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This article takes up the questions: (a) How do Black female adolescents define racism?,
(b) What kind of experiences with racism to they report having in schools?, and
(c) How can these perspectives and experiences inform educational reform efforts?
The in-depth analysis of 18 student surveys and interviews revealed that most of the
definitions of racism centered on prejudice, discrimination, and differential treat-
ment; and most of the experiences the girls described regarding racism in school
illustrated issues of prejudice, discrimination, and differential treatment as well as
stereotypes, labels and low teacher expectations. Critical Race Theory, Critical Race
Feminism, and Black Feminist Thought were used as interpretive theoretical frame-
works. Implications for teacher education, secondary education and broad reform
efforts are discussed.

Keywords: Black girls, racism, high school, colorblind ideology

In June, 2016, the United States Department of Education Office of Civil Rights
released an initial analysis of the 2013-14 Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC). The
dataset includes data from 99.2% of all school districts in the U.S., 99.5% of all public
schools, and over 50 million students. Initial analyses indicate that Black pre-school
students are 3.6 times more likely than their White peers to be given one or more out-
of-school suspensions. In K-12 the trend continues with 18% of Black boys receiving
suspensions and 10% of Black girls while only 6% of all K-12 students receive one or

© 2016 The University of North Carolina Press

1 Black refers to individuals who are multigenerationally born and raised in the US; a group of people
whose families identified themselves as African American for generations, and for whom that identific-
ation is a crucial part of their sense of themselves, their families, and their communities. Black people
have a distinct identity that has been shaped in large measure by a common history of slavery and by the
political struggle of the Civil Rights Movement. Multigenerational African Americans have been encul-
turated in how the US socially constructs race and ethnicity (Clark, 2010).
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more out-of-school suspensions. Further, Black students are 1.9 times as likely to be
expelled from school and are 2.3 times more likely to be disciplined through law
enforcement than their White peers (U.S. DOE OCR, 2016). The extensive analysis of
U.S. Civil Rights Data provides substantial evidence that there are issues of racial injus-
tice in U.S. public schools. However, current policies and practices are overwhelm-
ingly engaging in approaches that do not take a serious stance on issues of race,
racism, or racial injustice. For instance, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
passed in December 2015 continues the approach from the previous federal law, No
Child Left Behind (NCLB), of requiring disaggregated data based on race. Further, it
requires actions be taken to limit school suspensions and curtail negative discipline
policies (Brownstein, 2015) as well as to disaggregate data collected regarding school
discipline policies by race (as well as by other “sub-groups” identified in the law).
Although, those policies appear to be positive, The Civil Rights data above suggest
that the groups most deeply impacted by these policies are Black students (boys and
girls), yet the law takes no proactive stance regarding racial justice issues in its
approach to changing discipline practices. By treating school discipline issues as
“colorblind” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006), like ESSA does, current policies and approaches
are not capable of overcoming serious issues of racial injustice in school and society.
In fact, colorblind approaches serve to hide, minimalize and overlook serious issues
of inequity based on race in school and society (Jackson, Sweeney, & Welcher, 2014;
López, 2007; Urrieta, 2006).

Black adolescent girls are an important group that is often overlooked in schools
due to colorblind approaches and the complexities of multiple intersectional identi-
ties, based on race and gender. For Black girls, being overlooked can include issues of
disempowerment whereby they are faced with hegemonic representations of beauty
and femininity (Annamma, Anyon, Joseph, Farrar, Greer, Downing, & Simmons, 2016;
Muhammad, 2012), and are more likely than any other group of girls to be suspended
and expelled from school (Annamma et al., 2016; Morris, 2012). Gender and racial
stereotypes, in part, significantly contribute to the creation of such climates. Therefore,
educational leaders and policy makers should pay close attention and engage in impor-
tant work to improve the educational opportunities and outcomes for Black girls.

In order for educational opportunities and outcomes to improve for Black girls,
explicit attention needs to be paid to race and its role in educational equity and ineq-
uity. However, prominent reforms from ESSA, teacher evaluation systems, charter
schools, to teacher education reforms are essentially silent on issues of race, racism
and racial justice and lack a proactive anti-racist stance. Bonilla-Silva (2006) describes
what he calls “racism without racists” and suggests the ideology behind our national
disposition is colorblind racism—or not seeing color. He argues that the racism of
today is a dramatically different racism than that of the pre-Civil Rights era. By taking
a different and implicit form, today’s racism is easy to overlook, especially by those
who are not negatively affected by it. Researchers have demonstrated how this
colorblind ideology impacts issues of race and outcomes in schools, from perpetuating
colorblindness through children’s literature (Thomas, 2016; Winograd, 2011) to the
dominance of a cultural narrative that race is not a significant issue in education
(Mitchell, 2013; Pollock, 2005), to the perceptions of teachers (both pre- and in-service)
and their attitudes towards students, families, and communities of color (Matias, 2013).
The contemporarily dominant colorblind ideology is facing serious public scrutiny
from the Black Lives Matter movement and their explicit platform for racial justice
(The Movement for Black Lives, 2016). This ideology is further being challenged by
the openly racist claims and actions of the Republican Presidential Candidate,
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Donald Trump, and his followers (Devega, 2016; O’Connor & Marans, 2016). The cur-
rent political and social climate, as illustrated through public discourse, does not
suggest that the U.S. is actually a colorblind society, yet many still cling to
colorblind ideals (e.g. #AllLivesMatter).

Informed by this colorblind ideology, major education reform efforts are marching
forward without any sincere attention to issues of racial justice. For example, the
Gates Foundation recently funded the largest study of teacher effectiveness ever
conducted in the U.S. They gathered 18,000 video observations of teaching practice
across 6 districts with around 3,000 teachers and over 300 schools participating.
None of the analyses or reports to date considered the role race or racism played in
how effective teaching was conceptualized, defined, and/or measured nor how it might
impact student learning outcomes (e.g., T. J. Kane & Staiger, 2012). The results of this
study are substantially impacting the development and implementation of teacher
evaluation systems across the country. Other prominent teacher evaluation tools and
studies have also been virtually silent on issues of racial justice (e.g. Danielson Frame-
work, CLASS, etc.). In the context of a schooling system with such vast disparities for
Black students, how can teacher quality be measured and defined without explicit
attention to actions and approaches that proactively battle racial injustice? However, at
this time, no proactive attention to race, racism, racialization, or race-based outcomes
has been paid on a large scale. Effective teaching, like most current policies and
approaches, is being defined from a colorblind stance that can only serve to replicate
the status quo of racial injustice in U.S. public schools.

