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launch a new professional publication for TCWSE for publishing in an electronic format with the 
first publication unveiled at the Annual Conference in January 2012.  

JTWSE is a double-blind, peer-reviewed, open-access e-journal publishing original scholarly 
research and creative works. The JTWSE, although originated by Texas women's school 
executives, serves as a national academic journal. For membership information: 
https://tcwse.org/membership/. All editorial, Board, and reviewer services are provided without 
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President’s Message 
Dear TCWSE Members - 

It has been an honor to serve as your TCWSE State President for 2023! Last 
year’s theme of Writing HerStory was a salute to all the brave women who 
have come before us and who had the courage to write their story so that we 
could follow in their paths. Writing HerStory was a framework by which 
we could examine their courageous work and be empowered to write our 
own adventure! This year’s theme, Grit, Grace, and Pearls, looks at the 
qualities that symbolize our work and the ways in which we celebrate our 
shared experience. 

First, I want to thank our dedicated editors who keep this Journal going. I also applaud the authors 
featured in this year’s issue of the TCWSE Journal. Their contributions represent a level of dedication in 
time and talent from which we all benefit. As you read these articles, I encourage you to take this 
opportunity to grow in your personal and professional practices, as well as share this information with 
others through professional development opportunities and mentoring discussions. Through these 
avenues, we continue to support and develop our craft as leaders in Education. 

This issue of the 2023 TCWSE Journal focuses on the qualities of:  

Grit: Courage and resolve; strength of character 

Grace: Simple elegance or refinement of movement; Undeserved favor 

Pearls: Small, round jewel forms around a grain of sand; Treasured item 

This year has been full of examples of all three of these for me. I have learned to remain courageous and 
refine my character strength, especially when encountering difficulties. I have enjoyed working alongside 
the wonderful women of TCWSE, and their grace to me and one another in our collective efforts is 
inspirational! Finally, I have seen firsthand how a small bit of “sand” (change) has grown into a treasure 
of knowledge and advancement that will benefit others for years to come! I will expand on these themes 
at our January annual gathering in Austin. There, I will be wearing one of my treasures - a set of pearls 
that belonged to my grandmother. A strong, courageous woman whose spirit of dedication and 
determination to make this world a better, more equitable place continues to inspire me. It is because of 
those who came before us that we can continue to do more. In the TCWSE spirit of Mentoring, Renewal, 
and Career Advancement….. 

Sending you all the best, 

Lindsey Pollock, Ed. D., LCSW 
TCWSE 2023 State President 
Provost, Sarasota University 
Executive Director, Lian Dante Foundation 
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From the Executive Editors 

Greetings, Authors and Conference Attendees, 

Grit. Grace. Pearls.  

Perseverance - driven by your passion and resilience. Courage and 
determination - fueled by your purpose, strength, and follow-through. The 
intensity of your focus. The commitment toward educational excellence. 
Grit. Guts to do the hard work. Grace when working under pressure. We 
see you, Texas Council of Women School Executives. We see the layers of 
GRIT formed around you, molding you into place. Pearls. We honor you, 
Pearls of Excellence, each uniquely created, with your reflections of quality and value to our 
world, TCWSE, and education.  

In this issue, we explore educational leadership and challenges related to the theme, “Grit, Grace, 
and Pearls,” in the form of research, professional perspectives, and creative works. Current 
events and issues surrounding political agendas and active forces attempting to derail public 
schools create pathways for courageous executives to lead forward and transform with their 
high-performance presence in arenas where the weak dare enter. Yes, you, with your robust and 
gritty self! Every day, you show up and show out. We see you.  

JTWSE exists to provide educational research, perspectives, and works that connect with the 
conference theme to understand the processes to improve problems, practices, and concerns. The 
journal further accepts creative works to highlight the inner talents of the authors. We desire to 
provide submissions that impact our audiences' learning and offer new opportunities to turn 
researched implications and suggestions into practice, thus contributing to school improvement.  

Leading with grit, grace, and pearls, 

Jennifer Jones, Ed.D. and Sharon Ross, Ed.D. 
JTWSE Executive Editors 
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Pearls of Wisdom from the Founder 

To: Texas Council of Women School Executives 

YOU are doing an amazing job of fulfilling what we started 39 years ago. 
I am pleased to hear of all the great things you are doing as leaders. That 
is what this organization is all about. Years ago, a few of us joined and 
blazed these trails for women in school leadership. Today and in the 
future, you must never let our work die. You must commit to living by our 
mission to create and maintain a united community of professional 
educational executives by promoting equity and quality in leadership 
through renewal, mentoring, and career advancement support.  

My desire was to be with you this year, but I am preparing for next year, 
our 40th year. In the meantime, I want each of you to keep your regions strong and get involved 
at the state level. Remember to: 

Facilitate a unique and rejuvenating annual conference, 
Host a dynamic support network of educational executives, leaders, university 
professors, recruiters, and strong regional groups, 
Recognize exemplary practitioners, 
Maintain fiscal sovereignty and  
Provide robust membership services.  

Until next year, 

Dr. Margret Montgomery Sheffield 
TCWSE Founder 
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Categories of Articles 

Research is the hallmark of educational professionalism and scholarship. The following
articles reflect the scholarship of women school executives from universities and school districts. 
While university professors research issues vital to women as leaders and support women 
educators, district and campus authors share applied research from their experiences in the field. 
The Cambridge English Dictionary defines research as a detailed study of a subject, especially to 
discover new information or reach a new understanding. May you read with a clear vision and 
understand a new journey requires fresh faith and a fresh fight to: 

• Creatively collaborate to connect communities, universities, colleges, and schools that
prepare all students for success.

• Intentionally operate as a culturally relevant and data-driven leader.
• Collaboratively redesign programs that inspire and propel students beyond their wildest

dreams and imagination.
• Unapologetically owning a passion and love for the journey and the work required to

sustain success.
• Continuously advocating for all children.
• Consistently communicating the organization's vision and work, including successes

along the way.

Scholarly research builds leadership capacity and strengthens our voices. 

Professional and Scholarly Perspectives offer research both scholarly positions
and professional understandings. The contributors represent the diversity of TCWSE members: 
university professors, district administrators, and aspiring administrators. It is critical to include 
and consider perspectives that offer a view of education from inside the hearts and minds of our 
various levels of leadership. It is with pride that we accept and cherish each life role as more 
evidence of our unique capacity for leadership. 

Creative Works Picture this…We are constantly inspired and amazed at the creativity of
women school executives. To recognize the diversity of talents and skills, JTWSE also solicits 
creative works that promote the journal's purpose. Creative works include poetry and artwork. 

We are leaders. We are learners. We are women. 
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Call for Journal Submissions 
Submission for January 2025 Conference  
Deadline for Submission: September 1, 2024 

THEME: Fierce Leadership: Honoring the Hero – Focusing on the Future 

The Journal of Texas Women School Executives (JTWSE) is a national 
double-blind, peer-reviewed, open-access e-journal publishing original 
scholarly research and creative works. JTWSE is an official publication 
of the Texas Council of Women School Executives.  

JTWSE welcomes studies examining characteristics of fierce leadership 
in women school executives. 

TCWSE connects women in leadership to other women aspiring to climb 
the ladder and break through the glass ceiling. For decades, women have led without being the 
voice in the wilderness. They were silent for fear of the unknown and fear of the known. 
Documented narratives tell of women leaders who have jumped hurdles, broken down barriers, 
and shattered glass ceilings, paving the way for more extraordinary visionaries to have a seat at 
the table. Now, we are here. Others are coming. How will our ‘way forward’ be defined? Susan 
Scott (2009) introduces the issues holding people back from getting to know others and working 
collaboratively, which affects performance. Scott further educates leaders on the art of 
investigating the worst practices, even though they are often seen as the best practices. This 
investigation is carried out using what Scott defines as the ‘squid eye,’ which means a leader 
can point out deficiencies and problems while spotting the truth in the hardest places. When 
lights are flashing red, as in a traffic light situation, fierce leaders can see the signs and 
immediately begin an assessment. In educational leadership, these processes align closely with 
conducting data analysis, identifying a problem and practice, and offering a solution to the 
problem. In her book Fierce Leadership, Scott posits that everyone desires to be connected and 
informs that this type of leadership is not for individuals who find themselves lost in the crowd 
as a shadow. Fierce Leadership is for those willing, ready, and courageous enough to take on the 
big challenges using new ways of leading and thinking. JTWSE 2025 seeks submissions that 
answer one or more of the following questions:  

1. How will our way forward be defined?
2. What type of leader is needed for the next-century learning community?
3. Can fierce leaders be compassionate?
4. How do we learn from and honor the past and move forward with different mind shifts?
5. How do school districts, education service centers, and universities hire for fierce

leadership qualities?
6. What did we learn from the last 40 years, and what challenges do we anticipate

beginning with the next five years? Ten years?
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Submissions should address one or more of the following topics:  

• Defining and providing examples of Fierce Leadership
• Challenging the ability to energize and re-energize employees
• Campus and district leadership culture, their way of life
• Connecting teachers and leaders to teams
• Defining, analyzing, and evaluating the learning community engagement
• Conversations centered around the toughest challenges currently being faced

Authors are encouraged to provide original scholarly research, including empirical, historical, 
and/or action research addressing the theme. To address the topics described, we welcome 
single-study investigations, research addressing teaching and learning, educational leadership, 
policy and finance, school law, and other professional and scholarly perspectives.  

To recognize the diversity of talents and skills, JTWSE also solicits professional and scholarly 
perspectives as well as creative works that promote the journal's purpose. Creative works 
include poetry and artwork.  

Submitting Manuscripts/Submissions to JTWSE Manuscripts and submissions should be sent 
to dr.jsjones@gmail.com. 

Subject line: JTWSE: Conference 2025 Issue 

Each submission is reviewed by the Editor, evaluated as appropriate, and then sent to the 
Editorial Board for double-blind peer review. Editorial decisions will be made typically within 
four to six weeks after receipt.  

Manuscripts should follow the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 
7th Edition. The typical article submission is equivalent to 5 to 15 pages single-spaced.  

Document Preparation  
Your manuscript/submission should consist of the following: 

• Cover Sheet – Title and information of authorship, name of author(s), current position,
contact info, and brief bio for author(s) (no more than 100 words); email address, postal
address, and phone number.

• Include a statement confirming that the submission has not been previously published, is
not under review for publication, and will not be submitted elsewhere while being
considered for approval with JTWSE.

• In cases where the research involves human subjects, confirm that the IRB (Institutional
Review Board) has exempted the study from any further review or approved the
investigation.

• Abstract & Keywords– Place on a separate sheet. The title should be placed at the top of
the page. The text following should be no longer than 200 words and should summarize
the purpose, methodology, and findings.

• In the body of the paper, please adhere to the following:
• American Psychological Association 7th Edition format

mailto:dr.jsjones@gmail.com
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• Charts, tables, and/or figures within the body of text
• List of references in American Psychological Association 7th Edition format.
• Use a hanging indent for references
• Use 12-point Times New Roman font
• Single spaced
• One-inch margins
• Do not add section breaks/page breaks
• Remove heading auto-formatting

• As a part of the review process, all manuscripts will undergo a double-blind peer review
and will be screened for originality. The author(s) is responsible for guaranteeing their
work's originality, ensuring it is devoid of plagiarism through the appropriate citation of
all sources. By submitting a manuscript to the journal, the author(s) consent to any
necessary originality check that the manuscript may undergo as part of the publication
process.

• By submitting a manuscript to the journal, authors consent to any necessary originality
check that the manuscript may undergo as part of the publication process.

• Authors may be asked to revise and re-submit as a part of the review process. It is the
responsibility of the author(s) to adhere to the deadlines provided. Please be sure to read
all guidelines and prepare accordingly carefully before submission.

• If the manuscript or creative work is approved for the journal, the authors must sign a
consent to publish before publication.

Prospective authors may view copies of past submissions and themes of the JTWSE at tcwse.org 

Questions regarding the JTWSE may be directed to Executive Editor.  

Jennifer Jones, Ed.D. 
dr.jsjones@gmail.com  

mailto:dr.jsjones@gmail.com
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In this Issue  
Disparities and questions linger in the shadows about the pathways and leadership of women school 
executives. How she leads, what she is made of, the health and wellness of women leaders, and riding 
through educational storms are just a few issues researchers explore to bring solutions and 
recommendations to practitioners. Lessons learned, over time, provide a recipe for the grit and grace 
needed to lead forward. Authors from various educational organizations, statewide and nationally, are 
represented in this issue.  

Research  
The Leadership Practices of Texas School District Superintendents      
During The COVID-19 Pandemic by Dr. Akua Anyei Obeng 

This study examines the various leadership practices that emerged during the pandemic in small, 
medium, and large school districts from 2021-2022. The results section of this study informs audiences 
about superintendent decision-making behaviors based on values, personality, and grit.  

Guiding Light: A Qualitative Case Study to Describe What Factors  
Prompt African American Male Educators to Teach Elementary Education  
and Their Experiences in this Role by Dr. Ugochi M. Emenaha 

Despite the societal stereotype, lack of respect, and diversity attributed to early elementary education, 
African American male teachers must persist. It is that persistence that reflects the unique patterns 
attributed to pearls. The life experiences of four African-American male teachers shed light on why 
they chose certification in lower grade levels. 

How & Why She Leads: Women Leaders in Higher Education During Crisis by Dr. 
Katrina Struloeff, Dr. Kimberly Sterin, and Christopher Fornaro 

To understand how women lead during times of crisis, researchers must create spaces for women's 
voices in higher education administration to be heard. This study amplified the role of women in higher 
education administration roles and led to the emergence of leading with compassion, leading by 
example, and leading through partnership.   

Disparity of Representation and the Pathway to the Principalship: The Phenomenological 
Experience of Female High School Principals by Dr. Crystal Deaver, Dr. Melissa 
Arrambide, Dr. Teresa Farler, Dr. Jennifer Dyer, and Dr. Elsa Villarreal 

The workforce has changed and evolved; however, the struggle remains for women seeking pathway 
preparedness. Examining the paths taken and the obstacles faced by current female high school 
principals in Texas in becoming principals is essential in learning and preparing for that role and 
gaining insight into the journey of attaining the superintendency. 
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Professional Perspectives 
 
Today’s Leader: Women Made of Pearls, Grace, and Grit by Dr. Jean Bahney and Dr. 
Bethany Logan 

Ultimately, the leader is critical in producing change and allowing grace for themselves and others 
along the journey. Leadership is significant because the leader cultivates pearls of grit and grace in 
others. 

Revive Wellness: A Satellite Campus’ Perspectives on the Intersections of an Accidental 
Interdisciplinary Team’s Grace and Grit by Patricia J. Rodriguez, Dr. Sarah Maben,  
Dr. Melissa R. Becker, Dr. Rhonda Dobbs, Alexandra Geertz, and Shannon Stoker 

The grit and grace of one student leader motivated administrators, staff, and faculty members of a 
satellite campus to wellness train daily, resulting in a community of colleagues and a collective grit that 
now encourages more employees to become involved to improve their overall health. 

Send a Lifeboat: We Are Drowning by Dr. Elizabeth A. Clark 

This professional perspective illustrates our current educational system, a ship tossed about in 
treacherous waters while the crew looks for lifeboats. Women school executives are the lifeboat aboard 
the ship, ready to be launched. 

Creative Works 
 
Leading Women: Grit, Grace and Pearls by Dr. Kathryn Washington 

Celebrating women in leadership with a snapshot into their lifestyle is the theme woven throughout this 
poem. 
 
A Pearl by Dr. Jean Bahney 

The continuous layering of grace is warranted to develop the pearls of wisdom needed for harmony. 
 
Tapestry of Life: Weaving Life, Love and Learning by Dr. LeAnne Salazar-Montoya 

A daughter’s reflection of an education intertwined with the threads of life, love, and learning—a 
tapestry nurtured by the humble love and wisdom of her father, deeply rooted in Hispanic heritage. 
 
Over Time by Dr. Ugochi Emenaha 

This poem reflects the idea that a collection of sand persisted together to create a pearl, and over time, 
sands of wisdom come as we wait. 
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…district administrators challenged processes and explored 
outside the formal boundaries of their organization for 

innovative ways to improve their work during the crisis. This 
trait validates the philosophies on growth mindset and grit, 

where leaders go beyond their expected call of duty to achieve 
long-term goals. 
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The Leadership Practices of Texas School District Superintendents During The COVID-19 
Pandemic 

Dr. Akua Anyei Obeng 
Research Manager and Data Analyst 

Harris County Department of Education 

Abstract 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, school leaders committed to developing protocols to safeguard 
students and staff members without compromising ongoing academic programs. The purpose of 
the study was to examine the various leadership practices that emerged during the pandemic in 
small, medium, and large school districts from 2021-2022. The instruments utilized were the 
Crisis Leader Efficacy in Assessing and Deciding scale developed by Hadley et al. and the 
Leadership Practice Inventory by Kouzes and Posner. A sample of 60 participants was obtained 
using random stratified sampling from 800 Texas school districts. The survey responses were 
analyzed using IBM SPSS 22.0. The study's findings contribute to the literature on crisis 
decision-making, and they illustrate the effective leadership behaviors that could enable leaders 
to operate at their best under crisis. 

Keywords: leadership, crisis decision-making, COVID-19 Pandemic 

Introduction 

Unpredictable events compel leaders to make rapid decisions with little or no information to meet 
the short- and long-term goals of their organizations. The act of persevering passionately to meet 
those goals is known as grit (Duckworth et al., 2007). Researchers have taken an interest in 
measuring grit using self-reported questionnaires like the Original Grit Scale (Grit-O) (Abu Hasan, 
Munawar, & Abdul Khaiyom, 2022). Duckworth (2016) believes that grit is key to success, more 
so than talent. For instance, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted both national and 
international educational systems. However, most educational leaders quickly persevered through 
the crisis by restructuring, rethinking, and reorganizing educational activities to online learning 
(Zhao, 2020). Due to the pandemic's disruption of educational systems, school district leaders had 
to reinvent learning and teaching methods to foster greater collaboration and responsiveness. 
Leaders who cultivated grit were able to achieve not only long-term personal goals but also goals 
that benefited their organization throughout the pandemic. 

The purpose of this research study was to evaluate the decision-making process of school district 
administrators in Texas with an emphasis on the COVID-19 pandemic. The study centers on the 
various leadership practices and traits that emerged during the pandemic to identify effective 
leadership strategies and personality traits necessary for thriving in a crisis. The research questions 
were: 

RQ1: What was the crisis leader efficacy and ability of (small, medium, and large) school 
district administrators to assess and make decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

RQ2: Did small-medium and large district administrators self-report different leadership 
practices during the COVID-19 pandemic? 
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Literature Review 

Literature on the efficacy of decision-making during a crisis shows that good decisions—
irrespective of time pressures, the risks involved, and the environment—must be quick (Hannah 
et al., 2010), include all comparative and scrutinized data, stakeholders’ efforts, and extend from 
school officials to local personnel (Gorge, 2006). The decision-making process of school district 
administrators is significantly influenced by a variety of internal and external factors. External 
factors include local and federal legislation, diverse cultural norms, and unpredictability in 
political and economic environments. Internal factors such as a school administrator’s personal 
values, cognitive (one capacity to learn) and noncognitive abilities (self-control or grit), ethical 
procedures, organizational goals, and interpersonal relationships can also influence the results of 
efficient decision-making.  

Notwithstanding the vast number of studies on leadership methods, experts have not yet identified 
the most effective method for leading during a crisis. Early research on leadership practices 
focused particularly on individuals deemed heroic leaders. Successively, scholars shifted beyond 
the behavioral and trait approach to focus on transformational and transactional leadership (Banks 
et al., 2016). In education, leaders' decision-making processes that impact staff and students also 
evolved. For example, the decisions of leaders during the economic recession of 2007 and June 
2011 differ from decisions made during the Covid-19 pandemic. In 2011, school district leaders 
across Texas decreased teacher, librarian, and school therapist salaries to reduce expenditures after 
the 82nd Texas Legislature cut $4 billion from school budgets (Starrett et al., 2014). On the 
contrary, during the COVID-19 pandemic, school district administrators committed to developing 
protocols to safeguard students and staff members throughout the pandemic without compromising 
the ongoing academic programs.  

National and global leaders purposefully planned to accommodate extracurricular activities while 
managing serious health concerns to prevent lowering the quality of the education and experiences 
offered to students and their families (Harris, 2020). The educational disruption was not just related 
to students’ learning experiences in the classroom but relevant to the restructuring of leadership 
practices. The hierarchical idea of leadership, in which leaders primarily lead and followers obey, 
was changed. Now, leadership practices and knowledge put a strong emphasis on vulnerability, 
collectivism, and bridging the gap between the advantaged and the underprivileged. According to 
Sen (2020), overcoming the pandemic was only feasible when individuals perceived it as a way of 
uniting all people and redirecting everyone to rethink the structure of guidance and leadership, 
hence showcasing the grit and grace of leadership. 

Theoretical Framework 

Crisis decision theory, cognitive and non-cognitive abilities, were the framework for the research 
study. Crisis decision theory is based on a variety of literature on unexpectedly negative events. It 
forecasts the responses to specific incidences of uncertainty at all levels of severity. All crises have 
different and serious repercussions, but the crisis decision theory suggests that even the smallest 
crisis with the fewest negative effects needs serious attention (Sweeny, 2008). Importantly, the 
theory combines principles of decision-making with coping theories to predict reactions to adverse 
situations. According to the theory, the first step is to determine the gravity of the unexpectedly 
negative event by gathering data on its causes, other comparison data, and impacts on one’s 
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environment. In the second stage, leaders identify their response alternatives to decide how to 
handle unexpectedly negative events and the practicability of their response alternatives. In the 
final stage (evaluating response alternatives), leaders examine the advantages and disadvantages 
of each alternative selected, the context of the response, and any potential effects of systemic 
processing on their decision-making process (see Figure 1). Sometimes, leaders may not respond 
to an unpredictable negative event in accordance with the three stages. Leaders may get "stuck" at 
a particular level, or they may review a previous stage after moving on to a new stage (Sweeny, 
2008). 

FIGURE 1 
Crisis Decision Theory  
 

 
Note. Adapted from “Crisis Decision Theory: Decisions in the Face of Negative Events,” by K. Sweeny, 2008, 
Psychological Bulletin, 134(1), 61–76. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.1.61 

Both non-cognitive and cognitive abilities have an impact on leaders' decision-making and are 
significant success factors. While noncognitive factors include personality traits such as self-
control (Mischel 1968) and growth mindset (Dweck 2006), cognitive abilities involve a leader’s 
ability to process information and learn (Duckworth and Eskreis-Winkler 2015). Similar to 
conscientiousness (one of the Big Five personality traits connected to success, McCrae & Costa, 
1987), grit is a noncognitive ability present in leaders who put out significant effort and embrace 
difficulty over ease (Duckworth et al. 2007). They are seen to persevere through the laborious 
tasks and consistently uphold interest in their work, regardless of external rewards or challenges. 
Grit has positive correlations with established psychological traits such as happiness and life 
satisfaction (Singh and Jha 2008), conscientiousness, and growth mindset (Duckworth et al. 2007). 
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Methodology 

A quantitative data collection methodology was used to address the key contextual elements in 
school leaders' decision-making during the COVID-19 pandemic. The instrument utilized to 
gather information about the participants' leadership practices and efficiency in making decisions 
during the crisis was the Crisis Leader Efficacy in Assessing and Deciding (C-LEAD) scale. The 
Kouzes and Posner Leadership Practice Inventory (LPI) was also used to gauge leadership 
abilities and styles.  

Sampling 

The study’s target population consisted of male and female superintendents of large (more than 
5,000 students) districts, medium (fewer than 5,000 students), and small (fewer than 1,200 
students) districts from diverse ethnic backgrounds in Texas. The study included superintendents 
who supervised school districts between 2019 and 2020. A target pool of 1,020 superintendents 
was identified based on district names from the TEA Ask Texas Educational Directory (TED). 
Sixty school district administrators responded out of the nearly 800 Texas superintendents who 
received email invitations to complete the survey. 

A random stratified sampling approach was used to select the school districts. The survey 
consisted of three sections. The first section contained nine questions from the C-LEAD scale, 
while the second section consisted of 16 questions from the LPI questionnaire. Lastly, 
participants' race, age, educational background, crisis management training, and number of years 
as superintendents were among the six demographic questions in the last segment. 

Instrumentation 

The C-LEAD scale is a standardized nine-item measure developed by Hadley et al. (2011) to 
predict leaders’ self-efficacy. It focuses on assessing two critical leadership behaviors: leaders’ 
capability to evaluate critical information and to make decisions in crisis. The scale serves as a 
guide for practitioners to recognize and prepare for their crisis-resilience readiness. It is a reliable 
and empirical measurement of leadership skills; however, it does not eliminate the need to 
measure leadership competencies regularly (Hadley et al., 2011). The instrument has an original 
Likert rating scale, from 1 (at all times) to 7 (never). However, this study used a Likert scale that 
ranged from 1 (almost always) to 5 (almost never).  

The Leadership Practice Inventory (LPI) is an instrument used in diverse organizations to assess 
the effectiveness of leadership behaviors in times of crisis (Kouzes & Posner, 1995). The LPI is a 
well-known instrument used at workshops as a formative method to assess the effectiveness of 
leaders. According to Kouzes and Posner (2003), the five pillars of excellent leadership practices 
are (a) model the way, (b) inspire a shared vision, (c) challenge the process, (d) enable others to 
act, and (e) encourage the heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2003). Leading school districts and 
communities into new territories requires a leader to possess extraordinary skills. The instrument 
originally consisted of 30 questions for self-evaluation with psychometric properties. A 5-point 
Likert scale was used, where 1= almost never, 2 = seldom, 3 = occasionally, 4 = usually, and 5 = 
almost always measurement. The scores were summed to obtain a leadership composite variable. 
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A higher score on the leadership composite variable indicated greater self-assessed leadership 
skills in a crisis.  

Data analysis 

The survey responses and demographic data were analyzed in IBM SPSS 22.0 and scored on a 
scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always) to get a mean for each group. Statistical 
analyses occurred to affirm a relationship between the demographic data and the survey 
statements. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was a means to compare the significance of 
the means of the large, medium, and small school districts. Finally, a Pearson correlation was 
computed to determine correlation strength.  

The Test for Reliability and Validity 

Previous scholars found Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient scores between 0.81 and 0.88 
(Hadley et al., 2011) when used to measure the C-LEAD scale reliability. Samuel et al. (2015) 
also affirmed Cronbach’s alpha reliability of 0.917. Similarly, the validity and reliability 
conducted by Kouzes and Posner (2003) resulted in the following Cronbach’s coefficient alpha 
scores: challenging the process (.86), inspiring a shared vision (.91), enabling others to act (.86), 
modeling the way (.84), and encouraging the heart (.91).  

Results 

Superintendents (N = 60) from large (5%), medium (28.3%), and small (66.7%) school districts 
participated in the study. The results showed that more than one-third of school district 
superintendents had received crisis leadership training before or during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Specifically, participants (61.5%) had received specific training, including Crisis 
Prevention Institute (CPI) training, restorative practices, FEMA and active shooting, National 
Incident Management System (NIMS) training, etc. Of the large district superintendents, 66.7% 
reported almost always made decisions even when they lacked much information. Further, 
33.3% almost always communicate the main issues in a situation to others regardless of how 
much knowledge they have. Of medium school district superintendents, 64.7% acknowledged 
that they had modified their routine work activities to address an urgent need. In comparison, 
20% of small school districts decided which information was crucial to transmit to others when 
needed (see Table 1, 2, & 3). 



