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ABSTRACT

CHERYL ANN JAMISON
KNITTING A NARRATIVE ETHNOGRAPHY OF POSSIBLE SELVES:
AN EXPLORATION OF THE PERCEPTIONS OF AFRICAN AMERICAN FEMALES
AT A SINGLE-GENDERED HIGH SCHOOL
Under the Direction o f WYNNETTA SCOTT-SIMMONS, Ed.D.

Using the theoretical frameworks o f Black Feminist Thought (Collins, 2000) and
Possible Selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) against the metaphorical backdrop of knitting,
this study sought to examine the elements in the student culture o f a second generation,
single-gender school that serve to assist or undermine students’ construction o f their
possible selves. Many single-gender schools have been opened to improve educational
outcomes o f low-income students o f color by addressing economic and social inequalities
in the educational institution and society. Although many single-gender schools opened
based on data supporting the effectiveness o f this school model for low-income students
o f color, few follow-up studies were conducted to determine how their operation
influences educational outcomes.
This exploration was conducted using a qualitative ethnographic narrative design
(Gubrium & Holstein, 2009), which used the stories o f three young Women o f Color who
were graduates o f a single gender high school in a low-income, urban neighborhood in

the southeastern United States. The study sought to identify ways in which they made
meaning o f their lived experiences within the context o f their culture-sharing group.
Findings revealed an ethic o f caring wound through the school rituals and routines,
students’ communities and families, school personnel, and among the students
themselves. This created a foundation upon which the students were constructed
meaningful possible selves and positive postsecondary outcomes. Findings also revealed
students perceive gender, race, and class as having influenced their in school and out of
school lives as evidenced by embedded sexism in the curriculum, colorism stereotypes
portrayed in the media, and classism in exclusionary practices o f the school.
Recommendations for further study include: (a) exploring the factors in the
organization o f the single-gender school environment that serve to empower or
disenfranchise educators; (b) examining the practices within this model o f school culture
that still perpetuate gender, race, and class biases; and (c) identifying activities in schools
that instill a sense o f empowerment and encourage economic, political, and social
successes in the community.
This single-gender model of schooling may provide essential elements that
moderate some o f the challenges that stifle academic achievement for some girls o f color.

xi

PROLOGUE
“Properly practiced, knitting soothes the troubled spirit, and it doesn't hurt the
untroubled spirit either. ” (Zimmerman, 1971, p. 2)
Knitting soothes my spirit. Knitting provides me with a quiet space. For me,
knitting is a reflective practice that opens my eyes and demands active, full engagement,
while also settling my soul. It is more than just a medium with which to construct
utilitarian garments; it is a cultural means o f connecting and communicating. Through
knitting, I feel a connection to my past as I practice a skill that my ancestors performed; a
connection to my present as I reflect on my relationship with those I knit with and for;
and a connection with my future as I design and plan future projects and teach others this
art form. The tangible and symbolic gift o f a hand-knitted garment communicates love
and care in ways that mere words cannot approach or replicate. The sight of a person
knitting in a public place usually elicits or arouses a conversation, as a passerby may
comment on how she used to knit, still knits, or is enthralled by and wants to leam the art
o f twisting, looping, and linking. Knitting is also a method o f creation— of kinetic,
dynamic, and subject-centered possibility construction.
The art o f knitting serves as a unique metaphorical backdrop for this research
study. Time spent knitting affords me with an opportunity for purposeful contemplation,
consideration, and reflection upon my instructional practice as a high school teacher and

educator. Purposeful contemplation and resolute reflection are each powerful and
responsive traits for an advocacious educator. I choose to see myself as a teacher, one
who delivers instruction, and an educator, one who guides, cares, motivates, stimulates,
and mentors, because I am conscious of my role as both. My school district expects me
to deliver content as a teacher; I choose to practice the nuanced art form o f education as
mentorship and stewardship to young spirits.
The art and practice o f knitting not only parallel the art and science o f teaching
and learning, they are befitting and appropriate metaphorical symbols of the African
American community. This is a community that is diverse in its compositional strands
and strengthened by the joining together, knitting, o f those strands. The conceptualized
process o f knitting, the give, take, push, and pull of raw materials, provides a perceptual
framework, or cognitive space, in which to ponder the creation of a stitched item. This
process— the give, the take, push, pull o f raw and often precious materials— provides a
conceptual framework for the possibility of creating a respectful, encouraging, nurturing,
transformative, and possible school curriculum strand.
Although it is possible to practice knitting in solitude, the practice of knitting with
others creates a unique sense o f community connectedness. Where it was once a means
for livelihood, hand knitting has become an activity o f leisure and companionship. Many
yam and craft stores and local community centers host weekly knitting groups where
people can come to leam the skill or just sit, share, and practice the art form. Women
primarily dominate these communities o f practice. The reasons for the women gathering
are generally as varied as the women who gather. Sometimes women just want a place to
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leam a new stitch or get assistance with a pattern. Once while attending one o f these
knitting groups I was told, “Patterns are simply bases for possibility construction,” and
immediately the women offered advice as to how the pattern could be modified, adapted,
customized, and improved with the change o f stitches, types o f yams, or sizes o f needles
used. The resulting product was more beautiful than the pattern creator could have
originally conceived; the new product was a collaboration o f like-minded souls.
Sometimes these groups are just a place where one can come to relax and momentarily
forget the stress and cares o f the increasingly demanding world in which we dwell. The
intimate spaces provided by knitting groups create a place where one can feel free to
open up and talk about families, concerns, joys, sorrows, as well as the art form. The
intimate space is where many create knitted masterpieces, knitted spirits, and knitted
friendships.
Knitting is also a conduit for healing in ways modem, traditional medicine cannot
achieve. Historically, hours have been, and are still often, spent by women sharing and
gathering together in knitting circles over the clicking o f needles and winding o f wool—
knitting and talking together, each revealing their own stories of stitched hope, grief,
dreams, loss, love, laughter, secrets and sorrows. Often, over time as projects take form,
hope’s potential is restored. Where bandages and drugs can only treat the superficial
wounds and symptoms, the sharing o f stitches and stories can produce both mended socks
and mended hearts. Between expert and new knitters alike, the act o f knitting often
sparks spontaneous discourse focusing on the future creation; likewise is the
collaboration between veteran and novice educators. The conversation often centers on
xiv

the making of something yet unrealized from a diverse collective of resources and
experiences.
Like knitted creations, my students are precious gifts o f fascinating, dynamic, and
vigorous possibilities—a complexly woven treasure composed of a variety o f strands that
have been pushed, pulled, twisted, looped, and linked over time. Adolescence presents as
a time o f opportunities, for during this time the students arrive at an interesting stage o f
the school continuum, each with a unique set of characteristics or “patterns,” influenced
by a combination o f the push and pull of historical and sociocultural factors. The school
is a space for students to try out the different metaphoric stitches o f current social
influences and needles o f role models, which influence the final treasure o f possibilities
from which the young women can construct their future selves. Their possibility
construction involves a complex interaction of factors that require consistent reflection on
the part o f the student and her mentors. Like knitting, it also involves a certain tension as
one learns to push and pull, give and get, as she navigates the twists and turns of life.
The process— the act of knitting and purling, o f pulling and pushing the yam, of
giving and getting, o f yarn overing and undering— demands purposeful attention and
commands interaction on many levels. In order to produce a creation that is a testament
to the craft, the knitter must examine her yam and work with the unique characteristics
each type o f fiber presents. The knitter considers many things when selecting the tools
and stitches to create the final product. The origins o f the fibers, as well as the treatment
given the threads, often dictate the combination o f purposeful twisting and looping and
determine the tools needed in the process to yield the masterpiece. A finely refined silk
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thread would hardly be a robust choice for the hardy scarf or muffler needed to warm a
child in the harsh December winters o f Montana, and huge size 13 needles would not be a
proper choice as a tool for such fine thread. Likewise, the thicker and coarser fibers o f
Peruvian Highland wool yam would not yield a delicate lace shawl and would be nearly
impossible to knit using a tiny size one needle.
Similarly, the master educator considers the students, their neighborhood, their
abilities, and their circumstances. The establishment and reestablishment of single
gender schools around the country to address the unique academic needs o f students
living in impoverished areas reflect such careful thought and consideration. Each student
enrolled in these school environments is unique, and the strategies needed to guide the
student to a fabric o f possibilities require patient, purposeful attention and interactions on
many levels. Students living in poverty often harbor feelings o f isolation and a lack of
mastery over their lives. Students in high poverty areas are especially vulnerable to the
negative effects of an environment o f uncertainty and disruption. A student experiencing
residential instability is not going to leam at the same rate, if at all, as her peers living in
a stable household unless she has the right tool or support to help her. Likewise, a
student acting out inappropriately needs a caring and understanding adult and a safe
space in which to work out the underlying problems. To expect a traditional Eurocentric
patriarchal school model to produce a high degree of positive educational outcomes for
this demographic is much like using a size 13 needle to knit fine thread. The curriculum
must possess and present a connective strand in order to engender an emotional and
engaged level o f interest.
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Knitting as a skill, a pastime, and in the form o f a knitted object, may connect us
with or evoke memories o f a bygone person, a special place, and a unique space in time.
We may hold dear rememories (Morrison, 1987) of people from our past that knit. We
may store rememories o f experiences tied to the act o f knitting or to the objects that are
the resulting products o f the time spent. The life stories or vignettes about scarves,
sweaters, mittens, and a myriad o f unfinished works or projects in progress often connect
or bring the rememories to a conscious level
As I knit, I reflect on my calling to the education profession. The foundation laid
by my African American ancestors in America and the influence o f that past on my
education heavily influences my practice. My ancestors wove together the unfortunate
circumstances of slavery and Jim Crow into a resilient legacy and foundation on which
subsequent generations continue to build. During this terrible and difficult time, there
were African American women whose voices were heard, setting precedents and making
a difference. In 1656, as slavery was taking deep roots in the establishment of the early
American colonies, Elizabeth Key, a slave and eighth great grandmother to well-known
actor Johnny Depp, successfully sued and won her freedom (Associated Press, 2013;
Lewis, n.d.). This is particularly remarkable as women had little rights during this time
and African American women even less so. In 1797, Sojourner Truth was bom into
slavery. She eventually won her freedom and worked bravely and tirelessly for the
abolishment o f the terrible practice o f enslaving others and for the basic human rights of
women (Lewis, n.d.). However, she was not alone in her struggle. In 1831 Maria W.
Stewart (as cited in Richardson, 1987, p. 38) asked, “How long shall the fair daughters of
xvii

Africa be compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath a load of iron pots and
kettles?” Like Sojourner Truth, Stewart lectured in public about the oppression of
women and enslaved Africans. She encouraged the listener to envision a time when
African American women “might be able to lay the cornerstone for the building o f a High
School that the higher branches o f knowledge might be enjoyed by us . . (as cited in
Richardson, 1987, p. 21). These women and so many others have influenced politics and
education over the years, leaving an indelible impression on the lives o f many who
shared a historical moment in time. Their experiences and resultant lessons have also
been woven into the fabric and strands of my life. In subsequent decades, their fight
spurred many others to fight for the right for equal educational access and opportunities
for people o f all racial and ethnic backgrounds.
However, even in the wake o f the ruling from the Brown v. the Board of
Education, which argued that racial segregation o f children in public schools went against
the Equal Protection clause o f the Fourteenth Amendment, many African Americans and
other people of color remained in segregated and economically unequal schools. As a
product o f the opportunities afforded me by the historical figures, civil rights leaders, and
members o f my community who fought for my right to be educated equally and acquire a
college education, I feel it is my responsibility and calling to guide and mentor others
who may not otherwise have the same fortune. I believe it is important that I take what I
have learned and use it to support and encourage others. I focus on my students’ futures
as I collaborate with others, sharing stories and strategies for knitting together the

resources we have with the skills our students present, focusing on the future of
possibilities I so desperately want for my young charges.
As I engage in the discourse surrounding the curriculum design to mitigate the
inequalities embedded within the traditional school structure, I work with others, equally
committed to critical curricular reconceptualization to create a set of signature
pedagogical practices. The necessity to teach our students to critically examine and
interact with their environment to construct their own possibilities and leam to advocate
for their needs and those o f others results in a complex pedagogical framework. As
educators, we reflect upon this design and understand that our responsibility is to guide
student learning in a manner that respects, encourages, nurtures, and transforms the spirit
o f the students as they interrogate and integrate the multiple threads of understanding into
the context o f their experiences. It is my hope that nurturing this spirit of possibility
creation will re-knit and reconfigure the unraveled strands.
In the hands o f a master knitter, the actual act of knitting produces a seamless
orchestration o f motion, rhythm, and sound as the needles connect with one another while
twisting the loops o f yam. The coordination of the various parts requires a great deal of
preparation, attention to detail, and consideration o f the available resources and supplies.
The colors, textures, and patterns speak life to the project. The quiet, reflective space and
time needed to knit speak to my spirit and provide a connective link to the spirits of the
garment recipients.
As with knitting, students represent the beginning o f a new fabric o f possibilities.
A single loop o f textured thread (the student), when combined with the tools and skill of
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the knitter (teacher facilitator), in addition to other varied textures and colors o f yam (the
factors o f a nurturing positive school culture), becomes a finely woven, new fabric (the
student’s best possible self). The newly crafted fabric is both immediately useful, and
continues to be useful to generations (of the community) to come. As with the art of
knitting, the aim o f many o f single-gender schools is to weave, shape, and transform the
raw materials in such a way as to create something novel, something notable, and
something metamorphic.
Through this study, I seek to explore the factors in the student culture of a second
generation single-gender high school, that work to guide, and support adolescent females
on their journey to becoming their best possible selves. The second generation, single
gender schools are intended to combat societal discriminations such as racism, sexism,
and classism, against both boys and girls (Mansfield, 2013). Because of its similarity to
the complex process associated with constructing unique knitted creations, I am keenly
aware o f the critical responsibility associated with the process of supporting the
development o f complexly woven, yet individually situated student masterpieces.
This exploration demands a historical, situational, social, and political perspective
in order to provide the reader with a contextual framework for positioning the
exploration, thereby leading to deeper and broader levels of comprehension. The site for
this exploration is one o f the relatively few single-gender public schools located in an
inner city neighborhood in the southeast region o f the United States. The school’s
mission is to improve the educational outcomes for young Females o f Color. The term,
Women o f Color, has political and social connotations since it emerged during the
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women’s movement in the late 1970s to signify a unification o f all women experiencing
marginalization due to the intersecting variables of gender, race or ethnicity, and class.
For the purposes of this study, “o f Color” describes anyone of African American, Latina,
Native American, and Asian American descent. A great percentage o f the students living
in the large inner city neighborhood that serves as the backdrop for this study are African
American or Latino. The student population at this study site is 99% African American.
Subsequently, in order to better understand the context for the study o f these students’
cultural sharing group, it is important to comprehend the political, social, and economic
factors surrounding the education o f African Americans, specifically African American
women, in the United States.
This study is woven against the metaphoric backdrop o f the art o f knitting, so it is
only befitting that I begin with a brief history o f knitting. Secondly, I twist in the cabled
context of the rationale for the establishment and research of the second generation,
single-gender school. Next, I explain how I considered the changing colors of the
classroom and curricular landscape to continue to explain why I began this project. I then
purl a short row o f purpose to outline the shape o f some of the social issues that
contributed to the need for further examine the problem.
Knitting’s Tangled History
Little is known o f exactly when knitting was invented. Textiles deteriorate over
time, even in the best conditions. While there have been various fragments of fabric
similar to knitting found that date earlier, the earliest documented piece o f knitted work
similar to our knitting today was found in North Africa and dates back to around 3rd to
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5th century A.D. There have been other pieces around the same age found as well with
Arabic blessings knitted into the work, leading some historians to believe some o f the
early knitting may have been used to make religious garments or artifacts (Theaker,
2006).
The Moors may have been responsible for the art of knitting migrating to England
and other parts o f the world via the Middle East and Spain (Theaker, 2006).
Interestingly, knitting was an art form practiced by both men and women. Young women
in countries in Europe typically learned to knit as soon as they were able to wield the
needles. In the mountains o f Turkey, Afghanistan, Peru, and Chile, it was, and still is,
customary for males and females to begin learning the art from a very early age. The
practice o f knitting was customarily used to make garments for general wear, with socks,
shirts, underwear, and warm jackets being the most typical clothing pieces constructed
(Andrews, n.d.; Neave, 2006).
Historically, knitting, like education, occurred at home or in small community
groups (Lajevic & Powell, 2012). The women o f a community would often gather and
knit for a community time o f fellowship, to exchange ideas while making garments for
their own families. Women and men knitted garments for their own families, but also
knitted as a trade to provide extra income for their families (Andrews, n.d.).
Documents from the Virginia and Maryland colonies indicate that African slaves
were also knitters. Diaries, wills, and newspapers from the 1700s show that slaves
knitted, weaved, and made other textiles for their own families and their slave masters
(Strawn & Falick, 2011). Some women’s groups participated in the Civil War effort by
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knitting socks for the soldiers. With the invention of the knitting machine in the 16th
century and the industrialization of the practice during the Industrial Revolution, the
community practice o f hand knitting slowly fell away in popularity.
Twisting the Cable o f Context
Knitting has seen resurgence in popularity and purpose in recent years. Whereas
knitting was once for utilitarian purposes such as making warm hats, mittens, socks, and
scarves, it has become a means of empowerment, social justice, and community building
for some (Lajevic & Powell, 2012; Petney, 2008). For example, in protest of the World
Petroleum Congress in 2002, the Calgary Revolutionary Knitting Circle knitted a web to
stop a military procession (Moore & Prain, 2009). Many other smaller knitting groups
»

organized to raise awareness for cancer research or other causes (Baumeister, 2014).
Likewise, in the twenty-first century there has been resurgence in popularity and
purpose for single-gender schools. Historically, a few o f the early academic visionaries
established such schools as Miss Porter’s School for Females in Connecticut, The
Woodward School in Massachusetts, The Agnes Irwin and Baldwin Schools in
Philadelphia to educate the female children o f elite citizens. Those students were
expected to marry men o f power and influence, as well as fill positions o f power, social
standing and engage in philanthropic purpose in society.
The motivation behind the recently established second generation, single-gender
school is for the school to serve as an affirmative means to legitimize previously
marginalized voices in the curriculum discourse, while providing an avenue to correct
social injustices (Salomone, 2003). The guiding mission for the current generation of
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single-gendered schools focuses on the establishment o f critical purposes, pathways, and
strategies o f empowerment for both the students and the broader community residents.
An ultimate goal, objective, and hope o f these newly conceptualized missions is to rectify
socioeconomic inequality, provide access to socially and economically transformative
educational opportunities, and increase the ability to develop into the fullest potential of
self, thereby breaking the binding constraints of deficit academic, social, and personal
expectations.
Exploring the Changing Colors o f the Classroom and Curricular Landscape
In pondering the space of knitting, I can see it not only as a space for reflection,
but also as a place for curricular and cultural exploration. In researching how a single
gender school might be beneficial for some students, I present the exploration as one
might consider the recipients o f knitted projects. In considering the knit project design, I
muse on the temperament and tendencies of the recipient of the future knit creation, and
choose the fibers accordingly. A friend who has a soft but firm commanding presence
might enjoy the soft but durable texture of the combination of Tencel® and cotton. If the
same individual has a vibrant personality, that yarn in a bright yellow with magenta
highlights threading through it might be a marvelous choice for a knitted project, fit for
the special individual. The selection o f colors and textures of the yam combine to shape
the character o f the finished product.
To begin the creation of a knitted project I cast on the required number o f stitches
o f richly hued yam needed for the portion of the project to be completed. The process of
casting on can take place at the beginning o f a project or anywhere after beginning the
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knitted work in order to enlarge it for the purposes of shaping it and/ or changing or
adding colors. Controlling the manner of casting on stitches is very useful in customizing
a knitted garment so it fits perfectly for the user or wearer.
Just as in knitted design, our culture and colors change in society and in the
classroom and require us as educational stakeholders to cast on new ideas in order to
shape the structure o f education. Much o f the difficulties educators and politicians
encounter with understanding and eliminating the achievement gap that exists in our
public school system derive from a patriarchal school structure that has failed to change
rapidly, despite the fact that curriculum requirements and the changing culture o f our
society need this adaptation. When I consider the school, I think about the stitches as the
students, the educators, the parents, and other education stakeholders that combine to
compose a large element o f what is the school. We begin any school year with these
elements that interweave to provide a space where the students knit together all of the
fibers o f their educational experiences.
As I knit, I reflect on the research process o f gathering the “yams” or stories of
students who are experiencing the cultural space o f the females’ school. The school is a
place where young minds find the rich colors o f social influences and the tools of the
trade, the role models used in framing their possibilities. Yet, just as the miscalculated
choice o f yam color or misguided selection of textures can yield a product that in not
befitting some recipients, the curriculum, customs, and practices in the school structure
do not fit some o f the most important members o f our society. As an institution, the
school can also be a place that marginalizes some people (Jackson, 2005). To
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marginalize means “to relegate to an unimportant or powerless position within a society
or group” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, para. 2, 2014). The traditional school
structure was established for the education of elite White males. Despite the changing
demographics o f the United States and the shift to a more global society, the school
structure has not experienced much change. There have been small adjustments to make
the institutional framework more inclusive, but our society as a whole still positions those
in the places o f intellectual and political authority as White males. As of 2011, only 26%
o f college and university presidents were women and only 13% were people of color
(Stripling, 2012). At the time o f this writing, women hold slightly less than 19% of
congressional seats (Rutgers Center for American Women and Politics, 2014.). The
message this sends to young people who look up to these persons as potential role models
is people that look as we do or believe as we do are powerless or unimportant. As the
knitter casts on stitches to shape and color the final creation, the knitter must know when
to cast o ff the parts o f the creation no longer needed or no longer beneficial to
construction o f the final piece.
In knitting, the term cast o ff means to remove a stitch from a knitting needle in
such a way as to prevent unraveling. While few would desire to unravel the entire
educational structure, many can see the benefit of removing the people and practices that
mute the vivid color and textural representations o f our society and possibly stifle the
realization o f the full potential.

Purling Purpose
Purling refers to the act of knitting through the front of a live stitch. Likewise,
the single-gender school addresses very real issues that marginalize some women within
our traditional coeducational patriarchal structure through the front— head on. A frequent
task o f the single-gender school is to combine a richer selection o f rituals and practices
that help benefit some o f these young women. The intent by many who establish such
schools is to cast o ff the pedagogical practices that do not benefit the shaping of strong
resourceful young women and cast on those practices that shape, nurture, transform, and
empower them. The young women who attend such schools are winding and
intertwining the multicolored influences o f their home environments and their school
environments with the influences o f the communities in which they reside to construct
their own identities and position themselves for the rest o f their lives. Just as the weaving
o f the vividly colored yarns produces a tangible, useful garment, so too is my hope that
knitting together the tales o f their experiences will provide useful knowledge o f the
factors that assist or impede these students’ constructions of their future possibilities.
The factors in a school that contribute to the education of young people and their
development and creation o f their best possible selves are an incredible mosaic of
variables that lend themselves to the metaphoric comparison to the art and science of
knitting. The complex process o f knitting is appropriate for its use as the metaphorical
backdrop for the stories or “yams” told in this study that illustrate the transformation
from the casting on o f influences or stitches, the knitting of influences, to the graduated
collection o f future possibilities. The historical influences on the African American
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community as whole and this neighborhood in particular profoundly affect the stitches or
elements that comprise the school. Similar to the knitting circles, the community of the
single-gender school provides a safe place and space for the sometimes profoundly
wounded females to share their life’s’ narratives o f love, loss, happiness, sorrows,
experiences, and opportunities. These young women can take patterns that would
normally indicate they would be at-risk for failure in society and, with the selection o f the
right colors and textures o f social influences and role models, create a design that is atpromise for success. It is the legacies o f their ancestors and those who fought and died
for their right to an education that allow them, as young Women o f Color, to be co
constructors o f their agency and identity development. Like many other second
generation, single-gender schools, the mission o f the school that is this study site is to
empower young women in this community to love who they are and perpetuate a
movement and heritage o f nonviolent social change, sisterhood, and scholarship.
In Chapter 1 ,1 begin with an introduction of the context o f the establishment o f
the second generation, single-gender school and the rationale for research in this area.
Second, I provide a brief background o f the changing classroom and curricular landscape
to situate the political change in today’s scholastic climate. I then discuss the purpose of
the study to outline some o f the social issues that contribute to a need to study the
problem, followed by an overview of the theoretical framework for this research study.
Finally, I present the historical context o f the structural problems o f racism, sexism, and
classism that some scholars believe contribute to some of the achievement challenges
some students wrestle with today.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
‘Wo longer shall I paint interiors with men reading and women knitting. I will paint
living people who breathe andfeel and suffer and lo v e ” (Edvard Munch, 1889/2001)
The traditional coeducational school perpetuates gendered stereotypes,
traditionally accepted roles for men and women. Society allows, and even expects,
different behaviors from boys than girls. Teachers regularly expect and give praise to
girls who are quiet and neat, while encouraging boys to speak out and express their
opinions. Girls who enjoy athletics and playing with the boys are called tomboys, while
boys who enjoy the athletics are encouraged in those roles. Girls who are assertive and
opinionated are seen as termagants. Boys can be admonished for throwing a ball “like a
girl,” which reinforces the idea that girls are inferior to the male sex. The added variables
o f race or ethnicity compound these stereotypes. People often assume Asian Americans
possess greater artistic talent, whereas African Americans are expected to be more
athletic.
The traditional school has operated within a hegemonic and patriarchal system
and used practices that have not acknowledged the experiences and knowledge of
Women o f Color as distinct and exceptional. Poor school attendance and unsafe school
and home environments, which are traditionally contributing factors to poor academic
performance, are frequently problems for some students from low-income
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neighborhoods. In the traditional coeducational environment, low-income young Women
o f Color are often burdened with more familial obligations that undermine their ability to
achieve their academic pursuits. The added stress from these family burdens can lead to
acting out behaviors. The misunderstandings stemming from disruptive behavior can
lead to disproportionate number o f office discipline referrals, which further compromises
the ability o f young Women o f Color to succeed academically.
Existing research on single-gender education, focused mostly on secondary
students, suggests this model o f schooling, that is at once exclusionary and inclusive, may
be beneficial in improving educational outcomes for ethnic minority students of color
(Hubbard & Datnow, 2005; Mael, Alonso, Gibson, Rogers, & Smith, 2005; Riordan,
1994a). Some researchers surmise single-gender programs may work because they
address and remediate target problems of students who are at-promise for success (Fergus
& Noguera, 2010; Hubbard & Datnow, 2005). These single-gender programs often are
intended to provide a nurturing, safe, and structured space that helps counter these
problems and thus to improve academic outcomes (Fergus & Noguera, 2010).
Additionally, some researchers report that this model may have long-term postsecondary
benefits. Students who attend these schools may be more likely to attend and finish
college and earn higher incomes than students who attend coeducational schools (Baker,
Riordan, & Schaub, 1995; Lee & Marks, 1990; Riordan, 1994b; Riordan, 1994a).
In response to this research, the changes in Title IX legislation and the call to
close the perceived achievement gaps, several single-gender schools have been
established in low-income neighborhoods to provide academic-based access among low-

income ethnic minority student populations. There is a growing body o f research in the
area o f single-gender education in general (Mael et al., 2005; Riordan et al., 2008).
Results of these investigations are inconclusive, however, as to what advantage this
model provides for improved academic achievement for many students (Harker & Nash,
1997; Marsh, 1989). Some o f the studies support that this model o f schooling may be
beneficial in several areas for students o f color (Fergus & Noguera, 2010; Riordan,
1994a), but there is little research that outlines what these schools do differently and how
they work to achieve student success.
In this study, I sought to explore the factors in the student culture of a second
generation, single-gender high school that support and guide adolescent females to their
best possible selves. The study focused on how students made meaning of their
relationships and experiences at a single-gender girl’s high school and how those
experiences influenced their educational outcomes, feelings of empowerment and
possible selves’ development. By knitting together the stories o f their lived experiences
with my observations, I expected to gain insights into what, if any, structures, customs,
and approaches to school culture assist or impede students in conceptualizing their
possible selves. Additionally, I hoped to explore the students’ perceptions about the
influence o f gender, race, and class on their lives. This investigation might potentially
provide community stakeholders and members o f academia with closer examination of
the educational and emotional needs of young Women of Color and ways in which the
single-gender school environment addresses those needs.
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Background
“The only way to educate the masses is to knit fo r them. ” (Pearl-McPhee, 2005, p. 38)
The goals o f public education have radically moved away from the philanthropic
intentions o f the Freedman’s Bureau and missionary societies who organized schools for
newly freed African Americans at the conclusion o f the Civil War during the nineteenth
century. They have also moved away from the democratic ideals espoused by Horace
Mann in the late nineteenth century and John Dewey during the twentieth century. These
early public educators believed education leveled the playing field and allowed everyone,
regardless o f status, equal access to what society had to offer (Dewey, 1944). While in
theory, many believe that education is a great equalizer, in practice, this does not seem to
be the case. Politicians and those of competing ideologies in a continuous struggle have
commandeered education. The current environment of copious standardized testing and
accountability, as well as the emphasis on industry methodologies to govern its practice,
makes it clear that the practice o f education has strayed far away from its noble intentions
and democratic beginnings (Nieto, 2005).
Not only have the noble intentions o f the practice o f education changed over time,
the demographics o f the United States have changed over the years. The most recent
U.S. census indicates the number o f U.S. residents who were either first generation or
foreign bom has more than tripled since the 1970s. O f those, over three-quarters were
from Latin American or Asian countries (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Additionally, due
to suburban flight from urban neighborhoods, the percentage of African Americans and
other people o f color living in economically depressed urban areas have grown
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(Raudenbush, 2009). In addition to the growing diversity in language and ethnicity, there
has also been a widening disparity in wealth, with people o f color representing nearly
half o f those living in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). The number o f public school
students living in poverty has risen as well. Recently released data from the National
Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) indicated that children living in poverty make
up the majority o f students enrolled in public schools, with 51% o f them from lowincome families (NCES, 2014).
Subsequently, the demographics o f the classroom have also changed, resulting in
much debate on the academic achievement among African Americans and other ethnic
minority groups represented in the schools. Some educators and researchers assert that
the educational system continues to serve only the interests o f the dominant class
reflected in society, thus perpetuating inequalities created by the problems of racism and
poverty (Katz, 1971; Nieto, 2005). Therefore, because o f its failure to address the
concerns o f a changing cultural, political, and economic population, the current education
system is broken.
There are some researchers who argue the traditional American educational
system negatively impacts some females as well (Deak & Adams, 2010; Gallagher, 2000;
Salomone, 2003; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). For instance, Gallagher (2000) argues the
traditional everyday classroom largely fails to consider women’s experiences. Male
figures dominate the content of textbooks and classroom resource materials. The
structure o f most school environments is mostly conducive to male orientation, leading
Gallagher (2000) to assert that traditional schools have failed females. She describes the

traditional classroom as being one shored up by antiquated patriarchal structures that
have ignored the experiences o f females as being unique. She further describes this state
of affairs as “problematic” and advances the school curriculum as requiring attention and
compelling a change.
Conversely, others argue that the perceived gender gap in education is all
propaganda and a groundless/baseless/unsupported proposed grand narrative (Fine, 2010;
Frawley, 2005; Kleinfield, 1998). Kleinfield (1998) challenges the studies that seek to
prove that schools are failing females. She posits that the differences in gender are really
a myth. If one were to factor in that males are at the extremes o f the spectrum, that is,
they receive the most doctorate degrees and are also the ones most likely to fail to
achieve, the playing field is actually quite level. Regardless of which side o f the debate
one sits on, it is clear that school districts across the country are considering different
options to address the needs o f specific segments o f the student population.
The reauthorization of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and changes in legislation
surrounding school types and settings have allowed school districts more latitude in
considering gender-based programs as an intervention to improve aspects o f what some
consider to be a broken educational system. As a result, the number o f single-gender
public schools in the United States has grown to over 500 as of 2012 (National
Association for Single Sex Public Education [NASSPE], 2013). Additionally, recent
changes to the federal education initiative, specifically Race to the Top, have forced
many school districts to take a closer look at the academic performances o f their schools
by gender, as well as the structure o f the school curriculum. As a result, more districts

are implementing the choice for single-gender classes and schools, some for the express
purpose o f improving academic outcomes for low-income students.
While not a new concept for private schools, the growth o f single-gender public
schools is a relatively new phenomenon. In recent years, single-gender academies have
opened in urban neighborhoods, in part to address the perceived achievement gap
between students with low socioeconomic status (SES) and those from high SES.
Proponents for educating females and males separately usually cite embedded gender
inequality within the educational structure and differences in learning styles between
males and females (Deak & Adams, 2010; Gurian, 2006; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Some
research seems to proffer that single-gender schools are especially advantageous in
improving academic outcomes for some student groups (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005;
Riordan, 1994a; Salomone, 2003). I suggest the specific factors in the single-gender
model support a school environment that promotes experiences and relationships that
when connected together, empowers some young Women of Color to construct for
themselves life possibilities that would not have otherwise been present. It is these new
possibilities that can improve their educational outcomes.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose o f this study is to explore factors in the so-called second generation,
single-gender schools that support or impede students’ development o f their possible
selves and subsequently serve to improve the communities they serve. Second generation
single-gender schools are single sex schools established in low-income neighborhoods
based on research suggesting their benefits for some students of color. Many of these
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schools have been established to address some of the inequalities in the educational
system caused by racism, sexism, and classism and to create an inclusive learning
environment for students o f marginalized groups (Salomone, 2003). Some research
supporting this model o f education demonstrates, in part, that students’ academic
experiences differ across racial and ethnic groups and by gender (Hubbard & Datnow,
2005). Some scholars believe the history o f embedded race-ism and sex-ism and class
ism within the societal structures may inadvertently contribute to inequalities within the
educational system and negatively influence academic achievement among some young
women, especially those o f color (Allen, 2001; Frawley, 2005; Fordham, 1996;
Gallagher, 2000; Salomone, 2003). In order to better comprehend the influences of these
“-isms” on Women o f Color, it is necessary to understand their experiences as different
from that of women who represent membership in the dominant culture. Additionally,
experiences o f various ethnic minority cultures are different by ethnicity and different for
each individual woman. Just as it is not accurate to generalize all women as a single
group, it would not be accurate to generalize the experiences o f all Women o f Color, as
this group includes women from all races, ethnicities, and nationalities, and experiences
(Ortiz, 1994). This study centers on the specific experiences o f young African American
women. For the purposes o f this study, I focused specifically on the historical
experiences o f African American women in order to illuminate what factors in single
gender classes and schools might benefit low-income African American females.