Gender
The complexities of gender in education and gendering are also important issues that

get limited attention in education reform (Lopez, 2002). The consideration of gender
and the role it plays in the experiences of students, especially students of color, is
absent from the national policy discussions, despite reports focusing on subgroups like
Black males and their dismal graduation rates (Holzman, 2012). Similarly, national
efforts such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) present data
disaggregated by gender but focus particularly on gaps in content areas such as science
or mathematics. This kind of work acknowledges differences and disparities by gender,
but discussions regarding gendered impacts on students’ learning and outcomes are
rare. For instance, the feminization of certain fields (such as teaching and nursing)
and the extremely low numbers of women in masculinized fields (like science and
engineering) are gendered outcomes requiring nuanced understandings of current
processes of the distribution of power and privilege based on gender. Many of the
STEM gender equity recommendations often center on providing more role models,
and creating more real-life connections (McCrea, 2010). While those recommendations
are noteworthy, other recommendations could include ongoing public discourse, in
the form of symposia, conferences, or forums, which highlight and unpack the hostile,
offensive, and unfavorable environments and interactions women in STEM experience
simply because they are women (MacLachlan, 2006). Even with the 40th anniversary
of Title IX, composite issues facing girls and women (especially of girls and women of
color) are still invisible in national education reform discussions.

The perspectives and experiences of Black adolescent girls represent a collective
voice from which the educational establishment can learn and better understand the
complexities of race and gender issues in schools. Research on utilizing student
voice in school reform and improvement has consistently shown the value of such
practices (Cook-Sather, 2002; Fielding, 2001; R.G. Kane & Maw, 2005; Wood, 2003).
In fact, as Rudduck and Flutter (2000) argue, “to manage school improvement we
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need to look at schools from the pupils’ perspective and that means tuning in to their
experiences and views and creating a new order of experience for them as active par-
ticipants” (p. 75). All students have a valuable perspective to offer for educational
improvement. Considering the serious issues of gender and race oppression that are
still so salient in education and society in the U.S. today (Collins, 2000; Omi & Winant,
1994), this study seeks to contribute to conversations regarding needed reforms in the
U.S. educational establishment by examining adolescent Black girls’ perspectives on
racism and its presence in schools. Our study seeks to answer the questions:

• How do Black female adolescents define racism?
• What kinds of experiences with racism do Black female adolescents report having

in schools?
• How can these perspectives and experiences inform educational improvement

efforts?

In the rest of this article we (1) review the literature on racism in schools and society, as
well as Black girls, (2) describe Critical Race Theory and Feminism and Black Feminist
Thought as our theoretical lens (3) discuss our methods for data collection and analysis,
and (4) finally present our findings, interpretations, and implications for future research.

Racism in Schools and Society
As briefly described above, our system of public education is riddled with racial

inequity. These inequities exist in school funding (Alemán, 2007; Holzman, Donnell,
Fashola, Slama, Thapa, & Beaudry, 2009; Wishon, 2004), in the distribution of qualified
teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2011; Holzman, et al., 2009), and in access to challenging,
college-preparatory curriculum (Holzman, et al., 2009; Lee, 2012), as well as in sub-
stantial racial and economic segregation (Fruchter, Hester, Mokhtar, & Shahn, 2012;
Logan, Oakley, & Sowell, 2003; Orfield, Frankenberg, & Garces, 2008; Orfield,
Frankenberg, & Lee, 2003). In our current system, outcomes for non-dominant groups
in comparison to their White, middle-class counterparts are substantially differenti-
ated. Berliner (2006) discussed international mathematics and literacy achievement
data from the 2000 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) and showed
that the U.S. aggregate student population placed 19th among wealthy countries in
mathematics and 14th in literacy and science. Yet when that data is further
disaggregated by race, a very different picture emerges. Berliner (2006) found:

If the educational opportunities available to White students in our public schools
were made available to all our students, the United States would have been the
7th highest scoring nation in mathematics, 2nd highest scoring nation in reading,
and the 4th highest scoring nation in science. Schooling for millions of US White
children is clearly working quite well. On the other hand, were our minority
students ‘nations,’ they would score almost last among the industrialized coun-
tries of the world. (pp. 963-964)

Carnoy and Rothestein (2013) conducted a more recent analysis focused on socio-
economics that showed similar trends.

Using the 2009-2010 National Education Statistics data, Stillwell and Sable (2013)
reported that, across the United States, the dropout rate for White students was 2.3%
compared to 6.7% for American Indian/Alaska Native students, 5.5% for Black students,
and 5% for Latinx students. Similarly, the average freshman graduation rate (the
on-time graduation rate) was substantially higher for White students (83%) than for
American Indian/Alaska Native students (69.1%), Black students (66.1%), and Latinx
students(71.3%). The Civil Rights data cited above illustrate inequity in discipline
approaches that push heavier penalties onto students of color than White students.
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Such practices have been cited as part of the “school-to-prison pipeline” (M.C.
James, 2011) where “schools are not a training ground for prisons, but are the key
site at which technologies of control that govern Black oppression are deemed
normal and necessary” (Sojoyner, 2013, 241). Essentially, what the Civil Rights data
from the Department of Education suggest, as well as what the researchers above
have asserted, is that “race matters” (Schuette v. BAMN, 2014) in the United States
educational system.

Metzler (2010) describes the typical perspective of a White person in this contem-
porary racial moment: racism is a relic of the past; formal equality should be
embraced; the United States has done a great deal for Blacks, but they never seem
to think it is enough; one must walk on eggshells around Blacks for fear of stating
something offensive; race is often used as an excuse by Blacks for their failure; and
pretending that race does not matter makes race not matter. These perspectives
play a powerful role in perpetuating racial inequity despite nearly eight-years of
the country being led by a Black president, Barack Obama. Therefore, in our cur-
rent era of colorblind racism we have a “new racial caste system” (Alexander,
2012) where “new tactics have been used for achieving the same goals” (p. 1),
specifically white supremacy in an inequitable racial hierarchy. Over 50 years
later, the institutional system of racist oppression named and labeled by Stokely
Carmichael (1966) is still firmly in place.

In the context of schooling, institutional racism, white supremacy, and white privi-
lege can turn into very real and tangible advantages. The disconnect that often exists
between the white knowledge, skills, language and dispositions privileged in school
contexts and those non-dominant populations encounter in their home environment is
well documented (Fruchter, 2007; Heath, 1983; Schleppegrell, 2004) and is a major
contributor to the persistent inequities plaguing our public schools. However, with a
national disposition towards colorblind racism, the failure to address these issues is
perpetuating racism and racist outcomes. The current colorblind culture of our
schools, educational policies, and teacher education practices perpetuates the
privileging of whiteness and fosters racist practices.

