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ABSTRACT

This narrative exploration of Black female educators explored the role their 

experiences play in influencing their pedagogical practices and how they understand their 

roles as protective factors in the lives of their students. The theoretical frameworks for 

the study are Black Feminist Thought (Collins, 2000) and Resiliency Theory (Walsh, 

2006; Polidore, 2004). The metaphorical backdrop of baking chocolate cakes and the 

Sankofian philosophy of looking back to inform the future (Shujja & Shuuja, 2015) 

served as a method to connect the reader to the study. Previous studies on resiliency 

(Bernard, 1991; Floyd, 1996; Lifton, 1993; Linquanti, 1992; Werner, 1993) have been 

conducted to explain the way in which individuals triumph in the face of adversity.

The study was conducted using the qualitative research method narrative inquiry 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), which used the narratives of four Black female educators 

in Georgia. Findings revealed that the following attributes influenced the way in which 

these women viewed their roles: experiences and practices; the role of religion in their 

lives; the ability to defend one’s own knowledge; tenacity; and the innate tendency to be 

a mother to children other than their own.

Recommendations for future studies include: (a) exploring the Black male 

educator’s perceived roles in the lives o f their student; (b) examining other women of 

color and how their experiences shape their pedagogical practices; (c); examining the



experiences of Black female educators who leave education after a short time and (d) 

examining the students’ perceptions of Black female educators in their classrooms.



PROLOGUE 

"Sometimes, you have to look back 

in order to understand the things that lie ahead. ”

-Woon, 2010, p. 1

In the Akan language there is a symbol called a Sankofa bird, which resembles a 

bird with its head turned backwards taking an egg from his back. It is possible to 

translate this symbol loosely as taking the good from the past and bringing it into the 

present in order to make progress through the impartation of knowledge (Shujaa & 

Shujaa, 2015). In his book, Forms o f Fanonism: Frantz Fanon ’s Critical Theory and the 

Dialectics o f Decolonization, Rabaka (2010) discusses the concept of Sankofa as 

representative of the process of revolutionary decolonization and “the benevolent use of 

knowledge from the past to positively alter the present and ensure the future” (p. 191).

In that same tradition, reaching back to feed the future, this research study was an

attempt to do as Rabaka (2010) suggested: put the Sankofian theory into practice.

Through the narratives told by the Black women in this study, the researcher was able to

look back and bring the lived experiences of a group of triumphant Black female

educators from past experience to the present as a means as a means of empowerment

and revolutionary decolonization for future teachers in the unique way of Black women.

The Black female consciousness, or manner of cognitive conceptualization, is not easily

generalizable. While it is also difficult to reduce the Black female psyche to a
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simple set of biologically deterministic criteria, the broad dimensions of a Black female 

standpoint, based on the abstract socially constructed constructs of race, class and gender, 

has produced theoretical interpretations of Black women’s reality by those who live it 

and, therefore, possess a unique emic understanding (Beal, 1969; Collins, 1990; hooks, 

1984).

This research aimed to acknowledge and center the Black female historical ways 

of knowing (Banks-Wallace, 2000; Collins, 1990; Garry & Pearsall, 1996; Franklin,

1997). In addition, it sought to delve into the unspoken language, unwritten knowledge, 

and untapped approaches that only a Black woman understands in order to move past the 

standard, colonial, and Eurocentric-based, required school curricula and provide 

curricular sustenance for Black female educators and their students in the present.

Black women have a personal responsibility (Collins, 2000) for one another.

Hine (1994) provided a historical perspective of mutual responsibility that dates back to 

the era of American slavery in her book, Hine Sight: Black Women and the 

Reconstruction o f  American History. Through the process of community making and 

self-making, Hine’s research explored the creation and solidification of the varied roles 

and responsibilities of the Black female as related to a number of traditionally Black 

female professions. Hines’ (1994) investigation provided clarity and sustenance for my 

personal career path and my role as the researcher in the present. Throughout my 

personal teaching career, I have posed the question: “If I am my sistahs’ keeper, how then 

do I actually keep my sistahs?” This study is a single step in laying the foundation for the



XV

young Black women, the chocolate cakes, who will follow in the footsteps of the women 

in this study.

Analogies can be a useful tool in qualitative research. Wolcott (2008) said 

analogies make research more understandable and more easily understood. They serve a 

justificatory role in various types of research. Analogies allow the reader to make 

demonstrative inferences based on symbolic and representational concepts that appeal to 

the affective domains of rationalization. Analogies have been used throughout research 

endeavors to provide the researcher with an argument to persuade people to take an idea 

seriously. Descartes (1637), Kuhn (1996), and Shelley (1999) have each used analogies 

to describe various hypotheses, theories, or discovery. They become a way for 

researchers to make the strange more familiar. Analogies invite comparison by using 

something familiar to the reader. Analogies add a concrete degree of tangibility to what 

might otherwise be abstract, complex, or innovative concepts. Analogies appeal directly 

to the affective domain, thereby providing an unobstructed pathway to cognitive 

processing. The process o f baking a chocolate cake is the analogy used by the researcher 

in this research project. It provides the backdrop and explains the essence of this 

research, as well as serves as a culinary blueprint for the overall project.

Just as a blueprint is to an architect or a contractor, or a map is to a cartographer, a 

research design is to a researcher (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). A good story carefully 

mixed and seasoned with believable anecdotes will engage and convince the reader of its 

veracity and connection to real life situations. Metaphors are also useful in explaining 

qualitative research. A metaphor is a literary device that captures life like connections.
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A metaphor can bring imagery and scenery into a story in a way that words may not 

begin to do (Dyson, 2007). Similar to the manner in which some qualitative dissertations 

are set down in writing, the metaphorical thread, chocolate cake, is woven throughout this 

dissertation and purposed to draw the reader into the story.

Chocolate provides comfort to the brain and body and releases endorphins to 

make one feel happy. Eating chocolate has received credit for cardiovascular benefits, 

weight loss benefits, and the ability to aid in the reduction of stress. Chocolate is the 

salve that provides healing nourishment during difficult moments, and it is a dessert that 

makes one feel good when nothing else can.

One may question why the researcher chose to describe the women in this study 

as chocolate cakes as opposed to just chocolate. Cakes are a part of and serve as symbols 

of humankind’s evolutionary history. People have been making cakes since the 

discovery of flour. Archeologists in the remains of Neolithic villages (Humble, 2010) 

discovered some of the earliest examples. People have long considered cakes as a 

symbol of well-being and prosperity. The Greeks and Romans used cakes as offerings to 

the gods. According to foodtimeline.org (2016), traditionally cakes were served at 

special occasions because they were made with the most expensive and special 

ingredients. The endless combination of possible ingredients—free-range, brown, or 

organic eggs, types of flour or sweeteners, leavening agents, flavoring, shortening, lard, 

or butter—represents the endless symbolism of a person’s status or an occasion’s 

significance. Cakes are a way of honoring people, recognizing their importance, 

demonstrating the degree to which they are loved, and marking significant events in their
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life cycle. The decision to use cake, specifically chocolate cake, as the metaphor for this 

study, is to reach back in time, gather significant history, and use it to honor and celebrate 

the Black women and their experiences who served as participants in this study.

The most wonderful thing about baking a chocolate cake, much like the 

metaphoric chocolate cakes in this study, is that the recipes range from simple to 

extravagant, depending on one’s tastes and desires. The chocolate cakes in this study do 

not come in a box. It is simple to go to the store and purchase a cake mix made in a 

factory with no love at all, but who wants to taste that kind of cake? The manufacture of 

cakes in a factory involves mass production with the result that all of the cakes taste the 

same. The best cakes come from scratch with specific, quality, time-honed, and time- 

tested ingredients. The women in this study, just as the ingredients in a made-ffom- 

scratch chocolate cake, are not your everyday, out-of- the box kind of women. The 

chocolate cakes in this study come from scratch, made of quality ingredients mixed and 

mastered over time like a good old -fashioned chocolate cake fresh from your 

grandmother’s oven.

The thing that is even more satisfying than eating the cake is the actual 

preparation. The process of deciding on a cake flavor, selecting specific ingredients, 

choosing a cake pan, and using the appropriate appliances all contribute to the creation of 

the final product. If prepared in the right way, a chocolate cake can make a person forget 

all of their troubles for the moment. The processes of conducting research and baking a 

chocolate cake are good for the soul, from the very first step of setting out the ingredients



in the literature review to cutting the first slice to serve to friends, family, or loved ones 

to demonstrate ultimate value and significance of the project.

Once the study is completed, the cake has been baked, the pride in obtaining the 

recognition going into the world to put the hard work into action, as an expert in the field, 

is as satisfying as licking the spoon. The Sankofian philosophy of going back to the past 

in an effort to inform the future was the essence of this research. This study sought to 

provide experientially-based sustenance for the future educators through the insights 

gained by looking back into the lives of Black female educators, who, through resilience, 

resistance, and a reconceptualization of race, class, gender, and pedagogical practice, 

consider it their life’s mission to educate children while providing a recipe for future 

educators to follow.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Preheat Oven to 350 Degrees F 

Starting research is like preheating an oven in preparation for baking a cake. As 

preheating is the first step in baking the cake, this chapter is the first step in the research 

process. Preheating the oven sets the foundation for doing a research study. This chapter 

prepares the readers for steps to follow in the research process. Preheat Oven to 350 

Degrees F  serves as the introduction of Chapter 1. Subsequent sections include a 

personal background for the study and the theoretical and conceptual framework. Also 

delineated are a statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, and the research 

questions.

There are multiple chemical reactions occurring when baking a cake, and different 

reactions occur at different rates depending on the temperature. This means that if the 

cake is in the oven below the right temperature, the right balance of reactions will not 

occur during the baking process. Making sure the oven is at just the right temperature is 

essential in baking a chocolate cake. Failing to preheat the oven will result in the cake 

not baking evenly. The whole purpose of preheating the oven is similar to laying the 

foundation in the first chapter o f research. If the oven is not hot enough for baking the 

cake, or the foundation for research is fallacious in the beginning, the research will not 

achieve the desired effect.

1



2

This study is an exploration of the lives of the Black female educators who have 

had successful teaching careers; those who achieved, succeeded, and triumphed despite 

the obstacles that hinder Black females in the field of education. This research project is 

the compilation of conversations from women whose narratives were collected in order to 

understand their roles in educating and fostering a resilient environment for their 

students. The collected narrative experiences serve as examples and strategies for 

successful triumph as mentors, guides, protective factors based in the realm of resilient 

potentiality. This is a collective journey and exploration into the experiences of Black 

female educators and a recipe of possibility and potential for African American female 

educators trying to understand and navigate their academic, social, personal, and familial 

worlds.

Black women and their experiences are rich sources of sustenance for those who 

follow their example. Their stories have the ability to affect the education of those who 

come behind them. Despite their potential inter and cross-generational significance, their 

stories are often devalued, silenced or stolen, co-opted and retold by others. Take for 

instance The Help, the book turned movie by Katherine Stockett (2011). The movie was 

a huge success because the public felt like they were able to see into the lives of the 

Black maids in the story. Yet, even within the story, the Black women were afraid of the 

backlash from telling their stories. Some of the actresses received Academy awards and 

gained popularity largely due to their roles in the movie and the characters they 

portrayed. However, unbeknownst to many was the controversy surrounding the book 

and the movie. The main character, Aibileen, who served as the narrator of the movie

2
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and the book, was highly upset about the way the author portrayed her life. She did not 

approve of the manner in which Stockett (2011) told her story. Some of the intimate 

details of her life should not have appeared in the book; however, they showed up in the 

movie. In addition, Aibileen felt the book and the movie trivialized some of the painful 

moments in her life, the real episodes of resilience, sustenance, and triumph earned and 

learned through struggle and resistance.

This is just one example of how Black women are not able to tell their own story, 

in their own voices, or have it told with fidelity once they share it with someone else. It 

seems that Black women have an authentic voice only when someone purposely takes an 

interest to understand not only their experiences but also who they are. Their 

experientially based stories have multiple tiers and possess the ability to speak to diverse 

segments o f the population. The unique intersection of their gender, social status, and 

race provides them with the exclusive opportunity to relate to other women who are 

members o f racial and ethnic groups that share a history of exclusion, oppression, 

suppression, and trivialization. Consequently, the captured knowledge gained from 

looking back on the journeys o f survivors can be, should be used to help others navigate 

their own tumultuous pathways. The stories gathered and retold here by Black female 

educators could help future generations of Black females who wish to enter, navigate, 

and remain in the field of education.

Personal Background 

All children possess an idea, a vision, of their life’s purpose and professional 

destiny. I knew I was destined to be the best pediatrician in the world. From the very



first moment I received the board game Operation, I was hooked. I loved playing with 

my stethoscope, thermometer, doctor’s bag, cotton swabs, and alcohol pads. I forced my 

brothers and cousins to be my patients every time they wanted to play with me. In 

retrospect, my desire to become a doctor came from my need to take care of someone; 

something that by the sheer nature as a Black female has been a characteristic attributed 

to Black female educators. Even now, I find myself always wanting to make others feel 

be their best self. My particular destiny, up until the 9th grade, was to become one of the 

world’s leading pediatricians. The caring adult figures in the child’s life often support, 

encourage, and nurture childhood dreams and life pursuits; one of those most important 

and impressionable adult figures, due to their proximal ability to instruct, influence, and 

guide, is their teacher.

What a child does not expect is the destruction of their life’s dreams at the hands 

of an adult figure in the role of guide or protective factor. An integral figure in my life, 

my teacher dashed and destroyed my desire, my dream, to become a leading pediatrician. 

I lost the desire to become a doctor when a teacher told me how unrealistic it was for a 

girl from the projects to want to be a doctor. Her opinion, evaluation, and estimation of 

my ability possessed extra weight because this female looked like me. This teacher was 

one of two Black teachers that I had in my life. Our shared gender, culture, and racial 

heritage engendered an automatic level of authority and credibility in my eyes. I looked 

up to her as someone who had to know what she was talking about and as a role model.

As I grew into an adult, I realized how wrong the teacher was for making her 

negative statements and imposing upon my psyche her personal, philosophical stance o f
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diminished expectations (Fullinwider & Lichtenberg, 2004; Figlio, 2005). I was a smart 

girl with the aptitude, ability, desire, and drive to be anything that I wanted to be. 

Teachers possess the power to be the catalyst for helping students attain their fullest 

potential. Due to my personal experience of negative expectations on the part of the 

teacher, a potential protective factor, I knew that I had to go into education so I could be 

someone in whom my students would trust to be on their side, no matter what. I do not 

know if  personal or professional experiences had anything to do with the things this 

teacher said to me, but as an adult and advocate for all children, I knew that her 

experiences did not have to be mine. Nor did I have to allow her experiences hinder me 

from encouraging other educators to continue to be a voice for children. I am now an 

educator who strives to be a positive influence in the lives of my students and the 

younger teachers who look to me as their mentor. It is very important that students have 

teachers, mentors, and role models -  protective factors- on whom they can depend during 

their critical formative years in the academic environment.

Theoretical Framework 

According to Bergold and Thomas (2012), the most crucial part of one’s research 

plan is the theoretical framework. The framework, a guiding group of related theories 

,provides the structure and boundaries within which the research project under study 

exists. Having a strong theoretical framework convinces others that the research has the 

ability to contribute to the body of existing knowledge. The theoretical framework 

provides a coherent key to understanding the contributions of the findings by using key 

elements and tenets of the controlling theory as a guide. Denzin and Lincoln (2003)
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wrote that a framework should guide research in beliefs about how to explore and 

understand the world.

Ennis (1999) described research as a puzzle with the theoretical framework being 

a central piece o f that puzzle. In this puzzle, the central piece guides all of the research 

decisions. It identifies and describes major elements, variables, and constructs that 

organize the study. Ennis stated it is important to begin to assemble the puzzle around 

the central piece rather than just randomly putting the puzzle together. Ennis (1999) 

listed five essential steps to solving the research puzzle. First, the researcher must shape 

a focus or a vision and identify a viable theoretical framework that supports the research 

process and allows the other pieces to fit. Next, the researcher must use the framework to 

build the progressions and steps to reach toward the vision for the study and discipline 

him or herself to use that framework to follow systematic progressions to complete the 

study. Finally, the researcher must hone in on the ability to communicate the theoretical 

framework and research plan to others who will support, assist, and evaluate the efforts.

Therefore, a theoretical framework is like a recipe. Before baking a cake, the 

individual needs to make sure the necessary ingredients are available, or the cake will not 

taste good. It is also wise to speak to others who have experience baking cakes. When 

deciding on a theoretical framework for a study, the researcher should look at similar 

research done by others in the field and determine if the theory is relevant to the intended 

research. For the researcher, the process of designing a theoretical framework is both 

developmental and experiential. The theoretical framework must have a clear outcome 

and be relevant to the research. It begins with reading the literature surrounding the topic
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of choice, asking basic questions about the research, and determining the links between 

the emerging factors.

This study focuses on Black females and examines their success as educators and 

mentors in order to gain knowledge about ways to foster high levels of achievement in 

students and resilience in Black female educators. An examination into the lives of an 

oppressed group demands that the exploration utilize a critical lens. Critical theory 

stresses the critique of society and social structures that serve to maintain the domination 

or hegemony of individuals or groups of individuals.

The goal of social justice is to resist and challenge foundations in education that 

maintain preserve the status quo for marginalized groups. Social justice asks critical 

questions about how conventional thinking and practice came to be. Freire’s (1970/2012) 

idea of social justice is concerned with inequalities associated with race, social class, and 

gender and seeks to enable individuals to transform oppressive social and systemic 

conditions.

One of the main issues on which I struggled was my thought on race, class, and 

gender and how these three abstract concepts act as barriers to educating and promoting 

Black women. I always felt there was an area of discord between people of privilege and 

people not of privilege. Reading Paulo Freire, helped to solidify my thought that I was 

not just having this feeling, but that the differences were in fact tangible outgrowths of 

life in a racialized society. One of the main things, I began to realize is that those of 

privilege do not know the ramifications of their actions, due to the lack of being 

personally affected by or are aware of their privileged status which in turn creates an
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innate unawareness of the existence of cross-racial issues Freire confronts issues of 

oppression and social domination in a very concrete way that is not always appealing or 

conflict-free. He pushes segments of privileged populations out of their comfort zone 

and challenges them, through demanding dialogue and difficult conversations to confront 

issues dealing with oppression , in a manner, which calls into question their positions of 

power and artificially-derived racial and social constructs that serve to maintain power.

In Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, Freire (1970/2012) argued that the oppressed have 

to gain their own liberation first through consciousness-raising via an authentic education 

and critical thinking, empowerment via critical dialogue, and lastly critical action. Freire 

(1970/2012) stated, “It is absolutely essential that the oppressed participate in the 

revolutionary process with an increasingly critical awareness of their role as subjects of 

the transformation” (p. 127). Freire’s (1970/2012) beliefs, grounded in critical theory, 

sought to explain the social, economic, and political oppression o f the lower social 

classes. This groundbreaking text also provided insights into oppression from a gendered 

perspective.

However, gendered issues can also be delineated along social, economic, and 

political lines. From the perspectives of Black females, the color line, (Douglass, 1881; 

DuBois, 1903) remains and presents a unique addition to the list o f socially-derived 

constructs that have a potential to divide and marginalize. The concept of Black Feminist 

Thought (BFT) addresses the complexity of social issues faced by a unique segment of 

the population-those experienced by females of African descent. BFT places the 

experiences, the thought processes, the struggles, the strategies of resistance, the spaces,
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places, and faces of marginalized women at the heart of scholarly examination and 

analysis. BFT allows for fostering dialogue among Black women, but most importantly, 

the concept reconceptualizes the intellectual writings and history of Black women who 

have struggled with injustices (Collins, 1998). As these women continue to listen to and 

be influenced by those Black women who have come before them, they are empowered 

to prepare intellectual space for Black women who will confront future injustices 

(Collins, 1998). Collins (1998) stated, “Black women teachers who hold authority in 

higher education, school districts, and the media may have a far greater impact on Black 

women’s intellectual production” (p. 76).

To accomplish the goals of this study, the guiding frameworks were Black 

Feminist Thought (Collins, 1998) and Resilience Theory (Polidore, 2004; Walsh, 2006). 

Resilience Theory is not a critical theory, but it does allow researchers to look at 

phenomena and ideas through a critical lens (McMahon, 2007). The critical theories 

focus on groups of people who have a history of oppression and marginalization and 

consequent experience of suffering some type of setback. Resilience Theory served as 

the framework guiding this study and Black Feminist Thought represented the lens 

through which I looked as I conducted and analyzed my collected research data. An 

application of the tenets of Black Feminist Thought provided the researcher the means to 

raise awareness of the often silenced or devalued voice of my participants.

Black Feminist Thought

Black Feminist Thought (BFT) derived from the concerns of Black women 

leaders, scholars, and teachers regarding traditional and contemporary feminist theories
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(hooks, 1984). Early feminist theorists sought to identify the plight of American women” 

with the assumption that all women had the same experiences. Feminist researchers 

ignored the impact of race, concluding that the majority of literature addresses women as 

one group, and feminist theorists ignore issues that young Black women and Black girls 

face (Hill-Collins, 2000). Consequently, the majority of feminist literature addresses 

women as a whole and solitary group. Therefore, analyzing the experiences of Black 

women through a traditional feminist theory does not fully tell the stories of women 

marginalized due to racial and cultural characteristics.

Emerging from traditional feminist theories, BFT specifically addresses the racial, 

gender, and cultural experiences of Black women (Hill-Collins, 2000). Racism and 

sexism are daily realities in the lives of Black women. Both race and gender have a 

distinctive, combined effect for Black women and lead to issues of adversity because 

both are rooted in stereotypical beliefs and myths about Black women, race and gender 

work together to oppress Black women. Black women have to face this double 

oppression in many aspects of their lives. It is through socialization that Black women 

acquire their distinctive perspectives of the world. Furthermore, Black women make 

meaning of this world from a different perspective than Black men or White women 

because of their roles in society and the barriers they face. The intersectionality of race 

and gender is at the center of how Black women navigate through relationships, life, and 

career (Hill-Collins, 2000; hooks, 1984.)

Collins (2000) contended that there are increasing calls to understand the 

experiences of Black women from their own unique viewpoint and standpoint. She
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argued this is possible through exploration of their journeys through higher education 

juxtaposed against the tribulations of advancement and attrition. BFT contradicts 

traditional feminist theories because it provides a lens in which to analyze the stories and 

experiences of Black women, therefore making it applicable and appropriate for this 

study of the narratives of Black women.

Resiliency Theory

According to Richardson (2002), the concept of resilience involves exploring 

one’s personal and interpersonal strength when faced with adversity. Resiliency Theory 

explains how people from similar backgrounds and situations possess certain 

characteristics that allow them to resist destructive behaviors when faced with adversity, 

whereas others do not. These characteristics, qualities, or individuals, classified as 

protective factors, help an individual to learn to survive adverse situations (Richardson, 

2002).

Rooted in disciplines such as psychology, sociology, and education, studies about 

resilience focused attention on individuals and families who faced significant adversities 

or experienced situations in which they were highly vulnerable (Martin-Breen & 

Anderies, 2011). Early examples of resilience studies include a study done in 1949 of a 

family separated by the World War II and one conducted in 1971 of adults who survived 

a concentration camp. Arguably, the most well known study is Werner’s longitudinal 

study of 698 children bom in 1995 on the island of Kauai. Many of these children were 

bom into poverty and considered high risk. Despite these adversities, a third of the 

children developed into competent adults with certain intrinsic factors that distinguished
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this group from others. These factors included their ability to engage other people and 

substitute caregivers in the absence of their families, their belief that their actions affected 

their lives, and the value others placed on their talents. Other studies focused on 

individual resilience and child development in adverse setting through identifying risk 

factors and familial and environmental factors, such as mental illness, unemployment, 

criminal activity, and drug abuse that put children at risk for negative outcomes 

(Richardson, 2002). For the purpose of this study, use of Resilience theory involved 

identifying protective factors the women used to face adversity throughout their lives.

Conceptual Framework 

Imenda (2014) contended that the conceptual framework is the soul of the 

research project. The purpose of the conceptual framework is to help the reader 

understand the reason why the researcher decides to study a particular topic and the 

assumptions the researcher has made. A conceptual framework provides a clear lens 

through which to view a phenomenon, and it frames and shapes analysis to provide a 

richer understanding of the consequences (Galea, 2012). It shows the intended direction 

of the particular study and represents the set of spectacles the researcher wears to guide 

the study and tie the theories together, creating a set of boundaries for the study. The 

conceptual framework is an integrated way to look at the problem and outline possible 

courses of action or present a preferred approach to an idea or thought. It can also be 

defined as the result when a number of related concepts are brought together to give a 

broader understanding of a phenomenon of interest.
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Figure 1 of the conceptual framework of this study graphically explains 

the main ideas in this study. It derives from the researcher’s personal experiences, 

previous stories, and a compilation of theories that framed this study. Figure 1 displays 

how the researcher used Black Feminist Thought as the lens through which to study 

Black female educators and the protective factors in their lives, and how their 

pedagogical practices developed because of these protective factors. The researcher also 

looked at the ways in which certain protective factors manifested in their practices and 

how they can be used to aid in the recruitment and retention of other Black female 

educators and help students succeed academically and emotionally. The depiction is 

cyclical because Black Feminist Thought is also rooted in the fact that, as Black women, 

there is a responsibility to continue to tell their stories, uplift, and keep one another.

Protective Factors

Black
Feminist
Thought

Black Female 
Educators

s j o ) 3 b ^  a A r p a j o J j

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study

Educational
Practices

Statement of the Problem 

Through the years, Black teachers have been essential to the success of Black 

students who become Black professionals in the workforce. Mitchell (2000) found that
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black “teachers are particularly adept at motivating and engaging minority students 

because they often bring knowledge of student background to the classroom that 

enhances students’ educational experience” (p. 164). A report o f state-by-state analysis 

on teacher diversity conducted by Ulrich Boser in May of 2014 disclosed that the gap 

between teachers and students of color continues to grow. Over the past three years, the 

demographic divide between teachers and students of color has increased by three 

percentage points, and today, students of color make up almost half o f the public school 

population. However, teachers of color constitute only 18% of the teaching profession. 