8 | JOURNAL OF TEXAS WOMEN SCHOOL EXECUTIVES 

 

TABLE 1 
Self-Reported Leadership Practices of Large School District Administrators With the Highest 
Percentage Scores 

Behavior statements Almost never Almost always 
 N Percentage N Percentage 

I am clear about my philosophy of 
leadership 

0 0.0% 3 100% 

I always give a “big picture” as far as what 
I want to accomplish 

0 0.0% 2 66.7% 

I talk about future trends that will influence 
how our work gets done 

0 0.0% 3 100% 

I give people a great deal of freedom and 
choice in deciding how to do their work 

0 0.0% 3 100 % 

Overall score  0.0%  91.6% 
 

 

 

TABLE 2 
Self-Reported Leadership Practices of Medium School District Administrators With the Highest 
Percentage Scores 

Behavior statements Almost never Almost always 
 N Percentage N Percentage 

I am clear about my philosophy of 
leadership 

0 0.0% 3 100% 

I always give a “big picture” as far as what 
I want to accomplish 

0 0.0% 2 66.7% 

I talk about future trends that will influence 
how our work gets done 

0 0.0% 3 100% 

I give people a great deal of freedom and 
choice in deciding how to do their work 

0 0.0% 3 100 % 

Overall score  0.0%  91.6% 
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TABLE 3 
Self-Reported Leadership Practices of Small School District Administrators With the Highest 
Percentage Scores 

Behavior statements Almost always 
 N Percentage 

I am clear about my philosophy of leadership 28 70% 
I always give a “big picture” as far as what I want to 

accomplish 
26 65% 

I actively listen to diverse points of view 26 65% 
I always challenge “What can we learn?” if things do not go the 

way we wanted it to be 
25 62.5% 

Overall score  65.6% 

The findings from RQ1 indicated that superintendents showed the crisis leader efficacy of 
divergent thinking (see Hadley et al., 2011). Particularly, they adjusted their schedules to 
respond to urgent crises and at any instance. An investigation of each district individually 
revealed that large district superintendents showed crisis leader role-taking (Hadley et al., 2011) 
skills by taking on leadership roles they could confidently achieve. Medium district 
superintendents showed divergent thinking, such as providing alternative solutions to a problem. 
In contrast, the small school district superintendents exhibited crisis preparedness by anticipating 
deaths or injuries during a crisis. The results for RQ1 aligned with the crisis decision theory 
theoretical framework, which suggests that school district superintendents measure the 
seriousness of an unexpected situation in three decision-making phases. Some superintendents 
(such as the small school district participants) concentrate on the planning stage while 
considering and selecting alternative responses. 

The results for RQ2 presented the self-reported leadership practices and personality traits of the 
participants used during the pandemic. The LPI 360+ enabled the participants to understand 
better how they perceived themselves, their character traits, and their leadership practices during 
the pandemic. Finding an answer to the research question consisted of performing a frequency 
computation for multiple responses for 16 LPI questions on a 5-point scale, with two to five 
behavioral statements for each of the five practices. All participants (N=60) reported modeling a 
way, inspiring a shared vision, and enabling their staff to act.  

The large district superintendents reported being explicit about their leadership philosophies by 
providing staff members with the “big picture” of what they hoped to accomplish, discussing 
how future trends could affect their work, and allowing individuals freedom and choices in their 
approach to work. The middle and small school district administrators described their leadership 
practices as challenging the process. Of medium and small school district leaders, 70.6% agreed 
that they have always explored outside the formal boundaries of their organization for innovative 
ways to improve their work during the crisis. This trait validates the philosophies of growth 
mindset and grit, where leaders go beyond their expected call of duty to achieve long-term goals. 
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Additional Analysis 

The C-LEAD and LPI’s total scale scores and psychometric characteristics are shown in Table 4. 
The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was α = .75 for the C-LEAD total score (M = 4.2, 
SD = .47). The LPI total score was α = .86 for the (M = 4.4, SD = 0.42). These findings imply 
that both scales had a high internal reliability. There was a substantial association between the C-
LEAD and LPI total scores at the p .05 level according to bivariate Spearman's correlation (r 
=.34, p =.007) and Pearson's correlation (r =.30, p =.019) results for the C-LEAD and LPI total 
scores. LPI total score and C-LEAD total score specifically moved in the same direction but at a 
lower magnitude. 

TABLE 4 
Psychometric Characteristics for C-LEAD and LPI Total Scale Scores 

Instrument Items M SD Min Max α Item total 
correlation 

C-lead score 7 4.2 .47 2.8 5 .75 .302 
LPI score 16 4.4 .42 2.8 5 .86 .302 

Conclusions 

Crisis decision theory holds that a leader's decisions are influenced by their values and 
personality traits (The Institute for Crisis Management, 2020). The self-reported inventory and 
assessment tools used in the study showed that school district leaders made decisions based on 
their experiences, personal beliefs, cognitive and non-cognitive traits, and shared values within 
the community or educational system. 

The theory on cognitive and non-cognitive abilities is that leaders motivated by non-cognitive 
traits like grit expand their abilities beyond what is expected of them, aligned with the 
participants' reports of challenging what they could learn if things did not go as planned (Park et 
al., 2018). Therefore, this study acknowledges that leaders’ ability to succeed in crisis is a result 
of lessons acquired from their experiences, advice from their role models, leaders’ perseverance 
to challenge unknown processes, and effective decisions that align personal and organizational 
goals for the benefit of a community. 

Future research studies may include developing a grit test reliability measure, along with the self-
reported scales employed in this study, to gauge the cultivation of grit post-crisis to validate its 
long-term construct as a success-related ability. 
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“I didn’t think I wanted to be a teacher – it was an accident.” 
However, after working for an after-school program, he found his 

niche in teaching. He also earned a master’s…  
Mark truly understands and embraces the idea that he has a 

responsibility beyond the role of teacher. 
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Abstract 

As a diamond persists (with grit) through pressure to become a prized jewel and pearls are 
amongst the rarest of gems due to their process—African-American Male teachers must persist 
despite the societal stereotypes, lack of respect, and diversity that are attributed to early 
elementary education. Additionally, the uniqueness of each experience of African-American 
male teachers reflects the unique patterns attributed to pearls. The importance of incorporating 
mentors and sharing the stories of African-American male teachers is similar to the importance 
of sharing pearls. The beauty of pearls only exists because we are able to see it. Just like the 
beauty of African American male teachers will only exist if we are able to recruit and retain 
African American male teachers.  

There are too few African American male teachers in K–8 classrooms. The number of African 
American teachers (female and male) declined after integrating schools. The 1954 Desegregation 
allowed African American students equal access to quality schools but did not make room for 
teachers to follow (Hodge et al., 2008). Additionally, the salary and respect level given to 
teachers, in general, has impacted the quality and diversity of applicants (Carver-Thomas & 
Darling-Hammond, 2019; Ingersoll & May, 2011). While the number of African American 
female teachers has increased since the sixties, African American male teachers have not 
increased as steadily in today’s schools. African American male educators can positively impact 
all students in K–8 classrooms—especially African American students, who make up nearly half 
of the students in public education. However, male teachers are typically concentrated in high 
schools, highlighting the intersectionality between male, African American, and K-8 teachers. 
Little research has been done focusing on the lack of African American male teachers in K-8 
classrooms.  

I conducted a single case study on the experiences that impact African American male teachers 
in public school settings. Students can learn a lot from different cultures but tend to perform 
better if exposed to teachers who look like them (Fregni, 2019). Additionally, research shows 
that African American students who have African American teachers are likely to show 
academic success eventually; if an African American teacher teaches an African American 
student by third grade, their chances of graduating from high school increase (Fregni, 2019; 
Graham et al., 2014).  

Exploring four male teachers’ life experiences sheds light on why African American male 
teachers choose certification in specific grade levels. The study resulted in three findings that 
could contribute to a better understanding of why the number of African American male teachers 
in K–8 classrooms should increase and in what ways to support them. I categorized their 
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experiences into three main categories: mentoring, connecting and building relationships, and 
otherfathering. Based on these findings, I recommend increasing the number of teacher mentors, 
the opportunities for professional and financial growth, and the opportunities for teachers to 
connect.  
 
Keywords: African American male teachers; counterstories; representation; elementary 
education; Black male teachers 

Where do We Start? 

The United States public schools have struggled to keep up with the recent African American 
student-to-teacher ratio. Research shows that the decrease in the number of African American 
teachers began during Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954 (Ashenfelter et al., 2006). The 
Brown decision ended the idea of separate but equal, but it also harmed the African American 
teachers who were in the segregated schools (Hodge et al., 2008). To meet the regulations set by 
desegregation, schools were combined, resulting in the large-scale removal of African American 
female and male teachers (Ashenfelter et al., 2006). While the impacts of the Brown vs. Board of 
Education decision on teachers are not the focus of research around the monumental decision, it 
is necessary to recognize all the consequences of this monumental decision (Walker, 2013). The 
leaders behind the push for equality and access were the teachers (Walker, 2013). African 
American teachers advocated for their rights before the decision and fought for change in the 
education system before they were removed from their classrooms (Anderson, 1988; Hodge et 
al., 2008; Walker, 2013). 

The disparity in African American teacher representation becomes steeper when focusing on 
gender. In elementary schools in the state of Texas, women outnumber men 9 to 1, and over 60% 
of those women are European American (Texas Education Agency, 2020a). Some researchers 
revealed that European-American educators degrade African American students in public 
schools in a passive way known as microaggressions (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004; Solorzano et al., 
2000; Strauss, 2019). Microaggressions are inadvertent or indirect acts against a group or person 
based on race, gender, or religious belief (Palfrey, 2017). Microaggressions are important to 
consider because of their implicit role in education and curriculum. According to Strauss (2019), 
microaggressions that minimalize the struggles of African American students are often the norm 
in public schools. Based on the data from Straus (2019), a conclusion can be made that these 
microaggressions persist because of the lack of African American male teachers to identify and 
directly confront the micro aggressors.  

Approximately 2% of educators working in the United States public school system are Black 
males (Whitfield, 2019), which is disproportional to their representation in the overall population 
in the country. To better understand the scarcity of this representation, this problem of practice 
dissertation sought to understand the experiences of African American male teachers and their 
reasons for choosing elementary education certification (K–8). These life experiences may serve 
as deterrents, preventing African American males from seeking out teaching positions in 
elementary schools across the United States or as inspirations to spur others to pursue the same 
profession. My goal was to use African American male teachers’ narratives and lived 
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experiences to understand the patterns that led them to choose their teaching grade level 
certification. 

What’s Good for the Goose 

Due to the lack of data on African American male teachers, I framed the information needed for 
this research within the male teacher and African American teacher lenses (Tucker, 2015). While 
my research focuses on the stories of African American male teachers, the impacts are profitable 
to all educational leaders—including African American female teachers.  

The stories of African American male teachers have been historically left out of teachers’ 
narratives, and little research exists surrounding the ways African American teachers can impact 
culturally relevant curriculum (Lynn, 2006; Milner, 2008). The presented narratives often paint a 
negative picture of African American teachers and their schools (Milner, 2008). Although there 
have been tremendous efforts to increase this diversity for students and staff, Bond et al. (2017) 
reported that “the teacher workforce has gotten less ethnically and racially diverse and more 
female…which has had an adverse effect, particularly on students of color” (p. 25). Ladson-
Billings (2020) demonstrated that this decline began shortly after Brown v Board of Education. 
As the African American students left their schools, the African American teachers stayed and 
subsequently lost their jobs. The Albert Shanker Institute recognized that teacher diversity is an 
area of concern in the United States (ShankerInstitute.org).  

Another concern regarding the lack of African American male educators is attrition. Teacher 
recruitment of minority candidates has slowly increased, but the number of minority teachers 
leaving the teaching workforce overshadows the recruitment efforts. In a recent report, the 
Center for American Progress published that: 

• Over 25 years, from 1987 to 2012, the minority share of the American teaching force—
including African American, Hispanic, Asian and Pacific Islander, American Indian, and 
multiracial teachers—has grown from 12% to 17%. 
 

• The minority share of the American student population also grew during these 25 years, 
albeit not at the same tempo as increases among minority teachers. Minority students now 
account for more than half of all public-school students. 
 

• The most significant impediment to increasing the teacher workforce’s diversity is not 
found in the recruitment and hiring of minority teachers. Nationally, minority teachers are 
being hired at a higher proportional rate than other teachers. Instead, the problem lies in 
attrition: Minority teachers leave the profession higher than other teachers. (Bond et al., 
2017, p. 2) 

In order to summarize the research conducted by Bond et al., I list the benefits of diverse 
teachers for all students and the possible difficulties in recruiting and retaining African American 
male teachers (see Table 1). It is important to note that the bullet points listed in Table 1 apply to 
teachers of color.  
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Table 1 
Benefits and Hindrances of Diverse Representation Among Teachers 

Benefits of Diverse Teachers on All Students  Hindrances to Recruiting and Retention of 
African American and African American 
Male teachers 

• Teachers of color positively impact the 
academic growth of all students. 

• Teachers of color can be an advocate for 
students and underserved campuses. 

• Diversity in staffing can benefit teachers by 
creating a sense of community.  

• The population of students of color is 
increasing faster than the rate of teachers 
of color. 

• Recruitment programs have increased for 
minority teachers, but retention focuses 
have not. 

• Brown v. Board of Education caused a 
decline in African American teachers and 
culturally relevant curriculum.  

 

The table and data in Table 1 show the benefits of African American teachers in K–8 and 
students in K–8. Therefore, research must continue to find ways to alleviate the disparity 
between African American male teachers and students of color. The following literature review 
examines research regarding teachers of color, African American male teachers, and European 
American male teachers in K–8. The literature review explores the characteristics and 
experiences of male teachers and teachers of color and how they impact their teaching decisions.  

Although the Supreme Court's decision was to integrate students and provide high-quality 
instruction for all, closing African American schools implied that African American schools and 
teachers were inferior (Irvine, 1988; Oakley et al., 2009). Decreased teaching opportunities for 
African Americans were detrimental to the African American community due to the fact that in 
the 1950s, more than half of professional African Americans were teachers (Irvine, 1988). At the 
time of desegregation, European American school boards decided to fire approximately 39,386 
African American teachers and move the teachers deemed highly competent to European 
American schools (Irvine, 1988; Peters, 2019).  

Post Brown vs. Board of Education, there have been many attempts to rectify the unintended 
negative effects of the landmark decision. Researchers acknowledge that there is still a need for 
diversity in the American teaching force, and recruitment alone will not address the lack of racial 
and gender diversity in American schools (Ginsberg et al., 2017; Ladson-Billings, 2019). In the 
United States, 54% of students in public schools are students of color, while 82% of teachers are 
White (Ginsberg et al., 2017). This “racial divide” is extremely high in urban schools, where the 
difference between teacher and student diversity is 45% (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). Nationally, 
teachers in public schools are likely to be European American females; only 23.5% are males, 
and only 6.7% are African American (De Brey et al., 2021).  

Attempts to positively affect the “racial divide” in education have been made locally and 
federally. For example, Richard Riley, former US Secretary of Education, created a campaign to 
recruit talented and diverse teachers (Ginsberg et al., 2017). Then, in 2010, former US Secretary 
of Education Arne Duncan reiterated the need to address the academic achievement gap by 
recruiting diverse and talented teachers from HBCUs (Ginsberg et al., 2017) because HBCUs 
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have a supportive and productive environment for future teachers of color (Brown & Thomas, 
2020). The recruitment effort spanned from legislation initiatives from the US Secretary of 
Education to the recruitment efforts from HBCUs, but the current number of African American 
male teachers is still 2% (Cox et al., 2016). 
 
Resurgence of critical race theory in education.  The second historical marker that has more 
recently impacted African American male educators is the resurgence of critical race theory in 
education. CRT is an attempt to discover why oppressive structures exist by asking questions 
such as: (1) Who holds the power; (2) What power do they hold; (3) How are they using this 
power to benefit others (Lynn & Jennings, 2009). Using these questions, CRT in education 
examines power dynamics within (1) curriculum and pedagogy, (2) teaching and learning, (3) 
schooling in general, and (4) policy and community engagement (Ledesma & Calderon, 2015).  

A tenet of CRT examined in this research is teaching and learning. According to Ledesma and 
Calderon (2015) and Kiyama (2017), CRT gives researchers a way to view teachers’ behaviors, 
expressions, and choices. Ledsema and Calderon (2015) posit that a large number of teachers’ 
attitudes and practices are impacted by the views of mainstream society. CRT also gives students 
an avenue to learn about diversity in education through the lens of their teachers and other 
members of society.  

CRT is a theory that helps analyze how the idea of White Supremacy plays a role in the school 
classroom and culture (Kohli et al., 2017). Because of recent backlash, it is important to note that 
the tenets of CRT are not actually taught, for it is not a curriculum. Instead, CRT is a framework 
to understand how policies affect public institutions like education or the judicial system 
(Delgado, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2020). CRT has received negative publicity in recent current 
events (Kohli, 2017; Sawchuk, 2022). Kohli (2017) refers to this negative publicity towards CRT 
as a form of “new racism.” This idea of “new racism” says that CRT is a tool to focus on slavery 
and make European Americans the root cause of issues that African Americans and other 
minoritized populations deal with (Hess, 2022). This trending analysis then pulls in the idea of 
reverse racism and causes the public to believe that CRT is less about equity through 
understanding stories and more about blame and a form of “new racism.” 

The last tenet of CRT is that of policy and community engagement. CRT states that policy is 
rooted in racist ideas and concepts (Ledesma & Calderon, 2015). This tenet focuses on action-
based policies designed to compensate for the negative effects of a political system built on 
European- American power (Kohli et al., 2017).  

Although scholars draw from CRT in education contexts across the United States, CRT did not 
begin in education. CRT began within the American legal system as a way to explain the 
experiences of the minoritized (Ledesma & Calderon, 2015; Lynn & Jennings, 2009; Wisconsin 
Law Review, 2021). Legal scholars like Derrick Bell sought ways to amplify the voices of legal 
students who were excluded from the American Legal System meetings (Wisconsin Law 
Review, 2021).  

Ladson-Billings (2020) drew from the legal to apply CRT to the field of education as a way to 
explain the disenfranchisement of minority students in education. Ladson Billings cited cases 
such as Roberts vs. City of Boston, in which children of color were forced to go out of their 
neighborhood to attend inferior schools (Wisconsin Law Review, 2021). CRT tenets are 
applicable in the education field where educational inequities in school zoning exist. The tenets 
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help explain that racism is normal, and the ideologies surrounding racism are deeply woven into 
our society, as in the case of school zones (Sawchuk, 2022).  

One of the attempts to answer the questions that CRT poses is the creation of critical pedagogy. 
Giroux (2003), considered a founder of critical pedagogy, believed that schools reproduced 
inequality in society. For example, school systems use tracking systems to project students’ 
academic ability rather than provide the resources needed to make sure students receive an 
equitable education (Sutton et al., 2021). It is important to discuss critical pedagogy because 
critical race theory is rooted in similar concepts. One of those concepts is critical race theory in 
education, which says schooling is based on controlling students through hegemonic practices. 
Additionally, both theories assert that education liberates schooling as a way to uplift society 
(Lynn & Jennings, 2009).  

African American male teachers play an important role in the connection between critical 
pedagogy and critical race theory. African American male teachers are levers that enable African 
American students to use schooling to develop their education (Jennings, 1999). Although 
African American female teachers can also encourage the development of student’s education, 
this research emphasizes the specific benefits related to male teachers. Ladson Billings (1994) 
stated that African American teachers do this by (1) questioning the link between knowledge and 
power, (2) encouraging students to become active in society, (3) allowing discourse to be a way 
to gain knowledge, and (4) showing students that they value their impacts on society and that the 
students are valuable producers to their own culture (Ladson-Billings, 1994). African American 
teachers are able to decipher which of the four strategies will work for their students in a fluid 
and sincere manner (Lynn & Jennings, 2009). Critical race theory is the acknowledgment of the 
educational concerns that exist in the American educational system.  

Despite the low number of African American male teachers, CRT and its tenets allow African 
American teachers to make significant impacts on education (Gay, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2022). 
Gay (2005) states that this positive impact is in conflict with growing tensions around the ideas 
of CRT. Gay (2005) attributes this to the need for a shift in power in the education and political 
arenas. By applying critical race theory as a framework, the focus becomes the stories of African 
American male teachers who are underrepresented or marginalized by the education system. This 
shift of focus helps balance the need for more voice in politics and education with concrete 
examples from teachers in the classroom (Riley, 1998; Stone, 2001). To avoid continuing the 
same negative hegemonic cycle that exists in education, CRT disrupts the traditional narrative in 
education with many unheard voices. 

Storytelling is an important part of CRT because it gives outsiders (non-African American male 
teachers) a view of the insider story (African American male teachers) and allows outsiders a 
chance to understand their role in systemic racism (Ladson-Billings, 2020). Often, the 
minoritized can accept a disparaging view of themselves based on the purported information 
shared in mainstream media. Sharing their stories (formally and informally) as a counterstory 
generates a way to break down dysconcious racism (Ladson-Billings, 2020). Dysconcious racism 
is like microaggressions; both are not consciously acted on but continue the acts of racism from 
the oppressor (Delgado & Stefancic, 2020). 

Although ideas such as culturally responsive teaching have emerged, there are still negative 
stereotypes attached to the predominantly female field of teaching that hinder the diversity of the 
field. One such topic centers on the issue of discipline. While culturally responsive teaching 
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supports the inclusion of culture, diversity, and equality in the curriculum to be adaptive and 
dynamic (Dancy, 2014), discipline structures taught in pre-service education programs challenge 
the foundation of culturally responsive teaching (Ladson-Billings, 2020) and perpetuate the view 
of male teachers as the disciplinarians. Discipline structures are centered around extreme 
discipline policies such as zero-tolerance policies and the school-to-prison pipeline and 
perpetuate hegemonic principles of power, stereotypes, and punishment (Ginsberg et al., 2017; 
Dancy, 2014). Since there are very few male teachers in K-8 schools, they often take on the 
discipline structures at their campus.  

The intersectionality of being African American and male often leads to these individuals being 
utilized as disciplinarians (Lynn & Jennings, 2009). Dependence on African American male 
teachers as disciplinarians is a problem for multiple reasons. First, teachers handle many parts of 
their classroom: management, planning, parent contact, professional development, etc. If a 
teacher is seen as the one in charge of behavior, they are pulled away from academic roles to 
help support behavior issues encountered by other teachers. This drain on resources can lead to 
teachers leaving the classroom for higher-paying positions, schools with fewer discipline issues, 
or grade levels with fewer disciplinary problems (Heitzeg, 2009; Klassen et al., 2011). 

Case and Participant Descriptions 

This case study focused solely on the experiences of African American male teachers in an 
elementary classroom. I conducted criterion sampling to select the participants. The first step in 
the process was to recruit participants. The second step was to purposefully select the 
participants who met the criteria. Steps one and two occurred concurrently to maximize time. 
Based on race, grade level taught, and gender, I selected four participants from those who 
volunteered. Although there are additional characteristics that the participants use to identify 
themselves, race and gender remain the focus of this study.  

The case study consisted of recruiting African American teachers who were currently teaching in 
kindergarten through eighth-grade classrooms. The recruitment process was mainly done through 
personal connections or social media. After the candidates were recruited, they completed an 
interview and post-interview via email. The post-interview questions focused on otherfathering 
and were completed after the zoom interview to avoid any framing of what had been 
presupposed about otherfathering.  

The four participants all taught in a K–8 classroom during the 2020–2021 or 2021–2022 school 
year. Additionally, all resided and taught in public schools in the Houston metropolitan area. 
Two taught at Green Sky (pseudonym), located in one independent school district in Houston, 
and the other two taught at Blue Sky (pseudonym), located in a nearby independent school 
district in Houston.  

Participant 1, Isaac, is a veteran educator with over 25 years of experience in education. He has 
worked in charter and traditional public schools as a physical education teacher for multiple 
grade levels. He earned his teaching certification for EC-12 through a university teacher 
preparation program. Isaac identifies as a homosexual and is very open to sharing this part of his 
identity with his students. Isaac was a founding member of Houston’s most prestigious charter 
schools. After serving as a paraprofessional, he became a full-time physical education teacher. At 
that time, he was one of the few African American males on his campus. The school was very 
small, and Isaac shared that “we valued all kids equally.” Isaac went on to say that the value was 
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shared between colleagues as well. None of the administrators felt that they were more important 
than the teachers. At one point, the principal was also the fifth-grade teacher, and like most of the 
staff, he was a male educator.  

Participant 2, Mark, has been teaching seventh-grade science for over two decades. After he 
earned his teaching certification for grades 4–8 through a university teacher preparation program, 
Mark began his teaching career at his current campus, where he served as a student-teacher. 
Since then, he has been on the same campus and has held the same role throughout his time at 
the campus. After retiring from the military, he decided to teach because he felt that his 
leadership and mentoring experience aligned with the great teachers in his K–8 experience. Mark 
identifies as a biracial African American teacher but “often just checks Black in the identity box” 
when filling out applications.  

Participant 3, John, received his teaching certification through an alternative certification 
program in Texas. After completion of the program, he became certified for grades 4–8. He 
began his teaching career in a small middle school outside the Houston city limit. He currently 
teaches special education students and is the club sponsor for the Black Indigenous People of 
Color Student Union. John is completing his first year at his current campus. Due to the COVID-
19 Pandemic, he decided to transfer to a district closer to his family so that he could be available 
for them in case of any emergency school closures.  

Participant 4, Paul, at the time of the interview, received a promotion to become the behavior 
specialist on the campus where he taught the previous school year. He earned his teaching 
certification for 7–12 through a university teacher preparation program. Paul started as an 
elementary music teacher but moved to middle school to work with special education students. 
In all, Paul spent seven years teaching math, science, English language arts, and music before 
being promoted. During the initial interaction with Paul, he shared that he did not want to be a 
teacher. As he put it, “I didn’t think I wanted to be a teacher—it was an accident.” However, 
after working for an after-school program, he found his niche in teaching. He also earned a 
master’s from Texas A&M University and hopes to become a band director or administrator. 

The four participants comprise the case for this research study. All took part in each phase of the 
data collection as well as member-checking. Together, their stories offer insight into why 
African American males choose to become teachers in elementary classrooms, as well as their 
experiences once becoming an elementary educator.  

Qualitative Data Findings 

Findings from the data first focused on responses from each participant, followed by an analysis 
of all data. This section explores findings from the first-cycle coding of the data from each 
participant. I used the critical race theory (CRT) tenets, which are based on the power dynamics 
within the contexts of (a) curriculum and pedagogy, (b) teaching and learning, (c) schooling in 
general, and (d) policy and community engagement (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015) as the a priori 
codes. Each participant’s online questionnaire responses, transcribed interviews, and any follow-
up communication were combined as the data for each participant. The data collection occurred 
from August 2021 until January 2022.  