9
Historical Experiences o f African American Women
At different periods during our nation’s history, various ethnic groups have
experienced oppression and exploitation. In the 1800s, many Chinese migrated to the
United States to work in the gold mines. They became instrumental in the building o f the
railroads to the west and increase in manufacturing in the nineteenth century. Yet as their
population grew, they became the object of anti-immigrant sentiment that culminated
when the United States government passed laws to limit Chinese immigration (United
States Office o f the Historian). In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century,
anti-immigration sentiment extended to members from Eastern European ethnicities as
well. Irish and German immigrants came to the United States and helped build the
country, yet they, too, experienced exploitation and usurpation of their culture by the
dominant British based culture. In the early twentieth century, the anti-immigration laws
extended to limit immigrants from Asian countries, including Japan and the Philippines.
Following the bombing o f Pearl Harbor, the United States government ordered the
systematic apprehension and internment o f Japanese Americans in camps around the
country. While different cultural groups have experienced oppression at various times in
our nation’s history, African Americans have arguably been one o f the more exploited
(Ortiz, 1994) over extended periods of the nation’s history.
The period o f Official Enslavement (Fordham, 1996) o f African Americans
between 1609 and 1865 was an appalling time in the history o f the United States and
even the world. The systematic erasure o f the cultural heritages o f multiple communities
and methodological splintering o f families may have impacted today’s youth in
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unimaginable ways (Allen, 2001). In particular, exploitation o f African American
women occurred during the Official Enslavement. For example, slave masters often
repeatedly sexually, emotionally, and physically abused many o f these women. Enslaved
African American women who conceived as the result o f rape often had to endure
emotional turmoil associated with having their families tom apart due to the sale o f their
babies, other children, and husbands or physical torment because they returned to labor
for their masters before their bodies recovered from childbirth.
African American women have historically occupied a prominent role in the
family. Contrary to the familial traditions o f the colonial family and even families of
African communities represented in the slave communities, slave men were not the
primary authority figures or main material providers of the slave families. Family ties
among slave families were often splintered. Because of the consistent fracturing of
households, African American women have often held the primary responsibility for
disseminating expectations and moral values to the children o f their households and
communities. These included the religious, educational, and moral development factors.
African American mothers had the responsibility o f educating their children to be
compliant to their slave masters and overseers in order for them to function both within
the structure o f slavery and in acts o f resistance (Dill, 1994).
During the First Emancipation, 1865-1954, African Americans began to
reconstruct, or knit together, their family units (Fordham, 1996). Newly freed African
Americans often expended great effort into locating family members separated during the
Official Enslavement, and many were able to reunite. In spite o f working within a
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system o f sharecropping reminiscent o f the era o f Official Enslavement, the newly freed
African American family established a complimentary joint working system where the
women, both former field hands and house slaves, concentrated on the duties o f the
home. They set the expectations o f the family while their husbands took primary
responsibility for working in the fields and dealing with the landowners (Dill, 1994).
During the Great Migration in the early twentieth century, many of these families left the
rural areas to find work in the growing industrial cities. This industrial growth was
relatively short-lived. As many of the rural poor moved into the cities to take industrial
jobs, many o f the newly affluent o f all races began to move out. Over time, a large
number of the industrial plants that had been the heartbeat o f the cities closed or moved
to locations further away. Regrettably, the decline in industrial jobs and increase o f
urban to suburban migration as Whites and affluent African Americans moved out of the
central cities depleted community resources and crippled schools.
In the early twentieth century, schools were already segregated by either law (in
the South) or by custom (in the North and West), becoming even more so as Whites and
affluent African Americans continued to move to the suburban areas (Foster, 1997).
Schools with a predominantly Black student population often received used and
discarded supplies, and school districts administrators placed Black teachers at these
schools while steering White teachers to schools with more and better resources. As
property values declined in many urban neighborhoods, the amount of revenue available
to fund local schools also declined. Many schools closed, thus putting a large number o f
African American teachers out of work. The teaching staff of those schools that
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remained often consisted o f inexperienced teachers from outside o f the local
neighborhoods who knew little o f their students’ culture (Foster, 1997).
White flight, as some call the migration o f whites to suburbia, also left behind
disrupted families and a continuously declining family structure (Adelman & Jaret, 1999;
Raudenbush, 2009). This disruption has resulted in many African American urban
households headed by women. Scholars disagree on the reasons for that. Labor
Secretary Daniel Patrick Moynihan released a report in 1965 (Office of Policy Planning
and Research, 1965) that said the increase in female-headed households in predominately
African American families was not due to rising unemployment in impoverished urban
areas, but to a ghetto culture traceable to the times and associated practices of slavery.
According to Moynihan, the repeated separation o f male African American slaves from
their wives and children during slavery, and again during the era o f Jim Crow, was
damaging to the family unit, leaving a history o f destruction not easily overcome (Office
o f Policy Planning and Research, 1965).
Others argue that it is the current, complex, tangled combination of
disproportionate numbers o f incarcerated African American males, high rates of
unemployment, and limited economic opportunities that work together to leave many
homes without a male head of household and negatively impact children growing up in
those conditions. Cashin (2004) writes:
Where you live largely defines what type o f people you will be exposed to on a
daily basis and hence how well you relate to different types. It often defines what
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schools you will go to, what employers you will have access to, and whether you
will be exposed to a host o f models for success, (pp. 3-4)
Regardless o f which side of the argument one chooses to support, poverty is
complex and has serious implications for families, especially women. Regardless of race
or ethnicity, single parent households, particularly those headed by women, are more
likely to struggle economically. Families headed by a single parent are twice more likely
to be low income, and more of these single parent homes are in the South (Koball &
Douglas-Hall, 2004). Socioeconomic status, parents’ education level, and family
structure are three o f the top predictor variables to academic achievement (Connell,
Spencer, & Aber, 1994; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Jensen, 2009; Tate, 2008).
Consequently, these variables are a concern for institutions such as the second
generation, single-gender schools that seek to provide academic access to improve
educational outcomes for low-income young Women o f Color. The faculty o f these
schools is in a unique position to act as protective factors, the combination o f one’s
internal ability to overcome and external support or reinforcements, helping students
from low-income neighborhoods break a cycle of poverty by exposing them to a “host of
models o f success” (Cashin, 2004, p. 4). This includes exposing them to possibilities of
higher education attainment to better their chances o f increased earnings over a lifetime.
A goal o f many o f these schools is to provide students a rigorous curriculum in a
supportive environment and prepare them to go to college. Some students will be the
first in their families to graduate from high school. The possibility o f attending and even
graduating from college is difficult for many o f them and their families to conceive. Yet,
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several second generation, single-gender schools currently operating boast dropout rates
less than 1% (Barnes, 2006), with 100% of their graduating classes gaining acceptance to
postsecondary institutions.
There are other concerns as well. Young women in low-income urban
neighborhoods are often vulnerable targets for recruitment into the sex trade, for there is
a high incidence o f human sex trafficking among urban youth. While child prostitution is
an issue worldwide, it is o f particular concern in many urban cities in the United States.
As many as 300,000 children fall victim to commercial sex trafficking each year in the
United States (Adams, Owens, & Small, 2010). In impoverished neighborhoods where
drugs, alcohol, abuse, and gang violence are prevalent, child sex trafficking is a growing
problem. High dropout rates, drug use, and sexual abuse are associated with early entry
into the sex trade. In a study conducted by Clarke, Clarke, Roe-Sepowitz, and Fey
(2012), the researchers found these factors have twice the negative impact on minorities.
Young females from impoverished neighborhoods are especially vulnerable to the
recruiting practices o f predators that often target them. During the adolescent years when
young females are making meaning o f their experiences to form their future possibilities,
they are especially susceptible to the seductive promises of fame, love, or money, which
may seem a quick and likely way out of a life of poverty. One of the intents of second
generation, single-gender schools established in these neighborhoods is to act as a
protective factor against these types o f stressors and give young people exposure to new
experiences from which to develop better educational outcomes.
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A report from to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2014), indicates
that as o f 2012, the dropout rate for 16 to 24 year olds was 6% for women, 7% for men;
4% for Whites, 8% for African Americans, and 13% for Latinos. Low graduation rates
sustain the perpetuation o f poverty and urban stress. High school dropouts face difficult
challenges. Recent surveys suggest that o f the high school dropouts, those employed
earn an average wage o f $12.75 an hour. As many as 16% o f high school dropouts are
unemployed, and 32% o f dropouts live below the poverty level (Messacar &
Oreopoulos, 2013). The socioeconomic implications of dropping out o f high school are
dire for women. O f the recent female dropouts, 33% gave birth as an adolescent.
Dropping out of school has implication on one’s health as well, with 32% o f recent
female dropouts reporting ill health (Messacar & Oreopoulos, 2013).
There has been a steady increase in the number o f women graduating from high
school and college since the late 1960s, early 1970s (Mumane & Hoffman, 2013). Some
postulate this increase has sociocultural causations (Ceci, Williams, & Barnett, 2009).
With the push for more representation o f women in science, technology, engineering, and
math careers (STEM), women are beginning to realize a greater benefit from graduating
from high school and college. Women who graduate from high school and college have a
greater lifetime earnings potential, but there is a gross underrepresentation of women in
some o f the higher paying careers. For example, in 2001, 48% o f women received
bachelor’s degrees in math and sciences. O f these, 29% continued their education to
attain PhD degrees. However, in the top 50 universities, the number of fully tenured
female professors in the math and sciences only numbers 3% to 15%. There are any
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numbers o f reasons for the disparity, but some researchers hypothesize cultural bias at the
societal level and lingering gender stereotypes as possible reasons (Ceci et al., 2009).
Some research suggests attending single-gender schools gives females a greater chance of
attending and graduating from college (Lee & Bryk, 1986; Lee & Marks, 1990) and
encourages students to feel free to branch into STEM careers traditionally dominated by
males (Dubetz & Wilson, 2013).
According to a 1998 report published by the American Association of University
Women (AAUW), the achievement gap between genders is decreasing. In spite o f the
literature that reports females actually outperform males in some areas, the perception of
many students is that it is still better to be a male because males get more advantages
(Frawley, 2005). This perception appears to be pervasive in higher education and STEM
careers. While the number o f women represented in the engineering and science fields
has increased, men continue to outnumber women in these fields (Blickenstaff, 2005;
Dubetz & Wilson, 2013). With the continued existence o f the “glass ceiling” and
underrepresentation o f women in many science, technological, engineering, and
mathematics careers, it is important to understand how, if at all, the context of women’s
educational institutions assist or impede the ability of young women to conceptualize and
realize their possible selves.
Theoretical Framework
“Does anyone go to a knitting group and ask i f the knitters believe in knitting or what
they hold to be true about knitting? Do people ask fo r a knitting doctrinal statement?
Indeed, i f you start knitting by reading a book about knitting or a history o f knitting
or a theory o f knitting, you will very likely never k n i t (Bass, 2012, p.203)
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I did not begin my journey into teaching and mentoring children by reading a
book about educational philosophy or even considering thinking about my educational
theories. I just wanted to serve my community by helping students learn and specifically
help broaden the experiences o f young women so they could have a multitude of threads
from which to knit their future possibilities. It was only as I began a reflective practice
did I began to make the connection between how I view my practice with what I had
learned at the university. My life’s journey and self-reflection has led me to this
theoretical space and place where I view my philosophical position as that o f a critical
feminist.
A defining characteristic o f critical interpretive frameworks is the concern with
giving or accentuating the “voice” o f groups o f people who are, or have been, silenced or
constrained by gender, race, or class (Creswell, 2013; Yosso, 2002). In exploring the
intersecting factors that assist or impede the development o f their possible selves, it
seems appropriate to examine them through the combined theoretical and analytical
perspectives o f Black Feminist Thought and Possible Selves Theory. Historical,
sociocultural, and political contexts shape, in part, the concept o f identity. Our entire
self-concept, o f which identity is a central part, develops from the multi-dimensional
reflection o f numerous influences we perceive from the world around us (Tatum, 1997).
These numerous influences are comprised of a complex amalgamation of factors that
work together and iteratively to define how we see ourselves and govern our decisions;
Black Feminist Thought ignites us to act. Possible selves are the cognitive manifestations
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one gives to her understanding o f the meaning o f her identity. I explain the framework in
more detail in the following sections.
Identity Development
In order to understand how one takes the myriad of experiences and ultimately
constructs a cognitive understanding o f future possibilities and acts on those possibilities,
it useful to understand some of the basics of identity development. The notion of identity
development is multifaceted due to the influence o f historical, political, and economic
events in addition to familial, cultural, and individual characteristics. Identity
construction involves a process o f continuous observation, reflection, and internalization
that takes place on all levels o f cognitive functioning. Identity is a fundamental
component o f one’s self-concept. It is a way of controlling behavior, regulating affect,
and arranging and interpreting social encounters (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995). It is
at once, extremely complex, and uniquely personal. One realizes racial identity early in
one’s life, but it becomes personal and multidimensional through the influence o f a
myriad o f factors. For example, within the context o f American society, the African
American female will have an identity with reference to being Black, being American,
and being a young woman. Other elements add to the dimensions o f oneself, for
example, sexual orientation, religious orientation, and political orientation (Tatum, 1997).
Additionally, people o f color often struggle with the dual identity or double
consciousness o f what it means to identify as a member o f their cultural group and as a
member o f the mainstream society (Allen, 2001).
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Understanding how identity develops assists us in making meaning o f the
bifurcated relationship that exists between African Americans and other people o f color
and mainstream society in relationship to home and school. Additionally, it can assist in
helping us understand the effect this bifurcated relationship has on the identity o f young
Women o f Color within the social and academic structure of schools. The educational
structure is a reflection o f the societal structure it resides in, and as such, reflects the
values and ideology o f that society. As an institution, the school is in a unique position
to perpetuate the ideals o f that society, and therefore marginalize some people groups or
moderate some o f the factors in society that marginalize some people groups.
As it relates to young women, the same inextricable elements of gender, race, and
class that influence the experiences of Women o f Color in society as a whole work in
concert to suffuse those experiences of young Women o f Color within the school.
Although individually these elements are indistinguishable from the experiences, it is
possible to understand how each element features as an important component in the
development o f students’ identities and works to influence the lived experiences o f young
Women o f Color.
Black Feminist Thought
Those who subscribe to traditional feminist theory question injustices that
suppress the rights o f women and censor their expression, demand action to change
existent oppressive societal structures, and seek to give voice to women as a marginalized
group. Feminists suggest that just being a woman implies a set o f unique experiences
relatable only by the woman experiencing them. They question established power
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structures and make problematic the hidden discriminatory practices and inequalities that
serve to support and cultivate those structures (Yosso, 2002). By problematizing the
traditional schema, one can begin to interrogate the phenomenon o f marginalization and
give voice to the unique experiences o f women (Gallagher, 2000).
The lived experiences o f Women of Color and African American women in
particular have been different; thus, many Women o f Color have voiced that the
traditional feminist movement has failed them. Many women o f racial and ethnic
minorities who had been part o f the feminist movement asserted that any advancement
from its labors that had been enjoyed by White women have benefited Women of Color
less (Carby, 1996; Crenshaw, 1989). Often specific experiences o f African American
and other Women o f Color are incorporated into inapplicable concepts and theories. For
example, the anonymity to Women o f Color is evident in the United States government’s
attempts to recommend diversification in the workplace. In a 2013 report on the trends
and practices in the financial services industry, the U.S. Government Accountability
Office reported o f its agencies: “Most now include a provision in contracts for services
requiring contractors to make efforts to ensure the fair inclusion o f women and minorities
in their workforce and subcontracted workforce and have established ways to evaluate
compliance” (para. 2). Implicit in this statement is that contractors include white women
separately from all minorities of both sexes and all ethnicities, relegating Women of
Color to a status o f “other.” While probably unintentional, the tendency to marginalize
Women o f Color is rooted in a history of oppression from which America has yet to heal,
hooks (1981) wrote o f the problem thusly:
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The force that allows white feminist authors to make no reference to racial
identity in their books about "women" that are in actuality about white women is
the same one that would compel any author writing exclusively on black women
to refer explicitly to their racial identity. That force is racism . . . It is the
dominant race that can make it seem that their experience is representative, (p.
138)
Crenshaw (1989) further elaborates on the problem when describing feminism as
practiced in the Western countries. She argues that feminism has being largely
ineffectual in adequately representing Women o f Color, primarily because the
predominant ideas o f intolerance have accustomed us to thinking about subordination as
discrimination existing along a single categorical axis. In other words, the perception of
discrimination is as either race discrimination with the focus on sex or class-privileged
African Americans, or sex discrimination with the focus on race and class-privileged
women (Crenshaw, 1989). The impact o f the interactions of race and gender is more
powerful than the impact o f the sum total of the effects of the variables o f sexism and
racism. The complex interactions o f sexism and racism seem to increase the magnitude
o f the effects o f those variables. Either way one views it, the focus on the privileged in
the single categorical axis creates a delusive conception o f racism and sexism (Crenshaw,
1989). It ignores the experiences o f a large subgroup o f women further marginalized by
class, erroneously reducing a complex entanglement o f inequalities and injustices to less
than the sum o f its parts.
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Similarly, hooks (2000) asserts that the complex intersection o f gender, race, and
class must be clearly understood in order to gain a deeper understanding o f the
experiences o f oppression that are the reality for many Women of Color. There is an
obvious power relationship between the sexes (hooks, 2000). One must also consider
race and/or ethnicity and class when considering power relationships as well. It is
difficult to extricate the variables o f race and/or ethnicity when considering the struggle
experienced by women o f different ethnic backgrounds worldwide. When one adds the
variable o f classism, one begins to understand that the three variables intersect in an
extremely complex manner, making it impossible to extricate any one variable.
Even with the addition o f the variable o f classism, the sum total o f the effects o f
racism, sexism, and classism does not clearly communicate the magnitude of their impact
on the experiences o f African American women. The Merriam Webster Online
Dictionary (2014) defines the term intersection as a place or area where two or more
things come together or intersect (para. 1). The variables of gender, race, and class are so
deeply intertwined that the term intersection is grossly impotent in its ability to capture
the powerful effect this construct has on the marginalization o f Women o f Color.
Conversely, as Women o f Color find their agency, the power over this construct is not
completely appreciated by simply understanding it as an intersection. For this reason, I
have advanced the term tri-intersectionality to explain how the variables o f gender, race,
and class come together, intertwine, and create tensions with regard to individually
claimed subjectivity. They do not cross, but work in together in concert to create a
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complicated fabric that operates to silence the voices o f Women o f Color, Figure 1
depicts this concept.

Tri-lntersectionality
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Figure 1. Tri-lntersectionality: Influence of Gender, Race, and Class

As a result o f the unique experiences o f oppression due to the tri-intersectionality
of race, gender and class, the voices o f African American women and other Women o f
Color have been largely unheard and, in some cases, silenced and censored. It is only
reasonable to postulate that the inadequacies o f feminism to allow the voices o f African
American women and other Women o f Color to be heard also manifest in an inability to
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address clearly the educational and emotional needs o f some young Females of Color
who still struggle within the current educational system. Conflict results as young
Women o f Color construct their identity and possible selves. Young Women o f Color
exist simultaneously as women in their roles in their home community or family culture,
sometimes struggling against what society already expects will become of them after
labeling them “at-risk” due to the socioeconomic stressors in their environments. Other
times they struggle as women in a society that fails to perceive them as equal, either by
gender, race, or class. Dubois (1903) describes this dual existence as a “double
consciousness” (p. 9). The traditional educational structures do not recognize those
conflicts created when young Women o f Color are questioning their identities and
developing their future selves.
As a result, it is appropriate to use the lens of Black Feminist Thought to study the
factors in a second generation, single-gender school culture that serve to assist or impede
young Women o f Color in the developing of their possible selves. According to Collins
(2000), Black Feminist Thought epistemology assumes four tenets. First, Black Feminist
Thought epistemology assumes lived experiences are a criterion for meaning making
with practical images as symbolic vehicles. The societal system we live in has not
acknowledged the experiences o f Women of Color as distinct and unique. A young
woman’s story o f her experience is verifiable by means o f observation and is therefore
empirical. Second, dialogue is used in assessing knowledge claims. It is through the
stories passed down that we know our past, and it is through dialogue that one gets to the
truth. Third, an ethic o f caring is also essential in assessing knowledge claims. There is
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value in the individual, in her ways o f expressing her emotions, and in her experiences,
and the listener needs to acknowledge that. Fourth, people are to be personally
accountable for their knowledge claims. Gathering the personal accounts o f one who has
personal knowledge o f her experiences in a second generation, single-gender school can
be useful in gaining a better understanding of how this environment affects the
educational and personal development o f students.
Possible Selves
Possible selves are a type of self-concept that involves an individual’s hoped-for
and feared personas. They are the selves one can conceive herself evolving into in the
future. It encompasses, simultaneously, the self that one hopes to be, the self that one is
afraid o f becoming, and the self that one fully believes she will be (Knox, Funk, Elliott,
& Bush, 2000; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006).
According to Knox et al. (2000), it is during the adolescent period o f development
that one is able to think about the speculative concepts o f self and imagine both the
negative and the positive renditions o f what one might become. Possible selves allow the
individual to consider the historical influences and the current situations and conceive
change in the self. By that means, individuals make a psychical link to the future selves
(Knox et al., 2000).
How possible selves function in individuals may differ by gender (Knox, 2006).
Gender roles may limit the possible selves that adolescent females develop. For example,
a young adolescent girl whose parents do not believe that women are good at math and
science may have difficulty envisioning herself as a rocket scientist. It may have no basis
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in truth, but the girl has no historical influence, or influence from her current context, in
order to make a cognitive connection to rocket science as part o f her future possibilities.
The possible selves o f adolescent females are subject to the influence o f others’ views of
them and representations o f females in the media (Knox, 2006). This has serious
implications for the young Women o f Color from low-income neighborhoods where there
is a myriad o f social stressors and influences that could affect their conception o f the
breadth and depth o f their future possibilities.
Indeed, low-income young Women o f Color may often have few or very general
academic or occupational possible selves (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). This leaves this
population o f students in positions where they are unlikely to promote the self-regulating
activities that will ultimately lead them to more positive academic outcomes. There is
some experimental evidence that seems to suggest that alterations in possible selves can
lead to changes in academic behavior (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). For this reason, I
used the concept o f possible selves as part o f the theoretical framework for this study.
Factors within the context o f the second generation, single-gender school may exist
which provide strategies that support young Women of Color in shifting their possible
selves, thereby changing their academic behavior.
I used a narrative ethnographic research approach to explore elements in the
student culture o f these young women. Use of a qualitative ethnographic narrative design
in the interpretive tradition o f inquiry allows exploration o f the ways in which members
o f a culture-sharing group make meaning of their experiences and environments. It
assumes that the lives o f people are highly variable and locally specific (LeCompte &
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Schensul, 2010). According to Creswell (2013), ethnography focuses on an entire
culture-sharing group. The ethnographic narrative design uses the lived and told stories
o f the experiences to learn more about a culture (Riessman, 2008). These stories may
encompass movement around a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, which includes
not only the concept o f continuity (future), but also personal and social interaction and
place (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2013).
Through the voices and stories o f students who had attended this unique school
model, this study examined the student culture o f one o f the comparatively few public
single-gender high schools for females. This school site is especially unique due to its
establishment, in part, to serve the needs of females who are at-promise for success in a
low-income neighborhood. The more widely used term at-risk holds a negative
connotation to describe students combatting many urban challenges. I instead use the
term at-promise to communicate the potential to succeed that all children possess
(Swadener & Lubeck, 1995). While there is research to support single-gender education
to improve academic outcomes o f low-income African American and ethnic minority
females, existing research has not conclusively identified what variables in these schools
work to support their journey to successes (Fergus & Noguera, 2010; Streitmatter, 1999).
Creswell (2013) asserts that qualitative research methods are appropriate to use in
instances when there is a need to identify variables not easily measured.
Research Questions
The research questions o f this study serve several purposes. First, they help to
clarify the focus o f study. Second, they guide the direction o f the study. Third, they
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convey to others the goal o f the study (Maxwell, 2013). Through this research project, I
sought to examine the unique student culture within a second generation, single-gender
school. I hoped to answer the following research questions through this study:
1. What are the structures, customs, and approaches used in the second
generation, single-gender school that assist or impede young Women of Color
in conceptualizing and/or realizing their possible selves?
2. What are the factors of the second generation, single-gender school student
culture that empowers young Women o f Color?
3. What are the experiences in the second generation, single-gender school
environment that affect the educational development o f students?
4. What are the perceptions o f young Women o f Color about the influence of
gender, race, and class on their in-school and out-of-school lives?
Statement o f the Problem
An old Akan proverb says, "It is not wrong to go back for that which you have
forgotten." In many African cultures, an oral tradition o f storytelling shares much of the
ancient history. This time-honored task is the responsibility o f the djeli or griot, the
keeper o f the word. The griot, often a woman, is a trusted advisor to the ruling family of
a village, expected to keep record of all cultural tradition throughout generations. The
role o f teacher for young Women o f Color is similar. The teacher is in a position to
facilitate students’ weaving o f historical context with sociocultural influences and role
models in order to help them develop their best possible selves. In order to find better
solutions for the existing social problems in low-income communities and address them
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in the educational system, it is essential to understand historically the context of events
for women’s rights and the civil rights o f other marginalized groups, and then teach this
history to those affected by this tangled past o f marginalization. It is only in recent
history that women achieved the right to vote. In spite of the Equal Rights Amendment
and the Equal Protection Act, they still struggle for equity in other areas of society. In
addition, few would argue that the nearly 400 years o f slavery o f African peoples was a
tragic time in the history o f the world, but the full impact of colonization, segregation,
and racism on the African American people is still largely misunderstood (Allen, 2001).
Although there are laws in place to ensure equal rights for minority groups, inequities
still exist in many o f the social structures of our society, and there are frequent, often
successful, challenges to the very laws put there to protect these groups.
Interestingly, government leaders seem to realize that it is, indeed “not wrong to
go back for that which you have forgotten.” The reauthorization o f No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) in 2006 largely relaxed some o f the rules regarding the use of public funds to
pay for single-gender schools and classes. Not surprisingly, the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) and others almost immediately began filing lawsuits challenging the
legalities o f such funding. In addition, heated debate emerged around brain research that
seemed to suggest boys leam differently from girls and regarding the efficacy o f single
gender classes and schools in actually improving educational outcomes for some o f our
nation’s students (ACLU, 2014).
There is also a saying: “Those who do not know their history, are doomed to
repeat it.” While there have been several studies that support the efficacy o f single-
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gender classes and schools, there has also been many that refute their effectiveness. The
reasons for such differences in the findings o f the literature vary, clearly designating the
need for more research to determine the factors that result in successful single-gender
schools. What is surprising is the fact that the ACLU and others who fight so hard to
close single-gender schools seem to have forgotten the past. For example, one-room
schoolhouses were often separated by gender. Although in the earlier years o f our nation
the role o f women was subordinate to men, society saw some value in educating the sexes
separately. Existing research is inconclusive, but it still provides enough data to warrant
continued exploration in this area.
There has been a surge o f interest in single-gender schools and classes in recent
years and many studies that have examined several educational outcome variables. There
have been few studies, however, that have conclusively linked cause with effect on many
o f those variables. In addition, the establishment o f these classes and schools lack
essential follow-up studies that might yield important information as to how their
operation influences the learning and development o f students. Finally, although many
single-gender schools have opened with the purpose of improving educational outcomes
for urban minority children specifically, few studies have examined the precise contexts
in which individual institutions were established.
In recent years, policy makers began taking a closer look at the efficaciousness of
single-gender education. Many researchers note that the findings on the effectiveness of
single-gender education are inconclusive at best. Even with data supporting positive
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academic outcomes in the single-gender instructional context, other factors may be the
reason (Anfara & Mertens, 2008; Riordan et al., 2008).
The nation’s educational structure reflects society. A social efficiency ideology
and a curriculum that harbors hidden sexist and cultural mismatches within its curriculum
that marginalizes some students have influenced this structure. There is, however,
research to support that single-gender education can be advantageous for some females in
moderating the negative effects o f gender and culture inequality embedded in the system
(AAUW, 1992; Fergus & Noguera, 2010; Riordan, 1994a; Sadker & Sadker, 1994;
Salomone, 2003). Some o f these inequalities are observable in schools. For example,
even in the twenty-first century, textbooks often leave out important accomplishments
and contributions from people o f color. A recent examination o f a Prentice Hall (2010)
U.S. history textbook revealed only a mere mention of the rebellion led by Toussaint
L’Ouverture. There was no mention o f his racial background, yet that factor was
significant in the rebellion that was a major contributor to Napoleon Bonaparte’s decision
to sell the Louisiana Territory to the United States. Additionally, it is rare to find more
than the mention o f one or two women when discussing historical contributors to almost
any subject matter taught in the public school system. The absence of the mention can
inadvertently marginalize the importance o f women in history. Moreover, while there is
a growing awareness o f the underrepresentation o f women, especially Women of Color,
in many fields o f study, institutions o f higher learning have been given permission to not
consider race and gender when making admission decisions (Legal Information Institute,
2014). There is even a disparity between the sexes in the legislative governing bodies:
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there are only 20 women currently serving in the United States Senate in 2014 (United
States Senate, 2014). Clearly, the fabric o f today’s society underrepresents the
experiences o f women, especially Women o f Color, validating the need for their stories
and voices as part o f the discourse that helps weave the textiles o f our future society.
My goal in this study is to reveal how young Women o f Color make sense of their
experiences in the second generation, single-gender school and determine how elements
of the student culture shaped their development o f their possible selves. In addition, I
seek to evaluate students’ perception of the influence of gender, race, and class on their
in-school and out-of-school lives. In this study, the young former students of this single
gender high school have gone back for that which they should not forget. Their
experiences are unique, and regardless o f whether they consider them to be positive,
negative, or something in-between, their experiences have contributed to their hopes,
worries, dreams, and even perceived hazards to those dreams. The stories of their
experiences can reveal what factors have helped or impeded the construction of their
garment o f possibilities. People who claim to be experts about experiences they have
lived through are more credible than those who simply read about those experiences
(Collins, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Examining the stories o f the perspectives of
those who have intimate knowledge of the culture o f single-gender education in urban
neighborhoods can be useful in gaining a better understanding o f how this instructional
environment affects the educational and personal development o f students.
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Limitations/Delimitations
A limitation o f this study is the utilization o f a sample o f convenience. By using
students from one single-gender girl’s high school in the South, the results may not be
generalizable to middle or elementary schools, nor to schools in other regions of the
country. Another limitation is the use o f self-report o f stories. The results are dependent
on the participants’ ability to report accurately their recollection o f events that happened
over several years and their ability to report honestly their feelings and philosophies. In
addition, the gathering o f data from three study participants encompassed an eight-month
period. Ideally, the researcher wanted more time to gather more data.
Definition o f Terms
For this study, the terms Black and African American are used interchangeably to
refer to those who are descendants o f the African people living in the Americas. I
primarily used the term African American and the term Black when discussing the
participants in the work or theoretical concepts o f other researchers. In addition, I used
the term Women o f Color (in capital letters) to refer to those women of African
American, Latina, Native American, and Asian American ancestry. I denote that each of
these labels has a political aspect not discussed in detail in this study.
Additionally, I differentiate between the single-gender schools originally
established for affluent males and females from those recently established in low-income
neighborhoods using Mansfield’s (2013) definitions, which differentiates between the
single-gender schools existing in the United States before the changes to Title IX and
those opening since the changes in legislation as follows:
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First generation single-gender schools are those that came into existence as
schools for elite males, and later elite females only (Mansfield, 2013).
Second generation, single-gender schools are those established after the change in
Title IX and created to mediate the influences of societal prejudices for both males and
females (Mansfield, 2013).
Tri-intersectionality is my term that I use to explain how the variables o f gender,
race, and class come together, inextricably intertwine, and create tensions with regard to
individually claimed subjectivity.
Possible selves is the concept o f those visions o f one’s self that incorporates
dreams, worries, aspirations, and even threats to those future aspirations into one’s selfidentity (Markus & Nurius, 1986).
Black Feminist Thought is a theory that consists o f the idea that the lived
experiences o f African American women cannot be separated from the material, political,
historical, and economic conditions that work together to influence their lives. It assumes
African American women alone are producers o f Black Feminist thought, share common
experiences, and possess a unique perspective o f those experiences (Collins, 2000).
Gender typically refers to the culturally constructed roles, behaviors, activities,
and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for men and women. For the
purposes o f this study, I used the term gender to refer to belonging physiologically to the
female or male sex.
Teacher is a job title ascribed to one who trains or delivers instruction (Aron,
2011).
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Educator is one who guides and mentors (Aron, 2011).
At-promise is a term used to deconstruct the narrative surrounding the more
commonly used term at-risk, which suggests a deficit model surrounding pathology and
maladjustment based on race, gender, class, first language, family structure, and the like
(Swadener& Lubeck, 1995).
Summary
Many students from low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds face a high incidence
o f stress due to familial unemployment, abuse, drugs, and violence present in their
neighborhoods. These environmental factors may negatively influence academic
outcomes for many o f these students. In response to some of these difficulties, single
gender schools have been established in some neighborhoods, in part, to moderate some
o f the factors affecting lower academic achievement. Data regarding the effectiveness of
single-gender institutions is largely inconclusive due to differences in goals and expected
outcomes between different schools, little cause and effect experiments, and lack of
follow-up in gathering information on established schools. This warrants a closer
examination to understand how these schools respond to the needs o f urban adolescents.
Most would see knitting as a woman’s pastime; however, my first experience with
knitting was actually with a young man. A male classmate and his mother taught me to
knit. Al’s mom was especially fond o f bragging that all o f her children, even her males,
were versed in what some consider the feminine arts of cooking, sewing, and knitting.
She was passionate about making sure our fourth grade class had the opportunity to learn
the crafts. My first such knit product was a scarf I made for my mother while I was in the

