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Dedication
To women of color serving as Heads of Independent Schools—past present, and future. To those
who paved the way; to those who are turning tables; & to those whose leadership will continue to
disrupt systems of power.
To students of color in independent schools who need to feel they are of their institution, not just
in their institution; who need to be shown love through their schools’ values, practices, policies,
and curricula.
To co-conspirators and accomplices whose active support fortifies women of color in their roles.
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Abstract
This phenomenological qualitative study employed interviews to gain an understanding
of the lived experiences of twelve (n=12) of the forty-nine women of color currently serving in
independent school headships. Guided by the research question, “What are the lived experiences
of women of color Heads of Independent Schools as it pertains to race and gender?,” particular
attention was paid to how they perceived race and gender to impact their interactions with
stakeholders, including students, faculty, staff, parents, and the Board of Trustees. Five key
themes emerged:
I. Women of Color Heads of School: A Rare Dinosaur—it can be a lonely experience requiring
self-advocacy.
II. You’re so amazing...for a woman of color”: Interplay with White Constituents—microinvalidations are prevalent in interactions with White constituents.
III. Be Presidential —women of color Heads of Schools must also calibrate themselves to be
pleasing to (White male) constituents.
IV. Earning a Seat at the Table to Turn the Tables—pride and joyfulness results from being a
trailblazer as the first, or one of a few, women of color in their respective schools and
positions.
V. A Mirror in a School of Windows —families of color hold their female Head of color in
highest esteem, and in turn, Heads feel a particular obligation to be role models for students
of color.
Concluding recommendations from current women of color Heads of School for future leaders of
color call for solidarity, steadfast determination, and personal integrity. Women of color in
independent school Headships have powerful implications for future generations of children.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Independent schools have historically catered to a wealthy tier of society, resulting in a
traditionally White and affluent community composition (Ostos, 2012; Wang, 2014). As such, the
highest leadership role within the strategic apex of these institutions—the Head of School —has
likewise been primarily occupied by White men. The Head of School is the highest employee
leadership role of an independent school and reports directly to the Board of Trustees. It was
predicted that, within the 2020 decade, 70% of independent school Heads would retire, leaving
an immense aperture and, thus opportunity, for new leadership (Brown, 2012; Ratnesar, 2018).
The National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) is the leading nonprofit
membership organization in the United States that provides services to more than 1,500 PreK-12
schools in the country (National Association of Independent Schools [NAIS], 2019a). Annually,
NAIS solicits a variety of data from their member schools to import into their tool, the Data and
Analysis for School Leadership (DASL), to track trends and generate comparative reports. In
2015-16, only 7% of NAIS schools had a person of color serving as Head of School (National
Association of Independent Schools [NAIS], 2017). At the time of this study, only 1080 of over
1,500 total NAIS member schools had reported data to DASL for the 2018-19 academic year.
Caroline Blackwell, NAIS Vice President of Equity and Justice, provided confirmation that of
the 1080 reporting schools, 88 are led by people of color, putting the percentage of Heads of
color at 8.14% as of May 10, 2019 (Blackwell, 2019). Furthermore, women, who comprise the
vast majority of the K-12 teaching force in independent schools, are proportionally scarce in the
highest leadership roles (Ostos, 2012). In 2015-16, 34% of the nearly 1,220 National Association
of Independent Schools (NAIS) schools had women Heads of School (NAIS, 2017). In 2019,
there were 379 female Heads of the 1080 reporting schools (35%) (Blackwell, 2019).
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Looking specifically at women of color in the Head of School position, the numbers are
strikingly small (Clouster, 2018; Ratnesar, 2018; Vargas, 2012). In 2010, only 19 (1.35%) of
NAIS schools had Heads who identified as both a woman and a person of color (NAIS, 2010 as
cited by Vargas, 2012). In 2019, of the 1080 schools who have reported current data to NAIS, 49
have female Heads of color (Blackwell, 2019). At 4.53%, this number has increased more than
the single variant count for both female Heads and Heads of color. This more than tripling of the
percentage of women of color Heads, whose ranks are growing and many of whom obtained
their position within the past decade, provides the impetus for a qualitative study to explore their
lived experiences.
Statement of the Problem
This study contributes to the growing understanding of the ways in which experiences of
sexism and racism pervade the highest levels of structural hierarchy in independent schools. A
comprehensive examination of these experiences is significant for education because the limited
available research has shown that the vast underrepresentation in C-suite positions is exacerbated
by continuing discrimination and microaggression which create unhealthy work climates
(Brown, 2017). C-suite function as an umbrella term encompassing all top executives at a
company or organization who traditionally have the word chief in their titles (Brown, 2017;
Guadalupe, et al, 2013). Additionally, discrimination in the recruitment, leadership grooming,
and hiring processes have further exacerbated the dearth of women and people of color in
leadership roles. However, hiring and retaining a diverse executive workforce has proven to be
financially profitable, resulting in a higher after-tax profit margin than homogenously led
companies and institutions (Brown, 2017; Page, 2017). It can be extrapolated that, independent
schools, although non-profit organizations, may similarly benefit from increased representation
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of historically marginalized groups in Head of School positions. Therefore, it is essential to
circumspectly understand the lived experiences of women of color in independent school
headships, specifically the prevalence of microaggressions from stakeholders.
Previous studies have shed light on the factors that contributed to the success of women
and people of color in independent school headships, positions in which these groups have been
historically unrepresented. Intersectionality theory explains that lived experiences are a result of
the conglomeration of inseparable identities (Vargas, 2012). Moreover, manifestations of race
and gender-based prejudice and discrimination in the form of microaggressions occur in the
workplace and have detrimental effects on job performance and psychological and physical well
being (Basford, et al, 2014; Kohli, 2018; Tuttas, 2015).
Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to begin to fill the void of research on the lived experiences
of women of color in Head of School positions. This study focuses particularly on women of
color Heads of Schools’ interactions with students, parents, Board members, faculty, and staff in
the United States. Through semi-structured interviews, this study expands upon existing research
by using an intersectional lens to understand the experiences, events, and interactions between
Heads of Schools and stakeholders as perceive to be impacted by race and/or gender.
Research Questions
This study revolved around the following primary research question: What are the lived
experiences of women of color Heads of Independent Schools as it pertains to race and gender?
Two sub-questions helped support the findings for the above research question:
•

What are the daily experiences of women of color (WOC) Heads of Schools?
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•

What implications do race and gender have on the way WOC believe they are perceived
as leaders of independent schools by stakeholders [Board of Trustees; faculty, staff, and
administration; parents; students]?

Definition of Terms
Independent school: Independent schools are a subset of private schools, distinct from
parochial and homeschools, that are fully incorporated as not-for-profit organizations recognized
by the Internal Revenue Services as holding a 501(c) (3) status (California Association of
Independent Schools [CAIS], 2017). They are mission and philosophy-driven institutions funded
by tuition, gifts, and endowment income. Independent schools vary in size, academic emphasis,
and geographic location, serving students of a variety of ages. They include boarding and day
schools, single-sex and co-educational schools, and religiously oriented and secular schools.
Most are a variation of a PreK-12 school, whether it be PreK-8, K-8, K-5, 6-12, 9-12, or PreK12, with some also containing an even more extensive early childhood program. Autonomy is a
key feature within all independent schools, who are self-governed, independently financed,
exempt from state-standardized curriculum, and able to self-select students and employees.
Head of School: Head of School is synonymous to Headmaster, Head Mistress, Head,
Principal, or School Director for the purpose of this thesis. The Head of School, or individual
with a similar tile, is appointed by and fully accountable to the Board of Trustees (CAIS, 2017).
The Head of School serves as the school’s chief executive leader, positioned at the strategic
level, to embody, manifest, and advocate for the mission of the school. Unlike a superintendent,
a Head of School only oversees one discrete, self-governing school. They supervise all programs
of the school, oversee senior leadership members, and are responsible for the school climate and
culture (National Association of Independent Schools [NAIS], 2019).
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Woman: With the growing understanding of gender identity and sex assigned at birth as a
spectrum, this study is open to participants who self-identify under the broadest definition of
woman-including by not limited to cisgender women, transgender women, female, femme, and
female identified at birth.
Person of Color: For the purposes of this study, person of color refers to any individual
who identifies as non-White, including mixed race. Broadly recognized categories are African
(American)/Black, Asian, Pacific Islander, Latinx/Hispanic/Chicanx, Native (American)/
Indigenous, and Middle Eastern.
Microaggression: Racial and gender-based microaggressions are everyday forms of
racism and sexism respectively that can range from overt discrimination to disguised, twisted
compliments (Crenshaw, 1989; Perez-Huber, 2015; Wang, 2014). Examples of microaggressions
include: “Saying ‘You’re so articulate’ to an African American; telling an Asian American that
he or she speaks English well, saying ‘All lives matter;’ or clutching one’s purse when an
African American walks into an elevator” (Campbell & Manning, 2018, p. 4). Furthermore,
microaggressions can be so unintentional that the perpetrator might not even recognize that their
actions or words were received as a slight or insult (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Kohli, 2018).
Intersectionality: Intersectionality refers to the conglomeration of multiple identities with
varying levels of associated power and disenfranchisement (Crenshaw, 1995; Vargas, 2014;
Wang, 2014). This conceptual framework can be used to better understand the ways in which
(perceived and actual) race, gender, and class interact to shape dimensions of lived experiences.
Significance of the Study
Through a review of the existing cannon of literature, the role of gender and race in
independent school leaders has been delineated. Most previous studies on historically
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underrepresented administrators have focused on their ascent to leadership positions, the pivotal
support systems they utilized, and their impression of how either race or gender individually
intersect with their role (Brakeen-Harris, 2017; Brown, 2012; Clouser, 2018; Gueye, 2015;
Ostos, 2012; Rathnesar, 2018; Vargas, 2012; Wang, 2014). However, intersectional
examinations of the specific experiences of women of color in independent school headships are
conspicuously minimal in the literature. A recent intersectional study was a parallel comparison
of African American and Caucasian female Heads of Schools (Brakeen-Harris, 2017).
In the years since previous studies have been conducted on this topic, not only have new
female Heads of color entered the arena, equally significantly, the national social-political
climate around race and gender discrimination has changed with the rise of callout culture
(Finley & Johnson, 2019) converging with social media activism (Cammaerts, 2015), the #metoo
movement (started by a woman of color), and increasing popular awareness of the accumulated
impact of microaggressions (Kohli & Solorzano, 2012). Callout culture refers to the
normalization of boldly disapproving responses towards people who are perceived to hold
bigoted, misogynistic, or discriminatory views (Anderson, 2018). The beliefs and attitudes
behind callout culture have been elevated and disseminated on social media platforms, bringing
terms such as microaggression into mainstream dialogue (Anderson, 2018).
Little is known about whether manifestations of race and gender-based prejudice change
or evolve as a woman of color assumes the highest employed position of power within an
independent school. The lack of research exploring the challenges faced by women of color in
independent school headships strongly indicates the necessity of this study.
In the subsequent chapter, I review the current literature around independent school
headship and leadership amongst women and people of color. Chapter three then details the
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methodology and co-researchers (participants) in this study. Finally, the final two chapters
delineate and analyze the results of twelve qualitative interviews.
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Chapter 2—Review of the Literature
Many studies within the past decade have documented the experiences of women
(Clouser, 2018; Ostos, 2012; Ratnesar, 2018) and racially diverse leaders in independent schools
(Brown, 2012; Glasgow, 2018; Gueye, 2015; Hasberry, 2013; Wang, 2014). Most of these
studies have focused on individuals’ ascension to headship and the factors that influenced their
success in the face of historical underrepresentation.
Women in Independent School Headships
Studies suggest that the gender disparity amongst male and female Heads of independent
schools is rooted in the male-centric hiring process that depicts men as the ideal candidates
(Ostos, 2012; Clouster, 2018). Moreover, male images have historically defined this position for
many, creating cognitive dissonance when trying to envision a female Head of School (Ostos,
2012). Men’s ascent to leadership positions is often shorter than their female counterparts,
despite equal or superior qualifications (Ostos, 2012). Additionally, women felt they had a
shorter period of transition time to prove their competency in headships with fewer allowances
for mistakes (Ratnesar, 2018).
F em ale L ea d ersh ip S tyle

