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ABSTRACT

Current discussions about inequity within US public schools are centered on a singular
narrative of the Black male crisis. Though warranted, this focus on Black boys has inadvertently
left Black girls, and their struggles, in the shadows. To date, a primary focus of scholarly inquiry
has been on examining the identities these young women bring into schools with them, as shaped
by familial and community forces, and how schools react and respond to them via their
institutional practices and policies. What has remained under analyzed is how schools actively
construct Black feminine identities and what these constructions mean for the young women’s
academic opportunities, present and future.

In light of this extant gap, drawing upon socio-cultural theory and Black feminist
thought, my dissertation project provided a 1-year critical ethnographic investigation of an urban
high school to examine: (a) how schools actively construct Black feminine identities through
their policies, practices, and norms of interactions; (b) what these constructions mean for Black
girls’ academic opportunities and orientations toward school; and (c) how Black girls interpret
and respond to school based constructions of their identities.

The analysis of teachers’ discourse revealed that both Black girls’ socio-emotional and
academic identities were imagined to consist of pejorative traits. When characterizing Black
girls’ socio-emotional identities, teachers described the young women as emotionally volatile in
their demeanors and interactions. Using bomb-related imagery, they suggested that Black girls
unpredictably erupted into aggressive, abusive, and confrontational behavior. In addition,

teachers characterized Black girls as rebellious and intentionally acting in ways that were
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difficult, combative, and manipulative in order to undermine the existing power structure within
the school. Much like the way their dispositions and inclinations in the social realm were
imagined, teachers characterized Black girls’ academic identities as rooted in an intersecting web
of problematic dispositions. They suggested that Black girls lacked the necessary attitudes,
behaviors, and demeanors that were foundational to academic success.

However, a closer look at the interactions between Black girls and their teachers revealed
that the negative qualities that teachers imagined to be inherent traits of the young women, in
fact, were produced during their micro-interactions. Said another way, the teachers’ own
dispositions and behaviors called forth the problematic manner in which Black girls sometimes
enacted their identities. While the school officials imagined Black girls’ identities in ways that
were static and one-dimensional, my participant observation revealed that the young women’s
enactment of their identities was tied to the contexts they were in and the opportunities the varied
contexts afforded them to bring forth productive selves. More specifically, when Black girls
were in contexts that supported and affirmed their socio-emotional and academic identities they
enacted them in productive and positive ways. When they were in contexts (i.e. their classrooms)
where they felt attacked and unsupported, they enacted their identities in the ways the teachers
described. The teachers, in solely constructing Black girls as problems were unable to identify
their role in producing the problematic behavior. This led to unproductive relationships,
inequitable discipline referrals, and systematic denial of access to academic resources.
Ultimately, this dissertation argues that schools differentially shape the opportunities and
educational outcomes of Black girls through the identities they construct for them and calls for

teachers to reimagine their role as teaching professionals.
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Chapter I

Introduction

I was 15 years old when | was told that | was not authentically Black. Before then, | had
never questioned my membership in the larger African-American community. However, the
second | entered a majority White magnet program housed within a predominantly Black high
school, my racial identity suddenly came under fire. My membership in the community was
questioned because other Black students saw my attendance in the program as a form of betrayal.
While I found ways to relate to my White classmates, | soon realized that | was one of few Black
students to do so. During lunch one day, | remember two Black students loudly referring to me
as “off-brand” as they walked by with muffled laughter. As | pondered over this label, it could
only mean that | was a knock-off African-American; | was not the real thing. Instantly, my
association with non-Black students made me uncomfortable. | was embarrassed that | felt
connected to these students, while only existed on the periphery of the African-American
community.

My call for membership into the community was answered junior year when | was
referred to as “loud” and “ghetto” by my teacher. She repeatedly told me that my behavior was
not indicative of students in the magnet program, but of those in general education courses.
Although I never thought of myself as loud or ghetto and knew that membership in these
categories did not reflect positively on my academic identity, they initiated a change in my sense

of Blackness. These categories gave me the confirmation that | was recognized as a Black



student; | was not a traitor and | was not “off brand”. It was at that point that a part of me felt
affirmed in the identity | brought to school. Ironically, | used the stereotypical traits that were
meant to oppress any form of authentic identity, as the very means to create a sense of
authenticity.

As an undergraduate student at UC Berkeley, questions about identity did not stop as my
role switched from student to educator. While I tutored students at a local high school, | watched
teachers categorize their Black students into identity boxes similar to my experience. This time
however, | recognized how these categories were restrictive and limited students’ agency. |
watched Black girls struggle with their identities as they confronted images projected upon them
that did not match the ones they possessed of themselves. | did not have words for what
happened to me in high school, but at the end of my doctoral career, through the work of this
dissertation, | am beginning to find them. In many ways, these experiences inspired the research
interests that guide the work of the dissertation.