Before I coded the data, I transcribed the Zoom recordings. Once completed, I scanned for any 
errors in the transcription. I then overlaid anecdotal notes taken during the interview using a 
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transparent film paper to compare spoken words to perceived emotions and actions. After I 
completed this process, I entered the response to each interview question into a Google form. 
The form allowed me an easy method to conduct member checking. I shared each participant’s 
responses with them in a document. They verified what I transcribed as accurately representing 
their responses. After validating the accuracy of the transcription, I proceeded to code the data 
for each participant.  

Once I compiled all of the data for a participant, I coded using a priori codes from CRT to 
conduct the framework analysis. Table 2 shows the codes I initially used as well as examples 
from the data to provide further explanation for how the data were coded during the first cycle 
(Saldaña, 2021). After I completed the coding process, I created a summary statement to 
synthesize what I found holistically from each participant. By engaging in first-cycle coding, I 
applied tenets of CRT in education to the data to better understand each participant’s personal 
and professional journey. This information allowed me to create an overall impression from each 
participant’s responses before moving to second-cycle coding of themes during the thematic 
analysis of the case. Performing the two cycles of coding helped me answer the research 
questions and describe the factors that lead African American males to teach in K-8 classrooms 
and their experiences once there.  

Table 2 
First-Cycle Codes Based on Critical Race Theory 

CRT Tenet Codes Thematic Elements from the data 
Curriculum and 
pedagogy 

Curriculum, content, 
textbook 

Content: Elementary, building 
blocks, biggest ability for change and 
shaping to help kids become critical 
thinkers and leaders through content 
 

Teaching and 
learning 

Best practices, student-
centered,  

Teaching toolkit: My daily 
motivation is to help our students 
succeed, led by example 
 

Schooling in 
general 

Testing, administration Inadequate schooling procedures: 
Frustrated by testing procedures, lack 
of understanding from principals and 
leadership 
 

Policy and 
community 
engagement 

Parents, family, 
neighborhood, 
relationship 

Community Support and Mentoring: 
Took me under his wing, Black/AA 
mentor, teacher who looked like 
them, Teach for America, City Year, 
and TA with Urban Teachers 

 

 

Isaac 
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Isaac was the only participant who attributes counterexamples to his motivation to become a 
teacher. Isaac grew up in a small town that had very few teachers, and he believed that many of 
the teachers were hired through nepotism. He stated, “they were all related and did a horrible 
job.” Many of his student counterparts had potential in various fields, including academics and 
occupational fields like mechanics and automotive. He recalled that none of the students were 
given options in high school except to apply at the nearby grocery store when (and if) they 
graduated. He was openly enraged about the fact that many of the teachers grew up in the 
neighborhood and left to attend prestigious colleges. However, they lacked the ability (or desire) 
to motivate his peers to expand their professional options. This passion led him to the field of 
physical education because he believed that he could impact all grade levels since physical 
education teachers often work with every student in the building. Isaac also used this desire to 
become a college and career advisor at the charter school where he began working. He even 
created a scholarship (named after himself) that was given to students from small towns who 
desired to go to college after graduation.  

During the interview, Isaac continuously shifted in his seat, walked around the room, and 
switched to headphones from his computer. These small behaviors did not make him seem 
nervous but rather helped him respond to the questions in the interview. For example, when he 
mentioned his hometown, he switched to headphones and turned off the screen so he could find a 
picture of his city. Another example of how these changes helped narrate the interview was when 
he called himself an ‘untie.’ He shifted postures as he explained the nuances of his gender. It 
appeared that he was using his body as a way to communicate like he would in his physical 
education course.  

When asked if he identifies as a father figure, Isaac responded by saying:  

Not a father figure… but being a Black gay man, I identify as the UNTIE...the uncle and 
the auntie. Joking, I like to identify as a thought partner. Tell me what is on your mind, 
and I’m going to ask a question, and if you can’t answer and say “I don’t know” more 
than five times to any of my questions, it’s time to stop talking and start doing.  

Isaac uses his questioning pattern as a motivational skill when a student refuses to participate in 
an activity in class. He believes that if you cannot think of a reason not to complete a task, then 
you are able to complete the task. Overall, Isaac believes that learning for students is based on 
their ability to participate in learning and the teacher’s ability to lead by a positive example.  

Mark 

Mark is a second career teacher, as he was in the United States military before becoming a 
teacher. He attributes his positive character and traditional mannerisms to a mixture of 
observations of people from the military and public schools. During the interview, Mark started 
off by saying that he was proud of me for pursuing a terminal degree. He repeatedly stopped 
mid-sentence to check if he was on the right track and “sharing the right information for the 
research.” 

For Mark, connections are the biggest lever for making change as a teacher. He often used humor 
in the interview to, as he said, “lighten the mood.” He even said that he uses humor to break 
down barriers because it is hard for students not to trust you when they are laughing. Another 
important characteristic of Mark is honesty. Mark said, “I tell my students when I am 
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disappointed/proud that it is not about just their grade—it’s about who they are becoming.” 
Mark’s honesty is an important part of who he is and what he believes his students can add to 
their values.  

Mark welcomed the idea of being a father figure to the students in his life.  

Since becoming a teacher, I have used otherfathering (OF) to attempt to find a common 
ground in which to relate to students. At my current campus, my commonality is my 
color. Our campus does not have many teachers of color, especially male teachers. As I 
write this message, the full-time curriculum teachers [of color] would be ME. This is a 
great responsibility for me as I am the only person of color that a young kid will see in 
their daily life.  

Mark truly understands and embraces the idea that he has a responsibility beyond the role of 
teacher. 

John 

John has a progressive mindset about teaching and a belief centered around the examples of good 
teaching that he encountered as a child. He aims to become secretary of education and create 
lasting change in education because of the worldwide impact the investment in policy will have. 
His progressive mindset is summarized in a quote from his interview, “What’s best for the kids is 
best for the class.” To John, everyone in the class is part of a wheel that only turns when 
everyone is functioning at their highest level. This is best done by support in practice and in 
theory. He believes that laws are only the start of the change in curriculum and pedagogy and 
that districts must make sure teachers are actually practicing the change in their classes:  

I think this otherfathering is great; my method is following through and follow up and 
advocate for yourself. I try to teach my student to get of the slavery mindset of I don’t 
know. Someone once told me at the age of 45 that if you want to hide something from 
Black people, put it in a book. That hit me really hard because I read all the time. It kills 
me to hear kids say that they don’t like to read. 

Mark’s educational values are based on the people and experiences that motivate him. Seeing his 
friends in classes and training are his daily motivators to keep teaching. He believes that teaching 
is very transformational, and as teachers, transformation starts with the people who support us. 
John attributes his desire to become a teacher to his high school teachers and other informal 
mentors throughout his life. 

During Mark’s interview, his body language remained formal. He had a professional background 
as a Zoom filter to blur his background. John made sure to tell me that he completed all of his 
responses on the online questionnaire outside of work hours. When reminded about completing 
the interview or sharing information via email, he made it clear that he would only respond after 
school hours. From these behaviors, I inferred that John has a very traditional notion of work and 
social separation. Other teachers felt comfortable responding during the school day if time 
permitted, but John did not do the interview or respond to any emails until after 4:30 pm each 
day.  
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Paul 

Paul’s interview showed that he believed teachers are academic and social leaders for their 
students. His teaching philosophy is that teachers should execute the curriculum to the best of 
their ability but also ensure they are creating a foundation of learning that builds strong students 
with great character.  

Paul’s educational values are based on the community and experiences that he had growing up. 
He grew up attending a school similar in size and racial demographics as HISD (Houston 
Independent School District). As he stated, he was one of the students who were written off 
because of their behavior when all he really wanted was someone to connect with and encourage 
him. Knowing that he needed motivation growing up, he chose the teaching career so that he 
could be the person that he needed as a child.  

According to Paul, teachers can use everyday experiences to teach lifelong experiences. During a 
conversation with a student, he recalls modeling this statement:  

I had a conversation with a kid who I told he was a shift manager at an ice cream store. 
He said he would not hire me because I was old and had too much experience. We had a 
whole conversation about this, and later, he said I’m glad we had this conversation 
because I didn’t think about it like that.  

Paul explained to the student that making assumptions based on what we think we know can be 
damaging to you and prevent you from moving forward. Paul took the time to explain this to the 
student, modeling otherfathering, because he wanted the student to understand there are always 
consequences to our choices.  

Summary of CRT Tenets in the Data 

Drawing on critical race theory, I used the following categories for my first-cycle coding: (a) 
curriculum and pedagogy, (b) teaching and learning, (c) schooling in general, and (d) policy and 
community engagement. Using CRT as the framework for analysis, I sought to answer what 
factors influenced African American males to teach in K–8 classrooms as well as their 
experiences as teachers. The tenets of CRT in education informed how I categorized the data. 
African American male teachers do not represent a racial or gender majority in the teaching 
professions, so policies and structures in place impacted their journey to becoming teacher as 
well as their experiences as teachers in the classroom. Thus, the four tenets helped answer the 
research questions regarding factors that influenced their decision to become a teacher as well as 
experiences that directly impact their teaching. 

For the first CRT tenet, curriculum and pedagogy, the findings in this research suggest that 
African American teachers can have an impact on curriculum and pedagogy through 
representation. The African American males in this research represent a wide range of 
backgrounds, experiences, and characteristics. The participants being present in elementary 
classrooms helps students see early on that despite the racist undertones presented in the current 
curriculum, there are real-life counter-examples that break down stereotypes of non-educated, 
unprofessional African American men. 

Secondly, the CRT tenet of teaching and learning related to the data by showing that African 
American males play various roles in the teaching, learning, and schooling of all students and 
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teachers. Teachers play a role in supporting students who look like them by helping them see that 
the opportunities they dream of can be made real. When diversity is present, students can also 
understand the false narratives presented by the persistent stereotyping of people who do not 
look like them without an example to prove them wrong. Teachers acknowledge that being a role 
model is an important part of their role as educators. To help facilitate this type of social-
emotional growth, three out of four teachers chose to perform duties outside of the classroom to 
significantly impact a larger group of students.  

The third CRT tenet, schooling in general, emerged as data revealed that African American male 
teachers’ relationships with their peers positively impact the school environment and culture. For 
example, the data from the literature review states that an overwhelming majority of African 
American male teachers are used as disciplinarians and cannot grow in the academic section of 
their role properly. However, the data showed that the teachers in this study believe that their 
peers can seek them (and do seek them out) for both discipline issues and academic issues. For 
example, Mark shared, 

I have many colleagues who ask me for help—some that don’t even work with me 
anymore. Or some that aren’t in my subject area. I don’t know if it’s the wealth of 
experience that I have as a teacher or the wealth of experience that I have in life. 

If teachers believe that they are needed at their campus and feel confident in their roles, they are 
perceived as leaders on their campus for all issues that pertain to student success.  

In the fourth CRT tenet, policy and community engagement, data conveyed that beyond their 
school contexts, African American male teachers act in ways that enhance and enrich community 
engagement. For example, all participants embraced the idea of otherfathering as part of their 
role as teachers. Two participants mentioned that they did not know the term otherfathering but 
gave specific examples of how they used mentoring as a way to support students who they were 
able to share space with and connect over stories. Overall, the participants shared their pathways 
to becoming educators and their experiences while working in elementary schools. The findings 
supported the CRT tenets posed by Ledesma and Calderón (2015). After analyzing the data 
collected using CRT, three themes emerged: mentoring, connections and relationships, and 
otherfathering.  

Thematic Analysis 

Once I completed the first-cycle coding process and generated synthesizing statements for each 
participant, I proceeded to engage in second-cycle coding (Saldaña, 2021). In this process, I 
coded the comments of the participants using student interactions, personal interactions, and 
professional interactions. I used the data as a whole to form categories (personal, professional, 
and student-facing). These categories emerged into three themes for this case. It is important to 
note that otherfathering was a predetermined theme, so I created post-interview questions to help 
the participants engage with the idea. In Table 3, I listed examples from the data that were 
frequently used phrases and how they related to the themes that emerged. Based on these themes, 
I grouped the data across participants in order to share what influenced their journey to becoming 
a teacher as well as their experiences once in the classroom. 

As participants responses repeated phrases or terms, I grouped them into categories and then 
found a theme related to all of the terms. For example, the phrase “someone I look up to” 
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occurred consistently when asked about their decision to teach the grade level and content area 
that they are teaching. When participants were asked about their roles before teaching, all four 
participants mentioned an example (or counter-example) of a leader who helped guide them to 
become successful teachers. The theme of otherfathering was determined when participants 
mentioned their role as part of the students’ family, father figure, or a variation of that role. 
Finally, the theme of connections with their colleagues was developed when participants were 
asked whether other teachers rely on them for support with disciplinary issues, academic issues, 
or both. I describe how each theme related to the findings from the data with respect to 
mentoring, connecting and building relationships, and otherfathering. 

Table 3 
Thematic Analysis  

Themes Examples of codes from the data 
Mentoring 
 

Someone I look up to 
My leader 
Role model 
Only Black (African American) male teacher 
Only male teacher 
Students trust me 
Students talk to me about anything 
 

Connections and 
Building Relationships  

Teacher friend 
Colleagues rely on me 
I want them (teachers) to trust me 
Teachers can come to me for academic or disciplinary support 
 

Otherfathering Father figure 
…no dad at home 
…even if they don’t have both parents. 
“Untie” 
Consistent discipline and building relationship 

Mentoring 

As defined by literature, mentoring is a representation or counter-representation of a role model 
for students or peers (Rodríguez & Greer, 2017; Tafari, 2018; Smith et al., 2007). During the 
Zoom interview, each participant was asked to explain the experiences that shaped their 
decisions to become teachers in their current grade level. As each participant’s responses were 
analyzed, one of the prevalent themes was mentoring. All participants could recall being 
mentored informally and used that experience to define their role as a mentor.  

Isaac’s mentoring experience. Isaac’s mentors were African American female teachers who 
served as counterexamples to the teacher he wanted to be. Isaac saw how much the teachers in 
his school did not care about the students. They did not represent the well-spoken, well-
mannered mom he had at home. Isaac was concerned that if students (of any race) saw the 
teacher’s apathy, the students would think this is how all African American teachers behave. He 
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knew that he had to do something about the negative image of African American teachers. Isaac 
struggled with the idea of becoming a teacher because it was not a popular option for boys at the 
time. 

When he became a teacher, he felt like he did as a kid and wanted to represent the best teacher 
for boys like him. Isaac commented, “being a Black male, I am very conscious of how the 
children view me—and the outside world. I have to make sure my moves are purposeful and 
impactful in a good way.” As Isaac noted, he is viewed as a teacher, an African American male, 
and a representative of how those character traits intersect. As a teacher, Isaac is an informal 
mentor because he knows that many students may not see an African American male 
professional in their formative years. 

Mark’s mentoring experience. Mark was a mentee of a teacher whom he recalled fondly as Mr. 
Zach. Mr. Zach taught Mark everything he knew about science and found a way to engage all the 
students. Up until that point, Mark was not convinced that science was even an interesting 
subject. Mr. Zach was Mark’s one and only African American teacher. Mr. Zach taught Mark 
middle school science. After more than two decades of teaching middle school science, Mark 
credits his success to his mentor, Mr. Zach.  

Before teaching, Mark, a retired United States veteran, had the opportunity to mentor high school 
students while in the Army. Mark believed that there were many reasons that he was a mentor to 
the students in the small neighborhood high school. He recalls that a majority of the male 
students were looking for opportunities after high school. When the students talked to Mark, they 
asked him questions about his choices as a high schooler to serve in the Army. However, the 
African American boys that he worked with him just showed up. Mark stated:  

they [African American boys] were few—not a lot of Black boys. But they came to our 
mentor meetings all the time. They didn’t ask questions; they just participated. I knew 
they were looking for a connection. That was enough for me to continue being a part of 
the mentor program while I was stationed in that city.  

The experience of mentoring these students during his tenure in the military influenced his more 
recent involvement as a mentor while working as a teacher in a middle school. 

Mark participated in the mentoring program a few years ago at his current campus because of his 
prior experiences as a mentor, but more strongly, he attributes his involvement due to his 
relationship with Mr. Zach. Mark stated that he stands out the most because he is an African 
American Middle school science teacher.  

That hit me well because I saw a role model, and it was something I could strive to be. I 
have mentored kids in the past (in the Army), and at my current school, we had an 
official mentoring program in which I took part. I always thought my job as a mentor was 
to listen and make course corrections where I could. I am still in contact with my mentees 
to this day as they attempt to find their places in the world.  

It is not clear if Mr. Zach knew his impact on Mark’s success. Mark’s ability to recall the 
connection to his experience as a mentor and mentee shares the value and power of creating 
successful teachers through a relationship with an advisor at a formative age.  
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John’s mentoring experience. John is the youngest teacher and the teacher with the least amount 
of experience, but his responses provided the same theme of mentoring that the other participants 
provided. John chose middle school because he believes this is a critical time for students—
especially boys and African American boys. They are all growing and finding their learning 
styles, and this is where I belong because of that. I can impact students and set them on the right 
path.  

Before coming to his current school, he worked as an after-school tutor at the High School level. 
John’s role was to teach math to athletes who were in danger of failing. John said, “I gravitated 
towards supporting them—I want to coach to help impact them. I wanted to mentor students, not 
just teach them math.” John chose to apply for an after-school math tutor because he needed the 
money, but he chose to help the students because he believed he needed to.  

John was not a certified teacher when he mentored the student-athletes he tutored. The make-up 
of the students’ homes was irrelevant to John when he decided to become a mentor. Regardless 
of whether John was their only African American male teacher, the students he worked with 
benefited from his presence. John works alongside the school’s coach at his current campus. 
John explained his thoughts on how his role as a mentor impacts his campus, “I know I’m new, 
but I am valued—and sometimes kids need to hear that about themselves too.” Kids experience 
unique situations outside of the home if they have someone (an example) to deal with those real-
life situations in real-time. Coaching is an example of benefiting from an African American male 
figure out of school context. Students need support in various ways during developmental stages 
because they are at school for so long (including after-school activities). The impact that a Black 
male teacher can have is immeasurable. One benefit is that the students can learn how to handle 
situations in various ways—even if they have both parents at home. 

Paul’s mentoring experience. Paul’s experience as a teacher began in elementary school because 
he was aware of the lack of men in K–8 classrooms.  

I specifically started my teaching career in elementary because we needed more men. 
There is a need at the elementary/middle school level—we need equal representation at 
all levels, but especially for the younger kids for behavior that affects deeper issues in 
culture and academics, too.  

For Paul, applying to schools does not just mean that he is looking for a role that fits him—he is 
also looking for how the campus needs him. Paul believes that students need to know how to 
relate to all people, and that is his role as a teacher. Paul says,  

I am their mentor because they need to relate to people of all races and backgrounds. So, 
I know that I am one of the few African American males on my campus because I can 
share my experience with students. I use this as a way to even apply to campuses: 'what 
can I add as an African American male teacher to this campus?’ What won’t be there if I 
don’t go there—or another African American male teacher doesn’t come?  

Paul looked at his race as an asset when applying for teaching positions because he was aware of 
the complexities he faced at that age. Paul is also mindful of how his presence on campus can 
positively impact the trajectory of the students, the teachers, and even the campus.  
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Connecting and Building Relationships  

Participants mentioned relationships with their colleagues and the role that these relationships 
play on personal and student success. Participants realized that to be successful both in and out 
of the classroom; they must rely on other colleagues and be open to their input. Even the newest 
teacher in the participant group recognized that this was not something he had done yet—but 
needed. All participants wanted their impact to be beneficial for students and teachers. 

Isaac on connecting and building relationships. Isaac believes that teaching is not done in 
isolation. Mentoring is usually a one-sided relationship; connecting and building relationships is 
multi-dimensional. As Isaac stated, connecting with others in education can help you reach 
beyond your classroom impact. “To change education, one of my biggest goals is to become 
Secretary of Education. I want to work to create lasting changes in education because it’s 
universal work with universal impact.” Isaac expanded his impact by attending professional 
development sessions outside of the district. He chose not to sit with teachers he knew at staff 
meetings to meet new teachers on his campus.  

Since participating wholly in building relationships with his peers is a priority for him, he made 
friends with teachers who have helped him expand his impact outside of Houston and 
surrounding cities. He was honored by his first campus with a scholarship named after him. His 
first campus recognized the relationships he built with donors and helped support the school 
financially. “Teachers who cope successfully with teaching stressors rely on strong relationships 
with supportive family and friends. They choose positive attitudes and humor to sustain 
themselves, and they manage to carve out time for solitude, reflection, and other beneficial 
activities like exercise or hobbies.” Isaac built strong relationships with his co-workers, so much 
so that he referred to them throughout the interview as his family. After just a few years of 
teaching, Isaac decided that he would not take work home on the weekends. He said this is how 
he and his family reenergized for the next week and connected with the teachers and friends he 
made in a nonprofessional setting.  

Mark on connecting and building relationships. Mark has the longest career in teaching and 
attributes it to not getting involved in the “minutia of things.” Although he does not directly 
connect with teachers intentionally, Mark builds relationships with teachers informally.  

I was voluntold to do crosswalk duty—and I could have said no. But I knew the other 
teachers did not want to get up early. This is a good way for me to connect with other 
teachers without getting involved in drama. 

Mark takes his role during crosswalk duty to help teachers because he knows who is running late 
and can help them avoid the long line of parents dropping off kids. The principal sent an email 
telling teachers to use the appropriate traffic pattern, even if they are late. Mark replied “All” to 
the email and said, “If you are late, flash your lights at me, and I will stop traffic to let you in.” In 
this case, the administration attempted to draw a line, but he found a way around it because of 
Mark’s relationship and empathy with the staff. Mark found a way to break down the formality 
and subvert rules by authentically connecting with staff, like stopping traffic to let a late co-
worker bypass the parent line.  

John on connecting and building relationships. John is still at the beginning of his teaching 
career and does not feel like he can connect with other teachers. He knows the importance of 
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connection but feels like his efforts to sustain his position can be focused on building a single 
relationship. This relationship happens to be with another African American male teacher. John 
meets with his informal mentor and colleague weekly. “I don’t feel pressured to have things 
prepared to say when I meet with him. I just talk about stuff. And we easily switch from sports to 
work stuff. I don’t think I could do this with a lot of people right now.” John desires to help 
others as he becomes more comfortable with the campus culture, but he does not feel 
comfortable yet. His reluctance does not stop people from asking him for help. Teachers come to 
him for discipline issues and academic issues related to special education students. Since his 
informal mentor is also in special education, he often consults his mentor. “Mr. Perkins is a good 
guy—we laugh and learn, and that’s helped me a lot,” says John. This small interaction between 
peers gives John the confidence to tackle difficult situations. He can confidently respond to 
questions about behavior or academics because he has a peer to guide him through concerns. 
When teachers reach out to John (and indirectly his mentor teacher), they are helping to 
dismantle the low expectations that teachers have for their students. Mark uses his connection 
with his informal mentor teacher to leverage appropriate expectations and place students in 
appropriate programs.  

Paul on connecting and building relationships. Paul emphasized his ability to connect with 
teachers because of his role in the behavior support program at his campus. In his role, Paul 
stated, “I’m fortunate that part of my current role is to connect with teachers who have [special 
education] students or behavioral students by request or need.” His tone and hand gestures 
emphasized “need” as he spoke. Paul is the teacher, always present in the halls, at the students’ 
games, or even at lunch. When asked about his relationship with teachers, he says he comes from 
a sensible and positive place—not “toxic positivity.” He wants teachers to know him as a person 
first, so he feels that being present in multiple areas of the school at various times will allow him 
to accomplish this goal.  

In addition, the information that he collects both informally and formally from the teachers helps 
him develop plans for students with behavioral needs. On why connection and relationships 
matter, Paul states: 

Representation matters—it’s supply and demand; when I want to transfer to a new 
campus—I look at what can I offer them—what won’t be there if I don’t go there—for 
teachers and students. I help teachers because I’m helping students, and building a 
relationship with PASS teachers is the most important part of my job. How can I fix the 
problem if I don’t know the teacher or the student? At some point, we have to fix the 
problem.  

Building relationships and making connections is not a part of the job role, but it is an integral 
part of success. As Paul mentions, individuals cannot understand the root of the problem if 
teachers do not get to know the people (teachers and students) involved. In addition, 
relationships with teachers help him distinguish between classroom climate and classroom 
culture.  

Otherfathering 

As provided in Appendix D, I generated a follow-up email questionnaire to otherfathering, 
defined as the idea that mentoring happens with Black male teachers as a positive presence in the 
life of a child or as a personal reference to a content or experience (Tafari- Hicks, 2018). Within 



32 | JOURNAL OF TEXAS WOMEN SCHOOL EXECUTIVES 

 

this mentoring relationship, there are two types of otherfathering. Somatic otherfathering is when 
both parties are available for physically present and mutually accountable face-to-face 
interactions. Somatic otherfathering typically happens in a healthy and safe mentor relationship. 
Conversely, cerebral otherfathering is when other father figures or mentors are mentioned in 
relation to content, situations, or social experiences. The mentor being referenced is not 
physically present and is only a representation of the idea of a mentor. Although cerebral 
otherfathering has its place, the emphasis on critical race theory’s tenets leans heavily into the 
definition of somatic otherfathering (otherfathering). 

The focus for this data centered on somatic otherfathering. Findings related to their experiences 
in the classroom. Because a criterion for participants in this study was they had at least one year 
of teaching in the classroom, they could respond about how they interacted with students and 
viewed their role as instructional leaders.  

Isaac’s response on otherfathering. The otherfathering method that Isaac’s teaching focuses on 
is asking questions to avoid assumptions. “I use my skills of listening, observing, and asking 
questions (my life coach training) to gather information before making assumptions.” He often 
repeats what the students say when engaging with the students. He expressed shock when 
students encounter him because they are not used to having their opinions matter in decision-
making.  

When asked if he believed himself to be a father figure, he said no. “I see myself more like an 
‘untie,’ an uncle and an auntie—not a dad because I don’t want nobody’s kids, ha!” The idea of 
‘un-tie’ acknowledges that he is a part of the student’s family circle but not as their parent. 

Mark’s response on otherfathering. Mark’s response to otherfathering focused on responsibility 
and common ground. The common ground is often race because of the demographics of the 
campus. At the interview, he was the only full-time African American teacher on his campus. 
“This is a great responsibility. I truly understand that I have a responsibility beyond the role of a 
teacher.” Mark’s presumed responsibility causes him to connect with students in humor and 
authenticity. He tells the students that he is a father figure to them (regardless of race) while the 
students are at school. He shares his disappointments and joys, not just with their grades but also 
with their actions.  

John’s responses on otherfathering. As a new teacher, John struggled with the idea of 
otherfathering. He recognized that there is a need to develop father-like relationships with 
students. John has not yet found a method to do this with students, especially male students. He 
attempted to build connections with the students by using the same applications that are popular 
with the age group he taught. For example, “Kids are on their phones a lot—using TikTok. I stay 
up to date with these types of trends.” Although John does not see himself as a father figure 
(yet), he finds ways to show them love, guidance, and support.  

Paul’s responses on otherfathering. Paul believes that otherfathering is the epitome of building 
relationships with students. He also believes that operating as a mentor or father figure has a 
greater impact when the African American males around the students have diverse interests. This 
diversity of interest exposes students to various types of “being Black” and encourages them to 
become confident in their characteristics and talents. Paul said, “Helping our students gain 
experiences with ballets, opera, musicals, and sports other than basketball, football, and track is 
important. There’s so much out there to be seen and experienced.” It is virtually impossible to 
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expose students to everything outside of their neighborhoods and cities. Teachers are the window 
to various experiences, and the foundation of otherfathering means that students can have many 
experiences without leaving their classroom. 