Women in leadership often experience a double bind wherein they are expected to
establish authority and command as defined by stereotypical male qualities, while also
displaying softer, maternal traits (Eagly, 2007). During their transition periods, Heads of Schools
must demonstrate their expertise in ways that build trust and community while honoring the
school’s history. This proved significantly challenging for women Heads who were often
questioned on their competence in male-centric areas such as finance or operations (Ratnesar,
2018).
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Women are also more prone to demonstrating transformational leadership traits compared
to their more transactional male counterparts (Ostos, 2012). This relationship-based approach to
leadership values individual voices and intentionally seeks out a breadth of input in decision
making. Moreover, due to the small size of independent schools, the benefits of a horizontal
leader are exponentially higher as well (Ostos, 2012). Therefore, it is bewildering that women
are so underrepresented and discriminated against in Head of School positions, given that the
relational leanings of women, which lend themselves to successful transformational leaders,
would logically position women as optimal candidates (Ostos, 2012; Ratnesar, 2018).
D isp la c e d E m otion s

Ratnesar (2018) found that when participants were asked about anger or frustration felt
because of sexist treatment during their transition period, women tended to downplay the impact
of any negative emotion. They showed reluctance to expand on this topic, stressing the
importance of positivity and a student-centric approach. Participants who expressed any negative
emotions masked it with a tone of sarcasm or followed it with a joke (Ratnesar, 2018). The
researcher noted this as a cause for concern because this displacement of emotions into humor or
sarcasm boded poorly for mental and emotional wellness of women entering headships
(Ratnesar, 2018).
People of Color in Predominantly White Institutions
The difference between the number of administrators of color and their White counter
parts is even more drastic in private schools than public schools (Wang, 2014). Indeed, many
independent schools are predominantly White institutions —demographically and culturally—
with student, parent, faculty, staff, and Board member populations lacking racial diversity
(Glasgow, 2018). Significantly, leaders of color, therefore, lack prototypicality. In other words,
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Heads of color are non-prototypical leaders because they do not share an important identity
(race) with the majority of their followers (faculty, staff, students, parents, and Board members).
S tereotype T h reat

Asian American Heads of Schools and Division Heads reported feeling negatively
impacted by racial stereotypes that paint them as passive and quiet (Wang, 2014). This
assumption, in conjunction with the social construction of leaders as overtly strong and loud,
contributes to an increased sense of obligation to prove worthiness amongst Asian American
independent school leaders (Wang, 2014). Similarly, the model minority myth leads to false, or
decontextualized, assumptions about Asian American aspiring Head’s intentions and priorities
(Wang, 2014).
P ride

Despite the challenges of underrepresentation, in previous phenomenological studies,
Heads of color reported positive feelings describing their experiences in independent school
leadership positions. Many felt a sense of pride in being non-prototypical leaders and prevailing
over institutional oppression, historical marginalization, and skewed processes (Glasgow, 2018;
Wang, 2014). Additionally, they found that multicultural experiences and practice with cultural
code switching were instrumental in forming their world view (Vargas, 2012).
Finally, non-prototypical leaders hope to inspire underrepresented students to see
themselves holding positions of power, as well as offer White children early images of people of
color and women in power to preempt bias in their schemas of the world during formative years
(Ostos, 2012). Heads of color see themselves as role models, mentors, and champions of students
of color within their schools (Wang, 2014). They believe their positionalities and titles are
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symbolic and important for optics, sending a tangible message that people of color are
welcomed, valued, and accepted leaders within the institutions (Wang, 2014).
Social and Cultural Capital
The importance of mentorship (sometimes referred to as sponsorship) was a prominent
theme in supporting underrepresented individuals in their journeys to headship (Brown, 2012;
Clouster, 2018; Glasgow, 2018; Ratnesar, 2018; Vargas, 2012). Moreover, Glasgow (2018)
found that cultivation of mentors and allies was the primary success strategy utilized by non
prototypical leaders, far more than assimilation and entrepreneurship. White allies and mentors
proved to be particularly beneficial assets and used their positions of power and privilege to be
advocates and sponsors of their colleagues (Brown, 2012). These mentors often went on to serve
as essential transitional supports for new Heads (Ratnesar, 2018). In turn, seasoned Heads of
Schools often intentionally seek out the next generation of leaders and hope to serve as mentors
themselves (Wang, 2014).
Mentors or sponsors become essential allies during the hiring process. Many current
Heads and Division Heads of color entered the hiring process as either internal candidates or
with the recommendation of a current employee at the prospective schools (Brown, 2012;
Vargas, 2012). Furthermore, nearly all Heads of color have prior experience with independent
schools whether it be as a teacher, student, or parent (Brown, 2012; Vargas, 2012). Gueye (2015)
found that African American Heads of predominantly white independent schools thrived in their
position because they grew up in middle class families and attended primarily white institutions
as youths. This history of access, and the accompanying social and cultural capital proved to be a
notable asset during the hiring process.
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Targeted leadership institutes are specifically designed to provide affinity-based
opportunities for aspiring Heads of Schools to coalesce, be mentored by field leaders, and build
skill sets. Such programs for women, in particular, directly address the inherent sexism in the
hiring process which portrays ideal Head candidates in male-biased language (Clouster, 2018).
Racial prejudice also extends to search and placement firms who partner with schools to put
forward candidates and run searches (Brown, 2012). Members of affinity-based cohorts cited the
relationships cultivated with other like individuals as the most impactful aspect of these
programs (Clouster, 2018; Wang, 2014). While the perception of a biased process might
otherwise be a deterrent for female applicants, as a result of membership in a single-sex aspiring
Heads cohort, women Heads of School reported increased feelings of self-efficacy and
confidence to apply and overcome a biased process (Clouster, 2018; Wang, 2014).
Women of color in independent school headships point to familial support as a factor in
their success (Vargas, 2012). Having been raised in two-parent households with strong emphases
on higher educational attainment, these women of color, from integrated, metropolitan
neighborhoods, had many variables in their favor, positioning them to defy barriers in the future
(Vargas, 2012).
Women of Color in Independent Schools
While the number of people of color within independent school communities has risen
over the past decade, perhaps with the assistance of overt diversity initiatives, this growth does
not translate to women of color who have remained proportionally underrepresented in headships
(Wang, 2014). Barkeen-Harris’ (2017) comparative study paralleled the experiences of White
and African American female Heads of School found that gender consistently impacted both
groups in subtle and overt ways (Brakeen-Harris, 2017). Both constituencies felt that women of
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color Heads face greater challenges in their positions than White women. Because of this,
African American women Heads were more frequently approached to serve as a mentor for
aspiring administrators of color (Brakeen-Harris, 2017). Additionally, African American Heads
were more likely than their White counterparts to report the race of their sponsor who
encouraged them to seek headship (Brakeen-Harris, 2017).
Conceptual Framework and Rationale
The guiding conceptual frameworks most suitable for this study are critical race theory
(CRT) and intersectionality theory. CRT focuses on the actualized impacts of race and racism
while simultaneously addressing imbedded structural and systemic White supremacy (Crenshaw,
1995; DeCuir & Dixon, 2004). Intersectionality, coined by Kimberle Crenshaw, provides a
framework for understanding how multiple forces of oppression and advantage collectively
shape disparities and social inequality (Vargas, 2012).
Critical race theory

Critical race theory (CRT) in education “challenges the dominant discourse on race and
racism as they relate to education by examining how educational theory, policy, and practice are
used to substantiate certain racial and ethnic groups” (Solorzano, 1998, p. 4). CRT holds five
primary tenants that can be applied to women of color in independent school headships.
Firstly, counter-story telling is the process by which new voices and examples that
contradict stereotypes cast doubt on the universality or legitimacy of deeply engrained social
presumptions (Chapman, 2011; DeCuir & Dixon, 2004). Women of color heads serve as new
voices and examples that defy the headmaster trope that associates this highest leadership role
with White men. Secondly, the permanence of racism refers to the institutional embeddedness of
White dominance and superiority (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004) that contributes to the lack of people
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of color in independent school populations (Gueye, 2015). Thirdly, whiteness as property
explains the restricted access to high-quality education faced by many people of color, along
with the policies that police and frown upon non-dominant cultural dress and behavior (Gueye,
2015). Fourthly, interest convergence, specifically pertaining to African Americans, holds that
inclusion of people of color is specifically at the will, for the benefit, and adherent to the
parameters of White elites (Gueye, 2015). Interest convergence dovetails with the final tenant of
CRT, critique of liberalism, which holds that gains for marginalized groups “must come at a
pace that is palatable for those in power” (DeCuir & Dixon, 2004, p. 29). As independent
schools follow the trend of public diversity, equity, and inclusion statements, the appointment of
Heads of color could likely be rooted in the self-interest of White elites to fulfill diversity
requirements for favorable optics (Gueye, 2015; Wang, 2014).
In tersection ality theory

Intersectionality theory is an instrumental tool in looking at the combined impacts of
multiple facets of an individual’s identity on their experience in a social context (Crenshaw,
1989). It is used to understand multiple subordinate-group identities and show how gendered
experiences intersect with, and are shaped by, an individual’s race, class, and other core
identifiers (Crenshaw, 1989; Rodriguez, 2018). Intersectionality theory is essential to
understanding the experiences of women of color in independent school headships because a
White woman’s experience will be different than that of a woman of color simply because she
will be navigating dual marginalized identities which hold different sets of expectations and
stereotypes.
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Chapter 3—Methodology
Research Design
This phenomenological narrative study analyzed interviews to examine the lived
experiences of women of color in independent school headships. In particular, this study focused
on how women of color Heads of Schools are viewed as leaders by stakeholders.
Both critical race theory (CRT) and intersectionality theory shaped the methodology of
this study which aimed to use verbal narratives to highlight the experiences of Heads of
Independent Schools located at the intersection of being a woman and a racial minority. These
frameworks also guided the data collection strategies.
C ritica l R a c e T heory