36
fourth grade. Woven o f a multi-hued red yam, the scarf had holes where I dropped
stitches, and it was wider in places where I accidentally picked up loops. It was quite an
odd-looking creation, but I had completed it. I later found out that my mother was a
knitter but had put down the craft shortly after I was bom. She told me the task of
working two jobs and caring for my brother and me took up too much time to allow for
such folly. I suppose that left somewhat o f an impression on me. Not long after the first
scarf, I too, put down the pastime and did not return to it for over 30 years.
Oddly, I resumed knitting during one o f the busiest times o f my life. It is not
wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten; in fact, it can be a very wise thing to
do. When I returned to graduate school, I discovered the act o f twisting and knotting,
tying and re-tying, slipping and passing stitches to be just the thing I needed to hone the
patience and perseverance to both teach and be taught. The more I knitted, the more I
became forgiving o f others and myself, and the more I was able to learn. I remembered
my history with my first knitted scarf, determined to not repeat my mistakes. I dropped
fewer stitches and made fewer errors. I found m yself becoming more compassionate and
understanding, especially important characteristics to have when guiding young learners.
I cast on the stitches o f this inquiry in the following manner: in Chapter 1 ,1
provided a brief overview o f the background reason for my research, my experience as an
educator and a fiber artist, an overview o f single-gender education in America, and the
theoretical and interpretive lens o f Black Feminist Thought. In Chapter 2 , 1 refine these
stitches to reflect the pattern o f the study. I map the historical evolution o f the education
o f women and African Americans in the United States, including the relationship to
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single-gender education. I weave in the colored contrasts o f the literature on single
gender education and the literature gap as it relates to factors in second generation,
single-gender schools that may support or impede the possible selves o f some young
Women o f Color. In Chapter 3 , 1 twist the stitches of my methodology, incorporating the
rationale for using the narrative ethnographic method of inquiry to study and establish the
structure of the garment o f my research. In Chapter 4 , 1 tie in the textured lengths of data
and analysis to provide a thick, rich nap and weave to the fabric o f the study. Finally, in
Chapter 5 , 1 entwine and interlace the summary o f findings, conclusions, implications,
recommendations for further research, and limitations into the finished project.
I have completed many garments for others as I have taught and guided many
students to the completion o f their high school diplomas. Knitting, like teaching, has
become an extension o f who I am. Knitting has a power to convey caring in a way that
mere words cannot accomplish. Each hand-knitted garment, like each student, is unique.
Its fabric begins with a single loop that, with addition o f the textured and multicolored
yams, evolves into a treasure. Some believe the traditional school structure does not
allow a safe space and place for experiences and knowledge o f the young Women of
Color to blossom and evolve into unique possibilities not completely dictated by
problematic histories and current social problems. This study sought to address the
dearth o f existing research that illuminates the unique factors in the second generation,
single-gender school that nurture and encourage these young women to weave all o f the
elements of their educational experiences into a colorful mosaic o f their best possible
selves.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
‘‘In a ball o f yarn is the potential to make a dream that you have come true. ”
(Melanie Falick, n.d.)
Even the finest, most expensive yams and fibers, bound in the most beautiful
wrappers, reveal numerous knotted threads when removed from its packaging, thus
requiring sorting and disentangling before winding them into balls for knitting. In
reviewing existing research and literature related to second generation, single-gender
schooling, I discovered that the factors relating to the establishment of this model are
more complex than they appear. Like newly removed knitting yam, the issues relating to
second generation, single-gender schooling are intricately snarled by historical,
socioeconomic, and political factors that have little to do with education and everything
to do with power and ideology. Furthermore, closer examination o f the literature on
single-gender schools in general revealed a series o f entangled knots, disguised as
dissimilar variables and hidden agendas, further requiring careful untwining o f results to
illustrate the clear gap in the research related to the second generation, single-gender
school model.
Knitting the Background
Almost since the beginning of public education in the United States, scholars and
educational stakeholders have debated ways to improve the nation’s educational system.
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The late nineteenth century saw education move toward child-centered, progressive
methods o f teaching. Progressive theorists like George Counts and John Dewey believe
in the creation o f knowledge through the learners’ interactions within the contextual
environment. However, some politicians, business leaders, and educators, influenced by
the changes in society and growth in manufacturing, began viewing the purposes of
education in terms o f creating a more efficient adult worker. The social efficiency
movement, legitimized by John Bobbitt’s publishing of The Curriculum in 1918, had
become very popular. Borrowing from the systemization of American industry,
curriculum writers began to employ elements o f industrialization into the schools, and the
focus o f public education began to turn to producing work-ready, productive members of
America’s newly industrialized society.
Throughout the twentieth century and into the present, there have been
consistently competing ideologies within the educational structure. These have
influenced learner-centered curriculum models such as the Montessori and Sudbury
schools, to the present more social efficiency models that emphasize standardized testing,
teacher accountability, and global competiveness. Various studies have revealed the
existence o f a gap in achievement between the sexes and among the nation’s low-income
and ethnic minority children (Fordham, 1996; Hale-Benson, 1986; Irvine, 1991). In an
effort to address the needs o f these and other challenges, federal initiatives such as No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) and the current Race to the Top were implemented. With the
reauthorization o f NCLB in 2006, the subsequent changes to Title IX reopened the debate
on the efficacy o f single-gender schools in addressing the needs of children for whom the
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traditional education system has previously systematically failed. Some o f the existing
literature regarding successful single-gender classes and schools in predominantly lowincome and ethnic minority neighborhoods seems to suggest that it may not be the single
gender environment alone that is responsible for improved academic outcomes (Hubbard
& Datnow, 2005). While there is a growing body o f research in the area o f single-gender
education, little research exists regarding the efficacy o f the second generation of single
gender schools opened “as an affirmative vehicle for inclusion and an antidote to social
disadvantage” (Salomone, 2003, p. 9).
In the previous chapter, I presented the backdrop o f this study by providing a brief
history o f knitting. Second, I followed with an introduction of the context o f the study,
and the rationale for researching the factors in the second generation, single-gender
school culture that influence young Women of Color. Third, I provided a brief
background surrounding the change in the current educational climate. I then presented
the purpose o f the study to illuminate some of the social issues that contribute to a need
to study the problem. I followed this by a brief discussion of the theoretical framework
for this research study. Finally, I offered the historical context o f the societal issues o f
racism, sexism, and classism that some believe contribute to challenging educational
outcomes for some students.
Organization of Review
In this chapter, I present a review o f existing literature on single-gender
education, especially regarding the improvement of educational outcomes for low-income
and ethnic minority females, to establish the context o f why the second-generation
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schools developed. I first present a brief overview of my combined theoretical
framework. Within this framework, I discuss identity theories, followed by selected
critical feminist theories, to illuminate the injustices embedded within the societal
structures that marginalize women, especially those o f ethnic minority and/or from lowsocioeconomic background. I further explore educators' connections to the construction
o f their students' concepts o f identity and future possibilities. I follow this framework
discussion with an overview o f the history o f education o f African Americans to compare
and contrast some o f the historical evidence o f systemic oppression. Supported by the
works o f numerous scholars (Allen, 2001; Fordham, 1996; Hale-Benson, 1986; Irvine,
1991), I then explore how a history of systemic oppression may have inadvertently
contributed to some o f the struggles within urban neighborhoods and impacted the
conflicts with the cultural identity development of some ethnic minority children. These
challenges may be at the heart o f some o f the difficulty experienced in improving
academic outcomes for some minority youth in urban schools. Finally, I present a review
o f the existing literature on single-gender education for females and a rationale for the
need o f further research to explore the factors possibly present in this education model
that assists or impedes the academic outcomes o f low-income young Women o f Color.
Search Strategies
In choosing the research articles and other resources to be included in this
synthesis, I utilized several approaches. Using a peer review filter and the key words
single sex schools, single-gender, African American, Black, and minority, I executed a
search using Pro-Quest, EBSCO, and other electronic databases to find studies related to
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single-gender education. I identified a major exhaustive synthesis o f relevant research
(Mael, Alonso, Gibson, Rogers, & Smith, 2005) underwritten by the American Institute
o f Research for the U.S. Department of Education, and I examined included studies to
narrow my search. Utilizing this synthesis, I selected key articles from which to take a
purposive sample o f existing literature related to the efficacy o f single-gender education
for use in my review as recommended by Randolph (2009). I further cross-referenced
these studies with those referenced in other pertinent articles from the database. From
this, I used studies that were relevant to secondary school and/or ethnic minority students
in the United States. Additionally, I utilized the reference section from those articles to
identify other relevant resources and seminal works. Searching the references o f relevant
articles is encouraged as a way to continue to seek out applicable articles for a literature
review (Randolph, 2009).
After a diligent search, I determined there are few studies examining the factors
relating to the success o f single-gender schools specifically established to address the
academic outcomes o f urban, low-income, ethnic minority females. As a result, I also
executed a search for supporting research on academic achievement for this population of
students. Using the key phrases o f urban stress, high-risk student, female, and social
influences, I conducted a search o f electronic databases to identify key articles. I then
searched their references and repeated this step to narrow my choices and identify
seminal works related to academic achievement of African American and low-income,
ethnic minority students.
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Theoretical Framework o f the Study
Adolescence is considered a period of identity construction. In the relatively
short time period between the ages o f 12 and 20, young people, influenced by a variety of
factors, try out a myriad o f personas before settling on that which defines them in
adulthood. Historical experiences, family upbringing, and social media heavily influence
identity development (Fordham, 1996; Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995).
Popular Culture, Images, and Females o f Color Identity
Social media and popular culture have historically influenced and perpetuated the
negative images o f women and racial and ethnic minorities. These influences affect
adolescents during a critical time in their identity development (Collins, 2000; Oyserman
et al., 1995). One need not search far to find horrendous examples of music videos that
display young women in various stages o f undress, mimicking sex acts which only a few
years ago would have landed them and the producers o f these videos in jail. The growing
use o f the Internet has greatly assisted the world in becoming more connected while
simultaneously advancing negative images o f African American female sexuality
worldwide (Collins, 2000).
The music industry and social media are not the only culprits. Governmentfunded agencies are also complicit in perpetuating negative stereotypes that can greatly
influence young developing identities. For example, some government-funded clinics,
influenced by erroneous assumptions o f hyper-sexuality often attributed to urban African
American females, unwittingly coerce low-income, African American females into
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receiving controversial birth control measures more often than they coerce females who
are more affluent (Collins, 2000).
According to Dubois (1903), the development o f cultural identity within the
hegemony o f a dominant culture is at the heart of the concept o f “double consciousness”
(p. 9). Some ethnic minority children grapple with positive cultural identity
development. It is important to understand the complex dynamic o f double
consciousness many African Americans and other ethnic minorities struggle with as they
look to fit into the societal frameworks, including the classroom, since children who
develop a strong cultural identity experience academic outcomes that are more positive
(Oyserman et al., 1995; Saunders, Davis, Williams, & Williams, 2004).
Identity and Double Consciousness
In endeavoring to illuminate the current struggle many ethnic minority students
face in succeeding in today’s educational system and understand why some believe
single-gender schools may benefit some children o f color, it is necessary to understand
how these students experience their positions within the various roles o f society and how
those views cause contentions with their self-perception. Traditional educational
structures do not take into account the conflicts created as one is questioning her or his
identity roles and where those roles fit. This struggle can be particularly complex when
taking into account gender, race, and class. Many African Americans, as well as
members o f other non-dominant cultures, often struggle with a feeling o f a double
identity. Dubois (1903) describes this feeling as one of “double consciousness” (p. 9),
which he explains is the sense o f seeing oneself as it is believed that others view the self.
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It is the struggle with trying to find a balance between the identities within the family
culture and the identities within the dominant culture. Some scholars believe this
struggle, experienced by some African American and other ethnic minority students, is
the source o f their difficulty to succeed academically (Allen, 2001; Fordham, 1996; HaleBenson, 1986; Irvine, 1991; Oyserman et al., 1995). To these students, identifying with
the dominant culture is subject to the perception o f others as forsaking their cultural
identity (Fordham, 1996; Ogbu, 2003).
African American and ethnic minority women often experience this struggle as a
kind o f “triple consciousness” with the added variable o f being a woman. A study o f the
main character in Lorene Cary’s novel Black Ice reveals an example o f such a struggle.
This story is based on the author’s life as one o f the first African American females to
attend the formerly male St. Paul’s School. Cary (1991) examines her feelings as an
African American woman on a campus clumsily struggling to transform into a culturally
integrated, coeducational school. Cary (1991) takes the reader on a journey through her
thoughts on how Whites perceive her, as well as members of her own race. As she
wrestles with growing into womanhood, she also contends with maintaining her cultural
identity as an African American, all the while trying to assimilate into, and be perceived
as equal, in a male-dominated, American society. The experiences illuminated in this
novel echo what many women and ethnic minorities, particularly African American,
experienced during the times following Reconstruction and still experience today.
The concept o f double consciousness is a phenomenon that is fluid and dynamic.
It continually transforms and changes direction in response to the ever-shifting, external
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variables present in a continuously evolving, dominant culture. It is the shifting, external
variables that have led some to believe single-gender classes and schools could be a
beneficial option for some students as they grapple with their identity development.
Double consciousness supplies a frame o f reference for understanding minority children’s
view o f self, motivations, and cultural identity.
Emergence o f the Feminist Voice
The historical and continued struggle for women’s equality was a significant
component that led to the birth o f feminism. Women were winning rights as equal
citizens in the United States, but the process was laborious. They could own property,
serve in the military in support roles, and attend the same schools as men, but women
remained disenfranchised. The Nineteenth Amendment, which forbids any United States
citizen from being denied the right to vote on the basis of gender, was not ratified until
1920, and, in spite o f the passage of the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s, women
continue to struggle for equity in all areas of society. It is from these social and political
tensions that feminism emerged.
To understand the discourse surrounding single-gender education for females in
the twenty-first century, it is useful to understand some of the basics o f critical feminist
theories. Contrary to some media portrayal, feminism did not grow out o f a burning
desire on the part o f women to want to be free of men, nor was it a wholesale public bra
burning to symbolize a freedom from bondage. Feminism developed over centuries of
injustices that date back as early as the ancient Greeks (Harding, 1987; Krolokke &
Sorenson, 2006). Throughout world history, women often experienced exclusion from
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owning property, taking part in governmental functions, and even participating in the fine
arts (Harding, 1987; Krolokke & Sorenson, 2006).
Feminism, as currently understood, developed within the context of the
burgeoning Industrial Revolution and evolving liberal politics. The first wave of
feminism gained momentum in Europe and the United States during the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century (Krolokke & Sorenson, 2006). It was primarily
concerned with winning equal rights for women, such as the right to vote and the right to
hold elected office, and continued to grow and change in response to the changing
political landscape. During the middle and late twentieth century, many subgroups, for
example, Women o f Color, lesbians, and transgendered individuals, voiced that feminism
failed to represent their varied and complex experiences, and a second wave of feminism
began (Krolokke & Sorenson, 2006).
The regard for women’s education reflected their social positioning within
American society, not natural characteristics particular to gender (Harding, 1987; Thome,
2007). American society was undergoing rapid changes. The invention o f the steam
engine, along with assembly line manufacturing techniques, growth in factories, and
improved transportation systems, changed the economic and political landscape in the
United States. Women’s status within society was slow to respond in kind. For instance,
in the nineteenth century, many factories were employing women, but women still did
not have the right to vote or hold elected office (Krolokke & Sorenson, 2006). As
women sought to gain the same rights as men, some questioned the value of the same sex
educational institution, and that debate continues today.
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Feminist theorists seek to question such injustices that have been a part o f the
societal systems and demand action to change existent societal structures. They seek to
give a public voice to women as a marginalized group (Collins, 2000; Harding, 1987).
Feminism suggests that just being a woman implies a set of unique experiences, relatable
only by the woman experiencing them. Many complained that although the push for
women’s rights was good for all women, at the outset it was a movement led
predominantly by White women (Bernal, 1998; Carby, 1996; Collins, 2000; hooks,
1994). Although women are a subgroup o f society as a whole, these smaller clusters of
women have different stories o f experiences unique to their race, culture, religion,
ethnicity, or social standing; their stories were being left out o f the discourse (Bernal,
1998; Carby, 1996; Collins, 2000; hooks, 1994).
Emergence o f the Voice o f Women o f Color
Many racial and ethnic minority women who had been part of the feminist
movement voiced that the progress enjoyed from its efforts only profited the White
women in the movement (Carby, 1996; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989; White, 1984;
Yosso, 2002). Because o f their unique experiences o f oppression due to race and class,
their voices had been largely unheard and, in some cases, silenced. It has been advanced
there is a clear and complex intersection o f gender and race (Carby, 1996; Collins, 2000;
White, 1984; Yosso, 2002). Reflection on the historical similarity between the injustices
endured by African Americans as a cultural group and those endured by women in
general leads to understanding o f this intersection.
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There are obvious parallels in the oppression suffered by both African Americans
and all women in general. For instance, both racism and sexism are socially constructed.
As a class, both African Americans and women experienced exclusion from voting and
holding public office (Collins, 2000). Legislation enacted to protect both groups failed to
eradicate issues related to racism and sexism (Carby, 1996; Crenshaw, 1989). While
there are parallels in their struggle for equality, African American women and other
ethnic minorities find themselves the subject of a simultaneous oppression o f sexism and
racism.
It is possible to understand that the experiences of Women o f Color may be quite
different from those o f White women in society, and as such, traditional feminist thought
and practice fails them. Black feminism conceptualizes women as agents in their own
empowerment, not victims o f society’s oppression (Carby, 1996). It envisions young
Women o f Color as commanding instruments of their own future possibilities (Jackson,
2005). Due to the unique nature o f their experiences, it is possible to foster this agency in
the single-gender environment.
Feminism is a political movement that centers on the belief in advocacy of
women becoming equal with men, and its epistemology can be defined as the way gender
influences how a society comes to understand the process of coming into knowledge
(Anderson, 1995). This definition is problematic to many ethnic minority women.
According to hooks (1994), men in American society are not equal. There is an existing
power struggle between men o f different races, ethnicities, and classes. Since men are
not equal in status, for the woman o f color, to which “man” would she want to be equal?
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This is not particularly problematic for upper class White women, who could easily
identify with a definition that seeks equality with the dominant White male in society.
The broad assumption o f equality in this definition excludes race and class, and thereby
shuts out some Women o f Color.
Black Feminism is “a struggle to eradicate the ideology o f domination that exists
on various levels o f U.S. society, as well as a commitment to reorganizing society so that
self-development o f people takes priority over imperialism, economic expansion, and
material desires” (hooks, 1994, p. 26). As a critical social theory, Black Feminist
Thought envelopes institutional practices and bodies o f knowledge that actively attend to
the central issues facing African American women (Collins, 2000). It is a struggle to end
the oppression aimed at extinguishing the unique voices of Women o f Color and limiting
their power to advance their own possibilities. A commitment to a definition such as this
compels one to take action; to fail to do so, is to be a co-conspirator in perpetuating the
continued marginalization of Women o f Color. As such, one can see the benefits o f
examining the factors operating in schools targeted at improving the educational
outcomes of low-income females of color through a Black Feminist theoretical lens. It
can provide clarity in seeing how such schools may have the added benefit of not only
giving voice to the experiences o f females, but also empowering a whole community
(Mansfield, 2013).
Black Feminist Thought compels one to think about women’s experiences of
oppression and exploitation as coinciding with a societal structure that perpetuates these
injustices. For African American women and other Women o f Color, Black Feminist