Hot Mammas, Fatties, and other Controlling Images
Operating from a colorblind stance can be damaging for Black female youth

because they experience both racial and gender oppression and are often the victims
of objectification (Collins, 2000). Young Black girls are objectified as “other” because
of the unique history of slavery in the U.S. out of which emerged a master narrative
that viewed Black women as property to be bought, non-human, and powerless
(Collins, 2000). Black female youth are often viewed as “loud,” “hot mammas,” and
“having an attitude” in school settings, which are views often derived from main-
stream media that perpetuate those stereotypes. And yet the contextual influences and
factors (i.e., institutional systems) are rarely examined and intersected into main-
stream understandings of Black female adolescents (Koonce, 2012). Black adolescent
girls are rarely positioned in a positive light; however, the challenges of being Black
and female present issues that are nuanced and complicated. Black girls feel the
effects of what Du Bois (1903) called “double consciousness;” they sense the need to
navigate multiple identities as a result of not only wanting to express themselves to
the world, but also to gain access to the culture of social power associated with the
White or dominant society (Delpit, 1995). Mainstream research rarely considers these
intersections and therefore research on young Black girls is often conducted through a
deficit lens. Studies conducted through a deficit lens often focus only on high-risks
behaviors and problems.
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For example, several studies over the last few years depict a deficit perspective of
Black girls by emphasizing issues of sexual behavior and pregnancy (Lieberman,
Berlin, Palen, & Ashley, 2012; Wildsmith, Manlove, Jekielek, Moore, & Mincielli,
2012); alcohol and drug use (Gray & Montgomery, 2012; Tanner-Smith, Wilson, &
Lipsey, 2013), dating violence (Alleyne-Green, Colman-Cowger, Henry, 2012; Waller
et al, 2012); excess weight and obesity (Leech & Dias, 2012; Schneiderman, Mennen,
Negriff & Trickett, 2012); depression (Carter, Caldwell, Matusko, Antonucci, & Jackson,
2011; Miller & Taylor, 2012); and delinquency (Johnson, Giordano, Manning, &
Longmore, 2011; Khurana, Cooksey, & Gavazzi, 2011). These studies also can fall prey
to a type of essentialism, where characteristics like “sexual” are attributed not to the
individuals making up the category, but to the category of “Black girls” itself (Phillips,
2010). An examination of current research on Black adolescent females suggests a need
to utilize research perspectives and frameworks that are more affirming to Black girls.
Research that focuses on the importance of Black adolescent females constructing mean-
ings for themselves and resisting stereotypes and dominant discourses is needed.

Theoretical Framework
Critical Race Theory (CRT), Critical Race Feminism (CRF), and Black Feminist

Thought (BFT) grounded our examination of the perspectives of Black adolescent
females and racism in schools in a predominantly colorblind society. Critical Race
Theory (CRT) has origins in Critical Legal Studies (CLS), but has made its way into
the field of education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). CLS began in the 1970s and rep-
resents the broad nomenclature in the legal field that analyzes, explains, and critiques
accepted norms and standards in legal practice that claim to emphasize neutrality,
objectivity, and truth. CLS was one of the first legal movements from the Civil Rights
Era to challenge orthodox ideas about the objectivity of law that had oppressed minor-
ities and White women for centuries (Wing, 2003). Therefore, many people of color
and White women were attracted to CLS. However, as well meaning and progressive
as CLS was, some scholars felt that CLS too often excluded the perspectives of people
of color (men and women) and was thus not able to increase the scope of analyses
beyond the worldview of White male elites (Tate, 1997). Thus began Critical Race The-
ory, particularly grounded in Derrick Bell’s work (e.g., Bell, 1980).

Critical Race Theory has five tenets that position race as the object of analysis and
discussions: challenge meritocracy, objectivity, neutrality, and ahistoricism; emphasize
experiential knowledge (particularly of people of color); and support interdisciplinarity
(Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). According to Cornel West (1995),
CRT is a “gasp of emancipatory hope that law can serve liberation rather than domina-
tion” (p. XII). The central goal of CRT is to study and transform the relationships
between race, racism, and power by highlighting inherent racism in American society
and promoting racial progress (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). However, some scholars
felt that another level of granularity was needed in CRT: feminism.

Critical Race Feminism (CRF) is an important framework for studies examining
the experiences of women of color in general. Although CRF points out that women of
color have different experiences from men of color, and that these women are often
devalued in American society, leaving women of color voiceless and invisible, CRF is
limited in that it does not take into account the nuances of distinct experiences of
Black women in the United States. Since this study is interrogating Black girls’ defini-
tions and experiences of racism in their high schools, we push further to use Black
Feminist Thought (BFT). Before discussing BFT further, we acknowledge that both
Critical Race Feminism and Black Feminist Thought critique the broader feminist
notion that there is an essential female voice regardless of race or class, and that the
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essentialized feminist voice actually represents that of middle or upper-middle class
White women. These frameworks foreground the lived experiences of women of color,
which may not conform to the essentialist view of feminism or female experience.
Finally, both frameworks utilize the concept of intersectionality that came from the
work of Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) and suggest that to understand the characteristic
plight of women of color, one must look at the intersection of their race and gender
identities. These multiple identities are salient for women of color and must be con-
sidered together in order to conduct holistic analyses of discrimination and other acts
of oppression.

Black Feminist Thought
Black Feminist Thought advances Critical Race Theory and Critical Race Feminism

by focusing particularly on the intellectual thought that emerges out of the nuanced
examination and analysis of the distinct experiences that women of African descent
have experienced in the U.S. The majority of African American women were brought
to the U.S. to work as slaves and have remained in a position of oppression (Foster,
Guy-Sheftall & S. M. James, 2009; Hall, Scott & Smith, 1982). Collins (2000) describes
oppression as an “unjust situation where, systematically and over a long period of
time, one group denies another group access to the resources of society” (p. 4). Thus
she argues that race, class, and gender oppression associated with slavery have shaped
all subsequent relationships that African American women have had within several
different spheres, including their families and communities, employers, schools, the
media, and among one another. Consequently, this unique collective historical experi-
ence created the political context for Black women’s intellectual work and is a ratio-
nale for Black feminism.

BFT has six distinguishing characteristics that Collins (2000) suggests may not be
unique and may align with other bodies of knowledge; however, it is the convergence
of the features that gives Black Feminist Thought its unique contours. One characteris-
tic of BFT is the acknowledgment that Black women’s subordination within inter-
secting identities persists in the U.S. and Black Feminism is an activist and
intellectual response to that oppressive system. As discussed in the literature, educa-
tion research more often than not locates Black girls in subordinate positions related
to who they are perceived to be as a collective; thus, there is a need to address this
subordination in part by presenting characteristic analysis highlighting complex issues
Black girls encounter because of intersecting identities of race and gender.

Collins (2000) describes the ways in which Black Feminism works to respond to
oppression experienced by Black women and girls as a dialectical relationship
because the two powers—domination from the oppressor and liberation by the
oppressed—are in disagreement and represent different points of view about what
represents the truth. Disagreement exists in part because the “profound substantive
differences” (Chafe, 1977, p. 76) of Black women from other groups is not viewed as
having value or legitimate in the eyes of scholars who conduct mainstream research
(King, 1988), in part because Black epistemology or Black knowledge has always
been contested in the U.S. Counter-narratives have always existed; however the
dominant culture has always had control over whose knowledge represents science
and truth (Harding, 1991). Black women have long recognized the oppression in
their lives in the U.S., including the commonalities that are shared with all women.
Black women have also realized that the collective oppressions that circumscribe
their lives provide an important standpoint (Collins, 2000) for highlighting
the uniqueness of Black women’s subjugation. Black Feminist Thought consequently
aims to empower Black women within the context of social injustices and,
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until the elimination of the intersecting oppressions, Black Feminism is necessary
and needed.