Answering the Research Questions 

The research questions were answered through the interviews of each participant. The teachers 
interviewed showed and exemplified the response in their written and verbal responses. The 
teachers also responded to the questions by sharing their teaching philosophies. Additionally, the 
research questions were answered through thorough data analysis.  

For the first question, factors that prompted African American males to choose to teach in 
elementary (K–8) classrooms, data revealed responses that provided a variety of reasons for 
African American males to teach in a K–8 classroom. Some of the responses were mentoring 
students who looked like them, creating a space for positive experiences in education to exist, 
and being a positive role model for all students. 

The data revealed that representation matters. All the candidates mentioned that they were 
influenced to teach by an informal or formal mentor. “I became a teacher because I wanted to 
give back…I had a black male teacher who took me in,” Mark stated. Mark recalled that an 
African American male took him in when he was a “troubled youth in high school.” This 
informal mentor lived in Mark’s neighborhood and supported him for only a few months before 
he moved away. Mark’s informal mentor checked in on him at the end of the week to make sure 
he was completing his homework and even attended some of Mark’s school functions. Mark did 
not recall how they met, but he remembered the few encounters that they had and credited this 
mentor with his desire to teach. Mark believed that if he had many mentors in his neighborhood 
when he was younger, he could have used positive interactions to avoid some of the conflicts he 
dealt with in high school.  

The second research question focused on the experiences of African American male teachers. 
Themes arose through the teacher responses as well as the data analysis. The theme of creating a 
positive space was evident in all of the participants’ teaching philosophies: 

• Mark— “When you do something with 100%, you learn something about yourself and 
others in the environment around you that can help everyone succeed.” 

• John— "Empathetic accountability—respect the student for who they can be and what 
they bring to the space they are in.” 

• Paul— "What’s best for the child is best for the class.” 
• Isaac— "Teach the curriculum but also focus on life skills that will help them succeed in 

life.” 

Each participant’s teaching philosophy mentioned the environment that the educator or the 
student is in. The philosophies bring together the connectedness of the teaching profession and 
its impact on the space that the student (and teacher) are in now and can be in the future. 

Analysis of the data also answered the second research question regarding the experiences of 
African American male educators while teaching in elementary (K–8) classrooms in several 
ways. The themes of mentoring, connecting, building relationships, and otherfathering all relate 
to the experiences described in this case.  
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While the literature review revealed a low number of African American male teachers placed in 
K–8 classrooms (Bullough, 2015), the case showed that counter to societal and cultural norms, 
the participants held important rationales for becoming certified to teach in K–8 classrooms. The 
participants’ rationales were summarized in their teaching philosophies. The rationales were also 
stated in their response to the interview question that asked why they wanted to teach in 
elementary school. 

• Mark— “Middle school is the most difficult time that children have because of so many 
changes mentally and emotionally.” 

• John—"I feel that many of the gaps and issues of childhood can be negated at younger 
ages.” 

• Paul—"I chose elementary because in those building blocks is when you have the biggest 
ability for change and shaping to help kids become critical thinkers and leaders.  

• Isaac— “Middle school is important because it shapes a kid’s outlook as they grow 
towards being a teenager in high school.” 

Each participant shared their rationality by focusing on the importance of the students’ grade 
level and its connection to their emotional and academic growth.  

 The themes that were identified through the research were generally based on the impact 
of the participants on the students and the correlation to the students’ growth. Each participant 
believed that they played a part in successfully developing all of the students around them and 
believed that their experiences helped prepare them to do so. Overall, participants believed that 
middle and elementary school shape the foundation for students’ future success.  
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Appendix D 

Supplemental Interview Questions  

 

• What are your thoughts on this?  
• What do you use to relate to students?  
• Do you see yourself as a father figure?  
• Are you an informal or formal mentor to black boys/girls on your campus?  
• Are you an informal, formal mentor to other students on your campus? 
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Abstract  

This phenomenological study explores how three women in senior leadership roles within higher 
education administration navigate the overlapping crises of the COVID-19 pandemic, increased 
social unrest in America during 2020, and related economic instability. As a result of generations 
of discrimination towards women, there exists a gendered gap in leadership roles within higher 
education administration. The goal of this study is to highlight the ways women who have 
ascended to leadership roles in higher education administration demonstrate grit and grace, 
especially during this unique time of crisis. Collected through semi-structured interviews and 
viewed through an intersectional feminist lens, the data demonstrated two major categories: (1) 
How One Leads: leading with compassion and grace, leading by example, and leading through 
partnership; and (2) Why One Leads: prior experience in athletics, teams, and role modeling, 
knowing the possibilities and acting, and mission alignment/fit. The findings from this study 
provide insight into how women in higher education administration lead in times of crisis and 
lessons for effective leadership, regardless of a leader’s gender, during future crises. 

Introduction and Context 

More than forty years after the passing of Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972, 
prohibiting the discrimination of women in higher education, there remains a continued gender 
gap in senior leadership. While there have been incremental steps toward equity, the systemic 
and social factors hindering women from acquiring and persisting in senior-level leadership roles 
within higher education cannot be overlooked (Choudry, 2019; Clark & Johnson, 2017; Diehl & 
Dzubinski, 2016; Klenke, 2017; Porritt & Featherstone, 2019; Shields, 2004; Smith & Nkomo, 
2021). Burkinsaw and White (2017) notably draw attention to the idea that “the gendered power 
relations at play in universities stubbornly maintain entrenched inequalities whereby, regardless 
of measures implemented for and by women, the problem remains” (p 1).  

Research shows this gender disparity is exacerbated during higher-risk situations and times of 
crisis, a phenomenon known as the “glass cliff” (Bruckmüller et al., 2014). As the United States 
has found itself amidst a number of national and global crises in 2020, including social unrest 
surrounding racism, political upheaval, and the COVID-19 pandemic, the role of leadership has 
become even more vital. As Bannerji et al. (2000) demonstrate, universities are “sites for the 
reproduction of power and privilege” (p. 5). The goal of this paper is to highlight ways women in 
leadership in higher education administration navigate times of crisis, specifically racial and 
political unrest, economic instability, and the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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To understand how women lead during times of crisis, researchers must create spaces for the 
voices of women in higher education administration to be heard. Feminist intersectionality 
implores us to ensure research in this vein is moving forward by exploring similar research 
questions with individuals who have diverse and complex identities (Klenke, 2017). As Mavin 
and Yusupova describe in this statement, this research is vital:  

A future research avenue is not only to track the number of women in leader positions in 
various organisational sectors, before and after COVID-19 but also to look throughout 
the hierarchy at the ranks of precarious women to investigate how the current crisis is 
providing an environment where patriarchy is re-embedding. This will undoubtedly help 
to challenge the increasingly hierarchical and inequitable structures of organisations and 
academia. (Mavin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 742) 

The unique intersectionality examined in this paper holds insight for other women entering 
leadership and higher education, in addition to those working to create a more equitable field in 
higher education. 

Literature Review 

"The ultimate measure of a [wo]man is not where [s]he stands in moments of comfort, but where 
[s]he stands at times of challenge and controversy." - Martin Luther King Jr. 

When the World Falls Apart  

2020 was a year of unprecedented crisis with the emergence and persistence of the COVID-19 
pandemic: “The COVID-19 pandemic thrust upon the world, the workplace, and in this case, 
higher education, the necessity for a virtually immediate adaptation to remote work and remote 
learning” (Gedro, et al., 2020, p. 395). For women administrators in higher education, the shift to 
a virtual environment was only one of the major crisis leadership demands. For many women, 
the pandemic shifted the majority of the duties of childcare, elder care, and other home 
responsibilities onto their plates (Mayer & May, 2021; Mavin & Yusupova, 2020). 
Compounding the impact of the health crisis, the pandemic coincided with additional turmoil in 
the country. Galea and Abdalla (2020) paint an image of the drastic conditions in the United 
States: 

More than 110,000 people have died in the US because of severe acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus 2, a pathogen that was unknown just 6 months ago. Ubiquitous 
fear and anxiety that accompanied the emergence of the new coronavirus led to 
widespread limits on physical contact in attempts to mitigate the spread of the virus. That 
in turn brought the US economy to a halt, resulting in more than 40 million people filing 
for unemployment, approximating numbers not seen since the Great Depression of the 
1930s. In the past month, the killing of several unarmed black men and women —
Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd— has spurred widespread civil 
unrest, with night after night of demonstrations demanding reform of systems of policing 
that have disproportionately harmed black people for centuries. These 3 events, the 
pandemic, massive unemployment, and the recent protests, have occurred concurrently 
(Galea & Abdalla, 2020, p. 227) 

Overall, COVID-19 has drawn attention to the pre-existing inequities and discriminatory policies 
and practices throughout our country, and the population has seen these come to a boiling point 
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(Mavin & Yusupova, 2020). Higher education women administrators have found themselves in 
the center of this perfect storm with an additional burden of social gender norms. With daily 
work moving and continuing online, these leaders have also been placed in a unique space of 
experiencing these many layers of crisis with their teams in a way previously unknown.  

We were sharing with colleagues our children, partners, living areas, dogs, cats, door 
bells, rows with older children, and shopping deliveries, including sofas and 
furniture...the overwhelming feelings were around inadequacy in ambiguity; not having 
the answers at work or at home (Marvin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 738) 

As Collins et al. note, “the COVID-19 outbreak was neither unpredictable nor unforeseen” 
(Collins et al., 2020, p. 1073). This is also the case for social unrest and increased 
unemployment. The occurrence of these layered crises puts a spotlight on women in higher 
education administration and their leadership.  

Women in the Leadership Roles & Patriarchy  

Gender inequality in higher education can be seen through the underrepresentation of women in 
senior administration roles. In the United States, women represent only 34.4% of senior 
administration roles (NCES, 2018). Women transitioning to formal and higher roles of leadership 
has been slowed by cultural norms and socializing factors, specifically in male-dominated 
spaces, such as higher education (Clark & Johnson, 2017). While many causes have been 
identified when exploring the gap in women in leadership roles, including “socialization 
practices,” “societal opportunities,” lack of role models, and demands of family life (Klenke, 
2017, p. 403), some social practices are still obstructing women from reaching senior leadership 
roles.  

Researchers are calling for a refocus on gender equity in leadership roles at all levels in the wake 
of COVID-19 (Coscieme et al., 2020; Gedro et al., 2020). “These barriers have re-emerged with 
more power than ever before during COVID-19 and have tremendous impact on women” (Mavin 
& Yusupova, 2020, p. 740). Mavin and Yusupova (2020) outline how COVID-19 is a significant 
additional burden on women as they continually battle the patriarchy that maintains a status quo 
within higher education. Simpson and Kurma (2019) outline “the Teflon Effect,” a metaphor for 
the way that “merit may fail to ‘stick’ to the bodies of women in management and leadership 
roles due to a misalignment between social identity (woman) and the nature of the job 
(leader/manager)” (Mavin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 742). This lack of stick may also shine light on 
the persistent realities of two other phenomena, the “glass slipper effect” (Ashcraft, 2013) and 
the “glass cliff” (Ryan & Haslam, 2007). 

The glass slipper effect, coined by Ashcroft (2013), refers to a lack of fit between the 
professional identities of a leader and that of a woman. Mavin and Youspova (2020) push this 
farther in their more recent exploration, highlighting the resilience needed in extreme conditions 
such as a crisis. In conjunction, the glass cliff phenomenon (Ryan & Haslam, 2007) outlines how 
women are often given leadership roles in high-risk situations with a known lower probability of 
success, and then the leadership capabilities and sustainability of these women are questioned. 
Put simply, how women are set up for failure within a patriarchal system (Ryan & Haslam, 
2007). And the pandemic has proven to be no different: “COVID-19 destabilizes the progress 
made towards gender equality” (Mavin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 742). The high-stakes interplay of 
patriarchal systems and gender within higher education is even more salient as spaces of higher 
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education face significant budget cuts, financial and personnel costs of shifting to online 
platforms, and a possible long-term shift in the dynamics of the global workplace (Collins et al., 
2020).  

Leadership Characteristics  

The unique situation of crisis leadership for women in higher education administration requires 
strong leadership characteristics. While a variety of characteristics are promising for leaders to 
succeed through times of crisis, research outlines three vital components, compassion, modeling, 
and partnership, that women leaders should embody in times of crisis as layered as the current 
situation (Dirani et al., 2020; Channing, 2020; Mavin & Yusupova, 2020; Spendlove, 2007; 
Stefan & Nazarov, 2020).  

Compassion and Grace 

Research has found that it is important for leaders to show compassion and grace for their 
employees during a crisis (Dirani et al., 2020; Spendlove, 2007; Stefan & Nazarov, 2020). Gedro 
et al. (2020) note that “leadership during crisis necessitates a sense of timing and the ability to 
toggle among a range of directive/agentic and collaborative/nurturing styles” (p. 404). Dirani et 
al. (2020) wrote that “leaders will need to understand each and every individual’s problems 
separately and guide them to overcome them” (p. 9). The compassion given and space for 
emotional processing should also be unique to each individual. In times of extreme crisis 
associated with grief, such as the pandemic and racial killing, Rocco and Shuck (2019) argue that 
leaders should make space for their employees to express grief in order to maintain a healthy 
workplace environment.  

An additional layer of working remotely requires an additional layer of understanding from 
leaders. In particular, Dirani et al. (2020) state that during the pandemic, leaders need to be 
aware that it “may be challenging for employees to separate their work from challenges at home” 
(p. 9). Dirani et al. (2020) suggest that leaders should reach out to employees at home virtually 
on a consistent basis to ensure connection and understanding. One of the participants in Gedro et 
al.’s (2020) interviews expressed this in the following context:  

Although I could not remove the stressors associated with illness, financial insecurity, job 
loss, and changes to daily family life; I could promote a virtual work environment that 
encourages support and self-care. (Gedro et al., 2020, p. 397) 

Ultimately, research demonstrates that leaders must express empathy by connecting with their 
employees in this unique environment, no matter the stressors or barriers.  

Example (Modeling) 

A second component of leadership highlighted throughout literature as important during this 
complex time of crisis is that of modeling. By modeling behaviors or leading by example, 
leaders have a powerful opportunity to reflect and demonstrate for their team how to persist and 
grow within a crisis. In his book, Baldoni (2008) names leading by example as the most 
important leadership trait among successful leaders. Research has shown that leading by 
example, specifically rather than leading only by words, shows significant positive effects on 
team cooperation and increased contributions (Dannenberg, 2015). 
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Within the context of the complex crisis of social, political, and racial unease, Channing (2020) 
highlights that there is an urgency in leaders leading by example. Specifically, Channing notes 
ways that this must happen for leaders moving forward: 

Leaders must be willing to examine their own contexts, collaborate with all 
constituencies, and reflect upon their own implicit biases to develop policies and 
practices that make sense for their organization and that will lead to greater equity and 
better environments on their campuses. Cultures do not change overnight, so commitment 
to long-term investigations of best practices for mitigating implicit biases is necessary 
because they cannot be completely eliminated. (Channing, 2020, pgs. 52-53) 

Leading by example is how leaders can gain traction in changing systemic issues of inequality, 
racism, and sexism. But to do this, women require additional grit demonstrated through 
perseverance and determination, especially in harsh and unsupportive environments.  

Partnership  

The final piece of the leadership trifecta demonstrated through literature is the value of 
partnerships while leading through a crisis. Hendrickson et al. (2013) press leaders within higher 
education to take note from corporate public relations crisis strategies and build relationships 
with external partners to not only be in tune with the world outside of academia but to be 
effective in sustaining through crises. The importance of building bridges with outside partners 
and its extreme value in times of crisis is highlighted in Gedro et al. (2020). This culmination of 
crisis, from a pandemic to racial killings to drastic economic downturns, requires an additional 
level of partnership for collaboration to ensure experts are involved in an organization's problem-
solving and systemic change (Ospina & Foldy, 2010).  

Crisis Preparation for Leadership 

Research outlines how leaders who are the most successful during crises are those who have 
anticipated the probability of impending change and are situated to be flexible and innovative 
(Dirani et al., 2020; Stern, 2013). “At the institutional level, the pandemic brings into the 
spotlight the role of leaders and leadership in reshaping their organizations to survive during and 
after the crisis” (Dirani et al., 2020, p. 11). Stefan and Nazarov (2020) found that during a crisis, 
“leaders must have a clear goal-oriented vision, be risk-averse, and present innovative long-term 
strategic thinking to gain a competitive advantage” (p. 522). Pre-planning allows leaders to make 
decisions and strategize without the weight of crisis. Additionally, through planning and 
preparation, leaders may have input from other team members and experts to ensure the most 
successful options for possibilities in the future.  

Mission Alignment and Fit 

The importance of individual choice, fit, and mission alignment has been highlighted repeatedly 
in examining the narratives of women leaders (Klenke, 2004). For the purpose of this 
exploration, fit is viewed through the concept of destiny as defined by Viktor Frankel, author-
psychiatrist. Destiny is “the call of a potential meaning waiting to be fulfilled” (Frankl, 1959, p. 
127). Intertwined in literature with the concept of destiny is the concept of women leaders having 
mission-driven pathways, particularly when individually reflecting on their experiences 
(Burgman, 2018; Curry, 2000; Jaworski, 1998). Literature also outlines how a sense of destiny 
may assist women leaders in being more resilient, having increased self-efficacy, and 
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approaching barriers with a solution-based mindset (Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2016; Lowe, 2011; 
Redmond et al., 2017). In her personal reflections, Burgman (2018) explores how, specifically 
for women leaders, “working within higher education has a transformation story that connects to 
institutional mission, vision, and values” (p. 21). Overall, research focuses a strong light on the 
vital components of destiny and mission alignment for successful women leaders 

Conceptual Framework 

For this study, an intersectional feminist framework was used to amplify the voices of women in 
higher education administration as they reflect on their leadership during times of complex crisis. 
Intersectionality hinges on an individual’s personal and group identities contributing to a unique 
experience (Breslin et al., 2017). Through an intersectional exploration of how women navigate 
leadership within higher education administration during a crisis, the overlapping categories 
demonstrate a “dynamic interaction between individual and institutional factors” (Hancock, 
2007, p. 64). Using a feminist intersectional framework allows for investigation of how uneven 
power relations shape structural manifestations of oppression (i.e., classism, racism, sexism, and 
heterosexism)” (Agosto & Roland, 2018, p. 259).  

Intersectional feminism is grounded in the concept of shared oppression. “Under capitalism, 
patriarchy is structured so that sexism restricts women’s behavior in some realms even as 
freedom from limitations is allowed in other spheres” (Hooks, 2000, p. 5). This research 
explored the phenomena of White women in higher education administration and their 
navigation of the overlapping crises of the pandemic, the racial unrest, and the economic 
emergency through the merged framework of intersectionality and feminism.  

Research Purpose and Questions 

This paper highlights ways women* leaders navigate a particular time of layered crisis while 
persisting in their senior leadership roles in higher education administration through the 
exploration of the following two research questions: 

RQ1: What leadership characteristics do women senior leaders in higher education 
administration aim to embody during times of crisis?  

RQ2: How does the personal mission and vision of women leaders in higher education 
administration roles impact their actions and response during times of crisis?  

Positionality 

Reflexivity in critical research, according to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), is instrumental in 
describing how the researcher and process can shape the data due to previous assumptions and 
experiences. The lead researcher for this project is a queer, White female education researcher 
with a background in K-12 administration and nonprofit leadership. Having experienced sexism 
and the interplays of power and privilege within leadership in her own career pathway, the 
researcher approached the collection of data, aware of her possible bias. Prior to conducting the 
interviews, the lead researcher had interacted with two of the three participants. All interviews 
were framed conversationally, which allowed participants and the lead researcher to establish a 
relationship of support and care. At the end of each interview, the participants demonstrated 
support for the lead researcher by encouraging the pursuit of leadership, offering resources and 
networks, and suggesting future research areas. This natural support and demonstration of 
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sending the elevator back down for a woman leader embodies the importance of women in 
senior leader roles acting as allies, advocates, and mentors for other women leaders. 

The second author is racialized as white, of Jewish heritage, gendered as a cis-gendered female, 
able-bodied, and has a background as a K-12 public school teacher. As both a teacher and 
education researcher, she has taken on various leadership roles that have given her insight into 
effective management styles. The third author is a White male doctoral candidate who has taken 
a hiatus from academia to pursue consulting. He has spent over 15 years as an educator, 
administrator, and researcher in STEM education. 

Methods 

This qualitative phenomenological study was designed to amplify the stories of women in higher 
education administration roles. Through semi-structured interviews, these women were able to 
share their experiences during a time of crisis. Participants were chosen in a two-step sampling 
method. Participants were selected through a process of convenience and snowball sampling 
(Saldaña, 2015).  

Site and Participants 

The site for this research was a large, R1, private, predominately White institution (PWI) in the 
Mid-Atlantic. Each of the three participants are White women and between 50-70 years old. The 
women hold various leadership roles across the PWI and individually have over 20 years of 
leadership experience across varying higher education spaces. Participants' profiles are provided 
in Table 1. Additionally, the women all hold terminal degrees. During initial participant 
interviews, snowball sampling was utilized to find additional participants. 

Table 1.  
Profiles of participants 

Pseudonym 
Age 
Range 

Experience in 
Higher Education 
Administration Role description  

Fey 60–65 yrs. 24 years Supports the faculty and curriculum by 
providing leadership to university’s campuses 
and academic programs 

Mary 65–70 yrs. 37 years  Responsible for providing strategic direction 
for neighborhood and civic engagement 
initiatives  

Quinn 60–65 yrs. 17 years Manages administrative functions and strategic 
components of the college, as well as leading 
fundraising and donor cultivation  

 

Data Collection and Analysis 
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This phenomenological study used qualitative methods to collect and analyze the data. Each 
participant took part in a series of two semi-structured interviews with the lead author that lasted 
approximately 30 minutes via a web-based video platform. The first interview encouraged 
participants to reflect on their personal experiences and processes in becoming women leaders in 
higher education, including motivations and the navigation of barriers. The second round of 
interviews was focused on the participants' experiences of the interplay between power and 
privilege in higher education administration leadership and, specifically, during this time of 
crisis. Additionally, participants were asked to reflect on how the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
instances of police brutality, and the corresponding response through Black Lives Matter protests 
and related political unrest impacted their leadership in higher education administration. Lastly, 
the second interview was utilized to revisit, clarify, and further develop themes from the first 
interview. 

The lead author engaged in active journaling after each interview to reflect on the conversations 
and to refine questions for the subsequent interviews. Once interviews were complete, they were 
transcribed and cleaned by the lead author before coding. All three researchers engaged in the 
data coding and analysis process. For the initial pass, each researcher read and coded the 
interview transcripts based on their smallest possible units (Saldaña, 2015) using a collaborative 
coding software. After the open coding pass, the researchers applied an in vivo coding pass and 
then a values coding pass. The researchers came together between passes to discuss how axial 
coding would proceed. Through this discussion, the researchers compared and evaluated their 
various codes, eventually coming to consensus as they grouped the codes into overarching 
themes (Saldaña, 2015). 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in this study was addressed through increasing credibility, confirmability, 
dependability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in a variety of ways. Conducting a set 
of two interviews allowed the lead researcher to connect, clarify, and follow up on certain topics 
to increase credibility. Additionally, member checking was utilized during and after the second 
interview (Cohen et al., 2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To address issues of confirmability, the 
researchers met to discuss their individual codes. In these meetings, the researchers shared their 
analytic memos from journaling. As a result, individual codes were refined and developed into 
categories, themes, and findings, as suggested by Saldaña (2015), and were triangulated with the 
lead researcher’s field notes.  

Dependability was addressed by the research team examining the lead author’s audit trail 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researchers discussed the lead author's process of participant 
selection, interview protocol, and initial codes that emerged through reflective journaling. 
Finally, findings were written up with a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) in mind to increase 
transferability. Detailed field notes were written out during and after each interview by the lead 
researcher to describe the data collection process (Billups, 2020).  

 

 

 

Findings 
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Through the two sets of interviews, the women shared their experiences and were able to reflect 
on their leadership in this time of crisis. Two themes distinctly emerged through the analysis: (1) 
How One Leads and (2) Why One Leads.  

How One Leads 

The three women interviewed for this study demonstrated certain leadership characteristics that 
proved critical during a time of crisis due to heightened social unrest and the COVID-19 
pandemic. The women’s reflections led to the emergence of the following categories of findings 
within leadership characteristics: leading with compassion, leading by example, and leading 
through partnership.  

Leading with Compassion & Grace 

In order to mitigate the consequences of the pandemic, people had to make sudden changes to 
their familiar working and social routines. As many workplaces and institutions shifted to a 
virtual environment, many people had to make significant living adjustments and navigate 
challenging circumstances in order to meet the demands of both work and school. The three 
women leaders in this study explained that leading with compassion and grace was particularly 
important during this time of crisis. When describing her adjustment in leadership mentality 
during this time, Fey emphasized the need for empathy:  

I think COVID has made us all a little softer in a really good way to be like, "You got to 
take care of your family." So I think you have to know your people and enjoy them and 
laugh with them. (FeyInt2) 

This increased understanding for putting family first and the elevated need to know your staff 
was echoed by the two other participants, Mary and Quinn when describing their leadership 
styles during the crisis. One way that Mary has led with compassion is by accommodating the 
schedules of working parents to extend beyond traditional work hours. 

And, of course, now we have so many working parents who are going crazy with their 
kids and really needing to say, "Families come first. You figured that out. We're going to 
be fine." And I know for some of my folks who have young children, I don't hear from 
them during the day, but at nine o'clock, all of a sudden, I get 10 emails. It's like, "I got 
that." (MaryInt2) 

During pre-pandemic times, the culture of the workplace might not honor such communication 
habits as Mary described above. However, during this time of crisis, Mary chose to extend grace 
to her working parents, who benefit from adjusted expectations on workplace demands, such as 
available working hours. Similarly, Quinn, the participant who does not have children, 
recognized the importance of being empathetic for staff managing kids at home along with their 
workload as she discussed her thought process when approaching her team as her institution 
moved to remote working. 

I wanted them to make the decision that was most comfortable for them based on family 
situations. But if you really deep dig into that, all my senior admin have kids at school 
age, right? And so that impacts them. Because it's hard to find childcare now, is it safe 
childcare? There's just so many decisions, right? And so, I actually feel … empathetic to 
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what they're going through because they have to school, their children, they have to do 
their job full time, right? So, it's just so chaotic, I'm sure, for all of them. (QuinnInt2) 

While the participants gave their compassion to all staff members, their compassion for their 
women employees was distinct. Part of leading with compassion includes understanding the 
additional burdens that women navigate in a society with historically gendered roles. As women 
themselves, the leaders in this study are able to have a deeper understanding of the additional 
workload that women have beyond most men. This “second shift” often includes increased 
domestic responsibilities and caretaking duties for children and family members (Hochschild, 
1990). One participant, Fey, expressed her exhaustion with the burdens of the second shift, 
particularly in contrast to the experiences of some of her male colleagues during this crisis. In 
her reflection, Fey specifically discusses how some male colleagues, and one in particular, have 
not equally shared the burden of going to the grocery store, a domestic task that has become 
relatively risky during the pandemic. 