This is a one-percentage point increase from three years ago (Boser, 2014). Looking 

closely at the state-level data, Boser found similar issues, with the diversity gap growing 

larger in most states. In New York, for instance, the demographic difference between 

teachers and students jumped five percentage points since 2011. In California, 73% of 

students are nonwhite, but only about 29% of teachers are nonwhite. Maryland has the 

same problem, though the numbers are a bit better: In the Old Line State, more than 55% 

of students are nonwhite, while just around 17% of teachers are nonwhite. Diversity gaps 

are large within districts such as California, Florida, and Massachusetts. These three 

states account for 20% of all students in the United States, and it turns out that the gaps 

within districts are often larger than the gaps within states (Boser, 2014)

Boser’s (2014) report highlighted the growing disparity between minority 

teachers and students in the classrooms. One may ask what the significance of these 

findings is; however, the number of minority teachers entering the workforce is 

dwindling, and many of the 50 states report a significant gap between minority teachers
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and students. With more and more minority teachers leaving the workforce every year, 

and fewer new ones entering the workforce, it seems safe to assume that before too long 

minority teachers will be obsolete.

The longer I stay in the field of education, the more I witness the loss of desire of 

Black women I meet to enter or even stay in the field of education. As a mentor for 

student teachers, I hear stories of the lack of motivation for wanting to go into the 

profession. I also see many of my younger colleagues leaving the profession to enter into 

careers deemed less stressful and more financially lucrative for the work they are 

required to do on a daily basis. If Black women are making a mass exodus from the field 

of education and not even looking at education as a career choice, then the children who 

come to school every day to learn and grow will not benefit from the best education 

possible (Bireda & Chait, 2011). Teachers o f color have the advantage of providing real- 

life examples for minority students. They have also been successful in engaging students 

and increasing the academic achievement for students who have similar backgrounds as 

the teacher (Bireda & Chait, 2011).

Purpose of the Study 

If this study can encourage one Black teacher to stay in the educational field or 

join the educators who are trying their best to deliver the quality of instruction that our 

children deserve, then it has served its purpose. As I move into the next section of this 

chapter, I attempt to highlight the problem of teacher shortage. However, I specifically 

focus on the shortage of a particular population who are near to my heart as an educator: 

the Black female educator.
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The purpose of this study was to collect and portray the narratives, life histories, 

and events of Black women who are academically successful, despite being at an 

educational disadvantage as compared to the dominant culture. It also sought to perceive 

the lived experiences of Black women as resilience factors. Finally, this study 

endeavored to understand the roles of Black women educators in fostering a resilient 

environment that influences and enhances their students’ resilience and the resilience of 

other black females who are in the education field or desire to enter the profession.

Research Questions

Using theory to guide the research, the research questions of this study align with 

the tenets o f Black feminist thought. Using narrative inquiry, I attempted to uncover 

answers to the following questions:

1. How do Black female educators understand (perceive) their role as teachers, 

and protective factors in the lives of their students?

2. How do Black female educators make meaning of their experiences and 

translate them into their pedagogical practices?

Significance of the Study

The narratives of Black female educators are worthy of research because Black 

women are anomalous people from whom we can leam. Their stories are unlike any 

other group of peoples’ stories because they are embroiled in two worlds, one of which is 

being a Black person and the other being a Black woman. Black women may or may not 

struggle with the split between two Black selves, but they face the necessity of 

overcoming race-related issues to become healthy selves inside and outside of being
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Black. Being caught between two worlds or two halves of the same individual engaged 

in a war is what DuBois (1903/1965) described as double consciousness. In order to 

empirically understand the dynamics impacting the lives of Black female educators’ 

teaching experiences, researchers must employ nontraditional methodologies to more 

fully capture the life experiences of those who represent different segments of the 

population due to their socially, culturally, and/or gendered life positions. Methods such 

as ethnography, auto-ethnography, portraiture, oral history, narrative inquiry, cross- 

cultural narrative inquiry, spatial narrative inquiry, and ethnographic storytelling are each 

new trends in qualitative research that come closer to capturing and highlighting the life 

experiences of marginalized segments of the population such as the black female.

Studying Resiliency Theory through the lens of Black Feminist Thought fills a 

knowledge gap and sheds light onto phenomena previously overlooked and considered an 

anomaly (Martin-Breen & Anderies, 2011; Richardson, 2002). The stories, narratives, 

and histories of the participants illustrate their experiences as young Black educators and 

help educators understand the societal and historical factors that shape students’ 

conceptions of their future. The participants’ narratives of their academic success 

explore personal resilience factors as well as the resilience process in familial, friendship, 

and school environment. This study inspires Black female educators to consider 

themselves more positively in the future and to recognize and successfully identify 

potential barriers to their future success. Furthermore, it not only encourages them to do 

more than imagine themselves in the future, it also encourages them to plan for their 

future and the future of children regardless of obstacles.
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Limitations

A possible limitation of this study was my presupposition that these 

women could identify the resilient factors that shaped their experiences and could 

describe how this resilience manifested in their lives and pedagogical practices. Further, 

the data collection was retrospective in nature, for it required the participants to recall 

experiences that occurred during their childhood and remember certain factors or people 

that played a role in their academic success. The researcher took care when relying on 

memory though, because memory fades and is often abstract. Omission and addition, 

detrimental to research if not properly recognized and disciplined, are natural occurrences 

when dealing with memories. Morrison (1987) stated that past events continue to occur, 

not only in one’s “rememory” (p. 36) but also somehow in the real world. It is possible 

to “bump into” (Morrison, 1987, p. 36) past events and places again.

Another limitation to this study is generalizability. Since this qualitative study 

used an interview format to collect data, the results may only be applicable to those with 

similar backgrounds as the participating subjects. Furthermore, the study was limited to a 

small number of Black female educators.

Definitions of Key Terms 

Black refers to people of African descent living in the United States.

Black Feminist Thought, emerging from traditional feminist theories, specifically 

addresses racial, gender, and cultural experiences of Black women (Hill-Collins, 2000).

Gender refers to roles of behaviors and activities culturally constructed by society 

and deemed appropriate for male and female roles.
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Intersectionality is, according to the University of California’s Center for New 

Racial Studies (2006),

the complex of reciprocal attachments and sometimes polarizing conflicts that 

confront both individuals and movements as they seek to “navigate” among the 

raced, gendered, and class-based dimensions of social and political life. Both as 

individuals seeking to make a socially just and fulfilling “everyday life,” and as 

collectivities seeking to “make history” through political action and social 

movements, we struggle with the unstable connections between race, gender, and 

class, (para 1)

Marginalize means “to relegate something to an unimportant or powerless 

position within a society or group” (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 2003, p. 

759).

Race refers to the division of people into distinct groups based on characteristics 

such as their physical appearance.

Racism refers to the subordination of members of targeted racial groups by the 

dominant racial group.

Sexism refers to the subordination of women by mainstream culture.

Summary

In its publication, The Condition o f  Education 2012, the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) reported a steady increase in the racial and ethnic student 

population in all geographic regions across the United States. Conversely, White student 

enrollment in U.S. public schools decreased from 59% in 2002 to 51% in 2012 (NCES,
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2012). In contrast, although the number of Black students decreased from 17% to 16%, 

the number of Hispanic students has risen from 18% to 24% in the same 10-year span 

(NCES, 2012). The trend data predict that by 2024 White students will compose only 

46% of the public school demographics, with nonwhite students gaining the majority 

status at 54% due to a significant increase in the Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial 

populations (NCES, 2012).

Despite increases in the number of racially and ethnically diverse student 

populations and the teaching force in the public school system, a large gap in the 

proportion of representation of minority public school educators, including Blacks and 

Hispanics, is continuing to grow (Albert Shankar Institute [ASI], 2013). In a 2013 report 

by the Albert Shankar Institute, the number of Black teachers in the U.S. represented 

6.4% of the work force, while Black students represented 14.4 % of the public school 

population. More importantly, a large number of minority teachers are concentrated in 

urban school districts, which leaves very little diversity in suburban and rural public 

schools where diverse student bodies do exist (Boser, 2014). It is important to note that a 

summary of several studies indicate that a diverse teaching force is beneficial for all 

students and the nation as a whole (ASI, 2013). However, when students of color share 

the same ethnic background as their teachers, their academic growth increases because 

their experiences are similar and school seems more welcoming (Boser, 2014). 

Additionally, students who attend schools with a more diverse faculty experience a 

broader sense of community, decreased implicit bias, and increased social trust (ASI,

2013).
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In this first chapter, I am driven by the Sankofian philosophy of reaching back to 

explore the importance of self-representation in the field of education. Throughout 

history, Black women have represented strength (beaten by society), wisdom (driven by 

survival), and femininity (beloved by many), and this holds true for Black female 

educators. Today, more than ever before, the need to keep a diverse teaching force is 

marked by the increase in a diverse student population (Boser, 2014). Although, more 

teachers of different ethnic backgrounds are entering the teacher workforce, the retention 

rate of Black teachers is decreasing. In 2013, 18.9% of Black teachers left the profession 

in comparison to 15% nonwhite teachers (ASI, 2013). This increase justifies the purpose 

of this research. As a Black woman educator, I feel responsible for helping to keep Black 

women in the education field through mentoring, researching, and telling “our” stories of 

resilience and triumph across the generation, regardless of barriers impeding the way.

Through Black Feminist Thought and Resilience Theory, I have introduced the 

problem of the underrepresentation of the Black female educator as well as the 

importance of the Black female’s voice in telling her own story. Chapter 2 presents a 

review of literature, which gives the background story of Black women’s roles as 

educators, their roles in society, their families, their communities, their churches, in 

addition to the ideas behind a hidden curriculum. Also included is the theoretical 

framework for the research study. By infusing new narratives in the existing literature, 

the stories o f resilient Black female veteran educators may serve to enlighten and inspire 

beginning Black female teachers to successfully face adversity in their careers and serve 

as models for fostering resilience in student populations.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The Ingredients:

2 cups all-purpose flour 
2 cups sugar 

1/4 teaspoon salt 
1/2 cup buttermilk 

1 teaspoon baking soda 
1 teaspoon vanilla extract 

2 large eggs 
2 sticks butter 

4 heaping tablespoons cocoa powder

In order for a cake to taste good, there has to be a correct balance of ingredients. 

Too much or too little of an ingredient can ruin the entire cake. Omit or substitute an 

important ingredient, and the cake may look good, but a true baker will know o f the 

substitution. No matter how nicely the cake is decorated, it will not taste authentic or 

homemade. It may be appealing to the eye on the surface, but it will lack the substance, 

the distinctive quality, that makes it a delicious and memorable cake.

The literature review must also present and be comprised of more than the 

decorated outer shell of the project. The ingredients o f a literature review must include 

all of the important elements that elucidate and support the philosophical and theoretical 

standpoint of your research. One cannot leave out the important elements of research that 

serve to bring it all together into one fully baked endeavor.

2 2
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The research guide for the University of Michigan states, that research continues 

to tell the story while the existing literature helps to identify where we presently are in the 

story. The person writing the dissertation is charged to continue the story. Randolph

(2009) argued that it is not possible to report new advances in research without 

establishing the state of the research previously done. The literature review is an 

important part of the dissertation and is usually the most time-consuming piece. Great 

researchers know there is a strong correlation between a well-written literature review 

and a quality dissertation (Hofstee, 2006).

Utilizing mainly the ProQuest database, the researcher conducted a review of the 

theoretical and historical literature as it related to Black female educators. The search 

included peer-reviewed journal articles, books, dissertations, and magazine articles. For 

the purpose of the literature review, I chose to examine research in the areas of trends in 

education, Black educators in public schools, the underrepresentation of Black teachers, 

Black women’s roles as educators, Black women’s roles in society, the Black 

community, and the families and churches of Black women. This review of literature 

related the issues Black women had to struggle with throughout history in order to 

achieve an education and revealed the strengths and resilience associated with academic 

achievement among Black women, individually, socially, and academically.

In addition to those topics, I chose to focus on the implications o f a hidden 

curriculum, images of Black females, and the theoretical frameworks surrounding the 

study. The topics in the literature review are expansive. However, the goal of the

23
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chapter was to provide a brief understanding and background of the issues that shape the 

experiences of Black female teachers.

Stereotypes of Black Women 

Positive and negative stereotypical images of Black women often influence 

perceptions of Black females, particularly in work and social situations. According to 

Morgan and Bennet (2006), “Stereotypes are powerful and pernicious ideological devices 

designed both to maintain social and cultural structures and, perhaps most importantly, to 

silence those whom they target” (p. 490). Stereotypes not only show us how a culture 

sees a group of people but also how a culture can control a particular group of people 

(Morgan & Bennet, 2006). An impartial characterization of the Black female is difficult 

due to the fact society has defined her and juxtaposed her against the dominant white 

male image, in constraining and degrading ways (Bradley, 2005). The Mammy, Aunt 

Jemima, Jezebel, and Sapphire stereotypical roles have served to demean and 

institutionalize social, economic, and political inequalities based on historically defined 

social constructs dealing with race, ethnicity, and culture. All of the images were an 

attempt by the dominant culture to oppress the black female and build up the hegemonic 

hierarchy (Campbell, Giannino, China, & Harris, 2008). Spiritual beliefs have direct and 

indirect interactions with stereotypes, and images have grown from the history of slavery, 

specifically, Mammy, Sapphire, and Jezebel (Morgan & Bennet, 2006). Identity issues 

are internalized as psychological symptoms. Culturally sensitive treatment of Black 

women includes an acceptance of spirituality and mix of stereotypes and identity issues. 

Women who internalize theses negative stereotypes suffer from issues such as low self
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esteem, and angst of appearing defenseless and weak, whereas the ones who internalize 

the more positive images do not.

Traditionally women have had to prove that they can hold their own in a male- 

dominated world, but it has been extra hard for Black women. Race and gender shape 

life experiences, based on a variety of academic and social lessons. Women of color 

must be able to build on these experiences to deal with their racialized and gendered 

identities. Educating children is not a career for the faint at heart. In order to reach the 

students, teachers often find themselves in roles serving as the “school mom” or the other 

mother. Despite the prized acceptance by their White counterparts of the role, teachers 

often serve for their students, as expressed in the Latin term, in loco parentis. Black 

females who accept and assume the role of othermother, or serve in place of the parent, 

with equal measures of dedicated passion and professional stewardship, often elicit and 

provoke criticism that seeks to demean them personally and casts a disparaging 

indictment on their greater community as a whole. Regardless, of the misguided 

condemnation, Black female teachers have and will continue to recognize, accept, and 

honor their roles as central figures in the lives of their students, their families, their 

churches, and their communities.

Centralizing the Black Woman 

“The strength o f a woman is not measured by the impact that all her hardships 

have had on her; but the strength o f a woman is measured by the extent o f  her refusal to 

allow those hardships to dictate her and who she becomes. ”

C. Joybell C (2010)
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Throughout the annals of time, Black women have endured trials and hardships 

that would have crushed lesser vessels. She developed sets of survival strategies that 

were bom of the dailiness of her struggles in life as a sexualized, marginalized, and 

ostracized creature (Aptheker, 1989). An unintimidated and resilient creature, she not 

only endured the pain that was thrust upon her on a daily basis, she used that pain to build 

her strength of character, tactics of resistance, and strategies to survive until that or any 

other pain could no longer break her.

The lives of Black women have been the inspiration of thousands and have given 

many more the strength to venture out of the shadows into the dawn of light to acquire 

what they had been so frantically searching to attain. Black women endured the shackles 

of slavery, tolerated the unwanted advances of their masters, bore and reared their 

children, harvested their fields, cleaned their homes, and cooked their meals with bravery 

in lieu of bitterness (Adkins, 2014). She chose bravery because bitterness would have 

only stolen more of her life than slavery had taken. Instead, she took those skills forced 

upon her and used them to go out and support her family, cooking and cleaning, washing 

and ironing and raising children, because that is all she knew.

The perceptions of Black women are as varied as the hues of her beautiful skin 

(Hunter, 2007), viewed by some as a spectacular species that is a staunch protector of her 

family, always there, steady and stable, during times of trouble and unrest. Other view 

her as a kind and loving nurturer, always devoted and genuinely concerned about not 

only her children, but also the children around her. Though she may have detractors who
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would criticize her for her independence and her self-reliance, they can never detract 

from her ability to stay the course, no matter the obstacle set before her.

Black Women in Society

Black women have learned to recognize obstacles and when they 

encounter them, they immediately begin to look for ways to transform them into stepping 

stones that pave the way to a woman’s destiny. Aptheker (1989) identified this ability to 

create meanings from experiences and learn from them as a “woman’s standpoint” (p.

39). The standpoint is a different way to see reality based on one’s class, cultural 

location, and physical ability.

The destinies of others cloud the destiny of Black women. In The Struggle o f  the 

Black Women, Booker (2007) articulated this dilemma well:

When Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in the front of a bus, she was put in 

jail. Her refusing to give up her seat would have made news, but it took a 

respected black male figure to gather forces and make it even bigger news. It 

took Dr. King to create an organization to start the civil rights movement, to 

where it was a national attention. Black women even had to take a back seat in 

the movement, because society barely listened to the black men involved. In fact 

although the men received the credit for starting the movement it was the unsung 

black women who played a major role in starting the movement, (para. 13)

Rosa Parks was an intricate part of the Civil Rights Movement. No one can argue the 

validity of that statement. However, the credit that she received for her contribution to 

the cause was minimal compared to that of her male counterpart, Dr. Martin Luther King, 

Jr. Rosa Parks’ refusal to give up her seat on that fateful December day in 1955 put the
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plight of Black men and women front and center in the minds of Americans everywhere 

and helped to set into motion one of the greatest victories of the entire movement. It also 

fortified Dr. King’s role as spokesperson for Black people all over the world. It 

cemented his legitimacy as leader of the movement in ways that he had previously been 

unable to do. Rosa Parks did what Black women are legendary for: she quietly helped to 

begin a monumental movement, and she was quite content that the ones better suited to 

see the movement to its end received the real credit instead of her.

Her willingness to remain on the cusp of everything that was taking place was not 

a sign of weakness, nor was it an indication that she was not in tune to the machinations 

of what was about to take place. To the contrary, Rosa Parks was an educated woman. 

She attended the laboratory school at Alabama State College due to the lack of high 

schools for Blacks in Montgomery at the time (Stuhr & Iwabuchi, 2003). She became a 

tailor simply because she was unable to acquire a job that fit her particular skill set at the 

time. At the time of her arrest, she was already a long time NAACP worker and had 

recently completed a workshop on race relations. More importantly, she was a well- 

respected, black woman with a spotless police record (Stuhr & Iwabuchi, 2003). All of 

this made her the perfect representative to make people all over the world not only aware, 

but also sympathetic to the current plight of Black people in the rural south.

Black women have been paving the way to a better way of life for hundreds of 

years. Whether it was Rosa Parks or Michelle Obama, they have been resilient in their 

efforts to make the voices of black women heard. As Mrs. Obama begins her year of 

descent after almost eight stellar years as the first Black to hold the esteemed title of First
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Lady of the United States, she can certainly look back with unbridled pride on her tenure 

in the White House. Though embattled, she is not combative, understanding that the 

fights waged against her and her husband are battles instigated long before their time and 

that it is pointless to try to change years of embittered bigotry. She chooses rather to use 

her time wisely, pursuing projects that not only serve to make America better and 

stronger, but that exemplify her love of Americans.

The Black woman’s role in society has always been one of quiet dignity, whether 

she was a house cleaner, a tailor, or First Lady of the United States. Looked upon for 

guidance for hundreds of years, she received trust for imparting her wisdom and grace 

among those who were in most need of it. Since slavery, when Black men and women 

were regarded as little more than chattel, the Black woman has been an inspiration to her 

family. She covered them in prayer in times of trouble, performed menial task to provide 

sustenance for her family, and served as a beacon o f quiet encouragement to her husband 

as he did whatever he could he could to provide for his family (Taylor, 2000). Though 

the years have broadened our ability to provide for our families and though the shackles 

of slavery no longer harness us against our will, there yet remain those barriers, which 

preclude us from enjoying the fruit of our land completely. There remain those things 

that seem to elude us even in the face of greater education, greater experience and greater 

preparation.

Black Women in the Church

Famed actress and acclaimed Academy Award winner, Hattie McDaniel, once 

said, “I  did my best and God did the rest. ”(Los Angeles Times, 2009, para 4). That



30

humbling yet profound statement probably sums up the sentiment of many Black women. 

Regardless of their station in life, whether they are rich or poor, accomplished or 

struggling, famous or infamous, if  they have merited any notable achievement, they 

humbly regard God as their provider. Whether this sentiment is genuine or not is 

individually determined, but for most Blacks, the sentiment is not only genuine, but also 

heartfelt.

In the face of the struggle of the Blacks, it is no wonder that God and religion 

would play a tremendous role in their lives. From the shackles of slavery to the 

degradation of servitude, Negroes are no strangers to humility (Degler, 1959). They 

understand that, though released from the bondage of a slave owner, they yet feel the 

oppression of not being in control of their own fate. Their only safe haven, the church, 

with the choir’s lyrical promise of impending freedom and the preacher’s oratory offering 

a better life ahead, provided sanctuary to the Negro in ways that nothing else could 

(Stewart, 2013). The church provided refuge from a world that offered them little more 

than they were accustomed to as slaves. The church provided the impending hope of 

freedom, not just from a slave master, but from oppression as well. No matter how 

disillusioned they felt, that hope, however elusive or fleeting, gave them something to 

hold on to (Stewart, 2013).

The Black woman, without a doubt, is the backbone of the black church. She 

aspires to a being greater than she is and in her aspiration; she inspires those around her 

to aspire to greatness as well. The black woman brings to the black church a matchless 

tenacity in which she works with the vigor o f someone that is fighting for their very
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survival and in essence, the survival of her family is often in the balance (Stewart, 2013). 

Whether it is a noncommittal husband that does not attend church with his family or an 

unruly son or daughter who is on the threshold of breaking his or her mother’s heart, the 

black woman attends church faithfully every Sunday, prays for her family with 

unrelenting faith and does whatever she can to further the kingdom of Christ. Her faith is 

in a power that is greater than she is and she refuses to let her present circumstances 

determine her belief in what is possible (Stewart, 2013).

The powerful role that women play in the church is hardly a secret. When 

discussing the role that Black women play in the church, Lowen (2016) stated that Black 

women’s faith is a strong guiding force. Regarded as the backbone of the Black church 

for a long time, they give back much more than they receive from their spiritual 

communities. Lowen (2016) declared that, though women are clearly the strongest 

supporters of the church body, it is a rarity for a woman to be chosen as the leader of the 

congregation. This role usually falls to a man whose commitment may or may not be at 

the same level as the women of the congregation, yet many regard him as the more 

suitable choice. This reasoning is interesting in light of the proven fact that black women 

often outnumber black men in church by a 3 to 1 margin.

Henderson (2012) reported that men may lead the church hierarchy, but the true 

backbone of the church is its women according to this statistical report:

1. Most weekly church attenders are women (53%) -  and they bring their 

families.

2. Most church volunteers are women (57%).
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3. Women are the majority in terms of attendance of adult Sunday school 

programs (59%).

4. 60% of those who attend small groups or Bible study are women.

5. The typical Christian in America is a woman age 56-59 (a.k.a. a dying breed), 

(p. 3)

According to Matthew 15:28, “Then, Jesus answered, “Woman, you have great 

faith! Your request is granted.” These scriptures told a carefully woven story of a 

Canaanite woman who came to Jesus ardently seeking healing for her demon-possessed 

daughter. The woman, though nameless in the Bible, was empowered through limitless 

faith. She sought the grace of Jesus Christ to heal her daughter. When Jesus saw the 

fervor of her begging and sincerity of heart, He granted her heart’s desire that very hour.

In this perilous hour of discontent, the Black woman still cries out for her sons and 

daughters, praying for them to remain safe as they walk the street. She prays that they 

resist the temptation of drugs and the lure of easy money. She intercedes for her daughter 

to avoid the things that can destroy her opportunities for a good life and prays for her to 

find her place in the world. Most of all, she prays for the safety o f her family and with 

due diligence, Jesus honors those prayers as well. Only her role in the familial context 

eclipses the role of the Black woman in the church. The two roles almost intertwine as 

the Black woman seeks to imbed the solid beliefs of the church within her family.

Black Women in the Family

Many Black women find themselves filling the roles of both father and mother 

through no fault of their own. This condition has not improved since the report of
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Hudgins, Holmes, and Locke in 1990, which explored the impact of the Black family on 

the economic status of the Black male. According to the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, in 2009 Black women were in the role as head of household in 27.5% of 

families as compared to 9% of their White counterparts and 7% of Hispanic households.

In the 2013 census report, the number of Black-female headed households climbed to 

29%. Due to an alarming rate of growth in Black-females as heads o f households from 

20.6% in 1960 to 43.7% in 1985 (as compared with the rate of growth from 8.4% to 12% 

for White-female household heads during the same period of time), Ricketts decided to 

explore the history and the complicated reasons for this phenomenon. Dickerson (1995) 

added to the exploration of this phenomenon in her book, African American Single 

Mothers: Understanding Their Lives and Families. The combination of high mortality 

rates among Black males, high birth rate of Black females, increased rate o f Black 

females earning academic degrees that translated into achieving gainful employment 

outside of the home and uncertainty of spousal support based on economic and academic 

criteria contributed to the phenomenon of the Black female as head of household 

(Dickerson, 1995).

Despite the often negative and weighty condition of her life experience, the Black 

mother labors to fill these dual roles for the sake of her family’s survival. The family 

suffers when Black women hurt; uplifting Black women uplifts the Black community 

(hooks, 2004). This statement is indicative of many Black families led by a Black 

woman, seeking to hold her family together at any cost. Unfortunately, the scene is not 

the backdrop of a Tyler Perry movie where the beat down, worn out, albeit beautiful
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young black mother with six children by three different fathers meets Mr. Right at her 

“ready for the NBA if he could just get a break” athlete son’s basketball game. No, the 

setting is real life with real struggles. In this episode, the mother’s beauty is quietly 

fading because she is exhausted and consistently beat down by her struggle against a 

system, trying to keep her children fed and clothed with a roof over their heads. She is 

too proud to accept welfare, so she works three jobs trying to hold onto what is left of her 

pride and instill some pride inside of her children. She reminds them often that just 

because they grow up in the ghetto, the ghetto does not have to grow up in them. She has 

long stopped believing in Mr. Right because she is too busy trying the right the wrongs of 

her own life so that she can secure a better life for her children.

Black women are proud women who understand the necessity to be able to know 

how to roll up their sleeves, how to work hard to achieve a goal, and most of all, how to 

make a little last a long time. From the onset of slavery, the Black woman has been 

working to help to feed her family. Whether she was working in the fields alongside her 

husband or working in the main house, helping to prepare meals for the master and his 

family, the wife handily prepared the family meals out o f whatever scraps o f food she 

acquired from her own patchy garden or from the leftovers of the master’s table.