A second feature of Black Feminism is the connection between experiences and
ideas. Although all Black women face similar challenges that result from living in a
society that historically devalues them, this commonality does not mean that indi-
vidual women have had all of the same experiences, or that they all agree on the
importance of the diverse experiences. As a result, it is important to understand that
what Black women experience in their daily lives may or may not influence their
consciousness about the broader collective.

Conceiving that U.S. Black women’s collective historical experiences with oppres-
sion can stimulate a self-defined (individual) Black women’s standpoint, which can in
turn foster Black women’s activism, is a third attribute of BFT. Self-defined standpoint
feminism can stimulate resistance (Collins, 2000). Collins (2000) describes this notion
as a dialogical relationship because the dialogue (internal, self-talk, misunderstand-
ings, trust, distrust, etc.) between individual Black women and the collective is a com-
municative process that is to some degree mutually orienting. On the individual and
group level, a dialogical relationship suggests that “changes in thinking may be accom-
panied by changed actions and that altered experiences may in turn stimulate a
changed consciousness” (Collins, 2000, p. 30).

A fourth feature of BFT is the contributions of African American intellectuals. Black
Feminism suggests that there are two levels of knowledge production for contribution;
(1) the commonplace knowledge shared by African American women “growing from
our everyday thoughts and actions” (Collins, 2000, p. 34), and (2) the expert special-
ized knowledge that emerges out of analysis of complex thought and theories by Black
women like Anna J. Cooper. Since the first author is an African American scholar ana-
lyzing Black girls’ experiences with racism in schools, she is contributing to the
advancement of Black feminist standpoint and the broader field. Black women intel-
lectuals are central to advancing BFT because their experiences provide critical
insights into the conditions of oppression that those outside of the structures may not
understand. Black women, both inside and outside of the academy, are less likely to
abandon the struggles when the work seems overwhelming and the rewards are mini-
mal. Additionally, Black women must continue to push the theme of self-definition
because this develops empowerment; and Black intellectuals foster group accord,
which promotes unambiguous coalitions with other groups.

A fifth distinguishing feature of BFT is that scholars who use this framework need
to recognize that social conditions that confront African American women change
and these changing conditions should stimulate new analysis of the common differ-
ences that make up U.S. Black womanhood. The final marker of BFT is that all anal-
ysis and discussion as it is applied to varying research should be committed to
human solidarity and social justice.

Like Critical Race Theory, Critical Race Feminism and Black Feminist Thought
have also made their way into the educational field. In fact, some scholars promote
the use of CRF as a framework in examining issues impacting Black girls in schools
(Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010). Theories, perspectives, and practices that emerge
from CRT, CRF, and BFT are important to our study because we investigated how
Black adolescent girls define racism in their respective schools, what type of experi-
ences with racism in their schools they report, and how those perspectives and experi-
ences might be used to inform educational reform and policy regarding improving
their education. Evans-Winters and Esposito (2010) argue that there is a real need for
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more analysis by and for minority women that gives attention to the power of struc-
tural forces in schools and society, thus researching how Black adolescent girls experi-
ence a powerful structural force (racism) is important research. Accordingly, we used
Critical Race Theory, Critical Race Feminism, and Black Feminist Thought as tools to
analyze, interpret, and advance new understandings of racism, raise new questions,
and point out ways racism can influence the lives of Black adolescent girls in schools.

Methodology
This qualitative study is part of a larger study examining the impacts and outcomes

a program designed to help students of color from high poverty areas examine teaching
as a career (see Bianco, Leech, & Mitchell, 2011). Pathways2Teaching was launched dur-
ing the 2010-2011 academic school year and began with a concurrent enrollment
course at a local urban high school and a partnership between a School of Education
and a local school district. In the first year, 33 students who participated in the pro-
gram were all Black and/or Latinx. In the second year, the program expanded within
the district to two schools and four sections of the class with over 70 students partici-
pating. The program continues to grow each year with more schools, teachers, and stu-
dents becoming involved. However, the data analyzed in this study come from the first
two years of the program.

Data Sources
As previously mentioned, the present study draws on a subset of data from a lon-

gitudinal study seeking to learn more about high school students of color considering
a career in teaching. To answer our research questions, this study focuses on student
surveys and interviews collected over two years (AY 2010-2011 and AY 2011-2012)
to examine adolescent Black girls’ experiences with racism in schools. The surveys
were informal questionnaires containing mostly open-ended questions that were dis-
tributed in class and were used to conduct follow up interviews with students (last-
ing approximately 30 minutes) to probe their responses on the survey. The survey
and subsequent interview contained questions regarding their experiences in school,
their perceptions of racism, and their perceptions of the teaching profession. The
participants in this study were recruited from two different high schools in one large
urban district in the Southwestern U.S. — Ridge and Summit. Information regarding
the participants is shown below in Table 1 (all names are pseudonyms). Two of the
research participants (names in bold) are listed twice as they participated in the pro-
gram during both years of data collection. Overall, we analyzed the perspectives of
18 Black adolescent girls regarding their definitions and experiences with racism in
their high schools.

As mentioned above, the students in the Pathways2Teaching program come from
two different schools. The program began at one school, Summit, and in the second
year expanded to another, Ridge. Despite the same program focus on exploring
teaching across both schools and even being taught by the same teacher in both
schools, the two different schools represent very distinct schooling contexts.

Summit High School, a school serving predominantly Black and Latinx students,
was one of the lowest performing schools in the district for many years and during
the first year of this study the school board voted to close the school. The closing
was initiated in year 2 of our study and no new students were admitted to Summit
so only those students who were already there and chose to remain where part of
Summit. Further, within the Summit building, other small schools were opened.
These changes were extremely difficult for students at Summit and they often
described feeling like they had a bad reputation as a poor school that they did not
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deserve. However, during our first year of the study, Summit had a graduation rate
of less than 60%.

Ridge High School, in contrast is a very diverse school with nearly a third of the
population White, a third Black, and a third Latinx. However, Ridge has an Inter-
national Baccalaureate (IB)2 program that substantially segregates the school. Most of
the White students participate in the IB program and most of the students of color par-
ticipate in what the Black girls in the present study term the “traditional” program.
This within-school segregation has caused a great deal of division and controversy in
the school and clearly informed the student’s perceptions of racism. Yet, even stu-
dents in the traditional program had access to challenging curricula and college prepa-
ration classes. The academic rigor at Ridge overall was substantially higher than that
at Summit and therefore, the students at the two schools were granted disparate
opportunities and reported extremely different schooling experiences.

Table 1 illustrates the participants with some general information regarding the
school they attended, their GPA, and family background related to education.

2 International Baccalaureate is a prestigious program offered at specific secondary institutions across the
U.S. and the world. In addition to passing subject exams, IB student are required to take a Theory of
Knowledge course, that requires 100 hours of instruction, the completion of an externally assessed essay
of 1600 words (from a choice of six titles prescribed by the IB worth 67%), and an internally assessed
presentation (worth 33%) on the candidate's chosen topic.