He has not been to the grocery store in eight months, six months. He just does not do 
that. So the level of work and the level of what I have had to contend with is completely 
different than most of my male colleagues, the president, and especially at the highest 
level because people have wives. (FeyInt2) 

Their shared identity as women gives these leaders added insight into the challenges their female 
staff may be experiencing. Leading with graceful compassion is an important leadership 
characteristic, especially as women’s burdens may have become exacerbated during the 
pandemic.  

In addition to responsive expectations of their staff, the women leaders in this study also 
implemented new practices as a way to lead with compassion during this unprecedented time. 
For example, Mary began sending a Monday morning email to her staff to express understanding 
and encouragement.  

One of the things that I have found myself doing is actually not on a political level at all 
but on a humane level. In March, when we went into lockdown mode, the first week I 
wrote to my staff, which is about 30 people give or take, and I just wrote an email for 
Monday morning saying, "Hey, it's going to be okay." You know? And then the second 
week, I wrote another email to kind of say, "Hey, we're going to be okay." So here we 
are, it's week 27 and every Sunday I write an email to the staff that gets sent at six o'clock 
in the morning on Monday morning to my entire staff saying, "it's going to be okay. You 
guys are great. I really appreciate who you are. (MaryInt2) 

When reflecting on this new email practice, Mary expressed how emotionally exhausting it has 
been but also emphasized how important it is for leaders to recognize shared humanity with their 
staff during a time of crisis.  

I think if I had known how long we were going to be home, I probably wouldn't have 
gotten into it. But it also reflects my basic position, which is basically humanity matters. 
And that's why social issues and social justice are so important, because people's basic 
humanity matters. (MaryInt2) 
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Mary’s belief that “humanity matters” guided many of her leadership decisions during this time. 
All three participants in this study lead with compassion and grace in order to best support their 
staff through crisis.  

Leading by Example 

All three women discussed how they strive to lead by example. Reflecting on her leadership 
experience during the pandemic, Fey discussed how much leadership by example matters and 
emphasized that “it matters more in a crisis” (FeyInt2). One way the women leaders discussed 
how they lead by example was by sharing how they are taking care of themselves and stressing 
the need for their staff to do the same. Mary describes how she communicates this idea to her 
staff, specifically in her Monday emails:  

But I've also used it to say to them, "look, if things are getting too tough, take some time 
out during the day, go take a walk. It's okay." I've written to tell them, "look, if you've got 
kids at home and you need to have some time during the workday, no problem." You've 
got to be taking care of yourself first... I think it has been part of my gesture as the leader 
of an office to stay in regular touch, to encourage people, to make sure they're not feeling 
overly stressed, to give them permission to be upset or anxious, or just to want to walk 
away from their desks. (MaryInt2) 

Fey also referred to the idea of taking care of oneself first through using a common 
understanding of putting on your mask first as if in an emergency flight situation. 

The idea that if I was on a plane that was going down, that the first thing I would do 
would not be to help my child is like, "You've got to be joking." I just can't even imagine 
that. But the truth of the matter is that you have to take care of yourself, put your own 
mask on first before you can help anybody else… I have been all about taking care of 
other people, my children, my students, organizations that I support, whatever. And I 
should do all of that, yes, but I am better at doing that; I'm a better person, I'm a happier 
person, which enables other people to be better if I put my own mask on first…it's made 
me a better leader, it's made me show up well. You need to show up well as a leader. 
(FeyInt1) 

All three women discussed ways that they have taken care of themselves during the pandemic, 
not only to sustain themselves personally but also to lead by example. Taking breaks and 
vacations were methods shared among all participants. Fey discussed how she encourages her 
staff to take vacations and modeled that herself:  

I was meeting with my staff, and somebody is going on vacation. And we're like, "Yes, go, 
go take a real vacation." She's the director of the teaching learning center at the first 
week of classes. She put on 10 workshops in two weeks when we shifted to remote 
teaching, and she's just done. So I try to model for them what they should be doing. And 
when I went on vacation for four days, when I took Margaret up to college, and then had 
Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. And I was like, look, unless something's 
burning, don't call me." I need a little time away, so I want that for them, and I try to 
model that. (FeyInt2) 

Similarly, Mary said that when she went on a week-long vacation, she sent a picture of her and 
her partner with their rented RV to her staff. By sharing her joy from vacation, Mary hoped to 
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encourage others to not only feel comfortable taking a vacation but also to feel good about 
sharing it with coworkers. Mary purposefully modeled this behavior to set a cultural norm that 
values taking time to rest and rejuvenate.  

To address how best to lead by example for working parents, the two women who had children 
in this study discussed the value of boundary setting. The two participants shared that while 
managing work from home with family members in the house has been a struggle, they felt it 
was important to set boundaries and healthy routines as an example for their staff to follow. For 
instance, when Fey’s two daughters came to live at home due to the pandemic, she found that she 
needed to designate certain areas for work and non-work in her house to “to maintain some sense 
of normal” (FeyInt2). Fey, Mary, and Quinn shared that they lead by example through practicing 
self-care, taking vacations, and setting boundaries within the home during this time of crisis.  

Leading through Partnership  

The third leadership characteristic that emerged through the interviews with these three women 
leaders was leading through partnership. The women leaders explained that recognizing one’s 
own limitations and knowing when to access outside experts are meaningful characteristics of an 
effective leader. They shared that leading through partnership became especially important 
during this time of crisis, where they were called upon as leaders to guide staff through areas that 
may have been beyond their expertise. For example, in response to the social unrest that occurred 
during the summer of 2020, Quinn decided to partner with an outside organization to help her 
support her staff through discussions about systemic racism within their institution.  

…shortly after George Floyd, we had those couple of sessions. We internally in the 
school wanted to look at systemic and structural issues of racism in our school, and then 
take a look systematically at our policies and practices and all that. So, we're not 
experts; none of us are. So I've contracted with a company. I think it's the [Name of 
Organization]; they're professionals at doing...critical conversations. (QuinnInt1) 

Likewise, through her leadership position, Mary also engaged with anti-racist professional 
development after the surge in Black Lives Matter protests over the summer. When reflecting on 
her participation as co-chair of her institution’s Anti-Racism Task Force, Mary divulged that 
“I've really benefited from the other leaders on our Anti-racist team.” Mary recognized her own 
limitations as a White person and valued the opportunity to work with and learn from others who 
are more versed on anti-racism practices” (MaryInt2).  

The women leaders in this study believed it was crucial to lead through partnership, especially 
when the circumstances called for expertise that was beyond their capacities. Leading through 
partnership was particularly key during this time of crisis that intensified certain issues and made 
proper expertise all the more important.  

Why One Leads  

As Stern (2013) notes, one of the primary tasks of leadership during a crisis is preparation for the 
anticipation of a possible crisis. The women leaders in this study were direct in pointing out that 
leadership during high-pressure, demanding, and crisis situations was not a new experience for 
them. They had, in fact, trained for this through years of preparation, struggle, and growth. The 
anticipation and preparation for possible crises are the markings of a strong leader (Stern, 2013). 
The leaders, when asked what resources or skill sets they drew upon for this time, outlined how 
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they felt they had prepared and trained for crisis through life experiences, role-modeled 
behaviors, and previous crisis experiences. 

Athletics, Teams, and Role Modeling 

Each woman mentioned their involvement and role as a leader in team sports, highlighting the 
lessons learned within high-stress situations. While all three spoke to this, Fey expressed it most 
vividly. 

As a former athlete, you have to perform…if you're used to performing under pressure, 
that's really good training for this, that capacity to say, "Yeah, okay, I'm tired, but the 
clock will go out by whatever time, or I'm going to stay up late or whatever." And there 
are people who don't do that. I mean, and that's just, people are different, right. People 
who crumble under that pressure. And so for me, the athletic training was part of that. 
(FeyInt2) 

The role of athletic participation also ties in at a team level. Although a leader of her own team, 
each woman also recognizes that she is a part of a larger team through the University. As a 
leader, she is also in spaces where she is not leading and can use other leaders as a role model. 
Mary highlights that in the discussion of another woman leader that she supports in a team role, 
“we set it up so that she was the leader and we were supporting her, and she really is leading us. 
It's a good team. And I think, for me, it's been great to have that as a resource” (MaryInt2). 

Quinn also gave credit to past leadership, including watching her parents in their leadership roles 
as business owners and managers. “I learned a lot from them about their dealing with crises and 
working under pressure…. I had good role models. And then I think just throughout my career, I 
just had different mentors at various stages of my career and watched and learned from them” 
(QuinnInt2). 

Fey outlined current role modeling within the University that she benefits from as a leader with 
other leaders through crisis as a team. 

At the end of the day, I was saying that leadership matters. It matters more in a crisis. 
And so being part of those leadership calls in the morning, the crisis management calls 
with the president and watching him model being patient, and also insistent that we get it 
right, all kinds of things. It's been an incredible learning experience and made me even 
more grateful to be at a place where I think there's good leadership. (FeyInt2) 

Role modeling and observation of other successful leaders provided these women with examples 
and preparation for their time in the leadership roles. 

Knowing the Possibilities and Acting 

Another key component to preparing for crisis as a leader is having a readiness for the possibility 
of crisis (Stern, 2013). These women each addressed readiness extensively in their interviews. In 
her second interview, Fey outlines that while the pandemic was the overarching crisis, the 
underlying components of issues were already existing and thus not surprising. 

We knew we were heading into something that was going to be different, right?... I would 
say this over and over and over again: COVID simply amplified. If you had a problem 
before, COVID just put a finer point on it, just amplified it in a way that nothing else 
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quite can. So, any change, any problems that you had, any issues … are just going to be 
amplified by a crisis like COVID. (FeyInt2) 

Quinn also addressed contingency planning and anticipation of crisis. Through her lens of 
leadership keeping her team employed and holding equitable standards was vital, as can be seen 
in these interview excerpts: 

We had to make a lot of budget cuts in university, I've done it before because I was a 
dean before. So I knew how to do it. So, I made decisions on cuts that affected everybody. 
I didn't go to just faculty and say, "I'm going to make these cuts," and then not cut 
anything for staff. I made it equitable, and that good will sharing of the cuts. (QuinnInt2) 

I cut research releases, I did everything, I made a lot of cuts, and asked people to make a 
lot of sacrifices so I didn't have to let anybody go. That was my goal. I didn't want to let 
anybody go during this period of time. And I was able to do that. My other colleges and 
schools couldn't. And the one thing about me is that I'm the best under pressure. That's 
where I'm best. (QuinnInt2) 

With the anticipation of crises, as well as past experience navigating crises, allowed these 
women leaders to keep their priorities while moving forward toward the organizational goals and 
mission.  

Mission Alignment and Fit 

It cannot be overlooked that each of these three women highlighted the overall importance of 
their personal mission alignment with the mission of their role within the university. As mission-
driven individuals, these leaders have dedicated their careers to their values. Quinn noted this in 
her first interview, “I've been very lucky to be able to get at the issues that really interest me and 
drive me… it’s a very personal motivation. I want to use our resources to support a community 
with really high ambitions but significant challenges” (QuinInt1). 

This strong mission fit was highlighted by each participant in their own words. This is 
demonstrated in this excerpt from Mary’s interview, “I’m very motivated by that same idea that 
the purpose of higher education should be to provide solutions for the public good… exactly the 
job that I have” (MaryInt1). Fey phrased it succinctly when asked about her motivation to work 
in higher education, “I don't know, it's just where I felt like I belonged” (FeyInt1). Mission 
alignment for these women leaders is multifaceted, and its importance magnified during crises. 
This was addressed by both Mary and Fey in their first interviews during the first few months of 
the COVID-19 crisis and during the country’s social and political unrest of Spring 2020: 

As a leader I'm supposed to have my own personal mission of what I'm about… I don't 
have that well-crafted yet, but I think that I, for whatever reason, get a kick out of making 
things run really well, and creating environments where other really smart people can do 
their best work. I think that my job is to create an environment … to succeed and excel, 
and that means removing barriers, that means enabling people (FeyInt1). 

 

…find where your best self is. We all can do certain things, but you can get into 
situations where you're performing in a particular role, and it's not a particular part of 
you that makes you feel good, that makes you feel your most creative. … turns out that 
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I'm my best self when I'm part of a team, I'm my best self when I'm thinking and 
coordinating things and bringing plans together and motivating people…I had a 
mission… to be as part of a team, as a leader, and encouraging people to think outside 
the box (MaryInt1). 

With leaders, these women see their role during times of crisis, and calm, as vital. As Fey said, “I 
liked the mission of the place. That's just been even more important now” (FeyInt2). 

Limitations 

As a small-scale narrative study there are limitations that need to be considered if transferring the 
findings to other settings. While the findings do align with previous research on leadership in 
crisis, three important limitations for transferability should be noted. First, the sample of 
participants in this study were all White females. Thus, they only represent one small group 
within higher education leadership. Additionally, the participants are leaders at a single PWI in 
the mid-Atlantic region, which might detract from the transferability of findings to other 
institutions and regions. Finally, the women were all leaders in higher education, and findings 
may not be applicable in K-12 settings. Overall, each of the individual experiences of these 
women is unique, but there is a shared essence that may provide insight for women leaders in 
crisis in many contexts.  

Implications and Future Research Directions 

This paper provides critical insight for women leaders in higher education administration, 
especially during times of change and crisis. By taking an in-depth view of these women’s 
experiences, this paper illustrates the realities of how crisis leadership has been redefined by 
women in a male-dominated space. This exploration is also important for those outside of these 
roles to gain insight and be called upon to be active advocates, allies, and champions for women 
in leadership. As more women ascend to leadership roles across disciplines and platforms, it’s 
clear that their experiences navigating crises will be important to understand and learn from 
moving forward. The findings from this study lead to several implications for effective 
leadership during a crisis and for future needed research directions.  

Future Leaders: Leadership needs to plan for future crises.  

One of the key takeaways from the reflections of the women leaders included in this study on 
their experiences of crisis management is that they all had certain contingency plans in place in 
anticipation of a crisis. While the specific challenges of the pandemic are certainly unique and 
were largely unforeseen, the global crises of this nature were predictable (Collins et al., 2022), 
and these women leaders in higher education administration were ready to address them. In 
approaching this crisis, the women leaders drew upon their previous experiences handling such 
difficulties like budget cuts and altered working environments in order to manage this 
exacerbated scenario. Their backgrounds in athletic participation prepared them for high-stress 
situations where they needed to make tough decisions while also supporting their staff teams. 
Future leaders need to anticipate the possible intensity of a crisis and the flexibility needed to 
manage it as a part of their routine leadership planning. Including potential contingencies before 
a crisis hits can be beneficial to leadership, their staff, and the organization as a whole.  

Future Leaders: Leading with compassion and grace needs to be valued and viewed as a non-
gendered crisis leadership skill.  
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Of the several advantageous leadership characteristics demonstrated by these women leaders, 
leading with compassion and grace stood out as particularly important in the context of the 
pandemic and social unrest crises. The empathetic practices these women leaders implemented 
and built upon to meet the needs of their staff during this time of crisis should serve as examples 
for future leaders, both male and female alike. Since effective leaders have historically been 
characterized by stereotypically male traits, leading with compassion has sometimes been viewed 
as a weakness rather than a strength. However, the findings from this study indicate that leading 
with compassion can be beneficial for an organization, especially when enduring an ongoing, 
emotionally draining crisis.  

Future Research: There is a need for more research specific to women and women from 
diverse social groups in higher education crisis management.  

While the field of research on women in crisis leadership is emerging and holding attention in 
the social sciences, there is more to be done. Feminist intersectionality implores us to ensure 
research in this vein is moving forward by exploring similar research questions with women of 
color, within the LGBTQAI+ community, and with leaders of varying physical and cognitive 
abilities. Their unique intersectionality holds insight for other women entering higher education 
administration and other organizational leadership positions. Researchers have begun to show the 
power of having women in leadership roles, especially during crisis management (Meagher et al., 
2020; Huang, 2021). As noted by Gabster et al. (2020), “Finally, and most importantly, 
recognize that women from ethnic minority groups face additional challenges in academia and 
take structural action to provide support and address these challenges.” Future research should be 
done to explore the specific ways women with additional marginalized identities navigate 
leadership positions in general and during times of crisis.  

Future Research: There is a need for a post-pandemic reflection on what lessons have been 
learned in crisis management for leadership in higher education administration.  

While the findings from this research study provide significant insight into the ways women 
leaders in higher education administration navigate heightened crises, additional research should 
be done once the main constraints of the pandemic have subsided. This study gleaned critical 
reflections from women leaders while they were still immersed in the daily chaos of the unique 
crises of 2020. Future research should be done after some time has passed and these women 
leaders, as well as others, are able to look back on this period and reflect back critically.  

Conclusion 

The exploration of women leaders in higher education during times of crisis is a rich area of 
research. As the world continues to change, globalize, digitize, and accelerate, quality human-
centered crisis leadership will continue to be vital. Through this study, a brief glimpse of the 
complexities of crisis and leadership through compassion and grace, by example, and with 
collaborative partners has been investigated. The value of empathy and human connection, 
especially when the crisis landscape is tied to social constructs and individual health, has been 
demonstrated through the experiences of these women leaders. Additionally, as discussed, 
leadership must foresee crises and establish partnerships and build internal capacity prior to the 
emergence of crisis. As Fey highlights in her second interview, leadership, especially in crisis 
demands perseverance and stamina from leaders.  
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This situation is not for the faint of heart…My boss called us and just was like, "Yeah, it's 
going to be like this for a while. Get used to like." There's no apology in that. There's no 
like, "Oh, you poor thing or whatever." But you have to be tough, and you do have to just 
realize it's like when you're a parent, and you're like, "Yeah, I'm just not going to get any 
sleep, and then I'm going to go to work the next day because I have to, even though my 
kid was up in the middle of the night." That's just where I'm at, and you deal with that. 
(FeyInt2) 

Personal and organizational mission fit provide room and motivation for persistence during 
difficult times. Leadership is not for the faint of heart. It requires grit and grace. It is within crisis 
that an individual’s leadership qualities are forged and tested.  
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Society expects women to be meek and mild, yet there must be tenacity to 
run a traditional high school campus, which is where the barrier lies for 

women high school principals. Learning how to navigate potential 
barriers are a necessary part of the pathway to the high school principal 

role and actionable implications for aspiring leaders. 
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Abstract 

The superintendent role in Texas is a position that few women, in comparison to men, obtain in 
their educational leadership journey. Even though women are statistically more prominently 
employed as teachers in K–12 public education in Texas, women are not equally represented in 
the superintendency. This disparity of representation starts at the educational leadership level of 
the principal. Since the vast majority of educational leaders who move into the superintendent 
role were once principals at the high school level, women are at a clear disadvantage because the 
high school principal role is statistically likely to go to men more often than women in Texas. A 
review of the literature identified a need for further study regarding the pathway to the high 
school principal role and the barriers that the pathway holds, especially for women in Texas. The 
purpose of this qualitative study will be to explore the career pathways of current female high 
school principals in Texas and determine the barriers these women have faced along the way. 
Through the use of hermeneutic phenomenology, the researcher will strive to determine and 
understand the essence of the lived experiences portrayed by the participating principals in 
relation to the phenomenon of social role theory in Texas. The researcher will use semi-
structured interviews and NVivo software in order to allow each participant to describe the lived 
experience of becoming a high school principal in Texas and collect themes and nodes of their 
responses. 

Introduction 

The number of women obtaining degrees and qualifications in education today is higher than 
men, yet they are not advancing as rapidly as men into leadership roles that require advanced 
degrees and qualifications (Gipson et al., 2017). The National Center for Educational Statistics 
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(NCES, 2001) noted that women comprised 76% of the nation’s teachers in the 2017–18 school 
year. However, according to Burton and Weiner (2016), only 52% of principals in elementary 
and middle schools are female, and only 30% of high school principals are female. Although 
women are obtaining the educational qualifications needed to be leaders, statistics reveal a 
disparity of women being recommended for placement in school or district leadership roles. Men 
typically inhabit the leadership role, especially on the high school campus, and “despite 
legislation that had promoted equal opportunity, affirmative action, and support of women’s 
professional aspirations, women have continued to be the minority in public school 
administrative positions” (Roser et al., 2009, p. 2). According to Gipson et al. (2017), women are 
more likely to engage in work that is relational and driven by purpose than men, and “women 
leaders are also rated as better at developing others, as well as inspiring, and motivating others, 
building relationships, and collaboration and teamwork than their male peers” (p. 44). Likewise, 
Brunner and Kim (2010) indicated “women should fill higher administrative positions because 
women’s leadership styles often better support current democratic/participative organizational 
reform/development” (p. 278). The purpose of the study was to identify possible trends that can 
comprise a pathway to high school principalship for women to follow. This purpose is backed by 
the significance of this study, which outlines how women are still not equal to men in obtaining 
education leadership positions.  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite holding the majority of doctoral degrees and classroom teaching positions in Texas, 
women educators are underrepresented in superintendent positions when compared to their male 
counterparts (Council of Graduate Schools, 2021). This disparity of female superintendents is a 
problem that can be attributed to females not having the high school principal experience needed 
to become superintendent (Kruse & Krumm, 2016). Texas women educators comprised 76.14% 
of classroom teachers during the 2020–2021 school year (TEA, 2021). According to the TEA 
(2021), out of the 4,789 elementary principals in Texas, 3,915 of them are women, which is a 
staggering 81.74%. In contrast, females make up only 42.57% of high school principals, or only 
730 out of 1,695. During the 2020–2021 school year, females held 323 of the 1,202 Texas 
superintendent positions, or 26.8%. These data indicate that women are twice as likely to hold an 
elementary principal position over a high school principal position in Texas and are half as likely 
as men to hold the position of superintendent. This information is vital because, according to 
Farmer (2007), the pipeline to the superintendent position is at stake for women since the 
elementary principal position is less likely to prepare them for the superintendent-level position. 
Specifically, 46% of sitting superintendents in 2020 indicated they had been high school 
principals (Glass et al., 2000).  

Women have long comprised the majority of principal preparation programs, thereby indicating 
that women have been interested in positions and roles in educational administration yet do not 
land those roles as often as males (Logan, 1998). Eagly and Wood (2012) discussed how “even 
highly qualified women may be judged to lack the attributes necessary for success” because of 
the social perceptions and the role gender plays in society (p. 470). Sanchez and Thornton (2010) 
illuminated the concern of not including women in the highest forms of leadership when they 
stated, “Until there is a more equitable distribution of women in the highest levels of educational 
leadership, we are sending a message that says women’s leadership is still not much valued” (p. 
9). The fact that women are not represented at a level equitable to their male counterparts in high 
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school principal roles hinders their voice from being heard and hinders changing policy and 
expectations for a field that needs change (Sanchez & Thornton, 2010).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the paths taken and the 
obstacles faced by current female high school principals in Texas in becoming principals. A 
phenomenology study was designed to gain access into the conceptual essences of a common 
phenomenon or human experience (Bogden & Biklen, 2007). In this study, the phenomenology 
approach brought the human experience, or phenomena, of female high school principals in 
Texas to the forefront as common themes in their pathways are interpreted (Creswell, 2007). 
Insight into the experience of current female high school principals and their pathway to 
becoming a high school campus principal will be beneficial to women who aspire to attain a 
superintendency yet do not know how to start the journey.  

This phenomenological study was conducted through the lens of social role theory because “it is 
the meaning of our experiences that constitutes reality” (Bogden & Biklen, 2007, p. 26). Reality 
of an experienced phenomenon is based on and comes from human experience, which is socially 
developed and constructed; thus, social role theory is an appropriate lens for interpreting the 
essence of the phenomenon (Bogden & Biklen, 2007). Social role theory is based on the concept 
of women filling stereotypical roles in society, and as a result, women continue to be 
marginalized in society’s positions of power (Eagly & Wood, 1999). This lack of representation 
needs to be studied so more women are able to break through the barriers that maintain disparity 
in the representation of female high school principals and superintendents (Hoyt & Simon, 
2011). Within this study, women described their personal paths to the high school principalship 
position. The intent of the researcher was to explore, understand, and identify a common 
pathway aspiring female administrators can take to advance into high school principal roles. 
Furthermore, the researcher sought to understand how these women were able to act upon and 
overcome any obstacles they faced along the way in their journey to becoming high school 
principals.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions were formulated for this study:   

1. Based on participants’ lived experiences, what common trends are revealed in the 
pathways to leadership from current female high school principals participating in 
this study? 

2. What barriers/obstacles, if any, do current female high school principals reveal in 
their experiences regarding the pathway to principalship? 

Review of the Literature 

The phenomenon of social stereotypes and roles, as established by social role theory, plays an 
important role in explaining the experiences of female high school principals. This phenomenon 
needs to be understood in order for the essence of the collective experiences and trends to be 
gathered from the researcher (Creswell, 2014). After first establishing the theoretical framework 
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of social role theory, the literature review can then delve deeply into both the role of the school 
principal and district superintendent, as established by the TEA. This objective looks into what 
the TEA expects from its district and campus leaders will provide insight into expectations set 
forth for administration in the Texas Administrative Code (TAC). In order to understand the role 
of both campus and district leadership, one must also understand the qualifications of the 
positions as well, so a look into certification and degree qualifications is analyzed for both the 
principal and superintendent role in Texas.  

Theoretical Framework: Social Role Theory 

The theoretical framework that guided the researcher was driven and informed by research 
conducted on the topic of women in leadership, with a specific emphasis on the pathway to the 
high school principal role. Social role theory was used to outline stereotypes surrounding gender, 
roles the male and female genders typically play in society, and the differences and similarities 
between the different genders (Eagly & Wood, 2012). The theory has been deeply studied by 
many researchers, and Eagly and Wood (2012) indicated the theory “in brief . . .  argue[s] that 
sex differences and similarities in behavior reflect gender role beliefs that in turn represent 
people’s perceptions of men’s and women’s social roles in the society in which they live” (p. 
459). Furthermore, Burton and Weiner (2016) stated, “The social role stereotypes of women take 
care and men take charge impact biased evaluation of women in leadership positions and are 
both pervasive and resilient” (p. 3). Consequently, this theoretical framework outlines the 
perspective of this study: the part that the social role plays in gender equality in the school 
leadership role of principal. 

Gender roles framed by social role theory play an integral part in this research. Eagly and Wood 
(2012) named gender roles as the fabric of the social role theory—one wherein men are agentic 
and women are communal. Specifically, men are seen as “engaging in activities that are 
marketable in the paid economy,” and women are seen as “engaging in domestic behaviors such 
as childcare, cooking, and sewing” (Eagly & Wood, 2012, p. 466). This concept of women being 
the homemaker and men being the breadwinner is localized to the immediate society, but many 
within society think this viewpoint or perspective of gender roles is natural and global in nature 
(Eagly & Wood, 2012). Furthermore, these gender roles are typically established in early 
childhood and are fostered as a child grows into adolescence and young adulthood; thus, the 
concept of social roles based on gender is perpetuated (Eagly & Wood, 2012). 