Rationale

Despite the longstanding reality that Black students, both male and female, experience
constrained opportunities to learn (Carter & Welner, 2013) given their shared marginalized racial
status, the popular and academic conversation has remained narrowly focused on exploring the
experiences and academic outcomes of Black boys (Davis, 2003; Lynn, Bacon, Totten, Bridges
I11, & Jennings, 2010; Milner, 2007; Noguera, 2008; Roderick, 2003; Thomas and Stevenson,
2009). For over two decades, scholars have perpetuated a narrative of crisis surrounding young
Black men that details how schools continually fail to meet their academic and socio-emotional
needs, adultify them beginning at a young age, and create a school-to-prison pipeline (Ferguson,

2001; Noguera, 2009). While Black boys’ low achievement and attainment outcomes warrant



attention, a focus on their experiences alone has led to a paucity of research that explores the
experiences of Black girls within and across school settings. What accounts for the limited focus
on the experiences and educational needs of Black girls and young women?

In a seminal piece exploring this very question, Chavous and Cogburn (2008) argue that
often times, Black girls? are ignored within scholarly literature because their relatively higher
achievement gets read an indication that they are more advantaged when compared to their Black
male peers. These authors argue that while Black girls’ achievement processes could be explored
as exemplary of academic excellence given their resilience amidst adverse conditions, in a
climate concerned with the Black male crisis, the processes are primarily discussed insofar as
they illuminate the dire situation of boys. Chavous and Cogburn maintain that this has resulted in
little systematic examination of “how race and gender may uniquely shape Black girls’ academic
socialization, experiences in the school context, and personal identities in ways that have
implications for their subsequent academic motivation, development, and success” (Chavous &
Cogburn, 2008, p. 27).

In another seminal piece, Frazier-Kouassi (2001) writes that the experiences of Black
girls are often “overlooked, minimized and ignored” within research because scholars either
focus on the plight of women in school and obfuscate the role of racial and ethnic distinctions, or
focus on the “crisis” of the African American male student which minimizes the experiences of
the African American female student (Frazier-Kouassi, 2001, p. 151). Similar to Chavous and
Cogburn, she writes that Black girls” higher achievement relative to boys leads to a conclusion

that they are “triumphant in educational achievement and attainment” rather than “a stimulating,

! Throughout the dissertation | will use Black girls or young Black women interchangeably to refer to the Black
female students who participated in the project. I use the word “girls” despite their burgeoning adolescence because
this was how they referred to themselves. | also made this decision in order to acknowledge their status as youth,
which is often denied them within scholarly literature that positions them as prematurely adult.



more comprehensive analysis regarding the impact the social variables of race and gender have
on the educational experiences of African American students” (p. 155).

Recent evidence has emerged that calls for a need to complicate this narrative
surrounding Black girls’ academic achievement and socio-emotional wellbeing in US schools.
On average, Black girls lag behind their White counterparts in achievement and attainment
(Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010) and are less likely to be recommended for advanced
placement or honors coursework (Evans-Winters, 2014; Campbell, 2012). They are
overrepresented in discipline referrals, being six times more likely to be suspended or expelled
than their White female peers (Blake, Butler, Lewis, & Darensbourg, 2011; Morris & Perry,
2017; Wunn, 2016). Currently, an estimated 37% of young Black women do not attain high
school diplomas, and less than one third enroll in institutions of higher education (Crenshaw,
Ocen, & Jyoti, 2015). Looking beyond their school experiences reveals that their prospects once
out of school equally lack promise. The Status of Black Women in the United States Report
documented that Black women experience poverty at higher rates than Black men as well as
women from all other racial ethnic groups?. They experience disproportionately high rates of
heart disease, lung cancer, incidence of AIDS, and domestic partner violence. Alarmingly, Black
women of all ages are twice as likely to be imprisoned than White women, which is unsurprising
given the increasingly disproportionate rate of discipline they experiences within schools. Taken
together, this evidence reveals that the existing narrative that Black girls and women are
universally “triumphant” in achievement and attainment is nothing more than a dangerous myth

that must be nuanced, and situated the needs to explore their experiences more deeply.

2 The one exclusion is Native American women.



Albeit limited, some scholars have focused on the unique school experiences of young
Black women. Within this literature one of the primary foci of inquiry has been on how young
Black women’s femininity gets articulated within educational spaces and the implications for
their school experiences and outcomes (Fordham, 1993; Gholson, 2016; Morris, 2005, 2007; Lei,
2003;Wun, 2016). Often, scholars focus primarily on the femininity that Black girls bring into
schools with them as shaped by familial and community forces. While one area of this focus
examines the ways that the young women strategically use their feminine identities to promote
high academic outcomes (i.e. enact resilience), a second growing strand of scholarship focuses
on the way that schools react and respond to the Black feminine identities that the young women
exhibit. This subsection of literature suggests that school officials view Black feminine identities
negatively and situate them as incompatible with school norms and academic success.