Table 1: Participant Information

Name High School
Year

in School GPA

First in family
to graduate
high school?

First in family
to go to college?

Adelae Summit Junior 2.8 No No
Evette Summit Senior 2.9 Yes Yes
Jaclynn Summit Senior 4.0 No Yes
Kalela Summit Senior 3.7 No Don’t Know
Niambra Summit Junior 3.0 No No
Rhianna Summit Senior 2.9 No No
Liana Summit Junior 2.1 No Don’t Know
Sarena Summit Senior 3.0 No No
Chanita Summit Senior 2.7 No Yes
Niambra Summit Senior 3.5 No No
Liana Summit Senior 2.0 No No
Taiquana Summit Junior N/A No No
Zandra Summit Senior 3.3 No Yes
Winslow Summit Senior 3.6 No Yes
Tallah Summit Senior 3.0 No No
Melicia Ridge Senior 3.4 No No
Ceyonne Ridge Senior 2.6 No Yes
Vantrice Ridge Senior 2.8 No No
Kishana Ridge Junior 3.5 No No
Delanna Ridge Junior 4.7 No No
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Data Analysis
Our research team utilized Consensual Qualitative Research (Hill, Thompson, &

Williams, 1997; Hill, Knox, Thompson, Williams, Hess, & Ladany, 2005) to both collec-
tively and individually analyze the data and come to consensus on the codes, themes,
domains and patterns. By engaging in individual and collective processes as well as
continually checking the data to affirm our findings, our team came to consensus
regarding the codes, themes, assertions, patterns and final results of our study. Line
by line first level codes focused on three major themes: actions of differential treat-
ment and discrimination; the assumptions surrounding prejudice, stereotypes, and
labels; and low teacher expectations. After we discovered these overarching themes
and agreed on our coding of the data according to these themes, we collaborated to
determine the assertions and patterns conveyed in our data and found that there was
a difference between how our participants defined racism and what they provided as
examples of it in school. We also found that there were multiple levels of racism that
our participants experienced in school: the institutional/systemic level, racism with
teachers, and racism with students. Finally, we found that the Black adolescent
females in our study engaged in acts of resistance to the racism they experienced at
school. The following section offers a comprehensive discussion of the findings that
emerged from this collective analysis.

Findings
The young women in this study had varied biographies that include concrete expe-

riences, values, motivations and emotions that Critical Race Feminism and Black
Feminist Thought suggest are critical for pushing the theme of self-definition. Further-
more, their narratives were not only distinct from those of White girls and men of color
as both Critical Race Feminism points out; their stories were different even from other
Black girls’ stories as Black Feminism suggests. The Black adolescent girls in our study
could be viewed as not having objective knowledge regarding issues of racism, but
Code (1991) would suggest that all knowledge is subjective and tainted with human
values and interests. Moreover, by using the analytical tools of CRT, Critical Race
Feminism and Black Feminist Thought, we claim that the knowledge of the Black
female adolescent participants is a space for analysis since their knowledge has been
subjugated as part of the lineage of Black women’s oppression in the U.S. and can pro-
vide important insights into experiences with racism.

Half of the participants (9/18) reported having experienced racism in schools. The
girls at Ridge High School reported having experiences with racism at school at a
higher rate (approximately 60%) than the girls at Summit (approximately 50%). Further,
the students at Ridge had a great deal more detail in their stories of racism due to
the heavily tracked and racially segregated nature of the school. Only two of the par-
ticipants did not have a definition of racism to offer. Most of the definitions of racism
centered on prejudice, discrimination, and differential treatment; most of the experi-
ences the girls described regarding racism in school were about prejudice, discrimina-
tion, and differential treatment as well as stereotypes, labels and low teacher
expectations. The following sections will describe in more detail the definitions of rac-
ism the girls provided, the experiences of racism they recounted, and the ways they
resisted racism in school. All together, the participants in our study demonstrated that
there are substantial issues of racism in schools for Black adolescent females that
require attention and deliberate action to disrupt.

“Treated Differently Than Another Race”: Black Girls’ Definitions of Racism
In defining racism, the Black adolescent girls in our study focused mostly on discrim-

ination and differential treatment. Their definitions acknowledged a racial hierarchy
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and, for some, emphasized issues regarding being judged or hated based on race.
Tallah reported that racism is “prejudice against someone of a different race, or your
same race, or any race.” Tallah conceptualized racism as unfavorable opinions, feel-
ings, and attitudes toward another group of people whose “race” is the same or dif-
ferent. Tallah’s definition reflects aspects of what Collins (2000) calls the Matrix of
Domination in that this model centers analysis from a both/and stance; a stance
whereby all groups possess varying amounts of penalty and privilege in one histori-
cally created system. Consequently, depending on the context, an individual may be
an oppressor, a member of an oppressed group, or simultaneously oppressor and
oppressed. Black families are an example of a group that can simultaneously be
oppressed and operate as an oppressor (Wilder & Cain, 2011). Black girls learn about
color consciousness not only from mainstream media, but also from their own
families. Although the term colorism is not a part of everyday language, in a schol-
arly context it is defined as an “intraracial system of inequality based on skin color,
hair texture, and facial features that bestows privilege and value on physical attri-
butes that are closer to White” (Wilder & Cain, 2011, p. 578). In their study of where,
when, and how Black women learn about color consciousness, Wilder and Cain
(2011) found that (1) colorism remains a social problem deeply affecting the lives of
Black women, and (2) the influence of Black families in the introduction and mainte-
nance of colorism may in part explain the survival of colorism within the Black com-
munity. Collins’ (2006) analysis of feminism and racism contends that family
rhetoric and practices play an important role in sending messages to Black girls and
women that racial hierarchies are natural and normal.

Jaclynn described racism as “discrimination, and to go along with that, when people
make you feel like you aren’t good enough or you aren’t equal, or don’t include you
in certain things because of what you look like.” Vantrice stated that racism means
“when you are treated differently, people react to you differently, or look at you dif-
ferently just because of the color of your skin. Usually in a negative way.” Evette
commented that racism is when “one race hates another race,” and Rhianna pointed
out that racism is when someone is attacking a certain race. Each of the participant’s
definitions of racism illuminates both historical and contemporary understandings of
Black oppression (prejudice and acts of discrimination) by Whites on the individual,
institutional, and structural levels. From slavery to Jim Crow to Affirmative Action,
and even to Ferguson, intentional attempts have been made to make Black individuals
think that they are inferior, not equal to Whites, and that their lives and humanity
do not matter. The institution of slavery gave rise to increasingly racist perspectives
and feelings of inferiority among Blacks (Leary, 2005). During slavery Whites
maintained racist ideologies and tried to demonstrate that Black people were uncivi-
lized so that they could justify treating Blacks differently or inhumanely (Leary,
2005). This is why Critical Race Theory points out that there will always be a story
about race in social, educational, economic, and political situations in relation to
Black people. Additionally, as emphasized within Black Feminist Thought, Black
women were brought to the U.S. primarily to work as slaves, but also to be White
men’s objects, and nannies to White children; thus racial and gendered oppression
associated with slavery have impacted subsequent relationships in all other spheres
for Blacks, including schools. This appears to be true for the participants in this study
as well. Consequently, it appears that the adolescent Black girls in our study would
benefit from more in-depth explorations of the evolution of racism to move beyond
individual notions of racism and into the institutional and structural levels—concepts
that help to explain exclusion from participation in the power decisions that shape all
aspects of society, including schools (Carmichael, 1966).
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“Because I’m Black, Doesn’t Mean I Can’t Learn”: Experiences with Racism in School
As mentioned above, our participants described instances of experiencing racism at