Texas Education Leadership Requirements 

Texas Requirements for Superintendency 

According to TAC 19 of the TEA (Superintendent Certificate, 2009), “The holder of the 
Superintendent Certificate issued under the provisions of this chapter may serve as a 
superintendent, principal, or assistant principal in a Texas public school” (§242.1[d]). A 
superintendent candidate must be able to meet specific requirements in order to be certified as a 
superintendent in Texas, according to TAC 19 of the TEA, Section 242.1. In order to become 
certified as a superintendent in Texas, one must pass the certification examination based on 
standards outlined by TEA. Additionally, the candidate must complete an approved preparation 
program for superintendency and hold a minimum of a master’s degree from an accredited 
college or university. If the candidate does not hold a principal certification (or equivalent issued 
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by another state or country), they must have three years of leadership or manager experience in a 
public school district, which must be verified and approved by TEA. Once this certification has 
been obtained, the superintendent candidate must be able to exhibit competency in the following 
areas: instructional leadership; administration, supervision, and communication skills; 
curriculum and instruction management; performance evaluation; organization; and fiscal 
management (Superintendent Certificate, 2009).  

Role of the Superintendent in Texas 

The role of the superintendent in Texas includes knowledge and skills identified by TEA as 
learner-centered that encompass the following areas: values and ethics of leadership, leadership 
and school district culture, human resources leadership and management, policy and governance, 
communications and community relations, organizational leadership and management, 
curriculum planning and development, and instructional leadership and management 
(Superintendent Certificate, 2009). These standards for competency are also the foundation for 
the curriculum and coursework for the superintendent preparation program and certification 
exam, which are required for superintendent status to be an option in Texas (Superintendent 
Certificate, 2009).  

Texas Requirements for Principalship 

According to TAC 19 of the TEA (Superintendent Certificate, 2009), “The holder of the 
Principal Certificate issued under the provision of this chapter may serve as a principal or 
assistant principal in a Texas public school” (§242.1[d]). A candidate is eligible to receive a 
standard principal certification upon completing five eligibility criteria, the first of which states a 
candidate must successfully complete the appropriate examinations required, which are the 
comprehensive examinations identified by the SBEC (State Board for Educator Certification) 
(Professional Educator Preparation and Certification, 2009). The possible examinations, as 
identified by SBEC, are 268—Principal as Instructional Leader TExES and 068—Principal 
TExES (Professional Educator Preparation and Certification, 2009, §230.21[e]). The second 
qualification criterion for a principal is to “hold, at a minimum, a master’s degree from an 
accredited institution of higher education” (§241.20).  The third criterion for a candidate seeking 
principalship is the need for the candidate to have a valid teaching certificate. The fourth 
requirement for a candidate to be eligible to receive a standard principal certificate is that the 
candidate must “have two creditable years of teaching experience as a classroom teacher” 
(§241.20).  The last requirement for principal certification is to “successfully complete a 
principal preparation program” (Principal Certificate, 2009, §241.20[5]). 

Role of the Principal in Texas 

The requirements under the last criterion for certification include the sections of 19 TAC, 
wherein one can find the standards of a principal preparation program required for principal 
certification: (a) school culture, (b) leading learning, (c) human capital, (d) executive leadership, 
(e) strategic operations, and (f) ethics, equity, and diversity (Principal Certificate, 2009). Section 
§241.15[a] points out that “the standards also serve as the foundation for the individual 
assessment, professional growth plan, and continuing professional education activities required.” 
These standards will be discussed in depth in the upcoming paragraphs to establish an expansive 
view of the role of the principal, according to Texas and the TEA. 
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Women in Educational Leadership 

History 

In the early 1900s, a clear divide existed between the “division of labor among administrators 
and teachers”; even though “historically, women have been the majority in the teaching 
profession,” for the most part, women maintained their teacher roles and men moved into the 
administrative roles (Roser et al., 2009, p. 1). Thus, women assumed a nurturing role in the 
classroom, and the men of the early 1900s became the administrators who made decisions and 
were the “bureaucrats and disciplinarians” of the schooling system (Roser et al., 2009, p. 1). 
According to Roser et al. (2009), in 1928, 55% of principals in elementary schools were women. 
However, as Roser et al. indicated, “Interestingly, there was then a sharp decline in the number 
of women holding a principal’s position,” and that decline was from 1928 until 1984, when only 
18% of women held principal positions (p. 2). 

Historically, research data have repeatedly demonstrated the inequality of women represented in 
the public administration and campus leader roles (Mouton, 2011). These data are more evident 
on the high school level (Mertz, 2006). In the 1930s, “women occupied 55% of elementary 
schools, 12% of junior high schools, and 6% of high schools” principalship (Mouton, 2011, p. 
58). Mouton (2011) found that at the time of her research, “women held 73.5% of elementary 
positions, 41.3% of junior high positions, and 29.8% of high school positions” (p. 58). These 
data indicate that over a period of 80 years, from the 1930s to the early 2000s, “the greatest 
increase for women occurred in the junior high school positions, which accounted for a 29.3% 
increase overall. The second increase in positions occurred at the high school level as women 
have gained an increase of 23.8%” (Mouton, 2011, p. 58). Despite all the advancements in 
technology, civil rights, and civilization as a whole, Mouton’s 2011 study further demonstrates 
that women are still more prevalent in elementary principal positions, indicating little change in 
the 80-year span. 

Current Positions Held 

According to Mouton (2011), in 2000, collected data indicated that women held the vast majority 
of elementary campus principal positions (73.5%), as determined by the U.S. Department of 
Education. Mouton stated, “At the junior high level, men outnumbered women with 58.7% male 
principals. High school results indicated that men also outnumbered women, with 70.2% being 
male principals” (p. 27). These gaps in the elementary to high school level of leadership are 
concerning to women who desire the high school level of principalship. 

In a study conducted by Mouton in 2011, the researcher found “males are statistically more 
likely to lead Texas schools that are categorized by TEA as middle school, junior high or high 
schools,” or what is often referred to as secondary schools (p. 57). The study also found 
statistical significance in the size of schools that were led by both men and women. Mouton 
(2011) noted, “This study also found that males are statistically more likely to head Texas 
schools with enrollment of more than 2000 students,” and, in regards to female principal student 
enrollment numbers, their campuses are typically less than 1,000 students. (p. 58). 

Some critics of gender research argue that the best candidate for the job must be the one who is 
granted the position, which is why more men occupy the high school principal role over their 
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female competitors. Mouton’s 2011 study revealed “males are statistically more likely to head 
schools that are rated Unacceptable in the Texas accountability system” and “females head 
schools that are rated Acceptable, Unacceptable, and Exemplary in the Texas accountability 
system” (p. 57). Mouton (2011) also discussed how this aspect of the research does show some 
limitations due to the fact that female principals at the high school level are less numerous than 
men. 

Pathway to the Principalship 

Trends 

An analysis of who is most likely to become a principal (based on data) and then a look into the 
positions held by women leaders will begin to establish the pathway one can take to become a 
principal. Based on data from Bastian and Henry’s (2014) research on North Carolina’s 
principalship, the average age of first-time principals is 41 years of age. In their study of 981 
principals, 880 of them were former teachers within the school district who had taught for 
approximately 8.5 years on average.  

Other demographic data worth mentioning were compiled by Davis et al. (2017), who indicated 
that women are less likely than men to obtain the position of principal, and women of color even 
less likely. More specifically, “the pathway to the principalship disfavors females even when 
controlling for a host of other factors” (p. 12).  Davis et al. went on to state, “Females of color 
are especially disfavored in their likelihood of transitioning from certificate holder to principal” 
(p. 231). Contrary to what Bastian and Henry (2014) found in their research, which noted that 
first-time principals are 60% females, Davis et al. (2017) noted, “Our findings suggest that White 
men would have the most opportunity when they decide to pursue the principalship” (p. 231).  

Furthermore, those teachers completed a principal training program, and on average, it took 5.12 
years from the time of their degree attainment to when they received their first principalship 
(Bastian & Henry, 2014). These data are also supported by Davis et al. (2017), whose Texas 
study on the pathway to the principalship indicated most leaders become a principal around 4 to 
6 years after interest in the program is shown. The degrees earned in Bastian and Henry’s (2014) 
study was broken down as follows: “67% of the first-time principals earned a master’s degree 
from an in-state public institution as their last degree,” and “the last degree for nearly 89% of our 
sample was a master’s,” and “approximately 14% of individuals earned their last degree out-of-
state” (p. 618). Moreover, 918 of the 981 principals also held the title of assistant principal for an 
average of 4.15 years prior to advancing into the principal role (Bastian & Henry, 2014).  

Importance of High School Principalship 

In a collection of over 350 respondents to a survey on the pathway to superintendency in Texas, 
Farmer (2007) found that the most common link between the top five pathways all included the 
high school principalship. Specifically, 66% of the pathways to the superintendent position 
included the prerequisite of being a high school principal (Farmer, 2007). Farmer indicated that 
males made up 91% of respondents and females 9% of respondents. Furthermore, only six 
respondents, or 1.87%, who were current sitting superintendents at the time of the survey 
indicated their pathway was by way of an elementary principalship and not a high school 
principalship or director position (Farmer, 2007).  
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Farmer’s 2007 research indicated that the high school principal position was the most important 
position in a superintendent’s path to their current position. Specifically, “findings implicated 
that aspiring superintendents should seek secondary school principal positions, particularly high 
school principal positions, as requisites for the Texas public school superintendent position” 
(Farmer, 2007, p. 12). These superintendents’ responses to Farmer’s survey also identified “the 
secondary principal position . . . as the key preparatory position for the superintendency 
regardless of district size” (p. 12). It is also worth noting that “even though women have over a 
year more experience on average before being promoted to assistant principal, they are less 
likely to be promoted to high school principal, and when they are, it is after a longer assistant 
principalship” (Bailes & Guthery, 2020, para. 1). Specifically, Bailes and Guthery (2020) stated, 
“While women comprise half of high school assistant principals, they are less likely than men to 
be promoted to principalships at that level” (para. 6).  

History of Gender Bias in the Workforce 

The Glass Ceiling 

According to Grover (2015), “The term ‘Glass Ceiling’ was coined in 1979 . . . during a 
conference of the Women’s Institute for Freedom of the Press as a part of discussion on 
discrepancies between written policies of women promotion and action opportunities for women 
at Hewlett & Packard” (p. 1). This term is described as “the seen, yet unreachable barrier that 
keeps minorities and women from rising to the upper rungs of the corporate ladder, regardless of 
their qualifications or achievements” (Grover, 2015, p. 1). Obviously, the history of gender bias 
in the workforce is critical for this proposed research because it establishes the context of what 
women are up against when pursuing the role of principal in education. 

Historical Trends 

The last 100 years have brought a number of changes to the U.S. workforce and the women 
within the workforce. According to the U.S. Department of Labor (2021), the Women’s Bureau 
was established on June 5, 1920, by Public Law No. 66-259. This department was created to 
“formulate standards and policies which shall promote the welfare of wage-earning women, 
improve their working conditions, increase their efficiency, and advance their opportunities for 
profitable employment” and is the only federal bureau to exist for the purpose of women’s rights 
in the workforce (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021).  

During World War II, many men were taken out of the assembly-line workforce to fight in the 
war, which left women to take up these roles and engage in a part of the workforce they had not 
been privy to until this tumultuous event. Throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s, women 
started making their way into the workforce in more male-dominated fields, such as “science, 
social work, mathematics and statistics, legal work, and even police work” (U.S. Department of 
Labor, 2021, para. 14). Then, in the late 1950s and 1960s, the Women’s Bureau of the U.S. 
Department of Labor began to focus on college education and traditional training for women to 
be gainfully employed in the workforce alongside their male counterparts.  

The 1960s was a decade filled with political gains by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Women’s 
Bureau, beginning with the passing of the Equal Pay Act of 1963. This law, according to the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission of the United States, was the first law that made it 
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illegal to pay men and women different wages based on the same work. The victory was short-
lived once women realized that legislature and practice, or perceptions, were much different 
from reality (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021).  

In the 1970s, the Women’s Bureau “provided staff support for the President’s Fifty States 
Project, an effort to help states identify sexually discriminatory provisions in their statutes, and 
supported the fight for passage of the proposed Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution” (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021, para. 16). At this time, the department also 
stepped in to ensure proper training and opportunities for women were established as a result of 
the previous decade’s legislature and learnings.  

In the 1980s, the Women’s Bureau worked with organizations in the workforce to provide onsite 
childcare for their female employees and worked with women who had been successful in 
climbing the ladder so they could mentor other women with the same aspirations (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2021). In the 1980s and 1990s, the notion that women should be 
contributing members of society in both a career aspect and a family aspect was introduced, so 
much information on how childcare and offerings of reasonable work hours provided a guiding 
force during those two decades (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021).  

Modern Trends 

In the 2000s, women were still fighting for the same rights they had been fighting for since the 
1920s: equal pay, equal opportunities, and flexible work days (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021). 
Specifically, in 2010, the “Women’s Bureau’s vision was to empower all working women to 
achieve economic security by preparing them for higher-paying jobs, promoting equal pay, 
promoting workplace flexibility, helping women veterans reintegrate into the workforce, and 
helping vulnerable women” (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021, para. 19). Since the late 2010s 
through present day, the Women’s Bureau’s priorities have “included expanding opportunities 
for women in the world of work through an increase in the size and type of apprenticeship 
models, access to affordable, high-quality child care options and the enactment of national paid 
leave” (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021, para. 20).  

Although the workforce has changed and evolved, it is obvious that a struggle still remains for 
the Women’s Bureau. Women face some of the same challenges in 2021 that they faced in 1921. 
Workforce development is still a major issue in today’s society, and gender bias still exists in 
spite of over 100 years of research and advocacy (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021).  

Leadership Differences Between Men and Women 

Two overarching stereotypes that encompass leadership tendencies exist—communal and 
agentic (Eagly, 2020). Agentic tendencies include directness, dominance, and assertiveness 
(Eagly, 2020). In regard to agentic behavior and how it relates to leadership, agentic individuals 
exhibit “behavior that is independent, masterful, assertive, and instrumentally competent” (Eagly 
et al., 2003, p. 572). On the other hand, communal tendencies include warmth, kindness, and 
inclusivity (Eagly, 2020). In regard to communal behavior and how it relates to leadership, 
communal individuals exhibit “behavior that is friendly, unselfish, concerned with others, and 
expressive” (Eagly et al., 2003, p. 572).  
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Female Leadership Strengths 

The leadership tendencies of women that are considered stronger than their male counterparts 
were described by Rey (2005) as follows: “Woman leaders are acknowledged as possessing 
entrepreneurial vision and effective communication skills, and operate from a reward power 
base, which results in a work atmosphere where all individuals are motivated and work together 
to achieve the organization’s mission” (p. 9). This type of leadership goes against the typical 
leadership style based on dominant behaviors and what Rey (2005) referred to as “material 
superiority” and instead is a leadership style that “values . . . sustainability, diversity and human 
rights”—in other words, an alternative leadership style (p. 10). This alternative leadership style is 
aligned with female leadership styles by Rey, who stated, “There is remarkable overlap between 
the kinds of traits posited as desirable for this alternative leadership with the characteristics 
typically associated with women’s leadership” (p. 10). Unfortunately, even with all the literature 
and research that supports women potentially being better leaders than men, women still face 
many obstacles in attaining leadership roles. 

Female Leadership Barriers 

In a 2007 empirical research study, Shakeshaft et al. asked why the “higher you go, the fewer 
you see” syndrome for women in school administration still exists in today’s society despite the 
fact that initial studies were conducted nearly three decades prior. Their research identified the 
following different types of barriers faced by women, each of which will be explored below: 
lacking in confidence, lack of motivation or aspiration, family and home responsibilities, 
working conditions or sex discrimination, lack of support or encouragement, socialization and 
sex role stereotypes, finances for training, and lack of mentors in hiring or promotion processes 
(Shakeshaft et al., 2007). These findings were also supported by Derrington and Sharratt (2009), 
who indicated two of the top barriers to women superintendents in California were (a) not 
willing to relocate due to family or spouse’s career and (b) balancing work with family. 
Derrington and Sharratt (2009) also indicated that while the home and family balance is difficult 
for younger women who seek the superintendent position, they concluded this dynamic did not 
improve with age because the aspiring female’s parents aged and required more care, most of 
which she would be responsible for later in her career.  

Subordinate Perceptions of Women Leaders 

Regardless of the research-based findings of a woman’s leadership style being preferred over a 
man’s, “women mainly perceive other women as rather emotional, aggressive, high in 
dominance and more effective, but still would not prefer to work for them” (Brinia, 2011, p. 40). 
However, in contrast to those negative results, Crites et al. (2015) surveyed 135 people on their 
perceptions of a leader’s concern for people and the concern for production, and then the 
researchers ran a reliability test (Cronbach’s alpha) to verify the results’ validity—.80 for the 
male leaders and .83 for the female leaders. The overall indications for this research showed a 
slight preference for female leaders from female subordinates and no preference from male 
subordinates regarding their boss’s gender (Crites et al., 2015). This juxtaposition in research is 
another indicator of a complicated system that varies depending on the research and values 
instilled within society and personal beliefs. 
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Methods 

A qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological approach was used to illuminate meaning and 
understand the essence of the lived experiences as portrayed by the participating principals. 
According to Kafle (2011), “The term essence refers to the essential meanings of a phenomenon; 
that which makes a thing what it is” (p. 189). The use of a phenomenological methodology has 
allowed the researcher to illuminate rich descriptions, personal meanings, and the essence of 
lived experiences related to female high school principals in Texas. Peoples (2021) described the 
process of phenomenological research in the following manner: “Through participants’ vivid 
depictions of their experiences, phenomenological researchers construct a meaningful reality 
through data analysis” (p. 3). Creswell (2014) described the process as the researcher describing 
the lived experiences of participants through the lenses of philosophy and psychology.  

Design of the Study 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather descriptive narratives regarding the lived 
experiences of female high school principals. The data collected from the semi-structured 
interviews was coded using the NVivo software program. NVivo is a software program used to 
uncover patterns and develop themes from the information that is input into the system’s 
software. NVivo was used to assist in data interpretation, thereby establishing common themes 
noted during the participant interviews and storytelling. This process was done through the 
submission of the transcripts, transcribed from the recorded audio, and interpretation of the 
participant’s answers into codes for theme emergence. All of this was done through NVivo’s 
coding capabilities. The identified theme was viewed through the phenomenological lens of 
social role theory, thus answering the aforementioned research questions.  

This interpretive analysis of data is called interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), and 
according to Smith and Osborn (2008), “The aim of interpretative phenomenological analysis 
(IPA) is to explore in detail how participants are making sense of their personal and social 
world” (p. 53). This research was designed to use hermeneutic phenomenological research 
combined with IPA data analysis as an interpretive or descriptive method in order to gain insight 
from high school female principals regarding their journey to their current roles. By seeking to 
understand the essence of the lived experiences of the female high school principals, the 
researcher used these in-depth, semi-structured interviews to determine barriers along the female 
leaders’ path. In this research, the phenomena studied are the experiences of female leaders in 
the high school principalship role in Texas and the pathways and barriers they faced as they 
navigated the social roles of women in society.  

Study Participants  

This method of sampling is purposeful criterion-based sampling, according to Creswell (2013). 
For Creswell (2013), purposeful sampling is the best approach to qualitative research, an 
approach that is even more specific at the phenomenology-level of research. This study had five 
participants. Participants in this study are current female high school principals in Texas. These 
women are principals at traditional high schools and neighborhood schools that contain Grades 9, 
10, 11, and 12. These campuses are not specialized campuses but rather public schools in a 
public school district in Texas. In order to recruit these participants, the researcher located the 
candidates in the TEA’s principal contact lists and emailed the qualifying principals information 
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on the research and details requesting their confirmation of the participant criteria. Once that 
criteria was confirmed, the researcher then submitted the paperwork and releases needed for the 
participants’ participation in the research to commence. These participants were selected by 
purposive sampling, which assisted the researcher in answering the research questions related to 
the phenomenon and social role theory (Creswell, 2014).  

Data Collection 

Through the collection of interview responses collected by the researcher in the aforementioned 
semi-structured interviews, the researcher gathered the lived experiences of female high school 
principals in Texas. This process was completed via video-conferencing so the researcher could 
witness and note body language, tone, and any other nuance of the participant that was not 
vocally stated. The researcher recorded the interviews and transcribed the interviews for data 
analysis. These steps are both critical in IPA because the use of NVivo requires the transcription 
for the development of codes and themes and gives the researcher more time with the transcripts 
to ensure the hermeneutic circle of analysis was implemented.  

Treatment of Data 

The researcher inputs the full transcript of each interview into the NVivo software program, a 
program that is able to assign themes to the common codes in the data—data, in this case being, 
the transcripts of the interviews. The software enabled the researcher to code the transcripts in 
the software program, which were then analyzed for accuracy through reviewing transcripts and 
comparing the interpretations. The most appropriate code to use in this study is the themes 
previously mentioned through the literature review, considering that the researcher is looking for 
common themes in the responses of participants as they relate to their lived experiences. The 
analysis of these data focused on the topics of the two research questions: pathways to the high 
school principalship for female leaders and barriers and obstacles faced along the way.  

Findings 

Nine themes were identified through the inductive coding process using Nvivo software. These 
nine emergent themes spanned two research questions once the data was interpreted and 
analyzed for codes and themes. The researcher considered the previous studies regarding barriers 
and obstacles to women in leadership positions to the themes that began to emerge from this 
research. This consideration of previous research is what assisted the researcher in the 
development of the research questions that were asked of the participants. The researcher utilized 
some of the existing body of research’s findings and concepts of social role theory to develop the 
research questions. In Table 1, the researcher illustrates the first of two research questions and 
the themes that emerged from this research as they connect to research question 1. 
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Table 1 
Emergent Themes for Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 Themes 

RQ1: Based on participants’ lived experiences, what 
common trends are revealed in the pathways to 
leadership from current female high school principals 
participating in this study? 

Emerging Theme 1: Advancing titles 
through lower grade levels 

 

Emerging Theme 2: Pathway 
preparedness 

 
The second research question was in regard to the barriers and/or obstacles the high school 
female principals faced along the way in their pathway to the principalship in the state of Texas. 
This research question yielded seven emerged themes based on the open-ended interview 
questions. In the following Table 2, the second research questions with the emerged themes are 
presented.  

 
Table 2 
Emergent Themes for Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 Themes 

RQ2: What barriers/obstacles, 
if any, do current female high 
school principals reveal in 
their experiences regarding 
the pathway to principalship? 

Emerging Theme 1: Capitalizing on mentorship 

Emerging Theme 2: Working conditions/discrimination 

Emerging Theme 3: Family and home responsibilities 

Emerging Theme 4: Aspirations and confidence 

Emerging Theme 5: Sex role stereotyping 

Emerging Theme 6: Financial support 

 Emerging Theme 7: Opportunities for growth and advancement 
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In Table 3, the researcher indicates which participants experienced the emergent themes of the 
first research question based on their responses to the guiding questions asked within the 
interview process. 

 
Table 3 
Participants’ Mentions or Experiences of Themes Related to Research Question 1 

 Participant 

Emerging Theme A B C D E 

Advancing titles through 
lower grade levels x  x  x  x   

Pathway Preparedness x  x  x  x  x 

Note. Participants (N=5) were assigned pseudonyms (i.e., Participant A, Participant B, etc.) to protect 
their rights to confidentiality. An “x” indicates the participant made comments in the interview related to 
the designated theme.  

Emerging Theme 1: Advancing titles through lower grade levels 

The first theme that emerged for research question number one was the theme of current female 
high school principals advancing their titles in their careers through lower grade levels. An 
example of this is a high school teacher moving into an assistant principal role at the middle 
school level prior to advancing to assistant principal at the high school level. The leader first 
advances her title, teacher to assistant principal, and does it through going down in grade level, 
from high school to middle school. It is then, that our participants begin to then move back up 
the grade levels towards the high school position of principal.  

Emerging Theme 2: Pathway preparedness 

The second theme that emerged from the first research question was pathway preparedness. The 
interview question that prompted the responses that this theme emerged from was, “As an acting 
female high school principal, what recommended steps should a female leader consider in 
building a pathway to the high school principal position?”. This question was initially intended 
to spark thought regarding barriers and obstacles, as that was the next research question that the 
interview was moving towards, but the responses aligned with the steps to take to be ready for 
the position when it became available, hence pathway preparedness. All five participants shared 
experiences and the need to be prepared, which is what assisted in the development of this 
theme.  
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Table 4 
Participants’ Mentions or Experiences of Themes Related to Research Question 2 

 Participant 

Emerging Theme A B C D E 

Capitalizing on mentorship x x x x x 

Working 
conditions/discrimination x x  x x 

Family and home 
responsibilities x x x x x 

Aspirations and confidence x x x x x 

Sex role stereotyping x x  x x 

Financial support    x x x 

Opportunities for growth and 
advancement x x x  x 

Note. Participants (N=5) were assigned pseudonyms (i.e., Participant A, Participant B, etc.) to protect 
their rights to confidentiality. An “x” indicates the participant made comments in the interview related to 
the designated theme.  

Emerging Theme 1: Capitalizing on Mentorship 

The body of research surrounding mentorship describes how there is a lack of mentors for 
women leaders, especially principals. As the researcher reviewed the transcripts and holistically 
evaluated and interpreted the statements of the participants, the theme of not only mentorships 
emerged but the themes of capitalizing on those mentorship relationships. Every participant 
alluded to the need for a good mentor and the benefits that the relationship can reap. 
Additionally, mentorship codes were found in all five transcript files and were referenced a total 
of fifteen times in the five interviews.   

Emerging Theme 2: Working conditions/discrimination  

This theme encompasses discriminatory remarks that current female high school principals have 
experienced based on their gender and working conditions that they have faced that were sub-par 
compared to their male counterparts. This theme developed based on coding that aligned to 
discrimination but not stereotypes, which is another theme that will be discussed within this 
chapter. The codes for this theme were mentioned in four of the transcript files and referenced 
seven times overall in those four transcripts. When asked if this was a problem or if they had 
faced any barriers or obstacles regarding discrimination or working conditions because they were 
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women, some of the participants would initially respond “no,” however when the researcher let 
the silence settle in the interview, the participants would then begin to discuss instances where 
discrimination did occur.  

Emerging Theme 3: Family and home responsibilities 

All five participants discussed the role of family and their home-life in their interviews. This 
topic came up when the specific question was asked, as well as multiple other times during the 
interviews. Family and home responsibility codes were found in all five transcript files and were 
referenced or coded twenty-one times in those five interviews. Additionally, all five participants 
indicated their family and home responsibilities were a factor, at some level, in the career moves 
they have made over the years.   

Emerging Theme 4: Aspirations and Confidence 

Previous literature allures to female leaders lacking confidence or the aspiration to move into 
higher levels of leadership within education; however, this was not the case with the experiences 
of the participants in this study. On the contrary, the idea of aspirations and confidence was 
breached in all five participant interviews, and this theme had nine different references, despite 
there being only one question about it on the semi-structured interview questions. The 
participating female high school principals did not lack aspirations or confidence but were rather 
proud of their abilities and used that as motivation for their advancement in positions within the 
education field.  

Emerging Theme 5: Sex-Role Stereotypes 

This barrier to female high school principals is evident in all but one of the participants. The 
codes that combined to make this theme were evident in four of the transcript files and had 
thirteen references to sex-role stereotypes. Assumptions made about a female leader, based on 
her gender and the role that gender plays in society, are a barrier for women high school 
principals.  

Emerging Theme 6: Financial support 

Financial support was a theme that came up when the codes started to appear for the following 
questions asked during the interview: 

Did you have all the support and financial resources you needed to advance your career 
to this level? If not, what were you missing that would have helped you be more 
successful along the way? 

