this discussion, the group made the following 

additions and modifications to the Communication Guidelines: 
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1. Honor horizontal conversations in the context of vertical relationships. This norm was 

created to break down the power dynamics that can naturally result in an organization due 

to titles and positions; 

2.  Provide space to land after the meetings. This norm was created to acknowledge that 

conversations about race and racism can be emotionally demanding, and that participants 

may need some space to process and integrate before returning to our roles;  

3.  Confidentiality: Share the message, not the messenger. This norm was an existing 

item on the list of Communication Guidelines for a Brave Space. Participants wanted to 

place special emphasis on this to maintain professionalism in this group;  

4.  Include tech brakes. This agreement was created to honor job demands and 

professional responsibilities of school administrators (Brooke, Session 1 Notes).  

The Guidelines for a Brave Space created during Session 1 were referenced throughout the 

WAKE UP! experience to reinforce working norms and group culture.  

Opening Protocol: I’m In. The opening activity for each WAKE UP! meeting was the 

“I’m In” protocol. During this activity, Diane posed a question to the group and each participant 

answered in a round. After providing a response to the prompt, participants declared “I’m in” to 

signify their presence in the meeting and focus on the work at hand. The purpose for this activity 

was to invite participation from each member of the group at the onset of the meeting. This 

activity gave Diane an opportunity to read the energy of each individual and the collective group 

prior to diving into the reflective practice protocol. It is important to note that open discussion 

was not permitted during this activity.  

The prompt for the opening session was, “How do you identify, and how is your identity 

perceived by others?”  Each participant responded to this question, illuminating key aspects of 
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his or her cultural or racial identity, which included religious affiliation, race, and class.  For 

subsequent meetings, Diane asked participants to share their highest high and/or lowest low 

related to an issue of race or racism from the prior week. After each response, Diane 

acknowledged participants by thanking them for sharing.   

 Group Process: The Swaddle Reflective Practice Protocol. After opening with the 

“I’m In” protocol, Diane facilitated the Swaddle protocol, which and be found in Appendix X. 

This reflective practice protocol was designed by Diane for use at Hope Elementary School. The 

protocol began with the generation of an Issues Parking Lot, which required each person 

participant to share their most pressing leadership issue or concern regarding race of racism at 

the schools. Participants drafted their responses and ranked each from one to five with five being 

the most urgent. From here, the group chose a topic of focus for the session. Throughout the 

WAKE UP! program, the group used several iterations of the Issues Parking Lot process to 

generate discussion topics. Issues Parking Lots can be located in Appendix F. WAKE UP! 

discussion topics can be referenced above in Table 4.1. Once the discussion topic had been 

determined, Diane facilitated a reflective conversation, or a “deep dive” on the issue selected by 

the group.  The Swaddle protocol provided in Appendix E outlines the specific process that 

Diane used to facilitate these discussions, including probing questions and prompts. Diane 

concluded each reflective dialogue by asking participant to state a question to carry into the 

journaling process that emerged from the dialogue.  

 Individual Process: Reflective eJounrals. After the group participated in the Swaddle, 

participants and the facilitator engaged in 30 minutes of individual reflective journaling. eJournal 

templates can be found in Appendix B. eJournals were operationalized during the first meeting, 

when I shared key definitions and terms, including Helm’s Model of White Racial Identify 
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Development (1997), Brookfield’s Process of Critical Self Reflection (1995), and definitions of 

the types of racism. Understanding these terms were key to understanding the eJournal questions, 

and I reviewed these terms throughout the WAKE UP! program. The term sheet that I used to 

inform reflective journaling can be found in Appendix G.  

 Closing Protocol: Reflections Into Action Statements. WAKE UP! meetings 

concluded by declaring a reflection into action statement. Each participant declared one 

commitment or action resulting from the discussion. This process served to close the meeting, 

and reinforced anti-racist identity development, which is contingent upon taking action to disrupt 

racism.  

Action Research by Way of Group Process 

Under Diane’s facilitation of the procedures described above, the group discovered what 

it means to “WAKE UP!” to racism. As early as Session 2, group members indicated their 

eagerness to develop plans for taking action. Diane responded to this desire strategically and did 

not try to alleviate the feelings of discomfort, but rather welcomed the tension. The tension of 

how and when to take action persisted, and for this reason, Sessions 1-6 were designed to create 

the conditions for sitting in tension. Sessions 7-8 were devoted to examining what institutional 

action might look like.  

 Sessions 7-8 were guided by the question, “How will you use your White privilege and 

leadership position to help shift Hope leadership, staff, community, and school culture to one 

that prioritizes and privileges POCs as lead teachers and leadership, promotes a culture that 

uplifts conversations about race and difference, and is fully committed to a more racially 

equitable and engaged school community?” Participants were asked to explore this question at 
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personal, professional, and institutional levels. The group created a chart outlining these actions. 

The chart and the Individual and Collective Action Taking activity can be found in Appendix H. 

Individuals generated “Commitments to Action” in the Session 7 and 8 dialogues. These 

actions reflect a universal awareness that waking up is about sitting with the tension, engaging in 

deep listening, uplifting all voices, and embodying anti-racism. WAKE UP! concluded with a 

rich discussion about what it means to embody a White anti-racist identity. Diane pushed 

participants to think about the ways in which they will take the actions to which they have 

committed to and signal to others their commitment to anti-racism.  

Due to the research design, this study captured both individual and group experiences in 

WAKE UP! The action research process described previously resulted in a group process that 

informed racial identity development. Prior to understanding these experiences, it is important to 

know who was at the table.   

The following section includes vignettes on each participant. The vignettes explore each 

individual’s leadership path and White racial identity prior to the study.  These personal 

experiences were shared during pre-participation interviews. During the interviews, participants 

were presented with Helms’s (1997) model of White racial identity development and asked to 

self-identify. Racial identity development for individual participants is revisited in Chapter 5, 

highlighting the ways in which the following stories changed throughout the course of the 

program.   
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The Leadership Vignettes 

Brienne: Superintendent and Founder, Hope Charter Schools—“White, Jewish, and Upper 

Middle Class” 

 Leadership path. For Brienne, the path to urban education was indirect. After college, 

she started teaching at a private high school. She was young and thought that she would move on 

after a couple of years, but found that she enjoyed teaching. Eventually, she completed an EdD 

program and wanted to move away from private schools.  As a private school educator, she felt 

her work ultimately did not matter: the students would be fine no matter what. The entitlement 

and wealth were wearing on her. 

Although she was interested in public education, the bureaucracy and red tape that often 

accompanies leadership positions in large public schools was a turn off. She started to consider 

opening a charter school, and the time was right. In 2005-2006, the charter movement was 

gaining traction. As a charter school leader, Brienne could run a public school “while trying to 

do things the way [she] thought they should be done.” Brienne admits that she had no idea what 

she was getting into. She designed the school and opened the doors, and the roster filled with low 

SES Black and Brown students. She found herself an urban educator overnight and embraced it.  

Brienne admits that she did not understand much about working with the population of 

students who came to her new school, which she highlighted through a story about Pedro from 

the founding class. Pedro’s father had died by suicide, and Brienne and the founding teachers 

went to pay their respects to the family. Pedro was living five blocks from Brienne’s 

neighborhood in a crowded one bedroom apartment crammed with family members living 

together in abject poverty. This was eye opening for Brienne, as she began to unravel the unique 

needs of her school community.  She quickly realized that she was doing exactly what she had 
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hoped as a public educator. Although she felt good about her new found role in education, there 

was a clear social class disconnect between Brienne and the school community she had founded. 

She shared that she also lacked racial awareness, which affected her ability to recruit a diverse 

faculty and board over the years.  

Brienne was curious about WAKE UP! and wanted to join because she was comfortable 

with the group and had known everyone for a long time. She felt that these existing relationships 

would give her an opportunity to share some of her thoughts about the ways in which race and 

racism might be affecting the schools. She expressed that she was very open to the experience 

and where the journey might lead her.  

 White racial identity prior to WAKE UP! At the onset of WAKE UP!, Brienne was 

asked to describe her cultural identity and defined herself as “White, Jewish, and upper middle 

class.” It wasn’t until Brienne’s early 30s that she recognized that being White made a difference 

in her life. This realization came as she was recruiting for Hope and “knocking on doors and 

interacting with people that [she] wouldn’t typically have interacted with before.”  

Although she expressed a desire to identify as anti-racist during our interview, Brienne 

struggled to define the term. “Because short of some proud racists, the general population would 

say they are anti-racist. They would say, ‘No, I’m not a racist. I don’t like racism, so I’m anti-

racist.’” She went on to share, “I need some time to really get more comfortable with what that 

actually means-- being a white anti-racist.”  She stated that “growing up upper-middle class,” it 

would never have crossed her mind that she might be affected by racism or biased thinking. She 

went on to explain that the term anti-racist “is new.” Although she was slightly confused by the 

concept of anti-racism, Brienne was able to identify the ways in which White privilege was 

influencing her life.  
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When asked what it meant to be a White person at this time in her life, Brienne described 

how being White would inevitably inform an upcoming career change. Brienne was preparing to 

move on from her work at the school, and was confident that everything would be ok, even 

without a clear plan.  

In moving on from the school without a job lined up or a plan lined up, I’m confident that 

if I wanted to go get a job, I would get a job easy. That is not the case for everybody. My 

whiteness plays a big part in that. 

This concept wasn’t clear to Brienne when she went to college, grad school, or went on to pursue 

a doctoral degree.  She “just thought that’s how things worked, and that’s how things worked for 

[her], but that’s not how things work [for everyone].”  

When asked how she felt about her White privilege, Brienne said that she felt guilty 

about it, “but not like [she’s] done something wrong.” She went on to share how White privilege 

influenced her personal life, which she described as a “no man’s land” with respect to having an 

anti-racist peer group. “I struggle with my peers, my friends, my family who don’t understand 

and they’re not open to understanding, who are very threatened by this notion that it’s very easy 

for us [White people].”   

Brienne said that she was disgusted by “the anxiety that White people have about doing 

what the best thing for their kid and giving them all the opportunities and bending over 

backwards and then forwards and then backwards.” She described this “anxiety” as the reason 

why she “left the private school because those kids were born with all the opportunities. It’s not 

like they needed [her] to give them more.” The guilt and struggle that Brienne described during 

the interview correlates with Helms’s (1997) Status 4: Pseudo Independence or the “guilty White 

liberal complex.”  People in this status often feel guilty, but are unsure about how to take action.   
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Brienne identified herself as being at this status, Pseudo Independence, and even “on the 

way to Status 5” (Immersion/Emersion). She shared that she aspired to be at a Status 6 

(Autonomy), which she admitted would entail a significant commitment in her personal life. She 

looked forward to participating in WAKE UP! because it would provide her with other people to 

form alliances with, consistent with Statuses 5 and 6.  

Rebecca: Principal, Hope Charter Schools—“White, Irish, Female” 

 Leadership path. Rebecca began her career in education as an urban charter school 

teacher in a bilingual classroom. Early on, she fell into leadership positions and became president 

of the teachers’ union. She started to recognize that she had some inherent leadership qualities, 

and enrolled in a leadership program to earn her administrative credential. Eager to secure a 

position as an elementary school teacher, she found herself working in a private school. Early on, 

she realized that private school was not the right fit for her. She began to search for another 

position and discovered Hope Charter Schools.  

 Rebecca was attracted to Hope because she wanted to continue working with Spanish 

speaking and recent immigrant families. She shared that Hope immediately felt like a good fit, 

although it was the first time that she had experienced working with African American families. 

She recalled that the Hope community was actually more affluent than the community she served 

in the other charter school. After a few years in the classroom, Rebecca received a promotion and 

became an administrator. 

 As a school leader, Rebecca shared that her strengths include diplomacy, problem 

solving, organization, and public speaking. She assumes that, at times, her Whiteness can be a 

deficit because there is immediate distrust with some stakeholder POCs, especially African 

Americans. She recalled a situation where an African American parent found her on Facebook. 
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At the time, her profile picture was a Black Lives Matter image. The parent brought it up to her 

and said, “My entire perspective of you changed.” 

On another occasion, Rebecca called a meeting with the parent of a struggling African 

American student. The parent shared that the student had a previous diagnosis of a learning 

disability. This made sense, as Rebecca was seeing characteristics of that diagnosis surface in the 

child’s behavior. When Rebecca brought up the diagnosis to the parent in a later conversation, 

the parent became very angry and accused Rebecca of being judgmental. The parent then 

attributed her child’s issues to the fact that he was Black and “something wasn’t working for 

him.” The family later withdrew from the school.  

 Rebecca was eager to join WAKE UP! because she wanted to explore some of the trends 

that were playing out at her school site. During an interview, she shared, “I had been dealing 

with a number of situations in the school setting that I felt like really magnified my position and 

Whiteness in contrast to...students and parents.” She said she was “seeing patterns” but couldn’t 

“identify the causes of those patterns” because she felt like she was doing everything right but 

“the outcomes were not indicating that.”  Rebecca had a strong hunch that race might be at the 

heart of the issue. She wanted to examine her own leadership and push her growth as a White 

anti-racist ally to better understand and serve her community. For these reasons, she was eager to 

participate in the WAKE UP! Program.  

 White racial identity prior to WAKE UP! Rebecca described her identity as “White, 

Irish, and female” during her pre-participation interview. She said she was ready to embrace anti-

racism, and defined the term as not only recognizing the systemic manifestation of racism, but 

also actively working against it. She described it as “being a White ally in an authentic and 

meaningful way.”  
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 When asked to identify the first time she realized that being White made a difference in 

her life, Rebecca was unable to pinpoint a specific instance. She called this out by explaining, “I 

mean, I think part of my not being able to identify it is because I was always...in the 

mainstream.” She has always “belonged to the privileged class where you notice it [Whiteness] 

less.”  Rebecca’s parents were progressive and taught her to value diversity, telling her, “We 

don’t treat people differently.”  

In high school, Rebecca had a significant cross-cultural experience.  She became 

immersed in Latino culture after traveling abroad to Central America.  On that trip she learned to 

speak fluent Spanish, and later, she became an advocate for immigrant Latino students through 

her first teaching job. 

When asked what it meant to be a White person at this time in her life, Rebecca shared 

that her personal life lacked diversity.  Although her children attend a school that is 50% Latino, 

her peers are White, despite the values Rebecca is trying to teach her children at home. 

Professionally, she said that she felt “really responsible for not being a stereotype of a White 

person who doesn’t get it... especially of not being that White person… who wanted to make a 

difference so...taught in an urban school.’” She went on to say, “That’s not why I’m doing it 

[working in an urban public school].” 

As a school leader, Rebecca wanted to be an “ally,” yet described the tension she feels 

given the nature of her job. She explained that part of her role “is also enforcement” of rules and 

policies. “You’ve got to call people out on things and expect people to bring their kid to school 

and have good attendance and not disrupt the classroom.” She described the conflict she felt 

when making a “phone call to a Black boy’s parent” because of a discipline issue. “It chips away 

at my ability to be White ally or it feels like it does.”  She said: 
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Is there something about welcoming people to want to follow those expectations? Is that 

the problem, that they’re not motivated because they mistrust me? Or are there other 

deeper issues that need to be addressed, but how do we get there if there’s not trust? And 

so, I feel like I’m still figuring out what it means to be a White ally, especially in this 

position. And I am ... I do think it has a lot to do with trust and how do we build that 

trust?  

In light of this, she noted that a leadership skill she was actively working on was “naming and 

talking about race.” She shared that talking about race “especially as a progressive White person, 

is taboo.” Despite the “taboo,” she shared that talking about race is both necessary and “scary.”  

In light of her confusion about how to take action, Rebecca identified her White racial identity as 

a Status “4 on the way to 5.” 

 Rebecca felt “impatient” about her racial identity development and “ready to tackle it.” 

She had a “heightened understanding of the systemic unfairness of racism” and felt a “personal 

responsibility for dismantling it.” Yet, the “guilty White liberal complex” was something she 

strongly identified with.  Despite this, Rebecca expressed a strong desire to do “some of the hard 

work.” 

Asher: Principal, Hope Charter Schools—“White, Jewish, Upper Middle Class” 

 Leadership path. Asher grew up in a predominantly White, upper middle class 

community where most people were Jewish, looked like him, and had the same values as him. 

College was the first time that he encountered people who were different. As an education major, 

working in Cleveland’s public schools opened his eyes to “the difference of how White children 

were treated and children of color were treated.” Surprised by this, Asher chose to work in 

schools that served diverse populations.  He was a special education teacher in the suburbs of 
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Cleveland, and later earned his administrative credential and took a role as an Assistant Principal 

there.  

 When Asher’s wife was relocated to Los Angeles, he searched for a school that was 

aligned with his core values as an educator. Social justice, specifically in the area of students 

with disabilities, was his passion. When he met teachers at Hope, he was very impressed with the 

level of care they expressed for their students. The school had small student teacher ratios and 

was adequately staffed to meet the needs of all students, especially those in special education 

students. Asher accepted the position, and after 1 year, was promoted to the role of middle 

school principal.   

 Asher was motivated to participate in WAKE UP! because he was confused by the 

recurrent racial issues that continued to surface at Hope.  Asher shared that he had supervised an 

African American woman who tried to “open [his] eyes to White privilege and... what it means 

for a White administrator to be overseeing a school of children of color,” yet Asher was left 

feeling confused about “what [he] needed to change,” given that he could not change the color of 

his skin.  In light of this and other incidents at the schools, he joined WAKE UP! because he 

wanted to have a space to examine his Whiteness and learn more about how he could better 

himself as a leader at the school.  

 White racial identity prior to WAKE UP! When asked to describe his identity, Asher 

said that he is “White and Jewish.” He went on to add that people might perceive him as 

privileged “based on the color of [his] skin” and how he dresses or the car he drives. This 

privilege is based on “the upper middle class piece of how [he] grew up.” Asher struggled to 

define the term “anti-racist” and described it as “not feeling or thinking or believing negativity 

toward a specific race.”  
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 Asher was 25 and student teaching in Cleveland when he started to recognize that being 

White made a difference in his life.  He noticed that students of color receive harsher 

consequences than White students, whose parents “had so much power” and would often swoop 

in to advocate on their child’s behalf.  This dynamic made Asher question “how much influence 

[his] parents had on [his] life.”  He wondered, “Did they come and swoop in and save the day for 

me, too? Or how much was just handed to me because I was White and it wasn’t questioned?” 

 When asked what it meant to be a White person at this time in his life, Asher said it was 

“confusing.” He never considered himself to be “privileged” until he began working at Hope.  

The experience he had with the African American colleague and the current political climate 

caused him to question his privilege. He expressed confusion about what to do about his 

privilege, given that he considers himself to be “a really inclusive, kind, compassionate, caring 

person.” He said, “I guess I’m unclear as to what am I doing that I’m unaware of and who’s 

going to call me out? I want to be called out on it, but I don’t really know what I’m doing.” In 

light of his confusion, Asher had been “researching and reading up on [privilege]” and “engaging 

in conversations with people that [he] trust[s], who can give [him] guidance on that.  

 When presented with the Helms (1997) scale, Asher defined his racial identity as “Pseudo 

Independence.” He had a “heightened understanding of the systematic unfairness of racism” 

because of the readings he had been doing.  He “wanted to take personal responsibility,” yet he 

had “no idea how to take action.” He stated, “I have no idea what to do... The status includes 

increased engagement with POCs, a re-examination of the individual’s Whiteness that may result 

in the guilty White liberal complex. That’s how I feel right now.” 
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Pierre: Assistant Principal, Hope Charter Schools—“White, Non-Citizen, Married to a 

Female, Grew Up Working Class” 

 Leadership path. Pierre’s career in education began in his early 20s after completing his 

Bachelor’s degree in German and French. A friend invited him to teach a volunteer 

environmental science unit in her classroom, and he never turned back. Pierre spent the next 2 

years volunteering in Paris’s poorest urban schools and became passionate about multicultural 

education. He went on to obtain a teaching credential through his graduate studies, and became a 

teacher in Paris’s public schools.  

 Pierre’s wife was relocated to Los Angeles, and he arrived to find a teacher surplus. He 

took a job in a private Jewish day school. He enjoyed working with the students and families and 

assumed several teacher leadership roles. However, he yearned for a sense of public purpose, and 

when a family friend told him about Hope, he became very interested. After learning more about 

the school’s mission, which was consistent with his own core values about education, he applied 

for a job at the school and was hired. He spent several years as a teacher and earned his 

administrative credential from a renowned pre-service administration program focused on social 

justice and was later promoted to Assistant Principal at the high school.  

 When the opportunity to join WAKE UP! was presented, Pierre was eager to participate. 

He viewed this opportunity as an extension of his social justice-oriented work as a public school 

teacher in Paris, which carried into his graduate studies on school leadership for equity. With the 

awareness that racial identity development is an ongoing process, Pierre joined WAKE UP! 

because he wanted to seize the opportunity to do some deep professional and personal work 

around his identity and positionality.  
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 White racial identity prior to WAKE UP! Pierre described himself as “a White male 

non-citizen, [a] school administrator who grew up working class, but aspirationally more than 

that.” He went on to say that the “class lens” is “really significant.”  Pierre shared that he 

identifies as “married...not specifically as straight, but...being a married person to a female...with 

an openness to non-gender binary, non-heteronormative, understanding of sexual identity.” 

Pierre is also a “non-resident…French.” He explained that “part of moving to America has been 

this wonderful project of trying to let go of national identity” but he does “go there sometimes.” 

He went on to say, “I’m French. It’s fun, there’s a playful aspect to it, but...it doesn’t inform my 

decision making, as opposed to some of the other stronger elements of my cultural, social-

cultural identity.” 

 Pierre defined the term “anti-racist” as  

an all-encompassing approach to social justice and equity that actively recognizes that 

race is essentially connected to issues of injustice and inequity, and taking decision-

making and taking actions that take that into account. And call out how those things are 

related to race and minority status or privilege, specifically. 

He said that he identifies as an “anti-racist educator” even though he does not make it “explicit in 

anything and everything.” He said that this part of his identity was “foundational and all 

pervasive,” yet he could “make it even more explicit.” 