Freedom from the shackles of slavery did not necessarily lead to an abundance of 

food and comfort. Unable or unqualified to find any other employment other than work 

in the service industry as maids and housekeepers, many black women received part of 

their pay in leftovers and hand-me-down clothes. Undaunted by their circumstances, 

their families thrived because the Black woman understood that the absence of material
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things does not translate into the absence of happiness. She reminded her children of the

blessedness of having their health and their strength and the ability to go out and earn a

living. She taught them the importance of a strong work ethic and she always led by

example. She taught her children the importance of a good name and of how important it

is to hold on to their integrity.

The Black woman knows that though she may not have any proper training or a

certificate that indicates it, she is her child’s first teacher and she does not take this

responsibility lightly. She endeavors to teach her children right from wrong, helps them

to understand the concept of sharing and of following rules. She implements creativity

tempered with patience, curiosity tempered by discovery, and discipline tempered with

love. The poem entitled A Teacher is the Best Artist o f the Child by Mazid S. Kazi

(2010), aptly defines the role of a Black mother.

Home is the first school and mother is the first teacher 

Parents are the builder o f  children's characters and minds,

The mother won't be a fighter but should be a well preacher,

I f  she is an illiterate she must carry her children to tuition.

Howsoever the mother should educate their children first,

And she should send her children to school daily and regularly,

Teachers are not blamed not to fulfil children's educational thirst,

Both the parents and teachers should make them the best citizens.

As we can't work with one hand likewise we can't walk with one leg,

Hence, parents and teachers are the same faces o f  the same coin,

I f  parents and teachers do them careless they suffer in life to beg,

Do well and have well it is said to see your own profit in life or ruin.
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Finally, Black women are likely to be both primary caregivers and primary 

breadwinners due to limited economic prospects for Black males. Nearly 44% of black 

families with children have a woman as the head of household (Maxwell, 2012). In 

families headed by working single mothers and married-couple families in which the wife 

works and the husband does not, the female breadwinner accounts for over 32% of 

aggregate Black family income (Maxwell, 2012).

Othermothering

Carlson (2009) stated that a teacher is a parent away from home—the person who 

nurtures students, enhances their experiences at school, and helps them to gain 

knowledge through the right pedagogical methods. Some teachers are good, others are 

great, and then there are those who just view teaching as a way to earn an income. Black 

women tend to take care of everyone else other than himself or herself. There is not a 

waking moment that she is not acting like someone’s momma, whether she is in the 

classroom or in the streets.

An examination of Black feminist literature shows that there is an expanded 

relationship between Black teachers and Black students; this is especially true in the 

Black community. Foster (1993) referred to this type of relationship as “othermothering” 

(p. 101). The practice of othermothering has been going on in the Black communities 

since slaves first arrived in the United States (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 1999). “Women who 

assist biological mothers in sharing the mothering responsibilities are considered other 

mothers” (Collins, 2000, p. 178). Being a mother to other women’s children was a 

necessity in the slave community, due largely to the fact that children became orphans
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upon the common occurrence of the death or the sale of their mothers. Othermothering 

was also a practice amongst women too poor to care for their children appropriately or 

those who lacked the aptitude to care for their children. Collins (2000) linked the concept 

of othermothering to the formal education of Black students, stating, “Unlike the 

traditional mentoring so widely reported in the educational literature, this relationship 

goes far beyond that of providing students with either technical skills or a network of 

academic and professional contacts” (p. 191).

Because formal schooling was not allowed for slaves, the practice of 

othermothering became the primary means of educating slave children (Dubey, 1995). It 

became a way for Black women to educate and socialize their children in a manner that 

uplifted the black community and defied white domination (Foster, 1993). Once slavery 

ended, the practice of othermothering continued to be the practice and influenced the role 

of teachers in segregated schools. The best teachers in Black schools often went beyond 

for their students and their families. It was common for the teachers to be considered 

important members of the students’ extended families (Dempsey & Noblit, 1993). In a 

study conducted by Foster in 1993, Black women teachers formed familial relationships 

with their students and visited their homes to advocate for the students, tutor them, and 

collaborate with and tutor the parents of the students. Foster noted also that Black 

teachers who related to the philosophy of othermothering demonstrated a belief in the 

potential of every Black student to succeed academically. Foster (1993) concluded that 

the idea of teachers as othermothers was passed on to these teachers indirectly through 

their own interactions with teachers who influenced their lives. It was more of a moral



38

and spiritual obligation to uplift the Black community by attending to their students’ 

social, psychological, and academic developments.

The concept of othermothering has also shown up in the studies that examined 

qualities o f successful Black educators in contemporary schools. For example, in a study 

completed by Case (1997), the tradition of othermothering was present in the work of 

Black female schoolteachers and principals. The successful educators in the study tended 

to be concerned with the psychoeducational and social needs of the students in 

conjunction with their educational needs. Case (1997) concluded that Black students’ 

academic achievement was enhanced when educators implement an othermothering 

approach. More importantly, the teachers developed firm expectations for their students 

and established strong relationships with their families.

In another study, Lomotey (1990) concluded that students often viewed successful 

Black principals as mother or father figures. Lomotey did not attribute the successful 

pedagogical approaches to the concept of other mother. Rather, it was because the 

holistic approach of establishing close relationships with the students and their families 

succeeded in motivating Black children to succeed.

In the Black community, the ethic of care generates from the historical and 

theoretical framework of othermothering (Collins, 2000). However, in their book, Race- 

ing Moral Formation: African American Perspectives on Care and Justice (2004),

Walker and Snarey, as well as Scott-Simmons (2008), posited that, when situated 

culturally, the ethic of care is conveyed very differently than the Euro-situated and 

middle-class framed ethic of care espoused by Foster (1993) and Ennis (1999). In the



39

Black community, care is situated, demonstrated, and valued from a very different 

perspective; to care for children from the Black community requires a removal of 

privileged-blinders enjoyed by members of the dominant culture and providing them with 

explicit strategies for success in a racialized society where they possess very little 

acknowledged funds of cultural capital. Educators are seen as the extended family 

member who takes on mothering responsibilities. Black educators in particular continue 

the tradition othermothering with “mothering the minds” of their Black students. 

However, this also means caring enough to prepare them for the greater world that may 

present experiences o f oppression, bigotry, and discrimination.

The historical notion of othermothering has been progressive in the school 

environment (Collins, 2000). Numerous studies examined how Black teachers use the 

theoretical framework of othermothering and care towards Black students as a 

pedagogical practice within the classroom (Foster, 1993; Roseboro & Ross, 2009). 

Roseboro and Ross (2009) stated, “For Black women, ‘othermothering’ and transgressive 

teaching demand an ethic of care that is both defensive and proactive, embodied and 

performed, private and public” (p. 21). They also stated that a fluidity occurs in the 

student-teacher relationship, which blurs and complicates the boundaries of a traditional 

relationship. It sparks the question regarding the expectations of the relationship between 

the student and the teacher when othermothering and caring are a part of the teachers’ 

pedagogical practices.

Historically, relational expectations surrounding othermothering and caring have 

not been a focus in educational literature. However, in 2002, Vogt conducted a study of
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32 teachers in Switzerland and England to investigate how teachers demonstrated care in 

the classroom. Vogt (2002) identified six ways of caring: (a) caring and commitment; (b) 

caring as relatedness, defined as the building of relationships in the classroom; (c) caring 

as physical care; (d) a physical expression of caring, such as hugging the students; (e) 

parenting; and (f) mothering.

In a similar study, Mawhinney (2012) identified five expectations of mothering 

that manifested in her own pedagogical practices and were quite similar to Vogt’s 2002 

study. One expectation was pedagogical commitment, which involved the teachers’ role 

in ensuring learning is taking place in the classroom by providing time and care into 

creating lessons with high and achievable academic standards. Another was relatedness, 

which was almost identical to Vogt’s (2002) study, and defined as the approachability of 

the teacher. In the case of othermothering, race plays an added role: advocacy, as the 

teacher functioned as a voice for her students. In addition, there was expression of care, 

emotional and physical. Finally, there was a financial expectation, for the teacher 

provided resources inside and outside of the classroom. Mawhinney (2012) also 

identified an expectation that the teacher has of the students in the othermothering 

process, which is an academic commitment. She felt the students must produce their best 

work and effort at all times. Furthermore, Mawhinney believed that the higher the 

teachers’ expectations, the more successful the student. Like other researchers, 

Mawhinney concluded that othermothering provides students with and educational racial 

uplift.
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James (2010) argued that, due to the inequity of the othermothering relationship, 

it is often self-sacrificing. She explained that othermothering takes an emotional, 

physical, and financial toll on teachers. She also reported that in some cases colleagues 

perceived teachers who put their needs before the needs of the students as selfish.

Another negative aspect o f othermothering is the lack of self-care. Roseboro and 

Ross (2009) referred to this as “care-sickness” (p. 19), which occurs when Black females 

educators overextend from caring too much. They argued that Black women educators 

see care as a normative to the profession.

Beauboeuf-Lafontant (1999) discovered that the use of affectionate names often 

occurs in othermothering. In her study, she found that students tend to give teachers pet 

names like “Momma Hawk”. The Black woman stands in a unique position and 

consequently has a unique point of view when it comes to the education of children.

Double and Multiple Consciousnesses

The role of Black women in society is complicated at best. The Black woman has 

two strikes against her from the onset: she is Black and she is a woman. Either of these 

factors would be enough to hold her back, if she were to allow it, but the two together 

could serve to be a major stumbling block that many would not be able to overcome, 

unless they possessed the courage, the tenacity, the fortitude, and the determined 

resilience of spirit of a Black woman. Central to a woman’s consciousness is her 

understanding of the ways of men (Aptheker, 1989), but because of her unique position, 

she has to be aware of what DuBois (1903/1965) calls double consciousness.

DuBois (1903/1965) described double consciousness as follows:
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It is the particular sensation, this double consciousness this sense of always 

looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the 

tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One never feels his 

twoness-an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, to unreconciled 

strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 

keeps it from being tom asunder, (p. 215)

DuBois (1903/1965) explained that Blacks have to view themselves from the same lens 

as society. These two identities mean that much time and energy are spent trying to 

resolve the conflicts that arise between the two. DuBois attempted to articulate a 

psychological, racialized Black self, bom out o f extreme inequality in relation to social 

relations, politics, and economics (Eze, 2011). The earliest use of the concept of double 

consciousness occurred in modem American medical science. Throughout much of the 

19th century, only medical journals utilized the term double consciousness, often referred 

to as a “Negro disease”, drapetomania (Eze, 2011), which was an epidemic amongst slave 

populations that caused slaves to run away. The term drapetomania also appeared in 

psychological and moral literature. Eventually the term double consciousness shifted 

from the rigid medical definition to a more loosely interpreted term meaning the 

individual had the incapacity to be dedicated to one’s own self. DuBois knew the history 

of the term but sought to make the meaning shift to a definition of self-redemption and 

internal conflict.

Modem researchers have begun to go beyond the idea of double consciousness to 

describe other consciousness. For example, Chikwendu (2013) took double
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consciousness a step further and dubbed it “circular consciousness” because our positions 

are in constant motion, with no beginning or ending point. The lives of Black women are 

always colliding, sliding over, under, and around one another resulting in the constant 

process of informing and reshaping identities. Chikwendu (2013) was leery o f the use of 

numerical values when describing the consciousness of women because assigning a 

numerical value seeks to tally the worlds of Black women, and it is completely against 

the mores of feminist intersectional analyses.

Racism and sexism play an essential role in the lives of Black women. Lewis 

(1977) discussed the contested intersection of racism and sexism in the lives o f Black 

women. While sexism is the predominant issue for women in general, Lewis contended 

that for Black women, racism is a predominant cause of their hegemonic and subordinate 

positions. Both race and gender have a distinctive, combined effect for Black women and 

lead to issues o f adversity (Collins, 2000). Black women have to face this double 

oppression in many aspects of their lives, and as an example, Beal (1969) described the 

dual discrimination of black women during the Civil Rights Movement. The use of the 

modifier double to describe the consciousness o f Black women does not adequately 

describe Black women, therefore making multiple a much better description of the 

simultaneous oppression Black women face (Sandoval, 2000). Fanon (1967) and DuBois 

(1903/1965) referred to the multiple consciousnesses that exist because of the conflict 

that arises from a person’s existence because of his or her race, body, culture, and social 

experiences. King (1998) described the intersection of racism, sexism, and classism as 

the interactive oppressions that provide a distinct lens through which to view the lives
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and stories of Black women. Parallels drawn between the experiences of Blacks and the 

experiences of women have essentially made the two comparable, therefore causing 

Black women’s issues and their separate identity to become socialized out o f existence 

(King, 1998).

Black Feminist Thought 

Critical race feminism is a useful framework for altering educational policy, 

teacher education, curriculum design, and the lives of young females of color (Carter, 

2008). However, the Black Feminist Thought was a more appropriate theory to frame 

this study. Black Feminist Thought (BFT), which uses traditional data such as interviews 

to examine the lives of Black women (Bell-Scott, 1995), refers to the lived experiences, 

specific to the historical and social constructs that shape the worldview and clarify a 

standpoint of and for Black women (Collins, 1989; hooks, 1984). Collins (2000) 

described the lived experiences o f Black women as Black Feminist Thought instead of 

theory. She indicated that the word theory is often viewed as abstract and implies that 

only theorists or educated elites can comprehend their own experiences and those of 

others. The concept also refers to the perspective of the researcher as a Black woman, 

whose perspectives and voice have been influenced by the actual and observed 

experiences in her life.

There is no one Black feminist platform that exists to measure the thoughts of all 

Black women, but there is a long rich tradition of Black Feminist Thought that has 

derived from ordinary Black women in their roles as mothers and educators (Collins, 

1989). Black feminism is a theory that allows a creative space where Black women can
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place their feet in two or more realities (Few, 2007). The two realities are being Black 

and being a woman simultaneously (Martin, 1993). Collins (2000) stated that the core 

themes in Black Feminist Thought exist in everyday, taken-for-granted knowledge of 

Black women, which could provide a vehicle o f awareness to empower Black women.

According to Collins (1989), Black Feminist Thought is “a process o f self- 

conscious struggle that empowers women . . .  to actualize human vision of community”. 

The Black feminist movement had its inception in the 19th century when Black women 

had to choose between supporting the interests of the Black male patriarchs of the Black 

movement and the women’s movement, which primarily served the interest of white 

women (hooks, 1981). The concept resulted from Black feminist activists’ and scholars’ 

perceptions of experiencing a disconnect to liberal, white, middle-class feminist 

discourses (Few, 2000). Collins (1998) stated that Black Feminist Thought has not been 

without its challenges. However, by exposing the narrow views associated with Black 

feminist traditions and allowing redefinition of Black women and the legitimization of 

their knowledge, methodologies that typically try to refute this knowledge have been 

used to benefit Black Feminist Thought.

Key to the Black women’s survival is their ability to speak in self-defined voices 

as knowledge creators (Collins, 1990). Black Feminist Thought represents the 

knowledge of the experts who are part of the group and support the group’s standpoint, as 

well as the knowledge of Black women that is taken for granted (Collins, 1998). 

According to hooks (1984), Black women have a lived experience that may shape the 

worldview of Black women that is different from those of privilege. She also stated that
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Black women must recognize the unique and valuable perspective that their marginality 

gives them (hooks, 1984).

Collins (1989) described four themes upon which Black women’s standpoint is 

predicated: (a) through self-definition and self-valuations, Black women are able to repel 

negative stereotypes and empower themselves; (b) Black women do not allow themselves 

to be oppressed by race, class or gender dominance; (c) Black women are able to merge 

their intelligence and political ambition; and (d) Black women have the skill necessary to 

resist daily discrimination. These themes assume that Black women have certain 

commonalities. Though Collins (1998) describes commonalities that exist in these 

themes, she stated that there are differences based on age, religion, and class.

Resiliency Theory

According to Richardson (2002), resiliency entails exploring the personal and 

interpersonal strengths used to assist a person’s growth and development when they 

experience adversity. Resiliency theory is a theory of the characteristics that make 

people from similar backgrounds and situations thrive or succumb to destructive 

behaviors. Richardson (2002) described three waves of resiliency: resilient qualities, 

resiliency process, and innate resilience. Qualities refer to the qualities of the individual 

that predict social success; the process refers to dealing with things in a manner; which 

forces one to develop protective factors; and innate resilience refers to motivational 

forces. There are also characteristics and qualities called protective factors that help an 

individual to leam to survive adverse situations.
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Walsh (2006) defined resilience as “an active process of endurance . . .  and 

growth in response to crisis and challenge” (p. 4) and “the capacity to rebound from 

adversity stronger and more resourceful” (p. 4). Bernard (1991) defined resilience as a 

set of qualities or protective factors that give rise to successful adaptation despite the 

presence o f high risk factors. Linquanti (1992) defined resilience as a quality in children 

who do not succumb to school failure despite exposure to significant adversity in their 

lives.

In 2004, Polidore conducted a qualitative study to develop a theory of resilience 

based on interactions with three Black teacher participants. This theory focused on how 

these individuals continued their careers in education despite subjection to adversity.

Two premises guided the framework of her study. First, Polidore utilized a 

developmental perspective that indicated adults learn to cope, develop resilience, and 

adapt through processes that vary over time, rather than a set of fixed traits (Walsh,

2006). The second premise consisted of external and environmental influences, such as 

family, school, and work settings.

Early research on the concept of resilience originated from efforts that focused on 

personal qualities such as autonomy and high self-esteem (Masten & Garmezy, 1995). 

Much of the research on resilience focused on children and adolescents. The construct of 

resilience “refers to a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptations within the 

context of significant adversity” (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000, p. 543). It is 

incorrect to perceive resilience as just a set o f traits that an adult possess; instead, 

resilience is a multidimensional process that occurs over time. Once viewed as an inborn
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capacity to change and transform (Litton, 1993), resilience is now seen as the ability of 

individuals to adapt to adversity by learning and developing resilient behaviors, thoughts, 

and actions. In studies of resiliency, Werner (1993) found that resilient individuals were 

people able to lead successful lives despite being raised in environments of extreme 

hardships and stressors.

Educators who possess experience in suffering adverse situations over time and 

remain positive about teaching may be able to impart a sense of hopefulness that children 

can imitate despite their individual situations (Jackson, 2001). Mimicking behavior can 

be critical for children to build role models (Bandura, 1977). The experiences of resilient 

teachers may better equip children to understand that the individual does not create the 

problems of poverty and social inequities, but that some situations are systematically 

imposed on them. It is up to them to overcome these adversities in order to succeed 

(Jackson, 2001; Jefferies, 2000).

Resiliency Themes

Seven important themes derive from the theory of resiliency (Walsh, 2006), each 

theme viewed as an ecological and developmental perspective. The first theme is the 

importance of religion. The sources of encouragement often stem from a deeply held 

belief in God or a strong sense of moral obligations to other people. This is a belief that 

has been deeply rooted since childhood.

The second theme is a flexible locus of control based on a concept developed by 

Rutter (1964). A person who has an internal locus of control may blame his or her own 

inability or lack of skill to an unpleasant life event, while a person with an external locus
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of control will blame the system that keeps him or her from succeeding or some other 

external explanation for an unpleasant life event. It is beneficial for resilient people to 

have a flexible use of each locus of control, especially since there are certain times when 

adverse situations are beyond person control.

An individual’s ability to view adverse situations positively is the third theme of 

resiliency, an occurrence that Seligman (1990) termed optimistic bias. In order for an 

individual to be able to reframe problematic situations into something more positive, they 

have to be more resilient (Seligman, 1990; Walsh, 2006). Over time, individuals have 

had to learn what works best in problematic situations. This appears to be rooted in the 

individual’s ability to model the behavior of specific people with whom they have a 

significant relationship. These relationships may be with family members or a teacher 

who has modeled a positive attitude or perspective, especially when things have gone 

wrong.

The fourth theme of resiliency is autonomy. Individuals with a strong sense of 

autonomy have the ability to self-govem their actions despite hardships. These 

individuals seem to be more resilient over time (Franklin, 1995; Kobasa, 1982; Rutter, 

1987; Walsh, 2006). Commitment is the fifth theme of resiliency (Franklin, 1995;

Kobasa, 1982; Walsh, 2006). Individuals who are deeply committed to their activities 

and their relationships tend to be more resilient than most. In 1995, Franklin studied at- 

risk Black adolescents who performed at exemplary levels in school in spite of their 

circumstances. One of the major themes he identified was their deeply rooted 

commitment to their families, extracurricular activities, and studies.
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Change is the sixth theme that propels individuals forward despite adversity 

(Kobasa, 1982; Walsh, 2006). The ability to change and to view change in a positive and 

exciting light appears to assist with building resiliency in individuals. The last theme 

identified by Walsh (2006) is the theme of positive relationships. Positive relationships 

are apparent in the lives o f resilient people. According to Walsh (2006), resilient people 

tend to look for positive role models even if  there is none present in their own homes or 

immediate family. These role models can be other family members, friends, teachers, or 

community clergymen. Though Walsh identified only seven themes of resiliency, 

Polidore (2004) identified an eighth theme as being the importance of education, which 

specifically focuses on the experiences of Black teachers.

Floyd (1996) conducted a study examining factors contributing to the success of 

20 Black, 12th grade students from impoverished backgrounds. She conducted 

interviews with these students from a California High School to identify internal and 

external forces that contributed to their resilience. Data from the study suggested that 

their academic success could be attributed to three protective mechanisms: a supportive, 

nurturing family and home environment, their involvement with concerned adults in their 

lives, and the development of two key personality traits—perseverance and optimism 

(Floyd, 1996).

According to Floyd (1996), a large body of research reports problems associated 

with educating poor Black students. This research often results in many teachers and 

parents’ belief that failure is the norm for these students and contributes to low 

expectations of achievement. Floyd (1996) believed that focusing primarily on the
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problems of any group o f people in isolation from data that highlight possible solutions to 

their problems promotes distorted and negative stereotypes that perpetuate defeat and 

pessimism.

During her interviews with 20 Black high-achieving students, Floyd (1996) 

endeavored to find out how these students managed to stay focused and excel in their 

education despite serious problems due to socioeconomic insecurity. Students were 

chosen for the study because they met certain criteria for academic success defined by the 

researcher. They were high school seniors who had taken a minimum of one college 

preparatory class and had qualified for college entrance. Family incomes of the students 

varied, but qualified the students to receive free- or reduced lunch. Five of the students 

lived with their mothers; five lived with their mother and stepfather; four lived with 

mother and father; four lived with a guardian; one lived with a stepfather; and one boy 

lived with his father (Floyd, 1996). Floyd (1996) asked students to identify the adults 

who exerted the most influence in their lives and on their sustained efforts and 

achievements. Conversations with the students revealed that they were resilient young 

people who were giving of themselves and active in their churches, schools, and 

communities. Floyd (1996) deemed the examination of resilience significant because of 

its supportive influence on academic achievement. Furthermore, some of the students 

credited their mothers for always being there for them and instilling a desire to achieve. 

They also mentioned other adults, such as teachers, coaches, and counselors, as having a 

motivational influence on their quest for academic achievement (Floyd, 1996).
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Additionally, comments from the students indicated that they called on the traits 

of perseverance and optimism in the face of challenging and stressful circumstances in 

and outside of school. This study revealed that despite their socioeconomic backgrounds, 

the students in the study were able to succeed academically (Floyd, 1996). The research 

largely attributed their success to factors such as resilience, committed and caring adults, 

and two key personality traits: perseverance and optimism. Although limited to only 20 

students, Floyd’s research has implications on how Black students are able to achieve 

success despite their home lives and circumstances. Floyd (1996) pointed out that much 

of the existing research seems to contribute to the belief that these students cannot excel 

and lower expectations of and for them. Further research on a larger scale would perhaps 

begin to dispel the stereotypes and myths that unfavorable circumstances of poor and 

impoverished youth determine their destinies.

Cunningham and Swanson (2010) examined factors that foster resilience among 

Black high school students. The researchers studied academic self-esteem and its 

association with future expectations, as well the perceptions of school-based social 

support and gender relative to achievement outcomes. The results supported the notion 

that educational resilience is associated with perceived school support, academic self

esteem, and the mother’s work history (Cunningham & Swanson, 2010). Participants 

included 206 Black students (135 females and 71 males) in grades 9th through 12th 

(Cunningham & Swanson, 2010). The ages ranged from 13 to 18, and the sample 

represented 80% of the school’s total population. According to Cunningham and 

Swanson (2010), students belonged to families that could be characterized as the working
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poor, and approximately 46% of the students resided in single-parent households. Less 

than half of the participants’ mothers (43.6%) completed high school or some college.

In small group sessions at the school, the student participants completed a 

questionnaire called the Stressful Events Scale, adapted by Spencer (1989) to 

accommodate adolescents in an inner city environment in the southeastern United States 

and include items that addressed events characteristic of high-risk communities 

(Cunningham & Swanson, 2010). The questionnaire categorized events as circumscribed 

events, life transitions, behavioral problems, and community violence. Cunningham and 

Swanson (2010) excluded positive events for the purpose of the study. Additionally, self- 

reported grades, based on core science and math courses only, and future expectations 

were used to measure academic performance.

Since Cunningham and Swanson (2010) were interested in studying factors 

associated with resilience, they examined types of stressors that students reported. Those 

participants who reported circumscribed events comprised 48.1%, while 92.7% reported 

life transitions (Cunningham & Swanson, 2010). At least 71.8% indicated having at least 

one behavior problem, and over half of the sample (51.9%) reported exposure to 

community violence. The majority of the participants experienced various stressful 

events, but most o f them reported above average amounts of support from the school 

context, high parental monitoring, and high amounts of self-esteem (Cunningham & 

Swanson, 2010).

The results of Cunningham and Swanson’s (2010) study supported the assertions 

that educationally resilient students are more likely to have higher reports of school
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support, higher expectations from adults, higher academic self-esteem, as well as higher 

parental monitoring than noneducationally resilient students. The findings of the study 

have implications on how students deal with stressful situations and their ability to 

achieve in spite of adversity. The number of participants and the constructs of self-report 

limited the study, but the study does have significance for further research as it relates to 

gender and resilience and their impact of student achievement. Further, this research 

could be a valuable resource for educators to use in every day practice to promote 

educational resilience in high school students.

Curriculum and the Hidden Curriculum 

When educators refer to school curriculum they are referring to the planned 

courses and learning objectives assigned by their current schools and districts. They are 

not referring to the unwritten, unspoken, and unplanned lessons. The questions, which 

arise from curriculum discussions, address what should be taught, what knowledge is 

worth knowing, and who should be taught what (Dillon, 2009). According to Glatthom 

(1999), the hidden curriculum, unintentionally taught in school, is what students learn 

from the schools’ culture and climate. Although not taught explicitly, the hidden 

curriculum conveys to the students what is and is not important through spoken and 

unspoken messages and the actions of the teachers and other adults in the building.