These areas of focus have led to two major gaps in the field. First, in focusing primarily
on revealing the ways a Black feminine identity can support academic success, the literature has
contributed to the myth that all young Black women are automatically academically resilient and
immune to the deleterious effects of adverse circumstances present within their lives and schools.
In its current state, the literature does not allow us to imagine that there are in fact members of
the Black female student population who are not high achievers and who struggle to overcome
the challenges they face in and out school. Though there is work on Black student
underachievement in general, how underperformance and diminished academic success within
schools gets uniquely situated for Black girls warrants study.

Second, the focus within the literature on how schools react and respond to the femininity
that Black girls espouse, has led to the under study of how schools, through their policies,

practices, and norms of interaction, frame and produce identities for young Black women. There



has been a lack of consideration of how, in fact, part of the response school officials have toward
the students may have to do with the identities that the school, as an institution, has already
created. Although there is longstanding evidence that all social institutions are positioned to
promulgate pejorative images of Black woman, we have little knowledge about how schools in
particular may be recreating these images or producing new ones all together.

Design of Study
Given these gaps, this dissertation was guided by the following questions:

(1) How do schools and school officials make sense of what it means to be a Black girl

and enact this sense making through policies, practices, and norms of interaction?

(2) How do the young Black women negotiate between their individual and community

constructions of Black womanhood and the school’s construction of Black womanhood?

(3) What are the implications (of the above) for Black girls’ educational orientations,

experiences, and outcomes?

Said another way, | desired to learn about the identities that schools, as social institutions,
created for Black girls. | wanted to substantively examine the way school officials engage in race
and gender making around Black girls, and what the implications were for their schooling.

In order to examine these questions, | conducted a critical ethnography of one small high
school, James High (JHS). The data collection and analysis was guided by a Black feminist
consciousness in that | approached the research as being for the young Black women | interacted
with, and not just about them. A Black feminist consciousness privileges an activist perspective
as critical to the research in order to spur actual social change in the lives of the participants and
any others who may be indirectly impacted. As such, I engaged in critical ethnographic methods

in order to explicitly illuminate, and begin to address, the areas of unfairness and injustice within



the school experiences of young Black women. In doing this, | prioritized buildings relationships
with the young women and privileged their voices and knowledge within my attempts to
understand what was going on at JHS.

I spent one year getting to know the school culture and environment at JHS and
developing rapport with the students and faculty. The study officially began at the start of my
second year of engagement. Prior to my involvement with the school, | determined that | would
engage as a participant observer. | ultimately visited the school four days a week, for 4-6 hours
each visit. Throughout the study | became embedded in the school’s Restorative Justice Center,
(RC) where | worked with students one-on-one and in group settings to repair troubled
relationships with teachers that had resulted from perceived classroom misbehavior. In this role,
I mentored and interacted with over 50 young Black women and had interactions with the entire
teaching and support staff of 20 adults. In addition to my work in the RC, I interviewed the
teachers and staff members, attended staff meetings, and observed classes. | also observed the
school’s common areas during passing period and the cafeteria during the lunch hour. |
documented these observations through field notes and analytical memos. Finally, at the
teachers’ and staff members’ request, | also facilitated a young women’s empowerment group for
8-15 Black girls, which was held twice a week for the majority of the school year. In total, |
observed for more than 600 hours, interviewed 15 staff, documented 100 field notes, and
collected a plethora of school artifacts.

Overview of the Dissertation

Overall, the findings from this study revealed that school officials’ discourse, oral and

written, constructed identities characterized by deficits that situated Black girls as incompetent,

overwhelming negative in their orientations toward school and interactions with others, and



ultimately un-teachable. These characterizations allowed school officials to deflect professional
responsibility for the young women’s academic needs, and deny liability for the way their
actions, intentional or not, negatively impacted the young women and called forth their
problematic behaviors.