Critical race theory (CRT) played a central role in the methodological design of this
study. CRT highlights the role of stories and narratives told from the perspective of those who
are positioned as either dominant or subordinate because of their racial ideology (Delgado, 1984;
Teranishi, 2002). The use of voice or naming one’s own reality is crucial for making effective
societal change and, therefore, participants were specifically asked to speak to their experiences
as a women of color Head of School. As Delgado (1989) explained, personal narratives are
necessary for three reasons: reality is socially constructed; storytelling is a means of emotional
self-preservation, and the exchange of stories can overcome ethnocentrism in the understanding
of reality.
By examining narratives of faculty of color, Stanley (2006) revealed that critical race
theory is important for understanding individual, institutional, and societal racism in higher
education. Using CRT as a theoretical framework, hearing and learning from the experiences of
women of color Heads of Schools can redefine leadership outside a male patriarchal model, and

15

WOMEN OF COLOR IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL HEADSHIPS
provide a vessel through which leaders can reflect on their experiences and offer
recommendations to aspiring WOC Heads. CRT counters a popular belief that race no longer
plays a role in American society by focusing on the disparities in experiences had by people of
color versus white people. Color-blindness is not a helpful way to look at society, according to
the precepts of CRT, and will only serve to perpetuate inequalities and reinforce stereotypes.
This study operated under the premise that the social construction of race holds weight and
elicits very real consequences for the lived experiences of people of color. Similarly, application
of the CRT lens allowed co-researchers the opportunity to provide counternarratives to currently
held beliefs and practices regarding the experiences of being a leader in a predominantly White
educational institution (Teranishi, 2002).
In tersection ality T heory

Intersectional analysis was first recognized as a conceptual framework by Crenshaw
(1995) when interrogating knowledge and hierarchical power in the context of violence against
women (Hills Collins, 1999). Intersectionality theory was applied in this study of women of
color Heads of Independent Schools where the participants have more than one historically
underrepresented and marginalized identity. This study sought to explore what can be unveiled
about the lives and experiences of minority women of diverse cultures, nationalities, and
geographic regions who have attained the highest position of leadership in independent schools
against historic and systemic barriers. Therefore, participants were specifically asked how they
believe their race and gender collectively had multidimensionally impacted their experiences as
leaders, and stakeholders’ perceptions of them as a leader.
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Phenomenological Approach
Using phenomenological methodology, this study sought to understand the experiences
of women of color in this historically White and male-dominated field. Qualitative research
positions the subject in a social context and sheds light on lived experience (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005). Lived experiences are best understood through their complex, dynamic context. Thus,
qualitative research best served this study because it exposed varied and multiple realities, rather
than searching for one underlining principle (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). Qualitative
research requires that the researcher themself “be used as an instrument for acquiring
information,” further elevating the importance of the researcher’s positionality and relationship
to participants (Vargas, 2012, p. 62).
Through 25-45 minute, semi-structured interviews and document analysis, I sought to
understand what it is like to be a woman of underrepresented, socially-constructed race in the
highest leadership position in an independent school-many of which are historically primarily
white institutions-and interacting in said role with multiple stakeholders, including students
(varying ages pre PK-12), parents, faculty, staff, administrators, and Board members.
Phenomenology, both a research method and philosophy of points of view, was used to
gain a thorough understanding of lived experiences around a certain phenomenon and its
significance (Christensen et al, 2010; Moustakas, 1994; Vargas, 2012). One of the many aims of
empirical phenomenological research is to ascribe scholastic legitimacy to the human experience
of “really feeling understood” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 12). Given the current lack of published
scholarship on this topic, it is optimally suited for an exploratory study. Therefore, a
phenomenological approach was used to answer the research questions. To align with
understanding perspectives and experiences of women of color Heads of Schools,

17

WOMEN OF COLOR IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL HEADSHIPS
phenomenology was most appropriate to elicit conversation around how co-researcher make
meaning of and understand their relationship to the contexts in which they operate.
Phenomenology examines “the self’s experience of itself and its derivative experiences on other
selves and of society” (Husserl, 1927, p. 4).
Data Collection
Data was collected through a one-on-one Zoom interview between the researcher and
each co-researcher.
D elim itation s

This study was intentionally limited to participants who self-identify as meeting all of the
following requirements: currently holds a Head of School position at an NAIS school, is a
woman, and is a person of color. Moreover, while increased insight might have been ascertained
through multiple or lengthy interactions, each participant received one 25-45-minute interview.
C o-research ers

In order to target heads of independent schools, I began by making contact with the
National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), a U.S.-based organization to which the
vast majority of independent schools in the country belong. This organization regularly collects
statistical data on their member schools and runs an entire data analytics department for the
purposes of tracking trends and providing data-driven solutions. Therefore, I began by sharing an
overview of this study with National Association of Independent Schools Vice President (VP) of
Equity and Justice, who passed on the request to the NAIS Vice President (VP) for Studies,
Insight, and Research. Following past precedent for similar studies, the VP for Studies, Insight,
and Research offered three options to assist the researcher: (1) posting a blurb on the Heads’
group of the NAIS Connect forum; (2) compiling a list of and directly emailing WOC Heads of
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Schools, or (3) purchasing a distribution list from NAIS. I opted to pursue the first two options
beginning with sending the VP of Studies, Insights, and Research a blurb (see Appendix A) to
post a on the Heads’ listserv. Simultaneously, NAIS sent individual emails with the same blurb
to the Heads whose identifiers matched the filtered criteria.
After NAIS made contact with all women of color Heads of School, interested
participants emailed me directly. I, then, replied individually to each interested co-researcher (n=
46) thanking them for their willingness to participate, offering further details on the time
commitment, proposing at least three interview times, and attaching the informed consent form
(see Appendix B, C).
By partnering with an established association, and allowing said organization to make the
first contact, I hoped to gain the confidence and attention of potential co-researchers. Similarly,
working with NAIS, a trusted organization, increased the likelihood that a wider range of Heads
would consent to partake, and not exclusively Heads with whom I had previously established
connections. This also potentially reduced the likelihood that women of color Heads, with whom
I had personal connections, would disproportionately open and respond to my email only on the
basis of sender email address. NAIS was unable to locate contact emails for four of the 49
qualifying Heads of School. The investigator was able to obtain one of the four missing email
addresses independently and forward NAIS’ initial call for participants.
There was a reported total of 49 women of color Heads leading member United States
schools in the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) in 2018-2019. Upon my
personal request, the VP of Equity and Justice, NAIS provided initial demographic data
regarding the current number of Heads of School, and women of color Heads of School
encompassed within that. This data was obtained as part of the information schools submit to
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NAIS annually. In order to fully account for all women of color Heads, I enlisted NAIS’
assistance to ensure all Heads who identify in these categories were accounted for and contacted
to participate in this study.
Of the 46 contacted WOC Heads of Schools, 22 responded with interest in participating.
Of the 22, 12 proceeded to be interviewed. Of the ten total potential co-researchers who
expressed initial interest but did not move forward with the study, six did not respond to my
proposed times or reminders, two opted out because of time constraints, one was repeatedly
unavailable during the scheduled interview time, and one was my error in mistaking the time
zone and the co-researcher was unable to reschedule.
S em i-stru ctu red in terview s

This study employed interviews as the main source of data collection, as well NAIS
trend statistics on women of color in headships serving as a secondary source. The data for this
study was collected through semi-structured, one-on-one interviews conducted over Skype,
Zoom or GoogleHangout software lasting between 25-45 minutes (see Appendix D). Each
interview was audio-recoded, labeled with a pseudonym and uploaded to Rev.com. After
uploading recordings to Rev, I reviewed transcripts manually to remove any identifying
information, such as co-researchers’ names and schools if mentioned. Such mentions were also
notated in handwritten notes as the interview was taking place as reminders to carefully check
specific time stamps where co-researchers referred to themselves by name in third-person or
mentioned a colleague by name. As a form of member checking, copies of the transcription were
then sent to each participant to review, strike, clarify, and amend.
Skype, Zoom, and GoogleHangout interviews were recorded and stored on Voice Memos
or as Zoom Recordings on my password-protected personal iPhone and laptop. For an added
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level of privacy, recordings were labeled using pseudonym only and image was de-coupled from
audio. Additionally, all recordings were uploaded to the secure transcription service, Rev.com,
and will be deleted three years after the completion of the study.
All participants interviewed for the study received an email copy of the final thesis. This
offer of continued contact was also extended to those who, after further deliberations, reneged
from participation.
There were two outliers during the data collection phase of this study. One co-researcher
was repeatedly unable to attend her scheduled video call due to unanticipated urgent matters.
However, her eagerness to participate was evident in her email communication. Thus, I invited
her to email her responses to the first two interview questions—the same introductory questions
used for all participants. Another co-researcher had technological complications and was unable
to connect with the Zoom link at the time of her interview. I decided to conduct the interview via
phone and manually take notes, pulling as many direct quotes as possible. In an effort to member
check, I verified these notes with this co-researcher for accuracy, similar to the other transcripts.
Apart from the two exceptions noted above, Zoom, Skype, and GoogleHangout
(participants’ preference) were used instead of phone interviews utilizing the interview protocol
(see Appendix D) to create a more interpersonal interaction with the addition of non-verbal cues.
When discussing potentially sensitive topics, I employed active listening strategies (nodding,
leaning in, smiling) in an attempt to increase speaker’s confidence and trust, eliciting more
honest and authentic responses. Additionally, given the intersection of colorism and race, and the
heterogeneousness within the broad category of people of color, I hoped further insight might be
gathered as it pertained to differing experiences related to being white-passing or lighter skinned,
Heads of color.
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I began each video call interview with a brief introduction to the study, and its personal
significance to me as a woman of color and aspiring Head. I then offered a brief reminder about
timeframe and asked for verbal consent to record. After this introduction, I began the audio
recording. Using a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix D), I began with the following
questions for all participants: How do you identify yourself in terms of race and gender?
Although this demographic information could have been collected in writing prior to or after the
interview, I intentionally used formal interview time to ask this question. I felt that there was
power and symbolism in giving co-researcher’s the opportunity to explicitly speak their gender
and racial identity in the context of their professional lives. Furthermore, this insight allowed me
to proceed with the following question with specificity and intentionality: Given that Heads of
independent schools have historically been primarily White and male, what has it been like for
you as a [woman of color]? For each interview, I replaced the phrase “woman of color” with the
exact identifiers just named by the co-researcher—for example, what has it been like for you as a
Middle Eastern female?
Upon completion of each interview, the full audio recording was uploaded to Rev.com
for transcription. The final transcribed version \was then emailed to the co-researcher within 48hours to amend, clarify, and strike where necessary. Rev provided the audio alongside the text so
that both parties could review for accuracy.
D a ta A n a lysis