Hemmings (2009) contended that the term hidden curriculum originated with 

Philip Jackson in 1968 in reference to the three Rs of the classroom. In order to make 

satisfactory progress in school, students must learn the three Rs: rules, rituals, and 

routines. Combieth (2016) defined hidden curriculum as lessons the students learn
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outside of the official curriculum. The messages received from the lessons can be 

covertly passed on to students and may at times be in direct conflict with the official 

curriculum. The messages are usually in line with attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs.

In contrast to the research on the hidden curriculum done in the 1960s, very little 

research has been done to detail how destructive the hidden lessons learned from students 

and peers can be. Since the late 1960s, research pertaining to the hidden curriculum has 

been about how it serves as a means to transmit social lessons that perpetuate social 

inequalities within a student population (Hemmings, 2009). A review of literature 

comprised by Hemmings (2009) specified instances of which several qualitative 

researchers sought to show how the hidden curriculum or hidden culture of the school 

caused students to go against the rules.

One current incident of hidden messages received by children occurred in 2010 

regarding a speech delivered by President Obama on September 8th. The United States 

Department of Education prepared lessons centered on this speech that could be included 

in a classroom lesson (Garrett, 2010). The governor o f Minnesota, who was clearly in 

opposition of what the President had to say, recommended that the schools not show or 

force everybody to watch the video. In this instance, the hidden messages conveyed to 

the students (a) when the president speaks, it is not important; (b) rejecting a point of 

view different from a personal point of view is acceptable; and (c) teachers are not smart 

enough to review and modify lessons to fit their students appropriately.

Critical theorists believe the purpose of a hidden curriculum is “to serve the 

interests of the power elite” (Jackson, 1968, p. 314). There is much controversy
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surrounding whether or not a hidden curriculum does exist because there is much about a 

hidden curriculum that is undocumented. Jackson (1968) posed the question of whether 

or not a curriculum such as this can have a dark side, and if it does, should something be 

done about it. The hidden curriculum is controversial because it is subject to a teacher’s 

values, beliefs, and expectations.

Not all of the literature on the hidden curriculum is negative. Some ethnographic 

studies are beginning to document the impact of the hidden curriculum (Marker & 

Mehlinger, 1992, p. 840). Garret (2010) wrote that the hidden curriculum has value, for 

it forces scrutiny of those aspects of school often unexamined and unchallenged.

By their very nature, Black feminist theorists and resiliency theorists are social 

reconstructionists. Foster (1993), stated that an appropriate pedagogy for Black students 

must not be limited to academics. She labeled the political, social, and economic 

circumstances of the children’s lives as the “hidden curriculum” (p. 118) that allows 

Black students to challenge the status quo. Part of this hidden curriculum includes the 

disproportionate number o f White educators serving students o f color.

Minority Educators

Carlson (2009) stated, “Good teachers are a rarity these days, but the ones who 

are dedicated make a huge impact on the lives of their students” (para. 3), echoing the 

sentiment of many concerned individuals in these turbulent times where the state of the 

American educational system is the focal point of many disheartening conversations. 

Furthermore, researchers like Ladson-Billings (1995) referred to the positive impact on 

student achievement of teachers who practice culturally relevant pedagogy.
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Beauboeuf-Lafontant (1999) argued that the integration of Black children into 

White schools hurt many of the children. Delpit (1995) attributed this to the fact that the 

white teachers did not care for the Black students in the same manner that the Black 

teachers did because they did not take the same holistic approach to their development. 

With such an imbalanced number of minority students dropping out of school in 

comparison to their white counterparts, there is cause to wonder if these students would 

be better served if teachers of their own race were teaching them. In a longitudinal study 

of that focused on factors of why students drop out of school, push factors such as poor 

academic performance and suspension were key reasons for students leaving school 

(Doll, Eslami, & Walter, 2013). Current national statistics reveal that Black males 

constituted 65% of all boys suspended and Black girls constituted 45% of all girls 

suspended in the United States (Smith & Harper, 2015). In a investigation of academic 

performance of minority students, Egalite, Kisida, and Winter (2015) found that the test 

scores of minority students increased in the years they were assigned a teacher who 

shared their ethnicity. This was especially true for elementary-aged Black students. 

Certainly, no one is suggesting a return to the ominous days o f segregation; however, the 

lack of minority teachers in classrooms with a majority o f minority students may leave 

those students at a deficiency.

Reasons for the Lack of Minority Educators

Why are there so few minority teachers remaining in our classrooms today? 

Perhaps the ones who leave were not teacher material and this causes a natural attrition. 

However, research reveals the answer is hardly as simple as that. Using survey data from
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School and Staffing Survey (SASS) and Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS), Ingersoll and 

May (2011) conducted extensive research on the retention of minority teachers. Their 

findings indicated that minority teachers often leave because of poor working conditions, 

with lack of decision-making ability as a top indicator (Ingersoll & May, 2011). New 

teachers often enter their classrooms filled with enthusiasm and anticipation of the 

contributions that they as an educator can bring to their students. That enthusiasm is 

often quickly dispelled by the harsh reality that enthusiasm alone is not enough to equate 

to a successful teaching career.

No teacher becomes an educator expecting to become rich or famous. However, 

financial matters can further alienate teachers of color from their white coworkers. Often 

employed in school districts that are minority-majority and struggling with budgetary 

issues, for many of these teachers of color, the realities o f stagnant pay, poor facilities, 

and limited resources push them toward the exits—a turnover rate that eclipses the 

number entering the profession (Tefera, Frankenberg, Siegel-Hawley & Chirichigno,

2011). Teachers from well-to-do families have the added advantage of being able to 

accept a low-paying teaching position and still having money available to them through 

other means (Richwine & Biggs, 2011). They also have the security of knowing that 

their families could help them out in the case of an emergency, or help to provide for 

necessities when they may find they are unable afford things themselves. Teachers from 

lower-income backgrounds do not have this same sense of security. Often, they are the 

ones responsible for supporting their families, instead of the other way around. Many
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often incur steep debts to repay student loans and find themselves needing extra 

employment to make ends meet.

Many teachers of color struggle with knowing too much about cultural bias and it 

effect on minority students (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012). Their own cultural 

backgrounds often parallel those of their students; because of that, the issues in their 

classrooms affect them more personally. This ultimately places an extreme amount of 

pressure on minority teachers to be good teachers immediately, since they know or have 

experienced themselves the consequences of an insufficient education. These teachers 

often reflect that if  they had not had teachers that truly cared about them, they themselves 

would not be in the place that they are. This is a certainly a valued trait for a teacher to 

employ, but it can also serve to be quite stressful. In fact, undue stress among teachers is 

a leading cause as to why so many minority teachers leave the classroom.

Stress and lack of compensation are certainly key factors in the reasoning behind 

the loss of many of America’s minority teachers; however, those reasons could be 

applicable to any teacher (Giacometti, 2005). The reasons for the disparity between the 

number of minority teachers and students are as diverse as the teachers and students 

themselves (Villegas, Strom & Lucas, 2012). First, job opportunities for minorities are 

greater than they have ever been before. A minority individual with a college degree has 

many more options other than teaching than they previously had. Next, the inability to 

move up the teacher career ladder with ease can be considered a reason minority teachers 

are opting to vacate the educational arena (Villegas et al., 2012). Minority teachers can 

remain in education until they are eligible for retirement, yet that does not guarantee them
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to be eligible, viable candidates for key administrative slots when they become available. 

These issues, coupled with the fact that fewer minorities are graduating from college than 

Whites, translate into less minorities becoming teachers than Whites. No bonus stipends, 

such as those offered to retain science and math teacher, are being offered to minority 

teachers. There are no special incentives or benefits offered to minority students entering 

college or the workforce to entice them to become teachers (Miretzky & Stevens, 2012). 

Impact of the Lack of Minority Educators

Many people do not subscribe to the school of thought that the absence of 

minority teachers in classrooms filled with minority faces could reasonably be a 

hindrance to those students. However, many others proclaim that there is a definite 

necessity for students of color to have someone that mirrors their own image teaching 

them. According to Samuels (2011), it is easier for students to learn from someone with 

whom they can connect. They tend to excel when this connection is made, and this can 

be attributed to why some students choose to attend a historically Black college or 

university (Samuels, 2011). If this is true, then increasing the number of Black teachers 

who educate Black students could improve the academic achievement of those students 

(Bireda & Chait, 2011).

According to Kohl (1992), children have to trust you in order to be willing to 

learn from you. They have a fear o f unlearning their own culture, and, in an effort to 

protect themselves, they develop a defense of not learning. In response to oppressive 

education, students will make a conscious and willed refusal to learn (Kohl, 1992). This
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does not mean they cannot learn from someone with whom they do not connect, it means 

they choose not to learn.

The ideal that relatability between teachers and students affects student learning is 

not a foreign concept. “Black children arrive at school as eager to learn as their White 

counterparts, and yet by the third grade, many have either fallen behind, or else they are 

labeled as ‘problem children’” (Martin, 2012, para. 5). Math and science are the only 

subjects not open to the subjective interpretation of the teacher, leaving little room for 

racism in the evaluation of the students’ work (Martin, 2012).

It is possible that White teachers expect minority students to perform poorly, to 

misbehave, or generally not measure up to their White students. A teacher need not 

grade minority students unfairly to perpetuate an unfair bias within a classroom; rather, 

the bias can be as subtle as not encouraging or motivating minority students can in the 

same manner as they would their White students. Most students rise to the expectation of 

their teachers; if a teacher exhibits low expectation towards a particular student or a 

particular group of students, more than likely those students will reciprocate in kind 

(Richardson, 2011). Famed author, Alex Haley (1964), provides a vivid example of this 

in the biography of Malcolm X. As a small child, Malcolm entered a youth home after 

the brutal murder of his father and the commitment of his mother to a mental health 

facility. There at the home, a White teacher asked Malcolm what he wanted to be when 

he grew up, scoffing and accusing him of engaging in crazy talk when Malcolm stated 

that he wanted to be a lawyer, suggesting that he become a carpenter instead. In that 

moment, the teacher changed the course of young Malcolm’s life by inserting the idea
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that, as a minority, he was incapable of a career that required an individual to use his 

mind, but was instead better suited for a job in which he used his hands.

Klein (2011) stated that low teacher expectations may produce a Pygmalion effect 

on student achievement. The Pygmalion Effect theory holds that the higher the 

expectation of a person, the higher the performance (Chang, 2014). The opposite can 

also be true: low expectations can yield lower performance. This means that a teacher's 

faith, or lack thereof, in a student's abilities may influence the student's future 

achievement.

Moeny (2014) reported that students with high school teachers who had high 

expectations of them graduated from college at three times the rate of those who had 

teachers with low expectations. According to the study, teachers’ expectations were 

hugely predictive, even more so than student motivation or effort (Moeny, 2014). Money 

(2014) also found that teachers were also able to predict a student's college success more 

accurately than parents or the students, leading to the conclusion that, fueled by the 

positive expectations of these teachers, students can excel at rates that even surpass their 

own expectations for themselves (Moeny, 2014).

The number minority students in schools continues to grow and it is essential for 

the teaching force to not only relate to them, but also provide a well-rounded education 

that makes every child feel included. Having a racially, culturally, and linguistically 

diverse teaching force provides students with multiple perspectives that allows them to 

gain a greater understanding of the world around them (Graham, 2014). The lack of
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minority teachers threatens that delicate balance and causes those minority students to 

lack the stability afforded their White counterparts.

Dilworth-Anderson (2006) found that the disparity between minority student 

enrollment and teachers o f color continues to escalate, citing evidence of a decrease in 

the teaching population of color from 26 to 18 percent in the past 20 years. Dilworth- 

Anderson argued that the profession is losing ground. This decline of minority teachers 

not only indicates that ground is being lost, but it also indicates that there might be a 

greater problem than previously acknowledged.

Many people, regardless o f their educational background, their ethnicity, or their 

accomplishments, choose not to invest themselves in a situation if  they do not feel that 

they can make a difference in the situation. Teachers become teachers because they want 

to effect change in the lives of their students. For instance, teachers raised in a diverse 

community have the ability to better identify with their students and to understand the 

realities of their situations (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Samuels, 2011) because they 

may have endured some of the same situations as their students. Not only does adding 

these teachers to the mix give them a further incentive to stay in the schools, it also gives 

the students an opportunity to connect with someone who can relate to their experience 

firsthand.

Summary

Chapter 2 began with an analogy of having the correct “ingredients” in a literature 

review in order to support one’s research. The purpose o f this chapter was to chronicle 

the problem of the underrepresentation of Black female educators and give voice to the
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females who wish to tell their own story. The search strategy for the literature review 

involved using electronic databases, journal articles, and books in an effort to search 

topics such as the theoretical and historical literature relating to the frameworks of Black 

Feminist thought and Resiliency theory. In addition, topics such as the images of Black 

females, centralizing the Black woman in society, education, church, family, and her 

community were also included in this chapter. The background of double and multiple 

consciousnesses was included in this section to address the unique position of Black 

women in today’s society. Finally, the chapter review literature pertinent to the issues 

surrounding the hidden curriculum and the problems faced by minority educators and 

posed by the lack of minority educators. This chapter included all of the “ingredients” 

needed to begin making the cake. Chapter 3 presents the “The Directions”, or 

methodology, of the study.



CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

The Directions 
For the cake:

Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F.
In a large bowl, combine the flour, sugar and salt. Stir together and set aside.

In another bowl, mix the buttermilk, baking soda, vanilla and eggs.
Mix with a fork and set aside.

In a medium saucepan, melt the butter and add the cocoa. Whisk together to combine.
Meanwhile, bring I cup water to a boil.

When the butter is melted, pour the boiling water in the pan.
Allow bubbling for a moment, and then turn o ff the heat.

Pour the chocolate mixture into the flour mixture.
Stir together for a moment to cool the chocolate, and then pour in the egg mixture.

Stir together until smooth, then pour into an ungreased jelly roll pan 
(or rimmed baking sheet) and bake fo r 20 minutes.

If a person is a cook who cannot resist tossing in a handful of this and a sprinkle 

of that, they may find baking can be a hit and miss. Baking is an area that does not take 

kindly to artistic license. Following a few basic baking rules ensures inevitable success. 

For guaranteed results, it is important to follow baking recipes to the letter so the cake 

will only ever be as good as the recipe. Much like a researcher must have a good 

theoretical background, or the results will only be as good as the methodology used. The 

purpose of this ethnographic narrative inquiry was to examine the experiences of Black 

female educators related to their characteristics of resiliency that influence their 

pedagogical practices. The inquiry gave voice and importance to the teaching 

experiences o f Black women who have taught in the American educational system. The

65
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theoretical framework is rooted in Black Feminist Thought and Resiliency Theory. The 

aim of the research was not to end with a definitive answer to the questions, but to gain 

insight of how Black female educators made meaning of their experiences. The 

following research questions served as the catalyst in completing the study:

1. How do Black female educators understand (perceive) their role as teachers, and 

protective factors in the lives of their students?

2. How do Black female educators make meaning of their teaching experiences and 

translate them into their pedagogical practices?

Research Design and Rationale 

A quantitative study was not appropriate for this study because a qualitative 

research study involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world, which 

indicates that qualitative research studies things in their natural setting (Denzin &

Lincoln, 2005). According to Creswell (2003), some common characteristics of a 

qualitative approach are words constitute data, the use of expressive language, the 

outcome is a process rather than a product, and the focus is how the participants make 

sense of their lived experiences. The purpose of doing the investigation in the natural 

setting is to interpret the phenomenon in terms of the meanings people make of their life 

experiences in the most natural settings. Therefore, a qualitative approach was more 

appropriate.

The goal o f narrative inquiry is to understand and derive the meaning of 

experience. It involves more than a simple telling and retelling of stories. The intent is
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to open the experience and capture as much of the openness as possible (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000).

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) described narrative inquiry as “a form of living, a 

way of life” (p. 78) and a representation of the vantage point from which one makes 

sense of this life as it is lived. Narratives have meaning, contain evidence, and set 

boundaries. Narrative inquiry connects the three for he purpose o f convey the experience 

accurately (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). People’s lives continually change; therefore, 

narrative inquiry captures snapshots of life at particular periods when it has particular 

meanings. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) stated that narrative inquirers manage the 

merger of these meanings to capture the experience fully. The tendency for experience to 

alter constantly places the narrative inquirer in a position where “one is never too clear on 

what one is up to. . . .  The purposes, and what one is exploring . .  . change as the research 

progresses” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 73).

Participants and Setting 

Qualitative research sampling does not need to be as rigid as the sampling in 

quantitative research studies. In qualitative studies, the goal of the research is to 

understand a specific phenomenon. Samples in qualitative research are judged by how 

well they serve the purpose of the study. Criticism of qualitative researchers include the 

failure to describe sampling strategies in specific detail, which makes it hard to replicate 

or interpret the study (Coyne, 1996) and leads to the assumption that some qualitative 

research is not really research. There also needs to be a clearly defined theoretical 

underpinning in qualitative research in order to establish rigor in the research.
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The researcher does not need to know what to sample for and where it will lead, 

but he or she must have some idea of where to sample. A sample is a set of actual data 

sources drawn from the larger population. Once the researcher defines a population, the 

researcher must select the members of the population to interview for the study. Within 

this type of sampling is the idea that who a person is and where the person fits in the 

research are important. Palys (2008, para. 3) argued, “One well-placed, articulate 

informant will often advance the research far better than any randomly chosen sample of 

50—and researchers need to take this into account in choosing a sample.” The largest 

concerns for researchers need to be what they want to accomplish and what they want to 

know.

After receiving approval from the Internal Review Board (IRB) of Mercer 

University (see Appendix A), the researcher used purposeful sampling in order to identify 

the participants in the study. The participants were all Black females in the education 

field at the time of this study or in the past. The study did not focus on nor collect 

narratives from Black males, White females, or White males. Nor did the research focus 

on any Black female teacher who had taught less than five years or had left education 

after teaching for only a short while. The researcher was only interested in the 

perspectives of Black female educators.

During the proposal phase of the research study, the committee suggested that a 

sample size larger than four would be difficult for a novice researcher to handle. The 

choice of four women for this this study, including myself, made the analysis of the 

interview transcripts manageable. Besides gender, other criteria for selection included
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geographic closeness to the researcher, the number of years she has or had been in 

education, her willingness to share her experiences with other people, and her comfort 

level with the researcher and the research topic.

Following selection, the four female participants signed consent forms (see 

Appendix B). Geographically all of the women in this study were from southern states. 

All of them lived in the Metropolitan Atlanta area at the time of the study. IThe 

researcher assigned each a pseudonym representing a type of chocolate cake.

German Chocolate Cake was bom in Bainbridge, Georgia in 1955. Her 

immediate family consisted of her mother (a schoolteacher), her father (a bus driver), 

four sisters, and one brother. She described her family life as very stable, and though her 

family was poor, she never knew that she was. She attended a segregated school until she 

reached high school, at which time she chose to go to the school with the White children 

because she felt they had better resources than at her school. German Chocolate Cake 

started teaching in metro Atlanta, and she has been in the same district her entire career.

At the time of the study, she was a 7th grade language arts teacher. She mentioned on 

several occasions how much she was looking forward to retiring in the near future.

The second participant, White Chocolate Cake, was a retired math teacher. She 

was also from South Georgia. She spent the majority of her teaching career in Metro 

Atlanta. She started teaching right out of college at the age of 19 because she was 

“broke, Black and educated with no money.”

Red Velvet Cake was a district level administrator in a district in Metro Atlanta. 

Her teaching career began in Savannah, Georgia, and she stayed in the area for a number
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of years before relocating with her husband to metro Atlanta. She spent several years as 

an elementary school teacher until she became the principal at the school where she 

taught. She stayed at the same school until the superintendent convinced her to take a 

district level position a few years ago. Red Velvet Cake took pride in being an advocate 

for young Black students and their parents.

The last participant, Molten Chocolate Cake, was originally from Fun Town, NC, 

and she moved to Atlanta with her husband and son in 1999. She worked as a daycare 

director until her second child, who was bom in 2002, turned two. She began teaching in 

2004 at a middle school in a Metro Atlanta school district and taught there for five years 

before leaving and becoming an instructional coach for two years. She became the 

assistant principal for instruction at another middle school in the same district in 2011 

and was still currently working as an assistant principal in the district at the time of this 

study. Table 1 contains a description of the participants.

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Participant German
Chocolate

Red Velvet White
Chocolate

Molten
Chocolate

Age 54 64 72 39

Highest Degree M.Ed. Ed.S. Ed.S. Ed.S.

Years in 
Education

30+ 30+ 30+ 10+

Last Position Teacher Administrator Teacher Administrator
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Data Collection and Instrumentation 

Data collection took place between August 2014 and December 2014. The 

researcher interviewed each participant once in person and then asked follow-up 

questions via telephone conversations. Moustakas (1994) stated that the extensive 

interview is the primary means of accumulating data for a particular question or focus 

area. Since a narrative interview method was the primary source of data collection, the 

first two interviews drew on specific questions to propel the process of communication 

through unstructured answers. This allowed the activity to remain informal and 

cooperative. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) pointed to the inherent inequity in the 

interview, since the researcher constructs the questions and dictates the interview’s 

direction, but they also mentioned how interviews normally morph into conversations. 

Moustakas (1994) suggested that the researcher begin the interview “with a social 

conversation or a brief meditative activity aimed at creating a relaxed and trusting 

atmosphere” (p. 114). Table 2 describes the interview schedule for each participant.

Table 2

Meeting Dates with Participants

Meeting Dates Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4
August 2014 X

September 2014 X

October 2014 X X

November 2014

December 2014 X X X X

Note. X in the table signifies the date the researcher met with the participants.
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Using structured questions for the first two interviews yielded very short answers 

from the participants. They only wanted to answer the questions asked, seemingly 

unwilling to be open and tell very much about their lives or their stories. For the last 

three interviews, the researcher decided to employ a method of interviewing that would 

invoke more narratives from the participants. The last interviews were conducted using 

an interview method used by Tom Wengraf (2001), which provided the researcher with 

more biographic narrative information.

The method used was the Biographic Narrative Interview Method (BNIM), 

originally developed by German researchers in the late 1970s and refined by Wengraf in 

2001. The BNIM focuses on the provocation of storytelling and forces the researcher to 

refrain from intervening in the interview, consequently requiring the researcher to listen. 

This method is perfect for the novice interviewer who is just learning the art of 

interviewing for research; however, the experienced interviewer may encounter difficulty 

because of the natural inclination to move the interview or prompt the participant to say 

certain things (Wengraf, 2001). This method is also difficult for the participant because 

they often look to the researcher for cues, clues, and reassurances that they are saying the 

right things.

Wengraf s (2001) biographic interview method is composed of at least two 

interview subsessions, with the possibility of a third for follow-up purposes. The need 

for the last session depends solely on how much data the researcher received from the 

first sessions. The BNIM starts with a single question aimed at inducing a narrative 

(SQUIN). Using a single question relinquishes the researcher’s control of the narrative
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interview from the beginning (Wengraf, 2001). The success of the first subsession 

depends solely on the researcher’s ability to follow the strict procedures and resist the 

temptation to intervene while the participant is speaking (Wengraf, 2001). The second 

session should occur immediately after the initial session with a minimal break between 

the two sessions.

In the first subsession, the researcher must ask the single question designed to 

evoke a full narrative from the participant. The duration of the answers to the question 

will vary anywhere from five minutes to two hours, depending on the participants level of 

comfort with speaking to the researcher. The researcher should take the least amount of 

notes as possible to reassure the participant that the researcher is listening. During this 

time, the participant may look to the researcher for reassurances that they are saying what 

they are supposed to say, so the researcher must be careful not to prompt the participant 

to say certain things. The only questions necessary to add are those that will help the 

participant regain focus if  it is lost. Wengraf (2001) stresses the importance of the 

participant, not the researcher, closing subsession number one. The participant must not 

feel rushed or restrained from speaking.

According to Wengraf (2001), most initial questions are more restricted, but using 

the completely open or whole-life version is the best way to evoke narratives. In this 

study, the single question used in the interviews was more of a statement. The researcher 

asked the participants to share their experiences as an educator, giving the participants the 

autonomy to start wherever they liked and say as little or as much as they wanted to say.
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Specifically, to evoke narratives for this study, the researcher used the following prompt 

for the participants’ narratives:

Tell me about your teaching career or your experiences with education. I want 

you to begin wherever you would like. Tell me whatever you want me to know, 

everything that is important to you, and I will listen. I will not interrupt, and I 

will not ask you any questions. I will only take a few notes to use after you have 

finished. So, talk as little or as long as you want to.

Some of the participants wanted to ask questions to get clarification as to the things they 

should say; however, the researcher followed protocol and repeated the question so as not 

to guide the story (Wengraf, 2001). In this study, the participants quickly became 

comfortable with the initial question and spoke candidly during the interview.

Though there were no preset questions for the interviews, the follow-up 

interviews addressed biographical information and clarification of information provided 

by the participants during the original interview. These questions were:

1. Where were you bom?

2. How much education did either or your parents have?

3. Who influenced you the most?

4. Do you feel you treat your students a certain way because o f your 

experiences?

5. Do you feel you race or gender have any bearing on your pedagogical 

practices?
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6. Since you have been in the field of education what are you greatest 

successes/disappointments?

7. What has inspired or what still inspires you to do this work?

8. What would you say to someone who wanted to go into a career o f education?

9. Would you encourage or discourage them based on your experiences?

10. If you had to start all over again would you still be an educator?

Data Analysis

In comparative data analysis, comparisons involve taking the one piece of data or 

interview and comparing it to another to identify the similarities and the differences.

The data analysis began by searching for recurring themes focusing outwardly on the 

social and cultural aspects of the personal experiences of each participant. As 

connections were being made, the researcher made observations, interpretations, and 

analyses of overarching themes throughout the verbal and written artifacts collected in 

this study.

Chase (2005) identified five lenses for narrative inquiry. In this study, I chose to 

focus on two angles of narrative inquiry as described by Chase (2005): (a) the narrator’s 

voice, choice, and verbal actions, and (b) the social circumstances that constrained the 

narrative. In addition, I felt the need to tell the entire story of each participant, since 

narrative inquiry requires the telling of a person’s story from his or her own cultural and 

personal perspective (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000). Reismann (2008) details the process 

o f validating data gathered through narrative inquiry by using theme analysis.
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Data Organization

In the initial data analysis, I transcribed each interview verbatim to ensure that no 

data was lost in the process. Transcription is a phase of data preparation and 

management. Elliot (2005) suggested the use of a method called clean transcription that 

eliminates things such as pauses and stuttering that are common in everyday speech. 