The dissertation is organized in the following manner. This introductory chapter has
provided a brief overview of the rationale and design of the study. Chapter 2 provides a
comprehensive review of the literature pertaining to Black feminine identities as they are enacted
in school spaces. | first examine the theoretical literature to provide a common understanding
about the historical development of Black feminine identities within the US context. | then
examine how scholars in the field of education have made sense of this Black feminine identity
empirically within studies on Black girls’ school experiences. | close with a discussion on the
gaps that the review of the literature revealed and the way that this dissertation attempts to
intercede. Chapter 3 provides a detailed discussion of the overall study design including
theoretical foundations, data collection, analytic methods, and researcher positionality. Chapter
4 provides an in depth description of the JHS and the Obie community context. Here, | examine
four areas of struggle within JHS that were critical to the experiences of the Black girls. Chapter
5 explores how teachers and school support staff (i.e. counselor, social worker, reading
specialist, etc.) characterized Black girls’ socio-emotional identities (i.e. their dispositions and
demeanors), while Chapter 6 explores how teachers and school support staff imagined the
young women’s academic identities. Chapter 7 completes teacher and school support staff’s
imaginations of Black girls by examining how their use of the Restorative Justice Center (RC)
constructed particular images of Black feminine identities and capacities. In this chapter, I also

explore how, despite the school officials’ misuse of the space, the RC (and RISE within it) was



able to function as a space of affirmation for young Black children that contrasted the way they
experienced their classrooms. Using the narratives of three young women as exemplary cases,
Chapters 8-10 explore how the problematic behaviors displayed by Black girls within their
micro-interactions were produced by the actions and orientations of the school officials
themselves. Said another way, these chapters examine how the traits that the school officials
characterized as inherent within Black girls, became called forth by the school officials
themselves. Chapter 11 discusses the significance of the production of negative Black feminine
identities at JHS and concludes with a discussion of the implications for research and practice.
Concluding Remarks

This dissertation provides a timely exploration into the under analyzed experiences of
Black girls within US public schools. It provides the field with empirical and analytical insight
into the particular mechanisms embedded within the organization and culture of schools that
determine how they structure academic opportunities for Black girls via the identities they
construct. Ultimately, what is learned from this dissertation can help scholars understand the
importance of situating the social and organizational context of schooling as agentic in producing
the inequitable conditions that Black students in general, and Black girls more specifically,
continue to encounter.

Before moving onto Chapter 2, | want to make it explicitly clear that by no means do |
believe that the focus on Black boys and men is unwarranted or wrong. | believe work on the
school experiences of these male students is immensely important and critical to creating the
educational changes necessary for advancing the way we educate Black children and young
adults. The point I want to make within this dissertation is that a focus solely on Black boys and

men, to the exclusion of young Black women, is unjust. The Black community is not just boys



and men, and to proceed with scholarly inquiry as if that is the case is grossly negligent. There is
a dire need for scholarship that has the same energy and fervor as what we see with Black boys
and men, to be focused on Black girls and women. If there continue to be no systematic inquiries
into what may constitute the crisis in education for Black girls, | fear there will be no explicit
efforts focused on improving their educational conditions and life trajectories.

I close this chapter with an excerpt from a fieldnote. On this day in the field, | was seated
around a big wooden table in the RC having an informal conversation with three young women,
all in the 10" grade. As was common, the young women wanted me to provide a listening ear as
they expressed some of their frustrations about their experiences at JHS. The conversation was
documented as follows:

I was sitting in the RC with Candace, Jana, and Anastasia. They were sharing their

feelings about their teachers. Candace chimed in and stated, ““they don’t care how you

feeling...they don’t want to see us succeed...If they cared about us they would not be
sending us out of the class all of the time”...Anastasia nodded her head in agreement. She
added, ““they always want to make a big deal out of everything. When Marvin (a Black
boy) do something it’ll be like oh this and oh that, but when | do something, you got to
call a whole meeting with my mom, teachers, everybody!”” Candace quickly added, “And

call in Jesus too!”—FN 33

I share this conversation because it situates the question that this dissertation in many
ways sought to address—in what ways were Black girls imagined in JHS if they were constantly
excluded from class, and could only be redeemed by a meeting where every important

stakeholder, including Jesus, was present?
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Chapter 11

Theoretical and Empirical Perspectives

Overview

In this chapter I will first synthesize the theoretical research base that explores the
historical and contemporary definitions of Black feminine identities. | start here because to some
extent, whether explicitly or implicitly, many scholars have drawn upon this theoretical
orientation in their empirical investigations of the educational experiences of Black girls. Thus, it
is essential to understand these definitions before proceeding with an inquiry into how schools
interact with these identities. Following this discussion | will examine how Black feminine
identities have been taken up in the empirical domain. I will focus on how scholars have
positioned the role of families and communities, peers, and to a lesser extent schools, within the
construction of the feminine identities. | close the discussion by identifying the gaps in the
literature that this dissertation seeks to address.