 The first time Pierre realized that being White made a difference in his life was when he 

moved to the United States. While in France, he did recognize White as privileged, and when he 

moved to Paris be became aware that many Muslim kids “didn’t have social or cultural capital, 

which led to financial issues, too.” When he moved to America, he recognized “how it is that 

race had a role to play in those things.” 
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Pierre was confused by America’s “perseveration on race.” He stated, 

There was a way in which I felt the focus on race re-affirmed the process to some degree 

because you can’t ever escape your racial identity, so there was a way in which 

philosophically I was like, “Wait a second, don’t we want to focus on some of these other 

elements here? like class, like cultural background, like literacy levels.”  

Pierre explained that his experience in the PLI at UCLA and “reading some profound works like 

The Miner’s Canary” helped him to realize “how you can’t escape that discussion [about race].” 

He recalled, “That really was the moment, it was like ‘Okay, yeah, I get this now.’” 

 Pierre identified himself as being somewhere in between Pseudo Independence and 

Immersion/Emersion on the Helms (1997) scale. He explained racial identity development as I 

“dynamic” and although he aspires to “Autonomy” he “vacillates in the Pseudo-Independence to 

Immersion.” He stated, 

When I’m very critical of the times at which I’m able to let go of the responsibilities that 

I have, for instance, as school principal maybe on weekends, I probably maybe slide back 

into a little bit of pseudo-independence. I think when I’m fully engaged, I rise to 

immersion and emersion. But aspirationally-Autonomy, obviously, I mean, who’s not 

gonna say that? 

Summer: Principal, Hope Charter Schools—“White, Woman” 

 Leadership path. Summer’s career in public education began in college as a volunteer 

for a school-based creative writing program. This experienced exposed her to urban public 

schools that looked very different from the schools she attended in a small town. She fell in love 

with teaching poetry and creative writing in this setting and became passionate about showing 

students how to use their voice through writing. She began developing her own writing 
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workshops and took a teaching job at a private Montessori school located in a poor urban 

neighborhood of San Diego. Although she enjoyed the experience, the juxtaposition of the 

neighborhood’s poverty with the privileged private school bothered her.  

Summer went on to teach English abroad for a year before coming to Los Angeles, where 

she took a position teaching English as a second language to Korean adults. Although she 

enjoyed helping her students, she was eager to explore public education in Los Angeles. She 

landed a position as an enrichment teacher in an after school program serving Hope Middle 

School. Later, the position was brought in-house. She went on to obtain her teaching credential 

and became an English teacher for Hope. After 2 years as an English teacher, she interviewed for 

the Principal opening at Hope Elementary and was offered the position. 

Due to the recent political climate, Summer had engaged in her own journey to explore 

her White racial identity, so when the opportunity to participate in WAKE UP! was presented, 

she was eager to join. While on a personal journey, Summer looked forward to exploring her 

Whiteness in the context of her professional life, and was excited to have a space to do the work 

with colleagues.  

 White racial identity prior to WAKE UP! When asked about her cultural identity, 

Summer shared, “I’m a White woman.” She went on to describe her annoyance when “we White 

people want to say, ‘But I’m actually blah, blah, blah.’” She does not believe “that those 

distinctions are necessary.” She stated,  

 My background is a bunch of things. That should not come out of my mouth after, “I’m 

White, but.” Nobody cares if I’m French and Portuguese and Danish and whatever, you 

know?... I identify as a White person because that is how the world sees me and the 

privileges that come with that because of my skin color.  
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Although she did not name it as part of her identity, Summer identified as an anti-racist 

before participating in WAKE UP! When asked to define the term, she said, “It’s like action 

now! It’s not just enough to say, ‘I’m not racist.’ We have to actively promote situations, and 

opportunities for students of color, people of color...so that our systems are not built on racism.”  

Race was something to which Summer had given a lot of thought, and the first time that 

she realized that being White made a difference in her life was during her high school graduation 

ceremony. She recalled “sitting at [her] graduation, hearing scholarship after scholarship, college 

after college, that were being listed after students’ names. And the students of colors’ names 

were being listed with junior college, trade school.” She sat in the stands thinking “‘Well, this is 

weird.’...The opportunities that I was given, and I came from a very low income, super poor 

family, that did not have money for college. And yet, even then the opportunities for me were so 

much greater.” 

When presented with the Helms scale, Summer described herself as being “somewhere 

between 4 and 5, leaning more towards 5.” She stated, “I feel like I’m still shedding a little bit of 

this being White is bad…But I feel like I’m really at the part where I’m trying to form some 

alliances.” She was looking to “find other White people who are doing this type of work.” She 

wanted her journey of racial identity development to be one of “step[ing] forward and not 

step[ing] back while also not stepping too far in front of everybody else, or stepping on people.”  

Conclusion 

 The narratives you just read are past history. Since sharing these stories with me, each 

participant has learned new lessons about what it means to be a White a school leader. Chapter 5 

explores these lessons and the group process of critical self-reflection. The group experience 
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resulted in individual experiences of White racial identity development—a new chapter in the 

racial narrative of each participant.  

 
 

  



 

 105 

CHAPTER FIVE: LESSONS LEARNED ACROSS CASES ON CRITICAL SELF 

REFLECTION AND WHITE RACIAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 

White privilege is not just the power to find what you need in a convenience store or to 

move through the world without your race defining your interactions. It’s not just the 

subconscious comfort of seeing a world that serves you as normal. It’s also the power to 

remain silent in the face of racial inequity. It’s the power to weigh the need for protest or 

confrontation against the discomfort or inconvenience of speaking up. It’s getting to 

choose when and where you want to take a stand. It’s knowing that you and your 

humanity are safe. 

—Collins, “What is White privilege, really?” Teaching Tolerance, 2018  

This chapter explores lessons learned through an analysis of the WAKE UP! experience. 

Case study analysis was conducted on the phenomena of individual participant experiences using 

two units of analysis: critical self-reflection and White racial identity development.  This analysis 

produced themes, or lessons learned, across the cases, illuminating the experiences of the 

collective group and individuals. The first section, “Lesson Learned about Critical Self 

Reflection,” explores the group experience of critical self-reflection as participants examined the 

manifestation of racism across the organization. The group process affected individual 

experiences, and the following section, “Lessons Learned on Racial Identity Development,” 

explores individual shifts in White racial identity as the result of the program. Shifting identities 

resulted in changes at the personal and professional level. 

Lessons on Critical Self Reflection (RQ 1.a) 

WAKE UP! was a sacred space. Each week, participants showed up with the courage to 

critically examine their life experiences through the lens of elevated racial consciousness. This 
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resulted in waking up to the ways in which White privilege affected leadership at Hope Charter 

Schools. The participants were committed, vulnerable, and courageous as they identified 

institutional and societal racism and questioned bias. Together, they unearthed what they all had 

suspected, but what their White privilege had obscured: race is an issue at Hope, or as Rebecca 

said in Session 5, “It’s always about race” (eJournal).  Through this process, the group learned to 

“sit in the tension” as they engaged in critical self-reflection and intentionally worked to develop 

their White racial identity status (Diane, Post-Participation Interview).  

This section highlights the ways in which participants experienced critical self-reflection 

through group process during this study. Lessons learned across cases indicate that the program 

was most effective in facilitating Step 1of Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self reflection 

referenced in Chapter 2. This step involves questioning or replacing assumptions about 

previously taken for granted ideas. This process shed light on the impact of institutional and 

societal racism at the schools, pushing participants to question how personal biases affected their 

leadership.  

Lesson 1: For White School Leaders, the Process of “Waking Up” to Racism Begins with 

Questioning and Replacing Assumptions—The Tip of the Iceberg 

Throughout the study, participants were asked to reflect on the process of critical self- 

reflection in eJournals completed at the end of each session. eJournal questions were designed to 

correlate with the steps identified in Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self reflection. The 

following table illustrates the relationship between Brookfield’s theory and eJournal questions. 
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Table 5.1 

Brookfield’s Process of Critical Self Reflection and eJournal Questions 

Brookfield’s (1995) Process of Critical 
Self Reflection eJournal Questions 

Step 1-The process by which adults 
question and then replace or reframe an 
assumption that up to that point has been 
uncritically accepted as representing 
common sense wisdom 

As the result of today’s group, did you question an existing assumption 
that you held prior to our meeting. If yes, please explain using examples. 
(Example: I used to assume that certain families did not participate in the 
parent booster club because they do not care. Today, I started to question 
how other factors might be informing this problem.) 
 
As the result of today’s group, did you replace or reframe an existing 
assumption that you held prior to our meeting. If yes, please explain 
using examples. (Example: I used to assume that certain families did not 
participate in the parent booster club because they do not care. I now 
understand how a lack of translated communications has affected their 
participation.) 

Step 2-The process through which adults 
take alternative perspectives on 
previously taken for granted ideas, 
actions, forms of reasoning and 
ideologies 

As the result of today’s group, where you able to see an issue from a 
perspective different than your own? If yes, please explain using 
examples. 

Step 3-The process by which adults 
come to recognize the hegemonic aspects 
of dominant cultural values 

As the result of today’s group, did you experience an “ah-ha” moment 
wherein you came to recognize that a social inequity had become 
rationalized or made invisible? If yes, please explain using examples. 

 
 eJournal data were coded using Brookfield’s (1995) steps. Appendix I provides a detailed 

Units of Analysis Chart for each of the phenomena explored through this research, and I provide 

relevant examples from participant eJournals subsequently.  

To code Step 1—the process by which adults question and then replace or reframe an 

assumption that up to that point have been uncritically accepted as representing common sense 

wisdom (Brookfield, 1995)—I examined eJournal entries for three qualities: 

1. Evidence of questioning an assumption. 

2. Explicitly naming the assumption being questioned. 

3. Evidence of reframing that assumption or replacing it with another idea. 

For example, after Session 3, Ashley wrote in her eJournal,  
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The idea around discipline being too harsh or not harsh enough for specific families and 

staff continues to be an assumption I question.  I am starting to think about how 

consequences were issued to students an if there was bias in the way I did it. 

In this example, Ashley identifies that she is questioning school discipline. She is beginning to 

reframe her thinking about discipline, which is evidenced by questioning her own past practice.  

This step is different from Step 2—the process through which adults take alternative perspectives 

on previously taken for granted ideas, actions, forms of reasoning, and ideologies (Brookfield, 

1995)—because there is an element of questioning or wondering, even though an assumption 

may have been replaced.  

 Step 2 is more affirmative than Step 1 and involves a declaration and evidence of a new 

perspective. Data were coded for Step 2 based on the following criteria: 

1. A claim of taking alternative perspective and description of that perspective. 

2. Discussion of the previously taken for granted idea, action, form of reasoning, or 

ideology. 

3. A description of the new perspective. 

An example of Step 2 can be found in Rebecca’s session 4 eJournal. Rebecca wrote: 

I was able to think about how a new teacher or staff member who is a person of color 

may feel when coming on and seeing a mostly White administration…. I really 

appreciated Summer’s observation about a former teacher colleague who wondered every 

time she spoke to an administrator that she might get fired. That thought has never 

occurred to me both with white administrators and those of other races. What privilege!! 

In this example, Rebecca has taken for granted the idea that POC staff members feel safe in a 

school with a predominantly White administrative team. Considering this idea from the 
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perspective of a staff POC allowed her to identify her “privilege” at play, given that she had 

never considered this to be a problem. Identifying White privilege was also a factor that 

informed Step 3—recognizing the hegemonic aspects of dominant cultural values. Step 3 was 

identified when an eJournal entry fit the following criteria: 

1. Identification of a dominant cultural value. 

2. Description of the manifestation or function of White privilege within that value. 

3. Identification of the manifestation of societal or institutional racism in relation to that 

value.  

Pierre recognized how his White privilege prevented him from seeing the systemic implications 

of HR issues in his Session 6 eJournal: 

The ability of me, as an administrator, to see individual HR issues as specific to the 

person, but not part of a pattern is indicative of privilege. That is a bit of an aha. I mean, I 

recognize the responsibility to notice the race and patterns related to a specific race of 

stakeholder. I just think I recognized that the ability for me to “pull back” reflects 

privilege-- not that all people don’t pull back, or seek safe spaces-- just that my safe 

space still resides within power. 

In this example, Pierre identifies that his ability to “pull back” allows him to see the magnitude 

of systemic and institutional patterns. This is consistent with the literature about colorblind 

ideologies reference in Chapter 2, and the ways in which such ideologies obscure racial 

hegemony (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004).   

Of 119 eJournal entries, 80 entries (67%) yielded quality data on the ways in which 

participants experienced critical self-reflection. Out of 80 entries, 81% (65 entries) showed 

evidence of Step 1 of Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self-reflection. Ten percent of 
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eJournal entries (eight entries) showed evidence of Step 2 and 11% percent (nine entries) 

provided evidence of recognizing the hegemonic aspects of dominant cultural values, or Step 3 

(Brookfield, 1995). 

These data suggest that the WAKE UP! program was an effective model for engaging 

participants in Step 1 of Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self reflection. It is important to 

note that questioning and replacing or reframing assumptions is just the tip of iceberg—there is 

more work ahead for the participants as they continue to engage in the process of critical self-

reflection on the journey of racial identity development. Based on these data, it is important to 

consider the impact of the affinity group model in light of Brookfield’s process. Although this 

aspect of this program had a positive impact on group culture, it prevented participants from 

experiencing shifts in perspective.   

Lesson 2:  Affinity Groups Feel Safe, but White School Leaders Can’t Solve Race Problems 

Alone 

 Affinity groups as a safe space for talking about race. The affinity group model was a 

key factor affecting group culture. Being among other White school leaders gave participants 

permission to be vulnerable as they engaged in critical self-reflection through group process. 

Participants used the following words to describe the affinity space during post participation 

interviews: safe, supportive, trusting, and everyone had a voice. Rebecca said she was able to be 

“honest” about her Whiteness with the group because it felt “incredibly safe” (eJournal 4). Asher 

shared that hearing other perspectives “pushed [him] to engage in critical self-reflection” and 

“allowed [him] to take a step back and think about [his] own bias” (eJournal 5).  Brienne shared 

that the “openness to [racial] blind spots” and sharing around “common ground and similar 

frustrations” in the affinity group setting pushed her reflective process (eJournal 6).  
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 In his post-participation interview, Pierre explained that he works directly with POC staff 

members and is trying “hard to do better.” Pierre is very committed to supporting POC staff, and 

shared that the affinity group setting was helpful because it “allowed [him] to reflect critically in 

a way where the stakes weren’t quite as high because there wasn’t another person right across 

from [him] where they were the person [he] was trying to support.” He stated, “There was just 

enough of a distance, I guess is what I’m saying, so I could engage with the issues a little bit 

differently.” In Summer’s post-participation interview, she shared that the affinity space was a 

“place to say the things out loud that maybe you’re afraid to say out loud or uncomfortable to say 

out loud and wonder about your own personal bias with people in a safe space.” Although the 

affinity space created a sense of safety, data suggest that it hindered participants’ abilities to 

experience a true perspective shift in the absence of POC perspectives—an important step in 

Brookfield’s (1995) process. 

Challenges to the affinity group model. In the analysis of eJournal data discussed in 

Lesson 1, ten percent (8 entries) of journal entries suggested reflective activity wherein the 

participant took an alternative perspective on previously taken for granted idea, action or 

ideology. Early in the program, Pierre shared that the affinity group aspect of this program 

impeded his ability to see issues from the perspectives of stakeholder POCs: 

I think the nature of the group as an affinity group presents challenges to this. We all do 

try to adequately account for other perspectives--and I am appreciative of this. Definitely 

I appreciate hearing the experiences of others--even very difficult experiences (ex. the 

school is good for ELLs, but all the black kids end up on behavior plans). The courage of 

my colleagues to share is inspiring, and their stories help me reflect. There is something 

about hearing it from the perspective holder that I miss. (eJournal 2) 
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Brienne wrote about the homogeneous makeup of the group and shared, “I struggle trying to see 

the issue through the eyes of the diverse POC communities. As with all human endeavors, there 

are layers upon layers that are difficult, if not impossible, to predict and understand” (eJournal 

6).  She went on to explain, “The perspective of White administrators who believe we can find a 

way to solve this problem is flawed. It’s not a problem that has a solution that can be developed 

by a group of White administrators.”  

 Often times, when participants identified a “shift in perspective as the result of a WAKE 

UP! dialogue” in an eJournal entry, the data showed evidence of deeper questioning (Step 1) and 

not a true perspective shift. For example, Asher wrote, 

I am thinking about when Rebecca posed the idea around our awards assembly and how 

we identify what “passion for learning” looks like. I am now wondering if white norms 

identify what that looks like and who gets the awards? (Session 7 eJournal).  

His use of the word “wondering” suggests that he was still questioning the statement and had not 

experienced a shift in perspective that would result in a new perspective about the awards 

ceremony, and this statement was coded as Step 1.  

 Of the eight journal entries suggesting shifts in perspective, five of the entries provided 

evidence that the perspective shift was influenced a fellow White participant. Pierre shared one 

example: 

Although I am sure it has been thought of me, but I have never been called racist in a 

professional setting. Learning this happened to a co-participant shook me. I listed and 

thought a lot about that person’s perspective, and equally the accuser’s perspective-- at 

least as much as I could not knowing the facts. This made me reflect on what evidence 
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could be gathered in support of this kind of accusation against me, and what perspective 

might have this motive. It is a bit scary how possible it is! (eJournal 5) 

In another eJournal entry, Pierre wrote about a shift in perspective that occurred when he was 

able to try on a colleague’s perspective and realized that anti-racism is about having the courage 

to make mistakes. This brought him to the realization that “courageous imperfection is part of 

being an anti-racist ally” (eJournal 7). Rebecca shared that she was comforted by the 

perspectives of other White administrators who are “open to discussing race but confused as to 

why others are uncomfortable sharing with them” (eJournal 4). Although five of the eight 

eJournal entries indicating a shift in perspective were informed by the perspective of a White 

colleague, two examples included a critical shift in perspective that shed light on racial 

hegemony.  

 Summer experienced an important shift in perspective after she identified the ways in 

which her White privilege allowed her to view situations from a race neutral perspective.  This 

occurred during Session 5, when a participant shared that his/her values about responding to 

student discipline were different than those of a POC parent who often spoke with her child in a 

tone that he/she perceived as “harsh.” Brienne questioned whether the situation was “really about 

race?” In response, Rebecca said, “It is always about race” (Diane, eJournal 5). This was a 

perspective shift for Summer, who noted that her White privilege allows her to see issues from a 

race neutral perspective, giving her the choice to identify race as the root cause in a situation, or 

not (Session 5 eJournal). She now acknowledges that “it is always about race.” During his post 

participation interview, Asher also commented that Rebecca’s statement created a perspective 

shift for him: 
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I think going back to also Rebecca’s comment when, I believe Brienne shared, is it about 

race and she said it’s always about race. I really carried that comment with me, that when 

we were asking any of the questions that we asked in WAKE UP! or asking any question 

when we’re disciplining a child or having a conversation with a parent and they might 

come in angry or upset or discouraged, really thinking it’s always about race and just 

having that thought present when working with families and teachers (POCs).  

Asher had a separate experience of a shift in perspective that had a significant influence on his 

experience in WAKE UP! 

Asher’s experience was the most poignant example of a shift in perspective during 

WAKE UP!  He experienced a shift in his ability to empathize with parent POCs after tapping 

into to the ways in which his Jewish identity is often marginalized. Asher referred to this 

situation as his “WAKE UP! Moment” during the post participation interview.  This occurred 

after “one of [his] Jewish students faced some anti-Semitic comments” (Post Participation 

Interview). When the Assistant Principal shared this incident with Asher, he experienced 

empathy for the parent. As an administrator, Asher has made several calls to parents to inform 

them that their child had been targeted with a racial slur. He explained: 

The internal feeling that I had towards this student and this student’s family.... I can’t 

remember a time that I felt this way when dealing with students of color facing racist 

comments. So, it was really the first time I was able to take a step back and feel what 

someone else might be feeling, the actual feeling of it. (Post Participation Interview). 

Although Asher was able to empathize by taking an alternative perspective, he admitted that his 

Whiteness still created a barrier. He reflected on this incident in his eJournal and wrote:  
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I sat in a lot of tension today because I was having a lot of internal dialogue around my 

religion. Being Jewish is something that I can hide behind when meeting someone new. It 

is not until I feel comfortable and trusting of other people do I share that I am Jewish. 

There is still so much anti-Semitism and I don’t necessarily feel safe enough to talk about 

it right at the beginning of a relationship. A POC does not have the ability to do this. This 

experience is something I will continue to carry with me as I more fully embody a white 

anti-racist identity. (eJournal 8) 

Asher’s insight about “being able to hide” behind his Whiteness suggests an awareness of racial 

hegemony—although Asher may experience marginalization as the result of his religious 

affiliations, race continues to be a target factor in American culture and is steeped in systems.  

Although the affinity group aspect of this program created barriers to seeing alternative 

perspectives (Step 2), it is important to note that the Brookfield (1995) process involves three 

steps. Due to the fact that participants were typically unable to move beyond Step 2, only 11% of 

eJournal entries provided evidence that participants came to recognize the hegemonic aspects of 

dominant cultural values (Step 3). These revelations are highlighted subsequently and include 

instances when participants identified the manifestation of institutional and societal racism in 

their schools. Despite barriers to the reflective process described previously, experiencing the 

“tip of the iceberg” through critical self-reflection allowed the group to evaluate the institution 

they had built with an awakened racial awareness. 

Lesson 3: When White School Leaders Juxtapose their Cultural Identity with that of the 

Learning Community, Implicit Bias Becomes Explicit 

Based on the prompt, “What is your most pressing leadership issue or concern regarding 

race or racism at Hope Charter Schools?” participants identified issues for WAKE UP! 
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dialogues. The complete list of discussion topics can be found in the overview of the action 

research process presented in Chapter 4. The following four themes emerged across the issues 

generated in the first two sessions: 

• The relationship between White administrators and stakeholder POCs. 

• Cultural disconnect between administrators and African American and Latinx 

families with regards to discipline, care, and mental health. 

• Doubly marginalized students (African American) and racial tensions. 