51
Thought requires one to recognize the intersection o f race, class, and gender and the role
o f sexual abuse and oppression beginning from the time of enslavement that have
suffused the perspectives and influenced the stories o f Women of Color throughout our
nation’s history.
It seems appropriate to view the issue of educating young females through the
lens o f Black Feminist Thought because feminism, as originally advanced by European
Americans, has failed Women o f Color. It has failed to clearly acknowledge their stories
and address their needs and experiences (hooks, 2003). The educational system is but a
reflection o f the framework o f the society in which it resides. It is only reasonable to
postulate that the inadequacies of feminism to address clearly the needs of African
American women and other Women of Color also fails to address clearly the educational
needs o f some young Females o f Color for whom the existing system has failed. As a
result, it would be fitting to study the educational issues of young Women o f Color
through the lens o f Black Feminist Thought in particular. The critical lens o f Black
Feminist Thought advances that the oppression results from the intersection and complex
relationship o f sexism, racism, and classism (Carby, 1996; Collins, 2000). As such, true
emancipation cannot occur without recognizing the injustices o f all three, existent in the
societal structures, and demanding change. The experiences of African American women
and other ethnic minority women are different because o f the simultaneous oppression
from sexism, racism, and classism.
Throughout American history, African American women have always struggled
to be heard. Although so many voices were silenced by the grave, throughout history
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some voices were made audible by the keepers of the word, the djelis or griots, who
preserved their words through the telling, retelling, and printing o f slave narratives.
Within his essay, Why I Write, George Orwell (1946) writes:
I do not think one can assess a writer’s motives without knowing something o f his
early development. His subject matter will be determined by the age he lives in—
but before he ever begins to write he would have acquired an emotional attitude
from which he will never completely escape, (para. 5)
The slaves who were able to find freedom and tell their stories never forgot their difficult
journeys and preserved many o f the details o f these journeys so generations today may
realize enlightenment and continue to persevere. Through their narratives, slaves
typically described the struggle to maintain dignity through the very undignified and
dehumanizing conditions o f slavery. The stories the formerly enslaved women told were
ones that illustrated struggles to keep that dignity and avoid perception as a victim of
their circumstances. For example, in illustrating the importance o f treating all women,
including those of color, with respect, Sojourner Truth (1851, para. 3) is quoted as
saying, “If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean
not to have my little half-measure full?” Another example is an autobiographical
narrative related by former slave Harriet Jacobs (1861) in her memoir. She describes
how and why she made the decision to run away from the plantation in order to protect
her children. She believed that if she ran away, her children would evade immediate
service and might realize an opportunity to have a life o f freedom. The determination of
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former slave women to be free and maintain their dignity enabled them to tell their stories
o f pain and possibilities so we may know o f their experiences.
The practice o f selling fathers, mothers, and children independently resulted in
systematically destruction o f slave families. This repeated distortion o f the traditional
nuclear family left slave women as heads o f their immediate households with the primary
responsibility o f being the keeper o f the history, conveyors o f the cultural code, and
teacher o f the children, who were not always necessarily their own children. Women
have maintained these roles throughout history, and teachers of young Women of Color
continue to assume these roles. Teachers o f children, no matter the culture or ethnicity of
the teacher, have a certain responsibility to teach youth what they can o f the students’
cultural history and what they do not know o f it, find out. It is not wrong to go back for
that which may have been forgotten.
Following Reconstruction, more African Americans were able to attend schools.
The female head o f the household usually taught the children the behaviors needed to
navigate the sometimes difficult, segregated society. While some areas of the country
had laws, such as the Black Codes in the southern states, that dictated how the different
races were to conduct themselves and the limits surrounding their daily interactions, other
areas o f the country had unwritten, but expected, codes o f conduct in order to maintain a
segregated society. Generally, the women taught the children the normal cultural
expectations o f that time, for example, which fountains to drink from, where to sit in a
restaurant, and how to dress and behave in front o f members o f the dominant culture.
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Before the dawn o f the Civil Rights Movement, many women worked tirelessly to
tell the stories o f the struggles o f African Americans and other People o f Color to acquire
equal treatment under the law. For example, prior to Rosa Parks, an African American
woman named Ida B. Wells-Bamett refused to move to a Jim Crow smoking car on a rail
train. In 1884, she literally fought to keep her place in what she described as the “ladies
car” on the train. Before she was physically dragged from the train, she reportedly bit the
conductor who had grabbed her arm to force her to move (Baker, 1996). In another
example, while almost everyone is very familiar with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his
role in the Civil Rights Movement, not as prominent were the important efforts o f his
widow, Coretta Scott King, who founded the Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Non
Violent Social Change and played an active role in the W omen’s Movement (Bagley,
2012).
African American women continue to strive to make the voices of all Women of
Color audible above the social and political cacophony. Because o f the foundation laid
by many strong and persistent African American women before them, a number o f very
vocal Women o f Color currently serve in federal, state, and local political offices.
Condeleeza Rice, currently a professor at Stanford University, was the first African
American woman Secretary of State under the Bush administration (Freeman Spogli
Institute for International Studies website, n.d.). Karen Bass, representative from
California, works diligently for her state to strengthen K-12 public education
(Representative Karen Bass Official Website, n.d.).
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Although they only represent 30% o f the presence o f People of Color serving as
college and university presidents, African American women also help to make the voices
o f Women o f Color heard. For example, Dr. Elmira Magnum recently assumed the
positon o f president o f Florida A & M University (FAMU)— the first woman to do so in
the university’s 127-year history. Even her story is significantly different due to the
intersection o f race, gender, and class. She served in leadership positions in major
research universities before coming to FAMU, yet a clause in her contract prohibits
cohabitation in the presidential residence with anyone she is romantically involved. One
cannot help but wonder why her impressive resume is not enough to make one presume
she knows how to conduct herself in a professional manner or if contracts o f the male
presidents who preceded her also included such a clause (Gasman & Commodore, 2014).
Modem day djelis, the keepers of the word such as Maya Angelou, wove the
voices and stories o f the experiences of many Women o f Color through poems, essays,
and autobiographies. Angelou’s works captured the attention of leaders in the United
States and around the world. She participated in the 1993 inauguration of President Bill
Clinton with a recitation o f her poem “On the Pulse o f Morning,” a recording o f which
won a Grammy Award. O f her work, John McWhorter wrote that she helped prepare the
way for contemporary African American writers to no longer be just representatives of
their race, but also express their own individuality in their work (McWhorter, 2002).
Possible Selves Development
The construction o f identity and self-actualization that occurs during adolescence
involves more than the evidentiary social constructs. For the individual, it is the
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internalization o f all one is, as well as all one can be. Markus and Nurius (1986) refer to
the identification o f what all one can be as possible selves. The term possible selves
represent one’s conception o f future ideal self, what one would like for one’s future self
to become, and what one is afraid one’s future self may become (Markus & Nurius, 1986;
Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). Possible selves are heavily guided and affected by
historical influences, past experiences, knowledge of ones ‘own traits and abilities, social
influences, and positive and negative prototypes of images one is urged to emulate or
avoid (Markus & Nurius, 1986). It is a personal, vivid, well-elaborated self-concept o f a
future self. Identity development involves all internalized historical experiences,
internalization o f current social context, role models, and cultural identity. The term
possible selves then represents the intellectual, mental, and emotional essences of one’s
hopes, angsts, aspirations, and threats (Markus & Nurius, 1986).
Possible selves are important because they give incentive and direction for future
behavior and serve as a mirror by which one evaluates the present conception of self.
Possible future selves are not, for example, simply an imagined state o f being. They
serve as distinctly individual representations o f hopes, angsts, and aspirations. For
example, students may internalize and visualize their current social context, role models,
and cultural identity based on their experiences. They may see themselves currently as
students, but in the future as possibly heads of corporations, teachers, homemakers, or jail
inmates. Adolescents may create any variety o f possible selves from their pool of past
and present experiences, but the conception becomes salient based on specific, combined
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influence o f historical and sociocultural context, role models, and cultural identity
development (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Oyserman et al., 1995).
In recent years, the number o f African Americans and other ethnic minorities
living at or below the poverty level has grown. African American and other ethnic
minority women from low-income neighborhoods often work in jobs with low status and
pay. Young women living in the inner city must cull a set o f positive possibilities for the
self from within a bleak social context o f diminishing employment possibilities. A
special effort is necessary to assist young women in the development and maintenance of
their possible selves within these realms (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Oyserman et al.,
1995). School structures are situated to play a part in this.
Single-gender schools often have a greater number of educators of the same
gender as the students they are teaching (Deak & Adams, 2010; Salomone, 2003). Some
scholars suggest that educators who have common ethnic or socioeconomic backgrounds
as their students elicit higher expectations of their students (Foster, 1991; LadsonBillings, 2009). Additionally, educators who reflect the same gender, ethnicity, and/or
class as their students are in positions to act as guides in their students’ journeys to their
future possible selves. Students view teachers who look like themselves as models of
intellectual authority (Fenwick, 1996), hence they can serve as positive role models as
students construct their own identities. There has been a decline in recent years in the
number o f effective ethnic minority educators who demonstrate the cultural competence
and pride to serve as mentors for their students (Scott-Simmons, 2008). However, those
effective teachers o f color who do demonstrate competency and pride can serve to
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eliminate myths o f gender or racial inadequacy (Irvine & Fenwick, 2011). There is
evidence that competent educators o f color from diverse background can positively
influence the lives o f students from all races and ethnicities because they increase student
and educator knowledge o f different cultures, thus fostering positive interactions (Foster,
1997; Irvine & Fenwick, 2011). These positive interactions serve the added benefit of
increasing the number o f positive possibilities, units from which students can choose to
compile their individual possible selves.
As mentioned earlier, the conception o f possible selves becomes notable and
relevant based on explicit, combined influence o f historical and sociocultural context,
role models, and cultural identity development. Thus, it is necessary to understand some
o f the history o f the education o f African Americans in the United States in order to grasp
how single-gender classes and schools might provide a learning context beneficial to lowincome, African American and other ethnic minority females. While education was
quickly transforming from single-gender to coeducational, it was moving much more
slowly in equally educating ethnic immigrants and formerly enslaved African Americans.
This contributed to an ever-increasing academic achievement gap among America’s
ethnic minority population.
U.S. History o f African American Education
According to Fordham (1996), the historical events o f African Americans are
grouped into three distinct eras: the Official Enslavement o f African Americans, followed
by two separate revolutions: the First Emancipation, which occurred just after the Civil
War, followed by the Second Emancipation, which came just after the Civil Rights
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Movement. Examining these timeframes allows the exploration o f some o f the historical,
political, and cultural forces that affect the current generation of learners. The history of
education in the United States spans over 400 years, yet it was not until the last century
that the laws gave African Americans (and women in general) moral and legal rights as
equal citizens in the United States, and for African Americans, the legal right to receive
an equal education (Fordham, 1996).
Official Enslavement Era: Education 1609-1865
The first enslaved Africans began arriving to the Americas in the seventeenth
century for the purpose o f free labor for the newly established colonies. Most slave
owners were able to justify keeping these people in bondage based on the biblical
precedence of the Hebrew enslavement in Egypt. There were some, however, who
believed the slaves should be treated and educated in the manner o f the slaves of the
household of Abraham (Watkins, 2001; Woodson, 1919/2004), while others maintained
the slaves should remain ignorant so they would be less apt to rise up against their slave
masters and bondage. While it became the practice, and eventually law, that slaves
would not be educated, some slave owners realized teaching their slaves a trade, as well
as how to read and write, benefitted their economy and way o f life. A literate slave who
had blacksmithing skills benefitted the household of the owner and helped his owner earn
additional profit when hired out to others (Watkins, 2001).
Enslaved African American women were educated only if desired by their slave
masters. During the era o f Official Enslavement, it was rare for African American
women to be educated. Occasionally, slave owners found it beneficial to teach their
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women slaves to read. A literate slave could help with Bible reading in the home, as well
as record keeping. One well-known example o f this was with the Wheatley family of
Boston. They taught their slave, Phillis Wheatley, reading, writing, as well as Latin and
Greek. The publishing o f her book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral, in
1773 made Phillis Wheatley the first African American woman to publish a literary work
(National Women’s History Museum, n.d.).
Some religious sects became involved in the education o f African Americans, for
they believed it was their moral obligation to teach the bondsmen to read and write. The
Quakers believed that all were equal under God; therefore, it was necessary to teach the
slaves to read so they could read the Bible for their own souls’ salvation (Woodson,
1919/2004). The Baptists and the Methodist established missions and schools, which
allowed both enslaved Africans and freedmen, access to education. These early schools
were most often coeducational, educating both female and male together. Many African
Americans were able to avail themselves of the opportunity to get an education and
subsequently contributed to the body o f literature, math, and science (Watkins, 2001). A
few African Americans organized and opened their own schools. Many slave owners
resented and resisted the education o f African Americans, however, believing that
educating them made them less fit for a life o f obedient servitude. While tensions
continued regarding the education of the slave, there were those who fought for this and
women’s rights.
There was considerable overlap during this time between the fight for the rights of
African Americans o f both sexes and the rights o f women, in the aims o f some pioneering
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people who fought for social justices. For example, Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote Uncle
Tom ’s Cabin (1852), which illuminated some o f the injustices of slavery and help fuel the
abolitionist movement. Her sister, Catherine Beecher, founded the Hartford Female
Seminary in 1823 for the purposes o f equipping women for motherhood and “domestic
management responsibilities” (Urban & Wagoner, 2009, p. 132). Fredrick Douglass, an
African American abolitionist, stood accused o f being a women’s rights man for his
position both as an advocate for the abolition o f slavery and women’s rights (Davis,
2003). Some emboldened White women resisted injustices o f the system and opened
schools to educate women, as well as African Americans o f both sexes. A White woman
named Prudence Crandall incurred imprisonment for opening such a school in 1833.
Resistance to the education o f African Americans continued to grow until the
beginning o f the Civil War in 1861. During the Reconstruction period at the conclusion
o f the war, a spirit o f tolerance began to prevail. The charitable mood after the Civil
W ar’s conclusion was short-lived, however, when the devastation o f the South’s
economy became apparent. Farms were suffering from abandonment and disease, and
many southerners left the farms to find work in the growing cities. A number o f
Southerners felt a renewed resentment for the increase in educational opportunities for
the newly freed African Americans. In order to protect the southern economy and way of
life, harsh penalties were enacted that made life and educational attainment difficult for
African American people.
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First Emancipation: Education 1865-1954
The post-Civil War was also a time o f industrial growth. The industrial
stakeholders took full advantage o f this time to position themselves into the cultural,
political, and educational fabric unfolding in the growing society. The newly established
Freedman’s Bureau had, in addition its responsibility to aid displaced Whites after the
Civil War, the task o f aiding the assimilation o f the newly emancipated Blacks into
American life (Urban & Wagoner, 2009; Watkins, 2001). Part of the task included the
question o f how to educate these newly freed and displaced people. As the bureau set up
schools to provide a basic education for those in need, northern industrialists who had an
interest in obtaining labor for growing factories soon joined it.
Manufacturing was experiencing tremendous growth, although agriculture was
still the predominant form of sustenance. Cities grew from the influx of Blacks and
Whites moving from farms and an influx o f foreign immigrants. With the swell of the
cities came a growing problem o f urban poverty. There were concerns regarding the
assimilation o f the immigrant population into American society, and there were concerns
about what to do with the immigrant children. The government established a universal
free school known as the common school, supported by property taxation and open to all
children, regardless o f status (Urban & Wagoner, 2009; Watkins, 2001). Like today,
early advocates o f the common school were politicians and business leaders who had a
financial stake in who was educated and for what reasons. The common school,
precursor to the public school, was established to address the issues that resulted from the
influx o f foreign immigrants and the urban migration o f people from rural areas to
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manufacturing jobs in the city (Urban & Wagoner, 2009). Charitable and religious
groups continued to run the common schools in the rural areas and in the South. Both
sexes typically attended the common school, although it was up to the leaders of the
locality running the institutions to determine if the sexes were educated together or
separately, during different seasons o f the year or different times of the day. Usually
these schools were segregated by race.
Charitable groups, such as the missionary societies, always displayed
humanitarian interest in educating African Americans, even during the height of slavery.
As missionaries continued their efforts after the war, industrialists shared in their interest
in providing an education to Blacks that could ultimately serve their own affairs. Many
members o f these missionary societies believed that education for African Americans
was essential to helping them advance as a race. They were accepting o f the new
economic growth and the subsequent progress for the nation that it promised. The
growing corporate industries were willing to provide the financial and political backing to
ensure their powerful positions within the growing nation (Urban & Wagoner, 2009).
Lawful oppression. As the White southerners began to reestablish political
power, they began to look for ways to regain the lost labor resulting from the abolition of
slavery. The Black Codes, restrictive laws designed to regulate activities of the newly
freed African Americans, served to do just that. Because o f these laws, many African
American families found themselves in economic positions similar to what they
experienced under slavery. In some southern states, African Americans had to sign a
labor contract in order to work. Leaving before the end o f the contract meant they would
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forfeit all wages earned. Some local jurisdictions levied fines up to $100 if an African
American worked in any form o f employment other than as a farmer or servant (Watkins,
2001). This proved to be especially problematic for those who were skilled tradesmen or
other artisans and served to maintain a lower socio-economic status for so many who
desired a better way o f life. In addition, although education may have been available for
some African American children, their families often required their labors just so the
family could survive (Dubois, 1903).
Many desired to preserve the delicate balance in relations between the North and
the South. This required finding an answer to the question o f what to do with the newly
freed African American. Samuel Chapman Armstrong, founder o f Hampton University,
believed he had a solution.
The Hampton Institute. Armstrong knew that being able to situate the newly
freed African American within the new and growing nation was the key to solidifying the
delicate political and economic relationship between the industrial North and the
agricultural South. While serving in the military, Armstrong developed a reputation for
being able to “handle the Negro Problem” (Watkins, 2001, p.49). Although he believed
in the superiority o f Whites, he also acknowledged the capacity o f the African American
people to learn and believed the best thing for society was to train them in habits o f
morality and industry. Armstrong established the Hampton Institute to provide the newly
freed people and Native Americans an industrial education so they could assimilate into
American society and train others in their race to do the same. Students attending the
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school worked in manual or domestic labor in the morning and studied in the afternoon.
The school applied their earned wages to their boarding fee (Watkins, 2001).
The Hampton Institute experiment achieved its objectives. It provided training to
thousands who went on to teach others in “accommodationist social, political, and
religious outlooks” (Watkins, 2001, p. 61). It shaped the ideological beliefs of many
African Americans in the South. It also had important political implications for the
education o f the newly freed people and ethnic minorities. First, it addressed the political
problems o f what to do with the newly freed African Americans and the recently
displaced Native Americans. Second, it served as a model for any society that desired to
colonialize a people. Indeed, Armstrong invited dignitaries from all over the country and
all over the world to see how well the people o f color could be “civilized” if taught, what
he thought was important, the skills o f morality and habits of industry. Third, the
graduation o f one o f Hampton’s most notable students, Booker T. Washington, set the
stage for the struggle between competing ideologies within the African American
community regarding the value o f education (Watkins, 2001).
Competing ideologies. Booker T. Washington was bom a slave. After spending
some time in the military, he eventually became a student at Hampton Institute and, after
graduation, a teacher there. Naturally, he adopted many of the accommodationist views
o f his mentor, Samuel Armstrong. Washington is famous for a speech he gave to a
largely White audience in 1895 at the Cotton States Exposition in Atlanta in which he
called for Blacks to strive to attain proficiency in farming, domestic service, and
mechanics. He assured his audience that Blacks were loyal people who realized that it
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was absurd for Blacks to advocate for social equality, but it would be far more profitable
for them to earn it through the demonstration o f hard work. His viewpoints stood in
sharp contrast to those o f W.E.B. Dubois, who had no personal experience with slavery
and had received a Harvard education (Gibson, 2014).
Within the African American community, competing ideologies developed
regarding the best ways to achieve rights and equal education for its people. Dubois
lashed out with sharp criticism against what he called Washington’s accommodationist
views. Dubois advocated for Blacks to unite and fight for civil rights rather than adopt
Washington’s ideas o f complacently working and waiting. He believed that African
Americans should fight to achieve “ 1) the right to vote, 2) civic equality, and 3) the
education o f Negro youth according to ability” (Gibson, 2014, para. 16).
African Americans became more vocal at the turn of the twentieth century, as
there became an increased urgency to pursue equality for all, regardless o f race, gender,
or ethnicity. There was a similar stream o f occurrences within the communities o f other
ethnic minorities as they, too, endeavored to fight for equality in the United States. O f
particular concern to them, was the desire to acquire an equitable education.
Second Emancipation: Education 1954 to Present
The passage o f the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868 guaranteed citizenship to all
persons bom in the United States, including formerly enslaved African Americans.
However, this did not guarantee equality in an education for African Americans or other
minority immigrant children. The schools established after Reconstruction were typically
segregated by race or skin color. This resulted in school segregation o f African
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American children, and Latino children often were not allowed to be educated in schools
with White children (Moll, 2010).
The first successful challenge to California’s segregated schools was the Mendez
v. Westminster case o f 1946. This case challenged the segregation o f Latino children in
California’s schools. A few years later, the landmark Brown v. Board o f Education
Supreme Court ruling in 1954 served as a catalyst for racial desegregation o f schools in
the United States. Although those decisions and others afforded legal access to equal
education to all students, many schools remain racially divided. There still exists a
serious gap in educational achievement, especially among ethnic minority inner city
youth (Moll, 2010; Raudenbush, 2009). It would appear obvious that more than legal
equal access is necessary to improve educational outcomes for low-income and ethnic
minority inner city youth.
In 1954, the unanimous ruling o f the Supreme Court determining separate schools
as inherently unequal paved the way for nationwide desegregation of schools. As with
most decisions, there were unforeseen consequences some say have had a deleterious
impact on the academic achievement o f children o f color (Cashin, 2004; Toppo, 2004).
In anticipation o f the Supreme Court decision, the superintendent o f schools in Topeka
Kansas notified the Black elementary school teachers o f the district that it was expected
White schools would not hire them if the courts ruled for desegregation. Following the
decision by the higher courts, more than 38,000 African American school administrators
and teachers in 17 states across the country lost their jobs, and many school districts
refused to hire them, despite their education levels and credentials. For instance, in the
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State o f North Carolina from 1967 to 1971 the number of African American school
principals dropped from 620 to 40. From 1958 to 1968, the state o f Arkansas hired
virtually no African American educators in their newly desegregated school districts
(Toppo, 2004). Consider Oyserman and Fryberg’s (2006) and Oyserman et al.’s (1995)
contention regarding the impact of a specific, combined influence o f historical and
sociocultural context, role models, and cultural identity development on a student’s
development o f her or his possible selves and how necessarily important the role of the
teacher is during a student’s identity development. It is feasible to understand why the
loss o f thousands o f ethnic minority teachers during this particularly tumultuous time
might have left lasting and negative connotations on the educational system.
The nearly 400 years o f enslavement and oppression o f African American people
was a tragic time in the history of the world, but the full impact o f persistent denial of
civil liberties on the African American people and other ethnic minorities is still largely
misunderstood (Allen, 2001). For example, as recently as 2013, the United States
Supreme Court struck down an important formula in the Voters Rights Act o f 1965 that
determined which jurisdictions were to have federal oversight which required permission
to make changes in their voter policy. Since then, many states have seemingly worked
overtime to change voting laws in ways that may have negatively affected many ethnic
minority citizens. It is hard to believe that intelligent people would think that if there
were a need to put a provision in place to ensure equal rights for all eligible voters in
1965, 48 years later the human condition would be so reformed that there was no longer a
need to address, by legal policy, an injustice o f racism. The enslavement o f the African
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peoples, along with a history o f institutional sexism, racism, and classism, continue to
have a major impact upon many ethnic minority communities, especially its children
(Fordham, 1996; Hale-Benson, 1986).
The establishment o f single-gender schools offers a solution to help moderate
inequalities o f the tri-intersectionality o f gender, race, and class lodged in the educational
system. Without grasping the history o f the education o f African Americans during and
after slavery, it is difficult to understand the political, social, and cultural challenges of
present day Women o f Color. These factors can affect their educational achievement
(Allen, 2001). For this reason, if single-gender schools are to be effective in addressing
the obvious struggle that many low-income and ethnic minority children are experiencing
in American schools, it is necessary to understand the dynamics o f some low-income
neighborhoods resulting from the historical influences that may contribute to the
achievement challenges o f the students who live there.
Possible selves development are unique to the individual, but rely on a specific
but complexly woven communal influence of historical and sociocultural context, role
models, and cultural identity development. The political, economic, and ideological
turbulence that peppered much o f our nation’s history has affected all institutions within
our society’s structure, including education. Effective teachers who share common
cultural components with the students they teach can serve to eliminate myths o f gender
or racial inadequacy (Fenwick, 1996; Irvine, 1991) and serve as positive role models as
students travel this journey to their possible selves.
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Poverty in the Urban Neighborhood
Many urban schools are located in districts that are adversely affected by poverty
and urban decline. The problem with the existing achievement gap lingering in the inner
city is primarily a by-product of the decline in industrial jobs and suburban migration.
Many minority families moved out o f the central cities, leaving behind the very poor who
were suffering from unemployment, the subsequent family disruption, and deteriorating
neighborhoods (Raudenbush, 2009).
Low-income urban neighborhood environments have more liquor stores, fast-food
restaurants, and title loan businesses per capita than higher income communities (Tate,
2008). In addition, there are fewer major grocery stores, large businesses, and banks.
Economists and owners o f large enterprises would argue that the lack o f resources in
these neighborhoods makes it unprofitable to operate their businesses in them. While this
may be true, the lack o f community empowering resources provided by these kinds of
business entities within the communities, coupled with higher incidence o f violence and
crime, negatively affects, either directly or indirectly, the children living in them in
several ways. These include manifestations of stress disorders, involvement with illegal
activities, and development o f cognitive difficulties.
Stress and Children
Some researchers describe the stress that some children experience from their
environments as actually more debilitating than the stressors that contribute to the Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) often seen in some military men and women returning
from combat duty. Conditions that military men and women are often exposed to can be
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quite traumatic. War zone stressors such as threats o f attack, unsanitary living
conditions, exposure, debilitating wounds, and disease are not unlike what many urban
children live with every day. It is estimated that up to 75% o f active duty soldiers in Iraq
and Afghanistan have witnessed a murder (Bertram & Dartt, 2009). Urban youths realize
similar statistics. Some studies have estimated the violence rate experienced by many
urban youth to be between 70 and 76% (Bertram & Dartt, 2009; Ozer & Weinstein,
2004). Minority students living in poverty are more likely to experience greater increase
o f dropout rates, higher incidence o f school grade retention, more truancy, and lower
achievement scores than their majority peers (Gutman & Midgely, 2000). Challenges
from the stress o f poverty, violence, drugs, alcoholism, and gang activity can negatively
influence children’s ability to learn (Bryan, 2005). Negative educational experiences can
also contribute to the decision o f many urban youth to drop out and turn to illegal,
dangerous, and demoralizing activities such as drug use and prostitution.
Effect o f Stress on Women
Women in impoverished urban neighborhoods face challenges with a myriad o f
stressors that can adversely affect their self-esteem and prospects for academic success.
There is a high incidence o f human sex trafficking and prostitution in many low-income
communities, often precipitated by the influence and prevalence o f illegal drugs. In
impoverished neighborhoods where drugs, alcohol, abuse, and gang violence are
prevalent, child sex trafficking is a growing problem. High dropout rates, drug use, and
sexual abuse are associated with early entry into the sex trade. These factors have twice
the negative impact on minorities (Clarke, Clarke, Roe-Sepowitz, & Fey, 2012). These
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negative experiences directly affect the self-perception and identity development of
children living in these types o f environments, and there is a direct relationship between
self-perception and academic outcomes (Allen, 2001; Hale-Benson, 1986).
Possible selves rely on the knitting together o f the combination o f historical and
sociocultural context, role models, and cultural identity development. Understanding
how poverty presents in the low-income neighborhood and its impact on the children
living there, especially young females, is necessary when explaining how factors is some
school models may serve to moderate the negative influences from stress from some o f
the products o f poverty.
The School as a Protective Factor
It is evident that even though some children grapple with difficult home
environments, many o f them are resilient and manage to succeed academically.
Unfortunately, far too many succumb to the negative effects of these surroundings. Some
racial and ethnic minority students often feel disconnected and vulnerable in a traditional
school environment. The variables o f language, class, and cultural differences join
inextricably, often viewed as deficits by society where ethnic minority children are
concerned (Bryan, 2005; Hilliard, 2002, Howard, 2010). School structures often do not
take into account these differences, and the resultant cultural misunderstandings may be
an explanation as to why racial and ethnic minority children are underrepresented in
gifted programs and overrepresented in special education programs (Bryan, 2005). Some
educators have a negative perception o f the cultural linguistic traits and behavior patterns
o f many ethnic minority groups. As a result, many o f these students do not obtain the
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skills they need to adequately navigate within the larger society (Banks, 1988). This may
also contribute to the achievement gap among some students within these populations.
In addition, environmental factors such as poverty, gang violence, alcohol, and
abuse can contribute to the risk factors besieging these students. Studies support that
students living in impoverished areas have higher dropout rates and encounter more
academic difficulties than students who reside in areas that are more affluent (Connell,
Spencer, & Aber, 1994; Gutman & Midgely, 2000). While many students fail to succeed
in these stress-filled environments, some exhibit amazing resiliency. Some endure, and
even prosper, under such stressful conditions (Bryan, 2005; Connell et al., 1994; ScottSimmons, 2008).
Some students exhibit a resiliency Bryan (2005) describes as an “ability . . . to
succeed academically despite risk factors that make it difficult for them to succeed” (p.
220). Research has suggested there are protective factors that work together to insulate
students from some o f the adverse effects o f the urban stressors to which they are
exposed (Gutman & Midgely, 2000; Howard, Dryden, & Johnson, 1999). Protective
factors are the combination o f the internal resources of an individual and the external
reinforcements o f the societal structures in which she/he resides (Howard et al., 1999). In
the world o f children, these protective factors fall into the broad categories o f “family,
school, and community” (Howard et al., 1999, p. 312). There is a greater likelihood o f
the display of resilience when there is a greater presence o f more protective factors in the
lives o f children (Howard et al., 1999). Single-gender classes and schools for some
students may provide an environment that encompasses multiple protective factors.
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The neighborhood school is an integral part of the external variable o f protective
factors. While it cannot completely replace the role of family, the school can provide a
very necessary support system; thereby playing an important role in providing protective
factors. While it is unknown if students who attend single-gender schools are any more
resilient than students in coeducational schools, there have been several single-gender
academies established in urban neighborhoods around the country in recent years
utilizing programs that appear work to improve the academic experiences for some
students. They may foster learning environments that give the students confidence in
their abilities as young women/men. These academies may give these students a place
where they can develop their self-identity and skills in a nurturing and caring climate
(Streitmatter, 1999). It is possible that added confidence aids them in their ability to
better balance their home culture and their role in the dominant culture o f the society in
which they live.
Educators’ pedagogical practices can also act as protective factors and play an
important part in building school/family relationships by infusing knowledge of school
culture and curriculum. Practices within the school culture can mitigate the negative
effects o f stressful events and adverse living conditions in the lives o f these students.
Through the narratives o f former students, this study examined those elements in the
school culture that served to support or impede their possible selves development and aid
them in overcoming factors from their community that might limit their potential.
Educators must consciously look for opportunities to foster educational resiliency in their
students. Research supports that efforts by teachers and schools to reach out to families
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improves children’s success in school (Bryan, 2005; Epstein & Dauber, 1991) and
contribute directly to students’ resiliency.
Academic Achievement o f Females of Color
The school is a place where the tenets o f the dominant culture are transmitted
(Fordham, 1996). As an institution, school is also a place that affirms, accepts, or
marginalizes certain people groups (Jackson, 2005). This can be problematic for females
and students o f ethnic minority cultures, as this practice is implicated as a possible reason
for the perceived achievement gap (Fordham, 1996; Gallagher, 2000).
When politicians, educators, and community stakeholders discuss the problems in
education, often the discussion will include the mention o f an achievement gap. The
achievement gap is a dissimilarity o f educational outcomes between different student
groups, be they females and males, low and high socioeconomic statuses, minority and
majority races, or different ethnicities (Howard, 2010). It is important to understand
some o f the underlying issues that belie the achievement dilemma when seeking to
implement educational programs such as single-gender schools to address those
problems. Undernutrition, one o f these underlying problems that many in povertystricken neighborhoods struggle with, directly affects academic outcomes.
Nutrition, Cognitive Development, and Achievement
A brief drive through almost any low-income urban community would reveal a
seemingly high number o f package stores, fried food restaurants, and comer convenience
stores, but a low number o f supermarket chains and farmers markets. This paucity of
resources for fresh vegetables and fruits can have a serious effect on the available
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nutrition for the residents o f the local community and negatively affect the cognitive
development o f the children. Evidence supports the link between nutrition and learning.
A report from the Tufts University Center on Hunger, Poverty and Nutrition (1994)
describes the insidiousness effect o f undemutrition on children in impoverished
communities: “Undemutrition harms children silently. Even before it is severe and its
results are readily detectable, inadequate food intake limits the ability o f children to learn
about the world around them” (p. 5). Many urban youth come to school having
consumed a breakfast consisting of candy, spicy potato chips, and artificially colored and
flavored beverages, yet some wonder why there exists a problem with positive
educational outcomes within their communities. While federal initiatives to provide
school breakfasts and lunch to low-income students have helped improved nutrition, poor
and undemutrition, along with urban stress associated with poverty, still adversely affect
cognitive functioning. The lack o f resources available in impoverished communities can
contribute to inferior quality o f nutrition that affects cognitive development (Gorman,
1995; Tate, 2008) and thus, academic achievement. In order to understand fully the
context for undemutrition and cognitive functioning, it would be helpful to discuss the
problem o f the food desert in low-income neighborhoods.
Food Deserts
About 16.5 million Americans live in areas that are a considerable distance away
from local grocery stores or farmers markets and low access to possible means to help
them keep healthy and improve their quality o f life. These areas, called food deserts, can
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be rural or urban, characterized by the habitation o f a disproportionate number o f lowincome households (United States Department of Agriculture, 2013).
Food deserts, as defined by the Centers for Disease Control (2012), are areas that
lack access to affordable fruits, vegetables, whole grains, low fat milk, and other foods
that make up the full range o f a healthy diet. Low-income areas are more likely to
experience a lack access to healthy food choices. Policy makers are particularly
concerned with these areas because the existence of them may contribute to and
compound existing social disadvantage (Beaulac, Kristjansson, & Cummins, 2009).
Food deserts are a public health issue. The debilitative implications for residents in these
areas are higher incidents o f diet related health problems, such as obesity, high-blood
pressure, diabetes, and heart disease. For students living in impoverished communities,
this may translate to cognitive difficulties than can adversely affect learning.
In the metropolitan city where the study site is located, the affluent neighborhoods
have three times as many supermarkets as the less affluent areas. When examined along
racial lines, 31% o f White residents live in a census tract with a supermarket compared to
the 8% o f African Americans (News One, 2011).
A visit to a major retail grocery store or supermarket can be an all day excursion.
Many o f the residents in these neighborhoods rely on public transportation. That can
mean two or three bus transfers over a two to three hour ride to a grocery store located
just 10 miles away. Flowever, if the resident had a car, he or she would not have to travel
very far to exit this food desert. The distance to the nearest retail grocery store that
stocks a large quantity o f fresh and organic vegetables is only five miles north, but it is
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not accessible by bus transportation (Bums, 2014). Lack of car access can be a very real
problem as many o f the residents rely on public transportation to get to locations not
accessible by foot. For policy makers interested in planning improvements for such
areas, accurate data on existing retail businesses may also be a problem.
In collecting data from the United States Department o f Agriculture Educational
Research Service (ERS), Barrett (2013) noted a discrepancy between the number of
supermarket retailers in ERS data and the actual markets observed in the area where this
study site is located. Barrett was only able to account for 55% of the retail food business
reported on ERS site when conducting a visual survey o f the area. Four supermarket
grocery stores serve the area; one of them is a Walmart. Three o f them are located within
a half mile o f each other in a gentrified neighborhood. In the poorer area where the study
school is located, there is just one small, locally owned supermarket; it is the only one
within a four-mile radius o f that area (Barrett, 2013). Most residents utilize the
convenience stores and gas stations for household items needed between major
supermarket excursions (Bums, 2014).
Many o f the residents in this neighborhood suffer from a myriad o f health
problems, traceable to dietary habits (Bums, 2014). In surveying the local convenience
stores heavily frequented by the residents there, Barrett (2013) reports most of the stores
in the area carry no produce or occasional apples or bananas at the checkout counter
alongside the cigarettes and lottery tickets. Produce cases that would normally house
fresh fruits, vegetables, and dairy items are often used to store nonperishable items. One
store even utilized a fresh food case to stock hair extensions (Bums, 2014).
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With fresh food cases filled with nonfood items, it is easy to understand why
students from these neighborhoods may face challenges to free access to nutritious foods.
The foods that constitute much of the diet o f many children in low-income areas— fast
food, chips, cookies, and sugary drinks— are often devoid o f the necessary nutrients to
support brain function. A lack o f access to viable and suitable nutritious item may lead to
poor memory, depression, and other cognitive issues.
Attention to Cultural Concerns
Another problem often overlooked, and thus at odds with the traditional curricular
discourse surrounding the achievement dilemma, is the familial and cultural concerns of
the children served in schools. Those involved in the curricular discourse in establishing
the framework for education in the United States have not always attended to the specific
needs and cultural concerns o f ethnic minorities and women. Some o f the second
generation, single-gender schools address some o f these needs in their curriculum. For
example, young women living in low-income neighborhoods face significant barriers to
preventive healthcare (Sambamoorthi & McAlpine, 2003). As a result, some single
gender, female schools have included, as part of their curriculum plan, a medical outreach
program to provide obstetric and gynecological services to their students and families
(Butler, 2013). While some believe it is not the school’s place to worry about the
healthcare o f its students, others realize the problems of society appear in the schools, and
the schools can be tools to healing some o f society’s ills.
The combined effects of historical race and gender discrimination can have
devastating consequences on the educational outcomes o f students. There is little doubt
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that the nation’s educational structure reflects society and is influenced by a social
efficiency ideology and curriculum that does not always take into account race, culture,
and gender concerns o f its students. Ideology pertains to a set o f ideals that reflect the
interest o f an organization o f people (Collins, 2000; Schiro, 2013). Social efficiency
ideologists are less concerned for the student per se, since they are more concerned with
what the student, as an adult, will contribute to society (Schiro, 2013). As a result, the
educational structure often ignores the richness o f the varied cultures and nuances of
gender that can add to the curriculum. In traditional public schools, the expectation is for
teachers to follow the curriculum, which can subtly dictate and influence the teachers’
expectations and perceptions of their students (Howard, 2010). In turn, the teachers’
perceptions and expectations of class, gender, race, and culture, rooted within the
educational structure, can greatly influence academic performance (Irvine, 1991; Ogbu,
2003; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992) and contribute to the achievement gap.
Teacher Expectations
In a widely published study, Pygmalion in the Classroom (1968), Rosenthal and
Jacobson (1992) conducted research on teacher expectations involving 18 first through
sixth grade students o f lower socioeconomic background. Rosenthal and Jacobson
(1992) administered the Flanagan Test of General Ability (TOGA) to the students and
informed the teachers that the test was to identify students who could succeed
academically. The researchers randomly selected the names o f 20% o f the students to be
part o f the experimental group and only told their teachers that these students’ test scores
indicated they should have greater academic improvement over the next year. After
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researchers administered the posttest, they found that the students had significant
improvement in reading and an increase in academic improvement between the pre and
posttests. The researchers could not conclusively identify what factors of teacher
interaction were responsible for the increase in student performance. What is clear is that
teacher expectations can influence student achievement (Irvine, 1991).
Deficit teacher expectations. Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1992) Pygmalion in the
Classroom is a good illustration o f how deficit teacher expectations can greatly influence
student expectation and thus, achievement. The students in the classes of the teachers
who were told the students would improve did indeed show improvement. When
students are in classes where the teacher does not expect they will achieve, the students
respond in kind. In some other studies, participants received identical information about
scholastic records, including previous teacher comments. Researchers gave half o f the
participants a picture o f a White child and the other half a picture o f a Black child to
determine if knowledge o f the students’ race would affect predictions about the child’s
future achievement. Findings showed that expectations are subject to the influence o f
information regarding students’ race, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, special
education designations, and other characteristics (Good, 1987).
This is o f particular concern in low-income areas where the students often present
with a less than stellar foundation o f basic skills, which can make it challenging for a
teacher to mediate and build upon. There is a greater likelihood that the students from
low-income neighborhoods possess all or some o f those characteristics. Additionally,
when teachers in low-income schools already believe that the children they are charged
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with teaching are “at-promise” as opposed to “at-risk,” this is akin to the old question, “Is
your glass half-full or is your glass half-empty?’ The answer given dictates how one will
address the situation at hand. In this current age o f accountability and standardized
testing, teachers want the most optimal situation in which to elicit academic achievement
and success from their students, and deficit expectations for this population o f students
may not yield improved academic achievement or other positive educational outcomes.
Possible selves are governed by historical and current social contextual influences
interloped with heavy influence o f role models and cultural identity. Teacher expectation
can affect student achievement, either positively or negatively. Student coming from
low-income neighborhoods may possess characteristics that some teachers may perceive
as deficits; those teacher deficit expectations can have detrimental effects on student
possible selves construction.
Negative teacher expectations. Teacher expectations can influence a student’s
self-concept and thus achievement. Overwhelmingly students will mention a teacher
when asked who has had the greatest influence on their lives (Irvine, 1991). How a
student believes the teacher feels about her largely influences how she feels about herself,
and this is particularly salient in students o f color (Irvine, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2009).
In an ethnographic study, St. John (1971) found the school attendance and behavior of
African American children improved when taught by teachers who were child-focused
rather than task-focused. The teacher characteristics that these students seem to perceive
as valuable and influential were kindness, optimism, understanding, adaptability, and
warmth. These interpersonal characteristics appear to be the most impactful in shaping
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the self-perception o f some students o f color and, consequently, their academic
achievement (Irvine, 1991; St. John, 1971).
When teachers exhibit interpersonal characteristics such as those outlined above,
they can have a positively effect in guiding the possible selves development of some
students. Unfortunately, there are some teachers teaching students who they would prefer
not to teach; this can negatively impact student achievement in low-income students.
Student achievement o f African American students is more significantly affected by
teacher perception than that o f White students (Diamond, Randolph, & Spillane, 2004;
Fordham, 1996; Hales, 1997; Irvine, 1991; Rist, 1970).
Teacher Perceptions
As uncomfortable as it may be to acknowledge, it is important to note that
perceptions o f class, culture, and/or gender often influence the manner in which humans
respond to, accept, and interact with others. Teachers arrive to the profession equipped
with all they have learned in school, as well as what they have come to believe as they
developed into adults. These beliefs and assumptions color the interactions teachers have
with each other and their students. In studying the resurgence o f the single-gender school
model as a school reform and the factors in this type o f school that may work to improve
student possible selves development, it is important to understand how teacher beliefs
factor into expectations and outcomes o f students in general. Researchers in areas of
school reform believe it is not possible to address school reform efforts without
acknowledging how teacher beliefs and practices factor into student achievement
(Epstein & Dauber, 1991, Lipman, 1998; Warren, 2002).

84
Attitudes, values, and beliefs o f educators are often associated with ethnicity and
gender (Sheets, 1996). Studies have documented that minority students, regardless of
gender, disproportionately receive punishment more often and for a wider variety of
reasons than White children do (McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Sheets, 1996; Skiba, Michael,
Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). Controlling for gender and socioeconomic status, Skiba et al.
(2002) demonstrated another example o f the problems o f teacher perceptions for African
American students in their study. The researchers used a discriminant analysis to
examine reasons for office discipline referrals between Black and White middle school
children. From a sample o f students who had received at least one office discipline
referral over a period o f one year (n = 4,461), researchers found a significant difference
between the Black students and the White students (p < .001). Teachers were more likely
to write office discipline referrals for Black students for a wide range o f minor infractions
such as smoking, threats, loitering, or excessive noises, than they would for their White
counterparts (Skiba et al., 2002). As one could expect, teacher perceptions co-exist with
the student academic record.
Another study provides an example o f how teacher perceptions can color how
they treat some o f their students. McCarthy and Hoge (1987) found teacher prior
knowledge o f student grades and perception o f students’ demeanor influenced how they
administered disciplinary sanctions. Their study followed 945 students over a period o f
three years. The sample breakdown was 47% males and 53% females, 32% White and
68% Black participants. Having determined in the study that the Black students did not
actually misbehave more than the White students did, researchers found that White
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students received higher grades than Black students ip < .05) and were rated by the
teachers as more behaved than their Black counterparts ip < .05). The researchers
determined that the prior knowledge of grades and perception o f student demeanor could
contribute to a greater likelihood of a more serious punishment when misbehaviors occur.
Shift towards Single-Gender Education
As industry grew, coeducational schools became more commonplace during the
twentieth century. By the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was a shift away from single
gender schools at both the secondary and collegiate levels. While there are several
reasons for this, the general perception was that it was economically feasible to operate a
school for both sexes than to incur the increase in expense for separate schools. In
addition, there were costly legal challenges to the constitutionality o f operating single
gender schools after the passage o f the Equal Rights Amendment in 1972. For example,
in the United States v. Virginia et al., (94-1941), 518 U.S.515, the United States Supreme
Court (1996) overturned a lower court decision that had allowed the Virginia Military
Institute (VMI) to continue a long-standing tradition of male-only education. In a 7-1
decision, VMI was forced to allow women to enroll in its institution. Justice Ginsberg
indicated that VMI’s policy violated the Equal Protection Clause o f the 14th amendment
in preventing women from enrolling. Fourteen years earlier in Mississippi University for
Women v. Hogan, the Court struck down the operation o f a women-only nursing school
(United States Supreme Court, 1996).
However, supporters on both sides argue over more than the constitutionality.
Supporters for single-gender education argue fewer distractions from the opposite sex,
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developmental and learning style differences between the sexes, improved academic
achievement and attitudes toward school, and long-term benefits as reasons for offering
the same sex schools and classes. Those who are against single-gender education often
cite need for cross-gender socialization and further segregation by gender as well as race
as reasons for advocating for coeducational schools for all. After 2006, the so-called
second generation, single-gender schools opened to address societal prejudices began to
increase in popularity.
Fewer Distractions
In the mid-twentieth century, Coleman (1961) advanced one o f the major
arguments for operating single-gender schools: decrease in distractions from the opposite
sex. He suggested that adolescents create a sub-culture in schools that is fundamentally
at odds with the goals o f academic achievement. In his research, he found students who
attended coeducational schools were more concerned with appearances and the
acquisition o f possessions than on academic achievement. Coleman further suggested
that the adolescent subculture was empowered by the coeducational settings and thus
negatively affected academic educational goals; in a coeducational setting, males and
females together posed a distraction to one another.
The presence o f both sexes in the classroom poses a distraction to the teachers as
well. In a coeducational setting, males call out answers more frequently (Sadker &
Sadker, 1994) and teachers called upon males more frequently. This results in females
receiving less attention from their teachers. This system of silencing occurs repeatedly,
both undisguised and surreptitiously. The cumulative effects of this inequity can be
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powerful and affect the self-esteem o f some females (AAUW, 1992; Sadker & Sadker,
1994). However, the views o f Coleman (1961) and others did little to change the
popularity o f coeducational schooling.
Some proponents for coeducational schooling argue that males and females do not
pose an undue distraction to one another. They believe it is more sensible to operate
coeducational schools than single sex schools to lessen the likelihood o f stifling
successful and necessary cross-gender socialization in adolescents (Lee & Bryk, 1986).
Schools should be environments where students learn how to socialize together in order
to be able to navigate in the real world. While any amount o f opinion exists on the
efficacy or lack thereof for single-gender education, researchers continue to seek
supporting data to answer the questions.
Gender Developmental and Learning Style Differences
Another argument for operating single-gender schools is the developmental
difference between male and female brains. Gilligan (1993) outlines some o f the flaws in
some o f the early theorists’ models, such as Freud’s psychoanalytical model and Piaget’s
child development theories. She argues that the early theorists built their models around
observations o f males and failed to explain adequately how females develop. Similarly,
Deak and Adams (2010) cite the differences in gender as reasons to educate them in
separate learning environments; females process information and possess neurological
differences.
Others argue that any evidence of a difference in brain development or brain
wiring is purely a result o f social influences (Fine, 2010). When gender is prominent in
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the surrounding environment, the gender stereotypes represented in one’s mind alter
accordingly. To illustrate this, in one study, Dasgupta and Asgari (2004) examined the
effects o f what some describe as counter-stereotypical information as it relates to women.
A group o f women were given the brief biographies of famous women leaders to read
(e.g., Chief Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, e-Bay CEO Meg Whitman). Dasgupta and
Asgari (2004) discovered that this group found it easier to pair leadership words with
female names than the control group that had not just read about women leaders, thus
demonstrating that social influence is responsible for seeming differences in the sexes.
However, in a study examining differences in social perception between the sexes of
neonatal brains too young to have been influenced by social norms, it was demonstrated
that sex differences are, at least in part, biological (Connellan, Baron-Cohen,
Wheelwright, Bakti, & Ahluwali., 2000).
Single-Gender Research on Achievement and Attitudes
Due to the small number o f single-gender public schools in the mid-twentieth
century, research conducted in the United States on this model o f education in the
secondary schools prior to 1996 often utilized a population from private and/or religious
schools. Using a sample o f students from High School and Beyond, a national survey
database on secondary schooling in the United States sponsored by the National Center
for Educational Statistics (NCES), Lee and Bryk (1986) compared several variables of
achievement and attitudes toward school between males and females attending single sex
and coeducational institutions. Researchers used a random sample of 1,807 students from
45 single-sex Catholic secondary schools, and 40 coeducational Catholic secondary

89
schools. Lee and Bryk (1986) collected data from 1980 to 1982, during the students’
10th grade and 12th grade years o f school. They examined several variables related to
achievement and attitudes. When examining the outcome variables of academic
achievement gains over the two-year period and the attitudes and behaviors related to
academics, Lee and Bryk (1986) found single-gender schools to be more advantageous
to their students (p < .05).
Conversely, some researchers determined that there were no special benefits from
single-gender Catholic schools. Upon further analysis of the differences for Catholic
students represented in the High School and Beyond longitudinal study, Marsh (1989)
found different results in a follow-up study. His investigation included 2332 students
from 47 single-gender and 33 coed schools. Contrary to Lee and Bryk (1986), who found
differences in favor o f single-gender schools, Marsh (1989) found when the outcome
academic gain variables were controlled for background, almost no school-type effects
were statistically significant (ES = .06,p < .01), implying any academic gains between
the 10th and the 12th grade are probably not due to school type.
As an extension o f the earlier study by Lee and Bryk (1986), Lee and Mark
(1990) focused on the sustained effects o f single-gender versus coeducation schooling in
the area of achievement, attitudes toward women in the workplace, and aspirations for
education. Using data from High School and Beyond, they examined a sample o f 1533
college students who had attended either one o f 45 single-gender or 30 coeducational
high schools. They found no difference in Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores for
students who had attended a single-gender high school. The authors acknowledge that
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although they attempted to control bias in the selection process for single-gender and
coeducational schools, their statistical adjustments did not completely account for any
predisposition to more positive attitudes toward academics.
Single-Gender Research on Achievement and Attitude Outside o f the U.S.
In seeking to achieve conclusive answers to the effectiveness o f single-gender
education, researchers in the United States have tended to examine traditional outcome
measures o f academic achievement and school environment. Likewise, some researchers
who have used data from other countries have focused on achievement measures. For
example, Harker and Nash (1997) investigated New Zealand single-gender schools. New
Zealand has a higher number o f public single-gender schools than coeducational schools,
therefore occupying a unique position relative to the United States. Using data from a
longitudinal study o f more than 5,000 New Zealand eighth-grade students, Harker and
Nash (1997) initially found females in single-gender schools achieved statistically
significantly better than those in coeducational schools (p < .05). However, after
controlling for ability levels and social and ethnic backgrounds, the researchers
confirmed there appeared to be no difference.
The problem with these results and many studies using data from schools that are
religiously or private based is the inherent problem of selection bias from the student
population, which is not necessarily representative of the student population as a whole.
Students in these studies elect to go to these schools. The Harker and Nash (1997) study,
like others, does not eliminate the inherent problems with a sample that is not randomly
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assigned. Therefore, there is the possibility that the sample studied contained a large
number o f privileged students that could skew the results.
Many o f the studies conducted in the United States often used study sites that
were religious or private based. As a result, many argue that any evidence supporting
increased academic achievement in single-gender school is due to most schools having a
selection process that almost ensures the measure o f outcomes based on what some refer
to as the “cream o f the crop” students. Park, Behrman, and Choi (2012) address this
argument in their study. Their research examined achievement data from students in
Seoul, Korea where students are randomly assigned to either single-gender or
coeducational schools. This process o f random assignment eliminates the problem of
selection bias. The researchers found high school female seniors who attend all-female
schools show significantly higher mean scores on Korean and English language tests than
their peers who attend coeducational schools ip < .01). Park et al. (2012) also found
students in the coeducational school were less likely to attend a four-year college after
graduation.
The research supporting the benefits of the single-gender education environment
versus the coeducational environment for females is largely inconclusive. Available
experimental studies have found in favor o f either the single-gender environment or no
difference between single-gender and coeducational environments in variables related to
achievement as illustrated in Table 1. Some o f the difficulties in comparing studies on
single-gender schools versus coeducational schools are the widely varying variables and
methods researchers used to measure, and lack o f equivalency in sample sizes. When
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comparing studies from different countries, differences in culture and student
demographics in countries across the globe are also factors. Although there is no
consensus, there is evidence the model may be beneficial for some populations of
students.