Theorizing a Black feminine identity

Scholars have argued that Black women must develop identities in a racist and sexist
American society in which both their racial and gender identities are devalued (DuBois, 1903,
Sander & Bradley, 2005; Shorter-Gooden & Washington, 1996). They must navigate between
meanings about Black womanhood that emerge from inside their personal and communal

conceptions, as well as the meanings that are made of them by the dominant group in society. As
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such, both internal and external forces have necessarily shaped the nature of the Black
femininity. Scholars argue that forces external to the African American community define Black
femininity through a process of “oppositional difference”. Hill-Collins (2001) writes that within
this process, “White and Blacks, males and females...are not complementary counterparts—they
are fundamentally different entities related only through their definition as opposites” (p. 77). As
such, Black women are portrayed as not merely different from their White female counterparts,
but as inherently opposite to them in the spheres of beauty, motherhood, domestic partnership,
and sexuality. Whereas White women are imagined to be attractive, sexually pure, submissive,
and ideal mothers, Black women are thought to be unattractive, sexual deviants, aggressive, and
unable to properly care for their families.

Scholars argue that these external definitions of Black women are transmitted through the
creation of archetypes that aim to reify the oppositional characteristics such that they can come
to be viewed as inalienable truths. For the purposes of this dissertation, | will only highlight three
images that poignantly demonstrate the nature of the external renderings of Black womanhood.
One image, the mammy, depicts the Black woman as a religious, loyal, strong, asexual, motherly
slave devoted to the care of the slave owner’s family (Mullings, 1997). Physically she is darker-
skinned and overweight, with a broad nose and kinky hair (West, 2008). While during slavery
the mammy was dedicated to her slave master’s family—Iliving only to serve the slave master,
mistress, and their children (Ladson-Billings, 2009)—in contemporary times she is expected to
be wholly dedicated to her job, most likely in the service sector, even though she works twice as
hard as her White counterparts for less pay. The second image, the matriarch, works in tandem
with the mammy. However nimble the mammy is at being a “good mother” to those outside of

her family, the matriarchal image suggests that Black women are “bad mothers” in their own

12



families because they are aggressive, angry, unfeminine women with bad attitudes that
emasculate any and all male partners (Mullings, 1997, Collins 2001, Ladson-Billings, 2009).
This image emerged during the 1960’s “war on poverty” in which explanations were being
sought to understand the persistent state of Black poverty. Because the matriarch works outside
of the home, she is imagined to be unable to mother her own children, which ensures a large-
scale failure of the Black community through the generational transfer of poverty. Finally, a third
image, jezebel, is perpetuated around Black women’s sexuality. Whereas the mammy is depicted
as asexual and the matriarch is too aggressive to keep a male partner, the jezebel is a Black
woman who is hypersexual, seductive, manipulative, and unable to control her sexual desires
(Townsend, 2010). This image depicts Black women as “sexually aggressive [and] provocative,
governed entirely by [their] libido” (Mullings, 1997, p. 111). This squarely places the jezebel
outside the realm of normative femininity because “proper” (read: White) women are pure
whereas the jezebel has an uncontrollable sexual desire that exceeds that of men.

These images of Black womanhood are not innocuous; they serve as the ideological
justification for the continued marginalization and discrimination of Black women. By situating
Black motherhood, Black domestic partnerships, and Black sexuality in these pejorative ways,
Hill-Collins argues that White men and women have ignored the political and economic
inequalities that Black women face. She argues that they use these narrative blame Black women
for their own disadvantaged status, and that of the entire Black community given their perceived
cultural and gender related deficiencies. In portraying Black women as mammies, Hill-Collins
(2001) writes that Black women are expected to accept their marginalization, be accommodating
and deferential to Whites, and to be forever loyal to the service of White folks (in spite of

continued mistreatment) while simultaneously deeply resenting those Black women who are not.
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West (2008) writes that these images reinforce the beliefs that Black women effortlessly meet
their many obligations and have no desire to delegate responsibilities to others. Portraying Black
women as jezebels and matriarchs perpetuates labels of un-femininity and relegates them to the
margins of womanhood because their perceived excessive sexual appetites and controlling
attitudes are deemed more masculine in nature and outside of the boundaries of appropriate
female expression. This marginalization denies them the systematic protections that White
women automatically receive, and allows those in power to feel justified in their mistreatment of
Black women on the grounds that they are not “true” women at all (West, 2008).

These articulations of oppositional difference between Black and White women
originated during slavery, but have continued to be a major part of national discourse because
they are constantly retold in social institutions maintained by White Americans such as the
media, public policies, government, and of particular interest to this study—schools (Collins,
2001; Gordon, 2008; West, 2008). Yet, we know very little about the process by which schools
construct narratives about Black feminine identities, whether they align with the dominant
narratives detailed above or if new narratives are constructed, and what that means for their
experiences within schooling institutions. We do have, however, substantive evidence that
schools are agentic in constructing other social identities.