• Recognizing implicit bias individually and collectively (WAKE UP! Issues Ballot 

Session 3). 

Participants examined these issues through the lens of societal and institutional racism and began 

to identify implicit bias. This pattern is consistent with Brown’s (2004) theory about the 

identification of personal bias, which happens once a leader investigates institutional power 

dynamics and then juxtaposes his or her cultural identity against that of the community.  Through 

group process, participants questioned discipline, trust, and policies at the schools. This process 

resulted in reframing the assumption that Hope is “culturally responsive” and unearthed the 

likelihood that it is “whitewashed.”  Participants were able to identify their own implicit bias, 

which they realized was written on the walls of the institution.  

Questioning assumptions about student discipline. Prior to WAKE UP!, participants 

believed that Hope Charter Schools were “culturally responsive,” especially with regard to 

student discipline. In response to research on the school to prison pipeline, the discipline policy 

had been rewritten to include restorative practices. The suspension rates at the high school 

dropped from 11% to 4% between 2013 and 2016 and have remained under 4% since (Education 

Data Partnership, n.d.). The elementary school has never suspended a student. Yet, there is a 



 

 117 

disconnect among families, faculty, and the White administration about discipline at the school, 

and stakeholder POCs often criticize the school for not being “strict” enough. The group began 

to question this confusing dynamic. 

Rebecca questioned the discipline disconnect during Session 3. She shared that she was 

confused about “how we changed discipline practices to be sure we weren’t pushing out African 

American families [particularly at the high school]” and yet “we still had African American 

families who left after having dealt with a lot of discipline issues.” This occurred “even when 

[Rebecca] felt that [she] was doing everything [she] could to keep [her] eyes open to biases and 

cultural relevance” (Session 3 eJournal).  

Asher questioned his assumptions about student discipline and wondered about a 

partnership with a neighboring, predominantly African American school:  

I assumed that the staff at [Oak Grove School] were unkind and insensitive when 

speaking with students. However, after today I am questioning if this is really the case. 

Are they successful with students of color at that school? If so, can we use them as 

resources for support? (Session 2 eJournal). 

He went on to wonder what it might look like to have these types of conversations and “if it 

could open more doors for us and provide more resources?” (Session 2 eJournal). Pierre shared 

that he hears “very often from African American parents that (he)/we need to be stricter.” This is 

confusing given that “it is also true...that stricter discipline from White admin has not historically 

gone well [shared experiences and in society]” (Session 1 eJournal).  

Summer questioned her perspective when making decisions about discipline.  She wrote 

about this in her eJournal and shared, “I think sometimes I wonder about what’s good for 

students [which students] and according to who [my bias?]. Today we talked about a teacher 
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whose way to show care is through direct, harsh tones. Is this right or wrong?” (Session 5 

eJournal). Given the confusion and disconnect around issues like student discipline, the group 

began to raise questions about why this disconnect may exist, realizing that trust was an issue at 

the schools. 

Questioning assumptions about trust. For each of the five participants, school had been 

a safe place that allowed them to earn advanced degrees and experience professional success. 

They trusted the system because it served them well. Participants began to question both the 

institution and society as they explored the assumption that schools—even Hope Schools—may 

not be safe spaces for POC stakeholders.   

Brienne discussed how optics might affect trust during her post participation interview. 

She shared that, although she is “fully convinced that the schools do an excellent job for the 

students and fulfilling its mission,” she believes that “there are places that there are holes.”  She 

described some of those holes as “optics” and “real one-on-one” connections where someone can 

say, “‘I know where you’re at, you can relate to me, and there’s someone who looks like you 

who is helping” (Post Participation Interview). Summer had an “optics” experience with a Latina 

parent that challenged her assumptions about schools as safe and welcoming places for 

stakeholder POCs.  

The parent had contacted Summer to discuss a concern regarding her child. During the 

meeting, the parent expressed that, even as an adult who had requested a meeting with the 

principal, she felt nervous about the optics of being called into the office. This struck Summer,  

How even as a successful adult woman, her negative school experiences still affected her 

coming into a school as a Latina woman. I don’t think I’ll ever understand that 

perspective. Education has always been a place I have felt safe. (Session 7 eJournal) 
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Even with an “open door policy” for parents and staff, Asher questioned how welcoming the 

schools were for POC parents after the Session 1 dialogue. He wrote:  

When Rebecca shared about the meeting she had with a family that she thought went well 

and later learned that the parent was uncomfortable. The piece that the parent felt 

uncomfortable about was when a teacher tried to connect their personal life to the 

parents. This is something I sometimes use with students. Hearing this example made me 

really think about my own practice of connecting with students and examples that I use. 

(Session 1 eJournal) 

Asher continued to reflect on the parent experience at Hope and in a later session wrote, “When 

Rebecca shared about creating a safe place for the students family during an SSPT meeting, it 

made me think that what we consider ‘safe’ may feel very unsafe to families who do not trust 

schools or educators” (Session 5 eJournal).   

Rebecca reflected on her own leadership and began to replace the assumption that a 

stakeholder POC would automatically trust White leadership. She wrote,  

I’m still going back to how parents see me when they walk on to campus. I know in my 

heart who I am and what I stand for but what I symbolize to others as a white woman in a 

position of power could be different. Same is true for staff members. (Session 3 eJournal) 

In the following session, she continued to question this idea:  

I think an assumption I’m questioning is that it is hard to connect with people of other 

races because we are too different. I’m thinking that other factors may be that I am 

perceived in a certain way and that may not be welcoming. (Session 4 eJournal) 

Pierre wondered about strategies for building trust with POC staff members who may 

mistrust schools and their systems. He shared that a reframing for him was the “suggestion that 
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deep listening and sitting with the tension might be a strategy” for creating a welcoming 

community (Session 4 eJournal).  He continued, “I think I was able to achieve this a little with a 

previous Latina teacher who liked and trusted ‘me’ but did not trust ‘me-as-white-administrator.’ 

I am thinking now about how to sit with this for a whole faculty” (Session 4 eJournal). The issue 

of building trust with stakeholder POCs caused the group to question other ways in which 

systemic racism might be affecting the institution. As a result, he began to reframe their thinking 

about HR policies.  

Questioning assumptions about policies and procedures. A clear example of 

recognizing the societal nature of institutional issues occurred during the Session 6 dialogue 

about implicit bias. This dialogue developed into a rich conversation about HR policies. 

Although these policies appear to protect individuals from discrimination, the group discussed 

how HR policies can maintain systemic inequalities for people who are unfamiliar with how to 

navigate the system. 

When asked to identify the nature of the discussion topic, Rebecca shared, “We didn’t 

talk about societal racism directly but it came up for me in thinking about how well prepared are 

employees who are people of color to navigate a system that is founded on Eurocentric 

concepts?” (Session 6 eJournal). This session prompted Asher to reflect on the “idea of policies 

and procedures resembling and or replicating social inequities.” He wrote, “I guess I assumed 

that policies were created for the purpose of being fair and equal and never had to think about it 

another way...my White privilege shining through” (Session 6 eJournal).   

Pierre found himself “questioning policies and procedures...related to HR.” Although he 

shared that his questioning does not imply that be thinks the policies are biased or unfair, he 

questioned the assumption that everyone has the “social capital” to understand “policies are 
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consistent with norms and values that have a cultural” basis.  He stated, “I think that perhaps 

some of our policies are not natural and obvious to some POCs, and that there is sometimes 

confusion, misunderstanding, and tension” (Session 6 eJournal).  

This dialogue prompted Summer to think about how inclusive and supportive Hope is for 

African American stakeholders, given the turnover of African American staff in past years.  

I questioned an assumption that I had held about how welcoming or inclusive our school 

had been to Black stakeholders. I wonder if we have ever been successful in having Black 

staff feel safe and included here, and if so, why have most not?  

She went on to add: 

It [the dialogue] was an “ah-ha” moment that my privilege allows me to rationalize that 

other factors are the cause of POC distrust or unhappiness. My privilege allows me to not 

have to discuss race or believe that race is the biggest factor. It was an ah-ha moment that 

we do in fact have a big race problem at Hope. Saying that somehow feels like we’ve 

failed. (Session 6 eJournal) 

This session affected Brienne’s perspective on the link between White leadership and the 

perpetuation of systemic racism. She concluded her Session 6 eJournal by writing, “The 

perspective of White administrators who believe we can find a way to solve this problem 

[systemic racism] is flawed. It’s not a problem that has a solution that can be developed by a 

group of White administrators.” This insight also shed light on Brienne’s shifting racial identity 

as she began to see societal trends reflected in the systems she had built over time. As a result of 

questioning assumptions about their organization, participants reframed the notion that their 

school was culturally responsive.  
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Reframing “culturally responsive” as “whitewashed.” A key moment for the group 

was the realization that Hope’s school culture is “whitewashed.” This makes sense given the 

discovery that societal inequities were being replicated within the institution. During the Session 

7 dialogue on leading for racial equity, Asher shared about the African American colleague who 

had exposed him to the concept of White privilege. He talked about his own confusion when that 

colleague suggested that Hope “whitewashes” students. The facilitator then posed the question, 

“Does [Hope] whitewash students?” Summer described this moment in her post participation 

interview. “I think [Diane] said like two sessions ago do you think [Hope] is white washing its 

students? And I think everyone was like ‘oh shit.’... let’s pause everything we were doing and 

talking about.” This question clearly struck a chord, prompting the group to grapple with this 

concept in eJournals.  

 Summer questioned, “Maybe for the first time our school’s founding mission and how 

easy it has been for me to fit here with the style of administration and philosophy of educators” 

(Session 7 eJournal). She began to think about the way in which “that culture shifted as our 

teachers became more diverse and our families changed.” Although “the mission still stands 

strong for” her, she wrote that she is still “a bit confused” as to how “we serve communities of 

students without being ‘missionaries’” (Session 7 eJournal).  Asher, too, was struck by Diane’s 

question. He wrote,  

When the facilitator asked the question “do we whitewash students here?”... [I] have been 

thinking about this and wondering “do we?” If the board/admin is white, I can’t help but 

wonder that we could be. If we are, what do we do with this information? (Session 7 

eJournal) 

 Pierre reflected extensively about the “whitewashing.” He wrote, 
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I do think that we must build and bridge scholarly capacity, and that this to some degree 

amounts to being able to “do school” in a traditional way, but I wonder if there is a way 

that our biases inform how that looks?  

He wondered how he might better “validate and affirm student racial and cultural identity” if he 

were “non-White.”  He wondered if teacher POCs “have a way to do it that better honors who 

they [students] are and where they come from [because]... identification figures so prominently 

in the way that messages are taken up.”  He went on to say that he “used to assume that building 

this capacity was-- not color-blind, but that [he] could do it as well as a POC teacher or school 

leader…. I don’t know” (Session 7 eJournal).  

During the dialogue, Rebecca brought up the Hope awards ceremony, which 

acknowledges students for modeling the school’s mission pillars. She wondered if this was a 

form of whitewashing. Pierre was struck by this and wrote,  

What are we celebrating? Does it function as white-washing? Or do we privilege POC 

students? What is the impact of this decision making? I was thinking about the 

perspectives of POC students who get awards, and those who do not. (Session 7 eJournal)  

Asher questioned “how we identify what ‘agents of change’ looks like.” He stated, “I am now 

wondering if white norms identify what that looks like and who gets the awards.” He continued 

to think about this during the next session and wrote in her Session 8 eJournal, “I would like to 

dig deeper into the idea of community informed mission pillars. I had never thought about our 

mission pillars (inspired by learning, engaged as global citizens, and serving as change agents) 

being ‘white culture.’” The question of the mission pillars was an important one, given that a key 

moment for the group occurred during Session 4 when Brienne shared her founder’s story.   
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Brienne’s founder’s story highlighted how her Whiteness influenced the school’s origins 

(Brooke & Diane, Session 4 Debrief Notes). She shared that when she wrote the charter and 

recruited founding families, she did not consider how issues of race might affect the community 

she was building (Session 4 eJournal).  Given the school’s race neutral origins, it made perfect 

sense that Hope grew into a “whitewashed” institution under White leadership in a society that 

privileges White culture. Given the impact of Whiteness on the organization, participants began 

to shift their focus from societal and institutional to personal.   

Waking up to implicit bias. Throughout this study, evidence from eJournals showed that 

participants questioned or identified the ways in which their own personal bias was affecting 

school culture as the result of discussing an institutional issue in a WAKE UP! meeting. Brienne 

reflected on her vision for the schools and began to question if her own “unexamined implicit 

bias” influenced “what these schools are and what they value” (Session 6 eJournal). Pierre, too, 

acknowledged the systemic impact of bias on the schools, informing his promotion from teacher 

to Assistant Principal. He shared that “there are likely many ways that unquestioned biases 

inform not just the selection of potential leaders at our school, but equally foundational 

assumptions that inform the norms of leadership. I wonder if nothing will change until things 

change?” (eJournal 6).   

During another session, Pierre discussed how the leadership culture at Hope might 

perpetuate bias.  

In our small-community-informal-relationship-based way of addressing issues there may 

be unquestioned biases that isolate POC. For instance, it may be “natural” to discuss with 

another white admin an issue and then make decisions, with the collaborative decision 

residing between the two individuals. 
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He went on to discuss how to address this issue and shared, “I plan to address this by recognizing 

these kinds of decisions as no less biased and by owning them, notwithstanding input from other 

trusted confidants” (Session 5 eJournal)     

Rebecca, Asher, and Summer each questioned how their biases about discipline and 

behavioral expectations play out in the schools. Rebecca wrote about this after a discussion about 

the discipline disconnect: 

With regard to the issue of cultural responsiveness, particularly the discussion about 

discipline and yelling at kids, I see both my own personal bias playing out and also the 

“norms” of behavior in school which are manifested by both institutional and societal 

racism (a Eurocentric view of what is the “right” way to behave). (Session 2 eJournal) 

Similarly, Asher questioned how biases affected his expectations about student behavior.  

I keep going back to this idea that being a white administrator and being raised in a white 

community, I clearly walk into the school with personal bias. I was raised to sit at my 

desk, listen to authority, turn in my work, respect teachers and peers. (Session 2 eJournal) 

During another session, he wrote,  

 The idea around discipline being too harsh or not harsh enough for specific families and 

staff continues to be an assumption I question. I am starting to think about how 

consequences were issued to students and if there was a bias in the way I did that. 

(Session 3 eJournal) 

Summer reflected on the “that’s not what we do here” speech that is often given to 

students when communicating behavioral expectations.  

The “that’s not what we do here” approach felt like a clear “line” but instead what it felt 

like to me in this new lens is a focus on who the “WE” is that is making the rules. It felt 
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exclusive and vague and divisive and I don’t want to be any of those things as a school or 

school leader.  

Summer said this “feels like our own personal bias which then bleeds into institutional racism” 

(Session 2 eJournal).  

The group process of examining institutional and societal racism and questioning 

personal bias had an emotional impact on participants. Diane referred to this experience as 

“sitting in the tension,” and was an important factor in racial identity development. The 

emotional experience resulting from critical self-reflection during WAKE UP! is described 

subsequently.  

Lesson 4: No Pain, No Gain—For White School Leaders, the Journey to Anti-Racism 

Means “Sitting in the Tension”  

 Recognizing that Hope schools were “whitewashed” and that implicit bias had affected 

leadership was a difficult process for participants. Instead of ignoring these issues or using their 

White privilege to claim that race was not an issue at the schools, participants returned after each 

session to “sit in the tension.” Brienne described her experience in WAKE UP! as 

“uncomfortable.” She stated, “I got some unease and discomfort, which I think is important 

because being White is the privilege of not having to feel those kinds of discomforts very often.” 

Although the experience was unpleasant at times, Brienne believes that “discomfort and 

challenge helps people grow, whether it is fun at the time or not” (Post Participation Interview).   

Throughout the program, Brienne grappled with feelings of failure and guilt as she 

questioned the impact of her leadership as the founder of Hope. A key moment for Brienne came 

when reflecting on the approach she had taken to leading the school over the years: “I’ve been 

exposed to and have learned a lot about societal and personal racism over the years, but I have 
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always looked at it from the perspective of a savior. A White savior.” She later described feeling 

“a failure of leadership that’s only something that [he] can accept in that group.” She stated,  

I’ve had 10, 11 years in my position to have made some movement on these things [racial 

issues] and I was not able to do it.... I didn’t have anybody telling me not to do it anyway. 

Was I equipped to do it? Probably not, but that is what I mean. 

This realization left her “sitting in some of those sessions feeling like it was [her] fault” (Post-

Participation Interview).   

Rebecca, too, struggled with uncomfortable feelings as she attempted to claim her 

Whiteness during WAKE UP! Rebecca embarked on a deep exploration of “how to be an ally in 

an authentic way” (Pre Participation Interview). At times, she described her experience in 

WAKE UP! as “feeling fear, guilt and isolation” (Session 5 eJournal). She wrote,  

I’ve had moments in recent weeks where I just want to hole up and walk away from it all. 

Engaging with issues of race on this level feels too hard and my privilege allows me to 

consider the idea of creating a space where I don’t have to deal with it. (Session 5 

eJournal) 

Although there were many instances where Rebecca felt empowered, she continued to struggle 

with guilt and wrote in her final eJournal that it is “the guilt that keeps [her] from moving on 

completely.”  

She went on to share, “There is also an ownership of my White identity that I’m still 

balking at.” She highlighted this guilt by providing a simple example about “the thumbs up emoji 

on the iPhone,” which had recently changed to offer skin tone options. Rebecca noted that 

several friends had changed the skin tones of their emojis to White, and she “cringe[s] a little 
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when [she] see[s] it.” She stated, “When I send a thumbs up I still keep it yellow. This tells me 

that I’m not comfortable enough yet owning my White identity” (Session 8 eJournal). 

Asher wrote on several occasions that he “felt stuck” during WAKE UP! “At times I 

become fearful and avoid because I am unsure of what to do and how to take action. I have a 

desire to take personal responsibility for ‘dismantling’ (racism) and I am not sure what to do” 

(Session 1 eJournal). Pierre grappled less with guilt and more with fear and tension throughout 

WAKE UP!  Pierre identified feeling “tension” after recognizing that he struggled to provide 

difficult feedback to staff POC because he feared being perceived as biased or racist. Later, he 

shared that “deep listening and sitting with the tension might be a strategy for dealing with 

conflict in perspectives.... I am still thinking about how to lead (and everything that entails) and 

sit with tension” (Session 5 eJournal).  

Although Summer actively worked to shed the “White is bad” complex during her time in 

WAKE UP!, she also experienced tension, failure, and guilt during the program. Summer 

experienced an “‘ah-ha’ moment” after one dialogue and realized “that [her] privilege allows 

[her] to rationalize that other factors are the cause of POC distrust or unhappiness.” She wrote,  

My privilege allows me to not have to discuss race or believe that race is the biggest 

factor. It was an ah-ha moment that we do in fact have a big race problem at Hope. 

Saying that somehow feels like we’ve failed. (Session 6 eJournal) 

Although the emotional experience of waking up was one of “sitting in the tension,” the process 

resulted in shifting racial identities.  

Lessons on White Racial Identity Development (RQ 1.b) 

 The emotional experience of critical self-reflection described previously was necessary 

and resulted in shifting racial identity development for all participants. Even if a participant did 
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not emerge from one status to the next, all noted forward movement on the Helms’s (1997) Scale 

of White racial identity development. This section discusses the process of racial identity 

development that occurred for individuals in the WAKE UP! program, highlighting the 

importance of transforming feelings of guilt into empowerment through taking action.  

Lesson 5: Guilty White Liberals Transform as Empowered Anti-Racists Through Intent 

and Action 

Shifts in racial identity development. Data from eJournals indicate that each WAKE 

UP! participant experienced self-reported shifts in White racial identity development as a result 

of the program. A shift was defined as forward movement between the six statuses identified in 

Helms’s (1997) model of White racial identity development.  All participants reported some 

degree of forward movement on the Helms model, and three participants reported shifts forward 

and backward during the process.  

Participants were asked to track and reflect on their White racial identity status eight 

times during the WAKE UP! program using the Helms (1997) model. Of 32 recorded data points 

for the collective group, 94% of the data fell between Pseudo Independence (Status 4) and 

Immersion/Emersion (Status 5). On two occasions, a participant identified his or her status below 

Pseudo Independence and once above Immersion/Emersion. Figure 5.1 illustrates White racial 

identity development as reported by individual participants: 
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Figure 5.1. White racial identity development throughout WAKE UP! 
 

Critical self reflection is taking action. The concept of taking action was a key 

consideration for participants when identifying their status, which is consistent with the literature 

on White racial identity development.  At the Pseudo Independence status, individuals have a 

heightened understanding of systemic racism and a desire to dismantle it, yet they have no idea 

how to take action, which often results in feelings of guilt. In the Immersion/Emersion status, 

individuals continue to explore their Whiteness, take action and form alliances with other White 

allies (Helms, 1997). Data indicates that WAKE UP! dialogues facilitated action by way of 

critical self-reflection.  

Participant eJournal entries often attributed a shift (forwards or backward) in White racial 

identity development to feelings of clarity or confusion about taking action. Shifts resulted in 

feelings of empowerment or guilt given the direction of the movement. Pierre’s experience 

highlights this phenomenon, as his process of racial identity development during the program 

was defined by shifts between Pseudo Independence and Immersion/Emersion. WAKE UP! 

dialogues were cited as the catalyst for self-reflection that resulted in the shifts.  
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Pierre cited WAKE UP! dialogues as a concrete action facilitating critical self-reflection 

and resulting in movement between Pseudo Independence and Immersion/Emersion. He 

reflected on this in his Session 1 eJournal and wrote, “I think that I am constantly questioning 

how my privilege informs my biases, but not necessarily always taking up this struggle up as the 

grounds for action-- sometime...  Today’s activity situates me in the later stage 

[Immersion/Emersion].” After Session 4, Pierre wrote that his shift reflected “a consistent 

movement back and forth from the two statuses [4 and 5].” He continued, 

The tackling of the issues [in WAKE UP!] helps, as do the real instances in the day-today 

of the work. These call me to rise to Emersion/Immersion [Status 5]. When feeling a little 

worn out, I fall back to Pseudo Independence [Status 4]. 