During transcription, I maintained the need to protect the anonymity of my research 

participants by removing names and other identifying information from the transcripts 

prior to starting my analysis.

Coding

Coding refers to the process of generating ideas and concepts from raw interview. 

This process refers to the steps taken by the researcher to identify and arrange the ideas, 

concepts, and categories in the data in order to draw conclusions (Saldana, 2009).

Coding is a way of transforming information such as interviews, observations, pictures 

and field notes into data. It is the researcher’s way of communicating the desired story to 

others.

Following transcription, I struggle to determine the best way to start coding the 

information. The process became very overwhelming as I tried to make sense of 

everything that was happening in the interviews. I read and reread the transcripts, hoping 

they would begin to make sense and something would become obvious as a theme or 

concept. As the researcher, I looked for several examples of coding qualitative data, but I 

quickly surmised that there is not one prescriptive way to code the data. I was thinking of 

it as a linear process, but I could not find a systematic process to work for what I thought
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the study should become. The most helpful texts were Saldana’s (2009), The Coding 

Manual fo r Qualitative Researchers and Strauss and Corbin’s(2003), Basics o f  

Qualitative Research. I used these two texts to gain an understanding of the coding 

process.

I read and listened to the interviews in their entirety without doing anything else 

to the transcripts. I reviewed the transcripts to get an understanding of the participants’ 

background and their viewpoints on being an educator. I examined the data were for 

patterns in educational attainment, upbringing, experiences as an educator, protective 

factors that kept them in the field of education and the protective factors they put in place 

for their students and people they mentored.

I then took a second look and began writing little notes in the margins of what I 

thought was going on and how I felt about the information. I started placing codes on 

things based on the research questions and what I felt would help answer the questions.

Of course, this was very time consuming, and once I had all different colors and words on 

the pages, I still had a hard time determining what to do with the information and how to 

manage it all. I did not want to leave out any important information but I knew I could 

not include everything. I wanted their stories to remain authentic and a true 

representation of the person telling the story. I did notice that the stories seemed to have 

similar characteristics and, although my participants were all very different, they all had 

some of the same experiences and feelings about education, I just could not put it 

together.
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Open coding is usually the first phase o f qualitative interview analysis using the 

raw data such as interviews, art and field notes (Corbin & Strauss, 2003). They are 

broken down and labeled into as many concepts as possible. Most of the time open 

coding is done line by line to make it easier for the researcher to identify relationships 

between the data. In this study, I went through each interview line by line and began 

given each line a code or label. Some of the lines were coded using in vivo codes, which 

are codes obtained directly from the participants’ words. I began the coding with looking 

for information as it pertained to the original goals of my research study. This was my 

first step before attempting the second phase of coding.

The second phase of coding, axial coding, becomes more systematic because the 

concepts and categories begin to stand out and become more refined. The categories 

begin to emerge and represent phenomena, and the researcher can begin to ask questions 

of the data in a focused manner (Corbin & Strauss, 2003). After two unsuccessful 

attempts at data analysis, I enlisted the use of a Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) 

program called (TAMS), which stands for text analysis mark up system.

The use of QDA programs. Qualitative software, such as TAMS Analyzer, 

contains specific tools to help the user organize and keep memos about the interview 

data. Using the software allows the researcher to code and keep up with large amounts of 

data. The TAMS software is also useful in sorting and retrieving data and it allows the 

user to keep track of specific notes, codes and comments. Researchers engage in memo 

writing during and after collecting data.



79

Once I became comfortable with using TAMS analyzer, the coding process 

became easier. TAMS Analyzer allowed me to manage the lengthy interviews and 

facilitated ease in coding and conducting searches. The software did not do the analysis 

for me—it just helped with the process. I uploaded the interviews into the program and 

starting putting in the codes that I had handwritten on the printed transcripts.

Role of the Researcher 

Denzin (2009) described the role of the researcher as an instrument in the research 

process as being the most important tool because of the relationship the he or she builds 

with the participants. The personal and professional skills and knowledge the researcher 

possess aids in the production of a coherent and authentic research study. My role in this 

study was that of a participant researcher, since my story was included and shared with 

the participants. My goal as a researcher was to investigate the life stories of Black 

female educators and the effects of these life experiences on the pedagogical choices of 

each teacher. In order to keep the narratives o f each participant authentic, I created a 

reflective journal to discuss my personal viewpoints and to reveal any of my own 

biasness. However, my role as a researcher was to extract information from the

Dependability and Credibility 

Creswell (2008) recommends the use of multiple sources of data, a process known 

as triangulation. In this study, I used the transcripts of participant interviews, the follow- 

up questions, and my reflective journal as sources of data. I also enlisted classmates to 

review my data sources and findings to determine if they had the same or different ideas 

regarding the data. In addition, to ensure the fidelity of the narrative with the vision of
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each storyteller, I gave each participant the opportunity to review the verbatim transcript 

of the interview to clarify or add information. I also shared the emerging themes with the 

women I interviewed to make sure they felt comfortable with what I was saying.

Ethical Safeguards

The researcher stored all electronic and hard copy information from this study in a 

safe and secured environment as password-protected files and in a locked file cabinet. I 

assigned each participant in this study a pseudonym to protect her identity. In addition, 

each participant received a copy of the consent form that contained the information on 

how to withdraw from the study. As the researcher, I agreed to adhere to the policies and 

procedures detailed in Mercer University research guidelines.

Summary

This chapter presented the methods used in this qualitative study. It reiterates the 

purpose of the study and research questions. The chapter also included a description of 

and rationale for selecting qualitative, narrative inquiry as the design. Following this was 

a recounting of the participants and settings. Next was an explanation of the data 

collection process, instrumentation, and data analysis methods. Finally, the chapter 

closed with discussions about the researcher’s role, bias, dependability and credibility, 

and ethical concerns.



CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS

The Dessert Menu 
*All desserts are home made using only the finest ingredients*

German Chocolate Cake 
Red Velvet Cake 

White Chocolate Cake 
Molten Chocolate Cake

There is not one specific recipe for chocolate cake. Chocolate cakes can be made 

from very basic recipes or recipes, which require you to add a distinct ingredient to make 

it a special cake. Though all of the women in this study can be described as a chocolate 

cake, they each have a special ingredient that makes them one step above your ordinary 

chocolate cake. As one reads their narratives one will uncover that twist that keeps the 

women in this study from being ordinary. As their narratives are consumed; the unique 

ingredients will be uncovered that move these women from ordinary chocolate cakes to 

extraordinary culinary creations.

This narrative inquiry sought to collect, compile and share the narratives, life 

histories and lived experiences of four Black women educators in an effort to understand 

what protective factors were in place for them as they went through their careers. 

Additionally, the researcher sought to understand and highlight their roles, signature 

pedagogies, and commitment in fostering a culturally responsive and resilient 

environment for their own students. In order to highlight the gender-specific and
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culturally-situated perspectives of the participants, Black Feminist Thought was the lens 

through which the collected narratives of their experiences were viewed, examined, 

coded and analyzed. Their narratives were also collected in order to determine or 

conceptualize the types o f programs that need to be in place or implemented in order to 

provide support for Black women who consider going into education or to minimize the 

rate of attrition for those who are considering leaving the field.

The women in the study articulated their experiences through personal narratives 

that expressed tales o f how they were able to endure challenges as they educated and 

edified their students.

Research Questions

The women’s narratives encompass the answers to the following research 

questions:

1. How do Black female educators understand (perceive) their roles as 

teachers and protective factors in the lives of their students?

2. How do Black female educators make meaning of their experiences and 

translate them into their pedagogical practices?

The chapter is organized in the following manner: Each section begins with a 

narrative for each participant and the reason they chose to describe themselves as a 

particular cake as well as the history of each unique cake. Then, the interviews were 

broken down into four sections, which helped me to answer the research questions that 

outlined the study. The four sections included narratives about their perceptions of their 

roles as teachers, the protective factors they had in place and the ones they put in place
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for their students. More of the stories of their professional and personal experiences will

be presented throughout the rest of the dissertation and how all of these things contribute

to the participants’ pedagogical practices.

German Chocolate Cake

2 (4-oz.)packages sweet chocolate baking bars*
2 cups all-purpose flour 
1 teaspoon baking soda 

1/4 teaspoon salt 
1 cup butter, softened 

2 cups sugar 
4 large eggs, separated 

1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
1 cup buttermilk 

Coconut-Pecan Frosting 
Garnish: chocolate-dipped toasted pecan halves

“If I had to be a chocolate cake, I would be a German chocolate cake because 

sometimes I feel like a nut and sometimes I don’t” (German Chocolate Cake).

Despite its name, the recipe for German chocolate cake did not immigrate to this 

country with native Germans. This complex and rich cake is an American product 

created by Sam German. Since the specific type and flavor of chocolate did not exist at 

the time, German created a milder version of the existing bitter dark chocolate for the 

Baker’s Chocolate Company in 1852. The company named the chocolate in his honor, 

Baker’s German’s sweet chocolate. Mrs. George Calay created the first recipe using the 

chocolate, subsequently published by The Dallas Morning Star in 1957. The enticing 

photos of the cake created almost instant popularity of the recipe throughout the country. 

Soon the ‘s was dropped from the German’s, and the cake has been known for decades as 

German chocolate, giving a false impression of its European heritage.
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The inception, transformation, popularity, and social value of this cake highlight 

the Sankofian belief in the importance of continually looking back and preserving the 

past as a means of safeguarding and supporting the present. It also highlights the 

possibility to lose, misplace, or alter aspects of an identity upon the failure to safeguard it 

with protected authenticity when the history passes it down from generation to 

generation. This history of the cake emphasizes its foundation in the need to create 

ingredients to match and suit the individual’s culture, desire, and personal need, much 

like the first participant.

The first interviewee described herself as a German chocolate cake. An 

experienced teacher in her 39th year of teaching, she has been an educator in the same 

county in which she first started teaching. She began teaching in a high school and was 

currently a middle school language arts teacher and the chair of the department. She was 

a leader in her building and the person who everyone sought when they needed answers.

Though German Chocolate Cake had witnessed several types of school reform 

and curricular changes, she still believed in pedagogical practices classified and 

categorized as “good old- fashioned teaching practices”. She still thought children 

should be respectful and quiet when adults spoke. German Chocolate Cake also believed 

that children should never ask an adult why or question their authority. At the time of the 

interview, German Chocolate Cake was contemplating and looking forward to retiring at 

the end of the 2015-2016 schoolyear.

Bom and raised in South Georgia, German Chocolate Cake attended school in the 

Jim Crow era. She was a strong-willed child, and her mother knew German Chocolate
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Cake had to get out of South Georgia as soon as she was old enough. She had the 

following to say about her hometown:

I went to school in the 50s and 60s where everything was still marked White and 

Colored. I knew I wasn’t White, but I wasn’t Colored either. One time we went 

to the dentist, and I saw the sign that said Colored and White, and I said, ‘Well, I 

am not Colored, and I am not White’, so I went to the White side. I knew what I 

was doing. They saw me go over there, and they waited on us fast because they 

wanted us out o f there. I was banned from this one store because when we went 

in there, they would follow us around. I asked the lady why she was following us. 

I got really ugly with her, too. They told me I couldn’t go back in there because I 

wouldn’t conform to what they wanted us to do ,which was let them follow me 

around. My mom knew from then I couldn’t stay there.

German Chocolate Cake grew up in a home with both of her parents and was the 

middle child in a home with five children: four girls and one boy. Her mother was a 

substitute teacher and her father a school bus driver. She never considered herself poor 

because she and her siblings were involved in extracurricular activities, and they did not 

want for anything growing up. She stated, “It wasn’t until I was older that I realized we 

were what most people considered to be poor.”

Even as a young child, German Chocolate Cake knew she was a stubborn and 

strong-willed little girl, and to this day, she still considered herself to be just as stubborn 

as she was a child. If she had it in her mind that she was going to do something, she did 

not change her mind; she stuck to her convictions. She did not get into a lot of trouble in
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school because she knew the expectations for behavior at home and in school. German 

Chocolate Cake did recall getting into trouble in grade school and being made to stand in 

the comer as a punishment. She was very upset because the teacher told her that she 

better not move, so she was determined that she was going to stand in that comer until 

she could not stand any longer. When all the other kids went out to recess, German 

Chocolate Cake stood in that comer facing the wall, and even when the janitor came in 

the room to mop the floor, he had to mop around her because the teacher told her not to 

move, and she was not going to move.

Prior to starting high school, German Chocolate Cake always attended segregated 

schools. Due to personal choice, she enrolled in an integrated high school. She described 

that choice in the following manner:

I wanted the same benefits the white kids got. I didn’t think they were any 

smarter than I was their resources were just better. They had nicer books, and 

they had newer stuff. I wanted the new stuff, too. We did have two of 

everything, like queens, kings, valedictorian, salutatorian, student body presidents 

and everything. One was Black, and one was White. We even had separate 

proms.

As German Chocolate Cake started talking about her choice to be a teacher, she

said,

I always knew I was gonna be a teacher. Everyone else did, too. I did stuff 

teachers would do. I had two aunts that were teachers, and I knew I was gonna be 

one. I never wavered from that. From day one, I wanted to be a teacher. I used
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to play school and always had to be the teacher. I was really stubborn, too. I 

brought this up because I overheard one of my aunts tell my momma that I wasn’t 

going to be anything. So, then I knew I had to be a teacher because if I am never 

going to be anything, then I would be a teacher like her. That would mean she 

wasn’t anything either.

Being from a small town, German Chocolate Cake did not have many occupational 

choices from which she could choose. The young women either got married and started 

families or worked in the crate factory or carpet mill. She got engaged her senior year of 

high school and was going to get married and stay there. However, her mother knew if 

she stayed in that town she would not live to be an old lady, so she encouraged her to 

apply to college. She applied to Spelman College in Atlanta, thinking they would not 

accept her because of her skin tone. German Chocolate Cake felt she was too dark to get 

into Spelman because of society’s propensity to think lighter skin is prettier skin. Hunter 

(2007) describes this as “colorism” (p. 237), a concept of discrimination based on skin 

tone which has roots dating back to slavery. With a smirk on her face German Chocolate 

Cake said,

I didn’t fit the mold of light skinned people; because that is what they were 

accepting at Spelman at the time. O f course, they needed their quota of dark 

skinned girls so I got in. My GPA was very high and that was the only college I 

applied to. I went reluctantly at first, but I am glad I went.

German Chocolate Cake proudly spoke of breaking through the “color caste 

system” (Grand, 2014, p. 237; Watson, Thornton & Engelland, 2010, p. 186), which has
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been a means of oppression for many Black women. However, while attending Spelman,

German Chocolate Cake wanted to teach drama but could not because that was not an

option at the time. She knew if  she wanted to teach drama, she would have to major in

English and get a Master’s degree in drama, but she did not want to wait that long.
*•

German Chocolate Cake decided to take the education classes and teach English. 

Although she got a job right out of college, she quickly learned that college does not 

teach you how to teach. When describing her college experience she stated,

To be frankly honest, I did not learn how to be a teacher in college. They didn’t 

teach you how to be a teacher. Most o f the classes were not practical at all. They 

were like British Lit and American Lit. No one said the children were gonna be 

one way, or they were gonna act a certain way. Some things you just had to leam 

as you go.

German Chocolate Cake was offered a job in her hometown once she completed 

college. The job was at an elementary school because the principal of the high school 

thought she looked too young to teach high school. In order to teach elementary school, 

she was going to have to go back to school and take classes to become certified and she 

did not want to. However, she was willing to go back just to have a job. Offered an 

interview in a district in Metro Atlanta, she decided that she did not have anything to lose 

by going to the interview. After the interview, she was sure she did not get the job, so 

she jumped in her car and headed right back to South Georgia, but she got word that she 

had gotten the job in Metro Atlanta by the time she got home. German Chocolate Cake 

said she did not recall very much about the interview and could not remember any of the
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questions she was asked except for one question that still stuck with her to this day. She 

smiled as she began to retell her story:

I don’t remember any of the questions the man asked me except for one. I don’t 

even remember his name. All I know is I remember him writing the word “ASK” 

on a piece o f paper and asking me how to pronounce it. I thought it was a trick 

question so I waited a minute before I answered it. I said, “ask” and I think it 

came out as more of a question. He looked at me and said, ‘Good because if you 

would have said “aks”, we would have given you a job, but it would have been on 

the south end instead of the north end of the county.’ Can you believe that? They 

were still gonna let me teach, just with the Black kids instead of the White ones. 

She taught at a high school on the north end o f the county and had a very successful 

career there until she decided it was time for her to get back to the children who looked 

like her. She did not feel like she was fulfilling her role as a Black female educator. 

Through her experiences, she had started to develop the perception of her roles as an 

educator.

Perceptions of Roles

German Chocolate Cake described her classroom as one that could run itself. She 

felt like a teacher should be the facilitator for learning, not the one who is up doing all of 

the work. During the interview, she said that she made it her goal never to go home tired. 

Her belief was that school was the students’ job, and they were the ones who needed to 

go home tired after a long day’s work.



90

She also thought it was her job to equip the parents to have the knowledge to help 

their kids. There were days when she felt like she did just as much to teach the parents as 

the kids in her room. Sometimes she would meet a student during the school year and 

become a mentor for that student, but the relationship did not end just because the school 

year did. During her first interview, she spoke of one situation in particular:

I had a student named Cookie, who became my mentee and spent a whole lot of 

time with me. She called me for everything, and it got to the point that her 

momma even called me for stuff. There would be times when she and her little 

sisters would be at my house spending the night just like I was the momma.

Many of the students in the building had parents who were teenage parents and not much 

older than the students were now when they became parents. The children came to 

school out of control and disrespectful and have seemingly no regard for authority. I 

asked German Chocolate Cake how she handled that situation or what did she think about 

it, and she said,

I don’t expect much out o f the kids when I meet the parents and I see exactly 

where they get it from. It’s like this one particular time when this girl was out of 

control in the hallway and she had to be arrested. My teammate asked me what 

was wrong with the girl, and I said, ‘She is 13, and her momma is 26.

She did not state that there was anything wrong with the momma being 26; she just 

alluded to the fact that the child had limited guidance from home. German Chocolate 

Cake believed that educators want the students to come to school on their best behavior, 

but educators have to understand that parents send the best they have out into the world.
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Another role that German Chocolate Cake talked about was her role as an 

unofficial mentor for new teachers in her department. The building in which she worked 

at the time of this study was a Title I school with a largely transient population. These 

two conditions made working in the school difficult for some people to stick to teaching 

as a career choice. Due to the difficulty of the students and the parents, the school has a 

high turnover rate for teachers. Each school year brought in new teachers, and German 

Chocolate Cake was always anxious to see who was going to come walking in the door. 

All of the teachers at her current school with one exception were Black. She did state the 

new teachers each year were women and that they seemed to get younger each year. She 

wrinkled her face in disgust as she talked about the way the teachers dress nowadays as 

opposed to the way they did when she first started teaching. She said,

Teachers used to have a little more pride about themselves and what they did. 

When I look around at work, I see these teachers dressing the way they want to. 

Just not professional at all. They don’t wear their dresses the appropriate length 

or anything. I just can’t even say there is a typical kind of teacher now.

German Chocolate Cake also said that she tried to pull the young women to the side and 

give them advice, but only a few of them were receptive. She stated that she felt she had 

to protect and teach the new teachers what it means to be an educator. The need to 

protect others is a result o f having people who served as these protector factors in her life. 

Protective Factors

One of the themes of Resiliency Theory deals with a person having protective 

factors to help a person make it through adverse situations. These factors can be in the
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form of people. German Chocolate Cake had several people in her life that represented 

protective factors. The first one that stood was her mother. She had this to say about her 

mother, “My mother wanted me to get away from there because she knew I was not 

gonna make it and she didn’t want anything to happen to me.” Her father was also a 

protective factor for her along with her mother. She said, “They influenced me and they 

didn’t take any excuses. Because my mom only finished high school and my dad only 

finished third grade, they were adamant that all of us went to college. And we did.” A 

teacher/mentor also represented a protective factor for her. She talked about Ms. Muffin, 

a teacher she did not like until she was much older and could appreciate her wisdom. She 

made the following comment:

I had one teacher, Ms. Muffin, and this is when you could paddle kids for doing 

something wrong. She was the only teacher who ever did that to me. I can’t 

remember what I did, but she did paddle me. I don’t think I did anything, and I 

did not like her for a long time. Eventually I got over that, and she was really 

close to me and my son. She got older and never had any children of her own.

She couldn’t have any children. So when I had my son, she would come over and 

bring him things when I came home to visit. She used to say she knew I was 

smart and gonna be somebody one day.

The community or village also served as a protective factor in this woman’s life. She 

talked about growing up in South Georgia and how everyone was responsible for the kids 

in the community. She described her experience in the following manner:
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We were educated by the neighborhood. Everyone took responsibility for 

educating us. Everyone was like a parent to the kids in the neighborhood. The 

kids couldn’t get away with anything. Everywhere you went, someone had some 

wisdom for you. Whether it is in church, at parties, or beauty parlors, they all 

wanted to impart some type of knowledge. I am a better educator because of 

those places. School doesn’t teach you everything.

Co-workers can also be unexpected protective factors. She had this recollection of her 

former co worker,

We, the African American teachers, were challenged by parents, students, and 

other nonAffican American teachers. We were treated like outsiders who were 

forced to teach in their [made quotes with her hands] schools. All of us had to 

band together to survive, and we did.

In terms of being protective factors for others, German Chocolate Cake spoke of 

instances where she was that support for her students. She proudly stated,

The few African American students that we did have were just glad to have 

someone they could relate to. All o f us had to rally around them and make sure 

they knew they were smart enough to be there, and no one could tell them any 

different.

According to German Chocolate Cake, she felt as if  she owed so much of her 

success to the people who took the time to invest in her life. Her parents and the people 

in her “village” loved and protected her when she needed them to do so. She never 

worried about whether or not she was going to be taken care of or safe. As an educator,
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she prided herself in being an integral part in the lives of so many of her former students, 

present students, co-workers, and friend’s children. She did not take her position lightly, 

and she knew that God placed her exactly where she was in life. She credited Him for 

guiding her path as an educator, and said she constantly sought His guidance in how to 

handle her responsibilities as a teacher.

Professional Experiences in Education

Being new to a building and new to the district was particularly scary for German 

Chocolate Cake. She spoke vividly of riding in to work and seeing the word nigger 

spray-painted on the building. Though it had been sand blasted off, the remnants of the 

word remained on the building. She also said that as a teacher she could not hang posters 

outside of her door because the kids would take every opportunity they could to deface 

her posters by writing derogatory things like nigger or nigger bitch on them.

Parents and students in her class challenged German Chocolate Cake during the 

early part of her career. When she first started teaching, she was required to teach 

grammar, but she did not take grammar in college. In her first year, a student asked her a 

question to which she did not have the answer. She recalled how embarrassed she felt at 

having to tell the student that she did not have the answer to his question. That night, she 

went home feeling defeated and vowed that she would never be caught in that situation 

again. Every night after that incident, German Chocolate Cake went home and studied to 

make sure she was one-step ahead of the students. I asked her if she felt that the student 

was challenging her as a teacher or a Black teacher, and she said she honestly felt that it 

had to do more with her race than the fact that she was a teacher. In her community,
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teachers were held at such high esteem that she could not fathom anyone challenging 

anything a teacher had to say. She said it was if the White parents felt like she was not 

good enough to teach their kids. Calmly she explained,

I felt really bad, and I felt really bad because I was at a White school, and 

everything I did was under a microscope. I have friends who teach in White areas 

now, and they still say they have to prove themselves on a daily basis. The 

school where I work right now is so different. It’s an all Black school, and the 

parents never challenge anything I say. Even when I am wrong, I am still right 

because I am the teacher.

Though the situation with the student was embarrassing, German Chocolate Cake 

spoke of one time that made her angry more than anything else had angered her. She 

recalled the time (while working at the White school) that she was called in the 

principal’s office for something that she clearly knew was a typo. She sent the class 

syllabus home with a misspelling of the word quizzes (with one z instead of two). The 

principal called her in the office, and instead of telling her there was a typo on her 

syllabus, she asked her how to spell quizzes. German Chocolate Cake said, “I looked at 

that man like he was really stupid. Of course I knew how to spell quizzes.” It was as if 

the principal could not accept that a mistake was made. From that point on, all of the 

Black teachers had to have their work read by the principal’s secretary before they could 

send any correspondence home to the parents. All of this was frustrating to a young, 

Black woman who just wanted to do her best at the profession that she chose as her life’s 

work. She knew everything she was going through or had gone through was going to
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perfect her craft.

Pedagogical Practices

I asked German Chocolate Cake if she felt like the compilation of her experiences 

and upbringing influenced her pedagogical practices, and she stated that she was truly a 

better teacher because of the things she went through as a teacher. She said she felt like 

the teachers now do not really take pride in being a teacher, or they act as if teaching is 

something to do until they get a chance to do what they really want to do. She said she 

was not one of those people who chose to teach because she could not do anything else, 

and nothing made her more proud than seeing that light bulb go off when a student had a 

bright idea.

German Chocolate Cake also believed that discipline is love, and if the children 

do not have discipline, they cannot leam. She ruled her classroom with an iron fist and 

rarely had to write a discipline referral for misbehavior in her class. German Chocolate 

Cake did not raise her voice or repeat things more than once in her class. Her classroom 

was often the one that teachers sent students to when they misbehaved. It did not matter 

if she was the teacher for the day or the teacher for the entire school year, the child was 

going to sit in her class and leam something.

German Chocolate Cake felt that she really broke through to the students and 

parents when she became their cheerleading coach. As their coach, she felt like she 

gained a level of respect that she did not have as the teacher. She was no longer a 

stranger to the girls because o f her color; she quickly became a surrogate mother to
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whom they came for everything. Suddenly it became easier for her to teach the students 

because she was able to build a rapport with them outside of work. She exclaims that, 

“You can’t teach any child until you love them first. They won’t listen to what you have 

to say if they think you don’t love them. I learned that early in my career.” German 

Chocolate Cake believed that kids are kids, and their race does not matter. She said, 

“They’re all kids, and I am going to teach them.”