The process used to analyze the data collected in this study intentionally placed
paramount importance on allowing the power of the participants’ words to speak, honoring their
voices and experiences. I paid particular attention to the emotions evoked through my co-
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researchers’ stories, being attuned to the ways in which the words of the transcripts ignited
specific pathos appeals in me as a reader (Brinton, 1988).
Maxwell (2013) noted that coding is an essential strategy to use in qualitative research
analysis. For this process, I loosely followed the steps for analyzing and interpreting qualitative
data as outlined by Creswell (2012) and Saldana (2016). Data was analyzed by paying attention
to “a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing,
and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldana, 2016, p. 4).
For this study, found that both descriptive coding and in vivo coding were optimal for this
interview-based research. Firstly, transcripts were read through once to ascertain a general sense
of the material. Descriptive coding allows the researcher to categorize and summarize the main
idea of a segment of an interview, painting a broad picture of the general topic covered—
essential groundwork for deeper analysis in the second round of coding (Saldana, 2016). A
second read-through identified powerful quotes where I could truly feel the sentiment behind the
participants’ stories. Some quotes were identified as so significant that they should be included in
their entirety in the findings while others were coded using in vivo coding. In vivo coding refers
to the specific use of participants’ words to generate preliminary codes and was particularly
salient to this study which aimed to highlight the voices of co-researchers (Saldana, 2016).
The preliminary codes and quotes taken from both descriptive and in vivo coding were
then inputted in list form into a separate Word document, labeled for interview number and page
number. From the twelve interviews, 142 preliminary codes were identified, along with 24
poignant quotes. Together, these data points (142 preliminary codes and 24 direct quotes) were
sorted by commonality into 19 broader codes (see Appendix E). Five themes, whose names
inspired by the language of participants to honor their voices as the foundation of this research,
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were then developed to group codes together and form a major idea upon which to draw analysis
(Appendix F).
Trustworthiness
I did not take my request of co-researchers lightly. I knew that inquiring into personal
experiences, especially those which might not show stakeholders in the best of light, required
human connection and trust. Qualitative research can incorporate measures that address
trustworthiness and establish concepts of validity and reliability (Shenton, 2004). Guba (1981)
proposed four criteria for researchers to pursue a trustworthy study-credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.
C redibility

Credibility refers to the ability to ensure a study is designed to investigate what is
actually intended (Shenton, 2004). My standing as a diversity practitioner and employee of an
independent school positions me as an insider to this aspect of the leadership experience,
offering an early familiarity with the culture and context of the participants. Additionally, I was
overseen by my thesis advisor throughout the duration of this project, with additional support
from a second reader whose research also centers on marginalized women. Finally, member
checking is the “single most important provision that can be made to bolster a study’s
credibility” (Shenton, 2004, p.68). Co-researchers were asked to read through the transcript of
their interview to ensure accuracy of the recorded dialogue.
T ran sferability

Since the findings of qualitative research intentionally focuses on a small number of
individuals (12) in particular environments (independent schools), it is not the goal to
demonstrate that the findings and conclusions are applicable to other situations and populations
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(Shenton, 2004). However, individual stories and experiences inherently have great value, in that
they are integral pieces that make up the landscape of independent school leadership.
Additionally, broader themes identified shine light on recurring phenomena that distinguish the
experiences of women of color in educational leadership roles.
D epen dability

Guba and Lincoln (1995) stressed the close ties between credibility and dependability,
arguing that, in practice, a demonstration of the former goes some distance in ensuring the latter.
Although the nature of qualitative research inhibits the exact mirroring of results across similar
studies due to the fluid dynamic of phenomena and lived experiences (Shenton, 2004), I detailed
the research design and its implementation, describing in depth the steps executed to obtain and
analyze data.
C on firm ability

I took intentional steps to ensure that the findings from this study were derived directly
from the testimony of the participants. Therefore, for increased confirmability, interviews were
transcribed by an external source (Rev.com) then member checked.
Positionality Statement
As a researcher, reflexivity—the ability to understand how you are impacting and altering
the space in which the study is being conducted, and how your findings will be interpreted
through your own construction of the world—is of paramount importance. The inter-subjective
nature of qualitative studies implies that the interaction between researcher and participant
inherently frames the interpretation (Saldana, 2016). The data analysis is contextually viewed
through the schema of by my own experiences in independent schools, which influences the way
in which I intimately understand and relate to my co-researchers.

25

WOMEN OF COLOR IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL HEADSHIPS
As a transracially adopted Chinese American women, I spent my entire K-12 education
in independent schools. I am also the daughter of an English professor at a California State
University, and and the daughter of the former executive director of the California Association of
Independent Schools. I have been an aspiring Head of School since the age of seventeen, and my
closest mentors have been women, particularly women of color, in independent school
leadership. Therefore, this is a space in which I thrive and some of my research participants were
women of color Heads whom I met previously or am closely linked to through mutual
connections.
My personal connection to, and commonality with, my co-researchers had the potential to
earn their confidence, compelling them to share their experiences openly and honestly.
Additionally, I was committed to create a comfortable interview environment, my own non
verbal body language affirming participants responses may have the potential to impact the
length, detail, or tone of responses. Furthermore, my own positionality increased the likelihood
that my co-researchers and I may have had common experiences, qualms, and appreciations. As
such, my experiences had the potential to impact the ways in which I analyzed and discussed my
findings.
Limitations
This study was limited to a sampling of female Heads of color of K-12 independent
schools who are NAIS members. Additionally, contact with potential co-researchers was limited
to the self-submission of demographic information to NAIS. Heads of Schools who declined to
state their gender or racial identity in their annual reports to NAIS were not contacted.
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Chapter 4—Findings
This chapter opens with a presentation of the demographic identifiers of the twelve co
researchers I interviewed. Then, findings are presented as themes, drawing upon the experiences
of my co-researchers. In qualitative research, especially of underrepresented minorities,
experiences as told and interpreted in the words of the co-researchers is vital to accurate
representation and respect of participants’ experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), and as such,
direct quotes are used wherever possible. This chapter then concludes with an explanation of
each theme, substantiated by co-researchers’ interviews.
Participant Demographic Characteristics
Participants were selected using criterion-based sampling to ensure they identified as
both a woman and person of color as defined by this study and currently held a Head of School
role at an NAIS school. Table 1 below summarizes their demographic characteristics using the
exact words participants used to describe their racial and gender (sex) identities. Pseudonyms for
participants were assigned using the first and last name of one or two female activists,
abolitionists, and changemakers in history who I felt shared specific characteristics with the
individual participant, with a preference for women of color.
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Table 1: Co-Researchers
Name
Self-Identified Race
Linda DuVernay
Af. American/Caribbean American
Ruth Ginsberg
African American
Edith Savage
Black/ Af. American
Kirthi Jayakumar
Middle Eastern
Barbara Chisholm
African American
Isabella Sing
Korean American
Julia du Burgos
White and Latina
Emily Davidson
Black, Puerto Rican
Mary Pleasant
Hispanic/unracialized
Kylie Farmer
Black
Dorothy Heights
Multiracial
Bassey Ikpi
African American

Self-Identified Gender/Sex
Female
Female
Woman
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Woman female
Female woman
Female
Female

Themes
When examining the completion of preliminary codes and codes, five themes, creatively
named using the verbatim language of participants emerged. These themes are as follows:
I.
II.

Women of Color Heads of School: A Rare Dinosaur
“You’re so amazing.. .for a woman of color”: Interplay with White Constituents

III.

Be Presidential

IV.

Earning a Seat at the Table to Turn the Tables

V.

A Mirror in a School of Windows

T hem e I: W om en o f C olor H ea d s o f S ch ool: A R a re D in o sa u r

4.53% (n=49) Heads of Independent Schools identify at the intersection of both
female/woman and person of color. The lack of representation in a White- and male-dominated
field frequently impacted the Head of School co-researcher and the way stakeholders interacted
with her. In particular, female heads of color described feeling alone, lonely, and like the only
one. These feelings were often prominent in events specifically hosted for Heads of School such
as new Heads institutes, regional gatherings, and national conferences. Because of this lack of
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representation, women of color Heads of School felt the need to be strong, dependable self
advocates. They were not surrounded by a cohort of mentors and champions who understood the
unique experiences and challenges of being a woman of color in a top leadership role.
The lack of representation nationally also impacted the ways in which outsiders (White
stakeholders) viewed and interacted with women of color Heads of Schools. In describing an
attempt to share this feeling of aloneness with her Board Chair, Dorothy explained;
I was looking at the data and thinking, “Where am I in the data?” And then I realized that, as
a woman of color, I was represented in this infinitesimal, tiny bar on the chart.. .I
screenshotted the chart and sent it to my Board Chair. He responded lightheartedly and said,
“You’re a rare dinosaur.” I wrote back to him and said, “I think you mean diamond, right?
I ’m a rare diamond, not a dinosaur.” But even in these lighter moments, you realize that there
aren’t a lot of mirrors out there in the work.
The stereotype of a White man as Head of School often impacts the way in which visitors,
prospective parents, and other outsiders respond upon first meeting a Head of School whose
physical appearance does not align with what they had expected. Kirthi explains:
When people think about what a Head of School looks like, they don't think of me first. They
just don't. They think of my friend [Joe] who works at a school down the street from here and
he's awesome. He's the loveliest guy. But definitely a tall, white, clean cut guy who looks
like he walked out of Central Casting. I do not look like I walked out of Central Casting. I
just don't—and I don't sound like it either.
I call this reaction of surprise White shock, born from a racial and/or gender assumption about
the stereotypical physiological makeup of leaders. Additionally, the phenomenon of White shock
seemed to be exacerbated in instances where Heads of color had Anglo-Saxon sounding names.
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For example, Emily reported being dismayed at the number of times she enters a room and is
greeted by, “Oh you’re the Head of School?” in a tone of surprise. Similarly, Ruth commented,
“They don't expect me to look like this because obviously no one's broadcasting, ‘We just hired a
director who's Black with natural hair.’” Furthermore, when greeting visitors and candidates at
recruitment fairs and other reception-like functions, Ruth experienced people frequently reaching
to shake the hand of her White, blonde assistant director, mistaking her for the Head of School
and completely overlooking Ruth’s presence as if she were invisible.
T hem e II: “Y o u ’re so a m a z in g ...fo r a w om an o f color” : In terp la y w ith W hite C on stituents