Pierre quickly identified the relationship between critical self-reflection and his shifting identity, 

noting that active engagement was necessary for an elevated status. Other participants grappled 

with these ideas as they searched for more active ways to embody an anti-racist identity.  

After Session 2, Brienne was eager for a plan that she could implement to resolve the 

racial issues that were discussed during the session: 

I’m sitting with an uncomfortable feeling about today’s group. It’s my own feelings 

regarding what can be done. I like to have a concrete end goal in mind and then work 

towards achieving that goal. But right now, I don’t know what the end goal would look 

like, thus, it’s hard to know what steps could be taken. (Session 2 eJournal) 

Brienne’s process of critical self-reflection resulted in a heightened awareness of the institutional 

issues affecting her schools, causing her to “sit in the tension.” However, she lacked awareness 

that feeling the discomfort and reflecting critically on the issues is a key action. Asher realized 

that “critical self-reflection is action” after the Session 5 dialogue.  He stated, “I am continuing to 
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self-reflect so maybe I am putting something into action? Now I just need to actually act on what 

I am reflecting on.” As the literature highlights, true acts of anti-racism are impossible without 

first engaging in the foundation behavior of critical self-reflection (Khalifa et al., 2016). To 

move to forward in their actions, participants first needed to clear the guilt hurdle. 

Clearing the guilt hurdle. For Summer, White racial identity development was about 

“letting go of that white guilt and moving into action and away from complacency” (Post-

Participation Interview). The concept of taking action became clear over time and was reflected 

in her self reports about identity development. After Session 2, Summer did not report a clear 

shift but continued to contemplate how to take action: “I am still a 4 or 5. I feel like I don’t have 

the language yet and am still tip toeing around hard conversations, even with other White 

people.” By Session 3, she indicated that she was “floating around a 5” and was feeling more 

comfortable talking about race and her own White identity. After Session 5 she wrote:  

I am definitely moving from a 5 to a 6. I am no longer sitting in the discomfort stage but 

am actively seeking other White people who are doing the work and as Rebecca put, 

walking this path. I am much more able to see that there are not simple solutions but that 

the answer is that it is almost always an issue of race. The questions and actions might 

feel complicated but they are not when we step back, drop feeling guilty and step into 

action WITH, BY and FOR POC. 

Although this data suggests feelings of empowerment, after Session 7, Summer said that she felt 

that she was at a Status 5 as an individual, but at a Status 4 as an administrator and as “part of a 

system.” She explained this in her reflection about the Session 7 discussion and wrote about the 

guilt she was carrying as a Hope administrator: “It was an ah-ha moment that we do in fact have 

a big race problem at Hope. Saying that somehow feels like we’ve failed.” 
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In the final session, Summer reported being a “strong 5.” She wrote,  

I feel I have been successful with embodying that I am a White anti-racist. I do not need 

to change who I am in settings, change my speech, try to assimilate, but instead am 

comfortable building relationships where we are and on what we know about each other. 

Summer reported that building alliances (like WAKE UP!), engaging in critical reflection, and 

practicing deep listening when working with stakeholder POCs were actions supporting her 

racial identity development. Yet, without “dropping the guilt,” none of this was possible. Like 

Summer, Rebecca grappled with how to overcome feelings of guilt and was confused about 

taking action. 

Rebecca reported that guilt was obstructing her ability to take action and “claim her 

Whiteness.” During the first four sessions, Rebecca reported her status as a “4 going on 5.” She 

cited several action-related hurdles that needed to be cleared on her path to the 

Immersion/Emersion status, which included “finding opportunities to be an ally in practice, not 

just in theory,” “claiming [her] Whiteness and seeking out a new role for [herself] in the [Hope] 

community,” and taking an active role against racism in both her professional and personal life 

(Session 1 eJournal). 

Rebecca’s movement toward Immersion/Emersion was disrupted after the Session 5 

dialogue on implicit bias. The back shift that she reported after Session 5 stemmed from a 

deepened awareness of racial tensions at her school site: 

I’ve been typically saying that I’m at a 4 bordering on 5 however recent events have sent 

me swinging wildly back to 2 and up to a solid 5.  As I mentioned today I’ve had 

moments in recent weeks where I just want to hole up and walk away from it all. 

Engaging with issues of race on this level feels too hard and my privilege allows me to 
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consider the idea of creating a space where I don’t have to deal with it.  In these moments 

I’m at Status 2: Disintegration and I am certainly feeling fear, guilt and isolation. 

(Session 5 eJournal) 

Although Rebecca noted her overall Status as a Disintegration, she went on to write in the same 

journal entry about the empowerment she was experiencing as the result of WAKE UP!, noting 

the use of the Helms (1997) model as a tool for monitoring racial identity: 

On the other hand, I had 3 moments in the last week in which I truly felt like I was at 

Status 5.  Twice in a social setting I sparked conversations about race with other people I 

identified as white allies and in one case even challenged others to look at their white 

racial identity according the Helms’ model.  In the cognitive coaching training issues of 

cultural responsiveness were pinging for me during a session on paraphrasing and I 

decided to bring them up and specifically name my whiteness in the process. I think it led 

to a really rich and productive discussion among this group of virtual strangers. (Session 

5 eJournal) 

These data illustrate the emotional roller coaster that Rebecca experienced during WAKE UP! as 

she struggled with, and tried on, how to take action as a White anti-racist. 

After Session 5, Rebecca’s self-reports indicate movement between Pseudo Independence 

and Immersion/Emersion for the final sessions of WAKE UP! As she continued to critically 

examine her growth, Rebecca reported another back shift after the final WAKE UP! meeting. 

Her reflection highlights the simple ways in which she continued to struggle with guilt and 

hesitated to take action: 

I think I’m status 5 but I feel I’m still wavering back to 4 now and again. It is the guilt 

that keeps me from moving on completely. There is also an ownership of my white 
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identity that I’m still balking at. Here is an example that just came to me while writing 

this. The thumbs up emoji on the iPhone... There are now a variety of skin tones available 

(it used to be just yellow). Almost all the people who are people of color that text with 

have changed their thumbs up to match their own skin tone. That makes perfect sense to 

me and I love that it is an option for them. However, there is also white skin tone and I 

have received texts from white friends who have changed theirs to the white thumbs up 

and I cringe a little when I see it. When I send a thumbs up I still keep it yellow. This 

tells me that I’m not comfortable enough yet owning my white identity. (Session 8 

eJournal) 

Although Rebecca experienced movement back and forth on the Helms scale, it was guilt that 

prevented her from experiencing a true shift in racial identity.  

Asher, too, identified as a “guilty White liberal” in his pre-participation interview. After 

Session 1, he described his status as a 3.5 noting, “At times I become fearful and avoid because I 

am unsure of what to do and how to take action. I have a desire to take personal responsibility for 

‘dismantling’ (racism) and I am not sure what to do.” After Sessions 2, 3, and 4, Asher reported 

his status as a solid 4. In each eJournal entry, Asher described feeling “stuck” about what to do to 

actively dismantle racism, which changed after Session 5 when he reported slight growth in her 

status. 

During the last three WAKE UP! sessions, Asher continued to report that he was moving 

toward the Immersion/Emersion status. Each reflection recounted the ways in which he was 

beginning to embody anti-racist actions, including actively seeking out alliances with other 

White anti-racists, continued critical self-reflection, and speaking up against racism. He even 
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returned a shirt at a local department store after the clerk made a racist comment (Post-

Participation Interview).   

Each participant noted some movement in racial identity. One’s ability to engage in 

critical self-reflection and overcome guilt had an impact on growth and translated into personal 

and professional changes.  The following section discusses the changes that resulted from this 

program.   

Lesson 6: A True Commitment to Anti-Racist Leadership Doesn’t Just Happen at the 

Office—It Happens at Home, Too 

 The degree to which an individual changed mirrored self-reported shifts in racial identity 

development. Each participant identified that it was not enough to make professional changes--a 

call to anti-racism must be reflected in one’s personal life as well. This was true for Brienne, 

who consistently reported a White racial identity status of Pseudo Independence. During the 

post-participation interview, she shared that she would consider herself to be a 4.5 as the result of 

the program. Brienne’s eJournal data did not yield detailed explanations about herself reports; 

however, she noted after the Session 5 dialogue on implicit bias that she “realized that without 

pretty dramatic actions, [she] will not shift.”  

During the final WAKE UP! session, Brienne’s self-reports reflected slight movement 

from Pseudo Independence (4) toward Immersion/Emersion (4.5). When asked about changes 

resulting from the program during her post participation interview, she shared “there’s nothing I 

changed in the 10 weeks.”  She went on to explain that,  

The thing that changed was the perspective that it brought, right? Back to the same 

theme. I think I have always asked questions of myself, but now they seem to be in 

clearer focus. Those questions come up in my mind more often. 
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She described this change as a “sharpening” of her awareness, allowing her to see racial “blind 

spots” affecting school culture over the years. Brienne also recognized that her homogeneous 

personal life created limitations for her own racial identity development, and without a 

significant commitment to diversity in her personal life, she would likely not shift (Post 

Participation Interview).  

Asher reported steady movement from Reintegration (3.5) to Pseudo Independence (4) 

and moving toward Immersion/Emersion (4.5), and his journey reflects personal and professional 

changes. In his post participation interview, Asher described how his developing awareness of 

societal racism and his ability to question and reframe previous assumptions about school culture 

allowed him to work effectively with a parent POC who embodied several marginalized 

identities. He shared that he had helped to lead a team of teachers in supporting this family 

because of a WAKE UP! dialogue about how “a lot of parents [POCs] had a really bad 

experience in school.”   

Asher discussed this situation in detail during his post participation interview. The parent 

is “a person of color, he was in prison, he was in a gang,” and “wants to be supportive of his 

child.” This family was the type that “it’s really easy to just turn your back on.”  

This parent basically dropped out of school in middle school. He went to one year of high 

school and then dropped out. He’s my age and he went to a local middle school that a lot 

of our, the community that Hope is in goes to. He was given similar opportunities that his 

own child has right now, yet he wasn’t successful. 

Asher “questioned that” and “wondered more about” the fact that “he didn’t want to be at the 

school, he didn’t want to be a part of it, he didn’t feel like it was a safe place for him” (Post 

Participation Interview).  
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In light of the lack of safety he suspected this parent felt, Asher wondered about how the 

parent might feel attending a meeting at Hope.  

What does that look like to have an all-White administration?...I’m White, the principal’s 

White, the assistant principal’s White, the teacher is White, the service providers are 

White, right? We’re all White, and how scary that must have been for him and how his 

own schooling had been so scary for him and unsuccessful. 

With this awareness, Asher started off “with just calling him and setting that...relationship and 

trying to help him build trust with us.” He finally came to the school, and now the team has a 

successful relationship with him. The special education team talks to the parent daily and have 

connected him with wrap around resources and counseling.  

Asher described how WAKE UP! informed his success with this parent: 

I’m sometimes in such a hurry and a rush to just check things off of a checklist. I think in 

this situation, it was really like we need to go really slow and we really need to ... I 

needed to check my Whiteness and my privilege a lot. A lot.  I had never been in a room 

with a gang member who had gang symbols tattooed on his face. I had never heard a 

parent tell me, “I can’t send my kid outside because there’s gang members and there’s 

guns and there’s violence.” He told me he was gangbanging when he was 14 years old. I 

can’t really relate to that. But he must have felt comfortable sharing that with me. I can’t 

imagine he would have just disclosed that if he wasn’t trusting of the school. (Post 

Participation Interview) 

Asher also described changes he made in his personal life, which included returning a shirt to 

Bloomingdales after a cashier made a racist comment and having a challenging conversation 

with his parents about the manifestation of systemic racism after they questioned Colin 
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Kaepernick’s decision to take a knee during the National Anthem (Post Participation Interview). 

Like Asher, Summer reported personal and professional changes that mirrored her shifting racial 

identity.  

 Summer shared in her post participation interview that since WAKE UP!, she has “no 

tolerance at all for racism is any form amongst friends and family members.” She stated, “So, 

I’ve just been calling people out kind of left and right and trying to do that as we said, with love 

and care.”  Professionally, when working with student POCS, she has been trying to identify 

“what is the behavior and what is the need.”   

I have been very reflective in my conversations with students, families and teachers 

around my decisions around discipline. I have been doing a lot of reflection throughout 

each situation. I have changed the way in which I respond or react in situations. 

She described this approach in her Session 7 eJournal; “I am constantly asking POC to ‘tell me 

more’ or [ask for] what they need. I am trying to see things from another lens and it is helping 

me become more understanding, open and anti-racist.”  

 Although Rebecca continued to struggle with owning her Whiteness, she made changes 

in her professional and personal life during the program. Rebecca shared professional “wins” in 

eJournal entries throughout the program. This ranged from “calling out [her] whiteness in a 

conversation with staff members of color and own[ing] it” (Session 2 eJournal) to a dialogue 

with a prospective parent: 

A prospective parent asked about our school demographics. She had made a point of 

identifying herself and her son as African American. She noted that we are mostly Latino 

and wondered why. I feel like I leaned into the issue and hopefully showed her that I’m 

not afraid to discuss the issue and that I understand her concern and that I’m thinking 
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about it too. I acknowledged my identity and owned it also noting that I’m flawed but on 

a journey. I think I would not have been willing to go there with her if I hadn’t been 

participating in this group. (Session 6 eJournal) 

Rebecca noted in her post-participation interview that, although she made small changes 

throughout the program, she was “still really struggling with actual change in the leadership role 

because it feels really scary.” 

During her pre-participation interview, Rebecca identified that her personal life lacked 

diversity. Despite the values about diversity that she is trying to instill in her children, all of the 

family’s friends are White. This was concerning to Rebecca given that 50% of the students who 

attend her children’s school are Latinx (Pre-Participation Interview).  She noted in her post 

participation interview that her personal life was where she had made the most change. Rebecca 

said that she “grabbed at opportunities in social settings, and sometimes with strangers, to just be 

like ‘Oh hey, I’m on this journey’” and open up a conversation about White racial identity. This 

marked a change for Rebecca, given that discussing race was something she identified as “scary” 

in her pre-participation interview.  

Conclusion  

 White privilege affords benefits beyond selecting an emoji that match one’s skin color. 

For school leaders, White privilege masks the painful ways in which systemic racism permeates 

schools, and how inequities are replicated, often with the best of intentions. The participants in 

this study embarked upon a courageous journey and put their privilege aside.  They saw their 

institution, and their leadership, in a new light. They chose to sit in the tension, and began a 

process of personal and professional transformation that will require continuous work throughout 

their careers in schools. With these new understandings, there is no turning back.   
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CHAPTER 6: LESSONS LEARNED THROUGH THE ACTION RESEARCH PROCESS 

This chapter explores lessons learned through the action research process during the 

WAKE UP! program with a focus on facilitation and group culture. These lessons will be key in 

efforts to replicate this program. Findings in this chapter continue to be presented as lessons 

learned across cases, with additional insight from facilitator eJournals that address the following 

research question: 

2.  How do specific components (group culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) 

of an anti-racist reflective leadership group promote critical self-reflection for White 

urban school leaders at a single school site? 

Lessons Learned about Facilitation and Group Culture (RQ 2) 

Lesson 7: Shepherding White School Leaders from Guilt to Action Requires Facilitator 

“Autonomy”  

 During post participation interviews, all participants cited Diane’s facilitation as a key 

factor affecting their experience. Diane’s elevated racial identity status allowed her to skillfully 

identify the needs of the group while creating a container for group process. She described this in 

her post participation interview.  “I aspire to create a brave container for thinking together, which 

includes empathy, normalizing of defensive or fearful responses to race issues, and 

acknowledgement of the importance of the process.” Inside of this container, Diane’s increased 

awareness resulting from her own racial identity development allowed her to serve as a catalyst 

for participant growth. Diane kept a journal throughout the process and consistently identified 

her status as between Immersion/Emersion and Autonomy. In the Autonomy status, a positive 

White racial identity is internalized and manifests in a “lived commitment to anti-racist activity, 

ongoing self-examination and increased interpersonal effectiveness in multiracial settings” 
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(Lawrence & Tatum, 1997, pp. 2-3). She cited facilitating WAKE UP! as an action affecting her 

status.  

In reflecting on Diane’s facilitation, Summer shared,  

The facilitator (for a group like WAKE UP!) needs to be somebody who feels good in 

their Whiteness, in their anti-racist stance, and is someone who is really there to just 

facilitate and not put in their own opinions or their own bias. But someone who is also 

going to be able to manage this hot topic in a way that feels safe.  

Like Summer, Asher shared that Diane’s knowledge of racial identity development was key in 

her ability to facilitate the group: 

She’s definitely very knowledgeable on this topic. She brought in a lot of real-life 

examples that she’s faced in her own professional and personal career and life. She 

created a very safe environment, one that people felt, I felt, I can’t speak for everyone, I 

felt very safe sharing what I was thinking or feeling. She was able to validate everybody 

in the room while pushing us to dig deeper or pushing us on something we had said. But 

she didn’t do it in a demoralizing or unkind way. She just kept the conversation going 

and was able to provide analogies and examples, and I think she was a great facilitator for 

this job. 

As participants worked toward the goal of anti-racism, Diane inspired the group by representing 

a lived commitment to anti-racism.  Brienne recalled that  

she often put herself out as a stellar model of personally being so anti-racist in all these 

examples that are constantly happening to her. She knows what she’s doing. She’s super 

committed, and she went out of her way to frame what was happening in the group, what 

we were discussing, in positive ways. (Post Participation Interview) 
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An example of this occurred during Session 3, when Diane opened the reflective conversation by 

sharing about her own experience with cultural disconnect.  

Diane explained that she had recently attended an event featuring a zoologist who 

brought reptiles that participants could hold. A young Latinx boy was holding a large snake. He 

was surrounded by a group of other Latinx people, and Diane asked the group, “¿Cómo se dice 

‘snake’?”  Several people looked at her for a moment and replied in English that they did not 

know. Diane wrote in her journal about her intentional sharing of this incident with the group:  

I explicitly and strategically shared some of my own white identity experiences and 

process as a way of inviting and welcoming participants to deepen their self-disclosure 

around “ouch” moments as well as epic fails in areas of racial tensions and conflict. 

(eJournal 3) 

Several participants reflected on the impact of the “snake story” through eJournals. Asher 

wrote, “Her story about the child and the snake was very thought provoking and questions my 

own actions at school and beyond school” (Session 3 eJournal). Brienne was particularly affected 

by the snake story and later wrote about this after the Session 5 dialogue on implicit bias: 

Today’s session was focused more on the individual. We, of course, recognize intent vs. 

impact, as these biases are not intentionally hurtful or meant to harm. But I struggle with 

understanding assumptions I make and expectations I have in the context of dealing with 

someone different. That struggle includes “stepping in it” as illustrated in the snake 

anecdote. (Session 5 eJournal). 

Diane’s ability to create the container was essential during Session 5, which included the most 

challenging topic broached throughout the course of the WAKE UP! experience.  
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The Session 5 dialogue began with a discussion about how to recognize implicit bias. 

Diane shared that when we observe mindfully and engage in deep listening, we can begin to 

recognize the emotional cues of implicit bias (Session 5 Notes). She encouraged the group to 

pause and welcome what is arising physically and then posed the question, “What are the 

responsibilities for implicit bias?” (Diane, Session 5 Notes). Although the dialogue was rich for 

most members, the collective energy of the group during this session presented challenges. Pierre 

shared in his eJournal that he was coming down with something (Session 5 eJournal), and 

Brienne barely participated (Diane, eJournal 5). Diane reflected on the challenges of facilitating 

this session in her eJournal: 

I felt there were niggling tensions in the room, a sense of persistent unease that 

prevailed... I noted that the Superintendent left the room at one point, after being very 

quiet for a long time. I commented on this at the end of our reflection time, when I 

suggested that the process of “waking up” may be less a movement toward “perfection” 

in being awake to race (as one of the other members alluded to), & more a process of 

learning to tolerate a great deal of tension or discomfort around not-knowing, making 

mistakes, not having answers... I felt the tension of wanting to make things more 

“comfortable” in the room today, & at the same time, I recognized that it is precisely the 

fact of the group not getting too comfortable that allows for growth to occur... So, I didn’t 

try to shift the comfort level today. This is a rock & a hard place moment for me, & for 

the group. I think it’s necessary. (Session 5 eJournal) 

This passage from Diane’s eJournal highlights how her awareness of racial identity development 

allowed her to navigate the process of critical self-reflection by navigating the desire for comfort 
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with the necessity for tension. She reflected on this dynamic after the Session 6 dialogue, also 

about implicit bias.  

There is a desire for “action,” at times embedded in defensiveness, as if the others (or 

perhaps me) are holding things back by sticking with the necessity of deepening 

conversation about race... I think the ACTION is to have conversation about race... I 

think that’s the only way things will change... & the conversation, by necessity, must 

include all POCs--staff, students, parent community--at different points, in order to begin 

to formulate a strategic plan for transformation of Hope in relation to race. 

Diane dedicated the last two sessions of WAKE UP! to discussing how to embody one’s 

White anti-racist identity and explore ways to invite stakeholders to the table to plan for change. 

The group spent two sessions discussing changes at the personal, professional, and institutional 

level. Although Diane’s skilled facilitation created the container for critical self-reflection, pre-

existing positive relationships affected the group culture and contributed to the success of this 

program.  

Lesson 8: White School Leaders Reflect Critically About Race with a Little Help from 

Their Friends 

The WAKE UP! space was safe and allowed for vulnerability.  Although the quality of 

the facilitator affected the group, it is important to note that group members had positive pre-

existing relationships prior to the study. This affected group culture, making the implementation 

of the program seamless.   

All participants shared that positive pre-existing relationships with other participants 

motivated their decision to join this group.  Likewise, all group members agreed that this bond 
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was strengthened as the result of their collective experience in WAKE UP!  Summer shared that 

she  

joined a group of people that [she] really respected and admired, and that had been all 

working together for a long time. So, there was already this sense of trust and willingness 

to have difficult conversations in the name of the organization.  