school across multiple levels, from more systemic or institutional issues, to experiences
with students and with teachers. By far, most instances of racism discussed by the Black
girls focused on issues with teachers. However, the other experiences that occurred at
the institutional or systemic level as well as with other students are also important and
noteworthy. We organize this section into three sub-topics, including (1) In-School Pro-
gram Segregation, (2) Institutional Discrimination, and (3) Racism Involving Teachers.

In-School Program Segregation. Several of our participants from Ridge High School
discussed the issues around the internal segregation at Ridge, which can negatively
influence teachers’ academic expectations of students. One of our participants,
Vantrice, discussed this segregation and its impact on students. She talked about how
her experiences changed over time, from elementary through high school:

Well, let’s think. In elementary school, middle school, high school. . .I really
think it just gets different in high school. . .teachers are always going to have bias
thoughts, well not all the time and not every single one, but teachers are often
going to have bias thoughts on certain students because they think, “If you are
from here. . .” Some teachers do it as a positive way, but some teachers think if
you are from here, you are going to act like this, like you are rowdy or
ghetto. . .this child is going to act like this and do this so they automatically treat
that child wrong. In middle school it wasn’t as much, but in high school it is
worse because it’s not as much the teachers, but the students. At our school, we
are separated. And I don’t know if it is as much self-segregation or we are sepa-
rated because of the programs we are in, but you see that the kids in the IB are
majority White and the kids in traditional are majority Black. And there are
opportunities in IB that kids in traditional don’t have. So like we are separated
and we don’t get that chance to spend time together and you live the rest of your
life with whatever thoughts and views you have of the other people, you keep
those ideas because that’s all you know. (Vantrice’s Interview, Ridge student)

Vantrice’s perspective is interesting as she demonstrates how the institutional issues
around racism have very clear and long-term impacts on students. She felt that racism
was something she dealt more with from teachers before she got to high school and
then she felt it was something she dealt more with in terms of students in high school.
Vantrice’s view also reflects what we know about the discourse of “othering,” which
emerges and develops when individuals or groups do not have opportunities to
interact with and appreciate people who are different from themselves (Tatum, 1997).

Kishana started in the IB program at Ridge as a freshman, but felt that the teachers
“didn’t think I was going to be able to succeed and so it didn’t seem like they were
trying as hard or giving as much effort toward me learning the same things as the
other people in my classes.” She decided to leave the program, but has taken all
Advanced Placement (AP) and honors classes, so she is still being rigorously prepared
for college. When she was asked why she wanted to be in the IB program to begin
with, she said, “because I was trying to challenge myself but I didn’t want to over-
stay my welcome and didn’t feel comfortable.” Some of the challenges Kishana
recounted in the IB program were focused on the low expectations of the teachers.
But the institutional structure of her high school that substantially separates White
students from students of color, also appeared to play a major role in her not feeling
welcome in IB. Kishana’s not feeling welcome in the prestigious IB program illumi-
nates what Black Feminist thinkers call the structural domain of power. The structural
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domain of power encompasses how social institutions, such as schools, are organized
to reproduce Black women’s subordination over time (Collins, 2000). Collins (2000)
points out how historically, in the U.S., the policies and practices of the legal system,
labor markets, the housing industry, the news media, schools, and other social institu-
tion have worked “to disadvantage African American women” (p. 277). Kishana’s
choice to remove herself form the IB program because she did not feel welcomed and
was not viewed as a capable student reveals footprints of how schools’ nuanced policies
and practices are designed to exclude Black girls from full citizenship (Collins, 2000).

Finally, Delanna, deliberately chose not to be in IB because “it was really full, filled up
with White people.” She further explained, “I like to be around everybody, not just one
race.” She also had heard about the significant amount of work required in IB courses
and decided that AP and honors classes would challenge her enough, yet also leave her
time for a high school social life. However, when Delanna talked about the IB program in
the school she focused on the racism she viewed with students saying, “I feel like the IB
students are racist towards the other students in traditional. I feel like they think they are
more superior than us just because we aren’t in those hard classes.” Clearly, the institu-
tional segregation at Ridge impacts how students view racism at the student level.

Institutional Discrimination. Vantrice also described an incident in which a White
female student wrote an article in the school newspaper that was “basically a rant
about how stupid other students looked when they did and wore certain things.” How-
ever, the students that the White female targeted in her article were the Black girls in
the school with some overtly racialized and derogatory language. Vantrice reported that
many of the students were really angry and targeting the student writer. But, at some
point, an adult endorsed the publishing of the piece in the school newspaper, an insti-
tutionally endorsed form of communication. From Vantrice’s perspective this act of
endorsement by the school demonstrated institutionalized discrimination against Black
girls. Black Feminist thinkers or scholars help us understand this analysis because they
argue that schools can be sites for reproducing controlling images of Black girls
(Collins, 2000). Having a social institution privilege a White student’s thinking about
Black girls (in the newspaper) suggests that White students have power in this school
and that Black girls are not valued in the same manner. This is a discourse that Vantrice
as well as the other students could adopt and reify white privilege and oppression.

Our participants at Summit also discussed experiences with racism at the more
institutional level as well as with other students. Adelae told the story of how she
felt the school privileged Latinx students when it came to enforcing the dress code.
She felt that her group of friends would get dress code violations for wearing the
same thing as Latinx students and that they were unfairly targeted. Another student,
Rhianna, discussed an issue she experienced at Summit with another student:

Rhianna: One day in class, in my fourth, err, my third period class, this guy was
all like, ‘hey Black girl,’ and I felt like it was rude cause he knew my name but he
just called me by my race instead.
Interviewer: He wasn’t Black?
Rhianna: No.
Interviewer: This was a senior or when you were a senior?
Rhianna: Yeah, it was.
Interviewer: Did you say something to him?
Rhianna: Yeah, I said, “I have a name”

In this exchange we see how Rhianna felt an experience with sexism and racism at
school came from another student, but also how she stood up for herself to resist that
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racism and sexism. Overall, participants had several examples of racism at the insti-
tutional level as well as with students. Yet, the greatest numbers of incidences
reported by the participants were with teachers.