Standard of Proof. Numerous participants spoke to the need to prove their capabilities
and credentials to White constituents, both during the hiring process, and throughout their
ongoing tenure as Heads of Schools. The standard of proof of qualification seemed far beyond
what would be expected of a male in her position. Edith, Barbara and Emily all attested to the
added pressure places on women of color when they are predisposed to be labeled as unqualified.
Various experiences assisted with circumventing this perception of incompetency. For Edith, this
came in the form of being recognized by the state as an outstanding teacher. Only with this
award of highest honor did the Board of Trustees at her school notice her and her leadership
potential.
Women of color Heads of Schools also perceived their hiring processes as more intensive
and requiring more writing samples than their male counterparts at like institutions. Emily even
expressed relief that the Board and search committee knew in advance that she was a woman of
color prior to seeing her face, as to be shielded from any potential White shock or misgivings.
This process, which at times was even demeaning, was not always rewarding for candidates.
Bassey, in recalling multiple searches in which she progressed to the semifinalist and finalist
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levels, but was never extended an offer, lamented, “Sometimes I feel like I was just chosen
because the needed to have a person of color to be part of the pool; but no one could ever say
why [I] wasn’t chosen.”
Even after prevailing through a grueling and often unequal hiring process, carrying the
title of Head of School was still sometimes insufficient to dissuade others, frequently White
parents, from voicing their concerns. With frustration, pain, and dismay, Barbara expounded on
the incessant demands of White constitutes: “Prove to us that you’re worthy. Prove to us that
you’re good enough.. .It gets fatiguing after a while; and then it gets personal.” Emily recalls a
time in which parents not only called into question her judgement as a school leader but went so
far as to bring in a less-qualified second opinion to counter her decision. Additionally, some
women experienced an underlining assumption that, as women of color, they must not have
come from a private school upbringing and, therefore, required more time and support in
understanding independent school culture. Ruth described her very intentional office set up, “My
table is in the middle and I have the parents sit on the side where they can see my degrees on the
wall so they can see I have a bachelor's degree from Howard University. I have a master's degree
from Ball State University in Education. I have a master's degree in school leadership from
Kennesaw State University.” Perhaps for some, time builds connections that surpass any racial or
gender stereotypes or differences. Julia reflects, “The longer I’m in the position, the less gender
and race matter.. .But I also think the minute I start another job, it starts all over again. I think it
only matters less here because the community knows me.”
Imposter Syndrome. Discrimination and external cynicism ultimately threaten to take a
toll on an individual’s self-confidence. Imposter syndrome is a manifestation of internalized
oppression in which a minority, in this case a woman of color Head of School, beings to doubt
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her own skills, wondering or doubting if she truly did earn and is maintaining a position on merit
alone (Dancy & Jean-Marie, 2014). Both Edith and Linda spoke to the feelings of hesitation and
moments of self-checking they experienced as Head of School. Linda took this one step further,
grieving the loss of the gratifying feeling of accepting a compliment without question:
They [white parents] talk about what an amazing job I'm doing, and how awesome I am, and
how thrilled they are with some of the things that I've done. I know that I'm good, and I know
that I make good decisions.. .but they are so overly effusive that I can't help but wonder if
they're surprised that I'm doing as well as I am as a black woman. There are some times when
I hear them going on and on and on, there's a part of me that subconsciously, I want to tack
on the end ‘”a black woman” because they’re just so enthusiastic.
Talking about Race as a Woman of Color. Many schools have a strong commitment to
diversity, equity, and inclusion, intentionally looking for a Head of School that would bring their
full selves, expertise, and representation to mirror an increasingly diverse student body. This can
be an affirming feeling for a candidate. While Kylie noted that white families seemed oddly self
congratulatory that they had managed to hire a woman of color head and white men in particular
seemed to be seeking praise for being woke, Linda explained that the diversity of her school
makes it far easier to engage the community on conversations around race.
At other schools, however, talking about race is still an uncomfortable topic and—as in
Dorothy’s experience—women of color can be critiqued for pushing diversity, equity, and
inclusion as a personal agenda rather than an institutional imperative. She thought back to a New
Heads Institute she attended in which she reached out to a faculty member who was a woman of
color in one session “looking for a mirror and looking for some sort of light mentoring
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connection.” Instead of finding a kindred spirit, Dorothy was given the advice to “not talk about
the words equity, inclusion, race, anything for at least the first year”.
Proximity to Whiteness also emerged as a commonality between lighter skinned and
multiracial participants. Both Kirthi and Julia felt that their proximity to Whiteness led them to
be heard more, viewed as approachable, seen a safer hire for a school, and have an overall easier
time as Head of School than their Black female colleagues in like positions. Kirthi explained
that, being White-passing, she “can help the conversation move forward and leverage [her]
perceived lack of difference to do it.” Similarly, as a Black/African American woman, Edith
expressed the need to build trusting relationships with well-respected White allies in order to
amplify her own voice in spaces where she, as a woman of color, would sadly not be heard:
I tell my white friends sometimes, “Really, you have to be the one to say something
because if I say it, it’s personal, and they think that I’m just being overly emotional.” And
maybe I am, but that's because it is personal. I can’t detach that part of me, my lifetime of
experiences, because I will probably perhaps be channeling a former self that somebody
threw rocks at me and called me the N word.
T hem e III: B e P resid en tia l

In the words of Linda:
Put on the mask. Put your big girl pants on. Y ou’re a Head of school. Act like it. I could hear
my executive coach's words in my head saying, “Be presidential. It doesn't matter what
anybody else thinks of you. You just be presidential.” I really had to consciously put on the
confidence that it would take to walk into that room and engage with all of those White men.
Women of color Heads of School must be tremendously strong, continuously resilient,
unwaveringly courageous, responsibly self-aware in the face of daily physical and emotional
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exhaustion. Women are constantly judged for their appearance, personality, and perceived
character to the extent that, in constantly representing an organization, women of color Heads of
School put extraordinary time and effort into calibrating themselves to not be perceived as too
fill-in-the-blank—aggressive, feminine, intimidating, indecisive, or assertive. In the face of
disrespect or objectification, Ruth, Edith, and Isabella noted the expectation to endure without
reaction, because betraying any emotion would perpetuate a negative gendered and racialized
stereotype about women (of color) as angry, overly emotional, and/or flustered and therefore
incompetent leaders. Edith recounts sitting in a conversation with a White man speaking
disrespectfully, thinking, “If I were another White male [as opposed to a woman of color], he
would not speak to me that way. But he was doing it. And so I just sat and listened and I didn't
react.”
Ruth said, “The one thing that I know about leading a school is that I have to remove my
emotions,” reflecting the need to constantly balance being true to herself, whist simultaneously
molding herself, not to please, but simply to seen and recognized in a White male-dominated
field .
T hem e IV : E a rn in g a S e a t a t th e T able to T urn th e Tables

When asked what it is like to be a woman of color Head of School, without hesitation Kylie
replied, “The experience has been overall wonderful, just wonderful!” Despite the challenges,
many women of color Heads also spoke to the feeling of pride that they feel for the positions
they hold and the true joy of being a trail blazer as the first woman, and/or first Head of color at
their institution. For Julia and Dorothy, finding play, joy, and humor throughout their day serves
to offset some of the frustrations and grind of the day. Additionally, having a supportive team of
cheerleaders in the faculty, staff, and Board is extremely gratifying and instrumental in feeling
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emboldened to make necessary movements. Barbara elaborates, “I have been able to say to [the
executive committee of the board], ‘I am always going to be a woman of color; and so race is
never going to be off the table.’”
All of the women of color co-researchers interviewed know they have superseded the bar to
earn a status to be at the table. However, with that seat at the table comes the responsibility to
use their position of power responsibly and altruistically. For Emily and Julia, this includes
calling out mansplaining, advocating for their communities, and the relentlessly holding others
accountable for their actions and words. Similarly, Mary explained that, although racial
stereotypes or falsehoods personally do not perturb her, she feels an obligation on educate and
advocate on the behalf of her community in order to inhibit the perpetuation of ignorant
messages about her Latin American country.
Being subjected to the double standards, microaggressions, and other challenges of being
a woman of color leader in an independent school can be mentally, physically, and emotionally
taxing. However, Mary and Kylie stood in stark contrast to this, demonstrating the beauty and
strength of unapologetic self-confidence. Mary described herself as someone who does not focus
on race or gender, but rather on thought processes, learned intelligence, and human
understanding. Because of this, Mary explained, “I don't think, because I'm a woman, I'm
different of a leader than a man. I don't see that difference. I don't see that I have any difficulty in
being a leader because I'm a woman.” Meanwhile, Kylie’s confidence manifests itself differently
in her desire to be liberated from code switching. She asserted:
I have a lot of Black art in my office. And when I read to children, I choose books with
Black characters. I do it on purpose because I really want to solidify, with whether it’s
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children or parents, that I am a Black woman... I’m not a Black woman trying to be
something else, there’s no code switching here.
T hem e V: A M irro r in a S ch o o l o f W indow s

Edith, Bassey, Linda, Kylie, Isabella, and Julia all commented on the significance of their
position at the intersection of woman, person of color, and school leader for parents and families
of color. Families of color express their appreciation for a role model and mirror for their
children. Kylie recalls a parent saying to her, “‘I’m so glad my daughter gets to look at you every
day.’” Many women of color are proud to be this mirror for students, especially in a
predominantly White field and institution. For Heads of color who act in loco parentis for the
children of color with whom they have been entrusted, this honor also carries a responsibility to
design and uphold a school environment, mission, and culture in which students of color can be
seen, loved, and successful. In a world where society instills racial value judgements on children
from a young age, Bassey rationalizes that a diverse faculty is even more important than a
diverse administration because students need to see themselves represented in the frontliners
with whom they directly interact for the majority of the day. Furthermore, according to Linda,
having more people to offer students mirrors, the less weight there is on one individual to hold
that responsibility for all historically marginalized students. For Dorothy who says, “and let’s be
honest, I see a mirror in [our students of color] too,” looking beyond position-driven power
dynamics to see herself reflected in students is a mechanism for mutual survival in a primarily
White institution.
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Chapter 5—Discussions, Interpretations, and Conclusion
Women of Color Heads of School: A Rare Dinosaur: W e are rare diam on ds, n o t rare
din osau rs.

When one thinks of a dinosaur, a towering, reptilian, possibly carnivorous, creature floats
to the surface of one’s imagination. Dinosaurs are also extinct. What does it mean for a woman
of color Head of School to be jokingly compared to a dinosaur? While dinosaurs are indeed rare,
they have never been seen by any living human being. Similarly, all too often, women of color in
leadership are never truly seen by even their nearest constituents. Participants recalled the times
when they have been representing their school at functions but were looked straight through, as if
they were translucent when standing adjacent to one of their White faculty. Ruth also explained
how parents and faculty alike would circumvent her, as if she did not exist, and direct their
questions to lower-level employees, preferring to ask a White administrator regardless of that
administrator’s job title or purview.
With the plethora of uncommon things in the world to which one could arbitrarily draw a
metaphorical parallel with Heads of color, what subconscious gendered and racialized messages
do people have about women of color in leadership and femininity if the first metaphor that
comes to mind is a pre-human animal that is stereotypically associated with boys’ play? In her
interview for this study, Julia noted that she had been criticized for being too feminine in her
appearance to be an exemplary role model for girls. It is an interesting double standard because
nurturing and strength are often seen as mutually exclusive. For Julia, who is naturally short in
stature, soft-spoken, and warm, she has had to put concerted effort into being recognized as a
powerful leader.
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Furthermore, the closest living common relative to a dinosaur today is a chicken (Rashid
et al., 2014). Colloquially, the chicken is synonymous to coward when referring to a person, or
lacking nerve when describing action which fails. This is reflected in Isabella’s commentary in
which she explains that one primary critique of Asian American women leaders is that they are
stereotyped as weak, meager, and subservient. More broadly, women of color in leadership are
not taken as seriously as men, often needing to prove themselves far and beyond their male
counterparts. The numerous accounts of requests for additional writing samples from women of
color candidates sheds light on a hiring process that is inherently unequal. Moreover, the
dinosaur metaphor implies a predisposed level of doubt in women of color, necessitating that
such candidates prove their competence instead of being able to simply reiterate their
competence while directing the majority of their energy towards demonstrating that their
leadership style is most suitable for the school’s climate and culture. This misconception of
women as less serious leaders is doubly harmful as women are tempted to stifle play, joy and
humor—the exact reprieves needed from the mental, emotional, and physical toll of the job—in
order to be taken seriously.
“You’re so amazing...for a woman of color”: Interplay with White Constituents: To be
w a rm ed by a co m p lim en t is a p rivileg e.