Red Velvet Cake

1/2 cup shortening 
1 1/2 cups white sugar 

2 eggs 
2 tablespoons cocoa 

4 tablespoons red food coloring 
1 teaspoon salt 

1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
1 cup buttermilk

If I had to be a chocolate cake, I would be a red velvet cake because you look at 

the cake and it looks pretty, but you don’t know what you have until you actually 

take a bite. Then it’s too late. (Red Velvet Cake)

Many have speculated the origin of the red velvet cake. One story asserts the red 

velvet cake is a derivation of the velvet cake, which originated in the 1800s. This cake 

used cocoa to lighten the texture of the flour to produce a cake with a smooth or “velvet” 

texture. Later bakers added red food coloring to the cake to give the cake a red color 

(Watson, 2015). Another account of the origin of the red velvet cake places the cake’s 

origin around World War II. As supplies for baking were low, bakers began to add beets 

to their cakes. The addition of the beets made the cakes more filling, helped the cake 

retain more moisture, and gave the cakes a red hue that many partakers of the cake found
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appealing (Watson, 2015). Another more widely accepted account of the introduction of 

the red velvet cake into the mainstream attributes the creation of the cake to a chef in the 

restaurant of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York. The cake was a popular item at the 

restaurant during the 1950s (Mann, 2010). According to an urban legend, a woman asked 

for the recipe for the cake after she left the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. The chef sent her the 

recipe for the cake and a bill of approximately 350 dollars. Outraged about receiving a 

bill for the recipe, she made hundreds of copies of the recipe and disseminated them to 

people with whom she came into contact. For this reason, the red velvet cake is also 

known as the Waldorf Astoria Cake or the $300 or $200 cake (Mann, 2010). Although 

the last account is more widely accepted, the red velvet cake appeared in print for the first 

time in Irma Rombauer’s 1943 cookbook, The Joy o f  Cooking (Watson, 2015).

The rich history of this extravagant dessert fit this participant perfectly. Standing 

right a six feet tall, this statuesque beauty was the epitome of a lady and a regal delight. 

Her vibrant personality was evident to all with whom she came in contact. I recall all 

too vividly sitting at a reception discussing my aspirations and goals for this project 

when a mutual friend screamed, “You have to interview Red Velvet Cake!!! She is one 

of the most intelligent Black women I know, and you will not meet very many women 

who are as down to Earth as she is”. The friend wrote down her number and told me to 

give her a call. From this conversation, I had no apprehension in picking up the phone 

and calling a complete stranger and asking her for permission to interview her for the 

research study. She wasted no time in agreeing to meet with me and answering any 

questions. Red Velvet was such a humble spirited woman that she said, “I am not
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certain that I would have anything that would add to your research, but I would be more 

than happy to oblige you”.

I met Red Velvet Cake at Outback Steakhouse one Saturday afternoon. She 

agreed to meet me for lunch after a morning meeting at her church. I offered to pay for 

her meal to which she responded,

Honey, please. I believe in treating myself like a queen, and I am going to order 

the lobster. I am sure you did not count on coming to lunch and paying market 

value for my meal. I can pay for my own lunch.

She was quite animated during the interview and a wonderful storyteller. She had such a 

jovial personality and laughed throughout the entire interview. Even while transcribing 

the interview, I found myself laughing and smiling as I recalled the details of our lunch 

that afternoon. She was honest and open about her experiences in education.

Education was definitely not the first occupation on the mind of Red Velvet Cake; 

in fact, she did not declare her major to be education until her junior year in college. She 

graduated from high school with aspirations of being a flight attendant, but she had not 

considered the fact that she had never been on a plane and was a little fearful of flying. 

Now a county level administrator for a small school district in Metro Atlanta, she had 

been employed in the same district since moving to the area with her husband and two 

children. She started in the district and taught for two years before becoming the 

principal at an elementary school, where she remained in that position for 23 years. Two 

years ago, the superintendent o f the district asked Red Velvet Cake to consider applying 

for her current position. Red Velvet was a pillar in her school district, and her reputation
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and work ethic were impeccable. She had a strong personality that commanded respect, 

but she had mastered the art o f the diplomacy, which she credited for having gotten her 

far with the politics of education. During the interview, she laughed as she spoke about 

being too outspoken and learning when to keep her mouth closed.

Like German Chocolate Cake, Red Velvet Cake started her teaching career in 

South Georgia before moving to metro Atlanta to continue her educational career. She 

has been in education close to 30 years. Her first job out of college was teaching soldiers 

to read at Savannah State College, as it was called when she was there in 1975. She 

stated that the interesting thing about that job was “there were men there that had finished 

high school and college, and they were still having trouble reading. And they were 

African-American”. After that experience, she decided to get her Master’s degree in 

reading, so she could continue to teach reading in the schools. She had a passion for 

working with the underdog and was determined to help those struggling with reading. 

While working on her Master’s degree, she got a job teaching ESOL and reading to 

students in grades two through five in another county in Georgia.

Red Velvet Cake had certainly had her share of disappointments in her career.

Her first one came very early in her career when she applied for an assistant principal 

position at the prompting of her principal. She spoke of how much she had sacrificed to 

take the classes to become a certified administrator only to lose the job to a White female 

less qualified and a lot less outspoken than Red Velvet Cake was. She called the 

experience devastating, but her strong religious convictions kept her from giving up.



1 0 1

Though she was hurt because she put all of her “eggs in one basket” as she put it, she was 

happy teaching and enjoyed her job tremendously. She expressed herself by saying,

It wasn’t like I really wanted to be an administrator. I was fine being a teacher.

He [the principal] was the one always in my room telling me how great I was and 

encouraging me to apply for that job. Shucks, I didn’t need him in there telling 

me that. I knew I was good.

She said she knew the job was not for her, and she believed that the message she was 

supposed to gain from not getting the job is when God has a plan for you it is for you.

Another indication for Red Velvet Cake that the job was not for her was that on 

the same day she found out she did not get that job, her husband was offered a position in 

Atlanta. For the first few months, her husband would stay in Atlanta during the week and 

return home on the weekend. Though she had two small children, she knew she had to be 

supportive of his career because he had allowed her to go back to school and pursue her 

dreams. The time apart was hard on the family and very stressful for Red Velvet and the 

kids, so in December of that year she started looking for jobs in Atlanta to be closer to 

her husband.

According to Red Velvet Cake, God made it known that He was in control of Red 

Velvet’s situation because she did not have a problem finding a position in Metro 

Atlanta. In fact, her husband was at a social function when he noticed a man with a 

nametag, which indicated that he was an educator in a district near the boarding house he 

was staying in for the week. He walked up to the man and said, “Hi, I am a member of 

this Optimist Club and I live here now. My wife is a teacher, and she needs a job to be
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near me.” The gentleman was an elementary school principal, and he told him to bring 

his wife’s resume to his house, and he would give her a job. Her husband dropped off her 

resume’ the very next day and checked back with the man every day for a week. The 

principal forwarded her resume to the superintendent, and he adamantly proclaimed that 

they could not let this exceptional teacher get away. The job was offered to Red Velvet 

Cake, sight unseen, and she accepted the position with the approval from her husband.

He wanted his family together under the same roof, so he packed them up the next week 

and they left the county without looking back.

Perceptions of Roles

Red Velvet Cake and her husband were involved in many civic and service 

organizations. She prided herself in being a Girl Scout trooper leader, BETA club 

sponsor, 4-H sponsor, and the youth director at her church. She felt it was her job to 

make sure that her students were well rounded and exposed to different environments.

She felt as if service was a big part of her role as an educator, and she wanted to make 

sure that she served and taught the children how to serve. She also stated/4 It’s not just 

about what you do in the classroom everyday.”

Another thing Red Velvet Cake was passionate about was her responsibility to the 

parents and the families of her students. She made it her business to know the families of 

her students, both Black and White. However, she admitted to taking “special care” of the 

Black families. She spoke passionately as she said,

I often wondered what I could do as an individual do differently to help kids and 

their families. To be honest, I paid more attention to the African American
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parents because I felt like in some cases they needed more support or they needed 

to understand that in order to help their child there were some things they were 

going to have to do.

She made it a goal of hers to empower them to be better parents or advocates for their 

kids. If she felt like a child was mistreated, then she would figure out a way to get to that 

parent and let them know what was going on with their child. Never quite fearful for her 

job, she would often get in trouble because the parents would call the school and mention 

her by name if they had a complaint or concern with their child. She did not care about 

getting in trouble for standing up for what was right. She felt like kids needed to be 

treated fairly regardless of their background or circumstances. Her goal as an educator 

was to make sure that the child and the parent leave your charge on a different level than 

they were when you met them. To Red Velvet Cake, it was just important that the 

parents felt good about being parents as the kids felt about learning and being smart.

Protective Factors

It is apparent in the way in which she carried herself that Red Velvet Cake was 

grounded spiritually, and her faith in God was strong. She never failed to give God credit 

for the wonderful things that had happened in her life, nor did she blame Him for 

anything that went wrong. One o f the things she believed was that He had a plan for her 

life, and if things did not go how she planned, then that was not the Lord’s plan for her. 

She was very active in ministry at her church and Bible study. When it was time for her 

husband to pursue his dreams she pronounced, “I felt like that was the Lord’s way of 

saying it’s time for you to take the backseat and let him do his thing now.” When she
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became the principal of a school after being there only two short years she said, “That 

wasn’t anything but the grace of God.” Though she strongly emphasized the importance 

of church, she did not discount the value of being “learned and well-rounded”. She was 

not naive enough to believe that church had been the only influence on her life or the life 

of her students.

In addition to her ties with her church, Red Velvet Cake’s family had always been 

a strong support for her. Her parents always instilled a sense o f self-worth in her and her 

siblings. She had two aunts who were teachers, and they spent a lot of time with her, 

shaping her into the woman she is now. Her husband was also a powerful force in her 

life. From handing out her resume to encouraging her to go back to school and obtain as 

many degrees she wanted, he had always been one of her biggest cheerleaders.

She also credited her children for being a support for her. They were young when 

she went back to school, and they had to spend many nights in class with her, but they 

were always well behaved and patient. They endured going to school in the same district 

in which she worked, and that was not easy for them for they had to deal with their peers 

making comments when their mother, who was also the principal, would hand out 

consequences for misbehavior. The only time her daughter had ever been suspended was 

a time that she got into a fight with another student for calling her mother a female dog. 

She admitted they were not perfect, but they did survive having her as their mother, and 

she was grateful they were both college graduates.

Red Velvet Cake had coworkers and mentors who looked out for her as well. She 

had the support of veteran principals once she became principal of her own school. She
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also had teachers who worked in her building who felt it was their duty to protect her as 

their principal. They would alert her if something was being said about her, or if someone 

was trying to do something in the school or community to undermine her. Once Red 

Velvet Cake became a member of the school and community, everyone banned together 

to make sure she was well taken care of and did not have anything to worry about.

Professional Experiences in Education

Teaching reading to soldiers, teaching elementary school, being a building 

principal and currently working as the Director of Elementary Education have afforded 

Red Velvet Cake with many professional experiences. She has always taken pride in 

whatever position she had and never took the responsibility lightly. She approached each 

job with pride and never took for granted that she was blessed to be able to serve in any 

of those capacities. She always treated each position as a way to leam something about 

herself and perfect her talent and craft.

Red Velvet Cake considered teaching her passion. It was something that she 

enjoyed doing, and she would have continued teaching for as long as she could have if 

the opportunities for advancement had not presented at the times they did. She acquired 

her first job teaching in the school district in Atlanta in the middle of the year after the 

class had been through several transitions with teachers and substitute teachers. The class 

was considered a tough class in the school because there were eight students in the class 

repeating the grade. The class was so tough that they were the butt of the jokes at school 

because their class was intentionally moved next door to the principal’s office.
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As a classroom teacher, Red Velvet Cake had an agreement with her principal for 

children who misbehaved in her class. Per their agreement, she would go to the students’ 

houses if they got into trouble in her class. She did not believe in suspending children 

because they needed to be in school. She felt she could get more out of the students if  

they knew she would show up at their houses to speak to their parents personally. She 

took the social worker with her for her very first home visit. The social worker warned 

her to keep her belongings in the car and to let her take the lead. When they approached 

the door, there was a note warning them not to knock on the door. They were both 

scared, but they knocked anyway. When they went in the house to speak to the parent, 

they embarked on a wonderful relationship between parent and teacher. People in the 

community began to respect her because of this practice, and other teachers started 

making home visit because of her. According to Red Velvet Cake’s standards, she had a 

pretty successful first school year.

At the end of her second year in the district, Red Velvet Cake met the 

superintendent at a picnic, where he asked her if she would be interested in applying for a 

job as a building principal. She told him she would apply for the job, but she really did 

not think she would get the job. She felt like she was new to the district, and she would 

not have enough support to win over an interview panel for that position. Contrary to 

what she believed, she did get an interview and eventually the job as the school’s 

principal.

Red Velvet spoke of the interview process as intimidating because she was 

expecting to see a panel o f three or four people, but when she got there 15 people were on
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the panel. She was also nervous because five other people were interviewing for the job, 

and they all had more experience than she did. She was fearful that her lack of 

experience in the district would be a strike against her. However, the panel was in awe of 

this vibrant and refreshing candidate, and she won the favor of the entire panel with her 

charm and humor. She also said she knew she won them over when she walked into the 

interview and said, “If I pass out please just roll me under the table.” Fortunately, she did 

not pass out, and she served as the principal of the school for 23 years.

In addition to starting her first day as principal with a PTA that had left a debt of 

$1500, a parent confronted Red Velvet and told her he was going to cause her lots of 

trouble at the school. She said she looked straight at that parent and laughed in his face. 

She told that parent that he was going to have to go through her first, and she stood in 

front of the door and would not let him pass. Eventually the parent started laughing with 

her and told her he was just playing with her. From that day on, she gained the respect of 

that parent and many of the other ones at her new school.

The school went from being a failing school to one of the top schools in the 

district. Red Velvet Cake was quick to say that it was not an easy task, but she and her 

staff were able to turn the school around. In the beginning, the school was known as the 

school no one wanted their children to attend; later, it became the school that everyone 

came to visit and observe their practices. She admitted that there were times when she 

felt the superintendent did not have her back and doubted her ability to run the school 

without any assistance, but Red Velvet Cake was as confident in her ability as principal 

as she was as teacher.
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At the time of this study, Red Velvet Cake served in the capacity as Director of 

Elementary Education and a mentor to new principals. She was still very much involved 

in the daily operations of the school district and never missed the opportunity to go into 

classrooms and interact with the students. She was excited about her new position, but 

she said she cannot forget her love of the classroom and how she was able to reach the 

students and teachers in the schools. Her knowledge and passion in the schools were the 

reasons the superintendent and the board encouraged her to consider taking her current 

position. Her knowledge and expertise were sought throughout the entire district. 

Pedagogical Practices

Red Velvet Cake prided herself in being a teacher above all things. She was 

confident that her teaching practices were what gave her the foundation for everything 

else she has been able to accomplish in her career. She said she still reflected on whether 

or not she did everything she needed to do for her students. One thing that she felt was 

important was her ability to have real life conversations with the students. She always 

told the students that she did not have much growing up, but she had a lot of love from 

her parents. It was important to her to instill that love in her students as well.

Red Velvet Cake also did not believe in giving failing grades to her students. She 

believed that allowing them to fail was taking the easy way out. She stayed late and 

came early to help the students. If she had to, she even went to their houses. She 

believed that parental support was an integral part of the students’ success and that 

parents did not help because they could not. She would tutor the parents if necessary. 

Helping the entire family unit in order to help the child was who she was.
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Red Velvet Cake felt that field trips were important for students. She knew that 

many of the children she taught lacked exposure to many things outside of their own 

neighborhood. She took her students on many walking field trips places in the area, but 

she did not limit their exposure to the neighborhood. She definitely was not afraid to take 

students on trips outside of the state and even outside of the country. Money was never 

an obstacle to these trips either, for she would do whatever she had to do to raise money 

and get those kids out of the city of Atlanta. She taught the children about fundraising 

and asking people for donations to earn money for field trips. She said,

School is more than just being about books. Kids can’t leam everything they 

need to leam inside the building. White people have the money to take their kids 

on summer vacation, but Black parents are too busy trying to work. I understood 

that, so I knew I had to be the one to take them out and give them exposure.

While Red Velvet Cake did believe exposure was good for all kids, she did not believe all 

kids needed to leam at the same pace.

Red Velvet Cake was the kind of teacher who believed in challenging students on 

their own level. She was not the type of teacher to give all of the kids in her class the 

same work at the same time. She believed in the students having individual instruction, 

even if it was from the same teacher. She felt that the problem in today’s classroom was 

the fact that teachers still want to teach everyone the same thing at the same time. As she 

spoke of her teaching strategies in her classroom she said,

You just can’t have everyone doing the same thing. If you already know the stuff 

I am talking about, why can’t I let you move on to something else? It is not going
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to do you any good to work on something you already know how to do. Why

hold up the child that doesn’t need to be held up?

All of Red Velvet Cake’s beliefs and practices made her the educator she was. She had

been in the profession for 30 plus years, and she said there were times she felt like she

could do 30 more. However, she knew her husband was tired of her working and was

ready for her to come home and spend time with him.

White Chocolate Cake

2 1/2 cups all-purpose flour 
1 teaspoon baking soda 

1/2 teaspoon baking powder 
1/2 teaspoon salt 

6 (1 ounce) squares white chocolate, chopped 
1/2 cup hot water 

1 cup butter, softened 
1 1/2 cups white sugar 

3 eggs 
1 cup buttermilk 

6 (1 ounce) squares white chocolate, chopped

“If I had to be a chocolate cake, I would be a white chocolate cake because when 

people look at me they think I am white; when they get to know me they find out I am all 

chocolate” (White Chocolate Cake).

White chocolate is a misnomer. White chocolate is not technically a chocolate, 

since it does not contain cocoa solids (Mims, 2012), which some call chocolate liqueur 

(Jacobs, 2016). Conversely, white chocolate is comprised of cocoa butter, powdered 

milk, and sugar (Beckett, 2000). Making its first appearance in Europe in 1930, white 

chocolate was a byproduct of World War I (Beckett, 2000; Mims, 2012). During World 

War I, Europe had a surplus of powdered milk. Confectioners at Nestle used powered
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milk to create white chocolate. Because white chocolate contains cocoa butter, white 

chocolate is more expensive to produce than its chocolate counterpart, milk chocolate, is 

(Jacobs, 2016). European pastry chefs have included white chocolate in their confections 

for years. The trend shifted to the United States, and it is evident in the many variations 

of white chocolate cake that flood American recipe books and online cookbooks.

White chocolate cake is the perfect description of the first participant. Upon first 

glance, nothing about her looks chocolate. She has been mistaken for a White female 

most of her life and she proudly brags about being able to pass for White. In fact, when I 

asked her about being discriminated against because of her race, she stated that the 

majority of the discrimination she faced was from Black people she would meet.

This sassy Black female was definitely not your traditional chocolate cake. Bom 

and raised in South Georgia, White Chocolate Cake began teaching high school math at 

the age of nineteen. She began her teaching career in South Georgia and stayed there 

nine years before moving to Atlanta to teach in a school district in the metro area. She 

was employed in the same district until she retired a few years ago.

Starting a teaching career so young meant that White Chocolate Cake had a few 

students who were older than she was. To most people this would present a challenge; 

however, she was more than capable of handling herself in the classroom. She was there 

to do a job and nothing was going to hinder her from doing that job. Though she majored 

in mathematics and secondary education, White Chocolate Cake candidly admitted that 

she had students in her class who were smarter than she was. She stated that she would
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have to take her college math books home each night and come up with problems to 

challenge some of the students in her class.

White Chocolate Cake’s first job was in a very rural area, and the majority of the 

families were farmers. The students did not come to school often, but they were 

intelligent and had no problem doing the work in class. She boasted that the students in 

her first high school class later attended schools such as MIT, Cornell, Harvard, and Yale, 

and one in her second year earned a Ph.D. in math and engineering. She recanted a story 

about one student who would only come to school for scheduled tests, yet he would score 

100 percent on the test every time. The principal of the school wanted to fail the student 

because he did not come to class, and White Chocolate’s vehement refusal to fail the 

student caused a rift between her and her supervisor.

She had the reputation of being stubborn; even though she had aspirations of 

becoming an administrator, she was never able to obtain a job in leadership. Similar to 

the other women in this study, she possessed tenacity and a tendency to stick to her own 

convictions, which came across to many as overly assertive and difficult to get along with 

at times. White Chocolate Cake was very qualified on paper to become an administrator 

and had the opportunity to interview for a position; however, when the time came for her 

current boss to give a favorable recommendation; he did not give it to her. She became 

very bitter because of this, and her inner feelings began to manifest in her outward 

interactions with the people who were in charge. She worked at several schools, and 

though she was an excellent classroom teacher, her personal interactions and experiences
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got progressively worse, leading her to retire from the district before she was ready to 

leave the profession.

Perceptions of Roles

White Chocolate Cake made it plain that her job at the school ended once the 

children went home. She did not feel it was her role to give any extra time after school 

unless the students needed her to stay after school for extra work. To her teaching was 

solely about the students, not their parents and not extra after school duties. She did not 

believe in having to sponsor sports, clubs, or any afterschool activities. She defiantly 

stated,

I did what I supposed to do, I did no more, did no extra, but always what I was 

supposed to do. If I was supposed to go to three PTA meetings, I went to only 

those three. If I was supposed to do afterschool tutorial, I did afterschool tutorial, 

but I did not volunteer to do any more.

Protective Factors

She had very little to say about her family because she admitted that they were not 

very close at all. She had several siblings, but she was reluctant to speak of any of them 

during the interview. During the interview, White Chocolate Cake presented herself as a 

pariah who needed no one and depended on no one for help. She did not have very much 

to say about coworkers or friends who served as her support system. It was difficult to 

get her to talk about people who served as mentors for her. However, she had a strong 

sense of who she was, and she was very confident in her ability as a teacher. She had the 

attitude that she did not need to attribute her success to anyone but herself.
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White Chocolate Cake spoke of having gone back to school to further her 

education, but she made it clear her motivation for returning was her desire to make as 

much money as she could while she was able. She put herself through school and 

worked hard to pay off her student loans and the mortgage on her house. White 

Chocolate Cake was very active in her sorority, but she did not mention close friends in 

that affiliation either. All of her interactions appeared to be from the standpoint of 

business and never personal. There was never an explanation of why she viewed life in 

such a manner; she just said, “That is the way I have always been and I am too old to 

change now”.

Professional Experiences in Education

White Chocolate Cake did not talk much about her personal educational 

experiences. She explained that she became a teacher because when she was growing up 

people had two choices for an occupation. The people she knew were either preachers or 

teachers according to her. She did not particularly want to be a teacher, but she was very 

intelligent, and she graduated from high school early, so college was the next logical step 

for her. She chose math because she had a crush on her math teacher in the 9th grade.

He was not her mentor; she just said he was handsome and she admired him. Because of 

this admiration, she wanted to go to the same college he attended. However, he attended 

an all male college in Atlanta, which she could not attend, so she decided to go to a 

college near the one he attended.

After graduating from college, White Chocolate Cake moved to South Georgia 

and lived in a boarding house near her job so she would walk to work. The lady who ran
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the boarding house was strict, requiring the residents to be in the house by 9 p.m., or she 

would lock them out. Rebellious in spirit and in life, White Chocolate would just leave 

the window open and sneak in after curfew.

She did not like working in the particular school because the principal would walk 

around and scrutinize everything she did. She felt like he doubted her ability as a teacher, 

not because she was Black, but because she was young. She also said the principal was 

attractive, and he felt like he deserved certain privileges with the young women in the 

school because of his looks. White Chocolate Cake was not interested in being friends 

with the principal, so she felt that some of his attention was in retaliation of her rejection 

of his offers o f friendship. She spent three years in that school before she received an 

offer of a job at another school with a more mature principal whom she admired because 

of his professionalism and work ethic.

Pedagogical Practices

White Chocolate Cake’s first job in Metro Atlanta was at one of the worst schools 

in the area. She attempted to do the things that books taught her in college, but she 

discovered that the books did not tell you how to deal with children who came from 

broken homes or who had children themselves. The books did not tell you what to do 

when 99% of the students received free lunch and only came to school for the lunch.

Prior to going to work in that particular school, she received warnings about being nice to 

the kids. The thought was that if  you were nice to them, they would run all over you in 

the class. True to form, the kids gave her a hard time, and she wanted to quit after her 

first two weeks in the classroom. Nonetheless, she refused to allow he students to defeat
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her, and she went home to regroup. If she was going to survive, she had to make the 

students think she was crazy and someone they needed to respect as the authority in the 

room.

She spoke about how she had to become the “school mother” for many of the 

students she taught. There were times when speaking to them sweetly did not work. One 

of the practices she openly admitted to using with the students was the use of profanity. 

Though she was always careful not to “curse a student out” in front of the class, she did 

not hesitate to take one into the hallway and talk to them firmly. Her remark was:

Sometimes that was the only language those jokers understood. I taught high 

school, and some of those kids were real thugs. They did not mess with me 

because they knew I had something for them, and I did have to put something on 

their plates.

This technique worked well for White Chocolate Cake because she earned the respect of 

the students who she considered “thugs”. According to White Chocolate Cake, putting 

something on their plates was the way in which many Black mothers and grandmothers 

reprimanded their children. She did not consider herself a stranger to these kids; she took 

pride in knowing that she was the “momma” at school. The principal of the building 

would come by her room because she did not have discipline problems with the children 

at all. He would come in the room and ask White Chocolate Cake what she had done to 

the children. She would laugh and say, “I have not done anything to these children; they 

just know they better get in here and sit down somewhere.”
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Those students offered to do things such as babysit for her, and one of them was 

talented enough to sew maternity clothes for her. Her role as their school mother 

afforded her protection from things that other teachers did not have. For example, the 

students would break into the teachers’ cars at the school, but they made sure not to 

bother her car.

She admitted that some bribery was involved in dealing with the students at 

school. She made sure she knew the birthdays of all of her students so she could bring 

gifts for them on their special day. She would also bring them fresh fruit and things they 

were not used to getting at home. If they needed money for gas or something, she would 

give it to them. Laughing, she said, “That little $2 did not make me a big difference; if 

that is all it took to get them to do their work, then I just gave it to them. Those were 

things their parents couldn’t do for them.”

The students protected her so much that they would warn her if there was a fight 

scheduled to take place at school on a particular day. During her second interview, she 

told a story of a student who had planned to get her involved in a fight because she was 

one of the teachers who would stop a fight that was happening. For whatever reason, the 

student wanted her to get hurt during the fight, so another student warned her of the 

situation. When the fight started in her class that day she grabbed her purse and walked 

right out the door. The students were shocked that she was leaving and asked her if she 

was just going to let those two fight in her class. She told them that she was not stopping 

any more fights and left the room. From that day forward, White Chocolate Cake never
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broke up another school fight. She admitted that situations like that left her apathetic 

when it came to caring for certain things that happened in that school.