Racism involving Teachers. Taken as a whole, the experiences these Black female
adolescents reported with racism in school involving teachers were grounded in dif-
ferential treatment from teachers based on low expectations as well as stereotyping
and prejudice. As mentioned above, Kishana felt that her teachers in the IB program
did not think she would be able to succeed. She described that as “unfair.” “Because
I’m Black doesn’t mean I can’t learn.” She also recounted incidences outside the IB
program where she felt teachers judged her before they knew her, but “once the class
gets started and they get to know me they come around.” She learned that proac-
tively “not playing into the stereotype of I’m going to be ghetto and loud and disre-
spectful,” helped the teachers come around and view her as a smart, capable
student. Kishana, the daughter of a teacher, also felt that it was important to not dis-
respect teachers, as well as to not tolerate being disrespected by them. Her mom was
actively engaged with issues at school and would work with Kishana to take on chal-
lenges she faced with teachers. Because several students had mentioned feeling
stereotyped by teachers, we asked Kishana to tell us more about the stereotypes that
are often reified by others. She said:

I feel like when I first walk into a classroom, the teacher expects, because of the
way I dress and the people I talk to, they automatically expect that I’m going to
be disrespectful, that I don’t care about learning, that I’m only there, I’m being
forced to be there, that I’m not going anywhere and that I’m only there because
I would get in trouble for not being there. So, I feel like that is what they expect,
so I try not to play into those stereotypes.

Interestingly, in our conversation about racism in school and the stereotypes
associated with it, Kishana also called attention to other factors like ways of dressing,
speaking, and which crowd a student hangs around with. Further, in our discussion
around these issues of stereotypes that teachers give students, Kishana talked about
how there are some people who will play into these stereotypes with teachers, “but
there is a mass majority who don’t.”

Chanita discussed similar issues of prejudice and low expectations from
teachers, but at a high school that was not part of this study. Before Chanita
attended Summit high school, she attended a high school in a wealthy school
district. She described not experiencing much racism at Summit where “the
minority is the school. It’s the majority of the population.” But at her previous
school she stated:

There were teachers who felt, or I feel like they felt less of me. And they, I was a
smart student, so I think, I wouldn’t say racism but I just don’t think they
thought I could live up to that. Like my ability, I just didn’t think that they
thought I was capable. (Chanita’s Interview, Summit)

Here Chanita struggles to call the low expectations of her teachers racism, but con-
firms at another point in the interview that she had a strong sense that her teachers
“had low expectations [of] me.” She expressed surprise that at her previous school
with a diverse student body saying, “you would think they wouldn’t treat you differ-
ent, but they, they did. But here, it’s like we’re all pretty much in a good, in a big
group.” The comparison between Chanita’s perspectives and experiences around
racism with the experiences from the students at Ridge suggests that students’
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perceptions of racism in school are deeply impacted by the composition of the student
body where they attend school. It appears that the Black female adolescents in our
study had stronger opinions about and more experiences to relate when they were in
schools with diversity. The students at Summit, a predominantly Black and Latino/a
school in a very high poverty area of the city, did not recognize the way their school
was impacted by segregation before they walked through their school doors. It appears
that Black girls would benefit from opportunities to learn more about education at the
systemic level to gain perspective around the issues in their life that may be based on
race that are not as obviously about race to adolescents unfamiliar with substantial
issues in housing and education segregation in our country.

However, even at Summit, despite being a school with nearly all Black and Latinx
students, many examples emerged of issues with racism in school, particularly with
teachers. Tallah described a time when a White teacher told a Latinx student that he
“looked guilty cuz he had on his hood.” Tallah quickly drew a connection to the
recent murder of Trayvon Martin and felt uncomfortable with the teacher saying that
to a student. Niambra, a Summit student, described an incident that happened in
5th grade before she came to Summit where her teacher told her sister that it was a
shame Niambra was in her class because Niambra had recently immigrated from
Africa and did not speak English well. Liana recounted an experience at Summit
where a substitute teacher told the students that, “all minority students are nothing
but good for being in jail and stealing.” By the end of the day, everything the substi-
tute had brought to school was stolen. Liana recalled, “it just really hurt us because
like you don’t even know us to judge us.” Winslow also reported an incident where
she felt accused by a teacher:

It was a while back. I think it was like my sophomore year and I was walking
out of my math class. And the teacher was in there but I had to go back and get
something and when I walked out of the classroom, the teacher started looking
at my pocket like I had tooken [sic] something. And I just felt like I was dis-
criminated against or something because, I think because of the color of my
skin. Because, why would I steal something? Other girls walked out before us
and they were Mexican. I don’t know how to say that but they were Mexican
yeah and he don’t look at them, but he looked at my pocket.

All of these experiences with racism at school show how Black girls experience
racism in both overt and less obvious ways. These statements also uncover a
contextualized racial hierarchy that appears to be unique to each school setting.
Further, it appears these experiences substantially impact the learning opportu-
nities a Black female adolescent can have in a school with other students
and teachers.

“Being Yourself Causes the Biggest Controversy”: Acts of Resistance
The Black adolescent girls in our study talked about ways that they resisted per-

sonal and institutional acts of racism in their schools. Various acts of resistance
included playing into or countering stereotypes and labels, standing up for them-
selves, and making deliberate choices regarding academic tracks. In describing her
experiences with racism, Kishana discussed how her grandmother would always tell
her that, “It is better to cause controversy than to be quiet. She said that being your-
self causes the biggest controversy.” Kishana’s discussion of the importance of being
oneself illustrates how being someone with great intellect and the ability to do well
in school is a way to disrupt racism with teachers and inside of schools. This state-
ment also suggests the power of self-definition and voice, an overarching theme of
Black Feminist Thought.
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As described above, in one of Liana’s freshman courses, a substitute told the class that
all minorities were good for were two things–stealing and going to jail. Liana stated:

By the end of the day her purse, her wallet and everything just came up missing
because what she said to us, we all took offense. Like you’re accusing us of
something we don’t do. . . I guess so let me show you. It just really hurt us
because like you don’t even know us to judge us.

The expectation was that racial minorities would take things that do not belong to
them, which suggest that their characters are wrought with dishonesty and they do not
have any respect for others. As the literature points out, these stereotypes and
controlling images can come from media, the internet, and other forms of communica-
tion that rarely positions racial minorities in a positive light and are historically rooted
in racism (Collins, 2000).

Liana’s recount of students stealing the substitute teacher’s property is an example
of her peers’ resistance to racism by playing into stereotypes and labels. Liana believed
that the students took the substitutes’ wallet because they were “hurt” that the teacher
had such low expectations of them as people. This particular act of resistance can be
viewed as a part of a broader context of what Kelley (1993) calls “infrapolitics” (p. 77).
During Jim Crow, oppressed groups challenged those in power by constructing a “dis-
sident culture that manifested itself in daily conversations. . .jokes. . .or other cultural
practices” (p. 77). Some of the forms of resistance came in the form of theft, destruc-
tion of property, or even open attacks on individuals or institutions (Kelley, 1993).
Therefore, the students in this class were not being defiant, but participating in
resisting the oppression they felt by the substitute teacher; which in the students
mind, was a person who they viewed as having power to oppress.