For Asher, the positive group culture “was definitely there before we started” because 

everyone “had worked together in different capacities.” He felt that the group’s bond was 

strengthened over time and recalled during his interview that  

at the beginning, [he] did make a comment like, }My bosses are sitting in this room,” 

and... I didn’t think about that the second half of WAKE UP! I didn’t think like, “Oh, my 

boss is sitting next to me. I’m going to not say anything or I’m not going to say what I’m 

thinking.” 

Pierre also mentioned the blending of vertical relationships that occurred as a result of this 

group: 

The work that we did together was built on years of experience together...that room was 

comprised by a current supervisor, a previous supervisor, [and] me having been a 

supervisor of one of the other participants. So, it is interesting that there was a little bit of 

verticality in the room, and yet there was...a somewhat family-like aspect to it...it was a 

very trusting setting. 

The formation of horizontal relationships allowed group members to push one another’s growth. 

 Asher noted that the group culture was healthy because it allowed for disagreement.  “If 

someone didn’t necessarily 100% agree with someone else, it was handled, and the other person 

was able to comment, but it was appropriate and supportive, even if they disagreed.”  Asher 
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recalled the group dialogue where Brienne asked the group, “Is this situation really about race?” 

and Rebecca responded and said, “It is always about race.” Asher shared that if there wasn’t a 

“supportive culture and dynamic in the room, that could have landed completely differently if the 

room wasn’t full of people who really support and care for one another and can agree to disagree, 

or agree to push one another.” 

One entry from Brienne’s eJournal indicates that, like other participants, awareness of the 

Helms model was a useful tool for anchoring critical self-reflection. In response to a different 

question on the topic of critical self-reflection, Brienne wondered “if a White administrator who 

is not at Level 5 or 6 can effectively work with a non-White population.” Brienne then reflected 

personally on her own White racial identity status and shared,  

I have replaced the assumption that I can relate to non-White staff, families, and students 

while being at a Level 4. I do not believe that I can be as effective as I need to be without 

consciously moving to Levels 5 & 6. 

Conclusion 

 Embarking on a journey of anti-racist identity development is painful. This work requires 

a support network consisting of a skilled facilitator and peers who can hold up a mirror. 

Although the facilitator and pre-existing group relationships created a unique dynamic affecting 

group culture, the findings from this study have implications for improving pre-service 

administrator preparation programs. These implications are discussed in Chapter 7.  
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 

 Ask most educators why they entered the profession, and they will likely say “to make a 

difference.” Over 80% of principals in the United States are White and middle class (NCES, 

2016). For White principals who lead in communities that are racially different from their own, 

many find that making a difference is more challenging than they had imagined—there is a 

disconnect that they can’t quite name. Maybe it is because the parents never show up for 

conferences? Maybe it is because families lack a college going culture? Maybe it’s the language 

barrier? Or maybe, it’s race.  

Whiteness is blinding, giving those of us who are White the option to ignore race as a key 

factor influencing a situation. In fact, most White people are afraid of doing or saying something 

that will be perceived as “racist” and shy away from the topic all together. Others are confused 

about how to address issues of race and are left feeling guilty or stuck. This is not to say that all 

White people are racist, yet trends in our public schools, like the academic opportunity gap and 

the school to prison pipeline, reflect a society that is deeply affected by racism. It is important for 

White school leaders to engage in a process of racial identity development if they intend to 

“make a difference” in urban public schools. This process beings with critical self-reflection.  

Critical self-reflection is a foundational skill in CRSL theory, and most pre-service 

administrator preparation programs do not prepare White school leaders to engage in this 

process. Without examining racism and White privilege, well-intended White principals do make 

a difference—just not in the ways that they had hoped. With blind eyes, White school leaders are 

unable to identify and disrupt racism at their schools. Lacking racial awareness, systemic racism 

is promoted through policies and procedures that create oppressive school environments 

(McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004).  
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This was the case at Hope Charter Schools, where I worked with a group of White school 

leaders who were confused about racial issues that continued to surface across their organization, 

despite a universal commitment to social justice. These five individuals were the most caring, 

dedicated, and just educators I have yet to encounter. They were in it to make a difference and 

knew that, without examining their Whiteness, they could never be the culturally responsive 

school leaders they set out to be. 

Over the course of 3 months, the White school leaders at Hope participated in WAKE 

UP! As a collective group, they confronted racial issues that had been plaguing the schools. 

Through critical self-reflection, the group examined issues through the lens of societal and 

intuitional racism. They questioned and reframed assumptions about their organization, shining a 

spotlight on their Whiteness. They were vulnerable in identifying their own implicit biases and 

began to make active changes in their professional and personal lives. As individuals and a 

group, they began to rewrite the narrative of leadership at their organization as they experienced 

shifting racial identities.  

In this chapter, I summarize the findings from this study and reflect on the significance of 

the research in light of the emerging body of work on CRSL theory. I discuss research 

limitations and implications for future studies. I apply this research to the context of pre-service 

principal preparation. I share my dissemination plans, and conclude with a personal reflection. 

This reflection describes my own experience as a WAKE UP! participant and the ways in which 

conducting this research changed me as an administrator and a White person.  

Summary of Lessons  

The lessons learned during this study suggest that WAKE UP! was an effective starting 

point for engaging school leaders in critical self-reflection about race and Whiteness—but this 
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program is only the tip of the iceberg in the journey of White anti-racist identity development. 

This experience involved deep engagement in Step 1 of Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical 

self reflection—the process by which adults question and then replace or reframe an assumption 

that up to that point has been uncritically accepted as representing common sense wisdom. Data 

from eJournals indicated that most reflective activity for individuals and across the group could 

be classified within this step.  

Further analysis of the data revealed that the affinity group aspect of this program 

interfered with Step 2—the process through which adults take alternative perspectives on 

previously taken for granted ideas, actions, forms of reasoning, and ideologies, as participants 

were only exposed to the perspectives of other White people (Brookfield, 1995). Although the 

affinity group provided a safe space for vulnerable and honest dialogues about racism and bias, 

participants were exposed only to the perspectives of other White people. Given that that 

Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self reflection is a three step process, the interference with 

Step 2 likely prevented deep engagement with Step 3—the process by which adults come to 

recognize the hegemonic aspects of dominant cultural values. 

Although a majority of the reflective activity for the WAKE UP! group was coded as 

Step 1 (Brookfield, 1995), engaging in this program resulted in the identification of societal and 

institutional racism across the organization.  As a result of their participation in this program, 

participants replaced the assumption that Hope Charter Schools are culturally responsive with a 

new understanding—that the schools are “whitewashed.” As the result of discussing societal and 

institutional issues affecting their organization, they began to identify their own implicit bias by 

taking responsibility for the “whitewashed” culture. This was an uncomfortable process that had 

a significant emotional impact on the participants. 
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Participants learned that engaging in critical self-reflection means to “sit in the tension.” 

The process of waking up to racism involves uncomfortable feelings that cannot be fixed, solved, 

rationalized, or ignored. Guilt was a typical emotion experienced by members of the group, 

resulting in a feeling of being “stuck.” As the result of this program and their own shifting racial 

identities, participants soon realized that critical self-reflection is action, and overcoming guilt 

requires intentional action. Without intent, White people slide back into the comfort zone of 

racial neutrality. Thus, intentional action is necessary to move from Pseudo Independence (Status 

4) to Immersion/Emersion (Status 5; Helms, 1997).  Participation in WAKE UP! dialogues was 

cited as a specific activity resulting in shifting racial identity development. 

 As participants reported shifting racial identities, personal and professional changes 

ensued. Participants learned that it is not enough to make professional changes—a true 

commitment to anti-racism must be reflected in all aspects of one’s life. Professional changes 

included identifying the impact of a White leadership team, engaging in deep listening with 

stakeholder POCs, and leading teachers to understand the implications for systemic racism when 

meeting with parent POCs. Personal changes ranged from returning a dress to Bloomingdales 

after the clerk made a racist comment to calling out friends and family members who make 

inappropriate remarks.  

The facilitator for this group modeled anti-racist behaviors and positive multiracial 

relationships. A key lesson from this study was that the facilitator of an anti-racist reflective 

leadership group should be in the autonomy status of the Helms (1997) model. In this status, 

White racial identity is internalized and manifests in a “lived commitment to anti-racist activity, 

ongoing self-examination and increased interpersonal effectiveness in multiracial settings” 

(Lawrence & Tatum, 1997, pp. 2-3).  Due to her racial identity status, Diane was able to guide 
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the group by using examples from her personal life. These examples included successful 

interactions with POCs, as well as missteps or failures, highlighting her anti-racist imperfection. 

In instances where an interracial situation did not go well, Diane openly reflected on those 

experiences in front of the group. This strategy gave participants permission to be vulnerable in 

sharing their own challenges and failures. There was no judgment from Diane—just guidance, 

support, and leadership. This was critical, as her facilitation created the container for “sitting in 

the tension” as we engaged in critical self-reflection.  

 Finally, a key reason this program was successful was the pre-existing relationships 

among participants. A close bond had been formed prior to this study, and participants were 

comfortable opening up and diving into difficult conversations about race and racism from the 

start of the program. We spent little time on group culture building, which happened naturally as 

the result of this work. Participants reported that their pre-existing bond was strengthened as the 

result of WAKE UP!  

Significance of Lessons 

The lessons learned during this study are significant, suggesting that, for White school 

leaders, a commitment to social justice is not enough—without a professional and personal 

commitment to anti-racism, it is impossible to be a culturally responsive school leader. 

Furthermore, for pre-service principal preparation programs, a commitment to social justice must 

include addressing the demographic divide between White school leaders and urban students of 

color and facilitating a process of White racial identity development for pre-service candidates. 

These lessons add to the emerging body of work on CRSL theory, as the existing literature does 

not explore the implications of this theory for White school leaders in urban public schools. 
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Furthermore, these lessons reinforce existing studies on White racism, critical self-reflection, 

social justice leadership, and school leader preparation.  

CRSL theory cites four behavior categories—critical self-reflection, developing 

culturally responsive teachers and curriculum, promoting culturally responsive school 

environments, and engaging students and parents in community contexts (Khalifa et al., 2016). I 

argue that for White school leaders, a fifth behavior is necessary, which is a commitment to anti-

racist identity development. The lessons learned in this study reinforce Helms’s (1997) model of 

White racial identity development, and suggest that without a commitment to anti-racism, or a 

White racial identity status of Immersion/Emersion or Autonomy, a White school leader will 

remain stuck in guilt. Guilt is stifling and prevents a leader from engaging in other culturally 

responsive leadership behaviors. One cannot lead teachers on the development and 

implementation of culturally responsive curriculum if one feels guilt or fear around talking about 

race. A leader cannot promote a culturally responsive school environment without an awareness 

of how one’s own privilege might impact leadership decisions or school culture. Given this, the 

participants in this study learned that their commitment to social justice was not enough—to be 

culturally responsive school leaders, a program of racial identity development was necessary.  

Four of five leaders in this study were attracted to the school because of Hope’s social 

justice mission (Pre Participation Interviews). The fifth participant wrote the mission and vision 

statement as the founding Superintendent. Hope’s mission states that the schools “develop a 

community of learners who are inspired by learning, engaged as global citizens, and who serve 

as change agents, making their community a better place for all.” The opening line of the vision 

statement implies an emphasis on social justice: “The aim of [Hope] Charter Schools is to 

cultivate a college going culture through rigorous academics and a fierce commitment to social 
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justice.”  The words inspired, engaged, and change agent are embedded throughout the school’s 

culture, policies, and rituals. 

Despite the group’s affinity for the school’s social justice mission, it is important to point 

out that the institutional concept of “social justice” is not defined clearly in the school’s founding 

documents or the charter petition. The charter petitions states that Hope will use “social justice 

ideas” in the curriculum, but the definition of “social justice” is unclear. This lack of clarity 

informs the disconnect between the mission and student outcomes, and is consistent with Trujillo 

and Cooper’s (2014) study on pre-service social justice leadership programs.  

Although the context for their study was higher education and not K-12, Trujillo and 

Cooper’s (2014) research on pre-service social justice leadership preparation highlights the 

importance of establishing a common definition of social justice in an educational environment. 

When this definition is clear, faculty are able to align course objectives and content with the 

intended social justice outcomes of the program. This common understanding guides faculty 

members in understanding their roles as social justice educators, and informs the recruitment of 

new faculty who are aligned with this vision and mission. Lacking a clear definition of social 

justice, the school leaders and teachers at Hope were unclear about their roles as social justice 

educators. Given this, it is not surprising that participants believed that their school was 

culturally responsive. As the result of WAKE UP! and their own heightened racial awareness, 

participants came to question this notion by replacing the assumption that the school is culturally 

responsive with the new understanding that it is “whitewashed.” 

The participants believed that they had developed a school program that was culturally 

responsive. They used restorative practices, facilitated teacher reading groups on books like 

Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain (Hammond, 2014), and did a year-long 
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professional development program with an expert in culturally and linguistically responsive 

teaching. Yet, there was a disconnect that was reflected in student achievement and discipline 

across the organization. This disconnect resulted from racial erasure, which prevented the leaders 

from seeing how their school had become “whitewashed” over the years.   

McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) defined racial erasure as “the notion that by refusing to 

see color, by acting as if we can erase the race of those of color, and by prioritizing other factors 

– such as economics – over race, we can deny our own racism” (p. 613). Racial erasure can 

negatively impact White school leaders’ ability to promote racial school climates that support 

student achievement because colorblindness obscures one’s ability to identify and disrupt racism. 

This was true at Hope, given data on student achievement and discipline trends at the schools, 

and the White leadership team’s confusion about the racial issues plaguing the institution prior to 

participating in this study.  

The institutional issues that the participants unpacked in this study highlight the ways in 

which racial erasure permeated the culture of Hope schools. As participants began to explore the 

impact of race on student discipline, stakeholder trust, and school culture, they learned, “It is 

always about race.” This realization was the result of addressing colorblind ideologies to reveal 

the impact of racism on their community. Racial erasure is consistent with the Pseudo 

Independence status (Status 4), and all participants were at Status 4 at some point during this 

study (Helms, 1997).  

In pre-participation interviews, each participant acknowledged an awareness of the 

systemic unfairness of racism, but confusion about how racism was affecting their organization. 

These behaviors reflect the Pseudo Independence status, as all participants reported being 

between Status 4 and 5 throughout the study. In this status, individuals have a heightened 
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understanding of the systemic unfairness of racism and a desire to take personal responsibility 

for “dismantling” it. This status includes increased engagement with POCs and a re-examination 

of Whiteness, but often results in the guilty White liberal complex (Helms, 1997). Although the 

school leaders had a heightened understanding of racism and a desire to take responsibility for it, 

they were stuck in guilt. Moving from guilt to empowerment involves a deep process of racial 

identity work, and this program only scratched the surface.  

The process of racial identity development that occurred during WAKE UP! unmasked 

implicit bias. Lessons learned about critical self-reflection reinforced findings from Brown’s 

(2004) seminal research on social justice leadership, where she defines critical self-reflection as, 

“examination of personal and professional belief systems, as well as the deliberate consideration 

of the ethical implications and effect of practices” (p. 89). This process exposes bias through an 

investigation of power dynamics and requires a leader to juxtapose his/her cultural identity 

against that of the learning community and uncover hegemonic leadership practices (Brown, 

2004; Dantley, 2005; Khalifa et al., 2016). This process had a significant emotional impact on 

participations, which the facilitator referred to as “sitting in the tension.”  

It is important to note that two of the five participants who participated in this program 

were graduates of one of the principal leadership programs cited as a model program in the 

review of the literature. Although they had been exposed to social justice leadership concepts 

like culturally responsive teaching and learning, a program of White racial identity development 

in conjunction with their leadership program was necessary for the embodiment of CRSL. The 

participants in this study were not adequately prepared to recognize and dismantle the 

manifestation of racism in their schools. This process began as the result of WAKE UP!  Based 
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on the WAKE UP! program model, I explore recommendations for pre-service school leader 

preparation programs subsequently.  

Research Limitations 

Just as all studies do, this research had limitations. However, the limitations do not 

detract from the significance of the findings. In some cases, the limitations were also strengths. 

For example, the number of participants in this study was both a limitation and a strength. The 

findings could be strengthened by increasing the number of participants; however, the small 

group size informed the deep interpersonal experiences that ensued from this program. As 

addressed in Chapter 3, my pre-existing relationship with the school and participants had to be 

managed carefully to avoid bias, yet I do not think that this research would have yielded the rich 

experiences shared by participants without this pre-existing trust.  

As discussed in the lessons learned, the affinity group aspect of this study was both a 

strength and a challenge. Discussing racism with other White people created a comfortable 

setting for honest and vulnerable dialogue, but this aspect of the program limited the 

participants’ exposure to the perspectives of POCs in the community.  In fact, lack of exposure to 

POC perspectives seemed to be indicative of the leadership team culture at Hope. Diane 

speculated that stakeholder voices within the community were not uplifted, resulting in the 

replication of systemic inequalities. She wrote about this in an eJournal about Session 3 when the 

group discussed “deep listening.” She noted, “Given that the conversation eventually turned 

toward the issue of ‘How to listen?’ to the community at large it appears that there is more work 

to be done in this area.” In some ways, the affinity group aspect of this program reinforced the 

“whitewashed” culture of the school, yet the identification of “whitewashing” could not have 

occurred in a different, multi-racial setting.   
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Time was another limitation to this study. Doing a longer study over the course of a 

school year would have allowed more time for participants to engage in the process of critical 

self-reflection. This is important because the identification of implicit bias occurred after several 

weeks of examining institutional and societal racism. More time to examine implicit bias would 

have added depth to the experience of examining how Whiteness affected leadership decisions. 

Furthermore, in Sessions 7 and 8, participants created personal and professional commitments to 

action. More time would have allowed participants to act on these commitments.  

Finally, this research was an embedded case study with action research. The embedded 

case study generated strong findings, suggesting that the action research component of this 

program might have been strengthened. A framework for the program was generated, but an 

expanded curriculum or program requires more action research.  

Although the pre-existing relationships among participants were an asset in this study, 

this dynamic creates limitations to replicating this program, as these conditions were specific to 

the school site. One might argue that these school leaders were bonded by their Whiteness, 

making it possible to find other leadership teams with similar relationships. Regardless, more 

research is needed on the implementation of the WAKE UP! program, which I discuss 

subsequently.  

Implications of the Work for Research 

Culturally responsive leadership theory is undertheorized and under-researched (Khalifa 

et al., 2016). More research is needed on this emerging leadership theory, especially on the 

implications of this theory for White school leaders in urban public schools. This study generated 

a framework, or starting point, for a program that addresses racial identity development for 
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White urban school leaders in light of this theory, but continued research is need to develop this 

program model.  

The initial plan for this study involved an action research approach by way of developing 

a school leader network across Los Angeles. This same program used in WAKE UP! was to be 

implemented with the city-wide leadership network. This approach is necessary for identifying 

critical program components beyond preexisting participant relationships. This is an important 

next step in investigating how to create the conditions for conversations about Whiteness and 

race among strangers. An approach such as this has implications for pre-service administrator 

preparation programs, where students do not have preexisting relationships with classmates.  

Replicating the model used in this study with multiple rounds of action research at 

different school sites with similar demographics would add depth to the research generated 

through this study. This approach would provide additional insight, providing guidance on the 

replication of this program model at other school sites. A mixed methods approach would allow 

for collecting data on racial school climate to determine if school leader participation in the 

program affected student outcomes at the schools.  

Finally, the facilitator experience provides an opportunity for case study research. I 

collected ample data on Diane’s experience through her eJournal, but the research questions and 

capacity for this study focused on the participant experiences. An analysis of facilitator 

experiences is critical in developing a training program for facilitators to lead groups like WAKE 

UP! 

Recommendations for School Leadership and Pre-Service Principal Preparation Programs 

 This study calls White school leaders to engage in a critical examination of their 

Whiteness and embark on a journey of White anti-racist identity development. This process 
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begins by evaluating motivations for working in urban public schools and identifying one’s 

racial identity status. Forming alliances with other White anti-racists is an important action 

leading to racial identity development. Joining AWARE or another group to do this work in 

alliance with other White people is a key accountability measure—colorblindness is too tempting 

when you are sitting in the tension.    

In the meantime, social justice school leadership preparation programs are called to apply 

racial identity development models to the scholarly examination of leadership theory. Terms like 

“social justice” and “culturally responsive” have become popular in education. The question 

remains as to how to put theory into action. In the case of culturally responsive leadership theory, 

I call for pairing academics with the experience of racial identity development for pre-service 

principals. I propose a program framework below as a starting point for such a program.  

As I explained previously, more work is needed to add to the programmatic framework 

established through this research. To envision what a program like WAKE UP! might look like 

in a pre-service preparation program, I share a framework for a year-long project that 

incorporates racial identity development and CRSL theory.  

Although my research focused on the experience of White school leaders, it is significant 

that the following model be informed by research on racial identity development for POCs. The 

proposed model is not intended to further benefit White people by exposing them to the 

perspectives of POCs, and I reference other racial identity models in Phase 1 to inform this work. 

An integrated model of racial identity development informs the formation of collaborative 

leadership groups in Phases 3 and 4.  

Student recruitment for this program is based on the formation of affinity groups, calling 

for a diverse cohort group. As with WAKE UP!, collaboration with professionals who have 
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experience facilitating affinity groups would be key to the success of this program. I outline the 

framework for this program subsequently.  

Phase 1: Relationship Building (Summer Quarter) 

 This phase is designed to develop relationships within the student cohort and prepare for 

affinity groups. A finding from this study suggests that preexisting relationships are essential to a 

group process of critical self-reflection about race. During the summer quarter, students are 

introduced to the key research on CRSL theory and racial identity development. Although an 

introduction to the literature is important, relationship building is the primary focus of this time. 