Having a background in math and a passion for the subject, fueled White 

Chocolate Cake to believe that all children needed to know and understand math. She 

was frustrated with the way in which math was taught at the time she started. Similar to 

the way math is taught today, there were pacing guides and calendars that she had to 

follow. She hated the thought of being told what page she needed to be on by a certain 

day. She believed in differentiating her instruction for her students when it was not the 

new buzzword in education. If a student was not ready to move on to the next topic, 

White Chocolate Cake made sure that student was able to work through the issues they 

were having in the class. If it meant going against the pacing charts, she did not care 

because it was more important to her that the students understood what she was trying to 

teach.

Molten Chocolate Cake

1 (18.25 ounce) package devil's food cake mix 
1 (3.9 ounce) package instant chocolate pudding mix 

2 cups sour cream 
1 cup butter, melted 

5 eggs
1 teaspoon almond extract 

2 cups semisweet chocolate chips

If I could be a chocolate cake, I would be a molten chocolate cake. I look like

your ordinary chocolate cake, but once you start eating, you will quickly find out

that I am rich and sometimes too much to handle. Oh, I really wasn’t one of the

favorites around there because I was just extra. (Molten Chocolate)
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The Molten Chocolate Cake has evolved over the past 50 years. This cake first 

appeared in 1966. Ella Helfrich, a housewife from Texas, baked the cake to compete in a 

Pillsbury bake-off. The Molten Chocolate Cake, baked in a bundt pan, consisted of a 

runny tunnel of chocolate. As the Molten Chocolate Cake became more popular, the 

cake migrated away from the family kitchen tables to the elegant tables of high end 

restaurants. In 1981, Michael Bras created a coulant, a single serving cake with a runny 

interior. He created this cake by freezing ganache in cake batter overnight and later 

baking the cake. Bras’ cake, unlike Helfrich’s cake, was baked for one person without 

using a bundt pan. He served this cake, in his restaurant in Laguiole, France. By 2004 

companies such as Sara Lee and Pillsbury were mass producing frozen versions of the 

cake for the enjoyment of all. A simplified version of the Molten Chocolate Cake 

appeared on the Internet in 2009 (Khong, 2015). A person could mix the ingredients of 

the cake in a coffee mug or cook the cake in the microwave. Digital distributors of the 

cake called it the “Five Minute Coffee Mug Cake” (Khong, 2015, para. 14).

My fourth and final participant was Molten Chocolate Cake. This participant was 

not only exuberant, but also exhilarating, as she spoke of the educational journey that has 

inevitably led her to this juncture of her life. She was unabashed as she spoke candidly 

about her experiences, and as she spoke, it was evident why the label of Molten 

Chocolate Cake is an amazingly accurate descriptor of this vivacious educator.

Molten Chocolate Cake was a modem day administrator. Self-assured, confident, 

poised and just a little bit sassy, she brought the concept of commanding the troops to a 

whole new level. She managed her team of teachers and her students with a heartfelt
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compassion that was apparent in everything that she did. Whether she was presiding over 

a professional meeting or chastising an unruly student, it was apparent that she had 

everyone’s best interest at heart. She was a caring individual who was sensitive to the 

needs of others. She employed a discerning eye that allowed her to remain disciplined, 

yet flexible in her dealings with others. Most of all, she subscribed to a level of 

excellence within her staff that was exceeded only by her own.

Molten Chocolate Cake was a somewhat reluctant addition to the field of 

education. Though there were all types of indicators that her personality and aptitude 

indicated that she would most likely be quite successful as a teacher, by her own 

admission, she never wanted to become one. Not necessarily money driven, the dismal 

prospect of low earnings as a teacher was most certainly a deterrent to entering the field. 

Ambitious by nature, she initially entertained the idea of becoming a doctor, and though 

she was certainly intelligent enough to pursue a career in medicine, somehow as she 

began her college matriculation, she gravitated toward the field of social work instead.

Upon entrance to the first of two colleges, she declared social work as a major; 

however, when it became necessary for her to change schools, social work became her 

minor because the second school did not offer social work as a major discipline. As she 

discussed her train of thought as it applied to social work, it seemed that she envisioned 

herself becoming a counselor of sorts. However, it soon became apparent that as a 

resident of Fun Town, North Carolina, the expectation for trained social workers 

concentrated more on being employed with a social service office and doing hours and
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hours of grueling intake paperwork. This was not what she anticipated for her life, so she 

reluctantly abandoned the idea of social work.

Instead, after completing college, she embarked upon an even greater career as 

wife and mother to a baby son. In need of a supplement to her husband’s income, she did 

accept a job in the human services field, working at a disability service office. Though 

the job was somewhat rewarding in that she was helping people, it was also taxing upon 

her in her role as a new mother because she was doing quite a bit of traveling that caused 

her to spend many hours away from her young son. Eventually, she resigned so that she 

could spend more time at home with him.

Her next unanticipated change occurred when she and her family migrated from 

North Carolina to Atlanta, Georgia. Her husband, a certified teacher, began work 

immediately upon arriving in Georgia; however, she did not find work as easily. Though 

college educated, her degree in sociology did not qualify her for many lucrative positions. 

She finally accepted a position working as a prekindergarten assistant at a daycare 

facility. The irony of that situation was that the teacher of the class was actually less 

educated than Molten Chocolate Cake, but because her training was in Pre-K education, 

she was considered to be more qualified. The woman also displayed an obvious disdain 

towards children, which caused Molten Chocolate Cake to wonder why she was even a 

teacher at all. Casual conversation with the woman revealed that the only reason she was 

teaching was that she considered it easy money.

Perhaps it was the notion that she really enjoyed what she was doing with these 

young children within this classroom or maybe it was just her maternal instinct that
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kicked in as she realized that the actual teacher did not even like children, but really was 

there, by her own admission, only to receive a paycheck. Whatever the reason, 

something changed inside of her during that time and suddenly, the teacher inside of her 

was awakened. Molten Chocolate Cake became motivated to work closely with the 

children, creating resources to use with them, in essence becoming their real teacher, 

despite someone else receiving pay for the role. She stated, “But when I got into this 

PreK class I realized, ‘Hey, I can do this’, and I really do care more about kids than I 

thought I did.”

As I listened to Molten Chocolate Cake recount her story of how she literally fell 

into teaching, she smiled in reflection of her days in the Pre-K class, assisting an inept 

teacher, often actually teaching the class herself. I realized that these were some of the 

moments that helped define her as an excellent educator. She was very much like the 

chocolate cake that began as a very simple recipe, but over time evolved into an 

emulsifying concoction that can only be defined as decadent and delicious.

The constraints of a tightening family budget caused her to leave the daycare after 

the school year ended. Though she truly enjoyed her interaction with the children, and 

she certainly deemed herself protector of them all, at the end of the day, she had to 

consider her own family responsibilities and search for a higher paying job opportunity. 

That opportunity presented itself in terms of a daycare director position. The prospect 

occurred quite suddenly as she was randomly searching the want ads for a new job. As 

she conducted her search, she stumbled across an advertisement for an opening at a 

daycare for a new director. Though she had only meager experience working in a
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daycare and nonexistent experience as an administrator, she decided she had nothing to 

lose by applying. So apply she did, and to her surprise, she was offered the job. For 

some odd reason which she did not reveal during our interview, she did not really have 

high expectations for this job and did not contemplate being there for a very long time. 

However, this short-term proposal manifested into a long-term solution because it not 

only provided a more lucrative paycheck, it also offered her the security of being in close 

proximity to her son. This seemed perfect to her because, as a new transplant to the 

Atlanta area, she was still relatively unfamiliar with her surroundings, and she did not 

know anyone well enough to feel comfortable with entrusting them with the care of her 

son. Her new job situation felt like the perfect arrangement because it provided her with 

a more stable income and offered her peace of mind concerning the well-being of her son. 

Perceptions of Roles

As a teacher, Molten Chocolate Cake had worked tirelessly to instill in each of 

students the belief that they could do anything, that no goal was unrealistic. She stated, 

“Sometimes there’s a momma hat, and sometimes kids don’t understand it in teacher 

language. They need you to talk to them like a momma would talk to them.”

Being a good teacher does not mean just getting up in front of a class and showing 

the students how much you think that you know. One of the first things that every 

teacher must leam from the very beginning of their career is that kids really and truly do 

not care about what you know; they care about how you make them feel. Molten 

Chocolate Cake brought that knowledge with her to the classroom, and in having that 

knowledge, one of the first things she has always done as a classroom teacher was work



124

to establish relationships with her students and their families. Her students knew from 

the onset that she had high expectations for them because, once they joined her class, 

they became an automatic part of her extended family. With that coveted family 

extension came the high expectation that they would try their best every single day, they 

would work hard, and that they would behave respectfully. These were nonnegotiables, 

and her students were well aware o f the consequences for those who did not stringently 

adhere to them.

Molten Chocolate had no tolerance for laziness. She once told a young man in 

her class that she refused to raise a sorry man. She would not have one in her house, and 

she would not have one in her classroom. She referred to this as “going momma” on a 

student, a method that she practiced often. She felt that there were certain situations at 

school when a student did not need to hear what his teacher had to say, but what his 

mother would say about the situation. In those situations, she would take off her teacher 

hat and put on her momma hat, and she would then remind that student to “get their butt 

in gear”. Sometimes, kids just needed a momma at school, and Molten Chocolate Cake 

stood ready. In her role as administrator at the time of this study, she was not quick to 

suspend a child who came to her office due to misbehavior. She always took the time to 

listen to what the child had to say, to try to understand the reasons for the misbehavior. 

The explanation may not reduce the punishment, but it gave the student the comfort of 

knowing that someone cared enough to listen.

As an administrator, Molten Chocolate Cake held her teachers accountable. She 

felt that rules and guidelines were established for a reason, and everyone should adhere to
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them. She was reasonable in her expectations, but she did not have patience for people 

who whined and acted out to get their way. Sometimes she turned certain situations over 

to her male counterparts in administration because she knew that he might be a little more 

sympathetic when a teacher was having a meltdown.

Her level o f devotion to her job required her to remain professional, and being a 

woman did not excuse her from that responsibility. Molten Chocolate Cake just expected 

people to do their jobs and to behave in a professional manner. She also did not expect 

them to make excuses for unprofessional behavior. An example of this would be that 

jeggings are not permitted to be worn by teachers or students. A counselor wore them, 

and Molten Chocolate Cake called her in to her office to remind her that they were 

inappropriate for school attire. She reminds the counselor that they all were responsible 

for modeling proper school attire for the students. She considered this the proper method 

of reminding the counselor of her professional duties; however, the counselor went to the 

principal and complained that Molten Chocolate Cake was harsh to her. She did not 

know what bothered her more—the idea that the counselor felt that it was fine for her to 

defy the mandated school dress code or the fact that the principal seemingly undermined 

her authority by not telling the counselor the same thing himself.

She always felt that she was under scrutiny for the way she dealt with certain 

members of the staff. There was one instance in particular that she reprimanded a 

counselor for leaving student’s records lying open in the copier room, which is a breach 

of confidentiality laws. It was not a formal reprimand; instead, she reminded her of the 

need to remain professional in the handling of student’s records. The following week, a
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secretary was copying some files, and the copier jammed. There was a timeline crunch, 

and the secretary waited to clear the jam until after she finished making the copies in a 

different destination. As luck would have it, the counselor wound up being the one to 

clear the jam, finding the copy of the confidential record. She placed the copy in Molten 

Chocolate Cake’s school mailbox. Attached to the copy was a sticky note reminding 

Molten Chocolate Cake of the need to be professional. Appalled by this flagrant act of 

disrespect, Molten Chocolate Cake spoke to her boss to determine the best way to handle 

the situation. He agreed that her behavior was indeed unacceptable, and he advised her 

on how she should handle it. She followed his advice to the letter, only to find herself 

back in his office receiving a reprimand for doing exactly what he told her to do.

Needless to say, she was really beginning to believe that as the sole female administrator, 

she was being judged unfairly. Molten Chocolate Cake stated that she felt like her role 

was harder than the males with whom she works because she was always the one who 

had to enforce the rules. She did not shy away from the role of the enforcer, but she 

admitted that it exhausted her at times.

Protective Factors

There were many protective factors in Molten Chocolate Cake’s life, but Ms. 

Cinnamon, her fourth-grade teacher, was the one who stood out to her the most. Ms. 

Cinnamon would talk to Molten Chocolate Cake about her aspirations and encourage her 

to work hard to reach her goals. She would redirect her behavior when necessary, and if 

she saw or heard her doing or saying anything that was the least bit inappropriate, all she
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needed to say was “ladies don’t do that”, and Molten Chocolate Cake would immediately 

fall back in line.

Ms. Cinnamon introduced Molten Chocolate Cake to a side of herself that she did 

not even realize existed. In her classroom, she displayed photographs of black people 

such as Vanessa Williams and Jayne Kennedy, both former Miss Americas. It must have 

been during the month o f February for Black History Month because a little White boy in 

the class questioned Ms. Cinnamon as to why she had pictures of White women saying 

they were Black. Ms. Cinnamon used that opportunity to share with the class that 

blackness came in many different hues, but regardless of the depth of the color, it was 

still black, and it was beautiful. Ms. Cinnamon instilled a sense of pride in Molten 

Chocolate that no one has been able to shake even to this day. After Ms. Cinnamon in 

fourth grade, there were not any other black teachers for Molten Chocolate Cake until she 

reached high school.

Molten Chocolate Cake moved to North Carolina and encountered her only other 

Black teacher, Ms. Foxy. Ms. Foxy taught economics, and Molten Chocolate Cake 

learned about business and balancing a checkbook. She really enjoyed her class and 

learned a lot from her. However, one thing happened that year to cause her level of 

respect for Ms. Foxy to plummet. The class was having a discussion about careers, and 

they were choosing their future careers. When it was Molten Chocolate Cake’s turn, she 

told Ms. Fulton that she wanted to be a pediatrician. Ms. Foxy told her that being a 

pediatrician was an unrealistic goal for her, and she should choose something else. This 

devastated Molten Chocolate Cake because she looked to Ms. Foxy for guidance and
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trusted her opinion. That was the day that her dream of becoming a doctor died. Ms. 

Cinnamon had instilled in Molten Chocolate Cake that anything was possible for her if 

she was willing to put in the work to make it happen. Ms. Foxy changed that perception, 

at least for a while, causing her to doubt her ability to achieve certain things.

Though Molten Chocolate Cake never really had any teacher to “go momma” 

with her at school, she did have teachers that would periodically advise her and guide her 

when she was in need of it. Those are the teachers that she remembered by name because 

those are the teachers that made a personal investment in her. She fondly recollected a 

chorus teacher by the name of Mr. Cheesecake who would fuss at the students almost like 

he was their daddy. She remembered times when jealous girls would say mean, unkind 

things to and about her because she earned the solo performance in a chorus production. 

Mr. Cheesecake would remind her that everyone who pretended to be her friend was not 

her friend and that everyone was not going to be happy for her success. He was the 

person to help her to understand that it was okay to be her because being her was pretty 

special.

Professional Experiences in Education

The role of daycare director undoubtedly set into motion the development of 

astounding leadership skills that not only benefitted her there as the head of the daycare 

center, but have also transcended to this moment causing her to become a caring, 

compassionate administrator that not only demanded excellence but readily led by 

example.



129

As the director of the daycare, she was also the person responsible for the taught 

curriculum, purchasing the resources utilized by the teachers, as well as the supplies 

provided for the students. She took these responsibilities seriously, searching for 

curricula considered the most productive and purchasing resources that were worthwhile 

and not just part of the latest educational phenome. It did not take her long to establish 

herself as an authority in this area. Many of the patrons of the daycare were teachers 

impressed by her commitment and concern for the students. They ardently admired her 

fierce tenacity when it came to providing the best possible educational environment for 

the students. Many asked why she did not become a teacher. She recalled thinking to 

herself, “So I was kinda envious of the time that he [her husband] had off. So that had a 

lot to do with why I said I would go ahead and try it.”

By that time, she had begun to connect the proverbial dots that perhaps there was 

really something to the idea of her becoming a teacher. She had already begun to envy 

the time that her husband had off during holidays and vacations a little. These were times 

that she had to hurry back to the daycare to work and could not spend with her family.

She had also begun to recognize the connections that she felt with the children and their 

families who attended the center. Finally comprehending that she had a gift that was not 

being truly utilized in her current capacity, she commenced to consider returning to 

school to become certified to teach.

She enrolled in college and obtained a Master’s degree in education. She said that 

as if were the simplest of things to accomplish, when actually it required quite a bit of 

juggling on her part. She was now not only a wife and a mother, employed full-time with
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a demanding job, she was also a full-time graduate student. To top that off, immediately 

following graduation, she discovered that she was pregnant with her second child. This 

placed her back in the original position of not wanting to leave her young child in a 

daycare with people that she really did not know that well. So, even though she had 

earned her advanced degree, but not her teaching certification, she decided to put 

everything on hold and remain at the daycare center for a little while longer.

Perhaps at this point, fate could not wait any longer, because when her youngest 

son was about two years old, a new school opened up in her local school district. She 

still had not obtained her teaching certificate, but at that time, the school system allowed 

individuals to teach special education classes if they had a degree in human services. The 

school system would also assist new teachers in obtaining the proper and necessary 

certification. Hearing all of that, she decided to investigate further and discovered a 

program that assisted teachers in earning their teaching certification. She took full 

advantage of that program, and when the new school opened, Molten Chocolate Cake 

was one of the newest members of the teaching staff. She was always one of those 

people who went after what she wanted, so she took the initiative to call the building 

principal. She laughed as she said,

So I just called the principal and asked if  he was hiring special ed teachers. I 

don’t think this is the way it was supposed to be done, but I’m one of those people 

that if I want something, I’m just gonna go ahead and make my way to get it.

Her entrance into special education was somewhat backwards in that the principal 

interviewed and hired her for the job first, and then she actually filled out the application.
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By the time she spoke to someone in personnel, it was just a matter of making it official. 

Her first teaching assignment was in a predominantly White school environment with 

people who Molten Chocolate Cake felt were not serious about teaching the students.

She was so unimpressed by their attitudes towards the students that she convinced her 

principal to allow her to become a resource teacher in her own classroom the following 

year. The principal agreed, and the next year she taught language arts and social studies 

in her own resource classroom. She had a smaller class and complete autonomy over 

how she taught her class. She felt that the other teachers inundated their students with 

meaningless worksheets to keep them busy, and she was fairly confident that was the 

reason the student were not performing very well.

She made two monumental discoveries that year: she did not enjoy filling out 

IEPs, and she really enjoyed teaching language arts. With that realization in mind, she 

knew that she did not want to continue teaching special education. Always willing to do 

whatever necessary to accomplish her goals, she inquired and found out what she needed 

to do to be able to teach language arts in another setting other than special education. As 

fate would have it, a language arts teacher retired at the end of that school year, and 

Molten Chocolate Cake convinced her principal to give her an opportunity in the 

position. He seemed reluctant at first and made multiple stipulations regarding his 

expectations for her, but in the end, he gave her the opportunity that she needed. That 

opportunity paved the way to what eclipsed into a wonderful teaching career.

One of the stipulations that the principal placed upon her was that she continue 

her trend of good test scores. Her scores in special education had been pretty good, but
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he was demanding a pass rate of at least 85 percent. For any other teacher, an 

expectation this high would have been daunting, especially during their first year, but this 

outrageous demand only motivated Molten Chocolate Cake to show him who she was. 

The following year, she moved up with her seventh graders to the eighth-grade gifted 

team.

Because there was such a large influx of students on the eighth-grade gifted team 

that year, the principal created a second team. This was a great cause of concern for 

some parents because the other team was already established, so they all wanted their 

child to be on the established team. The newly created team became known as the “sub- 

gifted” team between the teammates, who were rightfully offended by the stance of some 

of the parents and even the teachers of the more established team.

As the year progressed, the sub-gifted team built a strong family connection with 

their students. The kids enjoyed their teachers and their instruction, and before they 

knew it, kids from the more established team were clamoring to transfer to the other 

team. Of course, once parents started requesting that their children be moved to the other 

team, the subliminal remarks began, insisting that the team was so inexperienced, that 

they did not offer enough rigor, that we really were not teaching what the kids needed; 

anything to deter parents from wanting their kids moved. The truth was that the kids on 

the team were doing quite well. In fact, the two teams competed in a Quiz Bowl, and the 

sub-gifted team beat the established team in all subject areas. After that the sub-gifted 

title was dropped because it was obvious that the teachers really were doing a great job.
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Yet, some parents remained who only wanted the more established teachers.

There was one particular family whose daughter’s name was Cupcake. Cupcake wound 

up on the second team due to a supposed computer glitch. Her mother’s strong objection 

resulted in Cupcake’s reassignment to the other team after a couple of weeks. However, 

that couple of weeks was all it took for Molten Chocolate Cake to make a lasting 

impression on Cupcake. When Cupcake realized that her mom had her moved, she was 

devastated. The sad thing about it all was that Cupcake’s mom did not even take the time 

to discuss the situation with Cupcake to see how she felt about it. All she seemed to 

really care about was what her friends had to say about the teams. She raised objections 

because of the way she felt, never giving a single thought to her daughter’s feelings. 

Cupcake moved to the other team and was very miserable. She cried herself to sleep at 

night, becoming unhappy and disinterested in school. Finally, her father, a doctor from 

Morehouse College, had enough. He called the school and demanded that his daughter 

be moved back to her original team no matter what her mother said. She was moved the 

next day and was once again happy at school.

Molten Chocolate Cake understood Cupcake’s dilemma all too well. Growing up 

in a military town, she endured her fair share of mundane classes, but every once in a 

while, there was that one exceptional teacher who really made a difference in her life. As 

mentioned earlier, one extraordinary teacher that stood out in her mind was Ms. Precious 

Cinnamon, her fourth grade teacher. Ms. Cinnamon had the distinction of being the first 

Black teacher that Molten Chocolate Cake ever had. Ms. Cinnamon was a great teacher, 

but it was not her classroom instruction alone that caused her to stand out to Molten
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Chocolate Cake. It was the life lessons that she shared with her that literally changed her 

life. She described the teacher in the following manner: “She would talk to me about 

things outside of school. She would say, ‘Ladies don’t do that.’ And so I never forgot 

her name was Precious Cinnamon”.

Pedagogical Practices

During her time as a teacher, Molten Chocolate Cake developed her pedagogical 

practices. She still utilized these practices as she advanced to the roles of school leader 

and eventually school administrator. Even as an administrator, Molten Chocolate Cake 

modeled her pedagogical practices for others. Because of her love of reading, Molten 

Chocolate Cake constantly encouraged her students to read: “I just loved reading, and I 

always felt like if you can read, you can do anything, like everything else would come 

easy because of reading”. One student in particular, Brownie, left quite an impression 

upon her that brought fresh tears to her eyes during our interview. Brownie did not like 

to read at all. During the course of the school year, through a fellow colleague, Molten 

Chocolate Cake discovered a series of books called the Bluford series, a collection of 

books based on the lives of some African-American high school students. She shared 

one of the books with Brownie and in the space of just a couple of days, he was back 

asking if  she had another one of those books. She had been able to purchase the first 12 

books in the series for about a dollar each. Brian devoured those books one by one until 

he had read the entire set. She also began purchasing books from local book fairs that she 

felt would interest the boys in her class. Before she knew it, without even really realizing 

it, Brownie had transcended from a boy who hated to read to one who could not wait to
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get his hands on the next good book. The defining moment came for Molten Chocolate 

Cake when she received an email from his mom, thanking her. The mother shared with 

Molten Chocolate Cake the story of how long she had desperately been trying, with little 

to no success, to get Brownie to read something, anything. Then she entered his room 

one night to find him up past his bedtime. He was under his blanket with a faint light 

glowing. Of course, she naturally thought he was playing a video game, but to her 

surprise, she discovered elatedly that he was frantically trying to finish the last few pages 

of a book that he was unable to put down. Needless to say, Molten Chocolate Cake was 

touched by the email and has never forgotten the indelible mark that Brownie left in her 

heart.

Brownie’s story was one of many successful stories in Molten Chocolate Cake’s 

career. She was the type of teacher who motivated her students by making them feel like 

they can do anything. She boosted their egos and filled them with high expectation, 

refusing to allow them to consider failure as an option.

Summary

My favorite thing about the holidays is all of the delectable desserts I get to eat 

around that time. Chocolate is my favorite, and chocolate cake is the best. Eating a big 

piece of cake with a nice glass of wine or cup of coffee relaxes me and allows me to clear 

my mind. I am not much of a baker myself, but I feel amazement for those who are. It is 

so fascinating how there are so many recipes for chocolate cake and even more 

fascinating that there are so many recipes for chocolate cake. One can have any kind of 

chocolate cake, and none of them would have the exact same taste or the same type of



136

ingredients. Just like there are many cakes with varying ingredients, I had an opportunity 

to understand the varying characteristics/ingredients that made the women in my study so 

unique. They were all chocolate cakes in their own right, and I discovered they had so 

many similar characteristics/ingredients as well. As I spent time interviewing them, I 

discovered some of them had more in common than with the others, but they all had 

significant experiences that made them who they were and influenced the way they 

interacted in their world.

Throughout the study, the similarities in the narratives and the participants’ views 

led to the development of a third research question: “What are the unique characteristics 

of Black female educators?” Chapter 5 addressed this question. Each of the participants 

believed that their experiences were largely because they were Black females, and each 

of them felt that it was necessary for some things to change in order to keep the younger 

generation of Black female educators from leaving or deciding to choose another field 

other than education all together.

The narratives of their lived experiences told by the women in this study 

answered the second research question: “How do Black female educators make meaning 

of their experiences and translate them into their pedagogical practices?” These 

narratives represented the participants’ perspectives and voices, influenced by their actual 

and observed experiences in their lives. Their narratives allow them to legitimize their 

knowledge and experiences and provide a method to empower Black women who follow 

their recipe for navigating life in and out of the classroom. Collins (1990) asserted that 

the key to a Black woman’s survival is her ability to speak in a self-defined voice as a
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creator of knowledge, allowing her to empower herself and other women. As the women 

in this study began to tell their stories and reflect on their pedagogical practices, I 

witnessed an innate strength and resilience in all of them. These themes of resiliency 

may not have manifested in the same way in all of the women, but as I delved further into 

their stories, I saw how religion, familial connections, desire for educational attainment, 

and the ability to stand alone in adverse situations and change shaped the direction of 

their lives.