These codes appeared in three different transcripts but were mentioned eleven times in those 
three. Two of the participants indicated this was not a financial barrier or obstacle to their 
success but rather a support of the district they were in at the time.  

Emerging Theme 7: Opportunity for growth and advancement 

While the theme or barrier of opportunity for men versus women was not explicitly discussed as 
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a barrier in the previous literature review, it is an understood barrier. This theme emerged as a 
barrier or obstacle as coding ensued due to the fact that the majority of the participants either 
discussed openly or alluded to it in their interviews. This theme is essentially the proverbial 
“glass ceiling” that is so often referenced when reviewing research regarding gender and 
leadership. The codes that align with these themes were present in four of the transcript files and 
were referenced thirteen times within those four files.  

Social Role Theory and Research Findings 

Social role theory indicates women are to have stereotypical nurturing roles in society, and they 
are to behave as nurturers, not powerful or direct campus leaders. This study has found that the 
stereotypes that are supported by the social role theory are also the lived experiences of our 
participants. Though not all participants saw this as an obstacle or challenge, most found 
themselves up against the societal expectations of the communities they serve. Additionally, the 
female participants were assumed to have certain nurturing characteristics when they were 
announced to the general public as the new campus leader. With remarks about being meek or 
soft, many of the participants had to establish their approach to leadership not only to their 
campuses and faculty/staff but to the general public as well.  

Social role theory was also found in the expectation of the female principals to decide between 
family and career in some cases. Society expects women to be the caretakers of the children in 
the family, and for the majority of participants, this affected their career-based decisions. Many 
of them put off moving into the high school principal role in order to raise their children and be 
present as a mother, exactly what is expected from the social role theory. The findings of this 
research assist in establishing validity to the theoretical framework and establishment of societal 
views and expectations for women, both at home and in the workforce.  

Conclusions of Findings 

All of the female high school principals interviewed in this research vocalized the need to be 
prepared to move into the next role or the next career step in the pathway at any given moment. 
All of the female leaders also discussed the need to learn and grow in order to be prepared for 
that “next step” in the leadership journey. All but one of the female leaders in this research had 
to drop into the lower-grade principalship in order to move back up to their preferred level of 
high school.  

Additionally, all of the high school female principals in this study indicated the lack of a mentor 
was a barrier for women, as they emphasized the importance of capitalizing on the mentorship 
relationship for aspiring female leaders. All of the female leader participants also indicated their 
family and home obligations affected their career choices at some level. While some of the 
female leaders did not indicate it was a barrier or obstacle, their answers indicated they would 
have chosen differently had their family circumstances been different. This is the essence of their 
experience; the interpretative analysis of the data resulted in an emerging theme despite some of 
the participants being adamant their family obligations were not a hindrance to them. Like family 
responsibilities and the importance of mentorship, all participants also indicated they did not lack 
the confidence and/or aspirations to become the leaders they are today, despite what the body of 
research indicates.  
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Most of the women, four out of five, experienced gender discrimination or poor working 
conditions, sex-role stereotyping, and the perceived lack of opportunity for growth in their career 
pathways. While one of the female participants attributed the discrimination to people being 
“rude” rather than naming it discrimination, it was apparent in her interview that the commentary 
from the public was in regards to her gender and ability to perform the duties of high school 
principal due to her being female. The other participants were well aware of the perceptions of 
others and indicated this was a clear barrier for them along their journey. The other participants 
also experienced societal expectations, which correlates with social role theory, of women 
needing to be with their families and raising their children. Another sex-role stereotype that 
emerged from the experiences of the participants was that of behavioral expectations for women 
versus those of men. Society expects women to be meek and mild, yet there has to be tenacity to 
run a traditional high school campus, which is where the barrier lies for women high school 
principals. All but one of the participants indicated they had experienced the barrier or obstacle 
of being one of the first or the first female high school principals in their school or district. This 
perceived lack of opportunity to make it to the top ties in with the idea that women are not 
confident or have the same aspirations as their male counterparts. The lack of women in the 
upper levels of leadership, at the campus level and the district level, has led to them perceiving 
their gender as a barrier or obstacle to overcome in order to achieve their aspirations.  

Lastly, only some of the women indicated they had the support and financial backing to advance 
their careers. The three female leaders who felt they had the appropriate support were able to use 
district resources of time and money to ensure they received the degrees needed to move up in 
their leadership journey. The other two women financially paid for their degrees and worked on 
their own time to achieve them.  

Implications for Practice 

While a single phenomenological study cannot provide a sound basis for the practice of 
increasing acceptance and thus a representation of women in the high school principal role in 
Texas, this study (and other studies with similar findings) would suggest there are steps that can 
be taken to assist in this phenomenon. Specifically, this study suggests aspiring female leaders 
need to seek out a female mentor who has experience at the high school level of campus 
leadership. Another implication for aspiring female high school principals is to be aware of the 
obstacles that will likely be encountered along the way, whether that be the lack of opportunity 
in district leadership or campus leadership or the need to ensure one’s finances are able to fund 
the needed graduate work and certifications needed for the principal role. Awareness allows the 
aspiring leader to pro-actively establish a plan to address the obstacles when they do arise. 
Another way the aspiring female high school principal can prepare for the role, as evidenced by 
the study’s findings, is to learn and prepare for the role before it is time to step into it. Knowing 
that working conditions, gender stereotypes, and sexual discrimination are likely to be present in 
their journey, the aspiring leader can mentally prepare for the barrier. Learning how to navigate 
potential barriers is a necessary part of the pathway to the high school principal role and 
actionable implications for aspiring leaders. 
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The education system of today requires grit to stay the 
course. The leader knows when to push in, and the follower 
absorbs the lessons. Both the leader and the follower are 

improving in the idea of healthy striving which is rooted in 
grit and challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



88 | JOURNAL OF TEXAS WOMEN SCHOOL EXECUTIVES 

 

Today’s Leader: Women Made Of Pearls, Grace And Grit 

Dr. Jean Bahney 
 Assistant Professor  

Buena Vista University 

Dr. Bethany Logan 
 Director of Curriculum 

Smithville Independent School District 

Abstract 

This article explores the components of pearls of leadership that require grit and grace. How 
leaders initiate relationships and lead change will test the fabric of themselves and others. 
Ultimately, the leader is the critical factor in making change and allowing grace for themselves 
and others along the journey. The metaphor of pearls is used throughout the article to 
demonstrate women in leadership and the legacy they leave for subsequent generations of 
leaders, teachers, and students. 

Keywords: grace, grit, leadership, change, consensus 

Today’s Leader: Women Made Of Pearls, Grace And Grit 

As the famous quote attributed to Billie Jean King says, "Champions keep playing until they 
get it right.'' (King, 2023). The same is true for leaders. One does not start as a leader; one 
develops into a leader, a pearl through grit and grace. Why do leaders need to operate with grit, 
grace, and tenacity? Grit, tenacity, and "keeping on" are all part of the skills of leadership. 
Embracing grace and grit within leadership requires connections with people, giving grace 
when skills are developing, and being responsive to change. Just as the creation of a pearl 
requires tremendous pressure, uncomfortable sharp edges, and tender care, so too does our 
work in schools have the same demands. How we build relationships during challenging times 
establishes the groundwork for this journey of grace and grit. 

To counter the demands of day-to-day school improvement, leadership must first focus on the 
connections and the trust one builds. Trust originates in the willingness of all stakeholders to 
see the need for students to progress forward, not to feed the ego, but for the specific purpose 
of students. This idea applies not only to a professional setting but also personally. Making 
positive change hinges on your ability to shift the dynamics of a negative situation into a 
healthy, productive atmosphere. The ideas and vocabulary used in discussing issues and even 
in daily conversation, the phrasing and nuances of the dialogue provide a common bias for trust 
and support a connection that allows for ideas of commitment and vision. Time and 
connections develop relationships. Relationships give a foundation for trust to navigate through 
daily pressures, similar to pearls, which build slowly with continuous support over time; people 
need the same care during seasons of change. 

Leaders sometimes need to start over in relationship building, try again, allow more time, and, 
in short, get some "grit" to continue to develop the school and the consensus needed to get the 
changes approved. Building a culture of feedback allows one to layer grace over the sharp 
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edges to allow for differences among people, teachers, students, stakeholders, etc. Likewise, 
change is produced in a culture of positive feedback. Grace emerges from the actions of the 
leaders in those critical moments. The essential definition of grit is the ability to pivot, move 
forward, and stay the course. This process is akin to the creation of the pearl when a clam 
experiences many challenges or irritations as things are rough and pointed in transitions. Only 
time and grace act upon the irritants that shape them into a smooth, valued possession, a 
treasured beauty. 

Leaders assist teams in navigating strenuous situations and circumstances with clear purpose 
and direction. Leaders must decide to step back or change with the flow to continue to build 
more support in new areas, seek different connections, re-establish firm parameters, or embrace 
new tools and ideas. Grit is what we call it when the decision to go forward occurs. The 
"rebranding or reaffirming connections and relationships demands time and work on the part of 
the leader. A byproduct of connection building is relationships, whereas providing ongoing 
support builds trust. 

Establishing a climate of valued relationships, consistency, and follow-up determines the 
leader's success. These ideals take grit and dedication, which permeate into every classroom, 
every campus, every district, and every aspect of leadership. Each team member is different, 
just as pearls come in many shapes, colors, and forms. The consistency of the shell around the 
pearl keeps the treasure safe. Forbes contributor Cari Coats (2019) suggests that leaders need to 
modify to find what makes them effective and use their warmth and empathy to support the 
development of grit. Empathy provides the emotional safety needed to push to the next level to 
continue to develop. 

Recognizing the positive potential of various members and informal leaders is an initial step in 
building connections. Susan Scott (2004) states, “Conversation is the relationship.” (p. 6). 
Listening closely to discover needs and deep concerns helps to provide avenues to interact 
authentically with individuals. This process has to start over at the beginning of each team-
building session. Grit and courage are required to put oneself out there in every meeting and 
every interaction. While uncomfortable, this process is needed to bring organizational change. 

Change challenges all stakeholders to be uncomfortable for long stretches. Just as pearls are 
sandy and gritty before they experience the smoothing of continual coating and pressure, 
establishing relationships can be viewed through the same lens. Change often begins in small 
groups or one-to-one settings. The leader must show a degree of vulnerability within the change 
process. Showing the authentic and "real" self to start the relationship on the part of the leader is 
the foundation of relationships. Relationships and change are transactional and need time. The 
key to student success has always been working with people as opposed to working with people 
as if they are disposable. Strong leaders understand where people are in their personal and 
professional journeys. Elena Aguilar (2016) posits in The Art of Coaching Teams that the 
assumption of shared values between stakeholders and leadership can influence or hinder 
change if the lines of communication and adaptability on all sides are not open and intact. 

Building relationships is moving forward with grace. Grace allows us to try multiple avenues or 
pathways. The key is to continue to work on honoring those around you and respond with 
acceptance and grace even when there are challenges. 
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In school improvement, our objective as leaders is to coach administrators and teachers for 
improved practice, which results in student progress. Negative reactions from stakeholders can 
occur when critical conversations are taking place. How leadership responds can establish 
positivity and redirect negative feelings into productivity. Open a vulnerable side within 
yourself to which individuals can reach out and respond. Trusting the relationship-building 
process and having crucial conversations at the right time will empower you as a leader and 
those you lead. The process will take grit and grace. Your ‘pearls’ are the people you have 
relationships with who provide care and support to students. 

Understanding the need for positivity and the perspectives of others under pressure lays the 
groundwork for creating something of great value: the pearl. As one gives grace by avoiding 
negative comments or remarks that wound, the learning leader practices asking enough 
questions to refine thinking processes. Although easier said than done, grace requires this of us 
as leaders. "Leaders are learners. They learn from their failures as well as successes and make it 
possible for others to do the same" (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 20). The foundation of grit is 
the willingness to learn and transform and the leader’s ability to coach team members through 
grace. 

One of the specific types of change that requires grace and grit is when entire organizational 
systems must transform. Transformation, initiated by the leader and cultivated through a 
growth mindset, is simply an opportunity to use these skills over time in a pressured 
environment. The leader coaches new skills, provides support, and builds capacity in people, 
their ‘pearl.’ Poutiatine (2009) outlines nine principles of transformational leadership. Six of 
these principles align with the ideals of leadership, grit, and grace: 

• Transformation requires assent to change. 
• Transformation always requires second-order change. 
• Transformation involves all aspects of an individual's or organization's life. 
• Transformational change involves letting go of the myth of control. 
• Transformational change involves some aspect of risk, fear, and loss. 
• Transformation is always a movement toward greater integrity of identity– a 

movement toward wholeness (p. 190). 

Transformational leadership necessitates the leader and participants to be open to coaching, 
adapting behaviors, and letting go of tightly held points of control. Simply stated, this kind of 
leadership embodies grace and grit. Coaching leaders and igniting change conversations 
requires a change in approach and dialogue. When restating and agreeing with an individual by 
saying, " Yes, that is …." and then adding, " But if we change…." People hear the phrase after 
"but…." which is exclusionary of the original affirming statement. The rapport breaks; trust 
levels drop. The script changes to, "Yes, that is…" followed by "and……". With the phrasing 
of "and…” options for positive discourse are open. The speaker is extending the thought 
instead of redirecting the idea. Using the “and…” option is an affirmation of people 
emotionally and professionally. Grace is given and received. 

When leaders build capacity with employees, positive change occurs, even if the process is not 
linear. We create our ‘pearls’ each time we build people up and empower them to obtain new 
skills. As quoted in Harvard Business Review, in an article on leadership development by 
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Monique Valcour (2020), she posits, "Occupying a leadership position is not the same thing as 
leading. To lead, you must be able to connect, motivate, and inspire a sense of ownership of 
shared objectives. Heightening your capacity to lead others requires seeing how you think and 
act and how your behavior affects others.” (Valcour, 2020). Understanding how a leader’s 
individual actions impact teams determines the culture of acceptance and grace. 

The ability to give grace is related to the grace that one feels. When grace is received, it is 
easier to give to others. The question begs how one can receive grace in this "continuous 
journey of personal development? " (Valcour, 2020). It would be ideal if those around us in 
supervisory positions gave us grace. What a fabulous world this would be if every Board of 
Trustees meeting started with a 15-minute round of accolades for the work of the 
Superintendent, and the praise drifted down throughout the organization! That is somewhat 
unrealistic. An alternative is to give grace to oneself first. In a podcast, “How Does Your 
Energy Impact How You Lead and Show Up with Ingrid Messner," Ingrid Messner, a noted 
author whose book "Naturally Successful Leadership: Showing How to Engage Your Energy, 
Influence Others and Create Positive Impact" shared her thoughts on how we give grace to 
ourselves through our sleep patterns, food use, nutritional supplements, and exercise that we do 
regularly. She suggests we maximize the areas we need to develop and recharge our energy. 
The author notes we need to respond to the unconscious longing. The leader can enter the room 
with "Leadership energy" (Messner, 2020) and naturally encourages others to take up the cause. 

This energy comes from within the leader. "If you lead yourself well, you can lead others." 
(Messner, 2020). One needs to know how to respond to oneself. It may be free time in nature 
where the sounds, sights, and smells help a person to gain clarity of meeting her own needs, 
mentally and physically. As you consider how pearls are cared for, careful attention to routine 
and environment is part of the ritual of care. Daily rituals, environment, and work-life balance 
can impact insight and self-reflection. 

In challenging, stressful situations, the human response is to retract into survival mode to 
ensure safety. Stress affects our understanding of the environment or context of the interactions 
and others. As a leader becomes more in balance and stress levels drop, she becomes more 
aware of the context in which we operate. This balance allows one to establish relationships 
"with you as a person, not a role." (Messner, 2020). The connection to others is binding. 
Renewed energy in one's personal life can convert to "leadership energy." The typical response 
is that time is limited. A short amount of time is sufficient. Great leaders know how to give 
grace to others, but more importantly, grace starts with self first. Grace allows us to respond 
differently and to give grace more frequently to others. Giving grace to oneself covers the 
blemishes within oneself in ways that a clam covers an irritant, taking the first steps toward the 
creation of a pearl. 

Wearing pearls is associated with persons of grace, intelligence, and affluence. Pearls are a 
symbol of value that remains over time but are not flashy jewels. They are the soft-spoken 
signs of one who is comfortable with who she truly is and who knows where she wants to 
achieve and what she represents. Grace is a prerequisite to wearing the pearls of wisdom with 
character. 

Pearls transcend time, as do quality teaching and learning. Pearls in leadership are akin to the 
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family heirloom, passed down from generation to generation. The culmination of teaching, 
learning, and leadership creates the strand of pearls that we wear as leaders and pass down to 
subsequent generations. Just as Queen Elizabeth II wore pearls every day, her heirs now bear 
her pearls and the burden of leading in a time of change. We have pearls within leadership. The 
work we engage in under pressure yields great rewards. We work with students individually, by 
student expectation, to ensure our 'student pearls' will be ready to supersede challenge and 
struggle. The education system of today requires grit to stay the course and grace enough to 
step into the moment and accept outcomes. 

Cultivating pearls of grit and grace in others is a process in which both leader and follower 
grow together. The leader knows when to push in; the follower knows when to absorb the 
lesson. Both individuals contribute to the interaction but grow in leadership in different 
modalities. Allowing ourselves, both leader and follower, the permission to participate in this 
kind of relationship is unsettling and thought-provoking. These are the essence of reflection, a 
continuous process of developing grit. In her book The Gifts of Imperfection, Brené Brown 
comments, "Healthy striving is self-focused: "How can I improve?" Perfectionism is other-
focused: "What will they think?" Being open to improvement as leaders and as leaders of 
organizations requires the idea of healthy striving towards grit, grace, and leadership. Healthy 
striving is rooted in grit and challenges us as leaders to keep going when it is difficult. 

In summary, fully understanding leadership through the paradigm of grace and grit is based on 
our connections with people, giving us the grace to fall forward and expect the constancy of 
change. Keep reaching out to build relationships. Be the champion for students. Keep asking 
questions to build capacity in people. When your energy is low and you feel like you cannot 
persevere, remember your pearls. Your pearls developed through grit, grace, and perseverance 
within your daily leadership are your legacy. 
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Revive is the time we venture out of our silos into this 
new shared and safe space created by our student leader. 

Through conversation and laughter, we return to our 
tasks with a fresher perspective. Somewhere between 
individual grit and organizational grit, you will find 

Tarleton Fort Worth Revive Wellness grit. 
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Abstract 

Women from a wellness effort at Tarleton State University’s Fort Worth campus share how the 
program has affected their mental and physical wellness, along with other intersectional benefits 
of bringing together an interdisciplinary team of administrators, staff, and faculty under the 
guidance of one student leader. The grit and grace of one student leader motivated staff and 
faculty members of a satellite campus to train daily. The outcome was more than wellness; it was 
a community of colleagues and a collective grit. 

Revive Wellness: A Satellite Campus’ Perspectives on the Intersections  
of an Accidental Interdisciplinary Team’s Grace and Grit 

To encourage more employee movement and combat the sedentary nature of office work, 
universities, and other workplaces use a variety of wellness programs to assist employees with 
their overall health. Increased health benefits from regular physical activity impact individual 
employees and the institution. For individuals, the added movement from a wellness program 
can help by lowering risks for cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and some cancers. 
Employers benefit from healthier and more productive employees, and generally speaking, 
“healthy employees cost you less” (Berry, 2010, para. 3). For busy university and school 
executives, it takes grit and grace to maintain an individual wellness program or an institutional 
one.  
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At Tarleton State University, the wellness program is called Revive Wellness, and its mission is 
to transform employees’ “personal health and wellness by inspiring change, teaching personal 
ownership, and empowering behavior change through educational excellence” (Revive Mission 
Statement, n. d.). Tarleton’s program began on the Stephenville campus and then extended to an 
outreach campus in Fort Worth. At its core, the program includes daily workouts over lunch, 
wellness incentives, and fruit available for all employees in break rooms. What really happens is 
so much more. Below, five participants who represent faculty and staff from various disciplines 
and one student leader express in their words what Revive Wellness means to them and their 
health journeys. 

Sharing Persistence, Building Confidence in My Craft 

During my time at Tarleton, I’ve had the privilege to be a student volunteer turned graduate 
assistant for the employee wellness program Revive Wellness. In these classes, I am able to put 
my learning to use by instructing health and wellness classes for staff and faculty on the Tarleton 
Fort Worth campus. To be honest, I was not sure what the outcome of this was going to be. It has 
been an amazing experience, to say the least. I have made great connections with the staff and 
faculty — and not only the participants who show up to classes. But to all the ones I have come 
in contact with across campus. It has truly been an honor to be involved in helping to guide them 
in their wellness journeys. 

I have always enjoyed working out and trying to stay healthy. It is great that I get to do the same 
and help to run a program for the School of Kinesiology. The mentors I have acquired 
throughout my journey have taught the value of self-worth and tenacity. I never figured at my 
current age that I would go back to doing something I loved so much as a teenager. I let so much 
get in my way when I ventured into adulthood, and to gain it all back has been a long and hard 
road. Yet, it is a road I do not regret taking. 

I am able to show my children that it does not matter the age of the person but what matters is 
the heart of that person. To go after what you also wanted to do, not because of the monetary 
gratification but because of the internal gratification it can bring. It is not simply about teaching 
people how to exercise but why it truly matters to do such things. Wellness is much more than 
physical but also emotional, mental, spiritual, and financial. 

I teach a series of workout classes, from cardio and weights to Pilates stretching. We also watch 
and practice YouTube videos on yoga or Zumba. But during these exercises, we as a group get to 
learn from one another. We share information from our own workout experiences and pull 
helpful hints or ideas to make our workouts better. I listen to each of these women to modify our 
workouts to make sure they succeed. I make sure they get the best workout suited for their 
functionality. I do not set a prior routine before class begins because I like to ask them what they 
would like to work on today and what they feel needs improvement. 

These sessions are not your regular group workouts. We gain so much from these sessions and 
not just physical health. We laugh, we cry, we sweat, and we have a great time. The time spent 
helps me to practice my techniques and put my schooling to use. Every session has some sort of 
excitement, and we never have a training session without laughter, especially if yoga is involved. 
I also receive grade-A mentorship from the women I train. They encourage me to do my best and 
teach me about certain connections I can make. They never let me down when it comes to 
building my confidence in my craft.  
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Our Revive sessions offer a little of something for everyone involved. We seem to hold so much 
stress throughout our day, but once we get started, it all disappears for that limited amount of 
training time. This helps us to cope with the rest of the day and even the week. We talk about 
everything and anything while training, and in turn, it makes us better for it. We become more 
physically active working through the stress, and we laugh and release all those happy hormones 
that make us smile.  

I, too, am also able to let go of the stress of the day and even the week when I host a Revive 
training session. These sessions allow me and others to vent whatever ails us with discretion and 
help guide each other through it. This group has saved my sanity plenty of times and made me 
almost lose it as well. I would not have it any other way with them. 

No matter how tough the training sessions become, participants come back each day and are 
ready to continue with their wellness times. Even if I come down on them for skipping a session 
with me, they find the time to train on their own. If I have to cancel a session, they will still get 
together and train together. It makes me feel good inside that my persistence has rubbed off on 
them, and they want to train with or without me. 

Being able to advocate for this program means a lot to me. Not only was I learning how to train 
people in areas higher than me, I was able to connect with them as well. It did not become the 
teacher/student relationship. It has grown into a meaningful connection of the minds. 

My participants are my faithful, and I appreciate, admire, and treasure them all. I do not think I 
could have made it this far without their guidance. My fabulous mentors, Amy McKay and 
Audrey Johnston, push me to my limits and help me push past them as well. They never give up 
on me and are always there to lend a helping hand. They are true leaders who lead by example. I 
am forever grateful to be in their circle.  

Patricia Rodriguez 
Kinesiology Graduate Student 

Persistence Through Community 

I do not remember when I started attending Revive Wellness workout sessions, but I do 
remember it was under mild peer pressure to fill a slot on a Bingo card for “bring a friend.” I 
went that day with the intention of helping out and the thought that I probably would only go that 
day. Much to my surprise, I have been back every day I could since then. I found so much more 
that first day and every day since then than I expected. I knew I needed to be better about 
working out. At the time, I equated Revive with physical well-being. And it most certainly is 
that. I am more mobile, feel stronger, and more self-assured than before I started participating. 

I also quickly learned that was only part of the story. The main reason I persist with Revive is the 
sense of community and the mental well-being that is fostered in our group. Most of the 
participants in our group likely would not have interacted much without Revive, and if we did, it 
would be for very specific and finite work activities. We were in our respective silos that 
universities are so good at creating. But, this program brought us all into one room at the same 
time, not to focus on a work task but to focus on ourselves and our overall well-being. I have 
personally experienced the most difficult year of my life, and this group has picked me up 
emotionally through both personal and professional challenges. They have listened, advised, and 
distracted me when I most needed it. Yes, the physical activity has produced endorphins, but it is 
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the people and support within the group that have been the most emotionally impactful for me. 
Every single time I attend a Revive session, I feel better when I leave the room than when I 
entered. I hope that I have offered the same to each of them along the way.  

In a larger, less personal sense, I believe Revive has helped to break communication barriers 
between the entities that are represented in the group. Too often in large organizations, we 
remain in our own area, venturing out only when necessary and for finite purposes. Through 
exposure to people from different offices and entities, I have learned more about the university as 
a whole than I think I learned in the previous nine years, not because I wasn’t paying attention 
but because I wasn’t regularly interacting with people from other parts of the university to learn 
about all that they do. 

Rhonda Dobbs 
Criminal Justice 

Consistency and Accountability 

The Revive Program in Fort Worth has enriched my life in so many ways. I have never worked 
for a company that valued wellness time as much as Tarleton State University. The 30-minute 
break to move my body and socialize improves my physical health, stress levels, networking, 
and friendships and provides a mental break in between my day to re-energize and stay 
motivated for the afternoon. When I first started at Tarleton five years ago, there was a group of 
about 10 employees in Fort Worth who were regularly involved in the Wellness Program. We 
would alternate days between Walking Club and CrossFit fitness classes. It was so nice to have 
that break in the day, breathe some fresh air, and visit with co-workers who quickly became dear 
friends. 

Since moving buildings, Fort Worth has gained a kinesiology graduate assistant who plans daily 
workout routines for our group. The schedule planned by our graduate assistant provides days for 
cardio walking, resistance training, and stretching to get the full wellness benefits throughout the 
week. I really enjoy the friendships I’ve made through this group, as well as the networking 
opportunity to learn from colleagues in other departments. Our Graduate Assistant provides 
additional articles and activities to do from our desk or from home if we are not able to make it 
to every session. She maintains communication with each of us to encourage our attendance in 
the daily activities. Tarleton Fort Worth did have a couple of years where we did not have 
anyone on campus to lead the activities. During that time, our walking group was much smaller, 
but I would block out time to walk with a co-worker each day at lunch. As positions change and 
people leave or switch roles, it can be difficult to maintain that consistency every day. I’ve really 
enjoyed having a Graduate Assistant available to coordinate activities and help hold us 
accountable to the group because I always feel better after I go to one of the sessions. 