Table 1
Single-Gender Studies Examining Achievement

Researcher

Type o f
Variable
Used

Advantage
To SingleGender

Advantage
To
Coeducational

Participants

Lee & Bryk
(1986)

Achievement

V

Marsh
(1989)

Achievement

Null

Null

Catholic High School

Lee & Mark
(1990)

Achievement

Null

Null

Catholic High School

Park, Behrman,
& Choi
(2012)

Achievement

V

-------

Public High School (Korea)

Harker & Nash
(1997)

Achievement

Null

Null

Public High School (N ew Zealand)

—

Catholic High School

Research on Other Factors Examined in Single-Gender Education
Several studies examined different social psychological factors in single-gender
schools versus coeducational schools. There were some differences in the actual
variables studied, but for the purposes o f this review, they are included under the broader
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umbrella o f social psychological factors. This section also presents findings from
qualitative studies that examined social psychological factors and long-term benefits
often discussed in relation to single-gender education.
Social psychological factors. Lee and Marks (1990) purport the single-gender
educational experience during the adolescent formative period may assist young females
in overcoming social-psychological barriers to academic growth and professional
advancement. Other research supports this type o f school environment may benefit
social psychological factors. For example, Kessels and Hanover (2008) examined a
sample o f eighth grade students who had been randomly assigned to either a single
gender or mixed gender physics class (n = 401). In examining the subsample of 134,
researchers found that females taught in the females’ physics class reported a
significantly higher self-concept o f ability in physics (p < .05).
Additionally, Mael (1998) conducted a review o f prevailing literature on the
relationship o f socio-emotional and academic development o f students in single-gender
versus coeducational school types. He found that the literature tended to support the
efficacy o f single-gender schools for some students. He suggested the need for more
research in this area to determine exactly which populations o f students could benefit.
Similarly, Riordan et al. (2008) found that single-gender schools offered a greater
degree o f social-emotional benefits. In a synthesis o f findings of existing literature on
public single-gender schools, the researchers reported that both parents and teachers
believe single-gender schools benefit females by promoting stronger teacher-student
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interaction. Furthermore, they believed such schools provided an environment sensitive
to students’ learning styles.
However, not all studies offer the same results. In their synthesis on existing
single-gender school research, Mael et al. (2005) examined three studies that compared
students in single-gender schools with those in coeducational environments in the areas
o f self-esteem. All three studies reported no difference between the two learning
environments. Lepore and Warren (1997) examined not only academic differences, but
social psychological ones as well. The authors were especially interested in the social
psychological factors as it relates to females in single-gender schools. Using data from
the National Educational Longitudinal Study o f 1988, the data suggested no positive
benefit for attending single-gender schools, either in the area o f locus or esteem.
Long-term benefits o f single-gender education. In a study on the sustained effects
o f single-gender education, Lee and Marks (1990) also examined stereotypical attitudes
and aspirations for education. They found women who attended single-gender high
schools held significantly less stereotypical attitudes about women’s roles in the
workplace (p < .05), and women who had graduated from a single-gender high school
held higher aspirations for education (p < .05). While school type and academic
achievement are important variables, this study suggests that attitudinal and social
psychological variables are important as well, and single-gender schools were
advantageous in this area. Females who attended single-gender school have higher career
ambitions (Lee & Bryk, 1986; Lee & Marks, 1990; Watson, Quatman, & Edler, 2002).
Additionally, women attending single-gender colleges have higher career achievements,
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are more likely to graduate from college, and are more likely to enter graduate school
(Riordan, 1994b). Women who attended single-gender colleges also achieve positions
that are more prestigious and attain higher salaries in their chosen fields than women who
have attended only coed schools (Riordan, 1994b). This has positive implications for
low-income Women o f Color, a population that is not as likely to graduate from college
(Wilds, 2000). Women who do graduate from college typically earn less than their male
counter parts. The situation becomes bleaker with additional struggles resulting from the
variables o f race and class. Riordan (1994b) contends that college graduation positively
affects lifetime earning potential; therefore, if women who attend single-gender schools
typically have higher college aspirations and earn higher salaries, the single-gender
experience may be beneficial for some Women o f Color.
In recent years, several qualitative studies have examined various social
psychological variables related to the educational experience. Like the experimental
studies, the findings were inconclusive. Most studies found in favor o f either the single
gender environment or no difference between single-gender and coeducational
environments in social psychological variables as illustrated in Table 2.
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Table 2
Single-Gender Studies Examining Social Psychological Variables

Researcher

Type o f
Variable
Studied

Advantage
To SingleGender

Advantage
To
Coeducational

Participants

Lee & Mark
(1990)

Social
Psychological

V

—

Catholic High School

Mael
(1998)

Social
Psychological

V

—

Catholic High School

Kessels &
Hanover
(2008)

Social
Psychological

V

-------

Comprehensive School (Germany)

Mael
(2005)

Social
Psychological

Null

Null

Catholic High School

Lepore &
Warren
(1997)

Social
Psychological

Null

Null

Catholic High School

Socialization to gender. As mentioned earlier, utilizing data from Catholic or
other religious schools has inherent limitations. Students who attend these schools often
come from affluent backgrounds. In addition, it is not clear how much parent choice
affects the variables studied. As single-gender public schools slowly gained in popularity
toward the end o f the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first century, researchers
began to collect data from non-religious single-gender schools.
In a qualitative study using observational data, Lee, Marks, and Byrd (1994)
examined how socialization to gender operates in three non-Catholic independent
schools: a female, a male, and a coeducational school. The researchers found sexism
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present in all three schools, with the male school exhibiting the most. What was
surprising was the researchers stated “pernicious” (p. 1) forms that were present in the
female school in the form o f lack o f rigor in instruction and academic dependence. The
presence o f sexism prevalent in the existing societal structures in general, and the
institution o f education in particular, is an argument for both sides o f the debate on
single-gender schooling. Some argue that coeducational schools are more beneficial for
young women because they allow for a more cross-gender socialization whereas single
gender schools actually perpetuate sexism by their very nature. Proponents for single
gender schools argue that the single-gender environment promotes more gender equity
(Deak & Adams, 2010; Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Streitmatter, 1999). While this study
found there was more gender equity in the single-gender school, it also suggests sexism is
not just a function o f the school type, but embedded in the institution of education itself.
While many studies have focused on achievement variables, it is clear it is not the
only variable to consider in measuring student experiences and educational outcomes.
There is a further need to explore oppression resulting from the tri-intersectionality of
gender, race or ethnic background, and class in the educational experiences of children.
Research from South Africa examined some o f these different variables.
Sexual harassment and gender inequalities. While the following study was from
outside o f the United States, it examined very different variables from the previously
related studies, and therefore was included in this section. Morrell (2000) outlines the
presence o f sexual harassment and violence in coeducational schools, as well as gender
inequalities embedded in societal structures, as key reasons for advocating for single
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gender schools in South Africa. His article has implications for consideration for
education for African Americans and other ethnic minorities in the United States as well.
South Africa has a somewhat similar past as it relates to gender and racial issues. After
colonization by the English and Dutch in the seventeenth century, and subsequent
enactment o f apartheid laws, Black Africans and other people o f color found themselves
subjugated in much the same manner as African Americans and people o f color in the
United States (Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies website, n.d.). In the
early twentieth century, education for Black Africans was practically nonexistent.
Single-gender schools were the school o f choice for elite White citizens. A 1953 law,
The Bantu Education Act, mandated compulsory education for Black Africans, but gave
only racially segregated coeducational schooling as a choice. Morrell (2000) indicates as
many as 43% o f the female students in a 1998 survey had personal experience with a
gang rape attack, while only 36% of them reported it. While violence and sexual
harassment has not been one of the key measures in studies comparing school types in the
U.S., there is some indication that it is a problem for many female students in
coeducational schools in the United States (Sadker & Sadker, 1994) and may especially
be a problem for females living in low-income urban environments.
While much of the research seems to support single-gender schools may be
beneficial for some students in some instances, it is clear the data supporting this model
are mixed. Anfara and Mertens (2008) note the research on the effectiveness o f single
gender education is inconclusive at best. He cautions that even with data supporting
positive academic outcomes in single-gender education, other factors may be the reason.
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Anfara and Mertens (2008) write, “Simply put, when a single-sex school works, we are
not exactly sure why it works” (p. 57). Conflicting perspectives and ideologies of
education stakeholder and a failure to examine individual school contexts and their
hidden curricula closely make gleaning valuable data on school models more difficult.
Second Generation Schools and the Hidden Curriculum
The culture o f the individual second generation, single-gender school, as well as
the context o f the motivation behind its establishment, must be considered in order to
more fully study this model (Haag, 2000; Mansfield, 2013). The intentions o f the
stakeholders can influence the school environment and culture. Some believe that factors
related to school environment may contribute to the benefits o f some o f these single
gender schools (Haag, 2000). While school culture is somewhat difficult to measure, it is
generally agreed measurement would include how the school is governed, the rituals and
routines, the influence o f the society’s ideologies (Hinde, 2004), and the hidden
curriculum.
The hidden curriculum needs highlighting for examination when considering the
analysis o f any school culture and looking for elements to improve in school reform.
According to Peterson and Deal (1998), characteristics o f a positive healthy school
culture include the staff sharing a sense o f purpose, underlying norms o f harmony and
ethics o f care, and a general sense of joy, success, and humor. For example, African
American models o f ethics o f care would demonstrate concern for the entire community
and each student and recognize the worth o f the individual within the social network of
school and neighborhood community (Siddle Walker & Snarey, 2004). The hidden
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curriculum of the traditional school culture is subject to questioning when examining
alternatives for young women, especially those o f color. It would be worthwhile to
examine successful single-gender schools for evidence o f these characteristics.
Recent changes to Title IX legislation, new insights into neurophysiology,
magnetic resonance imaging and brain mapping, as well as research supporting the
m odel’s benefits for some students from marginalized groups, have spurred interest and
growth in the number o f single-gender schools and classes that opened in recent years
(Mansfield, 2013; Weil, 2008). While single-gender schools are not a new educational
model, its recent resurgence has renewed the debate on its efficacy in many scholastic
areas. As mentioned earlier, Mansfield (2013) makes the distinction between the first
generation, single-gender school originally conceived to educate the elite o f society that
continues to exist today as elite private schools and the recent second generation, single
gender school purported to correct embedded social injustices within the educational
system. It is important to note that advocates for single-gender education within either of
these two classifications generally fall into one o f two categories. There are those who
endorse this model based on research supporting gender-learning differences and those
who endorse this model based on research supporting its benefits in correcting the
achievement gap among some racial and ethnic minority groups (Weil, 2008). The
intentions o f the founders o f any particular school, as well as the resulting culture o f the
school, influence the pedagogy and the curriculum o f the school. As a result, it is
pertinent to examine closely the hidden curriculum operating within the school, as it may
differ greatly from the stated formal curriculum. The hidden curriculum may influence
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the effectiveness o f a school program and create difficulty in procuring consistent
findings when comparing school models.
Recent research has documented the standard coeducational school model as one
that perpetuates gender stereotypes (Lee et al., 1994), houses numerous cases o f males’
harassment o f females (Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Morrell, 2000), supports males’
domination o f teacher attention (Streitmatter, 1999), and the like. Some assert these
failings are the result o f a public education framework based on patriarchal structures that
do not acknowledge the educational experiences of young women as unique (Gallagher,
2000). This belief is not surprising given the history o f education in the United States.
The first settlers established schools to educate the elite men o f the country. Later,
American society deemed women worthy of admittance to the schools (Weil, 2008). As
the country began to grow, proponents of the common school expanded education to both
male and female, regardless o f socioeconomic status (Tyack & Hansot, 1992; Weil,
2008). Riordan et al. (2008) acknowledge the results o f much of the quantitative
empirical research on single-gender education are inconclusive regarding its superiority
in standard measures o f educational effectiveness such as achievement. However, Reed
(1999) asserts, “A narrow focus on measurable outcomes inadequately captures the
complexity o f gender issues in education, and . . . a broader concern with the ‘hidden
curriculum’ and social processes of schooling should remain a key priority” (p. 97).
Indeed, this may partly explain why conclusive data on single-gender schools versus
coeducational schools are so difficult to achieve and existing studies are difficult to
compare and evaluate (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005; Mansfield, 2013). In other words, the
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hidden curriculum, the ideas implied by a philosophical stance or viewpoint, the parts of
the curriculum that are inferred by the structure, resources, and school culture, should be
o f major consideration when debating the efficacy o f any school model, and certainly
when attempting to examine and evaluate a single-gender school (Hubbard & Datnow,
2005; Mansfield, 2013).
When evaluating the second generation, single-gender school, as in evaluating
any school, Kelly (2009) recommends examination o f the context and the curriculum
along at least four dimensions. These dimensions are (a) the intentions of the school’s
designers; (b) the methods used for the execution o f those intentions; (c) the student’s
experiences resulting from the teacher’s attempts to execute those intentions; and (d) the
hidden learning happening as a natural outgrowth o f the curriculum organization and
school culture.
From the following statement, one can see the founders of the Young Women’s
Leadership Schools o f Harlem specifically intended to target and improve academic
outcomes in impoverished areas. The intention of the school designers is often illustrated
in school descriptions and mission statements. According to the New Visions for Public
Schools (2014, para. 4) website:
The Young W omen’s Leadership School was established to nurture the
intellectual curiosity and creativity o f young women and to address their
developmental needs. We cultivate dynamic, participatory learning, enabling
student to experience great success at many levels, especially in the fields of
math, science, and technology. Students are encouraged to achieve their personal
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best in and out o f the classroom. TYWLS strives to work with families and instill
in the students a sense o f community, responsibility and ethical principles of
behavior— characteristics that will help make them become leaders o f their
generation.
If one assumes the mission statement accurately outlines the intent o f the curriculum
designers o f the school network, it seems that the schools have been established to
address the developmental and academic needs of the students in order to improve the
needs o f the community in which they reside. However, the implementation o f the
intentions o f the designers is only as good as the teachers, resources, and methods of
implementation.
The teachers are largely responsible for the implementation o f the formal stated
curriculum, and the methods used to implement the curriculum are in their hands. Thus,
the unstated messages o f teachers, in part, influence students in the form of a hidden
curriculum. Emilie Wylie, a teacher at the Young W omen’s Leadership Schools o f East
Harlem, is quoted in Weil (2008) as saying, “It’s my subversive mission to create all
these strong females who will then go out into the world and be astonished when people
try to oppress them” (para. 6). Clearly, this teacher’s intent is to ameliorate entrenched
sexism within the traditional educational structure. If, however, the belief o f the teacher
was more ethnically or culturally centered, regardless o f the stated mission statement,
there would be more evidence of the ethnic cultural context. If the belief o f the teacher
was rooted in traditional gender stereotypes embedded in the societal structure, students
would be likely to infer an understanding o f their places within stereotypical gender roles,
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regardless o f the intent o f the curriculum designer. Students infer and learn their social
roles, sex roles, and attitudes from the attitudes and values of those who create them and
implement them (Kelly, 2009).
The students’ educational experiences are another dimension, influenced in part
by the intentions of the curriculum designers and the methods used by the teachers to
implement those intentions. Historical context, sociocultural context, and current social
influences and role models also influence these experiences. In other words, factors
outside the control o f the school often influence the students. For example, a student
coming from a family where no previous generation has ever graduated from high school
(historical context), living in a low-income neighborhood (sociocultural context), and
being raised by an uncle who sells drugs for a living (current social influences) may
experience school very differently from a neighbor whose parents are college graduates.
The school is in a position to provide protective factors that help ameliorate any
challenging influences, but it does not change the fact that the student is experiencing
school differently than preferred or intended. Consideration o f this aspect is necessary
when examining a school for its hidden curriculum. The intentions o f the curriculum
creators, the implementations o f the methods, and all related educational experiences
affect student learning, explicitly or implicitly.
The fourth dimension is the actual student learning. Actual student learning is the
natural outgrowth o f the curriculum organization, implementation o f the curriculum, and
school culture in a school. Governed by the curriculum or school designer intentions, the
teacher implementation o f the design, and the student learning experiences, actual student
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earning is also subject to the influence o f the hidden teaching woven into the framework.
Evaluation o f the effectiveness o f any school or curriculum model requires understanding
o f student learning. Due to the current climate o f teacher accountability and high-stakes
testing, most education stakeholders find themselves seeking ways to quantify learning
outcomes. Achievement, unfortunately, is only a small part o f learning outcomes, and
much o f the learning that takes place within the school walls is not easily quantifiable. It
is imperative that what students actually learn is perceived as at least equally, if not more,
important by education stakeholders. For this reason, it is important to examine the
variables, often a byproduct o f the school culture and planned curriculum, which
contribute to student learning outcomes. These may not be easily quantifiable, but they
are no less important. In the case o f students at the Young Women’s Leadership Schools
o f Harlem, are they developing a sense o f community, as intended by the mission
statement? Are they learning to be strong young women who will be genuinely shocked
when faced with attempts at oppression, as intended by the teacher? Or, perhaps, are they
still inferring that society considers them low achievers in the areas of math and science
because o f the preconceived notions of their educators regarding the capabilities o f their
gender, race, ethnicity, or class?
Kelly (2009) asserts that the implied ideologies and attitude of the creators are
present in any set o f arrangements. In attempting to evaluate a school model dedicated to
the unique needs and educational experiences o f young Women of Color, one must take
great care not to try to wholly explain any challenges faced by the these students atpromise for success as caused by their position in society according to gender, race, and
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class. One must also weigh the implied ideologies of the structure o f the society of which
they are a part. These three elements color their experiences, but each element is subject
to the influence o f historical context, sociocultural context, and current social influences
and role models. If one is to consider the marginalization of students within the
traditional educational structure in the development o f an affirmative educational
program, then one must also examine the program for safeguards put in place to ensure
that these students are actually being helped, and not further marginalized, by the
program (Fergus & Noguera, 2010). For example, results from previous research
examining perceived academic achievement and office discipline referrals by gender,
race, and class seem to suggest educators’ negative perceptions o f students by gender,
race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic class can negatively influence how they treat these
students (McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Sheets, 1996; Skiba, et al., 2002). These negative
perceptions are byproducts o f the attitudes and ideologies embedded in the societal
framework as a whole, and the educational structure in particular, that marginalize certain
groups. Without proper care, some o f the hidden learning and marginalization that
occurs in the traditional coeducational school structure may continue to perpetuate in
second generation, single-gender schools.
The recent growth o f single-gender schools has renewed the debate and interest in
research in the efficacy o f this school model for some students. Much o f the results of
recent research in this area have largely been inconclusive, in part, because o f conflicting
intentions o f the school designers, inconsistent methods of curriculum implementation,
and disparate distribution o f resources, all of which obscure differing hidden curricula.
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In evaluating the effectiveness o f this, or any school model, it is important to examine the
curriculum along at least four dimensions: (a) the intent o f the school designers; (b) the
implementation and resources for the design; (c) the experiences of the students; and (d)
what students actually learn as a byproduct of all o f these (the hidden curriculum). While
it may be the intent o f the designers of the second generation, single-gender school to
mediate embedded social injustices present in the traditional coeducational school
structure, care must be taken along all four dimensions that the program does not actually
continue to marginalize students by further segregating them and continuing to perpetuate
traditional gender, racial, or social class stereotypes.
Second Generation, Single-Gender Schools Supported by Research
The educational system is a reflection of the society o f which it is a part.
Discrimination exists in the societal structure as a whole, often reflected within the
educational system. Achievement disparities exist among ethnic minority cultures and
between the sexes. While the interest in this second generation o f single-gender schools
as an intervention for some students is growing, there exists a dearth o f research reporting
exactly how these schools work (Mansfield, 2013). However, research demonstrating
that students’ academic experiences differ by sex and across racial and ethnic groups
support the notion o f their design (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005). For example, research has
shown that minority students are often taught by teachers who believe this group is
incapable o f achieving at the same rate as their majority peers (Gutman & Midgely, 2000;
Hale-Benson, 1986; Irvine, 1991; Ogbu, 2003), and these low teacher expectations
disadvantage African American males in particular (Fordham, 1996). Teachers who do
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not expect their students to achieve are likely to challenge their students less (Fordham,
1996; Ogbu, 2003). Students who do not experience academic challenges are more likely
to display negative behaviors in school (Irvine, 1991; Ogbu, 2003). If a
misunderstanding o f cultures leads to the beliefs that these behaviors are more menacing
than they really are, a vicious cycle of mistreatment and mistrust that affects academic
achievement o f minority student groups in general exists. How do these actions affect
minority African American females, directly and adversely?
Potential Benefits o f Second Generation, Single-Gender Schools
Coeducation in the United States is largely taken for granted, but questions
remain regarding its viability as the best option for all students. Just as the embedded
sexism within the coeducational classroom has been shown to be hostile toward
providing a supportive learning environment for some young women (Gallagher, 2000),
the additional variables o f race and class make the everyday coeducational classroom
problematic for some low-income young Women o f Color.
Riordan (1994a), in examining a sample o f African American and Latino
Catholic high school students {n = 690), found significant effects favoring single-gender
schools on a set o f assessments testing cognitive ability when controlling for familial
background and initial cognitive ability (p < .05). Riordan (1994a) suggests that these
schools are advantageous to students o f color because of the reduction o f the “gender
stratification norm” (Riordan, 1994a). In these schools, the expectation is the
environment will suppress the advancement of typical gender stereotypes and create an
environment o f equal treatment for everyone. Other researchers suggest the safe and
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orderly setting found in many single-gender schools contributes to their benefit to this
population (Fergus & Noguera, 2010). Some findings of research on single-gender
education support positive effects for minority males and females (Ascher, 1992; Hales
1997; Hoffman, Badgett, & Parker, 2008; Mael et al., 2005).
Researchers surmise single-gender programs may work because they address and
remediate target problems o f low-income at-promise students (Fergus & Noguera, 2010;
Hubbard & Datnow, 2005). For example, poor school attendance is often a problem for
some students from low-income neighborhoods and a direct contributor to poor academic
performance. In a study comparing academic achievement and attendance, Singh,
Vaught, and Mitchell (1998) examined a sample o f African American students (n = 90)
gathered from four inner-city elementary school classes: two coeducational, one male
same-gender, and one female same-gender. When Singh et al. (1998) compares females
in the single-gender class to those in the coeducational class, they found the females in
the single-gender class performed better in 75% o f the achievement outcomes of the
standardized tests. By contrast, a comparison of the males in the single-gender classes
and those in the coeducational classes revealed the males in the coeducational classes
scored better on the standardized tests. Interestingly, males and females in the samegender classes missed significantly less instructional days (p < .05). While results from
this study support coeducational classes in the area o f achievement for males, the
researchers postulate the use o f standardized test scores may not be the best measure for
achievement since they are measures of cumulative learning and harder to use to show
improvement in short-term interventions. The study seems to suggest, however, that the
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single-gender environment may benefit low-income students o f color in the area of
school attendance.
In studies specifically focused on low-income and ethnic minority females in
single-gender schools, researchers have also found supporting data. Madigan (2002)
examined eight Latina female students with mild to moderate learning disabilities at a
school that housed both single-gender and coeducational classrooms. Findings from her
study suggested that single-gender classroom environments provided more opportunities
for class, an increase in productivity and learning, and greater rates o f completion for
school work for female students. In addition, the students participating in the study
reported a greater degree o f comfort within their learning environment (Madigan, 2002).
Similarly, in a study that included a predominantly ethnic minority (57% Latina.
6% African American, and 3% Native American), seventh and eighth grade program o f
females-only remedial math classes, participants reported they enjoyed the sense of
camaraderie and reported improved focus on learning in an environment without males
(Streitmatter, 1999). These studies seem to suggest single-gender schools and classes
may benefit ethnically diverse female students in special education programs.
There have been several single-gender academies opened in low-income,
impoverished urban neighborhoods in recent years, in part to help implement
improvements to the blighted conditions there. The founders o f many o f these schools
have targeted challenged neighborhoods with the professed intention o f social change.
The belief is if the children o f these challenged neighborhoods receive the same
educational opportunities and same expectations of children in more advantaged schools,
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there could be a positive change to the neighborhood and in the future lives o f the
attending students.
Some o f these single-gender initiatives were not sustainable. In 1998, California
opened a number o f single-gender classes within schools. Hubbard and Datnow (2005)
conducted an ethnographic study of low-income and minority children who attended
some o f California’s same-gender academies. While many single-gender schools were
established with the expectation that they would improve the academic achievement of
the students who attend, the study o f Hubbard and Datnow (2005) shows that the schools’
successes were due to more than the single-gender environment. They advanced that the
contributions o f the school’s organization characteristics, positive teacher-student
relationships, and adequate financial resources contributed substantially to the schools’
successes. Sadly, eventual reduction o f state funding resulted in closure o f the program.
However, other similar schools that have opened are experiencing some success.
According to the website o f the Young Women’s Leadership Schools (2014) o f East
Harlem, which opened its first school in 1996, 100% of the members o f the 13 schools’
2012-2013 graduating class have received acceptance into college.
Opposing Arguments to Second Generation, Single-Gender Schools
Some opponents for single-gender schools as an intervention to improve academic
outcomes for low-income students argue that these schools actually promote a new
segregation o f schools, an argument that has reached the courts. In June o f 2011, the
United States District Court for the Western District of Kentucky offered a ruling in a
case brought by representatives o f the American Civil Liberties Union against the
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Breckinridge County Board o f Education. They ruled there was no precedence to support
optional, single-gender schools or programs were harmful to students. Furthermore,
separating students by sex is not the same as separating by race; therefore, it is not
subject to accusations o f unconstitutionality (NASSPE, 2013). Many also believe that the
problems o f academic achievement are so great that a radical intervention is justified to
ensure the positive outcomes associated with single-gender schooling for students.
As mentioned earlier, consideration of the structure o f each single-gender school
and its individual school culture are necessary when evaluating the effectiveness o f this
model o f education for some student populations (Haag, 2000). Success or failure of this
model cannot be determined unless one is clear on the intensions o f the stakeholders.
Similarly, Mansfield (2013) notes competing ideologies and values o f the stakeholders
influence the operation o f the school, and thus, need consideration when endeavoring to
evaluate the success or failure.
In a recent article in Science magazine, authors wrote that single-gender education
schooling requires a foundation o f proof that it produces better educational outcomes than
traditional coeducational classes and schools, but there is little evidence o f that (Halpem
et al., 2011). While the existing body o f evidence is inconclusive regarding the benefits
for all young women, there is evidence that it benefits young females o f color and their
communities. In recent years, there have been numerous studies documenting that the
best predictors o f academic success are socioeconomic status and familial income
(Bakker, Denessen, & Brus-Laeven, 2007; Bryan, 2005; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; NCES,
2010); therefore, the emphasis then needs to be upon improving the employment situation
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for people living in low-income communities. Proponents for single-gender schools
argue that addressing a history of systematic oppression against women and ethnic
minorities is necessary to improve the socioeconomic problem, and the schools are doing
exactly that.
Another argument against single-gender schooling is that it reduces the
opportunity for males and females to learn to interact appropriately in a supervised,
purposeful environment (Halpem et al., 2011). Those who would promote this line o f
thinking forget that males and females have plenty o f opportunity to learn how to relate
appropriately outside o f the school environment. Children spend most of their
development within their communities outside o f the school environment with persons of
the opposite sex. Furthermore, coeducational schooling is only a very recent occurrence;
historically men and women have been educated within a single-gender environment.
There is no evidence that females and males are unable to relate appropriately due to
being educated in single-gender schools or classes.
Additionally, scholars who have examined academic achievement in low-income
African American and ethnic minority students seem to indicate that the pedagogical
practices o f educators and school structure are important variables in moderating the
negative influence o f urban stress and decline on students living in those environments
(Cashin, 2004; Fordham, 1996; Foster, 1991; Foster, 1997, Irvine, 1991; Ladson-Billings,
1995, 2009). Therefore, there is no need to establish special single-gender schools, just
adjustment o f educator pedagogical practices within coeducational schools. Why then,
would the single-gender schools be an effective intervention to improve academic

114
outcomes? A study conducted at the Metropolitan Center for Urban Education revealed
that some, but not all, o f the single-sex schools created over the last few years are quite
successful. Yet, due to the lack o f conclusive data, there is a need for research that can
shed light on why some o f these schools work to improve educational outcomes of some
students o f color (Fergus & Noguera, 2010).
While many agree that single-gender education is not the singular cure for all of
the ills plaguing our educational system, the ACLU’s (2014) own publication agrees that
ending racial disparity in education should be a top priority. The existing research
suggests that more exploration is necessary in order to understand why single-gender
education works for some populations o f students.
Summary
Existing research surrounding achievement outcomes for underperforming
students seems to support the growing interest in second generation, single-gender
schools as an intervention to improve academic outcomes for students of color. It is
important to note the historical context o f the establishment o f some of the second
generation, single-gender schools. The historical problems o f racism, politics, and
economics affect and marginalize some people groups today. As discussed earlier, many
scholars believe historical, political, and economic factors have worked in concert to
exert a negative influence on the academic achievement o f many urban youth (Allen,
2001; Fordham, 1996; Irvine, 1991). The tri-intersectionality o f sexism, racism, and
classism embedded within the school structure may color the educational experiences o f
some ethnic minority children.
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Low-income African American and many other ethnic minority students are more
likely to drop out o f high school, be placed in special education (Bryan, 2005), and
receive office discipline referrals (Gutman & Midgely, 2000, Hale-Benson, 1986; Irvine,
1991; Ogbu, 2003; Skiba et al., 2002). They are less likely to enroll in advanced
placement and honors programs in school (Yosso, 2002). Additionally, youth living in
areas o f concentrated poverty face poor academic outcomes due to environmental factors
that affect their academic performance (Gutman & Midgely, 2000). Females from lowincome neighborhoods face additional challenges from seduction into child prostitution,
teen-age pregnancy, and abuse (Clarke, Clarke, Roe-Sepowitz, & Fey, 2012).
Research seems to support the notion that while neighborhood schools are in a
position to help moderate some o f the negative influence o f urban decline (Bryan, 2005;
Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Gutman & Midgely, 2000; Howard et al., 1999), the traditional
curriculum delivered within those school walls is in desperate need of repair. Part of the
problem is embedded sexism (Gallagher, 2000; Lee et al., 1994) and racism (Fordham,
1996). Additionally, educators are in distinct positions to act as protective factors in the
lives of their students and positively influence their identity development (Banks, 1988;
Billger, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2009).
The school culture o f second generation, single-gender schools may differ in ways
that benefit students of color. Differences in the school environment and expectations for
the students are possible reasons why this model works (Haag, 2000). These schools
often provide a safe and orderly space in which to learn. A school culture that advances
an ethic o f care may also support strategies to facilitate positive identity development
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(Vogt, 2002), which helps empower young Women of Color. The single-gender
environment may provide the context for the necessary encounters and experiences to
facilitate students’ creation o f more positive and productive possible selves in ways that
the coeducational environment cannot reconstruct.
Finally, existing research on single-gender education, while largely inconclusive
in the areas o f academic achievement, has tended to support benefits for females in social
psychological factors. Studies support that this model may be advantageous for long
term postsecondary outcomes and achievement in some instances (Baker, Riordan, &
Schaub, 1995; Lee & Marks, 1990; Riordan, 1994b; Riordan, 1994a). Research also
seems to suggest this model benefits racial and ethnic minority students by providing a
safe, structured school environment (Mael et al., 2005; Riordan, 1994a).
There is inadequate research examining the factors in a second generation, single
gender school culture that may facilitate or hinder young Women o f Color as they
develop their possible selves. Embedded racism, sexism, and classism within the societal
institutions may exacerbate challenges created by urban stressors. Some single-gender
schools in low-income neighborhoods seem to provide the necessary change to the
traditional educational structure to moderate many o f the factors negatively affecting
academic outcomes for some young Women o f Color. Through this research study, I
sought to find what elements o f pedagogy, school culture, and curriculum influence
young Women o f Color in ways that support improved academic outcomes for this
population o f children (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005; Mansfield, 2013; Salomone, 2003).
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In this chapter, I first presented an overview of some feminist theories to highlight
some o f the inequalities that present a challenge to Women of Color. I followed this with
a discussion o f the history o f African Americans in the United States to present historical
evidence for systematic injustices, still observable today, as well as evidence for
embedded inequalities within the traditional school structure that may cloud the
educational experience for children by gender and/or race. I then presented a review of
literature on single-gender education in general, as well as recent research on the
influence o f these programs on children o f color. Chapter 3 presents the research design
and the rationale for its choice, as well as information regarding participants, data
collection instruments, procedures, and methods o f analysis.