The first research question, “How do Black female educators understand 

(perceive) their role as teachers and protective factors in the lives of their students?” 

mixed the themes of resiliency together like the individual ingredients of a cake that 

could not be separated once they were blended. For example, the theme of religion was 

evident in the lives of three of the participants through their narrative, while one barely 

mentioned it at all. She did admit that she was spiritual, but her choice to convert to 

another religion, despite the way she was raised, had a great influence on how she viewed 

religion at the time of this study. Also one participant attributed all of her success to her 

self-motivation and did not talk about any one specific in terms of significant others in 

her life; while the others admitted that they would not have survive had it not been for 

significant others in their lives. Within the participants’ narratives, I witnessed their 

abilities to adapt to situations despite adversity, which is another theme of resiliency. For 

example, all o f them spoke of growing up with humble beginnings and wanting better for 

themselves.
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Each one of the participants expressed the importance of education, which 

Polidore (2004) added as the eighth theme of resiliency. All of them admitted to being 

lifelong learners, and all obtained graduate degrees throughout their careers. Three o f the 

four participants admitted to going back to school mainly because of their desire to leam, 

while one stated that money was her main motivator for returning, and the desire to 

further her knowledge in the field was secondary. She was not ashamed to admit this, 

and she had no problem being candid about it when she stated, “I only got a specialist 

degree because I knew they [the math and science foundation] would pay for it. Shoot, 

they [the school system] didn’t pay me enough anyway”.

Chapter 5 addresses the desire for Black females to choose career fields other than 

education. It also provides a discussion of what needs to happen in order for them to 

stay. I use the Sankofian philosophy of looking back into the lives of former or current 

Black Female educators in order to inform the future of future Black female educators.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

“Eat the cake, Anna Mae, eat the cake ”.

The preceding quote and title o f this final chapter was taken from the 1990 biopic 

of the life of Ms. Tina Turner, who was bom by the name of Anna Mae Bullock. Ms. 

Turner was in an abusive relationship with her then husband Ike Turner who was forced 

cake into her mouth as a form of abuse. However, the beautiful thing about Black 

Feminist Thought (BFT) is the freedom and ability to write one’s own counter-narrative 

in response to the views and opinions of society (Collins, 2009; hook, 2000). In that 

same vein, the researcher has the ability to take the negative connotation out of the quote, 

“Eat the cake, Anna Mae” and write a counter-narrative that makes eating the cake a 

positive step in the story of Black female educators.

The five main sections in this chapter consist of the research questions, the

research findings, implications and limitations o f the study, and recommendations for

future studies. The study derived from the belief that Black female educators have a

story to tell, and no one could tell the story better than another Black female also in the

field of education. Historically, the Black community has been active in promoting

counter-narratives with emphasis on education as a means to gain freedom (Perry, Steele,

& Hillard, 2003). The rationale for the narratives was based on the Sankofian philosophy

of looking into the past to inform the future (Shujja & Shujja, 2015). The researcher’s

139
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belief was that Black females have an exceptional way of teaching and relating to their 

students that is different from any other group of women educators. If their stories could 

add to the body of existing research about Black female educators, then the future 

generation of educators would choose to imitate them rather than go into career fields that 

pay much more money and offer more glory than education. Race and gender shapes life 

experiences, based on a variety of academic and social lessons. The ability o f women of 

color to build on them helps them deal with their racialized and gendered identities. 

Women of color also become active producers and reproducers of everyday practices of 

race and gender from both the explicit and implicit curriculum. The explicit or official 

curriculum is present in the textbooks, lectures, and overall academics, while the implicit 

or hidden curriculum is a part of the social lesson the student must learn. Women of 

color must negotiate the hidden curriculum in order to realize their own race and female 

embodiment.

Research Questions

This research sought to shed light on the experiences of Black female educators 

by answering the following two questions:

1. How do Black female educators understand (perceive) their role as teachers, 

and protective factors in the lives of their students?

2. How do Black female educators make meaning of their experiences and 

translate them into their pedagogical practices?

In this study, I examined Black female educators to understand how they made 

meaning of their experiences, which influence on their pedagogical practices and the
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ways they interact with their students. However, the goal was not to gain a concrete 

answer to the questions.

A new research question served as the basis of the discussion presented in this 

chapter, “What are (if any) the unique characteristics of Black female educators?” This 

study provided insight into the experiences of Black female educators and the way in 

which they handled their classrooms and students. I interviewed the participants a 

minimum of two times, and called a few of them on the telephone to ask some follow-up 

questions. In this final chapter, I discuss a summary of my findings:

• Finding 1: Spirituality was deep rooted in each of the women and they were 

not ashamed to talk about it.

• Finding 2: Tenacity and resiliency are characteristics that one must possess in 

order to gain command of the people who are in their charge. Not being afraid 

to say no is a requirement for the job.

• Finding 3: Proving your intelligence is a constant struggle of being a Black 

female educator. Someone is always willing to challenge what you know and 

you have to be willing to accept it and move on.

• Finding 4: Just because you did not give birth to the child does not mean you 

are not their mother.

I began this voyage through the narratives of Black female educators by using the 

Sankofian philosophy of looking back to inform the future. In my short time in the field 

of education, I have witnessed several Black women leaving the field of education. They 

left to pursue more lucrative and less stressful careers. This alarmed me because if it had
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not been for the Black female educators in my life, I would not be where I am right now. 

When I was growing up, all of my teachers were White females, and though they were 

very competent in teaching me, I always felt like I was missing something because none 

of my teachers looked like me. When teachers share the same background as their 

students, their academic growth and achievement increase because their experiences are 

similar and schools is easier to handle (Boser, 2014). If the Black female teachers 

continue to leave for what they feel is a better career then our students’ futures are in 

jeopardy. The teacher-student relationship is one of the most powerful elements within 

the learning environment. If the teacher expects the students to perform at higher 

attainment levels, the students are more likely to reach for that goal if they have a 

relationship with their teacher (Mawhinney, 2012). This relationship is a major factor 

affecting students’ development. Students thrive when they are in a positive and 

supportive relationship with their teacher. Not all students will be successful because of 

the relationship, but the chances are much greater when it exists.

Recruitment of teachers of color is not the problem, but retention is. In order to 

begin developing programs aimed at retaining Black female teachers, we must first 

understand their challenges, obstacles, and needs. The best way to start is by gathering 

insight from those Black female educators who are or have been in education long 

enough to have the insight. The stories o f the participants in this story have been put 

together for that purpose. Their stories revealed the ways in which they were able to 

remain in the field o f education and have wonderful experiences while doing so.
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Discussion

Faith in God

Findings in this study indicated that Black female educators rely upon their 

religion and spirituality to get them through tough situations. They also used their faith 

in God as a means of explaining how they were able to sustain despite things not going as 

planned. When situations occurred that had them down or made them feel as if they had 

not way out, three of the women indicated that they were led by their faith in God to 

make everything all right. Only one participant appeared to have no religious ties and did 

not mention her faith at all during the interview. During a follow up telephone interview, 

she admitted to having a strict religious upbringing as a child, but said she converted to 

Catholicism once she married.

Traditionally Black women spirituality to praise God, and to protest against 

structural wickedness (hooks 1994; Mattis, 2000). In her study of spirituality and religion 

of Black Women, Mattis (2000) found Black females used their faith to question reality, 

gain insight into their problems, recognize the purpose for specific life events, act within 

moral principles, and become adapted and achieve growth. During her initial interview, 

Molten Chocolate Cake referred to the importance of her faith. When she spoke about 

her decision for going into education in the first place she said, “When people talk about 

stewardship everyone immediately thinks money but I don’t. I feel like God chose me to 

be a steward over the students and teachers in my charge”. This is an indication that she 

believes God appoints people to certain positions and she does not take that lightly. In 

another part of her interview, she spoke about having an easier time than many of her
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friends with receiving promotions. In multiple instances, she indicated she got a job after 

her first interview. She said she knew that it was nothing but God’s favor that made it 

possible. Red Velvet Cake spoke about trusting God in adversity when she had an 

incident with her superintendent. She said, “Now I had to pray about that thing cause I 

was still mad. I mean, I just went off on my boss and you’re not supposed to do that.” In 

another instance she said, “God has certainly helped to tame my mouth because for me it 

use to be just like, if it came up it came out.”

Tenacity

Walsh (2006) identified seven themes to his theory of resiliency, which included 

religion, autonomy, a flexible locus of control, protective factors, the ability to view 

adverse situations positively and change them, and positive relationship. Polidore (2004) 

identified an eighth theme, the importance of education, in her study of resiliency in 

Black female educators who taught before, during and after segregation. Her study is 

pertinent to this study because I used the same theoretical frameworks as she did to frame 

my study and the questions. Her study also focused on adults, whereas other researchers 

focused on studying the resiliency of children. Polidore’s (2004) study was the first one I 

found that related specifically to Black women educators and included Black feminist 

thought along with the theory. The major difference is she chose to focus on a specific 

timeframe in regards to the experiences of the teachers she studied.

The findings in this study indicated there was a ninth theme specific to Black 

female educators, which was stubbornness, or tenacity. Unwilling to provide descriptors 

with negative connotation, I sought to find other words to replace stubbornness. I found
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two words that I preferred to use, tenacious and stick-to-itiveness. However, after further 

consideration, I decided to use the term tenacity. According to Vocabulary.com (2016), 

tenacity is “the quality of being determined to do or achieve something; firmness of 

purpose” (para. 1). This description was applicable to all of the participants in my study. 

They each made conscious decisions about their careers, their chosen paths, their 

willingness to defend their students, their decisions to teach against the grain that 

betrayed, and highlighted, their inner degrees of determination, persistence, search for 

triumphant spaces, and desire to maintain a fundamental and self-defined sense of self.

Though all of the women chose to use the word “stubborn” as a self-descriptor, 

none of them were ashamed to admit that they viewed this as a necessary attribute. 

German Chocolate Cake identified her ability to be stubborn early in our interview. Her 

story of going against the rules o f segregation in public was a strong instance of her being 

stubborn and not backing down on her belief that she was just as entitled as any other 

child, White or Black. Her stubbornness also propelled her to choose to go to the 

integrated high school as opposed to choosing to stay where she and her friends had been 

comfortable.

In White Chocolate Cake’s situation, her tenacity caused her to miss an 

opportunity to go into school administration, but she was not willing to back down from 

her principal, who wanted her to tell on one of her co-workers. She refused to do 

something that would make her co-worker get into trouble even when the principal 

threatened to withhold a recommendation she needed for the job. When the principal
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came to her, White Chocolate Cake told her, “I will not be a tattle-tale, and if you need 

information on her, you need to go find it yourself’.

Red Velvet Cake also used the word stubborn to describe herself. She was 

willing to stand up for her students and their parents regardless of whether or not it would 

get her in trouble with her supervisors. She also talked about her stubbornness when she 

discussed her superintendent embarrassing her in a meeting in front of the other 

principals in a meeting. She spoke about it being the only time she ever considered 

giving up and leaving education. The incident made her angry enough to cry but she 

refused to let those people see her cry. Red Velvet Cake said,

I didn’t want cry in front of those people because I refuse to let them see me as 

weak. But you can believe that when I into that bathroom, I cried until I couldn’t 

cry anymore. And, I stayed in there until I got myself together.

Following in the footsteps of the other participants, Molten Chocolate Cake 

described herself as being stubborn in many instances as well. She spoke particularly 

about her entrance into her teaching career. She began her career teaching special 

education, and she was a co-teacher in the classroom with another teacher. The teacher 

acted as if Molten Chocolate Cake was the assistant in the room rather than the co

teacher, so Molten Chocolate Cake had to stand her ground in the classroom in order to 

earn respect as an equal in the classroom. She said she had no problem being stubborn 

when it came to doing what was best for the students in her class. When she felt like the 

teacher was mistreating the students, Molten Chocolate Cake took it upon herself to 

speak with another teacher and ask him if  he minded co-teaching with her. She then took
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the students on her caseload to the other room and started teaching them along with that 

teacher. Though she admits things could have gone the other way, she was extremely 

glad she was able to put her students in a better situation. Once the principal discovered 

what was going on, he just made the change officially, and the students were able to stay 

in the classroom Molten Chocolate Cake had chosen for them.

Defending and Proving One’s Own Knowledge

According to the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics (2012), from 1999 to 2009, the percentage of women who earned degrees after 

high school was 62% for associate’s degrees and 58% for bachelor’s degrees. Within this 

group, Black women earned 68% of the Associate’s degrees earned and 66% of the 

Bachelor’s degrees, 71% of the Master’s degrees and 65% of the Doctoral degrees. If 

these statistics are correct, then why do Black female educators still have to prove their 

intelligence to others? Traditionally, women have had to prove that they can hold their 

own in a male-dominated world, and according to the findings in this study, it has been 

extra hard for Black women.

Despite all of the women in this study having at least a Master’s degree, they all 

faced the task of having to prove their intelligence to people in the workplace. German 

Chocolate Cake and White Chocolate Cake both told stories of having their knowledge of 

the subjects they taught challenged by the parents of their students, as well as by students 

in front of other students. However, they both indicated that the parents of the Black 

students in the school never challenged them. They both thought this was true because, 

at the time they started their careers, teaching was still considered a prestigious situation
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within the Black communities, and teachers were held in high esteem. Throughout their 

careers, they constantly had to defend their ability to be a classroom teacher. German 

Chocolate Cake stated she even had her intelligence challenged by her administrator in 

front of other colleagues.

Red Velvet Cake became the principal of a school only two years after teaching at 

the school and the district. She had never been an administrator before, yet she was 

chosen over all of the other applicants who interviewed for the position; many of them 

who had been assistant principals for a number of years. She had been recognized for 

taking a failing school where no one wanted to send their students to a school with a long 

list of students waiting to get in. Yet, she met challenges on her very first day of the job 

with parents doubting her qualifications for the position and threatening to take the 

students out of the school because she was the principal. Red Velvet Cake had other 

challenges having to prove that she was as good as the other principals in her district.

The fact that she was the only Black female in the position was not lost on her.

Molten Chocolate Cake also had to prove herself as knowledgeable in numerous 

situations. Unlike the other participants, she did have to prove herself to the parents of 

the Black students she taught. She described one incident in particular as disheartening 

because the parents wanted their child moved to another classroom during the first week 

of school and did not have any problems saying they thought the other language arts 

teacher would better prepare their child for high school.

Her experiences were not limited to having to prove her inside the classroom. In 

2009, Red Velvet Cake got a job delivering professional development to teachers, and the
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teachers were reluctant to open up to her or accept her help in their classroom. She was 

not one who would sit around and let people stop her from doing her job, so she just went 

into their classrooms and worked with the teachers until they trusted that she knew what 

she was doing. In her current position, she feels teachers, students, their parents, her 

colleagues, and her supervisors challenge her knowledge. When asked if she felt like 

Black males experienced the same thing, she said she could not deny it for certain, but 

none of her male counterparts complained of having any issues with people questioning 

their knowledge. She seemed to think the negative stigmas sometimes placed on Black 

women in the classroom attributed to her challenges. Black women have always been 

synonymous with being caregivers, and she felt like sometimes people felt at though they 

were nothing more than caregivers in the classroom.

Othermothering and Community-Mothering

While it is true that Black women do tend to act as mothers in their classrooms, 

educating children is not a career for the faint at heart. Black female teachers use 

othermothering as a pedagogical practice in their classrooms (Foster, 1993; Roseboro & 

Ross, 2009). The practice of othermothering has been in place dating back to slavery 

times (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 1999; Collins, 2000; Mawhinney, 2012). Othermothering is 

particularly important for students of African descent who experience a dearth of 

academic experiences in the classroom led by teachers who share the same race, culture, 

language, and even gender with their teacher. Mawhinney (2012) discussed this 

phenomenon of the need for othermothering among African American female college 

students attending predominantly white institutions. Foster (1993) believed that a
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pedagogy limited to just academics is not appropriate for Black students. Some believe 

that White female teachers do not care for Black students in the same manner that Black 

female teachers do (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 1999; Carlson 2009; Delpit, 1995; Foster, 

1993).

Conclusions

Black Feminist Thought (BFT) and Resiliency Theory framed this study. BFT is 

a critical theory that allows and elevates dialogue amongst Black women. Resiliency, on 

the other hand, is not a critical theory, but it allowed me to look at the study through a 

critical lens. Stemming from the Latin, resi-lire, meaning to spring back, this leg of my 

research frame provided the human emancipation aspect of the project—the ability to 

push back against the norm and define new spaces and places for existence—from the 

participants’ perspectives. This is indeed a critical component to a research project that 

emanates from and centers a marginalized segment of the societal population. From a 

critical stance, this research sought to be explanatory—from a specific cultural and 

gendered perspective; practical in its process and views of significance; and normative in 

the establishment of a set of practices viewed as standard in this culturally-situated 

environment.

The findings in this study were similar to those of Polidore’s (2004) study of 

resiliency of Black female educators. Her study resulted in the development of a theory 

of resiliency with Black teachers, which focused on how the women continued careers in 

education despite being subjected to personal adversity. Her theory focused on resiliency 

as a process overtime rather than resiliency being as a set of fixed traits as found by
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Walsh (2006). Walsh’s (2006) study focused on resiliency in families who faced trials 

due to children who were ill. I chose to use Black feminist thought as a way to impart 

knowledge and as a lens through which to view Polidore’s theory of resilience and how 

the protective factors shaped the pedagogical practices of Black female teachers. My 

findings agreed with those of Polidore to some extent. She added to Walsh’s theory 

another theme specific to Black female educators, the importance of education. My 

findings indicated that there is another theme of resiliency specific to Black female 

educators, which is the theme of tenacity. Black women possess a character trait that 

many people would consider negative, but they do not realize that their tenacity allows 

them to withstand adversities because it does not allow them to give up.

In doing this project, I wanted to present the opportunity for Black female 

educators to see themselves as agents of knowledge and allow other Black female 

educators to hear the stories of teachers who share their same background, culture, and 

experiences. Black women have accountability for one another (Collins, 2000; hooks, 

1984), and as I stated earlier in the study, I noticed the younger Black females were 

leaving the field of education in record numbers. I saw this as a call to action and a 

serious need to preserve, as well as bolster the numbers of Black female educators. The 

children who lack the influence of these women as teachers and agents of knowledge are 

the real sufferers. The gap between students of color and teachers of color is widening, 

and it is necessary to stop this trend. Including the narratives of the women in this study 

to the current body of research is just one step in the direction towards the retention of 

Black female educators.
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When I began this study as a novice doctoral student, I knew there was something 

special about myself and other Black female educators, and I knew that I wanted to study 

only Black women. I felt that they had a way of teaching students that was only specific 

to them. I hoped to leam what that “something special” was and about their experiences.

I was very interested in research that placed Black women at the center and as agents of 

their own knowledge. I now know slightly more than I did when I started. My findings 

matched those of Lomatey (1990); Foster (1993); Beauboeuf-Lafontant (1999); Collins 

(2000); and Polidore (2004) regarding the importance of caring, resilience, faith in God, 

tenacity, othermothering, and factors needed in times of adversity. These narratives now 

exist as counter-narratives to a social and professional grand narrative that situates Black 

females, and more explicitly, Black female educators, as less integral to the success of 

students o f color than the standards-approved pedagogical practices o f teachers who 

represent other racial, cultural, ethnic, or socio-economic demographics.

Implications and Recommendations 

I presented this study using both a metaphor and a cultural symbol: the chocolate 

cakes and the Sankofa bird. These images served to give the reader a pictorial image of 

the importance of looking back and a common dessert that has many variations. They 

also served as appropriate methods of representing the participants of this study. They 

showed the importance of using the past to inform the future and how even though the 

varieties of chocolate cakes have different ingredients, they all result in an exquisite 

dessert.
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An implication o f this study is that the study can assist colleges, universities, or 

teacher preparation programs with developing ways to offer more support to Black 

females going into education. School districts could also develop professional 

development specifically focused on developing Black female educators based on the 

information in this study. Knowing the types of struggles that Black female educators 

encounter would be useful in developing mentoring programs aimed specifically for 

Black females in education. In addition, programs aimed specifically at recruiting and 

retaining Black female teachers by offering incentives for Black women to enter or stay 

in the field are necessary. Having Black women as faculty members and mentors in the 

universities would also benefit universities with teacher preparation programs. Some of 

the experiences of Black women are unique to their race and having them in place 

develop programs and course content would aid in fostering community and trust with 

the Black female students.

The greatest surprise of this study was the personal growth that took place within 

me as I conducted the research. I discovered that I was more triumphant and tenacious 

than I was willing to accept. There were many times throughout the process of 

conducting the study that I felt it would be easier for me give up. When I got to the point 

that I had decided to give up, I remembered the narratives of the women in the study and 

how triumphant they were during personal and professional adversities. I found that I 

was able to draw strength from the narratives in the same manner that I wanted other 

Black female educators to do. I realized that I had many protective factors in my life, 

such as my close circle o f friends who never let me suffer in silence, that motivated me
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when I could not motivate myself. Like the cakes in my study, I found that my faith in 

God became much stronger as I went through tribulations, and like them, I was able to 

draw my strength from the Lord.

Recommendations for future studies would include expanding the search for 

research participants to those Black female educators who do not reside or work in the 

south. Examining the teachers from the students’ perspectives could also be a future 

study. Another recommendation is to conduct a study of the teachers who are leaving the 

field of education. My last recommendation would be to conduct the same type of study 

with Black male educators and other women of color and see if  the findings would be 

similar.

Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations existed in this study. The first was the role o f memory 

because the study required the participants to elicit experiences that were more than 30 

years ago. It was hard for the participants to remember things about their childhood.

They had a hard time remembering names and places.

Another limitation was the participants’ willingness to please me. At times, it 

seemed they attempted to paint a sensationalized picture of what was happening in their 

lives. They knew they were being interviewed for a research study, so I felt like they 

were trying to say the things they thought I wanted to hear. A body of research addresses 

the connection between the establishment of a trusting rapport with research participants 

and the reception of rich research data (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Kvale, 1996; Lavin & 

Maynard, 2001; Williams, 1968). As previously stated, there exists a history of the
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stories and narratives of African American women being misinterpreted, misguided, 

misrepresented, and mistold (Banks-Wallace, 2002; Bloome, 2006; Etter-Lewis, 1991). 

Issues o f trust, the ability to maintain subject integrity, and/or the lack of culturally- 

situated language to authentically represent their experience, may have in the case of 

these participants, all combined to lead to a healthy sense of cautious restraint when he 

participants shared their personal experiences. An additional limitation could be 

surmised based on researcher naivete and the time needed to develop a rapport and a 

mutual relationship of trust with each participant.

I had to take the participants’ stories at face value and trust they were telling me 

the truth. I attempted to alleviate some of this by speaking as little as possible during the 

interview in which they were telling their stories. Analysis of intent and elucidation of 

meaning, or as Denzin (1998) labeled it, the art and politics o f  interpretation, on the part 

of the researcher, therefore constituted an additional limitation. I also had to maintain a 

neutral composure because I knew my reaction to their statements might also be 

misinterpreted, misguided, or misrepresented as judgement or disapproval.

Another limitation to the study is that I did not collect the perspectives of other 

women of color. When I hear the phrase women o f  color, I automatically think of Black 

women. The reality is that our country has become so diverse that the expression has 

expanded to include women from other ethnic groups. Their perspectives and narratives 

could also add to what we already know about female teachers in general.

The closing limitation was the lack of generalizability. The study involved a 

small number of Black females raised in the south. Additionally, while safeguards
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against researcher biases were employed, as a participatory component of this research, 

bias may have resulted based on sharing a number of common threads—race, gender, 

nationality, and profession—with the participants. The results can only be applicable to 

those with similar backgrounds, geographic location, and professional employment.

While these aspects exist as limitations o f this study, when assuming a reflective 

or expectant perspective, these same limitations take on a more hopeful and anticipatory 

tone. For example, my bias as the researcher ensured that I too measures to tell the 

participants’ stories with as much fidelity as possible because it was essentially my story, 

too. Furthermore, the limited number of participants made it easy to collect and analyze 

their narrative data, and the participants’ close proximity to me allowed me to meet with 

them personally to establish a rapport before I had to interview them formally. This 

allowed me to engage in richer conversations because by the time we actually started the 

interview process, the participants felt like they were speaking to a friend rather than 

sitting for an interview.

“Icing on the Cake”

In terms of my study, the expression, “icing on the cake” can be interpreted to 

represent something good that is added to another good thing. The narratives of the 

women in this study add to the current literature on Black female educators, specifically 

in the K-12 setting. What good is cake without the sweet icing to go on top? Though 

cake is sweet on its own, icing is used to embellish the cake and add a decorative flair.

As is the case when you set out to bake a cake, you ultimately connect with the
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ingredients and develop an intimate relationship with the finished product. I did so with 

each participant.

Triumph in the face of adversity is the ingredient that makes the narratives of the 

chocolate cakes run parallel to one another. Though the participants were all on different 

paths in search of their place in educating children, there were points in their narratives 

when I could not decipher whose story I was hearing. They all had their individual 

moments of difficulty, but I found myself wondering how would one or the other handle 

the situation. I could listen to a situation explained by German Chocolate Cake and find 

myself saying, “Red Velvet Cake would have said.. . . ”

Another limitation was the limited number of research studies that used the two 

theoretical frameworks of Resiliency Theory and Black Feminist Thought (BFT) 

together. Individually, the research was extensive. Yet even so, the research based on 

the two theories used collectively is also recent, which allowed me to discover another 

theme specific to Resiliency Theory filtered through the lens of BFT that was applicable 

this study.

In terms of this research adding to the discipline of curriculum and instruction, it 

is necessary to examine some of the disadvantages of not having Black female educators 

in the classroom, such as, the disconnection between Black students and teachers of other 

races, and infer whether the sacrifice is worth the risk. In addition, it is imperative to 

observe the influence Black culture has on curriculum and determine whether it is 

plausible or affordable to keep promoting a “mainstream only” curriculum. The only 

way to move forward in curriculum development is to ensure the representation and
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voices of Black female educators in determining what should be taught in schools. In 

order to have a voice, these educators must remain in the field long enough to know their 

voices are heard. This study is just a small step in making their voices heard.

For me, the icing on the cake is that I am a tenacious Black female educator, who 

has finally realized my potential to influence the field of education because of the 

struggles of the women who worked so hard for me to be here. I now know that I cannot 

make major changes overnight, but the women in the study have made me realize that 

even small steps are better than no steps. I learned Black female educators have come a 

long way and still have a ways to go, but nothing is impossible if we do it for the right 

reasons. My reasons for wanting to study Black female educators were personal at first, 

but it is not about me, it is so much bigger. This study has expanded my mind, and, like a 

baked cake, my thinking can never return to its prior state. To future Black female 

teachers, I would like to say, “You is smart, you is kind, and you is important” (Stockett, 

2011, p. 171).
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