In a profession and field in which many participants identify at times as exhausting,
draining, and emotionally taxing, words of affirmation can be powerfully rejuvenating moments.
However, compliments are not always neutral. Microinsults, a type of microaggression, are
actions (verbal, nonverbal, or environmental) that convey insensitivity, are rude, or directly
demean a person's racial identity or heritage (Sue et al., 2007). Telling a Black American, “You
are a credit to your race” or, “You are so articulate” are examples of common microinsults,
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conveying the hidden message Black people as a group are unintelligent and not well spoken
(Sue et al., 2008).
The opportunity to feel pride and accept a compliment at face value can be indicative of
privilege. For female leaders of color operating in a society and domain which habitually
undervalue, underrepresent, and underestimate them, one cannot help but wonder if the
effusiveness of praise serves more to convey feelings of shock that a woman of color could be
successful, rather than genuine recognition of her strides. In moments when a Head of School
should be basking in a sense of achievement, women of color are left to wonder if they did
enough to disprove a pervasive stereotype about their race and/or gender.
Individuals tend to voluntarily self-segregate and interact more frequently with people of
like racial groups (Parker et al., 2015). According to a 2015 study, 81% of White adults reported
that all or most of their close friends are White, with similar trends holding true for Black and
Asian respondents (Parker, et al, 2015). This desire to connect with like-people impacts how
Julia and Kirthi, both of whom are White-passing, are received by White stakeholders. When
asked if she believed her experience would be similar if she were a White female Head of
School, Kirthi responded, “Y es, I definitely think it would,” and went on the explain that many
people assume she is a White, curly haired woman. White passing, and White-adjacent, women
exude an impression of safety and a lower-risk hire. A White-passing Head would allow a
primarily White school’s Board to simultaneously boast about having contributed to the growing
number of Heads of color, whist in other contexts offering White families a sense of racial
familiarity.
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Be Presidential: “Y o u ’re a H e a d o f S c h o o l - a c t like it.” -L inda
It seems that the very identity of a woman of color in leadership is so convoluted—an
amalgamation of one’s own self inseparably meshed with, and viewed in the context of, external
expectations. The phrase “be presidential” conjures images of tailcoats and suits, stiff upright
poses, oil on canvas portraits, leaders from George Washington to Abraham Lincoln, to
Theodore Roosevelt, to Barack Obama—all men, nearly all White. What does presidential even
look like in the context of femininity?
As Kirthi explained that when a woman attempts to incorporate a more masculine
demeanor in her role as Head of School, the behaviors that are socially acceptable for men, are
looked down upon when performed by a woman. She is, then, criticized for being too aggressive
or too intimidating. Therefore, even if a woman of color survives the psychological stress of the
benchmark for her demeanor being set by a male counterpart, she must then meticulously
navigate a fine equilibrium between acting presidential (masculine), yet not too presidential
(masculine), rarely able to be universally pleasing. When a woman is told to “be presidential” or
to “act like a Head of School,” she has, in essence, been asked to mediate her own identity and
mirror the demeanor and behavior of the average individual in her hierarchical position—a
White man. Furthermore, it implies that she is not already inherently presidential, or that simply
holding the title of Head of Schools is meaningless if she does not “act like it.” Logically, if a
woman holds the title Head of School, any action she carries out is, by pure definition, acting
like a Head of School. However, in the context of a patriarchal-dominant narrative, this simple
logic is overlooked.
On the flip side, as Julia pointed out, some wonder how she can be a role model for girls if
she chooses to present herself in a stereotypically feminine way. Therefore, when a woman of
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color’s leadership career rests on her relationship with her constituents, in particular the Board of
Trustees, there is an insurmountable pressure to appeal to a critical mass. Moreover, she must
also assimilate into the structures of domination that establish the cultural, political and
economic definitions of leadership mastery. In other words, these individual benchmarks are
really a reflection of hegemonic assumptions rooted in capitalism, white supremacy, male
privilege, and misogyny.
Furthermore, in Linda’s poignant example, Head of School is not a hat one is able to take off
once she leaves the walls of her school:
I've had to be really mindful of when I sent emails because I tend to do my emails at night,
but if someone on the other end receives an email from the Head of School at 10:00 at night,
they feel obligated to open it, read it and respond. That is not at all my intention... I'm just
trying to get stuff done.
She is still known as, and interacted with as, the Head of School when encountering
constituents in her off hours. Therefore, how is one able to grow into their authentic self as a
leader and individual when continuously adorning themselves with a conglomeration of the most
respected elements of more ‘presidential’ leaders in order to ‘act like a Head of School?’
Earning a Seat at the Table to Turn the Tables: W ealth a n d p o w e r gen erate w ealth a n d
p o w er.

Intergenerational wealth is passed on from parent to child in three primary forms:
embodied wealth (the investment in the physical health and practical training skills); relational
wealth (the networks of useful social contacts); and material wealth (the monetary assets such of
liquid cash, investments, and property) (Mulder et al, 2009). Children whose parents occupy the
top 10% of the wealth distribution in the United States are 16% more likely to remain in that tier
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than children whose parents were in the bottom 10% of the wealth distribution (Smith et al,
2010). Independent schools, tuition-based institutions which boomed in the wake of public
school desegregation, continue to house a majority of students who are poised to inherit great
wealth across all three axes. Therefore, there is a unique obligation for independent school
educators to raise contentious children who will become equitable leaders in their fields and
communities.
Everything a Head of School says and does carriers a specific weight that comes with the
position of relative power. Heads of Schools must, therefore, model for students with their
actions and words what it looks like to be a socially just leader. On the receiving end, students
must experience equitable leadership. The hope is that, someday, indoctrinated with images of
strong women of color leaders from a young age, students with intergenerational wealth—and
thus, anticipated power—will go on to mirror responsible, just leadership practices. Contrarily,
students who are not born of wealth will perhaps see female Heads of color as non-traditional in
their positions, instilling the message that is it absolutely possible to prevail, despite the
barricades of precedent, stereotypes, and discrimination.
A Mirror in a School of Windows: I see th e m e in y o u . T h a n k yo u .
The phrase mirrors and windows (Style, 1996) was initially used to describe how
curriculum functions as a vehicle through which students see the world (Style, 1996). A mirror
is a story that reflects one’s own culture and helps one construct and make sense of their own
identity (Style, 1996). A window is a resource that offers a student a view into someone else’s
experience. Style (1996) argues that a well-rounded curriculum must offer students of all
backgrounds a delicate balance of both windows into others’ experiences and mirrors of their
own contexts in order to construct a holistic understanding of society.
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For students who grow up in a world in which nearly every Head of School, principal, or
educational director in books, animated television shows, children’s films is White, seeing a
woman of color in that seat is highly impactful in countering the pervasive stereotypes of the
physical appearance of leaders. For White children, seeing a woman of color Head of School
from a young age is a window into another’s experience and normalizes diverse leadership. But
for students of color, the optics of a leader of color is even more significant. It offers at mirror in
which students of color can see a reflection of themselves during formative years as they grow
into understanding themselves and their identity. For children of color to regularly see a leader
whose physical characteristics resemble themselves broadens their conceptualization of future
prospects, hopefully resulting in actualized leadership aspirations across a variety of fields.
When talking about students of color, Dorothy said, “and let’s be honest, I see a mirror in
them too.” This respect, and even admiration, for students of color is a particularly meaningful
transcendence of power structures. For a Head of School to look at a child and say, “I see myself
in you” is a powerfully humbling moment; understanding that, regardless of age, women and
girls of color are beholden to the same stereotypes and discrimination, as well as proudly share
an integral part of one’s identity. Therefore, holding tight to each other-like educator and
students, mother and daughter, friend and friend, advocate and activist-is essential in order to
thrive within the White-dominant bubble of the independent school world.
Conclusion
According to the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS, 2019), there are
currently 49 women of color heads of NAIS schools. This qualitative, phenomenological study
revolves around the lived experiences and wisdom of twelve of these women of color in
independent school headships with particular attention to how race and gender impacted their
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leadership experiences and interactions with school stakeholders. This study revolves around the
following primary research question: What are the lived experiences of women of color Heads of
School in independent schools as it pertains to race and gender? Two sub-questions helped
support the findings for the above research question:
•

What are the daily experiences of woman of color (WOC) Heads of Schools?

•

What implications do race and gender have on the way WOC believe they are perceived
as leaders of independent schools by stakeholders [Board of Trustees; faculty, staff, and
administration; parents; students]?
Five key themes emerged:

W om en o f C olor H e a d s o f S ch ool: A R a re D in o sa u r

Women of color are numerically few and far between. For Heads, it can be a lonely
experience, punctuated by the White stakeholders’ looks of White shock upon discovering that
the director of an institution is a woman and a person of color. Heads of color, many of which
are in their first years of headship, therefore, need to be strong self-advocates.
“Y o u ’re so a m a z in g ...fo r a w om an o f color": In terplay w ith W hite C on stituents

When interacting with White constituents, women of color in independent school
headships found that, frequently, there was an ongoing expectation of an additional level of proof
of qualifications, implying that access does not equate belonging and resulting in imposter
syndrome. When discussing issues of race, heads of color alluded to the need to enlist
likeminded White allies to message from a more palatable position.
B e P resid en tia l

Women of color Heads of School also took on the exhausting and relentless task of
continually adjusting their demeanor in an attempt to be well received by as many people as
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possible. Furthermore, colorism was also present as white-passing and/or lighter skinned women
of color expressed the privilege and benefits of their appearance when interacting with
stakeholders.
E a rn in g a S e a t a t th e T able to T urn th e T ables

Despite the challenges, Heads of color found great joy and fulfillment in their work, as
well as pride in representing their culture and community. This also is accompanied by a
responsibility, especially in a primarily White institution, to serve as an educator and advocate to
disrupt ignorance and hold others accountable.
A M irro r in a S ch o o l o f W in dow s