CHAPTER 3
TWISTED STITCHES: METHODOLOGY
Few topics will create as much animated dispute as that o f educational reform.
All participants o f the debate would agree that the current system needs a radical
overhaul, but there is a stark disagreement on the causes o f the problems, and few
participating in the conversation agree on common solutions. Single-gender classes and
schools are one solution advanced by many (Fergus & Noguera, 2010; Gallagher, 2000;
Gurian, 2006; Salomone, 2003; Streitmatter, 1999). Single-gender institutions, serving
students from kindergarten through twelfth grade, have been growing in popularity since
the relaxing o f the rules surrounding Title IX. According to the NASSPE website (2013),
there were only 12 public single-gender classes or schools in the United States in 2002.
By 2012, that number had grown to more than 500 (NASSPE, 2013). Coinciding with
the growth in numbers, there has been an increasing amount of research studying this
education context. While much o f the research has been generally favorable toward the
efficacy o f these classes and schools for some children, the results are inconclusive for
some o f the variables examined.
Some single-gender classes and schools have been established in select urban
neighborhoods to address the achievement challenges o f low-income and ethnic minority
females and empower these females to strengthen their communities. While there has
been research finding for the effectiveness of single-gender schools in general, there is a
118
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dearth o f evidence regarding their effectiveness for this segment o f the population of
females.
This chapter presents the methodology and design o f this study. In the Research
Design and Rationale section, I discuss the research tradition I used for my exploration. I
discuss the use o f a qualitative ethnographic narrative method of inquiry, demonstrating
parallels between my proposed study and the outline used by experts in the field. I also
present my interpretive lens and explain how this directed my study.
Second, in the Participants, Setting and Sample Strategy section of this chapter, I
present a description o f the context o f the study site as well as a description o f the
participants in my study. I describe participant selection procedures and discuss the
rationale for the method o f selection.
Third, in the Data Collection and Instrumentation section o f the chapter, I
describe my data collection process. I outline the data collection procedures, designate
the type o f data collected, and relate the timeframe of collection. I also present the
interview protocol and a discussion offering the rationale for the chosen, included
questions.
Fourth, in the Data Analysis section o f the chapter, I present the emergent and
interactive nature o f the data analysis process. I discuss how my proposed processes
parallel to that outlined by the experts in the field. A discussion o f my role as a
researcher in this study follows. I disclose my own history as it relates to my study site,
participants, my research questions, and most of all, my experience as an educator. I
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examine my beliefs and biases and discuss how I protected the integrity o f the study from
those biases.
In addition, in the Dependability and Credibility section o f the chapter, I further
explain the plan to keep the study dependable and credible. I discuss accepted methods
o f analyses o f multiple data sources, member checking, and outside independent coding
techniques used to improve and ensure the dependability and credibility of the study.
Finally, in the Ethical Safeguards section o f the chapter, I explain my proposed
methods for protecting the privacy and confidence of the participants and securing the
data. I further explain how I prevented the potential conflicts o f interest that might have
arisen from my use o f my workplace as a study site.
Study Purpose
I conducted this study in hopes o f gaining a deeper understanding o f the
characteristics o f the second generation, single-gender school established “as an
affirmative vehicle for inclusion and an antidote to social disadvantage” (Salomone,
2003, p. 9). I especially sought to understand how this unique setting empowers young
Women o f Color. Through the voices o f former students, I explored females’
experiences in the single-gender environment and the meanings they connect to those
experiences. I also examined their perspectives on the environment, rituals, practices,
and instructional strategies used in the single-gender school that encourage or hinder the
students’ identity development and guide them to see themselves as agents in their own
empowerment. Additionally, I sought to provide community stakeholders and members
o f the academe with closer examination o f the educational and emotional needs o f young
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Women o f Color, as well as how elements within the second generation, single-gender
school environment address those needs. It was my intention that the completion of this
work might facilitate a transformation of the single-gendered school context as a potential
setting to address the needs o f a global society as well as the academic and social needs
o f young women and other marginalized people.
Research Design and Rationale
A qualitative ethnographic narrative design in the interpretive tradition o f inquiry
explores, through the participants’ stories, the ways in which people construct and make
meaning o f their environments. It assumes that the lives of people are highly variable
and locally specific (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010). According to Creswell (2013),
ethnography focuses on an entire culture-sharing group. The ethnographic narrative
design accomplishes this by examining the stories of the individuals who share this
environment. Through this research study, I utilized the voices o f former students to
examine the student culture o f one o f the comparatively few public single-gender high
schools for females. This school is especially unique in that it was established, in part, to
serve the needs o f females at-promise for success in a low-income neighborhood. While
there is research to support single-gender education to improve academic outcomes of
low-income, African American and ethnic minority females, existing literature has not
conclusively identified what these schools do to accomplish this and how they do it
(Fergus & Noguera, 2010; Streitmatter, 1999). According to Creswell (2013), qualitative
research methods are appropriate for use when elements not easily measured need to be
first identified.
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In this study, I used a narrative ethnographic method o f inquiry. The narrative
ethnographic research design is an emergent design utilizing the narrative method of
exploring participants’ stories and situating those stories within the context o f the
experiences o f the participants. In order to increase understanding of the rationale for
choosing this method, I first explain the narrative and the ethnographic methods
individually and then explain my choice for this study.
The narrative approach’s best use is to examine the stories o f the experiences of
individual or a small group o f individuals. This method utilizes narrative stories to tell of
participants’ individual experiences. I collected the stories from three former students of
a second generation, single-gender high school and used their accounts o f their
experiences to explore the factors in their school that helped support their development of
their best possible selves.
The narrative approach generally uses stories shaped by the researcher into a
chronology typified by a turn or turning points o f tension highlighted during the analysis.
The context or situation o f the narrative is important, as well as the time or temporal
relation to past, present, and future. While this study centered on the stories of
individuals, it is not the stories that are the subject o f inquiry, but rather a deeper
understanding o f the student culture and the factors within that culture that foster possible
selves development. In order to understand why the narrative form of inquiry was not
sufficient for this study, an understanding o f the ethnographic method of inquiry is
necessary.
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An ethnographic method of inquiry is suggested when the researcher seeks to
study the social behaviors and culture-sharing patterns o f a system or organization
(Creswell, 2013). The students at this single-gender females’ academy are such a culture
system. The school is relatively small; it serves fewer than 300 students. It employs
fifteen fulltime teachers, four administrative staff, two counselors, a registrar, and a
media specialist. In addition, five itinerant teachers serve the fine arts department.
Ethnographic research is further encouraged to examine the elements associated
with an issue in order to illuminate and address them through intervention or further
study (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010). Previous research supports the effectiveness o f the
second generation, single-gender school in providing a system o f supports to address the
critical needs o f the students, thus improving their educational experiences. However,
not enough is known o f the characteristics o f these supports and what they ultimately
mean for the students who attend.
Professional in the educational and anthropological fields have used ethnographic
research methods extensively. This method o f inquiry is especially useful when studying
social behaviors, ideas, or beliefs of a cultural group (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010). I
explored the social dynamics and experiences o f a group o f students to divine how they
made meaning o f their experiences in a second generation, single-gender school
established to improve educational outcomes for young Women o f Color. Through these
students’ voices, I hoped to increase understanding o f the elements that promote or
impede the successes o f this type of environment.
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The narrative ethnography is the ethnographic study o f stories (Gubrium &
Holstein, 2009). I chose to utilize a narrative ethnographic approach for this study since
it is appropriate when the researcher wishes to explore the practical dimensions o f
narrative stories that take into account their authentic relationship to the storytellers and
their experiences within context (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009). The term ethnography has
been used to mean so many things that it has been rendered almost meaningless.
However, when it is used in relation to narrative, it suggests a “a method o f procedure
and analysis involving the close scrutiny o f circumstances, their actors and actions in the
process o f formulating and communicating accounts” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009, p. 22).
Adequate exploration o f the factors within the second generation, single-gender school
that support or impede the development o f students’ possible selves using the stories o f
those who have lived experiences from this model of education necessitates the situating
o f those stories within the context o f those experiences. Therefore, the narrative
ethnography is a suitable choice for this analysis.
Single-gender education in the United States is not a new phenomenon, but there
has been a recent focus on establishing some schools to address the unique problem of
the achievement gap existing among low-income, urban, ethnic minority females. The
existing literature addressing this phenomenon seems to suggest that the variables that
contribute to the success o f the single-gender institutions include more than the singlegenderedness, for they lie embedded within the pedagogies o f the educators teaching in
these schools and the resources available to the program (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005).
This research study examined the factors in the school culture that assist or impede the
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process o f guiding young minority females in their identity development and to their
“possible selves.” Possible selves are the cognitive components of hopes, fears,
ambitions, and perils that provide incentive for how people conceptualize their future
possibilities (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Through the theoretical lens o f Black Feminist
Thought, I examined the experiences and relationships of the students that assist or
hamper the construction o f their future possibilities.
Theoretical Lens
Black Feminist Thought grew out of the feminist movement. Feminist theorists in
general question such injustices as gender or class discrimination that have been a part of
the societal systems and demand action to change existent societal structures. They
endeavor to give voice to women as a marginalized group. Some argue, however, that
feminism did not reach far enough to give voice to a subset o f women further
marginalized by the tri-intersectionality o f the variables o f gender, race, and class.
Conventional discourse omits the voices o f African American and other ethnic
minority women. The institution of education mirrors the societal framework within
which it sits. If the patriarchal structures of the historical classroom have ignored the
experiences o f young women as being unique (Gallagher, 2000), so have the distinctive
experiences o f ethnic minority women been largely left out o f consideration in the
traditional curricular discourse. In fact, it is critical to explore the implication o f the
aspects o f race and class as it relates to gender (Collins, 2000; Stewart, 1994; Yosso,
2002). It is for this reason I chose to conduct this study through the lens o f Black
Feminist Thought, a critical social theory that compels a commitment to and action for
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social justice for both African American women collectively and other similarly
marginalized groups (Collins, 2000). Through a Black Feminist Thought interpretive
lens, this study utilized an emerging design to explore the stories of the students who
attended a second generation, single-gender school. In addition, I explored how they
make meaning of their educational experiences there. In considering the elements of
gender, race, and class, I hoped to reveal the dynamics o f the school culture that supports
an environment that “empowers every girl, every day” (T. Carrera [pseudonym], personal
communication, April 4, 2014)
Participants, Setting, and Sample Strategy
In field research, one must consider the strategic selection o f the research site,
time dimension, people, and events (Burgess, 1982). As in most qualitative research, the
goal throughout this study was not to derive generalizable data in the statistical sense. In
addition, there are comparatively few schools of this type represented in the U.S. Thus,
participant selection involved nonprobability, purposeful sampling methods. Purposive
sampling is useful when the investigator seeks to gain insight, and therefore must select
participants from which the most information can be gained (Creswell, 2013; Merriam,
2001). In order to gain the maximum differences in perspective, I utilized maximum
variation sampling methods as well. Creswell (2013) suggests this type of sampling
increases the depth o f perspective in a qualitative study.
In this research study, I examined the experiences of three former high school
students from a single-gender high school for females located in an urban, low-income
neighborhood in the South East. I elected to use former students o f a single gender
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school who I had not personally taught in order to obtain their perspectives having
attended the entire program and get their honest viewpoints since they no longer were
constrained by having daily contact with some of the players in their stories. Purposeful
selection o f the three student participants derived from the following criteria: (a)
members o f the first graduating class; (b) enrolled at the school’s opening as a middle
school seven years ago; and (c) at least 18 years o f age. O f these, at least one student had
attended a coeducational high school for one year, one student had taken all general
education classes, and at least one student had taken one or more honors classes. To
maximize the variation within those three students, I looked for other criteria as well,
such as participation in extracurricular activities and extreme differences in
socioeconomic background and family structure. One participant had, as a young girl,
been adopted by her aunt along with two other relatives; one had wrestled with residential
instability for most o f her life and had lived on and off with a noncustodial friend of the
family; and one participant lived in an intact two parent household with both parents
employed.
Data Collection and Instrumentation
The process o f interviewing is both a social relationship and a methodology of
conducting research. The relationship between the interviewer and the participant
reflects the personalities o f both parties. When conducted properly, it also reflects the
framework, intent, and approach of in-depth interviewing (Seidman, 2013). The
researcher is an integral part o f the qualitative tradition and a research instrument that is
unique to the qualitative method. The researcher is in an ideal position for use as a data-
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collecting instrument because he or she possesses the ability to synthesize information
holistically, reflect, and make intimate social connections.
The qualitative researcher as an instrument collects the stories of the participants’
experiences, reflects on her own as a facilitator, and guides the journey. The data for the
inquiry comes in the form o f a collection o f oral histories, personal interviews, personal
communiques, pictures, or artifacts. The researcher is in a unique position to participate
with the research subjects to interact with this data, knit it together, reflect upon it, and
interpret it.
Interviews may be the sole source of data collection or combined with other
sources in the qualitative tradition (Merriam, 2001). In providing a holistic
understanding o f the cultural system, one must delve into both the breadth and the depth
o f the culture in the course o f collecting data (Merriam, 2001). Burgess (1982) posits the
researcher is a “methodological pragmatist” (p. 163) who utilizes any methods of
research as a strategic system designed to get answers to specific questions. Creswell
(2013) suggests the use o f multiple strategies o f data collection to ensure accuracy o f the
data collected. As an ethnographer, I also included extensive field notes from my
participant observations and used statistical and historical data related to the
establishment o f the school. These artifacts took the form o f emails, white papers,
diagrams, reports, public meeting transcripts, and aerial photographs. The analysis of
field notes is an ongoing process, as the findings direct the inquiry. Data collection then
becomes an iterative and interactive process in which one data collection strategy leads
to, and necessarily interacts with, another.
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I conducted one-on-one interviews with each participant using the three part
phenomenological method advanced by Seidman (2013) in order to gather information
regarding the participants’ epistemological beliefs of the acquisition of knowledge and
their prior experiences in schools. According to Collins (2000), Black Feminist Thought
as a social theory reflects the concerns and the positions of its creators. As such, Black
Feminist Thought epistemology assumes four tenets:
•

Lived experiences are a criterion for meaning making with practical images as
its symbolic vehicles.

•

Dialogue is used in assessing knowledge claims.

•

An ethic o f caring is also essential in assessing knowledge claims, and
involves three components: (a) value placed on individual expressiveness; (b)
appropriateness o f emotions; and (c) capacity for empathy.

•

People are expected to be personally accountable for their knowledge claims.

Additionally, I aligned the interview questions with the elements of Possible
selves theory (Ps), codes following the label. Table 3 provides the alignment of interview
questions with the coded elements o f possible selves. The code for each question
reflected its relation to those variables that influence how one comes to understand her
possible selves. Possible selves are heavily influenced by:
•

Historical Context (HC)

•

Sociocultural Context (SC)

•

Social Influences (SI)

•

Role Models (RM)
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Table 3
Alignment o f Interview Questions with Possible Selves
Interview 1: Focused Life History
1. How would you describe yourself? (SC)
a. Tell me as much as you can about your life before you came to go to this school.
b. Tell me about your experience with your families.
c. Tell me about your experience in school prior to you attending the single-gender
school.
d. Tell me about any single-gender programs you may have been a part o f growing up
(girl scouts, females club, camp)
2. How did you come to attend this school? (SC)
Interview 2: The Details o f the Experience
1. What did you do at your school? Describe the details o f a typical school day, from the
moment you woke up until it was time for you to go to bed. (SC)
2. Describe your relationship with your teachers. Tell me about your relationship with your
mentors. Describe your relationship with the principal, vice principal, and academy leader.
(RM)
3. Describe your relationship with other students in your senior class. Tell me about your
relationship with the other students at the school. (SI)
4. Describe your relationship with your family. How were they involved/or not with your
education at this school? (SC)
5. How do you feel African Americans and other people o f color have been represented in
school? Can you describe that to me? (SI)
6. In what ways have these representations been the same as or different from your
experiences at home? In your community? Other social interactions? SI)
Interview 3: Reflection on the Meaning
1. Given what you have said about your life before coming to this school, how do you understand
the influence o f your experience at this school on your life? What sense does it make to you?
What images come to mind that represent how you understand your experience? How do you
think this would be different if you were in a regular coed school? (SI)
2. Given what you have said about your relationships with the teachers at this school, how do you
understand their influence on how you see yourself now and in the future? What images come
to mind? How do you think this would be different if you were in a regular coed school?
(RM)
3. Given what you have said about your relationship with the students in this school, how do you
understand their influence in your life? What images come to mind that represent this
influence? How do you think this would be different if you were in a regular coed school? (SI)
4. How do you perceive yourself as a young woman? How do you perceive how society values
you? (SI)
5. How do you perceive yourself and your responsibility to the community as a young woman of
color? (Ps)
6. How do you perceive your relationship and responsibility to the school now that you have
graduated? (Ps)
7. In what ways, if any, does American history, as you understand it, impact
who you are as a young woman o f color? (HC)
8. Would you describe to me your future goals and aspirations? How did what you learned in
___________school help you to fulfill those goals? (Ps)_______________________________________________
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In order to provide a more in depth analysis of the processes involved, I also
collected extensive historical data related to the conception of the school for this district
and obtained all records maintained by the original project manager related to the single
gender project, which provided a historical context for the founding of this school. I
utilized audio transcriptions from face-to-face interviews and Google Docs online real
time, which provided participants flexibility with time and space. In addition, it allowed
time for deeper reflection and greater ease when discussing sensitive topics (Creswell,
2013; Nicholas et al., 2010). While there are some ethical concerns regarding data
collected using online methods such as privacy protection for the participants, data
ownership, and authenticity (Creswell, 2012; Nicholas et al., 2010), innovative data
collection is encouraged (Creswell, 2013).
Data Analysis
Like other parts o f a qualitative study, the data analysis section is not linear;
rather, it is a part o f an interrelated process often occurring simultaneously with the data
collection phase. According to Merriam (2001), data analysis starts with the very first
interview. The nature o f the processes is interactive. The emerging understandings from
the study guide the direction o f the data collection and allow the researcher to produce
trustworthy findings through the constant revision o f questions, which in turn, informs
the direction o f the data collection (Merriam, 2001). Creswell (2013) illustrates this
process as a spiral, for the researcher enlists in a process that moves in analytic circles,
touching upon different parts of the study inquiry.
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This research study, emergent in nature, utilized an ethnographic narrative design.
Although the interviews and observations were the primary source o f data collection, this
study also included multiple sources o f data, including emails related to the single-gender
project, white papers, diagrams, reports, public meeting transcripts, and aerial
photographs. Throughout this study, I examined the social behaviors and practices o f
students at a single-gender female high school. The length o f each individual interview
encompassed approximately one hour. I utilized a semi-structured interview protocol to
guide the interview session.
According to Merriam (2001), when thinking about narrative type data, being
open to utilizing a variety o f analytic strategies is a strength. Coffey and Atkinson (1996)
also note, “There are no formulae or recipes for the ‘best’ way to analyze the stories we
elicit and collect” (p. 194). I adopted the sociologic tradition o f data analysis that
examines texts as a “window into human experience” (Ryan & Bernard, 2000, p. 769).
The transcribed texts o f the students and educators yielded a colorful mosaic of the
intersecting variables that together explain the characteristics o f the second generation,
single-gender student culture, as well as the students’ perceptions o f the meanings of the
experiences as they conceived and constructed their identities. To enhance the
development o f new insights and add to the rigor o f the analysis, I practiced reflective
note taking. Reflective note taking is a valued technique as a reflective tool for assistance
in developing thoughts for new perspectives and insights, as well as ongoing data
analysis (Glesne, 2011).
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Additionally, sociologic models o f narrative text analysis examine the relationship
o f the story to its social context and look to explore the ways humans experience the
world around them (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The study o f the human experience
through stories is a valuable research technique. In order to achieve the thick, rich
description o f the culture-sharing group, it is important to understand the epistemological
views o f the students in this relatively unique single-gender public school program. The
experiences that influenced the participants’ beliefs about their current assignment and
their perceptions o f the future lent important insights on how this school’s practices and
beliefs influence students.
The sociologic tradition typically utilizes thematic analysis, which is a process of
coding that involves organizing the data into clumps for further analysis and description
(Glesne, 2011). Using the exact words used by the participants, known as in-vivo coding,
facilitated labeling of emerging themes (Creswell, 2013). In turn, these labels were used
to organize the themes.
Qualitative research derives its rigor from the use of multiple strategies for
evaluation. It involves the relationship between the researcher and the participants, a
rich, thick description o f the cultural system, and the interpretation o f the researcher’s
perceptions. In a quantitative study, the strength o f the study lies in the validity and
reliability o f data. The strength o f a qualitative study is evaluated in a similar manner.
Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) paint the image o f a crystal. Crystals have many sides,
and angles. They grow and change shape, like the emergent nature o f a qualitative study.
Crystals reflect what is in them, as well as what is around them. Using the crystal as a
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metaphor for how to evaluate the quality o f a study reflects the evolving and dynamic
nature o f a qualitative approach.
Role o f the Researcher
Problematizing the existing structures o f society and the system o f education
within it is an important step to correcting some o f the failures o f the system (Gallagher,
2000). Feminist approaches make problematic the unique and diverse experiences of
women and allows one to question the exclusion o f those experiences (Creswell, 2013;
Gallagher, 2000).
In this study, I employed a heuristic inquiry. Heuristic inquiry includes, as part of
the analysis, an in-depth examination o f the researcher’s own experience as part of the
data (Merriam, 2001). The roots o f my inquiry began when I was young. While
attending a Catholic middle school, I remember looking forward with great anticipation
to the time when I would be able to attend the associated females’ high school. I felt
there was something very special about being a young woman, and I wanted to study in
an environment that nurtured that gift. Unfortunately, I did not get the opportunity to do
that until I went away to college. It was at the single-gender college I attended that I
cultivated a strong identity, both as a woman, and as an African American. When I had
the opportunity to teach at a female high school in an urban area, I took it. I had been
thinking o f my education practice, and my spirit experienced disquiet by what I saw
around me. Several young women seemed to struggle with factors in their home lives
that served as a distraction from their academic lives. Too many o f my students seemed

135
to have no direction for their lives after high school. I wanted to make a difference in the
lives o f young women.
For whatever reason, I was sure that my experience teaching at a female high
school was going to be smooth and relatively pleasant. After all, who has not heard the
old saying that females were “sugar and spice and everything nice?” It was not so. My
world had become one that consisted o f nearly 300 high school females, many of whom
lived in very difficult circumstances. Within the neighborhood my school serves, there
exists any combination o f poverty, violence, drugs, homelessness, and lack. There is
little sugar and spice, and everything is not always nice. I was living an experience that
was life transforming, and I could no longer just comfortably teach and return to my cozy
home without doing something differently. As an African American woman who is the
product o f a single-gender education, I wanted to know how and why it works for some
young women.
As a researcher, I cannot fail to acknowledge the possible effects o f my presence
as a variable within this study. However, Creswell (2013) suggests the feminist research
approaches situate the researcher within the study to avoid objectification in order to
conduct truly transformative research that challenges the injustices o f current society.
Stewart (1994) further advances researchers need to purposefully and reflectively include
their own positions and roles within their research.
Dependability and Credibility
Mishler (2010) writes of validation as “a mess of entangled concepts and methods
with an abundance o f loose threads. Sophisticated, technical procedures pulling out and
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straightening each thread, one at a time, seem to leave the knot very much as it was” (p.
289). Indeed, validation is much like the Gordian knot metaphor for an intractable
problem. In the qualitative tradition, following strict procedures cannot attain validity as
in the quantitative tradition. According to Riessman (2008), the standard measures for
reliability and validity developed for quantitative research designs are not suitable for
evaluating qualitative narrative designs. Instead, research in the natural setting requires
researchers to reduce the two major threats to validity, bias and reactivity, by making
them implausible by evidence (Maxwell, 2010).
As discussed earlier, as a researcher I am an integral part o f this study. I am a
woman who is the product o f a single-gender college education, working in a single
gender high school for females at the time o f this study. I conducted this study over a
period eight months. According to Maxwell (2010), repeated observations and the
continued presence o f the researcher over a long period can help clarify stories and rule
out premature theories.
In addition, I conducted the interview in the three-interview format prescribed by
Seidman (2013). He recommends a series o f three separate interviews for each
participant. The first is to focus on the life history, the second on the details of the
experience, and the third on the reflection of the meaning o f that experience. By using
this format, the researcher is able to explore a deeper meaning o f the lived experiences
within the proper context. Without it, the researcher is likely to miss important insights.
In order to further enhance the rigor o f this qualitative exploration, I used the
qualitative data analysis (QDA) program NVivo to organize, manage, code, and analyze
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the varied data collected. The NVivo 10 QDA is useful when the researcher desires to
conduct a deeper level o f analysis for either small or large amounts of data (Bergin,
2011). In addition to the narrative data, I gathered extensive field notes and an extensive
collection o f archival documents related to the founding o f the school site. The use o f the
NVivo 10 program also enabled me to maintain an audit trail of the analysis cycles as
suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to enhance qualitative rigor and ensure
trustworthiness.
Furthermore, I employed member-checking techniques by systematically
involving the participants through solicitation of their feedback to help check the
accuracy o f their own data (Creswell, 2012; Maxwell, 2010; Seidman, 2013).
Additionally, I employed methods o f triangulation. This involved collecting multiple
stories, multiple and varied kind of data, then examining these for common threads and
themes.
Lastly, I diligently sought for discrepant evidence and solicited feedback from
colleagues regarding the plausibility of that evidence. Maxwell (2010) recommends
examining discrepant data and supporting data as a valuable way to check one’s own
preconceived biases and assumptions. These procedures served to reduce bias and
reactivity, thereby increasing validity.
Ethical Safeguards
Qualitative research imposes a unique relationship between the researcher and the
subjects that is often private and confidential. The researcher and subject often engage in
intimate discourse. It is easy for roles to become confused and the researcher perceived
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as that o f a counselor or confidante. In addition, the topic researched may be a sensitive
one. Sometimes the population studied may be vulnerable, such as the infirm, mentally
challenged, children, or the elderly. The investigator contemplating any type of
qualitative research should be sensitive to possible ethical issues that may arise and
address them (Creswell, 2013).
I reviewed and obtained a written informed consent from each participant,
assuring each participant that she had the right to withdraw from the study at any time. A
copy o f the informed consent form is located in Appendix B. In addition, I gave
participants the right, and even encouraged them, to review interview transcripts for
accuracy.
When writing field texts, the question o f who owns the stories that emerge can
arise. If the participants and the researcher work together on the wording o f the stories,
do the researcher and the participant co-own the material? Yow (1994) takes the position
that the ownership o f the story belongs jointly to the researcher and the participant telling
the story. Mindful o f this, I secured written permission from the participant to utilize the
interview material as needed. I also made clear to the participants the extent and purpose
o f which I planned to use the material.
As hard as one may try to maintain anonymity, some stories about a particular
individual or group o f people may inadvertently reveal the identities of the participants.
It is clear that the researcher must be cautious in the planning stages of the research
project to mitigate as many potential ethical issues as possible. To maintain anonymity, I
assigned pseudonyms to protect the identity o f the participants. Access to the raw data
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was restricted to the researcher and her advisor. The name o f the school was undisclosed;
only the general geographic location o f the school was discussed in the study.
Many researchers caution against the use o f individuals within one’s own
workplace as participants in a study (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 2011), since there is a
possibility that disclosure of unfavorable data may create an imbalance of power between
the researcher and participants or jeopardize a researcher’s job. There is also a danger in
the possible disclosure o f private information. However, consideration o f other factors
outweighs the possible issues presented by using one’s own workplace as a study site.
Spradley (1980) advances one should consider sites that will in turn provide other
opportunities for research. Secondly, one should consider sites that will provide a degree
o f access for the researcher. Finally, one should consider sites that will allow the
researcher to be a participant in the activities under investigation. In this study, this
particular study site allowed the insider access to a neighboring male academy for future
research, as well as affording the ability to participate in the activities under
investigation. Creswell (2013) further suggests the use o f multiple strategies of
validation to ensure data is insightful and accurate when one is studying any parts of
one’s own organization.
Summary
Use o f qualitative research methodology is appropriate when the researcher wants
to understand a social phenomenon or experience from the standpoint of the one or ones
who have experienced it within the context o f the space and place o f the encounter
(Glesne, 2011). Qualitative researchers using an ethnographic narrative methodology

140
seek to explore, through the stories o f individuals, the social behaviors o f a culturesharing group and the ways in which this group constructs and make meaning o f their
environments. In this study, I used a qualitative ethnographic narrative design to explore
the perspectives o f three female students on the environment, rituals, practices, and
instructional strategies used in the single-gender school that enhanced or impeded the
students’ development o f their possible selves and ultimately their own agency. To
achieve an in-depth understanding o f the meanings the students attach to their
experiences within the single-gender school context, I acquired and analyzed supporting
archival documents along with the interviews and field notes. Chapter 4 presents the
emergent themes that developed. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the results as well as
conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research.

CHAPTER 4
TYING UP THE YARNS: DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS
"Nature uses only the longest threads to weave her patterns, so that each small piece o f
her fabric reveals the organization o f the entire tapestry. ” (Feynman, 1965/1994, p. 28)
Introduction and Organization of the Chapter
Using the long story threads o f their lived experiences at this single-gender high
school, three young Women of Color revealed a richly woven pattern of experiences from
which they compose the tapestry o f their future possibilities. This chapter is constructed
and findings presented through the woven theoretical and analytical perspectives o f Black
Feminist Thought (BFT) and Possible Selves Theory. In Chapter 2 , 1 presented a
discussion o f related research and reasons for pursuing this study. I discussed in detail
each o f the theoretical frameworks employed in this study, their salient tenets, and
applicability to this study. A brief discussion o f these theories is presented only as the
tenets o f these theories relate to the data presented in this chapter. In Chapter 3 , 1
presented an overview and discussion of the research methodology used in this study.
Using a qualitative narrative ethnological research method, I explored the stories of the
experiences of three young Women o f Color who attended a second generation, single
gender high school to get a deeper understanding of the factors in their student culture
that influenced their development o f their possible selves.
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This section is broadly outlined under the major influential elements o f Possible
Selves Theory: (a) historical context; (b) sociocultural context; (c) social influences; and
(d) role models. In addition, in each section, I present the themes and examine them
using the lens o f the epistemological tenets of Black Feminist Thought:
•

lived experiences as a criterion for meaning making with practical images as
its symbolic vehicles;

•

dialogue used in assessing knowledge claims;

•

ethic o f caring in assessing knowledge claims; and

•

personal accountability for their knowledge claims.