Schools can be Agentic: The Example of How Schools “Class” and “Race” Students

There has been substantive insight into how schools “class” students. For example, in a
seminal piece, Anyon (1982) shows us that schools construct classed identities for students by
stratifying school knowledge through curriculum choices that resign working class students to
view themselves as compliant passive receivers of knowledge, while simultaneously creating

opportunities for students from affluent backgrounds to construct identities as creators of
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knowledge. Other scholars have similarly suggested that schools construct and reify class
identities and divisions via how they act upon social categories within schools in ways that only
allow for middle class students to view themselves as agentic (Eckert, 1989) and in how they
construct notions of failure that become confounded with working class identities (Fine, 1991).

The work of O’Connor et al., (2011) and Tyson et al. (2005) demonstrates how the
organization of schools, through tracking systems that disproportionately funnel Black students
into the lowest learning tracks, construct a relationship between Blackness and ability. Because
Black students have no physical representations of themselves as high achievers, as would be
achieved by their placement in higher tracks, these systems frame Black students as unilaterally
underachieving and underperforming and their White peers as the opposite. In the case of Black
males in particular, Ferguson (2001) and Lewis & Diamond (2015) demonstrate that schools
through their disciplinary policies adultify them subsequently situating them as troublemakers
such that Black male identities become synonymous with misbehavior.

Despite this rich tradition explicating how schools construct social identities, there has
been little work on the construction of Black feminine identities in particular, and how these
identities become instantiated through schools’ practices and policies. Concomitantly, we have
no empirical insight into the feminine archetypes that are created in schools, whether they mimic
the dominant narratives articulated above, or if they are distinct.

Black Girls’ Experiences in the Empirical Domain

Despite the dearth of literature regarding how schools construct Black feminine identities
specifically, there is a small, but growing, body of literature that foreground the experiences of
Black girls in school more generally. Given a gender gap in achievement and attainment

outcomes within the Black student population, the majority of the work on Black girls' schooling
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experiences has been focused on exploring the means by which they outperform their male
counterparts. This literature has sought to understand how it is that Black girls are able to
withstand challenges within their school contexts in ways that Black boys are not. In trying to
make sense of their relatively higher educational outcomes, scholars have focused on the culture
of Black femininity a key area to explore. As such, scholars have limited their considerations to:
(a) examining the feminine identities that Black girls bring into schools with them, as shaped by
familial and community forces and (b) how schools, via their institutional agents, react and

respond to this feminine identity. I will discuss each area in turn.

Family and Community Constructions of Black Feminine Identities
In trying to make sense of Black girls’ school experiences, some scholars have focused

on how the culture of the Black family contributes to constructions of femininity that support
Black girls’ achievement in school. This body of literature, the largest of the two areas | will
discuss, suggests that Black families socialize their daughters to have a greater belief in the
importance and benefits of education to their future success, which then positively influences
how their engagement within their schools (Archer-Banks, et al, 2012; Fordham, 1999;
Higgenbotham & Weber, 1992; Hill, 1997; Hubbard, 1999). This literature maintains that while
there are likely aspects of socialization within Black families that are consistent regardless of
gender, given the “history of oppressive forces impacting male marriage and parenting partners”,
Black parents may emphasize the importance of education as the means of mobility more
strongly for their daughters than their sons (Chavous & Cogburn, 2008, p. 29). This literature
maintains that Black families may place a greater emphasis on school achievement for their
daughters because they see education, not marriage as in White families, as the means by which
women can improve their status and ensure their independence (Hanson, 2000). This literature

suggests that this is a very different socialization pattern than what we see within the culture of
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White femininity because White girls are raised to value a certain amount of dependency in their
relationships with men (Orenstein, 1994).

Higginbotham & Weber (1992) report that in their study, which explored social mobility
amongst Black and White women, Black women maintained that a critical factor in their school
success was a motivation to succeed that was instilled from their families. These women reported
that this motivation was a product of the messages they received about the importance of getting
an education in order to secure gainful occupation. The authors report that 98 percent of all
Black women in the study revealed that their parents stressed the importance of education, while
70 percent of the working class Black women, and 94 percent of the middle class Black women
revealed that they were expected to attain a college degree. The authors also report that unlike
the White women in the study, the Black women reported receiving strong messages from their
families that marriage was only a secondary route, if any, to economic security, which meant that
they needed to secure an occupation of their own rather than expect a man to take care of them.
As a result of these messages, the women talked about navigating their schools in order to make
sure they would have the educational success that would support future occupational and
economic security. Thus, Higginbotham & Weber maintain that the messages the women
received around the importance of education to their lives as Black women were highly
influential in the way they approached their education and likely contributed to their success.
The authors suggest that this socialization helped the women to develop positive orientations
toward school and helped them to be highly motivated to succeed.