Student complete racial leadership narratives and participate in extensive team building 

activities. The following racial identity development models are explored during this phase: 

• People of Color Racial Identity Model (Cross, 1991) 

• Filipino American Identity Development (Nadal, 2009) 

• Ethnic Minority Identity Development by J. Berry (2005) 

• Biracial Identity Development by W. S. Carlos Poston 

• Continuum of Biracial Identity Model (Rockquemore & Laszloffy, 2005) 

• Resolutions of Biracial Identity Tensions (Root & Kelley, 2003) 

• White Racial Identity Model (Helms, 1997)  

• Integrated Model (Hoffman & Hoffman, 2006) 

Phase 2: Affinity Groups (Fall Quarter) 

 This phase is designed to focus on Step 1 of Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self 

reflection. In concert with academic coursework, participants work together in affinity groups to 

question and reframe or replace assumptions about their own organizations. Each affinity group 

is informed by the model of racial identity development referenced previously. Using the WAKE 
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UP! program model, participants generate discussion topics. Students complete reflective 

eJournals to support the group process of critical self-reflection. Affinity groups would continue 

throughout the course of the year-long program, in addition to collaborative leadership groups in 

Phases 3-4. 

Phase 3: Collaborative Leadership Groups (Winter Quarter) 

 In Phase 3, the affinity groups continue, and new interracial collaborative leadership 

groups form. Phase 3 is focused on Steps 2 and 3 of Brookfield’s (1995) process of critical self 

reflection, with an emphasis on shifting perspectives and recognizing racial hegemony. A 

significant amount of time during this phase is spent developing group culture, especially 

accountability. Blitz and Khol’s (2012) study on affinity groups highlights the importance of 

accountability, or a clear agreement that White people will answer to POCs as they work to 

identify and understand the manifestation of White privilege. Accountability addresses racial 

erasure and is an important step in shifting perspectives. This phase is informed by the integrated 

model of racial identity development (Hoffman & Hoffman, 2006). 

During this phase, leadership groups analyze case studies from K-12 and higher 

education highlighting the manifestation of institutional or societal racism in education. The 

quarter is spent discussing the impact of racial hegemony on the organizations and sharing 

perspectives on the issues. Journal questions are framed to focus on the consideration of the 

multiple perspectives informing the issues.  

Phase 4: Application (Spring Quarter) 

 Phase 4 is focused on Step 3 of Brookfield’s (1995) process. Each group is assigned a 

case study and asked to apply CRSL theory to the case to generate a strategic plan for addressing 
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the issues.  Groups create an executive summary for the organization demonstrating the 

application of CRSL theory. 

Completion 

 Upon graduating, it is critical that the alliances formed in this program continue. I call for 

the continuation of collaborative leadership groups as a support for practicing school leaders.  

The focus of these groups would shift from case study analysis to exploring real organizational 

issues from the schools led by graduates. Group dialogue would continue to focus on race and 

racism, with an emphasis on culturally responsive leadership practice.  

Dissemination 

 It is important to share the lessons learned in this story.  The participants in this study 

have individual stories that are common to other White urban school leaders given the 

demographics explored in Chapter 2. This research is unique in that the preexisting relationships 

among the participants informed a process that was honest and vulnerable. Due to the threat of 

reactivity, or the fear of being perceived as racist, it is difficult to capture stories of Whiteness as 

candid as those that emerged from this experience. For this reason, I will be crafting an article 

from the lessons learned in this study as a call to White school leaders to evaluate the ways in 

which racial identity, privilege, and implicit bias affect leadership. I plan to approach the Journal 

for School Leadership, Urban Education, and Education Administration Quarterly for 

publication. I would like to present my findings at the Unmasking Whiteness Conference and the 

White Privilege Conference. Furthermore, I am interested in working with state credentialing 

commissions and pre-service preparation programs to share my research and work to develop 

programs that better prepare culturally responsive school leaders. 
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Reflection: Brooke: Leadership Consultant, Hope Charter Schools— 

“White, Female, Blue-Collar, Mother” 

Leadership Path 

 My first teaching job was through a fellowship program with Ohio University and 

Federal Hocking Local School District in Southeastern Ohio. I taught sophomore English in 

exchange for graduate school tuition. Nearly 100% of the students who attended “Fed Hock” 

qualified for free and reduced lunch and came from one of the poorest counties in the state. My 

classroom housed social studies texts that cited Russia as part of the USSR, and students at a 

neighboring school attended lunch at the local bar because their building did not have a cafeteria. 

Given Ohio’s reliance on property taxes to fund public education, Appalachia’s generational 

poverty left a mark on Fed Hock.   

As a teacher-activist, I invited several of my students to join me at the State Capital to 

discuss the conditions of their school with their local representative.  I found it critical to 

empower their voices and model the democratic process for them; regardless of their zip code, 

they deserved to be heard. I went on to earn my M.Ed. in Cultural Studies in Education. My 

Master’s research focused on the importance of progressive education and literacy initiatives in 

high poverty rural schools. As a person who had benefited from White privilege, school had 

always been a safe place for me. This experience was my first glimpse into the insidious ways 

that systemic inequity is replicated through public education. I was outraged and determined to 

do my part in changing the system.  

The year that I taught at Fed Hock, the school’s principal had just returned from a 

sabbatical in Los Angeles, where he started Wildwood Secondary School.  Two years later, I 

moved to LA to work at Wildwood, where I spent 4 years honing my craft as a progressive 
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educator. Driven by my desire to improve public education, I eventually went on to lead the 

Wildwood Outreach Center, coaching and training educators nationwide on progressive, learner-

centered small school program design. I designed and facilitated professional development 

workshops on advisory, project-based learning, and graduation by exhibition. I trained a group of 

founding teachers at a small startup charter school in Mid-City Los Angeles called New Los 

Angeles Charter School. A year later, I took a job as their first principal.  

For the past 10 years, I have worked at New LA where 90% of students qualify for free 

and reduced lunch, 82% are Latinx, 8% are African American, and 2% are White.  I currently 

serve as Executive Director and each day is focused on improving outcomes and opportunities 

for our students.  Just like Hope Charter Schools, my school is governed by a mostly White 

board of directors and leadership team. The leadership team is committed to equity, but is often 

stuck when it comes to confronting racism head on. This dynamic inspired my dissertation.  

White Racial Identity Prior to WAKE UP! 

 I am a White woman from a blue collar town in Northeast Ohio. My family runs a third 

generation electrical contracting business in a small industrial town. My mother was a factory 

worker in a cabinetry company.  I worked in the same factory during my summers in college. 

Although I am middle class, my family’s blue collar work ethic is in my bones. My hometown is 

the third largest Amish community in the world. Hate crimes and discrimination against the 

Amish were a common occurrence when I was growing up.  

 In high school, my ninth grade English teacher taught a unit on hate crimes, highlighting 

this trend in our community. She integrated themes about racism and anti-Semitism. A 

classmate’s stepfather was involved with the local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. He wrote a letter 

to our class, inviting us to connect with him and hear an alternate perspective to the one that my 
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teacher was sharing. My teacher read this letter to our class, and I was deeply disturbed. I wrote 

him a letter in response. I called him a coward who hides behind bed sheets and informed him 

that his perspective was not welcome in my school. I held on to the letter for few days before 

handing it over to my teacher. I was afraid for my family and had visions of a cross burning in 

my front yard in the middle of the night. I eventually sent the letter. It was the most empowering 

moment of my high school experience.  

The first time I realized that being White made a difference in my life involved an 

incident with a friend from my Grandmother’s church. She had the same last name as my 

Grandparents, and she was African American. One day, I asked if my friend was related to us 

due to the common name. I remembered my confusion when a relative explained that my friend 

was not our relative—we are not related to Black people. This relative’s perspective on race was 

something that he shared openly and regularly. Even though I loved him very much, hearing this 

perspective was painful and confusing. This family member is no longer living, and his racism 

went to the grave with him—my daughter will never be exposed to it. 

My daughter is biracial. She is a White Latina, or a Latinx White Woman, or however 

she decides to identify. This is up to her, and I am determined that she will have a deep 

appreciation for her Mexican heritage. I can already see the Whiteness seeping into our world by 

way of life in West Los Angeles. I have to work to push it out and elevate all aspects of her 

identity. Whitewashing her world would rob her of her identity. I am determined not to let this 

happen. This is my work as a White anti-racist and as a mother.   

At the time of this study, I identified as a White anti-racist at Status 5 of the Helms 

model. I seldom feel guilty about my Whiteness anymore. I acknowledge it, confront it, accept it, 
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and call it out when it tries to take over. I’ve come to view it as a disability of sorts, blinding me 

at times from deep humanity.  

WAKING UP!  

 I participated in WAKE UP! alongside participants. As a leadership coach who had been 

working with this organization for several years, I was shocked by the magnitude of the racial 

issues that emerged as the result of our dialogues. After the Session 6 dialogue about implicit 

bias I wrote,  

It occurred to me earlier this week that each member of this team has the privilege of 

discussing issues…in a way that has nothing to do with race. This team has the power to 

ignore the influence for race and racism on the community. Racial neutrality is a 

privilege and allows one to take the easy way out. 

Looking at issues of race across the organization, as opposed to viewing the issues as isolated 

incidents occurring at one school site, was jarring. This aspect of the program had a significant 

impact on me, highlighting the importance of dialogue in the process of unmasking Whiteness.  

 With regard to my own identity, I learned that key parts of my identity are attached to 

emotions. During WAKE UP! dialogues, Diane often used the word embodiment—asking us to 

identify feelings in our body. I learned to identify physical sensations in my body when a key 

part of my identity showed up—my blue collar identity. I did not realize that I could feel the blue 

collar bones of my childhood buried deep under my middle class adult life. I had always 

glorified this part of myself as responsible for my strong work ethic. I forgot that there was a 

painful side to this part of my life.  

Diane spoke readily about growing up in poverty during WAKE UP!, and when issues of 

class came up during the program, I began to recognize a familiar sensation that I had learned to 
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tune out over the years. This was the same feeling that sat with me throughout freshman year, 

when I roomed with a very wealthy woman who flaunted her money and regularly talked about 

the cars her parents drove or the vacations they took. Although we were the best of friends, her 

microaggressions shredded me every day. I experienced this feeling in high school when we 

traveled to play a volleyball tournament at a school in a wealthy community. I recalled walking 

through the halls, unable to imagine showing up to school in a facility as pristine and beautiful as 

this every day. It made me angry. Although I will never know what it is like to be a POC living 

in the United States, I do know what if feels like to be “less than” because of something out of 

my control. As the result of WAKE UP!, I try to tap into this feeling, this part of me, when 

facing an issue of race. Instead of being ashamed of this part of my identity, I now embrace it as 

a superpower that helps me empathize.  

My racial identity status fluctuated throughout this program, and I realized that because 

White people need intentional action to become empowered anti-racists, one’s racial identity 

status is fluid. At times, when I was feeling discouraged by a challenging racial issue at my own 

school, my identity would dip to Status 4. Once, I even documented being at a Status 3. During 

these times, I would fantasize for a moment that the issue wasn’t really about race—but I 

recognized my Whiteness lying to me because it’s always about race. 

Final Thoughts 

 As this project comes to an end, I have deep gratitude for the leaders at Hope Charter 

Schools who invited me in and “sat in the tension” with me, and to Diane for holding the space 

for this experience to unfold. I am presenting the lessons learned from this study in an executive 

summary to the Hope team and am scheduled to work with them on next steps for addressing the 

school culture issues that emerged from this study. The heart of this plan involves inviting 
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stakeholder POCs to the table and empowering those people to lead this work, as racism is not a 

problem that can be solved by White people alone: perhaps the most important lesson learned 

from this endeavor.  
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT PROTOCOL AND FORMS 

Recruitment Protocol 
 
Step 1: Email to Participants 
 
Dear ________________,  
 
I am contacting you because your fit the criteria for a study that I am conducting through my 
doctoral studies at UCLA. The study is called WAKE UP! White Administrators Addressing K-
12 Equity by Unpacking Privilege and is designed to pilot a professional development program 
for White leaders who aspiring to culturally responsive leadership through a commitment to anti-
racism. As a White school leader in an urban public school, you fit the criteria for this study. I 
am hoping to schedule a meeting with you at your convenience, to share more about this 
opportunity and to explore the possibility of your voluntary participation in my research. The 
meeting is confidential and will take place in my office at New Los Angeles Charter School.  
 
If you are interested in exploring this opportunity, please respond and indicate a time and date 
that would be convenient for our meeting.  
 
Best wishes,  
Brooke Rios 
 
Step 2: Recruitment Script for Participants  
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I would like to begin our conversation by sharing 
more information about my study with you. However, before I do this, it is important to highlight 
that participation in the research is voluntary and not connected to your job performance at New 
LA Charter Schools. If you are uncomfortable participating in this research, there is no 
obligation for you to do so.  
 
My study is an embedded case study and action research project that will document the 
experiences of a small group of White, urban school leaders in Los Angeles, CA, who seek to 
improve outcomes for Students of Color through their participation in an anti-racist reflective 
leadership community called WAKE UP! (White Administrators Addressing K-12 Equity by 
Unpacking Privilege). Under the guidance of a licensed MFT specializing in reflective practice, 
participants will develop and use a reflective practice protocol to guide collaborative discussions 
about race-related issues data. These discussions will prompt the participants to identify the 
manifestation of individual, institutional and systemic racism in their schools by reflecting on 
dilemmas, policies and/or data from their school site. In light of these issues, this collaborative 
setting will provide participants with an opportunity to engage in critical self-reflection to further 
identify the ways in which White privilege, cultural background and bias impact their leadership. 
Through this process, participants will develop their ability to engage in critical self-reflection—
a foundational behavior identified in Culturally Responsive School Leadership theory (Khalifa, 
Gooden, and Davis, 2016). Critical self-reflection is key because it is in embedded in other 
culturally responsive leadership behaviors and is the first step in the process of White racial 
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identity development, which eventually leads to anti-racism. I argue that White school leaders 
cannot be culturally responsive in the absence of a commitment to anti-racism.  Throughout this 
project, participants will self-monitor shifts in their White racial identity development as they 
move towards culturally responsive leadership through critical self-reflection and a commitment 
to anti-racism.  
 
This is an excellent opportunity to participate in a reflective learning community aimed at 
improving leadership for White school leaders. This group will meet bi-monthly for four months 
for a total of 12 hours. I will do my best to schedule meetings in a way that accommodate 
everyone’s schedules. Dinner will be provided for each meeting. Participants will be asked to 
participate in a pre and post participation interview.  
 
What questions can I answer for you about the study? 
 
Again, I would like to highlight the voluntary nature of participation in this study and note that 
participation is not connected to your job performance at New LA.  
 
Are you interested in participating in this study? 
 
Step 1: Email to Facilitator 
 
Dear ________________,  
 
I am contacting you because your fit the criteria for a study that I am conducting through my 
doctoral studies at UCLA. The study is called WAKE UP! White Administrators Addressing K-
12 Equity by Unpacking Privilege and is designed to pilot a professional development program 
for White leaders who aspiring to culturally responsive leadership through a commitment to anti-
racism. As an MFT who specializes in reflective practice, you fit the criteria for the facilitator of 
this group. I am hoping to schedule a meeting with you at your convenience, to share more about 
this opportunity and to explore the possibility of your voluntary participation in my research. The 
meeting is confidential and will take place in my office at New Los Angeles Charter School.  
 
If you are interested in exploring this opportunity, please respond and indicate a time and date 
that would be convenient for our meeting.  
 
Best wishes,  
Brooke Rios 
 
Step 2: Recruitment Script for Facilitator 
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I would like to begin our conversation by sharing 
more information about my study with you. However, before I do this, it is important to highlight 
that participation in the research is voluntary. If you are uncomfortable participating in this 
research, there is no obligation for you to do so.  
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My study is an embedded case study and action research project that will document the 
experiences of a small group of White, urban school leaders in Los Angeles, CA, who seek to 
improve outcomes for Students of Color through their participation in an anti-racist reflective 
leadership community called WAKE UP! (White Administrators Addressing K-12 Equity by 
Unpacking Privilege). Under the guidance of a licensed MFT specializing in reflective practice, 
participants will develop and use a reflective practice protocol to guide collaborative discussions 
about race-related issues data. These discussions will prompt the participants to identify the 
manifestation of individual, institutional and systemic racism in their schools by reflecting on 
dilemmas, policies and/or data from their school site. In light of these issues, this collaborative 
setting will provide participants with an opportunity to engage in critical self-reflection to further 
identify the ways in which White privilege, cultural background and bias impact their leadership. 
Through this process, participants will develop their ability to engage in critical self-reflection—
a foundational behavior identified in Culturally Responsive School Leadership theory (Khalifa, 
Gooden, and Davis, 2016). Critical self-reflection is key because it is in embedded in other 
culturally responsive leadership behaviors and is the first step in the process of White racial 
identity development, which eventually leads to anti-racism. I argue that White school leaders 
cannot be culturally responsive in the absence of a commitment to anti-racism.  Throughout this 
project, participants will self-monitor shifts in their White racial identity development as they 
move towards culturally responsive leadership through critical self-reflection and a commitment 
to anti-racism.  
 
This group will meet bi-monthly for four months for a total of 12 hours. In addition, I would like 
to meet monthly In addition, I would like to meet for 1 hour per month with the facilitator and 1 
hour prior to the first meeting to plan. I will do my best to schedule meetings in a way that 
accommodate everyone’s schedules. Dinner will be provided for each meeting. You will be 
asked to participate in a post participation interview.  
 
What questions can I answer for you about the study? 
 
Are you interested in participating in this study? 
 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 

University of California, Los Angeles 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 

The WAKE UP! Reflective Leadership Community: 

White Administrators Addressing K-12 Equity by Unpacking Privilege 

 
Brooke Merryfield Rios. M.Ed., and Dr. Robert Cooper, Ph.D., from the Education Leadership 
Program at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) is conducting a research study. 
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You were selected as a possible participant in this study because of your leadership position in 
public education.  Your participation in this research study is voluntary.   
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
This study addresses the cultural divide between public school administrators and Students of 
Color in U.S. public schools. Over 80% of school leaders are White and projected to be the 
majority in coming years. Students of Color will represent the majority of students in U.S. public 
schools by 2050, yet, achievement and discipline data indicate that public schools have 
historically failed African American, Latino and Native American youth. In light of this issue, 
few university preparation programs for school administrators focus on culturally responsive 
school leadership. This study proposes WAKE UP! as a professional development model for 
White school leaders in urban schools aspiring towards anti-racist, culturally responsive school 
leadership.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following: 
 

• Participate in a pre-participation interview and share information about your journey as 
an urban school leader and your experience as a White school leader; 

• Participate in WAKE UP! meetings, which include a half day opening meeting followed 
by eight, two hour long meetings at 1919 S. Burnside Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90016; 

• Analyze work-related dilemmas, data, or policies through an equity lens in WAKE UP! 
meetings; 

• Reflect critically on racial bias and privilege as they pertain to your role as a school 
leader during WAKE UP! meetings; 

• Provide feedback and support to WAKE UP! members; 
• Complete a confidential, reflective journal at the end of each session by reflecting on the 

group topic, follow-up, facilitation, group culture, and protocols and activities; 
• Participate in a post-participation interview and share information about your White 

racial identity and experience in WAKE UP! 
 
How long will I be in the research study? 
 
Participation will take a total of about 23 hours between September, 2018-January, 2019. 
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that I can expect from this study? 
 

• Participants may experience discomfort as they engage in the process of reflecting 
critically on the ways in which race and racism may have informed leadership; 

• In the event that a participant is uncomfortable, he or she will have the ability to debrief 
the session with a licensed MFT.  
 

Are there any potential benefits if I participate? 
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Benefits for participating in WAKE UP! include: 
 

• Participation in a free, dynamic professional development experience for school 
administrators; 

• Safe, supportive equity-based professional development through critical friendship; 
• Improved leadership practice by examining equity issues; 
• Anti-racist and culturally responsive leadership development; 
• Improved ability to support students in urban schools.  

 
The results of the research may provide a professional development model for White pre-service 
and in-service school administrators who seek to improve outcomes for students of color in 
urban public schools.  
 
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential? 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
Confidentiality will be maintained by means of: 
 

• Using pseudonyms to describe the school and participants; 
• Password encrypted e-journals; 
• WAKE UP! documents will be stored in a locked location throughout the duration of the 

study and destroyed six months after the study commences; 
• Safe, confidential meeting spaces for interviews and WAKE UP! meetings. 

 
What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
 

• You can choose whether or not you want to be in this study, and you may withdraw your 
consent and discontinue participation at any time. 

• Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you, and no loss of benefits to 
which you were otherwise entitled.   

• You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain 
in the study. 

 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? 
 

• Brooke Merryfield Rios, (310)-922-6313 
• Dr. Robert Cooper, (310)-267-2494 
• UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program (OHRPP): 

 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, or you have concerns or 
suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers, you may contact 
the UCLA OHRPP by phone: (310) 206-2040; by email: participants@research.ucla.edu 
or by mail: Box 951406, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1406. 

 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
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SIGNATURE OF STUDY PARTICIPANT 
 
 

        
Name of Participant 
 

  

 
             
Signature of Participant   Date 

 
 
SIGNATURE OF PERSON OBTAINING CONSENT 
 

FACILITATOR CONSENT FORM 
 

University of California, Los Angeles 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 

The WAKE UP! Reflective Leadership Community: 

White Administrators Addressing K-12 Equity by Unpacking Privilege 

 
Brooke Merryfield Rios. M.Ed., and Dr. Robert Cooper, Ph.D., from the Education Leadership 
Program at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) is conducting a research study. 
 
You were selected as a possible participant in this study because of your leadership position in 
public education.  Your participation in this research study is voluntary.   
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
This study addresses the cultural divide between public school administrators and Students of 
Color in U.S. public schools. Over 80% of school leaders are White and projected to be the 
majority in coming years. Students of Color will represent the majority of students in U.S. public 
schools by 2050, yet, achievement and discipline data indicate that public schools have 
historically failed African American, Latino and Native American youth. In light of this issue, 
few university preparation programs for school administrators focus on culturally responsive 
school leadership. This study proposes WAKE UP! as a professional development model for 
White school leaders in urban schools aspiring towards anti-racist, culturally responsive school 
leadership.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 
If you participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following: 
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• Participate in a pre- planning meeting 
• Facilitate WAKE UP! meetings, which include a half day opening meeting followed by 

eight, two hour long meetings at 1919 S. Burnside Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90016; 
• Facilitate the analysis of work-related dilemmas, data, or policies through an equity lens 

in WAKE UP! meetings; 
• Facilitate an experience where school leaders reflect on racial bias and privilege during 

WAKE UP! meetings; 
• Provide feedback and support to WAKE UP! members; 
• Complete a confidential, reflective journal at the end of each session by reflecting on the 

group topic, follow-up, facilitation, group culture, and protocols and activities; 
• Participate in a post-participation interview and share information about your White 

racial identity and experience in WAKE UP!; 
• Provide additional support to participants if needed outside of meeting times.  