It is possible to observe these tenets in combination with one another throughout the
stories told by the participants and the subsequent themes that emerged. The themes are
arranged in the following manner:
Threads o f Historical Context: Girls’ Academy School
Theme I. School is a Break from the Normal
A. Sub-theme: School: The Building and Outline
B. Sub-theme: School Culture: Patterns and Designs
1. Vision, mission, values, and beliefs
2. Rituals and customs and practices
Stitched Together Sociocultural Context
Theme II. We Bonded
A.
Colors o f Social Influences

Sub-theme: Care and Support from Family and Community

143
Theme III: Sisterhood: Everybody Has a Story
A. Sub-theme: Drama
B. Sub-theme: Media
Tools o f the Trade: Role Models
Theme IV: Like a Family and Other Mothering
A. Sub-theme: Care and support from administrators
B. Sub-theme: Care and support from teachers
C. Sub-theme: Care and support from support staff
Following the presentation o f salient themes is a discussion of the meanings that
the participants attached to their lived experiences while attending the second generation,
single-gender school. As discussed in Chapter 2, the tri-intersectional components of
gender, race, and class are inextricably woven together to create a complex fabric that
cannot be parsed into those components individually without destroying the fabric and
rendering it useless. In attempting to illustrate the salient themes in this study and
preserve the voices o f these young Women o f Color, the notable themes are highlighted
within the framework o f the contributing elements o f possible selves as they appear in the
participants’ stories, but through the lens o f Black Feminist Thought.
As these three young women related their narratives to me, it was apparent that
the relationships they established with members of their communities, families,
classmates, as well as the school personnel are all an important part o f how they have
come to know themselves, and what they believe they are becoming. Dialogue (yet
another tenet o f BFT) with members o f their community and families, classmates, school
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personnel, as well as with me, was an important way they become empowered, as owners
o f their experiences and directors o f their lives. Dialogue is a humanizing speech that is
simultaneously resists domination and empowers the individuals engaging in it. Dialogue
is not worked in isolation; instead, it is developed through connection to others within the
community (Collins, 2000). According to Collins (2000), “People become more human
and empowered primarily in the context o f community” (p. 279), and it is through these
dialogues that they have the necessary interactions and make the necessary connections to
make that happens for themselves.
Data Presentation
Examination o f the data involved thematic analysis, a process o f organizing the
data into categories for further examination and description (Glesne, 2011). In-vivo
coding, which involves using the exact words used by the participants to label and
organize the emerging themes, was also used (Creswell, 2013). Additionally, I coded and
examined interview transcripts, field notes, and documents related to the single-gender
project. Individual interviews were explored in the light o f existing literature and the
theoretical lens o f Black Feminist Thought to examine elements in the second generation,
single-gender student culture o f a second generation, single-gender school for
•

the structures, customs, and approaches used in the school that assist or
impede young women o f color in conceptualizing and/or realizing their
possible selves;

•

the factors o f the second generation, single-gender school student culture that
empowers young women o f color;
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•

the experiences in the second generation, single-gender school environment
that affect the educational development o f students; and

•

the perceptions o f young women o f color o f the influence o f gender, race and
class on their in-school and out-of-school lives.

Adolescents build on their racial, ethnic, and cultural self-identities during their
teen years to construct an array o f possible selves. The historical context of the students’
lives, the sociocultural context o f family and community, current social influences from
peers and media, and role model representatives from the community, school, mentors,
and public icons exert a strong influence on these possible selves. From a wide variety of
experiences, many o f them from the school, students construct social, academic, and
professional possible selves that represent what they would like to become, would
become, or would be afraid o f becoming. This discussion begins with outlining the
historical context.
Threads o f Historical Context: Girls’ Academy School
Conclusive data examining the efficacy of single-gender schools have been
difficult to achieve (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005; Mansfield, 2013), in part, because of
misunderstanding o f the ideological intentions of the school designers, arbitrary
curriculum implementation, and discrepant resource distribution which can mask hidden
curricula. The intent o f the school designer is particularly important. The ideological
viewpoints o f school designers should be considered when exploring any school model
(Hubbard & Datnow, 2005; Mansfield, 2013), but must be considered in order to
understand what would constitute an efficacious and successful outcome for the students
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it serves. It would be illogical to explore the outcome variables for a second generation,
single-gender school designed to ultimately improve educational outcomes for lowincome students in the same manner as the outcome variables for the first generation,
single-gender schools designed to educate the students o f society’s elite because the
intentions o f each school model are clearly different. Both may have missions or
intentions o f addressing hidden curriculum embedded in the traditional patriarchal
structure o f the school that demonstrates practices which have not acknowledged the
experiences o f girls as distinct and unique (Gallagher, 2000). The former, however, are
generally established to address the achievement gap that seems to persist for some lowincome students o f color, improve their educational outcomes, and help improve
economic prospects for them and their communities. That kind o f achievement gap is not
generally evident for the majority in schools established to serve the elite, nor is there
usually a need for improving educational outcomes and economic prospects for the
student groups it serves, as those communities are on the higher end of achievement
measurements and the upper end o f the income scale. For this reason, in this section I
provide a rich description of this second generation, single-gender school site, its
neighborhood location, and the factors surrounding its creation as a historical context and
foundational fabric for the analysis o f the narrative data.
Girls’ Academy High School is located in a large urban city in the southeast part
o f the United States. It is one o f the relatively few public single-gender high schools in
the country. At the time o f its founding in 2007, political leaders, school board members,
and community members in the district where it is located were very concerned about the
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grim statistics related to the academic achievement o f students attending the schools that
had been serving this very impoverished area of the city where Girls’ Academy is now
situated. In a proposal to the school board for the single-gender project, Barnes (2006)
writes:
As a system [the district] has a responsibility to address cycles o f poor
achievement that exists in schools . . . According to the United States Census
Bureau’s 2000 report, 41% o f the 28,730 residents in [this district’s] zone did not
graduate from high school. Nearly 50% o f the families with children lived below
the poverty line, and the median family income was $19,464. Nearly 61% of the
population was not in the labor force or was unemployed. Fifty-one percent of
the grandparents in the area were responsible for their grandchildren, (p. 4)
The school board established Girls’ Academy and the nearby Boys’ Academy based on
the research supporting the benefits o f the single-gender model in moderating some o f the
negative academic achievement statistics for low-income students o f color. It began with
one class o f sixth graders and added one class per year until it had established a thriving
middle school, grades six through eight, and a flourishing high school, grades nine
through twelve. In 2014, the first class o f Girls’ Academy High School graduated.
The area where Girls’ Academy is located is one o f the poorest areas o f the city.
Until recently, this area was home to three dilapidated public housing projects. The
demolition o f the housing projects in 2008 did not change the economy of the area,
however. Instead o f the city housing authority providing housing to this area’s
impoverished residents, many real estate investors have taken over the task of
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“maintaining” housing for the poor in this community. There has been essentially no
change to the bleak economic condition o f the neighborhood. Many o f the girls who live
in this area still endure challenges stemming from unstable families and households.
Boarded up homes, tall grass, abandoned cars, and stray dogs pepper the
landscape in this neighborhood. It has easy access to two major interstate highways
serviced by several truck stops and cheap motels. Women and men call out to cars
passing by; if one gets close, you can hear frequent offers to “party,” or solicitations for
money or drugs in exchange for sexual favors. The prevalence o f drugs and prostitution
concerns those who established the school as well as those currently responsible for its
governance. At the beginning of every school year, the school’s administrators conduct a
tour o f the neighborhood for the faculty and staff to provide a visual example o f the
realities that beset this neighborhood, stress their concern for the students, and impress
the importance o f the commitment needed from those who come to the school to teach
them. Carter (2014) reports an estimate o f over two hundred children, mostly girls, sold
into prostitution every day in the city where the school is located. If a student at Girls’
Academy High School is absent from school for one day, questions are asked. A threeday absence can trigger a home visit from the social worker. The administrators and
teachers at this school know that it is too easy for one of their students to get caught up at
a “party” at a local motel, providing sexual services to numerous men and women,
leaving untold scars for life, and limiting the kinds of experiences from which she can
construct her optimum possible selves. The three study participants, young Women of
Color and former students of Girls Academy High School, lived in neighborhoods
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surrounding the school. The next section will provide a short description o f the
background o f each o f the unique personalities who shared her stories about her
experiences. The women selected pseudonyms that were used to protect their anonymity.
Serenity is a young Woman o f Color who has struggled with bouts of
homelessness since she was an infant. She lived alternately among the homes of her
great grandmother, grandmother, mother, and god mother. She had dark serious eyes that
manage to maintain a sense o f soberness even when she was laughing, and that was often.
Serenity was an average student who took all general education classes. She enjoyed
dancing as part o f her extracurricular activities.
Janae came from a traditional two parent household. Both her mother and father
were employed. Her family was very close knit, with her grandmother serving as the
matriarch o f the family. Janae shared that her family members always congregated at her
grandmother’s home in the evening before going to their respective homes. Janae
struggled in Math but took honors classes for her English Language Arts subjects. She
enjoyed band as part o f her after school activities.
Lacey was adopted by her aunt when she was young. In addition to Lacey, her
aunt also adopted two other family members. Lacey indicated that her family was close.
She described herself as crazy but a church girl. She told me she didn’t like to associate
with many o f the other students. She liked to play basketball with her brothers and spend
time with members o f her church family. Lacey took all general education classes and
was an average student academically. She indicated she was not particularly in to
fashion, but was more interested in music, particularly band.
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Theme 1: School is a Break from the Normal
One o f the themes that emerged as the participants told their stories was that o f
the second generation, single-gender school being a place that was a break from normal
everyday life. While not the case for all low-income neighborhoods, many are
characterized by higher levels o f crime, higher levels o f unemployment (Bryan, 2005),
fewer businesses investing in the neighborhood, and fewer resources for fresh nutritious
foods (Beaulac, Kristjansson, & Cummins, 2009; Tate, 2008). The by-product of these
factors can put untold stress on the families residing in these neighborhoods. Many
families in these communities experience higher levels of residential instability and more
instances o f family members who are incarcerated or struggling with alcohol or drug
dependencies (Cunningham, Harwood, & Hall, 2010). For many o f the students, the
school provided a break from the normal but very real challenges they have to face at
home or in their neighborhoods.
One participant, Serenity, elaborated on what she knew o f the stories o f some of
the girls that went to school with her. She called herself “The Voice.” She saw herself as
the one who speaks up for others. In describing herself, she said, “I'm the voice; I'm that
person who gets the news out or who lets everybody know that this is what's going to
happen or this is what's not going to happen.”
Serenity described the situation that many of her classmates have to deal with in
the following way:
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Like, a lot o f them had a lot going on. I thought I had a lot on my plate, but like I
said, once you talk to people you never know what's like going on with them.
One o f them fo r example had issues with her mom—like they weren 7 big issues as
fa r as what I have dealt with, but they were issues where she don 7 know or
understand what was going on with her and her m om ’s relationship. There would
be other situations where mothers let the boyfriends spend the night or live with
them because they had no other place to go, and then the daughter becomes
pregnant or misses school fo r a certain amount o f time. There was a situation
where one g ir l. . . she couldn 7 come to school anymore because her mother
needed her to babysit every day. She dropped out o f school. Other girls were
being molested. Some o f them were getting beat every day, and some o f them ju st
didn 7 have a way to school or didn 7 want to come to school because they fe lt like
it was pointless. A lot o f them had some o f the same stories, a lot o f them.
The school is located in a high crime neighborhood and itself has a reputation for
being chaotic and unsafe. That may have been true in the past but there is little evidence
now. Reputations can be hard to live down. While many in the city believe the
disparaging stories that circulate about the school and its bad reputation for fights and
chaos, school may have more to offer than the public believes. Lacey, a very pleasant
and soft-spoken young woman, shared her thoughts about what the school had to offer:
Because where our school is located, not many people want to attend our school
anyway because o f the area that it is in. So, we don 7 even want to attend that
school actually. (Laughs) It is kind of, I mean we are represented 100%. Our
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school is 100%, actually no, it is 98% black because there is some Hispanics in
the middle school side so, I mean it would be really nice i f our school was
integrated, but it is not.
Because I have friends that attend other schools in the district and everybody in
the district is given the opportunity to opt-in. I have some Caucasian friends and
some Mexican friends, and they didn ’(fe e l comfortable coming to the ghetto or
the hood to attend a school that was giving more opportunities. They didn't feel
like they were safe. We are where the drama is really, so they didn’t really feel
safe. Like they were going to get the stu ff they needed to actually be something, I
guess. According to them, they ju st fe lt like they d id n ’t want to go there, because
they felt like one day the school was gonna blow up or someone was gonna come
in and shoot or they were gonna get jumped. It was like because o f where we are
and because o f the people that attend the school already, that w asn’t going to be
beneficial to their education.
Surprisingly, Lacey went on to describe the opportunities she felt Girls’ Academy
provided over other schools in the district. She continued her story as follows:
We had more. We had more scholarship opportunities. We had more scholarship
opportunities; we had more college opportunities. Our high school, high school
d o n ’t really take fie ld trips, we took more fie ld trips than anybody, ju st to go see
colleges. We, I mean the seniors actually spent, we actually had classes at a
college one day, like we went to the college and we attended one o f the college
classes so and we actually had teachers to actually proofread, we had the (how)
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people help us to actually write letters and recommendations, I mean give us
letters o f recommendations, we actually had a support system. Like, the whole
school was helping us.
I t ’s ju st in the wrong area. I mean, I mean Girls ’Academy has a name; we are
known not fo r good. We are known fo r fights; we are known fo r other things
because we are connected to the middle school and because we share the middle
school and because we do wear pink and brown with the middle school, so
whatever the middle school do, is reflected on both the middle school and the high
schools
Lacey continued by explaining what she thought the problem was:
The problem lies in the middle school but the high school is receiving all o f the
heat fo r it, so people d o n ’t want to send their kids to our school because o f what
the middle school is doing and because o f the name. Because I remember (CVS)
had to call every day, but it was because the middle school was fighting in (CVS)
or somebody stole from (CVS), but it was never the high school students. And so I
mean, there is, i t ’s not true about the high school. The middle school is o ff the
chain; they are bad. I cannot argue with that but the high school? I mean, when
you get to high school, you realize that you are growing up and you have to, you
have to, like, mature; you have to be mature about certain things and you can t
fig h t over the smallest things. You c a n ’t argue about something so petty that you
will have to get beat up fo r or you will get suspended or expelled.
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Lacey acknowledged that Girls Academy High school offered many favorable programs
for the students in the neighborhood, and in some instances, more than some o f the
neighboring high schools. Unfortunately, the single-gender middle school’s bad
reputation from its founding to its present seemed to guide the perceptions of others in
the community and overshadow the positive opportunities the school had to offer.
The beautifully but simply landscaped campus sitting behind a sturdy wrought
iron fence and gate looks somehow out o f place among the old run down houses that line
the streets nearby. A few o f the homes look recently remodeled before the big real estate
bust during the Great Recession o f 2007. The majority however are dilapidated, with tall
weeds, boarded windows, and old abandoned cars in the front yard. There are apartment
complexes nearby that are equally worn and distressed. The modem school buildings
appear to serve as a visual representation of hope, and the school is easily accessible for
the community residents. The school placement in this neighborhood was intentional, to
serve the needs of this neighborhood and its children.
School: The building and outline. The modem pink brick buildings that comprise
the Girls’ Academy were built to house both the single-gender middle school and high
school. The design o f the building is such that the middle school is located in the upper
terraces o f the building and grounds and the high school in the lower. The high school
and middle school student populations do not intermingle with each other during the day.
They share a common cafeteria, gymnasium, dance studio, and auditorium— all housed in
a separate building from the academic classrooms and the media center which are in the
main building. The schedules of activities in the middle and high schools do not allow
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the students between the schools to interact with one another except on the shared school
bus rides to and from the school and the occasional building wide fire drill.
Turning onto the campus from the busy intersection on any given school morning,
one can see a flurry o f activity. Scores o f young girls, ages 12 to 19, in pink and brown
uniforms can be seen hurrying onto campus or laughing and giggling with small groups
of similarly aged boys in navy and khaki uniforms who are waiting for the school bus to
take them to the nearby boys schools. One can see cars entering or exiting the two
driveways located on either side of the buildings as teachers and car riders arrive for the
school day. The entrance o f the high school is located in what appears to be the back o f
the building. It is actually in the lower terraced area of the building and grounds, with a
well-designed circular area making it easy for cars to drive up and drop off those students
who are fortunate to have that kind o f transportation. School busses have a separate
loading area on the side o f the building to keep traffic congestion to a minimum. Usually
that is not much o f a problem, for most o f the students who attend this school ride the
school bus, walk, or use public transportation.
Students inside this residential or community school zone area can choose the
coed middle and high schools designated to serve this neighborhood or the single-gender
girls or boys middle and high schools. Any student living anywhere in the city school
district can opt-in to attend the single-gender middle or high schools as well. The school
district policy allows students outside o f their residential school zone area to attend Girls’
Academy, but those living outside the school zone area must provide their own
transportation. The Public School Choice law allows city residents to attend a public
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school outside o f their residential school zone if space is available. Those who live
outside o f the city school district, however, may apply to attend the single-gender school
if space is available and they pay non-resident tuition, an amount comparable to that of
many private schools in the area. This has not yet occurred. It is likely that the location
o f the school in one o f the most impoverished areas o f the city, its prior reputation for
frequent fights in the middle school, and its lack o f reputation for producing successful
educational outcomes dissuade parents outside o f the district from paying to send their
girls here. The exception to the tuition mandate is if the student is a child o f a district
employee. While most o f the students who attend Girls’ Academy are local
neighborhood residents or residents o f the city school district, a small handful, daughters
o f district employees, live outside o f the district.
School culture: Patterns and designs. Before a knitter begins a project, she or he
envisions and creates her or his own a pattern or design or follows one already
established. The design team for the single-gender project in this school district had to
combine both the established district curriculum and the combined visions o f the
members o f the community. As a regular public school, not charter, the team had to
figure out how to design a new single-gender concept that would address the unique
needs o f the community it was situated in and comply with the structure o f the already
established expectations o f the district’s current public schools— no easy task.
In considering what the school culture would look like, the design team enlisted
members o f the community, including representatives from each o f the public housing
projects (now closed), potential students, as well as members o f the business community
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and local community organizations. It conceived of the school culture to include visual
elements such as the pink and brown school colors represented in the decor and uniforms,
the eagle mascot (also shared with the boys’ school), and important policies and
procedures that govern student conduct and teacher expectations. Figure 2 depicts the
flow chart for the school culture.
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Figure 2. School Culture Illustration and Flow Chart for Girls’ Academy. Adapted from
“Project Info,” by B. Barnes, 2006b, Project Planning Paper. Reprinted with permission.

Even seven years later, the pattern for the school culture is evident in every hall and room
throughout the school and is evidenced in the discipline modeled by the teachers and
expected in the students.
Although students gave their input, some students did not feel their voices were
heard at the discussion table. Lacey, the shyest and quietest o f the three participants
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described the experience o f giving student input for the school colors and mascot as
follows:
When Ifirst heard I was going to the single-gender middle school, it was my fifth
grade year, and they were having us pick out the colors o f the school and the
mascot. They were having us pick out the colors fo r the school, and what we want
the mascot to be, and what the name o f the school should be, and so we all s a id . .
. the girls were saying “Ladybugs, the colors should be red and black. ” A nd the
boys were talking a b o u t. . . they said “No, it should be snakes, and green and
something. ” So, they didn 7 listen to anybody’s decision. They chose their own
stu ff anyway, which ju st happened to be pink and brown. When Ifirst heard the
colors pink and brown, I cried. Literally, I cried because I thought it was tacky.
It wasn 7 going to match; it was stupid colors; I can 7fin d brown pants; I don 7
want to wear any pink shirt, and I don 7 want to wear uniforms all day. It was not
about the girls.
One might expect that in a single-gender school would be a place where the opinions of
girls would be validated in a safe space. It was interesting that even in the planning of
the uniform colors, Lacey did not feel her voice, nor those of the other students were
heard at all
Vision, mission, values, and beliefs. In conspicuous areas around the school and
in every classroom are posters o f the school vision, mission, values, and belief
statements. The accomplishments of female local civil rights icons and African
American women in science, engineering, and technology are depicted in brightly lit
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enclosed glass displays. There is a display on every hallway and at every turn. Students
who take art as an elective course have erected large examples o f their class creations to
add to the interior design and arrangement. The school administrators encourage the
teachers to emphasize the accomplishments o f women across all o f the curriculum
subjects. Students have found themselves studying women in the literature of the Harlem
Renaissance period in American Literature, while concurrently studying the prominent
women involved in the Great Migration following Reconstruction in their U.S. History
class and imitating the painting style o f Lois Jones, Harlem Renaissance painter, in their
art classes.
The daily routine includes recitation o f the student pledge and creed, which are
recited just before the morning announcements. The recitations remind each student that
she is beautiful, courageous, and strong, and she can overcome whatever obstacles
present to her in life. The pledge and creed are taken very seriously. In addition to the
daily recitation, the students recite the pledge and creed before all school assemblies,
referred to as “town hall meetings,” and these guide the expected leadership behaviors of
the students.
One o f those expectations is for students to wear full uniforms to school daily.
These entail a pink, brown, or white blouses, and chocolate brown skirts or slacks.
Students unable to afford a uniform, or who come to school in uniforms that are dirty or
in ill repair, are assisted by parent volunteers who discreetly keep a steady supply of
necessary items to help students who might need extra support in personal grooming.
Laundry facilities are located in the parent center and available for use by students and
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their families. There are private showers located in both buildings on campus for
students who need to use them. Students who borrow clothing items are expected to help
launder and maintain the pool o f items available.
Although they were relying on research that indicated single-gender schooling
was a beneficial model for students o f color, the single-gender project designers also
relied on the research o f those who argued that girls learn differently from boys (Barnes,
2006). According to Gurian (2011), boys tend to use more space when they are learning
and they tend to be more kinesthetic in their learning styles, (i.e., they move around and
like to move objects around). While many girls are also kinesthetic in their learning, girls
are also more verbal in their learning and like to engage in dialogue while learning. The
school designers included provisions for teaching new faculty and staff techniques and
strategies that benefit how girls learn. According to Barnes (2006b), how students are
taught is key. It is necessary to teach the state standards, plus curriculum supplements,
with manipulatives and multimedia in an instructional environment that extends beyond
the classroom (Barnes, 2006b). New teachers coming to the school for the first time are
required to attend professional development workshops that present strategies that,
according to the research, are particularly useful in teaching girls. Offering o f additional
professional development workshops throughout the year allow teachers to review latest
research and best practices. Administrators monitor lesson plans and classroom
instruction closely for inclusion o f these strategies that can include the use o f equity
sticks, a strategy used to allow each student the opportunity to answer and ask questions,
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and creative desk placement to allow all students a chance to be heard and allow
collaboration that is more vocal.
Although the majority of the elements included in the original design plan were
still evident in the school’s routines and governance, there were two elements, deemed
important by some similar academies, not implemented currently. The first was an
extended school day. The original design included an extended school day and year, with
additional teacher stipends appropriated to compensate teachers for the additional time
(Bames, 2006b). This is a plus to the community in that it increases the amount o f
instructional and learning opportunities for students and decreases the need for after
school care and day camp costs for working parents. Additionally, it decreases idle,
unsupervised time for students, time that can be very dangerous in crime ridden lowincome communities. The second benefit no longer in place from the original design was
the inclusion o f healthy nutritious snacks (Bames, 2006b). The food service staff
originally distributed fresh fruit and other healthy snacks to students in their classrooms
at different times throughout the school day, and the student population eagerly embraced
these. Sadly, budget cuts caused deletion o f this needed benefit from the school program
in 2013.
Rituals and customs and practices. As mentioned earlier, the morning
announcements are the first o f many rituals in the school culture and practiced daily at
the Girls’ Academy. At the beginning o f the announcements, one or two o f the students
in the school recite the school pledge and the creed over the school public address
system. All school activity comes to a halt. The expectation is for students already in the
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classroom to stand and any students, teachers, or visitors walking in the halls to cease
movement. To continue to walk or fail to stand at attention during the recitation is to
invite scorn and ridicule from teachers, administrators and much o f the student body,
although a few students will try to resist. Following the recitation of the pledge and
creed, one or two o f the students read the announcements for the day. When asked to
recount a typical day at the Girls’ Academy, it was interesting that two of the participants
were involved with this small but important ritual and included it in their stories.
Serenity said:
Well I did announcements every day before class. Well, you know my teacher,
Ms. Freeman, was the type o f teacher who didn’t care what it was. I f you were
late to her class, you were late. So I used to have to explain to her, “I ’m doing
the announcements so can you not mark me tardy, ” but she would still tell me to
bring a pass.
Lacey, the quietest o f the three, described how the routine of the announcements fit into
her day in this way:
On a typical day, le t’s see, in the morning I would run to Ms. Andrews ’ office; the
first thing I would do is go to Ms. Andrews ’ office, give her a hug and then she 11
send me to class. I d id n ’t go to class, I went to . . . Ifo u n d one or two o f my
friends, and we talked in the hallway, and then I had to remember that I did the
morning announcements. So, I had to run all the way back downstairs and do the
announcements.
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Town hall meetings are a custom held routinely to address all kinds o f school
matters. It differs from a traditional school assembly in that it allows the girls to engage
in dialogue and talk openly about personal issues that relate directly to them as young
women. A recent speaker was a local physician invited to discuss the importance of
gynecological health care and explain how and where to access resources. Male teachers
and staff were dismissed from the meeting to allow the students to feel comfortable
speaking and asking questions that were personal in nature. Students were eager to talk
with the doctor and had many questions regarding their own health, which is not
surprising. Many women in low-income communities suffer from a myriad of health
problems that could be managed or prevented if there were easier access to and
information about affordable health care (Sambamoorthi & McAlpine, 2003). There are
a few clinics located around the city that provide free or reduced cost health care, but
many residents do not know about them. The school leadership has discussed the
location of a small women’s clinic on the campus (T. M. Marks [pseudonym], personal
communication, April 4, 2014). Unfortunately, the idea was lost in a tangle of
bureaucratic red tape.
Other town hall topics may surround finding a common solution to a school wide
problem. During another recent meeting, the girls discussed possible solutions to the
problem o f a sudden rash o f physical fights that seemed to have come in with a new class
o f freshman students. The students and staff were very concerned about this for two
reasons. The first is obvious: physical fights jeopardize the safety o f the students and the
staff in the building and serve as a distraction to teaching and learning. The other reason
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was less obvious, but probably the most important: the student body was aware that
physical fights taint the reputation o f the community and the culture as well as
jeopardizes the future survival of the school. The students and staff were painfully aware
that Women o f Color were often portrayed in the media as angry or violent (Collins,
2000), yet it was only a very small representation o f the population that cast a disparaging
shadow across the whole community. The middle school possessed an awful reputation
for repeated violent activity in the first few years o f its existence, but that was not the
case with the high school. The high school was typically very peaceful and safe.
Serenity, described the culture of the school as it relates to fights in this way:
We d id n ’t see that many fights like normal schools because we . . . a lot ofpeople
d o n ’t like it. I'm not an advocate offighting. I f I saw somebody fighting I would
be on one side o f the cafeteria, I would make my way to the other side to stop
them or prevent it from happening because I ju st don't like it; it's pointless now.
You too old to be fighting over petty stu ff or ju st to be fighting period. There's no
point. I f you can get across, ju st talk it out. I f you c a n ’t talk to each other then
d o n ’t say nothing to each other.
This new wave o f aberrant behavior needed to be addressed and put to an end.
The solution developed and discussed by the students and faculty was to assign new
students a “big sister,” an older student, to help the new students learn the norms and
expectations o f the school. Some people in the community already resented the single
gender schools, and looked for any opportunity to point out any real or perceived
problems the schools may have. They complained the single-gender schools were taking
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students from the student bodies o f the established neighborhood coeducational schools.
Persistent reports o f fights gave them more reason to criticize. Administrators
determined it was necessary to transfer chronic offenders back to their residential zone
school; if they resided in this neighborhood zone, they transferred to the coeducational
high school that served this area. Although the staff and administration prided
themselves on reaching and teaching any girl that wants to come to the school, the reality
is the school may not continue to exist if it cannot provide a safe environment for all o f
its students. However, very few instances necessitated the transfer o f students out of
Girls’ Academy for fights and behavior problems. One o f the participants Janae, a
thoughtful young woman with a passion for painting and photography, had a strong
opinion about how fighting fits in with the purpose of school. According to Janae,
“School is not the place to be fighting; I mean no fighting, period.”
The school had special annual activities that were also a part of the school culture.
According to the principal of the school:
Our pledge and creed are a very important part of the culture, but we do other
things to make each girl understand she is special. The annual cotillion allows
several senior girls to experience all o f the romance and specialty o f a debutante
evening. Senior girls are presented to the community and present a dance
escorted by a significant male and female figure in their lives. Sometimes it is a
mother and father, but sometimes it is a special teacher or community member.
This is followed by a reception in our atrium and photography sessions with a
professional photographer. It is a memorable event that many would never get to
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experience if it were not part of our school practice and culture. (T. M. Marks
[pseudonym], personal communication, January 8, 2015)
The cotillion was not the only annual ritual, however. Another annual ritual,
Visions, a special program much like a traditional high school baccalaureate ceremony,
was held at the end o f the year. During a special convocation, senior students were
recognized for a variety o f honors during a solemn and magisterial ceremony. As each
girl was unique and each had special talents she brought to the school and community,
the faculty took care to try to recognize all girls for their individual strengths. Parents,
family, other members o f the community, as well as the entire faculty and staff, attended
and celebrated.
Additionally, the school hosted a 100 Days o f Nonviolence in the spring o f every
year. Named after Dr. Martin Luther King’s philosophy o f nonviolent protests and social
change, the students in the school aimed to refrain from violent disagreements and
focused for 100 days on the six principles of Kingian nonviolent resistance, which
includes:
•

Principle One: Nonviolence is a way o f life for courageous people.

•

Principle Two: Nonviolence seeks to win friendship and
understanding.

•

Principle Three: Nonviolence seeks to defeat injustice not people.

•

Principle Four: Nonviolence holds that suffering can educate and transform.

•

Principle Five: Nonviolence chooses love instead o f hate.
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•

Principle Six: Nonviolence believes that the universe is on the side o f justice.
(King Center website, 2014, para. 5)