Hubbard (1999, 2005) also considered the influence of the Black family on the
construction of femininity for Black girls as a factor in the high academic outcomes they attained

relative to Black boys. In her (1999) study she explored Black students’ perceptions their
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families influence on their college aspirations as well as the navigational strategies they utilized
to attain academic success. She suggested that while both Black boys and girls received
encouragement to go to college from their families, for the boys in the study, it was only one of
many endorsed routes; other acceptable choices included going to the military and playing
professional sports. In many cases it was acceptable for boys to think of college primarily as a
route to a developing athletic prowess and not as a way to gain critical cognitive skills that would
ensure future employment and economic security. On the other hand, Hubbard reports that for
the girls in the study, college attendance, graduation, and academic achievement were the
primary goals; they were the “first, last, and always”. She reported that girls’ families
encouraged them to view education as the sole way to ensure their economic prosperity. The
girls reported, similar to those in Higginbotham & Weber, that their parents stressed the fact that
as Black women they needed to reject the idea of marriage and dependence on a man as a means
for economic security, and needed to be prepared to be the financial breadwinners for their
families. Their parents pushed the idea that success in their education would ensure that they had
a well paying career that would help them get out and stay out of their current impoverished
conditions.

Consequently, Hubbard maintained that these familial views contributed to the girls
possessing a more positive orientation toward school than the boys, which proved influential in
their day-to-day decisions within the school. These decisions included actions about how to
spend their time, who to surround themselves with, and whether a romantic relationships would
be an unnecessary distraction that would hamper their ability to attain academic success.
Hubbard argued that it was the particular perspectives on higher education within the families

that were *“constructed in response to implicit and explicit ideas about gender in relation to
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financial responsibility, marriage, and opportunity” that contributed to the success the Black girls
achieved in their high school (p. 370). Thus for Hubbard, the aspirations the girls in the study
developed, and the subsequent achievement they attained, was intimately related to the messages
imparted by their families, about what it would mean to be a wife and mother in their future
families and communities.

The work by Cogburn, Chavous, and Griffin (2011) also examines how familial
socialization plays a role in the way Black girls experience their educational institutions. Their
study explores the discrimination experiences of Black students, both male and female, as it
relates to various academic and psychological outcomes. In their study, although there were no
differences in the reported frequencies of racial and gender discrimination amongst Black boys
and girls, there were significant differences in how the students coped with these experiences.
While both racial and gender discrimination could predict boys’ psychological and academic
outcomes, neither perceptions of gender or racial discrimination predicted academic outcomes
for the girls, although they did impact the girls’ psychological outcomes and their academic
attitudes (i.e. increased pessimism about the importance of schools for their futures). These
authors argue that the Black girls’ socialization surrounding the importance of education as
particularly necessary for their success could account for why there was no relationship between
these experiences and academic outcomes. They maintain that Black girls may be more able to
deal with discriminatory experiences in ways that do not impact their achievement because they
perceive education as more integral to their future success and thus may be more equipped with
coping strategies.

Hanson & Palmer’s (2000) study provides another example. In their study, the authors

maintained that the way Black women experienced science courses and their high achievement
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outcomes, could be attributed to the way African American communities and families construct
gender identities for their young women. These authors argue that historically, in the face of the
inability of marriage to secure economic prosperity, African American families saw education as
a vehicle of mobility that would keep their daughters out of domestic work (where sexual abuse
and discrimination were day-to-day realities), and push them into well-paying occupations.
Using a nationally representative dataset (NELS) that included a sample of 922 African
American women, the authors report that, contrary to theories that suggest that Black women
would not fare favorably to White women (due to race) or Black men (due to gender) in the
science field, there were no significant differences in attitudes or achievement between the
groups. In discussing these unprecedented outcomes, the authors suggested that the value
systems present within their families, including parents’ higher expectations for their girls, was a
critical factor in their success. They maintained that these resources contributed to the girls’
achievement because they helped them to have higher expectations for their own futures, higher
self-concepts, and more of a sense of control—all of which were critical for success in science.
As Hanson & Palmer’s (2000) work begins to illuminate through its findings related to
self-concept and sense of control, scholars have suggested that beyond emphasizing the
importance of education to their lives as Black women, Black families (mothers in particular),
also socialize their daughters to embody particular dispositions that contribute to their in and out
of school resiliency. This research argues that Black girls, by virtue of the intersectional nature
of their identities as both raced and gendered beings, are uniquely indoctrinated into a sense of
womanhood that encourages them to be agentic in their lives and possess a strong sense of self.
Hill-Collins (2000) writes that given the oppressive conditions originating back in slavery that

diminished marriage and parenting partners, Black women have always had to work outside the
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home in order to provide for their families. In order to navigate a patriarchal and racist working
world, she argues that they necessarily developed a sense of womanhood that included
characteristics such as assertiveness, confidence, and pride in self-efficacy. Chavous & Cogburn
(2008) argue that educational scholars have posited that mothers pass along these particular
orientations to their daughters that instill a sense of “personal pride and confidence” that in turn
allows Black girls “to be academically resilient in the face of barriers” (p. 30).