 
How long will I be in the research study? 
 
Participation will take a total of about 28 hours between September, 2018-January, 2019. 
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that I can expect from this study? 
 

• No 
 
Are there any potential benefits if I participate? 
 
Benefits for participating in WAKE UP! include: 
 

• Participation in the development of a model for reflective practice for school leaders 
based on racial justice and anti-racism.  
 

The results of the research may provide a professional development model for White pre-service 
and in-service school administrators who seek to improve outcomes for students of color in 
urban public schools.  
 
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential? 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
Confidentiality will be maintained by means of: 
 

• Using pseudonyms to describe the school and participants; 
• Password encrypted e-journals; 
• WAKE UP! documents will be stored in a locked location throughout the duration of the 

study and destroyed six months after the study commences; 
• Safe, confidential meeting spaces for interviews and WAKE UP! meetings 
What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
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• You can choose whether or not you want to be in this study, and you may withdraw your 

consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
• Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you, and no loss of benefits to 

which you were otherwise entitled.   
• You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain 

in the study. 
 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? 
 

• Brooke Merryfield Rios, (310)-922-6313 
• Dr. Robert Cooper, (310)-267-2494 
• UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program (OHRPP): 

 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, or you have concerns or 
suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers, you may contact 
the UCLA OHRPP by phone: (310) 206-2040; by email: participants@research.ucla.edu 
or by mail: Box 951406, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1406. 

 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
SIGNATURE OF STUDY PARTICIPANT 
 
 

        
Name of Participant 
 

  

 
             
Signature of Participant   Date 

 
 
SIGNATURE OF PERSON OBTAINING CONSENT 
 
 

             
Name of Person Obtaining Consent  Contact Number 

 
             
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT AND FACILITATOR eJOURNAL QUESTIONS 

Participant eJournal Questions  
1. In your own words, describe the dilemma that was discussed during today’s WAKE UP! 

session. 
2. Would you describe the nature of the dilemma as one of personal bias, institutional 

racism, or systemic racism? 
o Individual Racism: Intentional action or inaction by an individual of one race that 

causes harm to an individual of another race. 
o Institutional Racism: When school culture, pedagogy, and policy decisions 

forward White privilege in schools. 
o Societal Racism: Assumptions, norms, and expectations that promote White 

privilege in society at large. 
o Personal Bias: An unreasoned judgement towards a person or situation. 

3. Please explain your response to the question above regarding the nature of today’s 
dilemma. 

4. Is there anything you are personally planning to do to address the dilemma brought forth 
in today’s session? 

5. Describe your own reflective process during today’s group. 
6. As the result of today’s group, did you question  an existing assumption that you held 

prior to our meeting. If yes, please explain using examples. (Example: I used to assume 
that certain families did not participate in the parent booster club because they do not 
care. Today, I started to question how other factors might be informing this problem.) 

7. As the result of today’s group, did you replace or reframe an existing assumption that you 
held prior to our meeting. If yes, please explain using examples. (Example: I used to 
assume that certain families did not participate in the parent booster club because they do 
not care. I now understand how a lack of translated communications has impacted their 
participation.) 

8. As the result of today’s group, where you able to see an issue from a perspective different 
than your own? If yes, please explain using examples. 

9. As the result of today’s group, did you experience an “ah-ha” moment wherein you came 
to recognize that a social inequity had become rationalized or made invisible? If yes, 
please explain using examples. 

10. In what ways, if any, did the Swaddle Protocol facilitate your own process of critical self-
reflection today? 

11. In what ways, if any, did the Swaddle Protocol limit your own process of critical self-
reflection today, and what solutions might you suggest for streamlining this protocol? 

12. In what ways, if any, did the facilitator support your ability to engage in critical self-
reflection today? 

13. Please share any feedback on the ways that the facilitator can better support your 
experience in this group. 

14. In what ways, if any, did the group support your ability to engage in critical self-
reflection? 

15. Are there any aspects of group culture that are prohibiting your ability to engage in 
critical self-reflection? 
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16. Please reflect on your own White racial identity development using the Helms model. 
Which status reflects your current racial identity? Why? 

17. Do you believe that you have experienced a shift (movement from one status to the next) 
in status? Please explain. 

18. Please describe changes, if any, that you have recently made as the result of a WAKE 
UP! dialogue? What was the issue? What did you do to address it? How did WAKE UP! 
support your change process? 

19. Please share any additional feedback about WAKE UP that you would like considered as 
the next session is planned. 

 
Facilitator eJournal Questions 
1. In your own words, describe the dilemma that was discussed during today’s WAKE UP! 

session. 
2. Would you describe the nature of the dilemma as one of personal bias, institutional 

racism, or systemic racism? 
o Individual Racism: Intentional action or inaction by an individual of one race that 

causes harm to an individual of another race. 
o Institutional Racism: When school culture, pedagogy, and policy decisions 

forward White privilege in schools. 
o Societal Racism: Assumptions, norms, and expectations that promote White 

privilege in society at large. 
o Personal Bias: An unreasoned judgement towards a person or situation. 

3. Please explain your response to the question above regarding the nature of today’s 
dilemma. 

4. Is there anything you are personally planning to do to address the dilemma brought forth 
in today’s session? 

5. Describe your own process as a reflective facilitator during today’s group. 
6. As the result of today’s group, did you witness group members questioning  an existing 

assumption that they held prior to our meeting. If yes, please explain using examples. 
(Example: A group member shared, “I used to assume that certain families did not 
participate in the parent booster club because they do not care. Today, I started to 
question how other factors might be informing this problem.”) 

7. As the result of today’s group, did you witness group members replacing or reframing an 
existing assumption that they held prior to our meeting. If yes, please explain using 
examples. (Example: I witnessed a group member sharing about an assumption that 
certain families did not participate in the parent booster club because they do not care. 
Later, she explained that she now understands how a lack of translated communications 
has impacted their participation.) 

8. As the result of today’s group, did you witness a group member experience a shift in 
perception? If yes, please explain using examples. 

9. As the result of today’s group, did you witness a group member experience an “ah-ha” 
moment wherein they came to recognize that a social inequity had become rationalized or 
made invisible? If yes, please explain using examples. 

10. In what ways, if any, did the Swaddle Protocol facilitate the process of critical self-
reflection for individual group members or for the collective group? 



 

 180 

11. In what ways, if any, did the Swaddle Protocol limit the process of critical self-reflection 
for individual group members or for the collective group, and what solutions might you 
suggest for streamlining this protocol? 

12. In what ways, if any, do you think your facilitation of the group supported other’s ability 
to engage in critical self-reflection? 

13. What adjustments would you like to make to group facilitation? 
14. In what ways, if any, do you think group culture is contributing to individual or collective 

engagement in critical self-reflection? 
15. Are there any aspects of group culture that are prohibiting individual or collective 

engagement in critical self-reflection? 
16. Please reflect on your own White racial identity development using the Helms model. 

Which status reflects your current racial identity? Why? 
17. Do you believe that you have experienced a shift (movement from one status to the next) 

in status? Please explain. 
18. Please describe changes, if any, that you have recently made as the result of facilitating a 

WAKE UP! dialogue? What was the issue? What did you do to address it? How did 
WAKE UP! support your change process? 

19. Please share any additional feedback about WAKE UP that you would like considered as 
the next session is planned. 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Pre-Participation Interview Protocol for Participants 

1. Please share the pseudonym that you would like to use for this interview. 
Tell me about your path to becoming an urban school administrator?  

2. How did you end up at Hope Charter Schools? 
3. How do you define critical self-reflection?  
4. Is this a process that you regularly engage in and, if so, what does that look like?  
5. Does critical self-reflection inform your interactions with colleagues? If yes, can you 

provide an example? 
6. Does critical self-reflection inform you interactions with students? If yes, can you 

provide an example? 
7. Do you ever have an opportunity to engage in critical self-reflection with others (either 

with a partner or in a group)? If yes, what does that look like? In what ways does 
engagement in a group differ than individual engagement? 

8. How do you do you describe your cultural and racial identity?  
9. How do you think others perceive your leadership based on this identity?   
10. How do you define the term anti-racist?  
11. Do you identify as anti-racist?   
12. How old were you when you first realize that being White made a difference in your 

life?  What happened?  
13. What does it mean to you to be a White person at this time in your life? 
14. How do you feel about being a White person at this time in your life?  
15. Do you believe that being White impacts your role as an administrator at Hope Charter 

Schools? Please explain.  
16. I am going to share Helms Model of White Racial Identity Development with you. I 

would like you to read the model. After you read the model, I will answer any clarifying 
questions you have about the model. Then, I will ask two follow up questions about your 
White racial identity development. Which status best defines your current White racial 
identity? Why? 

17. How do you feel about your current status? 
18. What status to you hope to arrive at in the future? 
19. What would need to happen for you to arrive at this status? 
20. What motivates you to participate in WAKE UP!? 
21. What do you hope to get out of participating in WAKE UP? 
22. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Post-Participation Interview Protocol for Participants 
 

1. Please share you pseudonym for this study. 
2. We’ve just spent the last 10 weeks talking together about issues of race and racism, and 

so I am going to open with a deep question. What does it mean to you to be a White 
person at this time in your life, and how do you feel about it? 

3. What prompted your desire to join WAKE UP!? 
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4. How would you describe your experience with WAKE UP!? 
5. What did you intend to get out of participating in this group? Did that happen? 
6. Through your participation in WAKE UP!, did you gain new insights about the ways in 

which issue of race and racism impact your school community? If yes, what came to light 
for you? If no, why do you think this did not happen? 

7. Through your participation in WAKE UP!, did you gain new insights about the ways in 
which issue of race and racism impact your leadership? If yes, what came to light for 
you? If no, why do you think this did not happen? 

8. What personal changes, if any, did you make as the result of your participation in WAKE 
UP!? 

9. What personal changes are you still working towards as the result of your participation in 
WAKE UP?  

10. What leadership/professional changes, if any, did you make as the result of your 
participation in WAKE UP?! 

11. What professional changes are you still working towards as the result of your 
participation in WAKE UP?  

12. Are there institutional changes that you believe need to happen as the result of your 
participation in WAKE UP!? If so, please say more about this. 

13. Throughout WAKE UP, we reflected on our own White racial identity development 
using the Helms model. Which status best defines your current White racial identity? 
Why? 

14. How do you feel about your current status? 
15. Do you believe that you experienced a shift in White racial identity development through 

your participation in WAKE UP!? Why or why not? 
16. Define critical self-reflection. 
17. Do you feel that participation in WAKE UP! enhanced your ability to engage in critical 

self-reflection? If so, in what ways? If not, explain why.  
18. What protocols or activities had the greatest impact on you? Why? 
19. What impact did Diane’s facilitation have on your experience with WAKE UP! Please 

explain. 
20. How would you describe the WAKE UP! group culture? Existing? 
21. Do you feel that the implementation of WAKE UP! at Hope Charter Schools was 

successful? If so, what would you say made the implementation a success? If not, explain 
why? 

22. What thoughts do you have about implementing this model at another school site? 
23. When you think about serving the stakeholders of color at Hope Charter Schools, what 

are the next steps for your own leadership development? 

Post-Participation Interview Protocol for Facilitator 
 

1. Please share you name. 
2. I’d like to start by asking you to share about your journey as a an MFT who specializes in 

reflective practice.  
3. How did you become involved with Hope Charter Schools? 
4. Next, I’d like to ask you to share about your journey as a White anti-racist.  
5. Describe your experience facilitating racial identity work for White educators.  
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6. In what ways, if any, do you think reflective practice/supervision informs racial identity 
development? 

7. What motivated you to participate as the facilitator for WAKE UP? 
8. How  would you describe your experience as the facilitator of this group? 
9. In what ways, if any, did you observe participants grow in their ability to engage in 

critical self-reflection around issues of race and racism.  
10. If someone were to replicate this work, what guidance might you provide about 

implementation? 
11. In what ways, if any, did you grow as the facilitator of this group? 
12. Did you experience a shift in White racial identity development? 
13. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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APPENDIX D: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AGENDAS 

WAKE UP! 
Meeting Agenda 

Tuesday, October 16, 2018 
7:45 am-11:45 am 

 
7:45 am: Opening, I’m In and Breakfast 

• I’m In Prompt: How do you identify, and how is your identity perceived by others? (2 
min. each)  

8:00 am: Overview of Research Project (Brooke) 
8:15 am: Guidelines for Brave Spaces (Brooke & Diane) 

• See protocol, Forming Ground Rules 
9:00 am: Break  
9:30 am: The Swaddle (Diane) 
11:00 am: Overview of Key Terms, Helms Model and Reflective E-Journals (Brooke) 
11:40 am: Close/ I’m Out 

• I’m Out Prompt: Name on person (alive or dead) who you would like to accompany you 
on this journey toward anti-racism? 

 
WAKE UP! 

Meeting Agenda 
Regular Session 

 
10 Minutes: Welcome and High/High or Low/Low  

• In rounds, participants share one high or low from the past week related to race or racism.  
1 Hour 10 minutes: Swaddle Protocol 
30 minutes: Reflective eJournal 
10 minutes: Reflections into Action and Close 
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APPENDIX E: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROTOCOLS 

The Swaddle Protocol 

“I’m In” (5 mins): Have a facilitator or a team member offer one “I’m In” icebreaker… Could 
be pretty much anything that invites folks both into or out of their comfort zone… From recalling 
a specific incident or memory (e.g., “Imagine you are holding in your hand a snapshot of your 
favorite summer memory from childhood… Now, in 30 secs or less, describe, in the present 
tense, what’s in the photo as if it just happened.” [Example: I’m 8 years old, standing on the 
beach with my grandparents on Lopez Island in Washington State. We’ve just raked steamer 
clams from the sand, and we’re steaming them in an enamel coffee pot over an open fire at 
sunset…”], to an ‘Either/Or’ (e.g., Cake or Pie; Math or Literature; Asking Questions or 
Answering Questions), or other inquiry such as “What do you do or where do you go to slow 
down?” If this is a group coming together for the first time, have them start with offering their 
names, perhaps their role (if applicable), then their response to the icebreaker, followed by “I’m 
In.” 
 
Optional - Hopes and Expectations (5 mins): Then, for a first-time gathering, you can 
optionally ask folks to go around the circle and share their hopes and expectations. 
 
Highest-high and/or Lowest-low (5-10 mins): Go around the circle and ask folks to share their 
highest-high and/or lowest-low from the past week. This could be related to the group, 
organization, their personal life, the larger societal context, or any/all of the above. Express 
gratitude/appreciation for every group member’s offering, as a way of 
acknowledging/validating/valuing their contribution. 
 
Create Issues Parking Lot (15-20 mins): What is your most pressing leadership issue or 
concern regarding race or racism at our school?  
 
Have group take 5 mins to think about and write down their most pressing issues or concerns 
right now (usually this will need a context, defined by the purpose of the group or organization 
that is coming together, e.g., ‘What are your most pressing issues or concerns for [name of 
organization, societal concern, etc.] right now?’). Additionally, ask group to rank the urgency of 
their issue or concern on a 1>5 scale, with 5 being most urgent. Note: 

• The questions can be anonymously written on 3x5 cards and passed to the facilitator(s). 
Useful where there are both supervising staff and supervisees present in the same 
conversation. 

• Alternatively, where there is a containing, safe/brave environment established, and/or 
where there is a horizontal conversation being facilitated (e.g., where no power dynamics 
or hierarchies are in play), the facilitator can directly ask the group members to share 
their most pressing issues or concerns verbally, one at a time, while the facilitator writes 
them down on a large easel pad sticky note, a chalkboard, dry erase board, or some other 
large visual device. 

• Another alternative for long-standing groups using this process is to create a shared 
google document with the Issues Parking Lot prompt, and invite/remind all group 
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members to add in their most pressing issue/concern and urgency ranking 2-3 days prior 
to the day of the Swaddle. 

 
Identify Common Issues/Themes (5 mins): Together, review the collected issues/concerns and 
identify common issues and themes. Note levels of urgency, work to reduce common issues into 
discernable categories of issues requiring more thought together. 
 
Prioritize and Vote on Primary Issue/Concern for Deep Dive Reflective Conversation (5 
mins): Here there are a few choices as to how to determine what the topic for the deep dive will 
be: 

• Together, rank the categories of issues requiring further thought down to two or three, 
then take a hand count on whether the group wants to discuss 1, 2, or 3. NOTE: Don’t 
assume that just because the group has identified one concern of primary importance that 
that is the one they want to pursue via deeper discussion! 

• Alternatively, you can give each group member two votes, which they can use to create a 
checkmark next to the two issues/concerns that they are most interested in having a deep 
dive conversation about. 

•  NOTE: After the vote/tally is taken, it’s often useful to take a step back and 
notice/acknowledge anything of group importance, e.g. that the group didn’t select their 
#1 priority concern for deeper discussion, or that the concern with the highest urgency 
didn’t get selected, etc. Attention to any prevailing winds of group process is critical...this 
is a moment to encourage wonder and curiosity about, but not to get derailed into. 

 
Reflective Conversation (30-45 mins): Let’s do a deeper dive on this issue. What is the context 
for this? What needs to be held in mind? What has prevented progress? What is needed? 
[Document on easel pad, as needed. Conversation should proceed popcorn-style.] 

• Here, you’ll be listening for the transformational agenda, that is, what is really 
wanting/needing to be thought about, in the service of change and transformation? [From 
Leadership That Works: “The transformational agenda may show up as something that 
not only connects with the issue, but is imperative for growth, a calling or a life lesson 
that cuts across many issues in the moment. Sometimes we point it out or we may choose 
to track it silently. We continuously look for the transformational agenda, holding the 
space for opportunities to emerge.”] 

• Some questions that may be supportive of emerging content: 
o What needs more thought in order to consider this situation more fully? What 

additional information might we need? 
o Are there alternate explanations for [or ways to understand] this situation / 

behavior? 
o How might [the family] [previous teachers] [other staff involved] understand this 

situation / behavior? 
o What thought, feelings, or intentions might underlie the behavior or situation you 

are observing? 
o What’s the story you’d tell that welcomes a positive outcome for this child / family 

/ situation? Or: What is the inside story of this child / family / situation? Can this 
child / family / situation articulate this story? 

o How is this child / family / situation seeing you, as a teacher? Seeing this school? 
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o What’s the story you’d tell about this child / family / situation that predicts a poor 
outcome? 

o Using a culturally informed lens, in what ways might this family have challenges 
building trust or a working alliance with this teacher or school? 

o How does thinking about this factor inform next steps, strategies, interventions 
with this child / family / situation? 

o Are there specific ways that this [specify race / culture / context] family might be 
thinking about this situation that would be different if this family were [a different 
race / culture / context]? 

o What does it feel like for you to work with this situation? Are there any emotional 
triggers for you? 

o What patterns have you seen among similar events / situations / children / 
families? 

 
• Questions that may be supportive of emerging group process: 

o Share your observation(s) about the direction of the conversation, share your 
curiosity about it, and invite wonder: 

o What’s happening in [conversation / group / room] right now? 
o What are some of our strengths and weaknesses – how do they help or hinder us 

with this situation? 
o What patterns do you notice in our discussion of this issue? 
o What is the relatively easy choice in this conversation / situation  – what is the 

low hanging fruit here? 
o What is the harder choice? How might that be helpful to think about or pursue? 
o What skills or resources are we missing – how will we acquire those? 
o Invite the voice(s) of those who have not yet spoken. 
o Lean into the voice(s) of the outliers. Welcome them. Help create a reflective 

group culture that leans into outlier voices for their wisdom. Groups that share a 
homogenous voice are less effective, creative, resilient, wise. 

o I think what I’m hearing is ______________, yes? Is there anything I’m missing 
that’s essential for us to understand? 

o Leave out pronouns to come closer to understanding another’s point of view 
without creating the distance that comes with I/thou distinctions: [“There’s a 
feeling of pressure that’s rising in this situation with this child / family / etc.” as 
opposed to “So what’s you’re saying is that you’re feeling a pressure 
rising...etc.”] 

o Use inclusive pronouns [we, our] to support a sense of group relatedness. [“This 
is something that would be important for us all to be thinking about.”] 

o Lean in the direction of gratitude and appreciation for any contributions that 
come from group members, especially those that give rise to unexpected, jarring, 
or mind-stopping emotions. 

o Where possible, name the transformational agenda and/or the questions that it 
gives rise to. 

 
Reflection-into-Action, Commitments, Accountability, Take-Aways, Next Steps (5-10 
mins):   
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• Take five mins to think about and write down what will you take away from this reflective 
conversation… This might just be a phrase, a thought, a communication, a feeling, or an 
experience you will carry with you. 

• It might also be a call to action, including a call to action that you would like to be held 
accountable for. 

• You can make a commitment to an action. 
• You can ask someone in the group to hold you accountable in some way over the next 

week or two. 
• You might also consider: What are you willing to do to support the growth of ________? 

What needs to happen next? 
Have small sticky notes available for group members to write down their take-aways, 
commitments, etc. 
 
After everyone has had the opportunity to think about and write down their Reflection-
into-Action or Take-Away, invite the group to share, either by going around the room, or 
popcorn-style. 
 
“I’m Out” (5 mins): As before, have a facilitator or one group member select or devise a 
prompt to use as an “I’m Out” inquiry, statement, e.g., “What’s your favorite summer 
beverage?” followed by, “I’m Out.” 
 