Other acts of resistance occurred when issues of racism played out, and some of
our participants stood up for themselves. As mentioned earlier, Rhianna reported
that one day a White male student who was a senior said “hey Black girl!” Rhianna
immediately turned around and stated “I have a name!” This account suggests that
some Black girls have developing ideas of self-actualization, maximizing their poten-
tial to fulfill their own possibilities of being counted, visible, and important—a key
aim of Black Feminist Thought. Although she could have remained silent, Rhianna
chose to speak up, using spontaneity in her thoughts and actions. To make the world
aware of her humanity and pride about who she was, she acted out emerging ideas of
self-actualization, also the pinnacle of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943). Addition-
ally, some Black feminists scholars have pointed out that Black women have always
embodied an adversary stance to White male rule (Hull, Scott, & Smith, 1982, p. 14).

Another form of resistance to issues of racism in school that the participants
shared were in making their own choices about academic tracks of which they
would be a part. As described above, both Delanna and Kishana deliberately chose
to be in the “traditional” track at Ridge rather than the IB track as they felt the
in-school segregation was negative to both their learning as well as their high school
experience. Both were strong students, took mainly AP and honors classes, and were
still on a college preparatory track, but felt that their presence in IB would not have
served them well due to the racialized issues in the school.

Discussion, Implications, and Future Research
Although the participants in our study described their individual definitions of

racism and discussed their individual experiences of racism in schools, our partici-
pants’ perspectives provide evidence of how racism is institutionalized and
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continues to promote a racial hierarchy in schools and society today. Subsequently,
their perspectives reveal the contradictions between a colorblind society and their lived
experiences with race and racism in their high schools. Their gender and racial accounts
suggest an important need for education reformers to pay close attention to their voices
because disrupting Black girls’ experiences with racism in schools can advance a more
democratic schooling experience where they can feel valued and affirmed.

Our participants’ collective perspectives and experiences with racism in schools can
initially provide a self-defined standpoint on racism that, in turn, can foster Black
female adolescent activism within schools. Their standpoint can inform educational
reform and policy efforts in part through teacher education locally, regionally, and
nationally. Teaching is a political endeavor; and while we know that we cannot rid
society of politics, what we can do as educators is link teaching pedagogy to social
change, so that all students, but especially Black girls might engage in the space of
schooling as a site of possibility and positive resistance (Friere, 1973; Giroux, 2001;
hooks, 1999). Engaging student voice in education reform is a different way of think-
ing based on convictions such as adolescents having unique perspectives on learn-
ing, teaching, and schooling; young people having insights that warrant not only the
attention but also the responses of the adults who hold decision making power; and
students being able to have afforded opportunities to actively shape their education
(Cook-Sather, 2006). Clearly, the Black female participants in our study have had
many kinds of experiences with racism in school. From these experiences, they also
have ideas about how to improve school to battle these issues. What would it be like
to be in a world where the major national reform agendas actually paid attention to
these perspectives and these issues?

Kishana offered her perspective on how to solve the problem of racism in schools in
the interaction below.

Kishana: The only way I can think of it is to wipe all the teachers out and have
new ones. Because the teachers, especially here [Ridge], are so set in their ways
in their mindsets of this is how it is going to work and if it doesn’t they [meaning
the students] are too stupid to learn. Because I know I’ve talked to several of my
teachers and every time I’ve asked them to re-explain it they will explain it the
same way. That doesn’t make sense. If I’m saying I don’t understand it, they should
be able to explain it another way, to adapt and find a new way for me to learn.
They need more workshops or something that teachers alternative ways of teach-
ing, new methods or something.

Interviewer: Do you think it would help with some of these issues that you call
institutionalized racism if we have more teachers of color?
Kishana: Uh-huh.
Interviewer: How so?
Kishana: Because I feel if we had teachers of color that actually cared about the
system and want equality, we would have, we as students can’t do much in having
a say in things anymore. When we say something it isn’t like, “hey that’s cool,” [but]
it takes a backseat to what the teachers say. So it would put more priority to what is
going on and more authority to what is being said.

According to Kishana, teachers need to think in different ways about how students
might learn and think. She also felt they need to have more training on how to work
with students to learn the material well. Additionally, she called for a massive
reform movement to “wipe all the teachers out” in order to change their mindset and
promote the idea that more teachers of color would be beneficial for students of
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color. Kishana’s perspective is not unlike Counts’ (1932) perspective when he
pointed out to the progressive educators that teachers must be responsible in actively
participating in reconstituting a democratic education. It appears that she is arguing
for more teachers of color to be able to act as advocates for students as well as to sup-
port students in having a stronger voice in the system—a reform effort that could be
viewed as more democratic.

If we have a system of teachers who look at Black girls as incapable, how can the
system be equitable and the efforts at reform successful? Essentially, the assumptions
and values that produce racist outcomes are the results of social, political, and insti-
tutional structures that continue to operate from the position of gender inequity and
White normativity and therefore perpetuate White, male privilege (Collins, 2000).
Utilizing the perspectives of Black female adolescents to understand the impacts and
outcomes of these institutional practices is critical to disrupting the perpetuation of
inequity at the intersection of race and gender for Black girls.

An alarming but not surprising finding of this study highlights that most instances
of racism discussed by our participants focused on interactions, comments, and atti-
tudes perpetuated by their White teachers. We view Kishana’s call for increasing the
diversity of the teacher workforce as critical and should not be ignored. How might
Kishana and countless other Black young women’s school experiences differ if they
had more Black women teachers in school? We argue that Black girls need more
Black female teachers throughout their pre-K to PhD educational trajectories.
Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2002) describes the pedagogy of exemplary Black women
teachers as “facets of womanism, an epistemological perspective based on the collec-
tive experiences of black women” (p. 71). Dixson (2003) suggests that many Black
female teachers mentor and support their students by sharing the wisdom and
knowledge that comes with their own experiences confronting racism and hostility
and by “creating a curriculum that challenges the master narrative. . .” (p. 232). One
implication from this study points to the need for deliberately creating opportunities
to encourage young Black women to consider becoming teachers. Sadly, Gordon’s
(2000) research illustrates that Black teachers intentionally dissuade their Black stu-
dents from entering the teacher workforce believing that there are better opportuni-
ties for their students to explore. Given the experiences with racism our students
shared, we view this as a call to Black educators to reflect on their advice and help
young Black women see teaching as an act of social justice—a way to engage in the
disruption of racism experienced by other young women of color.

There is a need for further research to better understand Black girls and racism in
schools in today’s political era. Future inquires might include developing and using a
valid and reliable survey instrument that measures Black girls perceptions of racism
in schools. This would allow for a larger sample to analyze and help in thinking about
generalizing across the population. Conducting additional interviews nationally to do
comparative analysis geographically might also be a future study. Finally, an experi-
mental study that uses an “understanding sexism and racism” intervention program
with Black girls in high schools (along with a control group) could build upon what
we already know about how issues of race, gender, and racism relate to to Black girls.
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