Archer-Banks and Behar-Horenstein’s (2012) study explored this dynamic. The study
focused on exploring the way that Black girls constructed their racial and gender identities in
order to attain high academic achievement. All of the participants in their study were
academically successful, even those who were not in the most advanced courses. The authors
suggested that a tenacity to be successful and not let negative circumstances get in the way was
critical in their success. The girls attributed this tenacity to their families, particularly their
mothers. The authors report that all of the girls felt encouraged to have a strong sense of self that
not only contributed to their hard work and commitment to being academically successful, but
that allowed them to fight for support during incidents where they perceived themselves to be
marginalized. Despite their awareness of their school’s inequitable policies and practices, the
girls chose to stay engaged in the educational process. In order to be academically successful,
they exercised their agency by seeking out relationships with teachers and peers who were
understanding of their cultural identities and supportive of them. Even in the face of racist
messages from school officials pertaining to their future potential, the girls remained confident in
their ability to succeed in school and beyond. Thus, the authors argue that the high achievement
of the study participants was intimately related to the construction of Black femininity within

their families that encouraged dispositions that supported the girls’ academic pursuits.
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O’Connor’s (1997) study provides a final window into how scholars have implicated the
culture of Black femininity as significant to Black girls’ school achievement. In her study,
O’Connor explored how Black students’ sense of a collective race struggle facilitated rather, than
inhibited, their hopefulness and achievement in school. The girls in the study recognized class,
race, and gender related restraints on their mobility, yet still retained their optimism about the
value of education and pursued high achievement in their schools. When discussing these
orientations, O’Connor suggests that the significant others in the girls’ lives taught them about
the struggles they would face as Black women and emphasized their ability, and right, to resist.
Both through overhearing conversations between women in their families about their own
experiences in the workplace, and by watching these same women intervene to help them deal
with a problem they were facing in their schools, the girls reported learning that the
subordination of women should not be expected nor tolerated, and the importance of fighting
against efforts to marginalize them. O’Connor maintains that these messages contributed to a
sense of self efficacy within the girls that enabled them to recognize the challenges they faced
within their schools, but not become consumed or overwhelmed to the point of defeat. It allowed
them to approach the challenges with an attitude that they could, and would, overcome them

through individual or collective action of the significant others around them.

How do Schools via Institutional Agents React and Respond?
Another large focus within scholarship on Black girls’ school based experiences is on

how schools respond to the identities the young women bring into schools with them as per
familial and community influences. Some scholars have argued that girls, in general, are more
likely than boys to have positive experiences in educational institutions because they adopts
norms and expectations that privilege feminine dispositions. However, the bodies of literature |

discuss next suggest that this is not necessarily the case for Black girls given the intersection of
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their gender and race. These scholars argue that although schools may exemplify standards of
femininity through their behavioral expectations and constructions of the “good student”, these
expectations represent a traditional White middle class notion of femininity that does not align
with the womanhood that Black girls often possess. As such, Black girls are likely to find
themselves in school contexts where their Black feminine identities are devalued, seen as outside
of school norms, and rendered problematic (Fordham, 1993;Lei, 2003; Morris, 2005, 2007).
Although this research does not explicitly link these particular school contexts to achievement,
the work suggests that academic outcomes are likely be compromised when Black girls are in
school contexts where their expressions of Black femininity are not valued.

Morris’s (2005 & 2007) studies exploring how race and class shaped teachers’
perceptions of Black girls’ feminine performances in one urban Mid-western middle school,
illustrate this point. Although the participants’ achievement levels ranged a large portion of the
young women were in advanced courses. While observing the young women, Morris noted that
much of their academic success was related to the fact that they dominated classroom
discussions, were active participants during lessons, and demonstrated a willingness to compete
and stand up to others in, and out, of the classroom. While he viewed these orientations
positively, teachers interpreted them negatively and situated the young women as “loud”,
“combative”, “aggressive”, “confrontational” and “controlling”. For these teachers, these
“unlady-like” behaviors were incompatible with the notion of a “good” student. In an effort to
improve the girls’ educational outcomes and life chances, the teachers focused their attention on
ridding them of these perceived problematic behaviors. Despite these good intentions, Morris
argues that by sanctioning them for their disruptions of the normative feminine ideal, the

teachers were removing the very behaviors that facilitated the girls’ academic success.
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Lei’s (2003) study similarly demonstrates how Black girls may be in schools spaces
where their femininity is devalued and rendered problematic. Lei explored how gendered and
racial identities were created by and for Black girls within one urban high school. In her study,
while both the Black female participants and school officials described Black girls as being loud
and assertive, the girls themselves were the only ones to interpret these characteristi