Keep your documentation and post it! Take pictures of all of the data you collect; consider 
videotaping or audio recording reflective conversations that you know will provide the 
foundation for further in-depth conversations, collected quotes, questions, insights, musings. 
Share online with the whole group or with smaller parts of the group, as desired. You can also 
provide Reflective Journals and invite team members to bring them and make use of them 
before, during, or after The Swaddle. Some teams have an ongoing bulletin board to share 
documentation photos, comments, quotes, musings. Other teams may choose to have a 
culminating portfolio presentation, with all team members contributing to a bulletin board or 
gallery showing learnings over the course of a year or other meaningful period of time together. 
 

Forming Ground Rules Protocol 
School Reform Initiative (2019) 

 
Gaining agreement around Ground Rules, or Norms, are important for a group that intends to 
work together on difficult issues, or who will be working together over time. They may be added 
to, or condensed, as the group progresses. Starting with basic Ground Rules builds trust, clarifies 
group expectations of one another, and establishes points of “reflection” to see how the group is 
doing regarding process.  
 
Time: Approximately 30 minutes  
 
Process  

1. Ask everyone to write down what each person needs in order to work productively in a 
group, giving an example of one thing the facilitator needs, i.e. “to have all voices heard,” 
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or “to start and end our meetings when we say we will.” (This is to help people focus on 
process rather than product.)  

2. Each participant names one thing from her/his written list, going around in a circle, with 
no repeats, and as many circuits as necessary to have all the ground rules listed.  

3.  Ask for any clarifications needed. One person may not understand what another person 
has listed, or may interpret the language differently.  

4. If the list is VERY long — more than 10 Ground Rules — ask the group if some of them 
can be combined to make the list more manageable. Sometimes the subtle differences are 
important to people, so it is more important that everyone feel their needs have been 
honored than it is to have a short list.  

5. Ask if everyone can abide by the listed Ground Rules. If anyone dislikes or doesn’t want 
to comply with one of them, that Ground Rule should be discussed and a decision should 
be made to keep it on the list with a notation of objection, to remove it, or to try it for a 
specified amount of time and check it again.  

6. Ask if any one of the Ground Rules might be hard for the group to follow. If there is one 
or more, those Ground Rules should be highlighted and given attention. With time it will 
become clear if it should be dropped, or needs significant work. Sometimes what might 
appear to be a difficult rule turns out not to be hard at all. “Everyone has a turn to speak,” 
is sometimes debated for example, with the argument that not everyone likes to talk every 
time an issue is raised, and others think aloud and only process well if they have the 
space to do that. Frequently, a system of checking in with everyone, without requiring 
everyone to speak, becomes a more effective Ground Rule.  

7. While work is in progress, refer to the Ground Rules whenever they would help group 
process. If one person is dominating, for example, it is easier to refer to a Ground Rule 
that says, “take care with how often and how long you speak,” than to ask someone 
directly to stop dominating the group.  

8. Check in on the Ground Rules when reflection is done on the group work. Note any that 
were not followed particularly well for attention in the next work session. Being sure they 
are followed, refining them, and adding or subtracting Ground Rules is important, as it 
makes for smoother work and more trust within the group. 

  
Communication Guidelines for a Brave Space  

AWARE LA (2019) 
 

1. Welcome multiple viewpoints Speak from your own experience by using “I statements.” 
Ask questions to understand the sources of disagreements.  

2. Own your intentions and your impacts Respect each other’s experiences and feelings by 
taking responsibility for the effects of your words. On the other side, if you have a strong 
reaction to something, let the group know. Be open to dialogue.  

3. Work to recognize your privileges Use this space to recognize and investigate your 
privileges (for example: class, gender, sexual orientation, ability). Honor the different 
experiences we all bring to this space.  

4. Take risks: Lean into discomfort We are all in process. Challenge yourself to contribute 
even if it is not perfectly formulated.  

5. Step back Share speaking time and try to speak after others who have not spoken.  
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6. Notice and name group dynamics in the moment We are all responsible for this space. Be 
aware of how others are responding or not responding. Ask for a “time out” or dialogue if 
needed.  

7. Actively listen Use your energy to listen to what is said before thinking about how to 
respond. Notice when defensiveness and denial arise. 

8. Challenging with care Find ways to respectfully challenge others and be open to 
challenges of your own views. Think about ho w to question ideas without personal 
attacks.  

9. Confidentiality Share the message, not the messenger.  
10. Break it down Use simple language and background information when necessary. Ask for 

clarification if needed.  
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APPENDIX F: ISSUES PARKING LOTS AND BALLOTS 

Session 1 Issues Parking Lot 

WAKE UP! Session 1 
October 15 

7:45 am-11:45 am 
 

What is your most pressing leadership issue or concern regarding race or racism at Hope 
Schools?  

  

Name Description of Issue 
 

Pierre What does care look like? What does it mean when a teacher of color 
sees care differently? (especially if that results in a distrust of admin) 
 
There seems to be a discrepancy between home-discipline and school 
discipline (cultural disconnect). How do we bridge? How do we build 
restorative capacity? How do we listen and learn from parents? 

5 
 
 

5 

Brienne Faculty, admin and board do not reflect the community we serve.  
 
The student body has become quite homogenous. Do we know why? 

4 
 

3 

Asher What impact does being a white admin have on students? Staff? Parents? 
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How does our discipline model impact students of color? Does it account 
for cultural differences? 
 
Do I truly understand where students are coming from when it comes to 
parents discipline, family trauma, home life and poverty?  

Summer How we “discipline” our students in a culturally responsive way? 
(through the lens of teachers, families, society) 
 
How we are providing students and families mental health services. 
 
How does my white positionality affect teachers? What unconscious bias 
am I still bringing to my leadership? 

5 
 
 

5 
 

4 

Rebecca African American families/students withdrawing at a higher rate than 
others.  
 
Hiring of non-white lead teachers at ES.  

4 
 

3 

 

Session 2 Issues Parking Lot 

WAKE UP! ISSUES PARKING 
WAKE UP! Session 2 

October 23 
11:30 am-1:30 pm 

 
What is your most pressing leadership issue or concern regarding race or racism at          

Hope Schools ?   

Name Description of Issue Urgency 
Level (1 
lowest-5 
highest) 

Pierre 1. School/Home cultural disconnect around discipline  
2. Doubly marginalized black students (the minority inside a 

majority minority school) 
3. How to be an effective admin (institutional level) inside 

reified racist societal context.  

4 
 
4 

Brienne The larger question of how a White administration can effectively 
serve a population that is 95% non-White?  

5 

Asher  
One of my biggest issues or concerns is being a white administrator 
and being mindful of that when working with staff, students, and 

4 



 

 193 

parents. How do stakeholders view me? Do they trust me? How do I 
build trust?  

Summer 1. I am most concerned with how we are supporting the 
mental wellbeing of staff, students and families. I wonder 
how cultural bias towards mental health plays a part in how 
we ask for and offer help/support?  

2. How has race and racial tension at New LA affected our 
students feelings towards their own identity?  

4 

Rebecca I am most concerned about creating a welcoming environment for 
people of color at this school.  This spans all stakeholder groups, 
staff (particularly new staff), parents (wanting them to feel trust in 
the school and me as a leader), students (concerned about the fact 
that black boys seem to be struggling here and leaving more than 
others). 

4 

 

Session 3-6 Discussion Ballot Template 

Hello All! In light of the fact that similar themes have come up as we generate session topics 
through the issues parking lot, we are asking participants to vote on the following four themes 
generated from Session 2. Please cast your vote for your preferred discussion topic for Session 3 
by Monday, November 5. Thank you! Brooke & Diane 
 
The relationship between White administrators and stakeholder People of Color 

o This topic is my first choice for our work together during Session 3 of WAKE UP! 
 
Cultural disconnect between administrators and African American and Latinx families with 
regards to discipline, care, and mental health 

o This topic is my first choice for our work together during Session 3 of WAKE UP! 
 
Doubly marginalized students (African American) and racial tensions 

o This topic is my first choice for our work together during Session 3 of WAKE UP! 
 
Recognizing implicit bias individually and collectively 

o This topic is my first choice for our work together during Session 3 of WAKE UP! 
 
Is there anything you want to add to any of the topics above that might inform our understanding 
of these issues? 
 
Is there anything not represented that we should be mindful of? 
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APPENDIX G: KEY TERMS USED TO INFORM REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE AND 

JOURNALING 

A Model of White Racial Identity Development 
From the work of Janet Helms 

 
STATUS 1: CONTACT 
Contact is the first status and involves a complete lack of racial awareness where White privilege is taken 
for granted, and an event or encounter will trigger an individual to notice that their whiteness has 
benefited him/her. 
 
STATUS 2: DISINTEGRATION 
The Disintegration status is triggered by information on racism, interactions with People of Color, or a 
new awareness of White privilege. Disintegration can trigger emotions or fear, guilt and isolation.  
 
STATUS 3: REINTEGRATION 
Reintegration occurs when the negative emotions triggered by disintegration result in fear, anger, 
avoidance of the struggle, and victim blaming of People of Color.  The individual is drawn back into a 
passively racist role due to the persistent influence of systemic racism. 
 
STATUS 4: PSEUDO INDEPENDENCE  
Through a process of critical self-reflection, the fourth stage, Pseudo independence occurs and includes a 
heightened understanding of the systemic unfairness of racism and a desire to take personal responsibility 
for “dismantling” it, yet the individual has no idea how to take action. This status includes increased 
engagement with People of Color, a re-examination of an individual’s Whiteness, but may result in the 
“guilty white liberal” complex. 
 
STATUS 5: IMMERSION/EMERSION 
Immersion/Emersion, involves further questioning of one’s Whiteness and forming alliances with other 
White anti-racist allies. The White person actively seeks out a new role to actively campaign against 
racism.  
 
STATUS 6: AUTONOMY 
In the Autonomy status, a positive White racial identity is internalized and manifests in a “lived 
commitment to anti-racist activity, ongoing self-examination and increased interpersonal effectiveness in 
multiracial settings”.  The individual belongs to a network of allies that work to promote understanding 
and acceptance of diversity (Helms, 1995; Lawrence & Tatum, 1997, p. 2-3).  
 

BROOKFIELD’S PROCESS OF CRITICAL SELF REFLECTION (1995) 
 

1. The process by which adults question and then replace or reframe an assumption that up to that 
point has been uncritically accepted as representing common sense wisdom; 

2. The process through which adults take alternative perspectives on previously taken for granted 
ideas, actions, forms of reasoning and ideologies; and 

3. The process by which adults come to recognize the hegemonic aspects of dominant cultural 
values. (p. 2) 
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INDIVIDUAL, INSTITUTIONAL AND SOCIETAL RACISM 
 
Individual racism is defined as “conscious behavior by the person of one race that causes harm to 
another race based on her/his race” (Young & Laible, 2000, p.5). Individual racism can manifest as an 
action or an inaction--awareness of a racist act and doing nothing about it is a form of individual racism 
(Young & Laible, 2000).  
 
Young & Laible (2000) name school culture, pedagogy, policy decisions and school finance as three 
“vehicles” that forward White privilege in schools, resulting in institutional racism (p.6).   
 
Societal racism occurs at a national level and is identified by assumptions, norms, and expectations that 
promote White privilege (Young & Laible, 2000).  
 
Personal bias is an unreasoned judgment towards a person or situation. 
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APPENDIX H: SESSION 7 INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE ACTION TAKING 

Journal Activity 

“…white privilege is not just the power to find what you need in a convenience store or to move 
through the world without your race defining your interactions. It’s not just the subconscious 
comfort of seeing a world that serves you as normal. It’s also the power to remain silent in the 
face of racial inequity. It’s the power to weigh the need for protest or confrontation against the 
discomfort or inconvenience of speaking up. It’s getting to choose when and where you want to 
take a stand. It’s knowing that you and your humanity are safe.”    
 
Collins, C. (2018, Fall). What is White Privilege, Really? Teaching Tolerance (60), pp. 38-41. (Retrieved from: 
https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-09/Teaching-Tolerance-magazine-60_1.pdf) 
 
Question for Reflection: 
 
How will you use your white privilege and leadership position to help shift NLAC leadership, 
staff, community, and school culture, to one that prioritizes and privileges POCs as lead teachers 
and leadership, promotes a culture that uplifts conversations about race and difference, and is 
fully committed to a more racially equitable and engaged school community? 
 
 
Let’s begin our conversation by considering actions and activities that create change at the 
personal, professional, individual level, then move towards actions and activities that create the 
conditions for institutional change. Turn the page to begin the process... 

Towards Racial Equity, Diversity, & Inclusion:  Actions & Activities to Create Change 
 
Personal: 
 

 
 

Professional: 
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Institutional: 
 
 
 
  

 

Commitments to Individual and Collective Action Taking  

Personal Professional Institutional 

• Sitting in/with tension w/ 
others in White denial 

• Having uncomfortable 
conversations in a loving 
way 

• Pushing oneself to speak 
up 

• Not reinforcing 
racial/ethnic stereotypes  

• What do we lift up or 
celebrate in our students? 

• What’s the lens that informs 
what we honor or award in 
students? 

• Leaning into racial/ethnic 
ambivalence: Black history 
month, etc. 

• Where does the Asian 
perspective fit in? 

• Awareness of code switching 
• How to prepare students for a 

racially complex world? 
• What models to we lift up? 
• Who gets access? To what? 

• Social justice informed 
disciplinary practices 

• Relationships to Power 
and Authority 

• Social Justice Informed 
HR 

• Social Justice Informed 
Legal Consults 

 

  



 

 198 

APPENDIX I: UNITS OF ANALYSIS 

RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

1. What are the experiences of White urban school leaders participating in an anti-racist reflective 
leadership group at a single school site? 
a. To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report that participation in an 
anti-racist reflective leadership group influences critical self-reflection? 

 

DATA 
Interviews 
eJournals 

UNITS OF ANALYSIS 
 

The Critical Self Reflection Process (Brookfield, 1995) 
 
1 The process by which adults question and then replace or reframe an assumption that up to that 
point has been uncritically accepted as representing common sense wisdom;  

○ Statements and/or written reflections acknowledging bias and assumptions; 
■ Students of Color do not have the support at home to be successful; 
■ Parents of Color do not care enough about education to attend parent 

education events; 
■ Students of Color do not have college going role models; 
■ All black students at my school struggle with math.  
■ Latino parents do not come to conferences because they do not care.  
■ Making my way into an administrative position was easy. Anyone with 

the right credentials and talent can become an administrator. Race has 
nothing to do with it ; 

■ We do not have any race-related issues at our school; 
■ I worked hard to get into college. With hard work, anyone can be 

successful; 
■ I’ve been successful in public schools. The system isn’t broken.  

○ Statements and/or written reflections that reframe bias and assumptions; 
■ I used to believe that students of color do not have the support at home to 

be successful. Now I understand that this support might look differently 
that the support I provide my children. It does not mean that it does not 
exist.  

■ I used to think that Parents of Color do not care enough about education 
to attend parent education events. Now I realize that our community is not 
inclusive and these parents may not feel welcomed at these events.  

■ I used to assume that Students of Color lacked college going role models, 
but I know that this is not true for all students.  

■ I used to think that the black students at my school struggled with math 
because they weren’t intelligent enough to access our curriculum. Now I 
see that years of being educated in schools informed by racism has 
impacted their success.  The lack of culturally relevant strategies and 
curriculum has made a negative impact on their math abilities.  

■ I used to think that Latino parents did not care about their child’s 
education and that’s why they didn’t attend conferences. Now I realize 
that our school has not done an adequate job in welcoming these parents 
to the table and including them in the process of discussing their child’s 
education because we do not provide translation.  

 
2. The process through which adults take alternative perspectives on previously taken for granted 
ideas, actions, forms of reasoning and ideologies; and  

○ Statements and/or written reflections that acknowledge White privilege. 
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■ I know that I’ve been successful due to my White privilege; 
■ All of the administrators in our school are White. I have benefitted from 

this privilege. 
■ I know that my experience in the world is very different that of the 

students in my school.  
■ I realize that my parenting is privileged and that the parents in my school 

do not have access to the same resources that I have.   
■ I understand that the students in my school have not been exposed to the 

same opportunities that I had when I was growing up. This is in part to 
my Whiteness, and it is my responsibility to understand the challenges 
that they face.  

○ Statements and/or written reflections that indicate perspective transformation 
■ I used to think 
■ I now believe 
■ I realize that  
■ I had a revelation 
■ I have been awakened to the reality 

○ Statements and/or written reflections acknowledgement that past cultural 
experiences, assumptions and bias impact current leadership position 

■ I did not grow up with black or brown friends 
■ I haven’t had a lot of experience with brown or black people 
■ The black girls in my high school scared me 
■ All of the Mexicans I know are poor 
■ Students of Color fist fight because they don’t have communication skills 

to talk through their disagreements  
○ Statements and/or written reflections acknowledging fear or being perceived as 

racist 
■ I am afraid to discuss race because I don’t want to say the wrong thing; 
■ I am afraid to lead conversations around race at my school because I 

don’t want to offend anyone; 
■ I am afraid to look at discipline data with our staff because most of the 

students who are suspended are black and I don’t want people to think 
that I don’t like black students.  

■ I am afraid to talk about issue of race with parents because I am White 
and it feels uncomfortable.  

■ I am afraid to discuss race 
 

3. The process by which adults come to recognize the hegemonic aspects of dominant cultural 
values. (p. 2) 

○ Statements and/or written reflections questioning treatment of others 
■ I realize that I have treated black students differently than… 
■ I have been treating a Latina teacher differently because… 
■ I don’t think I have been fair in my support of black parents 
■ I am not sure that I have evaluated that teacher effectively 
■ My bias about ____ has impacted the way I treat ____ 

○ Statements and/or written reflections recognizing oppressive practices 
■ Our school needs to translate all documents for our parents 
■ We need to stop tracking students 
■ We need to implement restorative practices for discipline 
■ We need to change ___ because it is oppressive 

○ Statements and/or written reflections recognizing the manifestation of systemic 
racism in leader schools.  

■ The Achievement Gap has racial implications  
■ The discipline data at our school is informed by race 
■ Our SPED demographics are informed by race 
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■ We are tracking more students of color 
■ All of the students in intervention are black or brown 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

1. What are the experiences of White urban school leaders participating in an anti-racist reflective 
leadership group at a single school site? 
b. To what extent, if at all, do White urban school leaders at a single site report a shift in their White 
racial identity as a result of an anti-racist reflective leadership group?  
 

DATA 
Interviews 
eJournals 

UNITS OF ANALYSIS 
 

The Process of White Racial Identity Development 
Lawrence & Tatum, 1997 

 
Status 1: Contact is the first status and involves a complete lack of racial awareness where White 
privilege is taken for granted.  

● I am not racist because I don’t see color. Every student is the same.  
● I don’t have White privilege because I grew up poor.  
● I got to my position in life through hard work alone.  
● Every student at my school has the same opportunities.  
● The White students are successful because they work harder.  

 
Status 2: The Disintegration status follows, which is triggered by information on racism, interactions 
with People of Color, or a new awareness of White privilege. Disintegration can trigger emotions or 
fear, guilt and isolation. 

● I feel guilty for being White.  
● I am afraid that people might think I am racist.  
● I am afraid of losing my privilege.  
● I feel guilty about a racist interaction that happened when I was a child.  
● I’m not the right leader for my school. A person of color should be in this position.  

 
Status 3: This status is followed by Reintegration, which occurs with the negative emotions triggered 
by disintegration result in fear, anger, avoidance of the struggle, and victim blaming of People of 
Color.   

● The black students are in the office because they behave badly, not because the White 
teachers have racist ideologies. .  

● That black mother is so angry at me just because I am White.  
● If you are going to move to this country, it is your job to figure out the system so your kids 

can be successful.  
● I am not comfortable discussing race because I am White and I’m not good at it.  
● We do not need to translate documents. The parents need to learn English.  

 
Status 4: Through a process of critical self-reflection, the fourth stage, Pseudo independence, occurs 
and includes a heightened understanding of the systemic unfairness of racism and a desire to take 
personal responsibility for “dismantling” it. This status includes increased engagement with People 
of Color and a re-examination of her/his Whiteness.  

● I understand the systems that allowed me to get an administrative position with ease as a 
White person.  

● I know that systemic racism manifests in my school, and I am committed to dismantling 
this through my leadership.  

● I would like to engage parents on their experiences as our school.  
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● I am going to take measures to collect information from Students of Color about their 
experiences at our school and use this to inform future goals around curriculum and school 
culture.  

● I use disaggregated achievement data to analyze the success of our program, especially as it 
pertains to Students of Color.  

 
Status 5: The next status, Immersion/Emersion, involves further questioning of one’s Whiteness and 
forming alliances with other White anti-racist allies.  

● I would like to continue meeting with a group like this to examine how my leadership is 
informed by issues of race and racism.  

● I have created a leadership team devoted to equity.  
● I host collaborative walkthroughs with teachers to do equity audits.  
● I regularly use demographic data to recognize gaps in academics, culture, and safety. 

 
Status 6: In the final state, Autonomy, a positive White racial identity is internalized and manifests in 
a “lived commitment to anti-racist activity, ongoing self-examination and increased interpersonal 
effectiveness in multiracial settings”  

● I have conversations about race with ease, knowing that conflict is an opportunity to deepen 
my understanding.  

● I facilitate CR PD with ease.  
● I have amended exclusionary school policies 
● I acknowledgement of student cultural capital 
● I have initiatives to foster inclusion for all students 
● I have Initiatives to build relationships with all students 
● I Identify resistance and deficit thinking in teachers and address these problems right away 
● I am committed to nurturing and caring leadership 
● I am a part of my school community and am an advocate for the community at large.  

RESEARCH QUESTION  
2. How do specific components (group culture, protocols and activities, and facilitation) of an anti-racist 

reflective leadership community promote critical self-reflection for six, White urban school leaders? 
 

DATA 
Interviews 
eJournals 
Document 
Analysis 

UNITS OF ANALYSIS 
Protocol artifacts reflect more of less evidence of critical self-reflection  
 
Interview participants make statements indicating the power and impact of participation in protocols 
or activities 
 
Reflective journal entries reflect the states of critical self-reflection 
 
Racial autobiographies 
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