For students and families of color, a woman of color Head of School is a highly
significant mirror, often signifying hope, safety, and common understanding. For White students,
women of color are influential windows to disrupt stereotypes from an early age.
Looking to the Next Generation of Leaders: Recommendations and Future Research
In building rapport with my co-researchers, I offered insight to my own story. Through an
introductory email, I shared with each of them that I am a woman of color, the product of two
wonderful (and also primarily White) independent schools, and an aspiring Head of School
myself. Perhaps as a result of this, many Heads took it upon themselves to offer words of
wisdom to me, and other future Heads of color.
S elf-C on fiden ce

Bassey encouraged me to be persistent in my aspirations, carefully choosing places (schools,
cities, and communities) that are accepting of my intersecting identities. In response to potential
obstacles, Mary advised, “Look at who you are, what you want to achieve, and do not worry
about how you will be perceived because you are a woman.. .What matters is having very clear
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intentions and a purpose.” This sentiment was echoed by Kylie, a strong woman who actively
lives out her own words of wisdom: “Be unapologetically yourself. No matter what that looks
like, be your truth. ”
S elf-C are

According to Barbara, “Being a Head of School is a marathon, not a sprint.” Therefore,
moments of self-care and self-compassion are vital skills to success in this position. For Emily,
self-care looks like Orange Crush, and for Ruth, self-care looks like hot showers, tears, and a
glass of wine. But self-care can be interpersonal, Linda explains:
It is really, really critical to build a strong support network of other women of color, those
people that you can just call on a bad day and say, “You are never going to believe what
happened.” You need those people that you can laugh and cry with to ground you and help
you maintain perspective in this work.
Im plication s

As Edith explains, being a Head of School is one of the most rewarding and impactful
positions an individual can hold because “you’re with kids and you’re shaping minds and
creating an inclusive community.” As an increasing number of women of color are appointed as
Heads of School, Julia believes that “as more of us who defy the stereotype of having to be loud,
extroverted, or showy, we can change the dynamic of leadership.” Today, there are a historic
number of women of color Heads of Independent Schools—49, the largest pool herstory/history
has ever seen. We can only hope this number will continue to grow exponentially in the years to
come because, in the words of Dorothy, “I sincerely hope that we have more rare diamonds in
the mix in the future; it’s good for individuals, it’s good for kids, and it’s good for schools.”
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Appendix A: Blurb to Solicit Participants
Dear NAIS Heads of School,
I am a teaching fellow at Crane Country Day School in Santa Barbara and a student Cal State
University, Channel Islands pursuing an M.A. in Educational Leadership. As a woman of color, aspiring
Head, and product of two Pasadena independent schools, I have chosen to conduct my master's thesis on
the experiences of women of color Heads of NAIS schools, with particular attention to race- and genderbased microagressions by stakeholders. I am reaching out to solicit participants who would be willing to
be confidentially interviewed for this IRB-approved study. If you identify both as a woman* and
person of color and would be interested in participating please reach out to me
at lmcmanus@craneschool.org by September 15 to connect. Please see additional details below for

more information.
*For the purposes of this study, woman is defined in the most broad manner possible to include cis
women, trans women, females, femmes, and gender fluid, gender non conforming, agender, and
nonbinary folx who feel they qualify for this study.
Thank you for your time, insight, and support during this busy time of year.
Best regards,
Lora McManus (she/her/hers)
Teaching Fellow--Crane Country Day School
M.A. Candidate-- Cal State Channel Islands
lmcmanus@craneschool.org
About the Study
This qualitative phenomenological study will analyze in-depth interviews to examine the lived
experiences of women of color in independent school headships. In particular, this study will focus on the
nature of gender and race-based microaggressions by stakeholders as perceived by Heads of School. This
study attempts to contribute the growing understanding of the ways in which experiences of sexism and
racism pervade even the highest levels of structural hierarchy in independent schools.
This study will revolve around the following core research question: What are the lived experiences of
women of color Heads of School in independent schools as it pertains to race and gender? Three sub
questions will help support the findings for the above research question:
1. What are the benefits and/or challenges of being a woman of color Head of School?
2. To what extent do you experience race or gender-based microaggressions from
stakeholders (faculty, staff, parents, Board members, students) in the workplace?
3. To what extent has nature or prevalence of race or gender-based microaggressions
changed since you assumed this leadership role (Head of School) within your institution?
Voluntary Participation Expectations
For Heads of School who opt to participate in this study, the investigator (Lora McManus) will contact
each by email, asking them to consider possible dates and times for a 45-minute Zoom or Skype
interviews. Through semi-structured interviews, this study will expand on existing research by using an
intersectional lens to specifically identify experiences, events, and interactions between Heads of School
and stakeholders that have these women of color perceive as being impacted by their race and/or gender.
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Appendix B: Letter to Participants
Dear_______
Thank you so much for reaching out and volunteering to be part of my study. I really
appreciate your willingness to be a part of this important conversation.
I have attached the informed consent form below. Please sign (electronic signature is
fine) and return to me at your convenience.
I will be interviewing all participants via Google Hangout, Skype, or Zoom. Do you have
a preference on platform? Additionally, which of the following times might work for you? If
none of the below are convenient with your schedule, I am more than happy to accommodate.
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Appendix C: Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study
Informed Consent for Participants
Women of Color in Independent School Headships: A Phenomenological Study of Race- and Gender- Based
Microaggressions
Investigator: Lora Mei McManus, M.A. student, School of Education, California State University Channel Islands
Investigator Contact Information: Email: lmcmanus@craneschool.org Phone: 626-590-8344
You are invited to take part in this research study because you are a woman of color Head of an NAIS
school. The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine the nature and prevalence of gender- and race-based
microaggressions faced by women of color in independent school headships. Through semi-structured interviews,
this study will expand on existing research on Heads of School by using an intersectional lens to specifically identify
experiences that are significant in both gendered and racialized ways.
Reference to your identity will be kept strictly confidential, your identity will be expunged from the data, and
any record of data will not be associated with your name or school. Recordings of the interview will be labeled with a
pseudonym only and kept for three years prior to being destroyed, as required by federal regulations and university
IRB policy. Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. If you give us your permission by
signing this document, we plan to disclose findings using only a pseudonym for your name and your school’s name
when needed. No identifying information such as your name or name of your school will be used if any results are
disseminated in publications or at professional conferences. All data will be kept in a password protected file on a
personal device.
Participation is voluntary; whether or not you take part is up to you. You can agree to take part and later
change your mind. Your decision not to take part or to stop your participation will not be held against you. You may
take this document home to read or to discuss with your family members or others before deciding to take part in
this research study. You may ask the investigator all the questions you have before agreeing to participate and
throughout your participation in the study. Your decision to participate or not participate in this study will remain
confidential and will not prejudice your future relations with CSU Channel Islands or the investigator. You will not
receive any payment for your participation in this research study. If you decide to participate, you are free to
withdraw your consent and to discontinue participation at any time without prejudice.
What happens if I agree to be in this research?
I will contact you via email to schedule an interview for a mutually agreed date and time to take place over
Skype or Zoom (participant’s preference). I will record the interview video and with my personal password-protected
iPhone so it may be transcribed. Your consent will be asked for the recording. You may refuse to answer any of the
questions you are reluctant to answer and remain in the study. I will be located in a quiet and private room during
the interview. Within a few weeks after the interview I will send a transcript of your interview that you may review and
clarify, if you wish. Sentences that you ask the investigator to leave out will not be used and they will be erased from
all relevant documents.
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What are the associated risks of partaking in this study?
The risks and discomforts associated with participation in this study are not greater than those ordinarily
encountered in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. While
the researcher has taken steps to safeguard your participation in this study, potential risks include psychological
discomfort resulting from participant’s responses to interview questions. If you have questions, concerns, or
complaints, or think the research has hurt you, please contact the thesis advisor, Charles Weis, Ph.D. at
charles.weis@csuci.edu. This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). You may talk to them
at 805-437-8495 or via email at irb@csuci.edu if you have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being
answered by the research team or if you wish to talk to someone independent of the research team.
I AM MAKING A DECISION WHETHER OR NOT TO PARTICIPATE. MY ELECTRONIC SIGNATURE INDICATES THAT I HAVE
DECIDED TO PARTICIPATE HAVING READ THE INFORMATION PROVIDED ABOVE. My signature also authorizes
permission to be recorded while being interviewed during this study.

Signature of Participant

City Signed

Date

Signature of Investigator

City Signed

Date
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol
Introduction: Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with me. This project matters to
me as a woman of color and aspiring Head in an independent school. There is little research
looking specifically at Heads who identify at this intersection. Thank you agreeing to act as a co
researcher and to join with me in this important conversation. This will be a semi-structured
interview. I have four main questions, but if the conversation naturally takes a different direction,
I am more interested in hearing your stories than following my sequence. As a reminder, this
interview will be audio recorded. I may be taking some notes manually as we speak so I might
not always be making eye contact, but I will be still actively and deeply listening to you.
Demographic Questions
•

What term do you use to classify your gender identity?

•

How do you identify yourself in terms of race?

Interview Questions
•

Historically and very much still present today, Heads of School have been both male and
white. What has it been like for you as a [woman of color] to be Head of School?

•

What implications do you feel race and gender have had in the way you’ve been
perceived as a leader in your independent school by your stakeholders [Board of
Trustees; faculty, staff, and administration; parents; students]?

•

Was there a shift in how you race and/or gender impacted your experience as a leader
when you ascended from your previous position to assume the Head of School role?