Alexandra Geerts 
Associate Registrar for Curriculum and Graduation 

Facilitating Conversations of Grit and Glory 

Through a communication lens, the Revive Wellness project provides a backchannel for 
organizational communication. Even on a physically smaller satellite campus, we are spread over 
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floors, wings, departments, and schedules. However, many days you can attend Revive is the 
time during the week when we connect as colleagues. It is the face-to-face interaction that many 
of us crave, especially after pandemic life.  

While I tend to disagree with a deficit outlook for computer-mediated communication, the added 
face-to-face component of Revive gives us more time for discussion for understanding, idea 
development, and comradery. We move beyond the technical communication (Buber, 
1923/1996) needed to conduct our daily tasks and begin a deeper dialog. It is through informal 
communication that so much more is occurring like ad hoc mentoring, activism, and information 
flow. It is through this conversation that you begin to see your colleagues as more than the tasks 
they accomplish for the university. 

During Revive time, we venture out of our silos into this new shared and safe space created by 
our student leader. Hierarchy is flattened, and we follow the fitness guidance of a kinesiology 
major practicing her craft. A gaggle of faculty and staff are typically challenging to wrangle, and 
yet she keeps us focused on our goals of increased movement for our overall wellness. She is 
well-versed in redirecting any whining and motivates each of us individually as well as the 
group. She is an exemplar of leadership in place (Wergin, 2007). Her title affords her little built-
in authority, but she leads from where she is. Now a graduate student, she continues to lead 
tenured professors and long-standing staff. I see similarities between her coaching style and my 
teaching style. She meets us where we are, adapts to our needs, and gently challenges us, always 
noting progress and celebrating our successes. 

Once a week, we bring yoga mats for stretching in an available classroom space. During a step 
challenge one month, we walked a loop around our developing Fort Worth campus. Then, we 
found YouTube videos for quick steps inside during the Texas heat. For most of us, the physical 
aspect is secondary to the mental health reset mid-day. Through conversation and laughter, we 
return to our tasks with a fresher perspective. Revive uses the slogan of Healthy Happens Here, 
but I would say Happiness Happens Here. The group makes me smile and laugh mid-day and 
connects me to my colleagues and my campus. 

The sense of belonging created by such wellness programs is one for satellite or outreach 
campuses to consider. Translating every event from main campus to outreach campuses is not 
sustainable, but a core group with a strong leader and advocate can extend wellness activities to 
other campuses with a little grace and grit. 

Sarah Maben 
Communication Studies 

Grit: Courage, Resolve, and Strength of Character 

Over the past few years, I transitioned from the face-to-face university classroom to an 
administrative role and teaching online. As such, I spend a great amount of time sitting in front 
of a computer. The Revive program at Tarleton State University has provided many tools to 
combat the stagnant effects of this work style. I received a large stability ball to use at my desk 
and stretching exercises to use throughout the day. I also requested a stand-up desk converter 
which encourages change in positions. Through a wellness grant from the Texas A&M 
University system, I received tennis shoes, one pair each year, for the past two years. All these 
initiatives were led by Tarleton’s Director of the Revive Employee Wellness Program, Amy 
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McKay. McKay continued to develop effective strategies to support the health and wellness of 
all employees, even at our off-campus instructional sites. 

McKay shared a student-worker, now graduate assistant (Patricia Rodriguez), with the off-
campus site to which I am assigned. Even considering the positive efforts of previous semesters, 
having Rodriguez’s personal presence on campus each day has inspired my journey to health and 
wellness. She plans a variety of engaging workouts four days each week, open to graduate 
assistants, staff, and faculty.  

Since the participants of our group have multiple appointments, a calendar invitation was shared 
for the workout sessions. By placing the sessions on the calendar, the time commitment became 
a priority. We also received email/text reminders, which increased accountability. During the 
workouts, we shared our individual desires for different aspects of personal health and wellness. 
Over time, we were encouraged to extend our efforts, moving beyond our comfort zone. Step 
challenges, yoga sessions, and weight-bearing exercises are a few of the areas for engagement. 
Revive offered several team competitions, and we were inspired to win. As a result, we built a 
unique camaraderie that would not have occurred without Revive. 

The mission of Revive is to transform the lives of Tarleton’s employees. During this program, I 
have been encouraged to improve my personal wellness through new habits and a better 
understanding of health and nutrition. I continue to add to my healthy activities outside my 
workout team, after work hours, and on the weekends. The impact of Revive now reaches 
beyond my personal health to include my family and friends. Through this program, I have 
developed true grit: the courage to extend healthy efforts, resolve to participate each week, and 
develop my strength of character to continue healthy behavior outside my workday. I believe 
Revive accomplishes its vision: A premier comprehensive wellness program…with a keen focus 
on employee health, success, productivity, and retention. 

Melissa Roberts Becker 
Academic Affairs 

A Community of Grit and Grace in a Time of Transition 

Learning a new career at almost 50 years old is not an easy task. Executing a different job 
description, navigating an unfamiliar environment, and building a peer network are part of the 
expected territory when changing jobs. What was not expected was the amount of time I would 
be stationary. As a former teacher and principal, I was always moving, never static. My new job 
as an instructional designer was on the other end of the movement pendulum, with my eyes 
fixated on computer screens and my gluteus maximus stuck to the seat of a chair. Before long, 
the highlight of my day was when Apple would prompt me to stand up. To keep from becoming 
one with my chair, I began to take short walks at lunch. While I enjoyed being able to get up and 
move, it could be boring and sometimes hard to stay motivated. If the weather was not 
cooperative or I was in the middle of a project, it was easy to just keep working. Then, I found 
out about Revive. 

Revive is a university-sponsored program aiming at promoting health and wellness among 
Tarleton employees. Some of the benefits offered by Revive include fresh fruit, fitness classes, t-
shirts, and Wellness Release Time. The Wellness Release Time program encourages employees 
to participate in a wellness activity for 30 minutes a day, three times a week. When I found out 
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about the program, I jumped at the opportunity to take part because I believed it would hold me 
accountable to get up from my chair and move. 

When I started the program, I faithfully walked around the campus by myself. I work at 
Tarleton’s Fort Worth Campus, which is a fraction of the size of the main campus in both 
structure and people. I assumed no one else was participating in the program until Patricia 
Rodriguez came by my office to introduce herself. She was our library’s student worker and a 
kinesiology major. Patricia wanted to start a Revive group on our campus and asked if I wanted 
to join the group. Without hesitation, I answered, “Yes.” 

My only expectation for the group was walking together a few times a week. Thankfully, Patricia 
had higher aspirations and went above and beyond organizing a walking group. She created a 
schedule and sent daily reminders to keep us motivated. As time went on, we added additional 
activities, including Yoga, Pilates, and light weights. As a kinesiology major, she was able to 
give us guidance on proper exercise techniques and supported our fitness activities outside of 
work. And, when Revive offered incentives and team competitions, Patricia led the charge in 
tracking our fitness goals to help us claim the prize. 

While the incentives and overall improved fitness have been worthwhile, the best reward from 
Revive was also the most, again, unexpected. Our small Revive group has become a community 
of grit and grace. A community where faculty and staff come together to work our bodies, stretch 
our minds, and feed our souls—and maybe laugh a little, too. After all, it is hard not to laugh 
when you are doing a downward-dog pose in a dress. I truly did not know what I was missing 
until I joined the Revive group. What started as a means for me to get out from behind my desk 
has become a much-anticipated part of my day where I get to do work life with friends. 

Shannon Stoker 
Instructional Consultant 

Discussion 

Revive has been a constant during various transitions for its attendees, who help run all parts of 
the university. The microcosm represents faculty, staff, and one student and the determination it 
takes to focus on wellness and self-care in the midst of never-ending to-do lists. One member 
says the core participants remind her of a quote from Lillian’s character in the movie 
Bridesmaids: “This is such a stone-cold pack of weirdos, and I am so proud!” A stone-cold pack 
of weirdos may not be a description everyone desires, but it fits the tenacity and comic relief of 
this mid-day workout team. 

The Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans recommends at least 150-300 minutes of 
moderate-intensity aerobic activity each week, plus muscle-strength activities at least two days a 
week (Top 10 Things, 2021). Overall, the mantra is “move more and sit less” (Top 10 Things, 
2021). Through Revive participation, we meet these goals and exceed them. Some of us would 
revert to a sedentary pre-Revive lifestyle without the program and its leadership. Mama et al. 
(2023) suggest a staircase approach to reducing sedentary behavior among previously low-active 
individuals. The premise is that you get people moving bit by bit, and then as they become more 
able, you introduce light-intensity physical activity and then move toward moderate activity. 
Through our writing process, we figured out that our student leader had been moving us 
successfully up the staircase. This is grit at its finest. Through Patricia’s tutelage, the group 
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members are now lifting weights and pursuing other strength training. Additionally, she is the 
campus champion for wellness and Revive. Weinstein (2022) noted that “it may be that only 
strong internal champions can ensure the resilience” of wellness programs (p. 9). 

Grit and Culture Connection 

From the participant narratives above, we see threads of intersectionality between wellness, 
mentoring, and interdisciplinary engagement. All of these require elements of grit and grace. 
They do not occur without intention and repeated measures. Duckworth et al.’s (2007) definition 
of grit is focused on perseverance and passion toward a long-term goal. “Grit entails working 
strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years despite failure, 
adversity, and plateaus in progress” (p. 1087). Our Revive team has not been together long 
enough for a true definition of grit, but we all represent and bring forth experiences for collective 
grit. Luning et al. (2022) created a model for organizational grit. While built on exploratory 
research of a military sample, the authors identified a model for a culture of grit: team core 
values, a willingness to learn, training and deliberate practice, positivity despite set-backs, 
achieving team goals, team unity, and professional pride (Luning et al., 2022). Somewhere 
between individual grit and organizational grit, you will find Tarleton Fort Worth Revive 
Wellness grit. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Tarleton Fort Worth Revive Wellness program has benefited participants in a 
variety of ways. From their narratives, this collective determination exemplifies the tenacity 
required to prioritize self-care amidst the demands of university life. Their journeys toward 
improved wellness, accompanied by ad hoc mentoring and student-faculty-staff engagement, 
underscores the intersectionality of individual and organizational health, which benefits the 
university system as a whole.  
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Our educational system is being tossed about more and 
more, in peril of sinking under all the responsibilities 
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Send a Lifeboat: We Are Drowning  

Dr. Elizabeth A. Clark 
Associate Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and Accountability 

Birdville ISD 
 

Introduction: 

Imagine a large ocean liner, much like the modern cruise ships. The ship sets sail with a full crew 
and excited passengers, each thinking this will be a fantastic voyage. However, the ship begins to 
enter troubled waters. The wind picks up, and the waves become large and constant. Soon, the 
ship is amidst a massive hurricane, and everyone aboard is tossed about, with no end in sight. 
Fear and trepidation set in, and everyone begins to doubt their ability to survive and come 
through the storm in tack.  

This metaphor is a perfect description of the current educational system. Our educational system 
is being tossed about, taking on increasingly more requirements, at the peril of sinking under all 
the responsibilities being imposed. The captain and crew, our resolute educators, are navigating 
treacherous waters, and our school system, like the ocean liner, is not equipped to grapple with 
the burden that threatens to sink the entire vessel. As a precaution, the captain and crew are 
looking around for available “lifeboats.”  In other words, the load of regulations, sanctions, and 
accountability measures has become like a heavy anchor, dragging the entire system down and 
killing the spirit of those who are so committed to teaching and learning. Dedicated educators 
have become spectators of this travesty. As we watch the education ship struggle against the 
bureaucratic tempest, it is clear we need a lifeboat—a rescue plan to salvage what is left of an 
educational journey that should be a memorable voyage in a vast ocean of wonderful possibilities 
and scenic beauty. 

This article is being written to sound the bell. As Texas state legislators have completed the 
fourth special session and are promised to be called back to Austin in February, no relief is in 
sight. Vouchers, better known as education savings accounts, will be the order of business. 
Instead of providing schools with the needed funding, aka lifeboats, the governor is demanding 
the passage of a bill that will divert scarce resources from the public school coffers. Rather than 
seeking solutions to the many challenges that are confronting educational leaders, the political 
machine in Texas is determined to weaken the public school vessel, leaving those who are 
leading school organizations through the storm of bureaucratic demands with little hope of 
saving the ship.  

The Regulatory Maze: 

The regulatory maze has touched every single department and program in the school system. It 
spans the spectrum of service, which includes finance, accountability, special programs, 
instruction, technology, transportation, counseling, human resources, safety, governance, and 
student management. I am certain that other critical areas can be added to this ever-growing list. 
The rules, regulations, and paperwork demands that have been added to each of the areas listed 
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above are daunting. There is an imbalance between the demands and the ability of the 
organization to stay afloat. The shift in Public Education Information Management System 
(PEIMS) accountability alone is indicative of an area that has undergone tremendous change. For 
example, PEIMS has gone from four annual submissions to now a whopping fifteen within the 
last five years. PEIMS accounting is also tightly linked to weighted funding, which requires that 
every aspect of a student’s profile be coded correctly, adding a tremendous amount of program 
monitoring to stay compliant. All these regulatory requirements have certainly outpaced any 
increases in the revenue stream. The results of such compliance have been a steading increase in 
the cost of doing business, which has been exacerbated due to high inflation and the competition 
that districts face in retaining critical staff. Unlike the private sector, schools have no way to 
increase revenue other than through increased enrollment and average daily attendance. Due to 
the intricate web of regulations that span from federal to state and local levels, the work has 
become increasingly more complex, more people-intensive, and, therefore, more cost-
prohibitive.  

It is time for us to stop and ask ourselves, what is the school’s aim? Is it compliance or learning? 
While there is undoubtedly a need for regulations, have federal and state regulations riddled the 
system to the extent that now the focus is more about compliance? Have we created a system 
where educators do not have the bandwidth to focus on the “main thing,” which is teaching and 
learning? The new curriculum standards, testing requirements, and accountability processes are 
enough to stretch the system to the point of imploding. The sheer volume and complexity of 
these rules and requirements, coupled with public demand, find educators totally overwhelmed.   

Sanctions and Pressures: 

In an era of heightened accountability, schools and educators face an array of sanctions for not 
meeting performance benchmarks. Standardized test scores, such as the State Test of Academic 
Achievement Readiness (STAAR), which is given to all Texas students in grades 3 through 8, as 
well as the five End of Course Tests (EOCs) in high school represent a substantial part of the 
accountability ratings. However, graduation rates and other metrics are also a part of the 
accountability ratings used to evaluate schools' and teachers’ effectiveness. While accountability 
is crucial for advancing educational standards, the punitive nature of these sanctions can have 
detrimental effects on staff, school culture, and the school district community. 

Educators feel pressured to teach to the assessments. Assessments are seen as not grade level- or 
age-appropriate. While educators want students to be college, career, and life ready, have we 
really had public discussions about what constitutes meeting grade level and/or graduation 
requirements? Might these things need to be viewed considering new and emerging 
technological advancements? Should one test or multiple measures be used to make important 
determinations about children and schools? Should standards be mandated, and everyone 
required to meet those standards at the same rate regardless of readiness to learn? Or should local 
communities have more flexibility in creating accountability measures that reflect community 
priorities and values? Is that not what private schools get to do? If we genuinely believe in 
personalization, then should our system be more flexible about moving students through the 
curriculum at rates that truly reflect students’ readiness to learn the next set of expectations? 
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There should be a balance in curricular and assessment expectations. What price do we pay if all 
we do is focus on one measurable outcome? Will this current emphasis produce the next 
generation of citizens, leaders, and workers for the future job markets? As we rush to get 
students college, career, and military ready, are we also creating a stressful and overwhelming 
environment for educators that is unintentionally causing a decline in job satisfaction and teacher 
retention? 

The Human Cost: 

One of the major consequences of system overload is the loss of valuable human capital. 
Educators are leaving the profession because of what is being demanded by the bureaucrats and 
the public. When a significant portion of educators’ schedules has to be dedicated to paperwork, 
documentation, and meetings to ensure compliance with various mandates, then we have lost our 
focus. Have the mandates become more important than the children we serve? If so, our moral 
and ethical compass does not point to true north and does not align with our professed values and 
beliefs. Providing educators time to do all the added tasks adds cost. Teachers are paid for 187 
days. There is no way that 187 days equate to the time teachers spend in planning, attending 
professional learning, grading, tutoring, and conferencing with students so that individual needs 
are met. What would added time require? If the system’s requirements have significantly 
changed, should not the system change accordingly? The obvious answer is yes. However, the 
school system is the same, frozen in time. We want higher levels of learning, but we are 
unwilling to foot the bill. The situation as it currently exists is untenable and emotionally 
draining to those who are working in the system. It is not just the teachers that are feeling the 
burden. The burden on the administrators not only hampers their ability to engage with students 
and teachers but also contributes to the burnout that is occurring at all levels, including the 
superintendency. 

It is not simply in the professional realm where the bureaucratic overload is felt. Educators' 
mental and emotional well-being is also impacted. The constant turbulence that invades the 
school environment also contributes to educators’ stress, anxiety, and burnout. The 2022 Texas 
Teacher Poll conducted by the Charles Butt Foundation found the following:  

“77% of teachers are seriously considering leaving their job in the classroom at this time. 
Unchanged from the 2022 poll, 81% of teachers feel their pay is unfair, with 56% of 
teachers citing this unfair pay as a major source of stress. Teachers’ working conditions 
continue to raise concerns. Ninety-four percent of teachers cited poor pay and benefits, 
excessive workloads/long hours, and staff shortages as sources of personal stress” (2023). 

Job stress comes with a high price tag for any organization. It affects people individually as well 
as collectively. Stress causes employees to make errors, show poor work performance habits, 
have mental health issues, burnout, and conflict within the workplace. If stress goes unaddressed, 
the collective collateral damage is seen in high turnover rates, increased absenteeism, 
disengagement, and poor morale. The culture of our schools is changing, and not for the better. 
In education, taking care of people is paramount. Teachers affect students. How they feel about 
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their work translates to how well they do their work. This, in turn, impacts student attendance, 
engagement, and ultimately learning.   

Conclusion: 

As education becomes increasingly regulated, educators are looking for a lifeboat. What can be 
done to save the ship? The following points are a call to action for all educators and supporters of 
public schools: 

1. Present the facts about your district, your school. Show legislators the impact of what is 
being legislated. They may not understand the downstream implications of the laws they 
passed. 

2. Educate the parents and community about the good things in your schools. They hear the 
bad all too often. That is what makes the news. Shout the good news! 

3. Build a strong network of local supporters who are willing to speak out in support of 
public schools. This network becomes your advocacy group. Spend the time necessary to 
keep them informed and engaged. 

4. Do not hesitate to write to legislators about your concerns. Use your parents and advocate 
groups so that your legislators hear from the grassroots. Politicians pay attention to the 
constituents who represent a voting bloc. 

5. Do not be afraid to innovate and discover new ways to teach the content that students find 
engaging. Make innovation a priority, but keep parents informed and involved.  

6. Invite politicians into the schools to visit and see the excellent work that teachers and 
students do. If they see it, they will believe it. Otherwise, they will believe the narrative 
they are told by someone other than you.  

7. Use social media to your advantage. Your critics are using social media. Get your 
advocates to use social media to spread the good news about your schools and your 
teachers.  

8. Use public forums to inform and discuss educational issues. Be transparent and invite 
parents and the community to be part of improving your school system. 

9. Make the schools more public by being open and accessible, particularly to the senior 
citizens. Conduct public tours so that various constituents can see what is happening in 
the schools.  

10. Engage business and industry so they see a viable pathway from the classroom to the 
workplace. 

We must save the sinking education ship. The elusive lifeboat is a reevaluation of the current 
system, a restructuring of policies that allow educators to regain control of the ship and chart a 
course toward meaningful and innovative learning experiences. It will be too late if we wait for 
the lifeboat to come to us. The lifeboat is aboard the ship, ready to be launched. The lifeboat lies 
within the creativity and innovativeness of the educators aboard the educational vessel. The 
answers to the problems are best found within the crew, our resolute and dedicated educators. No 
bureaucrat will send a lifeboat. They are not in the storm. They have created the storm. As 
educators, we must be willing to unchain the lifeboat and do what is necessary to set sail toward 
a brighter, more innovative future. 
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Their grace, a beacon, a guiding light, 
Through storms of change and endless night, 

With patience and poise, they lead the parade, 
With empathy, kindness, foundations laid. 
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Leading Women: Grit, Grace, and Pearls 

Dr. Kathryn Washington 
Assistant Professor 
 Lamar University 

 
In the hallowed halls of wisdom's domain, 

Where knowledge and dreams forever reign, 
A tale unfolds of strength untold, 

In women of leadership, their stories, bold. 
 

With grit as their armor, they forge the way, 
Breaking barriers, night and day, 

In classrooms and boardrooms, they rise and shine, 
Guiding young minds like stars align. 

 

Their grace, a beacon, a guiding light, 
Through storms of change and endless night, 
With patience and poise, they lead the parade, 

With empathy, kindness, foundations laid. 
 

But in their hearts, there's something more, 
A hidden gem, a treasure to explore, 

Pearls of wisdom, cultivated with care, 
In the depths of their souls, they proudly wear. 

 
Each pearl a lesson, a lifelong quest, 
To educate, inspire, and be their best, 

A symbol of resilience, wisdom, and grace, 
In the tapestry of leadership, they find their place. 

 

With pearls and grace, they face the strife, 
With grit and determination, they'll change lives, 

These women in educational leadership, we revere, 
For their strength, their wisdom, and the future they steer. 

 

So let us celebrate, applaud and adore, 
These women who inspire us evermore, 

With grit, grace, and pearls, they'll continue to rise, 
In the world of education, under endless skies. 

 



113 | JOURNAL OF TEXAS WOMEN SCHOOL EXECUTIVES 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Would it be worthwhile to say that I hope someday, someone 
would open my protective shell and note that all this work of 

continually smoothing out the edges has resulted in 
something worthwhile? Will they find the pearl of wisdom 

that now resides in my world of the sea? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



114 | JOURNAL OF TEXAS WOMEN SCHOOL EXECUTIVES 

 

A Pearl 

Dr. Jean Bahney  
Assistant Professor 

Buena Vista University  

Pearls are the prize of the ages, the symbol of refinement and wealth. A symbol worn by women 
who are leaders such as Queen Elizabeth II and Barbara Bush, former First Lady of the United 
States, quietly dignifies success. One would aspire to wear pearls with grace when receiving final 
accolades of life. 

A Pearl 

Irritating, disgusting…. What a stupid piece of sand, a bit of grit, has lodged in my life! The 
irritation is frustrating and requires so much effort on my part. I have coated it with my 
protective slime so that it will not irritate my sensitive inner balance. I was cozy in the shell of 
my world until this occurred, and now requires me to change. I can no longer go about my life as 
I did. That irritant is there. I cover it again. I repeat the process. I want it to be compatible with 
my inner soul to match with a sense of connectedness that allows all within my shell to function 
together smoothly and with a similar purpose in life.  

How can a problem continue to need the smoothing of the rough edges to allow for the ability to 
move ahead into the important job of living? How many times will I need to go back and smooth 
the edges of that gritting intrusion until all work is in a synchronous forward movement? Do all 
the others have the same issue in this ocean of life? Is it something that only a few of us have the 
potential to truly impact? 

Another coat is needed since I had not layered the coating with equality. The imperfect shape of 
that first gritty change needs to be more rounded and less intrusive. I layer another coat. The 
edges are becoming smoother and less irritating. One more layer might make this become truly 
acceptable. 

I am more careful with this layer. I am getting better at smoothing the edges. Individual 
differences are being smoothed out so that discomfort lessens. I am just accepting this process 
with grace. It is becoming a part of me, a way that I live my life. 

Would it be worthwhile to say that I hope someday someone will open my protective shell and 
note that all this work of continually smoothing out the edges has resulted in something 
worthwhile? Will they find the pearl of wisdom that now resides in my world of the sea? I hope 
that they do. For I am no longer just an oyster on the bed of the sea; I hold a rounded, valuable 
pearl that has been the product of years of work that has quietly been completed within my own 
shell of life. I hope that someday, someone will dive to the depths to bring all this work to light 
so that others might share and enjoy the fruits of my life, the pearl of grit, and the grace that has 
evolved. 

 



115 | JOURNAL OF TEXAS WOMEN SCHOOL EXECUTIVES 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Through hardships and through laughter, we shared our tales untold, 
In the embrace of family, our spirits strong and bold. 

In the vibrant hues of ristras, and the scent of pinon wood, 
I found my true resilience, in the culture that I understood. 

 
The bold letters spell out the result of my father’s grit, the dream my 

father had for me…EDUCATION 
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Weaving Life, Love, and Learning 
 

LeAnne Salazar-Montoya, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor 

University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
 

In the hEart of New Mexico, 'neath the desert's golden sun, 
I was raiseD strong and resilient, by my father, the only one. 

 
In the tapestry of life, our Hispanic roots did run deep, 

A cUlture rich and vibrant, in our memories, we'd keep. 
 

With every step he guided me, through valleys and on peaks, 
My father's love, a beaCon strong, through struggles and mystique. 

 
He tAught me to be sturdy, like the ancient cottonwood tree, 

In the arid land of enchantment, where we both longed to be free. 
 

Our hands were marked with labor, under the high desert sky, The rhythm of 
our voices, like mariachi songs up high. 

 
From chiles to tortillas, our flavors danced with delight, 
In the land of red and green, where day turns into night. 

 
In the glow of luminarias, beneath the starry night, I learned the strengTh of 

heritage, by my father's guiding light. 
 

He spoke of generations, of the stories we must bear, 
In the land of New Mexico, where our pride was always there. 

 
Through hardships and through laughter, we shared our tales untold, 

In the embrace of family, our spirits strong and bold. 
In the vibrant hues of ristras, and the scent of pinon wood, 
I found my true resilience, in the culture that I understood. 

 
With the Rio Grande as our witness, and the Sandias as our guide, 

I stood tall and unwavering, by my father's humble side. 
 

In the richness of our herItage, and the love that we'd embrace, 
I discovered my own strength, and the beauty of this place. 

 
So, in the land of enchantment, where our roots forever grOw, 

I remain strong and resilieNt, in the footsteps of my hero. 
 

In the classroom of life, he imparted wisdom's gleam, urging me to chase 
knowledge, like a river chasing its dream. 
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With his words as my compass, in education's embrace, I stride forth as an 

educator, empowered by his grace. 
 

For my father, my guide, and the culture that I claim, 
I am a product of New Mexico, forever strong, forever the same. 
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So, we use our experience to overcome, writing stories that 

share pearls of wisdom 
From us. To our daughters and son—we overcome. 
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Over Time 
 

Dr. Ugochi M. Emenaha 
Associate Director of MAT, EC-6 

Rice University 

 
Pressure bust pipes, but how far do we take it when we are talking about life. 

Twists and turns will happen in life. 

With intervention, we know we can survive storms of varying size… 

Storm-sized systemic iniquities will wash away when experience meets fight— 
 
So, why do we wait? 
 
We wait for faith. 

We wait for space. 

As a pearl waits, we wait for time. 

Sands of wisdom, collect from oceans far off 

To collect in the hands of each wave 

Clammed together to save. 

To save our faith. 

To save our space, for we have been saved by grace. 
 
So, we use our experience to overcome, writing stories that share pearls of wisdom 

From us. To our daughters and son—we overcome. 

We wait and together we are saved. 
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