Cool Down Question
•

As we are nearing the end of our time together, is there something that you feel is
important that we have not discussed, or that you might like to reiterate or emphasize?
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Appendix E: Preliminary Codes, Codes, and Quotes
Upbringing/background
Family pride (1)1
Family is #1 (1)1
Public to private schools (1)1
Becoming a leader was just meant to be (1)1
Draws upon own memories of being a student of color (7)7
Born into independent school culture (3)2
Transition in-school role creates complications of perception (2)2
(11)7: People were like, ‘Oh, you can’t be picky. You have to be willing to go anywhere.’ No, I can’t
go anywhere. I am a woman of color.. .You don’t want to have to say that, but there are places in this
country I can’t live and feel comfortable and why would I put myself in that position?
Rarity of WOC Heads of School
Only one (1)1
Self-advocate; alone (1)7
Alone, self-support (1)11
Lack of representation (10a)1
Official data absence (10a)1
Heads of color in local cohort are all relatively new (12)1
Need for self-advocacy (10b) 1
(10a)1: I was looking at the data and thinking, where am I in the data? And then I realized that, as a
woman of color, I was represented in this infinitesimal, tiny bar on the chart. I screenshotted the
chart and sent it to my board chair. He responded lightheartedly and said, ‘You’re a rare dinosaur.’
And wrote back to him and said, “I think you mean diamond, right? Right? I’m a rare diamond, not a
dinosaur.’ But even in these lighter moments, you realize that there aren’t a lot of mirrors out there in
the work.
HoS appearance--physical
Surprise upon meeting (1)2
Skin color correlates with line length (1)9
Looks more approachable-privilege (3)2
Not what people picture a head of school looking like (3)5
Face and name do not align^ surprise (7) 1
Too feminine to be a good role model for girls (6)3
Physically objectified (Asian sexualization) (5)1
(1)2: “So naturally when people show up to see [Ruth Ginsberg], the director, I had had more times
than to count, "Oh, you're [Ruth Ginsberg]?" They don't expect me to look like this. Because
obviously no one's broadcasting, "We just hired a director who's Black with natural hair." No one's
really talking about that.
(3)5: And yet when people think about what a head of school looks like, they don't think of me first.
They just don't. They think of my friend [Joe] who works at a school down the street from here and
he's awesome. He's the loveliest guy. But definitely like tall, white, clean cut guy who looks like he
walked out of Central Casting. I do not look like I walked out of central casting. I just don't, and I
don't sound like it either.
HoS appearance-personality
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“Calibrate myself” so as not to come off too X (3)5
How to be yourself (10b)3
Never able to take off title of HoS (12)2
Nurturing and strength not mutually exclusive (6)2
How others see you versus how you see yourself (10b) 1
Bringing full self, including DEI background (10a)2
(3)5: I've had to work really, really hard over the course of my career to learn how to calibrate myself
so that I don't come across as too intimidating or too aggressive or to fill in the blank characteristic
that is actually okay for guys.
(12)1: Put on the mask. Put your big girl pants on. You're a head of school. Act like it. I could hear
my executive coach's words in my head saying, be presidential. It doesn't matter what anybody else
thinks of you. You just be presidential. I really had to consciously put on the confidence that it would
take to walk into that room and engage with all of those white men.
Need to be self-responsible for own emotions
Must remove emotions (1)2
Endure without reaction (2)2
Emotional heart guard (2)2
Others care re feelings, but HOS can’t (1)7
Expectation to lack emotion (2)4
Firm intent and self awareness (8)9
Need for space to be vulnerable (4)8
(2)2: I could not believe the way he spoke to me in front of the other parents. It was so disrespectful. I
just remember sitting there and thinking if I were another white male, he would not speak to me that
way. But he was doing it. And so I just sat and listened and I didn't react.
Imposter Syndrome & Hiring Process
Doubt, self-checking (2)4
Sadness of being told/show different things (11)1
No explanation for why passed up for jobs (11)1
Risky hire (11)1
Double edge sword of being well-liked (12)1
Imposter syndrome (12)5
Difficult to accept compliments without self-doubt (12)5
Opportunity to feel pride without doubting intent (12)6
(12)5: They [white parents] are so focused right now on talk about an amazing job I'm doing and how
awesome I am and how thrilled they are with some of the things that I've done. I know that I'm good,
and I know that I make good decisions... but they are so overly effusive that I can't help but wonder if
they're surprised that I'm doing as well as I am as a black woman. There are some times when I hear
them going on and on and on, there's a part of me that subconsciously, I want to tack on the end ‘for a
black woman’ because they're just so enthusiastic.
(12)1: My arriving at this community has been really joyous and a little too joyous, if I’m honest.
Sometimes I worry that when we really have to start doing hard work, they’re going to forget how
much they like me now.
Need to prove and remind of credentials
Parents see degrees on the wall (1)2
Need to prove (1)2
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Undervalued as a peer parent (1)3
Mom ^ HOS capabilities (1)5
Not taken seriously (2) 1
“Unqualified” (2) 1
Added level of proof (4) 1
Hiring process demeaning (4)2
Double standard with men when trying to build trust (6)4
Invalidation of qualifications (4)2
State recognition made her visible on Board’s eyes (2)1
Parents doubting judgement (7)3
Must work harder at expense of work/life balance (4)9
Parents bringing in less qualified second opinion (7)3
Appearance incongruent with parent expectations (7)4
Relief of Board’s pre-knowledge of Head candidate identity (7)6
(I) 2-3 So a part of my office is I have my office set up, my table, where my table's in the middle and I
have the parents sit on the side where they can see my degrees so they can see I have a bachelor's
degree from Howard University. I have a master's degree from Ball State University in Education. I
have a master's degree in school leadership from Kennesaw State University... Some things they just
either need to have a soft awareness of, like my degrees when they're talking to me in a meeting
(4)2: Prove to us that you’re worthy. Prove to us that you’re good enough. It gets fatiguing after a
while and then it gets personal.
(II) 1: And everyone would be like, ‘You’re so qualified.’ I make it to the semifinalist, finalist
interview sometimes. Sometimes I feel like I was just chosen because the needed to have a person of
color to be part of the pool. But no one could ever say why [I] wasn’t chosen.
Resilience
Strong as hell (1)5
Thick skin (2)2
Thick skin (2)2
Relentless (4)9
Exhausted (4)8
Find humor in the frustration (6)2
Confidence in self (8) 1
Responsibility to students
En loco parentus, parents entrusting their kids of color (2)3
Rare example for students (4)4
Carry the weight (4)4
Designing the future (2)7
Proud of being mirror (2)5
Designing the school environment (2)7
Responsibly of being role model (4)4
Pride in being role model (6) 1
Symbolic icon for students of color (4)3
Draws students who look like HoS (5) 1
Break down student stereotype of mean, scary principal (6)7
Mirrors: supporting each other for mutual survival (10b)2
“Big deal” for parents of color (12)5
Parents glad WOC (11)4
Families of color see Head as POC (9)6
Asset in building connection to families of color (6) 1
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Strong desire to connect with students (8)4
Society teaches children racial value judgements (11)2
Understands students psychologically (8)4
Diverse faculty even more important for students than diverse admin (11)4
(9)7: ‘We were just so glad you’re here. I’m so glad by daughter gets to look at you every day.’
Mirrors
More mirrors take the focus off the individual (12)4
Being a mirror (10a)4
(10b)4: And let’s be honest, I see a mirror in [our students of color] too.
Interactions with Whiteness
Invisibility to multiple generations (2)3
No sense of power in her own space (2)3
Access does not equal belonging (6) 1
White allies as unfortunate necessity (2)5
Proximity to whiteness impression of safety (6)2
White men seeking praise from WOC for being woke (9)11
White families oddly self-congratulatory (12)5
Proximity to whiteness leads to being heard more (3)8
Lack of recognition or acknowledgement (10b) 1
Perceived lack of difference (3)8
(6)5: I think the linger I’m in the position, the less gender and race matter... But I also think the
minute I start another job, it starts all over again. I think it only matters less here because the
community knows me.
Stereotypes
Assumption that WOC don’t come from independent school upbringing (7)4
Ignorance to fear to discrimination (11)1
Implications of personal location and its lenses (10a)1
Balance authenticity with falling into stereotypes (7)4
Voice
Power of having a voice (4)3
Call out mansplaining (7)2
Be powerful (7)2
Intentionally reminding people directly of identity (9)2
Advocate for her community (6) 1
Relentless need to hold others accountable (7) 1
Responsibility to educate and advocate (8)3
Feels obligation to broader community to correct ignorance (8)3
(4)3: I have been able to say to [the executive committee of the board], ‘I am always going to be a
woman of color. And so race is never going to be off the table’
(3)3: I think I'm probably accepted just as easily as any white woman, as a head.
Passion and actions speak more than age (1)2
WOC identities constructed around dissimilarities (4)1

Talking about Race
Need to build trusting relationships with White people who will be listened to (2)4
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Taking about race is uncomfortable (2)4
The need to be an outsider in order to be heard (2)6
White families oddly self-congratulatory (12)5
Diversity of school makes talking about race easier (12)4
(9)9: It's definitely my self-confidence as a woman. And being around so many more black families
in my former school setting, it wasn't even a question. Of course, I'm black. That's who I am... [But at
my current school], there's a little trepidation. ‘I'm going to wait on that one,’ and mainly that's
because I don't feel like answering questions for the race.
(10a)2: When I went to a beginning of year new heads institute, I reached out to a faculty member
who was a woman of color in one session... I was really looking for a mirror and looking for some
sort of light mentoring connection. And then she said, ‘Do not talk about the words equity, inclusion,
race, anything for at least the first year.’
Position Challenges
Weight of the position (12)2
Every detail sends a message (12)2
Discipline decisions for students of color seen as racial alignment or betrayal (12)3
Deceitful assessment (10a)1
DEI as personal agenda (10a)2
Others feel HOS can’t relate because of identity (5)1
Circumvent head of school for info (7)1
(12)2: I've had to be really mindful of when I sent emails because I tend to do my emails at night, but
if someone on the other end receives an email from the head of school at 10:00 at night, they feel
obligated to open it, read it and respond. That is not at all my intention... I'm just trying to get stuff
done
Tables—seat at the table, turning tables
Earned right to be at the table (7)2
True joy of being trail blazer (9)1
Confidence to not code switch (9)2
“Overall wonderful” being HoS (9) 1
Diversity of thought more important than racial diversity (8)8
DEI as personal issue versus institutional imperative (10a)3
Inherently encompassed, inseparable (3)7
Solidarity of faculty/staff/board (9)1
Team of cheerleaders (9)1
“Looks a little different from the seat and skin that I’m in” (10a)
Joy and Pride
Play/humor (10a)3
Importance of leaving space for joy in the work (10a)3
True joy of being trail blazer (9)1
(9)2: I’m not a black woman trying to be something else, there’s not code switching here.
(9)2: I have a lot of black art in my office. And when I read to children, I choose books with black
characters. I do it on purpose because I really want to solidify, with whether it’s children or parents,
that I am a black woman.
Supportive, strong admin team (9)4
Leadership Style
Transparent calendar (9)5
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Can relate to teaching faculty (9)5
Intentional kind deeds for staff/faculty to build relationships (9)5
What leadership looks like as a POC (10b)3
Intent is not tied to color (1)5
(3)7: And the reason why is because a lot of people really skeptical because they look at equity stuff
as being political and the question was whether I was going to politicize it. Right. And so, yeah. So
everybody was pretty aware of who I am. And for those especially I think on the search committee
who read my personal statement. I mean it's in there, it's just ... Because part of a lot of what I talk
about is identity and the way that a leader's identity kind of shapes her leadership priorities and styles.
So yeah. So that's in there.
Racial and Gender Harmony
Issues of race never arise on campus (11)3
Attributes racial harmony to high international population (11)3
Race never arises between parents and teachers (11)5
(8)1: I don’t think because I am a woman, I’m a different leader than a man... I don’t see any
difficulty in being a leader because I am a woman.
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Appendix F: Themes
Women of Color Heads of School: A Rare Dinosaur
• Rarity of WOC Heads of School
“You’re so amazing.. .for a woman of color”: the Interplay with White Constituents
• Imposter Syndrome & Hiring Process
• Need to prove and remind of credentials
• Interactions with Whiteness
• Talking about Race
Be Presidential
• HoS appearance-personality
• Need to be self-responsible for own emotions
• Resilience
Earning a Seat at the Table to Turn the Tables
• Voice
• Tables-seat at the table, turning tables
• Joy and Pride
A Mirror in a School of Windows
• Mirrors
• Responsibility to students
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