Some researchers have postulated that one o f the factors in the single-gender
school model that benefits some students is the safe and orderly environment (Fergus &
Noguera, 2010). The faculty and staff believe that all of these rituals, customs, and
practices help provide such structure and helps each girl focus on and appreciate her
uniqueness as an individual, and understand her responsibility to society as a member of
her community. The safe and orderly environment provides the kind o f security that
students rely on in order to learn. Serenity’s story about her decision to remain at her
godmother’s home during high school highlights this well:
And so like around high school, my mom start moving a lot ’cause I went back to
my godm amm a’s house; ’cause I told you I was ju st up and down, one week I ’d be
here, one week I ’d be there. My mom moved to a neighboring county, and I was
ju st like, “Oh, you moving all the way out there. I say I ’m still going to Girls ’
Academy; I ’m not skipping school. ” So that was kind o f difficult ’cause she really
wanted me to come with her and she wanted to start over as a parent and she
wanted me to go to another school. But I ’m like you can start over with my
younger sisters. Do your thing; i t ’s not me. I ’m going to Girls ’Academy where
I ’m safe, where I know somebody and I ain 't gotta start over.
I t ’s like school is a break from the normal or a break from what is going on in
your world outside o f school and it is like school is that moment where you can
ju st be happy and not worry about anything, and ju st be stress free.
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Stitched Together Sociocultural Context
An individual creates her possible selves from a variety o f influences and
experiences. The sociocultural context these young women live in is a key influence.
When viewing how factors in a single-gender school support a student’s possible selves
construction through the lens of Black Feminist Thought, one can see the sociocultural
element illuminated through all of the tenets o f the epistemology. It is possible to
perceive it in the lived experiences as a criterion of meaning making, dialogue to assess
knowledge claims, personal expressiveness, emotions, and empathy (ethics of care) that
are essential to the knowledge validation process, as well as each individual being
accountable for her own knowledge claims. A person must develop the claim of
knowledge o f her lived experiences through dialogue, in a manner that demonstrates her
concern for own ideas, and that her ideas and identity matter (Collins, 2000). It is with
this in mind that I allowed the participants to speak for themselves through their stories of
their lived experiences before coming to the single-gender high school. It is within this
context that the second theme related to the establishing o f bonds, within the family and
the community emerged.
Theme 2: We Bonded
The theme o f relational bonding was prominent throughout this study. Within the
sociocultural context o f family and community, the bonds established with grandparents
and other significant persons in the community are important. In many households in
low-income communities, grandparents are the heads o f the household and have the
responsibility o f raising their grandchildren. Other relatives, aunts, uncles, cousins, and
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even friends o f the family assume this role, when parents are either deceased, or unable to
assume the parenting role for their children. The family stories o f all three participants
illustrate the importance o f these other family members in raising them, supporting them,
and in some instances, being responsible for their coming to the single-gender school. I
begin the presentation o f this theme with the description o f the sub-theme o f the care and
support from family and community.
Care and support from family and community. It is not unusual for family friends
and other members o f communities of color to reach out and provide support to families
with children in need. These close bonds, while not a support from the school, are
elements that combined with the factors in the school; they are important in that they are
part o f the intertwining o f essential threads that one uses to construct her possible selves.
In order to understand the realities o f Serenity’s support structure, it is important to get
clarity o f the nature o f her experience in a sub-group of homelessness called doubling up.
Women o f Color do not arrive at their idea of truth independent o f the political
and economic realities o f the world they live in (Collins, 2000), and the realities o f some
o f society’s most challenging social problems are often a part o f their lived experiences.
In traditional African communities, women were not the primary providers for their
families, and women and men held essential social, political, and economic positions in
their communities. During the Official Enslavement Era, the selling o f slaves and the
splitting o f families fractured African American families. After Reconstruction, women
often had to take on different roles in the home and community as they continued to face
persecution under the harsh Jim Crow laws, segregation, and persistent discriminatory
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practices. Their social and economic positions in society sustained an environment that
disproportionately burdened the community with several challenging social problems.
One o f those challenging social problems is homelessness. In 2014, the U.S.
Department o f Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defined homeless students as
those who are sleeping on streets and shelters, but the Department o f Education also adds
those who are residing in motels and doubling up with friends and relatives. Both
agencies agree that homelessness in children means the state o f “lacking a fixed, regular
and adequate nighttime residence” (Cunningham et al., 2010). The Department o f
Education however, mandates that school staff also identify and include those students
doubled up with friends or relatives, temporarily living in motels, and children o f migrant
workers who may also have temporary dwellings in order to target specific academic and
social support (Cunningham et al., 2010; National Center for Homeless Education
[NCHE], 2014). Cunningham et al. (2010) explain that the Stewart B. McKinney
Homeless Assistance Act o f 1987 provides a limited amount o f funding to assist schools
in providing supportive services to students and their families who may be experiencing a
period o f homelessness. Under the act, schools are required to identify homeless students
and report this data to the Department o f Education but identification is often difficult.
Students in doubled up and motel living arrangements may account for as many as twothirds o f the total number o f homeless students who are attending public schools
(Cunningham et al., 2010). According to the National Center on Family Homeless
(2014), the state where Girls’ Academy is located has more than 58,397 homeless
students each year. O f these, 24,527 are under the age of six; 26, 329 are enrolled in
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grades K-8; and 7,541 are enrolled in grades 9-12. The school district where Girls’
Academy is located has 2999 homeless children enrolled. These include those who are
living in substandard housing (abandoned/vacant homes, no water, gas or electricity),
motels or hotels, transitional housing, or are doubled up with friends or relatives. The
doubled up experience constituted a part of Serenity’s reality.
Serenity: A tale o f two homes. Serenity is a 19-year-old young Woman o f Color
and a recent graduate o f Girls’ Academy, one o f the few public single-gender high
schools in the United States. The time o f the first interview was four weeks after her
graduation day, and she was eagerly looking forward to attending college the next month.
Currently enrolled in a small college in a quiet town in the southeastern part o f the United
States, she appeared very outgoing with bright eyes and an infectious smile. She laughed
easily, but her bright eyes grew very serious when speaking o f the challenges she
encountered with her living conditions when growing up:
Before I came to Girls ’ Academy, I lived with my godmom since I was nine
months. My mom was very out there, and she didn't have custody o f us, me and
my brother, at the time. My great grandma had custody o f us, and we stayed with
her o ff and on but on the weekends, I would go to my godmom's house because
that was my great-grandma's best friend. My godmom basically raised me. I saw
my mom from time to time on the weekends. It [my godm om ’s house] has always
been my home. I had two homes.
My mother was also very depressed, she would drink occasionally, come home
drunk so I had to put her into bed or tell her to get in the shower or something,
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and around that time we lived with my grandmother on the east side. A nd my
grandma, she not old, she like 50 something, but she is bipolar and mentally ill.
So it was kind o f hard to deal with both o f those different people in one house.
Serenity was bom into a situation of residential instability. She sometimes lived with her
great-grandmother, her godmom, or her grandmother and mother. When her mom gave
birth to her, her mom was involved in a street life of drug and alcohol abuse and unable
to properly care for Serenity and her brother. Like some others in similar situations,
Serenity felt the need to be the parent. When her mother was not in a position to care for
the children, Serenity, as the oldest, felt it was her responsibility to parent her mother as
well as her younger brother and sisters. Serenity went to live with her great grandmother
shortly after Serenity’s birth. For reasons that are unclear, Serenity and her brother
moved back and forth, sometimes weekly, between her great grandmother’s home and
that o f her great grandmother’s friend, alternately staying for brief stints with her mother.
Serenity said:
We stayed with our great-grandmother. She was like getting old like— not too old
but she was like 60 when we first came over, I think or maybe a little bit older. I
know she died like 71. We were close to our other cousins because we all stayed
in one house. There were seven o f us in one house. The fam ily was pretty close
then when she was alive, but after she died everything ju st changed because
everybody used to always come to her house when they come home. One o f my
uncles, my mama's brother . . . he was in the army, whenever he came home,
everybody come to the house; we'll have fu n and stuff. Then my uncle Mark, he
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was like, I guess my father figure because he was always at my grandma's house
when I went to visit my grandma. I don’t know. The fam ily was pretty close then,
but it was like, after my great grandma died, everything changed. My great
grandma had seven kids. All those great uncles who used to come over and mess
with us and my grandma's children, which is my mom and her two brothers, they
used to come over. Everything ju st started to change. We used to always have
dinner every Sunday. We went to the fam ily reunions because o f my great
grandmother because she knew everybody there. After she died, everything was
different fo r a minute. But then I adjusted. I got used to adjusting to different
things.
She considers her great grandmother’s friend her godmother, and although this woman
never had custody o f her, Serenity considers her godmother to be the one who raised her.
When Serenity’s great grandmother died, Serenity’s mother regained custody of
her children and took them to live with her. Serenity’s residential instability continued,
with Serenity living o ff and on with her godmother. When asked about how school was
for her, it was not surprising to hear that she struggled:
I was nine when I went to live with my mom, and I stayed with her fo r three years,
o ff and on, going back and forth to my godmother’s. It was the fifth grade
summer, my mom moved to the west side o f town, and I, I never really stayed with
her because she had had her own place. I left Tap Elementary School and went to
Rosa Taylor Elementary School. I knew I had the potential to be smart but it was
like, the math was really, really hard. It was like sixth grade math in the fourth
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grade. So I was ju st like, “I'm not good at this.” I cried every day. I fe lt like I
was the only one in class who wouldn't pass my test. I was a troubled child. I
talked too much in class. But then one day my teacher Miss Bridges; I remember
her. She helped me so much. She helped me like every day fo r a week! And then
I got on the honor roll because I had A's in all my classes.
Serenity had a teacher who recognized both her problems and potential, and this teacher
reached out to support her struggling student. Serenity’s grades began to improve and
with them, her behavior as well. Unfortunately, things were not stable at home, and
Serenity had to move again. Serenity said:
But then I went to another school in fifth grade called Northeast Elementary. I
went because my mom like, she didn't want me to go to the Rosa Taylor School no
more because she fe lt like I had too many projects and all that stuff. So I was like
well, I ain't got no choice. I'm only in fifth grade, so I might as well do it she say.
And I really wanted that relationship with my mother at the time, to be close and
ju st give her what she wanted or whatever because she was happy that we was
back. So then, that's when a whole bunch o f stu ff went on with her, like her and
her friends and all that stuff. So we moved, and that's when we moved to the west
side. Then she was like, “You're going to this all-girls school. ” "No, I ain't going
to no all-girls school. " "Why can’t I go to that school right there?" A nd then that
was it. That was my life.
Shortly after moving to the west side, Serenity’s mom heard about the new single-gender
school and wanted her daughter to go. Unfortunately, Serenity still experienced
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residential instability, moving back and forth between her mother’s home and that of her
godmother. Serenity said:
I stayed with my godmom. On the weekends, I'd see my mom, and then she got us
back. I was like 11 going on 12. She [my godmom] was still in our life. Like fo r
me, it was a closer attachment.
The sub-theme o f care and support is clearly woven throughout the narratives the
young women related about their extended family members and members o f the
community. In telling their stories of their lives before they came to the school, it is
evident in each o f their stories that caring support from family and members of the
community was integral in providing support and moderating some of life’s challenges.
For example, in Serenity’s life, her great grandmother, and her godmother stepped in to
help moderate some o f the challenges presented by her mother’s depression and alcohol
abuse. Serenity’s great grandmother sacrificed her own bedroom to make sure her family
had a place to sleep. Speaking o f her experience at her great grandmother’s house,
Serenity said:
I slept in the room with all the girls, my cousins Karen and Tameka, and then my
brother slept in the room with their brother, Ron. My uncle Mark had a room,
and my great grandma slept in the sitting room because she was like, "This my
house; y ’all can have the rooms, and I sleep on the flo o r." Sometimes she doesn't
sleep in the room or whatever.
Serenity’s godmother, not a blood relative, worked to provide support and stability in
Serenity’s life after her great grandmother died. O f her godmother, Serenity also related
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a story about how her godmother displayed care as she spearheaded and supported her in
dance activities:
One day my godmom was going through the newspaper, and she had seen an
article about a dance company that went on tour to Washington, D. C. to dance
fo r the president. She brought it home. She was like, "You wanna jo in this dance
company?" A nd I was like, "Yeah, yeah!" So, I joined the dance program. It was
hard during the week fo r me to get back to my m om ’s house and back on this side
o f town to make practice so Iju s t stayed with her. It was an o ff and on kind o f
thing.
Serenity’s godmother provided a considerable amount of support for Serenity and served
as a surrogate parent as she worked to raise Serenity and provide a modicum of stability.
Serenity continued her narrative, “My godmom is very involved. She has been involved
since kindergarten. She always joined the PTA o f whatever school I went to, even if I
was just at the school for one grade a year. She was there.” Her godmother also became
involved in her new school, spending time in the parent center and volunteering to do
whatever was necessary to support the single-gender school project. Serenity’s great
grandmother originally had custody of her but sadly she died when Serenity was still
quite young. Serenity was fortunate that her great grandmothers’ friend then felt
compelled to step in and take over Serenity’s care. Grandparents are often a central
figure in many low-income children’s lives.
Janae: Loves the city life. According to Bames (2006b), grandparents head a
large percent o f the household in the neighborhood served by Girls’ Academy. Although
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she was raised in a two-parent household, Janae’s grandmother’s home, like Serenity’s
grandmother’s home, also served as the center o f her entire family and eventually her
permanent home.
Janae was a 19-year-old student at a small college located just north o f the city.
She was a beautiful young Woman o f Color with a shy smile. She appeared very timid
when I first met her. She laughed easily as she commented about the joys of busy city
life. She spoke wistfully o f wanting to go to New York or travel the world. At the time
o f her first interview, she had recently graduated from Girls’ Academy. Although all of
the graduating class had been accepted to a college or university, Janae had not yet
decided where she wanted to go, so she had no firm plans for the upcoming school year.
She indicated she had very close ties with her family, especially her grandparent, and was
reluctant to leave home. She described her life before coming to the school as follows:
My great grandma was not really a person who liked to argue. She would be the
peacemaker. So, I am kind o f like her. Whenever people want to argue, I am the
person that is always calming everyone down. Every morning she cooked
breakfast before school and then walked me to school. Sometimes she would let
me ride my bike to school, and she would push it back home. We bonded well
because my great grandmother and I had a garden. When I was in kindergarten,
we planted like, a variety o f vegetables, and then every day we would bring
vegetables to my teacher, every day or every other day. Like, that was a time
when I bonded with my great grandmother, but she passed away when I was in
second grade.
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When I was in elementary, my house got flooded like completely. We were just,
my grandma, my great grandma and I were ju st in the house, and then we thought
it was ju st going to rain as usual but like, I guess the city employees were not
cleaning out the sewage thing properly, so the water w asn’t going anywhere.
Like, it ju st kept getting higher and higher. And everyone else in the house kept
saying i t ’s gonna start a flood. We didn 7 think too much about it until it started
coming in our house, so we had to stack up things really high on top o f the
refrigerator. But that didn 7 matter though, because the water went all the way to
the ceiling! We had to get out!
My grandmother and then my great grandma got my sister and I out. My sister
was like a fe w months old. We got in my grandm a’s car. It wasn 7 any special
kind o f car, it was really old, and we kind o f tried to drive away before the water
got too high, and we turned on to a street, and then the car turned off. We were
stuck.
Janae experienced the care and support o f a neighbor during a tragic flood her family
experienced about a year before coming to the middle school. After her family was
forced to leave their home as the floodwaters rose, her family’s car became stuck in the
rising waters. She tells o f how the neighbors helped:
So we ju st went to our neighbors house. They ju st let us come in. It was flooding
in their house too but they were up on a hill somewhat, so it wasn 7 as bad.
So, basically, we lost everything. Then after that, we had to fin d somewhere to
stay temporarily, and we moved into Calhoun I think. A nd then after that we
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moved into a new Monterrey Park. I still went to Betts Elementary. I guess I had
been staying with my mom, but Iju st spent a lot o f time at my grandm a’s house.
After that, we moved into a house, which was paid fo r by I guess the city. They
gave us money. So, the area where the house was flooded is still vacant, no
houses.
Janae’s stories o f her lived experiences before coming to the school included
many descriptions of her fond memories o f close relationships with her great
grandmother and grandmother as well as the care and support they provided her. In
speaking o f her relationship with her great grandmother, Janae continued:
My great grandmother was . . . I d o n ’t know i f I should say best friend but she
was kind o f sorta like my best friend because we did everything together, like
riding the bus, planting, going to the store, walking to the store.
The relationship between her great grandmother and Janae grew and developed over a
shared activity, gardening, and sharing the fruits of that activity with Janae’s teachers.
When her great grandmother died, the role o f matriarch and head o f the extended family
was taken over by her grandmother. Janae eventually just moved in with her
grandmother. She said:
My great grandmother died and her kids, my grandmother and my uncle, like took
over her house, and they stay there together. When I get out o f school, my sister
gets out o f school, and my parents get o ff work, we all go to my grandm a’s house,
and that is usually where dinner is cooked. Sometimes my cousin stops by, ju st to
stop by.

180
So, my mom and my dad have a house where it is ju st my parents, and they raise
me and my sister. But my grandm a’s house is basically the place where
everybody comes after work and after school, and everybody ju st sits around and
socializes. Every day, we all eat there and then everybody goes home. Actually, I
stopped going home in 10th grade, [I started] to stay at my grandm a’s house
because my uncle had a stroke.
Janae continued with her story of her life before coming to Girls’ Academy:
I don 7 really remember much about elementary. I mean, I do, but there weren 7
any really special memories. I don 7 know. Kids like talk about me a lot. That
has really been goin ’ on through my whole school experience because I was
really skinny, and my fe e t were long. I really had a rough fifth grade experience,
which led to some other stuff, like me having a rough sixth grade year. It was
rough because o f the teachers. My mom moved me from one teacher’s class to
another. The last teacher I ended up with was actually good. When I started out,
I wasn 7 learning what I needed. Like in math, I was not where I was supposed to
be. I was not on the level I should have been, so that affected me in sixth grade. I
didn 7 know what I needed to know, so I was kind o f behind. It really affected my
whole life, actually, because i t ’s like building a foundation. So, every year there
was something I didn 7 really know in math.
I t ’s [math] ju st never been really easy to me. My parents, they used to try to help,
but they would always explain that when they were in school, it wasn 7 the type o f
math that we are learning, so they didn 7 really know what it is. My dad would
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look up stu ff online and try to help me out, but it started getting complex. I was in
the Boys and Girls Club, I stayed after school fo r extra help. I don t know. In
some ways, math never really clicked with me. As much as I have been to after
school sessions and all that, I d o n ’t know. I can get math, and then I ’ll forget it
all.
When asked how she came to the single-gender school, Janae was brief and to the
point:
The counselors from my elementary school told my mom about the single-gender
school. She thought it was ju st the best idea in the world so she sent me there.
We had to request special permission to go because it w asn’t in our district.
Like the other participants, Janae’s first single-gender school experience was in
the middle school. Students can opt-in to come to either the single-gender middle or high
school, but the two schools are separate entities. She tells of her experience in the middle
school as follows:
Pretty much everyone who was there already knew each other from elementary
school, so, I was kind o f an outcast. I didn ’t know what to think at first. But,
there were some people from my elementary school going, so I was like, “Ok, I ’ll
be fin e

There were only a few, actually maybe three or four. On the first day, I

ju st wanted be friends with people, and I am not even the one to be friends. I
wanted to get to know everyone, but they were ju st complacent with who they
already knew. They didn ’t want to make any friends. Ife lt like I was ju st
follow ing behind people because Iju s t wanted new friends. I can see why though;
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it was because everybody already had their group o f friends because, ok, so the
way it is, well, the way it was.
I had a really rough start. I guess because I was ju st different from everyone. 1
liked different music, different everything. I didn’t dress how everybody else
dressed. So, I guess I was a weird one. I mean, everybody was trying to wear
designer things, and what was popular in middle school was Baby Phat,
Rocawear. Those type o f things. But the way my mom dressed me, / was always
wearing Old Navy and Target. People thought I dressed differently.
Lacey: Very shy. While grandparents make up about 51% of the heads of
household, about 3% o f the population o f children in this city are living with relatives
other than their parents or grandparents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). In households of
color, it is not unusual for there to be other extended family members or friends caring
for children other than their own for any of a variety of reasons. In some instances, it
may be a temporarily doubled up household representative o f residential instability, as in
the case o f Serenity’s home life. In other instances, family members may actually adopt
or gain legal guardianship, which may happen in the case o f death o f a parent,
incarceration, or abuse. Lacey’s aunt adopted her and two other family members. Lacey
calls her aunt her “mom”, and her aunt and older sisters provided the care and support
that Lacey needed and used to construct her possible selves.
Lacey was a very busy 19-year-old young Woman o f Color. She, too, was a
recent graduate o f Girls’ Academy. She seemed very inquisitive but cautious. She did
not smile easily and was very shy, but that changed as she began to describe the details of
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her life. At the time o f the first interview, she had not yet decided exactly what she was
going to do about postsecondary education. She indicated she would take some online
courses while she made up her mind:
I am the youngest child, so that makes me . . . well, I c a n ’t get anything I want,
but i f I ask fo r it, I will get it. So, I am spoiled. I am the youngest girl, out offive
girls and one boy. I ’m adopted and the youngest girl; he is the baby overall, but I
am baby girl.
The three oldest ones, Karen, Sara and Tierra, they are my m om ’s kids. She is
not really my mom. She is my aunt. They are my mom's kids. Yvette is my third
cousin. Me and her are adopted. Me, her, and my brother are adopted into my
aunt and my other sister’s family.
I went from a coed school from kindergarten 'til fifth grade. I didn’t actually
move on this side until I was in the fifth grade. I used to live on the south side, so
I went to Veterans Memorial Elementary School and there I was . . . all o f the
teachers loved me. I was a teacher’s pet. I didn t get nothing less than an A. I
was never in class, but I always made an A on my assignments. It was weird, and
I was into music, and then I came on this side and went to Granville Park, and it
was like totally different. In fifth grade, I had to jit in because it was totally
different. I mean Veteran’s isn ’t stuck up but, at Granville Park, everybody was
open; everybody knew everybody’s momma, and I was like, “I am the new kid; I
don't know anybody, ” so I had to like, fit in. I met some o f my high school friends
in fifth grade, and it was hard fo r me to move over here. I d id n ’t want to move. I
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did not want to be living on the west side ’cause the way I heard it from my mom,
it was not a good area. But she lost the house, and we had to move, so I was like,
“So okay we are moving to where you d o n ’t want to stay. ” It was kinda weird.
My whole fam ily was together before I came to Girls ’Academy. We lived in this
big house, and everybody stayed. All my sisters stayed in the house. My older
sisters stayed downstairs in the basement with their own like living compartment.
They had a kitchen. All that downstairs and they each had their own bedroom,
but it was one bathroom. A nd then, me, my other sister, and my brother; we had
the upstairs with my mom and my dad except it was all o f us in the house together.
A nd then, I d o n ’t know what happened. The same year we moved over here,
something happened with my mom and dad, and then like, it switched like. My
dad moved out, the three girls left, and so it was ju st me, my sister, and my
brother, and my mom. A nd right before she bought the house, my grandma had
passed. My dad got into a car accident on [Interstate] 78, on a motorcycle.
Lacey’s relationship with her family was close and very caring and supportive. She also
shared a little about her relationship with two o f her sisters (cousins), Yvette and Sara:
So we like, that is ju st our relationship. I t ’s a good relationship. I love my sister.
My other sister, my third cousin. I guess that is what you call her, we are like
best friends, but she moved out when I was in the ninth grade. She d id n ’t finish
high school, but she did get her GED, but she dropped out o f college. So, once
she did all o f that, we still talked, we were still close.
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My oldest sister Sara, s h e ’s a flight attendant. She spoils me. Every weekend she
takes me on a plane, and we go somewhere every weekend ju st because we can fly
fo r free, and she loves me. We go somewhere every weekend together.
Although the teachers’ role as role models is discussed in a later section, I share
Lacey’s experience with one of her elementary teachers in this section because it relates
to her history before coming to the single-gender school. Lacey’s tale of her experience
with the teachers at her new school illustrates how teachers at a school can indelibly
impact a child’s life’s experience, and thus, how she constructed her possible selves in
adulthood:
And so, when my grandma passed, my mom had to take on my uncle. He is
mentally challenged. He has the mind o f a two year old. So when I got to
Granville Park, my teachers were like, “Why are you always here late? ” I was
like, “My uncle had a seizure this morning. ” And they were like, “Well, th a t’s
not our problem. ” And I used to go through that every day because my uncle
would have seizures. We d o n ’t know why he have seizures. He ju st has seizures.
So, my teachers, they would give me problems because o f my uncle or because I
was late or because I didn t come to school one day. So they would give me
problems. It was like a totally different experience fo r me.
When asked how she came to attend the single-gender school, she shared the following:
My mom, she fo rced me to come. I ’m ju st p la yin '. I actually said in fifth grade
that I wanted to go only because I knew it was a new school, and I would be in the
first graduating class and because they promised us a scholarship which we did
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not get at all. The first principal and one o f the community leaders, they
promised everybody i f you were there from sixth grade that you would get a
scholarship. So, a lot o f us stayed so we could get the scholarship, which we still
d id n ’t get. But it was those reasons and because my elementary school friends
were going. They said they would give each person a $3000 scholarship. A nd we
never did get it, so .. . nobody has it. They didn’t give it to anybody. I didn 7
want to be by m yself at the new school. And it was a new school.
When asked about her first experience at the single-gender middle school, Lacey shared
the following:
So when Ifin a lly get there the first day o f school, I walk in, and Iju st started
crying. I was ju st like, “There are no boys here, I wanna go home. ” So, it was in
6th grade, I had three friends. Those were my people in the sixth grade, and then
they all started form ing their own cliques, and I didn't like their cliques, so I had
to fo rm my own group o f people. I was always a social outcast. I went with . . . I
was in any group I chose to be in that day. I didn't really have a set group. I
didn 7 have b e ef with anybody.
The care and support of family and community is an important element that a
student takes with her to school and uses to construct her possible selves. According to
Collins (2000), the African American family validates the ethic of care as a way o f
knowing in a way that White-controlled U.S. social institutions do not. For example,
Lacey’s aunt took on the care o f three additional family members along with the
tremendous responsibility of raising her own children. Lacey’s aunt not only took on the
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responsibility for care, but also validated her commitment by legally adopting all of them.
The family as a whole acknowledges the individual uniqueness o f the young Woman of
Color, accepts the appropriate expressiveness o f the telling o f her life stories, with a
growing capacity for empathy as the young Woman of Color willing engages in dialogue
to validate how she has come to know. It was interesting to me as a researcher, that as I
spent time with the participants not only were they willing to open up and engage in
dialogue with me, members o f their families also accepted my presence in their family
members lives and willingly engaged in dialogue with me.
Colors o f Social Influences
Students come to school with social identities (racial or ethnic) that have been
affected, in part, by various historical influences, the neighborhoods and neighborhood
culture they live in, and the current societal structure that all o f this is situated in.
Additionally, social influences are another set o f elements from which one constructs her
possible selves. For Young Women o f Color these social influences most often involve
experiences with school, peers, and various forms of media. It is from these experiences,
that Serenity, Janae, and Lacey have fashioned how they view themselves. Serenity
stated:
Well, I ’m very funny, but I also describe m yself as someone w h o ’s always like
trying to help somebody. I don't know; th a t’s ju st me; th a t’s ju st the kind o f
person I am. I always fe e l like I'm the one has to be there fo r somebody even
when, like it's somebody who can ju st do me so wrong or who's been the worst
friend. I ’m like always still there. Like, this is a good example. 1 really wanted to
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be SGA [Student Government Association] president senior year because junior
year when I came back, I was vice president like o ff the rip, 'cause I had left 10th
grade. When I came back, it's ju st like everybody ju st voted fo r me. I'm not the
type o f person who is really into school. I dunno; like, I had started getting lazy.
I had two failin g grades. So I was ju st like "Oh, well. ” A nd then that's when [the
principal] was ju s t like I couldn't be the president. I was ju s t crying because o f
my grades. So I was ju st crying! Everybody fe lt badfor me because they know
that I ’m the type ofperson who ju st really wanted to be like, be the voice fo r my
class. Iju s t fe el like that's ju st the type ofperson that I am. So Ife e l like I would
describe m yself as a go-getter.
Serenity did not get to be president of the Student Government Association, but that did
not stop her from perceiving her role in the school as one o f responsibility. Serenity saw
herself as a voice for other young women who may not feel comfortable speaking up. As
a result o f her own experiences, she wanted to be an advocate for others in some way.
Janae described herself another way.
As was mentioned earlier, Janae entered Girls’ Academy in the sixth grade and at
that time described herself as an outcast. Interestingly, in the years that have passed, she
described herself quite differently. She was less focused on what others thought o f her
and more focused on achieving the goals she sets for herself:
I describe m yself as creative, intellectual, ambitious, sometimes . . . I mean not
sometimes, all the time but like, sometimes like my work ethic, it leaves and then it
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comes back. So, I w o n ’t say that I am always so ambitious, but I am. In the end, I
am still ambitious.
Sometimes my doubts take over, but then I get back on track For example, when
things go wrong, like, le t’s say I applied to a college and I really put forth my best
effort writing the essay, ju st doing everything extra carefully, and then I d o n ’t get
in. It [my doubts] somewhat slows me down but eventually I get back on track.
That’s the ultimate goal. I have choices. Because I have to go to school, I have
to have a career; I have to support m yself financially. I ju st like to have my own
things.
Like Janae, Lacey also entered Girls’ Academy seeing herself as a social outcast.
Although she continued to describe herself as shy, she was the busiest of the three. She
was constantly volunteering in capacities that put her in the forefront, engaging in
dialogue and assisting people who needed help finding resources. She described herself
as follows:
I am short. I am crazy sometimes. I am a very trustworthy person. I am a huge
fa n o f football. I love band even though I miss our school band; it was the best
band.
I ’m also a church girl. I .. . that is one o f those terms that you c a n ’t really
describe. I think like, people couldn ’t tell. A t school, people couldn't tell that I
went to church because I was always acting crazy, but when I told them that I
went to church they was like, “Oh, so you ’re a church girl. ” It is like one o f those
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“You ’re a church girl, but you ’re acting crazy. ” So, I go to church Sundays,
Tuesday nights and every other Thursday.
I am shy. I d o n ’t like talking to new people. When someone asks me a question, I
will most likely wouldn't answer it because I am ju st shy. I am very shy. I started
administrative work to get out o f my shell, but i t ’s not working. I worked in the
fro n t office, I did volunteer fo r the hospital one year. They had me doing triage,
so I had to talk to people, but I d id n ’t like talking to people, so it was hard. A nd
then, I volunteered at Boys Academy Summer School fo r middle school and they
p u t me in the fro n t office so I kind o f started working in the front office and doing
administrative w o r k . . . a lot, but I still am shy. I don ’t like talking to people.
Theme 3: Sisterhood: Everybody Has a Story
The third theme that emerged threaded with the ethic o f care is that o f sisterhood.
All o f the students who come to this school have a story to tell. Some of their stories are
horrific: tales o f homelessness, sexual abuse, and neglect. Some o f their stories are very
evident, as when a student comes to school in clothing worn the day before, smelly,
wrinkled, and evidently slept in. When the stories are evident, it is easier for the staff to
provide support. Sometimes, however, their stories are not as evident; the classmates of
the troubled students are the only ones who know when there is a problem, such as there
is no food at a classmate’s home. Serenity explained it this way:
Everyone has their story to tell. Yeah, and 1 get like a m onth’s worth o f snacks, so
I take that to school. Most o f the snacks I give out because people be hungry
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. . . and I would be like "Here, " or we would share a bag. I t ’s been times when
I ’ve taken boxes o f snacks to school and ju st pass them out to people. Like one
time, I bought a big box o f things to school and ju st pass out to people. One time,
I bought a big box o f "Mike & Ikes, " like a really big box, and I brought it to
school, and I was ju st passing them out to even people I d o n ’t talk to because . . .
I d o n ’t know; everybody feels like they ’re welcome around me.
Even though Serenity’s own home life was often in flux, the care and support she
received when she was living at her godmother’s house left her feeling free to extend a
similar generosity to her classmates. She describes a typical day at lunchtime as follows:
I brought lunch every day. None o f us really ate at the cafeteria because it was
nasty. But, I d o n ’t know . . . the fo o d is ju st nasty. I look at it every day, I go in
the [cafeteria] line to see what they have, and like “That’s nasty! Y ’all are
nasty. ” In one o f the lines, they use to make their own kind o f special spaghetti,
or they would make collard greens or something, but all o f it was nasty. It looked
horrible! A nd I ask people, “You eat that? ” and they ’re like “Yeah, it was good. ’’
A nd I ’m like, “You ju st hungry. ’’ That’s what that was. So I would bring my own
food, I would cook the night before and bring dinner. Those days I would bring
like the take out trays, I would bring like four, I would share it with my table, and
we would have lunch. Everybody would bring something different. But when I
stopped cooking, I used to buy Lunchables or somebody in the house would cook.
I would ju st take the leftovers and they [my fam ily] would get mad at me and be
like, “You need to stop taking fo o d to school!’’ and I would be like “I got to eat
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too. ” So, I would take the fo o d to school and ju st pass it out to different people
that I sit with. I really have no one group o f friends; I ’m used to sitting with
everybody. There ’11 be days I ju s t sit with the juniors, there 11 be days I sit with
my day one friends (the people who were there fo r me since middle school), or
it 11 be days Iju st sit with anybody.
Serenity described how sisterhood was displayed by her generosity with food and making
sure the young women who were around her had something to eat. As generous as she
was with food, other students expressed generosity to her by encouraging Serenity in her
academic classes. She related the following tale:
Most o f my main circle was the students who were either in honors or had honors.
All o f their classes wasn 7 AP or Honors course, but they had like two or three o f
them. Those were my main friends because the relationship there helped me stay
focused or pushed me to do better in school when I knew I could actually do
better. So, I would go to them and get advice on how to like study and keep my
grades up and party at the same time.
Like, fo r ninth and tenth grade they pretty much babied me the whole way. I
would come to school and be like ‘‘Can I see your homework? ” And they would
ju st be like “Bruh, you need to learn to do your own homework. ” And I say,
“Okay I will do it tomorrow, ” and then after ninth and tenth grade, I realized,
“Okay, this is serious. I got to start doing my own homework. I need to get used
to like being my own person and knowing how I study and how I work or
whatever. ” So, Diane, she lived with me fo r the whole eleventh grade year, and
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so we had one class together and that was AP US History. A nd there would be
times where she would be like on Cornell notes and all this stuff, and I would ju st
be like, “Why are you spending so much time on it? ” And she was like, “Girl, we
got to turn this in in the class next period, and we got to talk to him about what
you learn fro m the chapter. ” A nd I would be like, “For real? ” So, I started
studying on my own. A nd like seeing how like she would have her social life, but
she would also have like her books first. They were my close friends ’cause they
really, like really, really wanted me to do better. They had parents who knew me
and they knew my story. I was like, “Okay, I do need to do better and I do want
more fo r myself. ”
Janae reflected on her experience with Girls’ Academy and explained the
sisterhood bond formed at a single-gender school in this way:
H ad I gone to a regular coed school, the experience would have been much
different because, first o f all, i t ’s coed. It ju st would have been different versus
like having all girls together. So in that way, we like form ed a sisterhood and like
that way, you ’re ju st more open about things because we ’re all girls. So we
understand. We all understand that—I guess that throughout the day, we all have
mood swings. So i t ’s okay. Instead o f like wanting to fig h t about it, I will just
know that okay, in the morning, ju st d o n ’t bother her. I guess it would be
different i f boys were at the school because maybe they d o n ’t understand that.
Sometimes we can be mean to each other, but they [my classmates] did teach me
how to like, be a sister. Not like blood related, but like a sister in, I d o n ’t know, in
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spirit. What that looks like is like fo r instance when someone is having a bad day
or—not even a bad day. I f you ’re having a good day, i t ’s ju st greetings; like
making sure people are okay and different stuff. Or like, le t’s say som ebody’s
computer broke, and like we have a paper that's due like, the upcoming week.
Like, we would help each other. Like I will stay to help you finish it, or I will
wake up early to print it out fo r you, or I will get to school early to print it fo r
you, or that type o f sisterhood.
For Lacey, her sisterhood circle was similar. She was the shyest o f the three. She
described her relationships as follows:
I had three friends. So, those were my people, so I had to form my own group o f
people. Me and N

were like sisters. I didn’t really talk to a lot o f people.

Like we had study group every Saturday. We would go to a library, or we would
go to som ebody’s house, and we 11 have a study group. We talked about
everything; we met everybody’s parents, their brothers, their sisters. Like, we
were ju st close. Like, i f one person had a problem, we all had a problem because
we were so connected. We knew everybody and their whole fam ily knew us, so if
one person needed something, the whole fam ily would know, and they would ju st
send something over, or they would ju st drop in on the weekends. When
somebody had a cookout, they would be there. It was ju st like a . . . it was like a
big family. It was perfect. Like this one other girl, we talked a lot. She was the
only person I talked to that was an underclassman. She was having some
problems in ninth grade, and so since we were in band together we, she was like a
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little sister to me anyway, and so her mom taught me to look out fo r her because
s h e ’s going through some things.
Drama. Although the theme of sisterhood relationships was prevalent in the
narratives shared by the young women, all o f them explained that there was a certain
amount o f drama involved in developing female relationships. Sometimes this drama, a
relational disagreement, occurred because o f a rivalry over grades. Lacey described her
relationship with some o f the “smarter,” more popular girls as follows:
Ok. I was cool with everybody except Jackie and Carolyn. Mainly because those
two have been my bullies ever since sixth grade. They have always bullied me
because I was always better than them in math. They have always bullied me fo r
that reason because I would know all the answers to everything. It was different
every day. Every day it was something new, like they either tell me to shut up
during class, they would curse me out, like it was different. It got really bad when
it was time fo r senior activities because I told them not to do the blackout, and
they decided to do the blackout anyway.
The blackout was a day that the seniors elected to break the rules o f the school related to
uniform dress code and wear all black attire. The school administration frowned upon
the activity and put all o f the participants into in-school suspension for the day. Lacey
continued:
A nd so they put the whole idea on me, and I got in trouble with the assistant
principal. He was going to take away my stuff, so I was like, “You really d o n ’t
want me to go o ff on you right now. ” Thankfully, Ms. Andrews was standing
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right there at the door, and I ju st walked away, but yeah, she [Jackie] hated me.
She told me that I couldn’t participate in anything that they [the seniors] were
doing. She ju st thought that she was the president. We lived to hate each other.
Serenity also commented on some o f the girls deemed smarter because they were in the
honors or advanced placement classes:
We were ju s t as smart as the honors kids; i t ’s ju st we didn 7 get chose to be in
honors. There was a couple o f people I knew who should have been in AP math
or AP History or Honors Math, whatever i t ’s called. Like, I knew they should be
in there, but they just, they fe lt uncomfortable with being in there because o f the
other girls or whatever. The AP or honors kids didn 7 necessarily bully the
others, but when they, when others weren 7 around they would say things that ju st
like irritate me ,and I look at them like, “Who are you? You are no better than
them, other than the grades, other than the self-esteem, or the hard work that you
p ut into your books. The only thing that makes you any different is the grades
that you have and the money that your parents have. ” A nd I would ju st like think
about the things that they had to deal with growing up as a child, or the things
that they parents go through now. Not ju st what makes them any different. Like I
said before, a lot o f them had a lot going on.
The drama did not always start in the classroom or in the school. Sometimes it
occurred on social media. Janae explained it this way:
In middle school we all were very into social media at an early age; things like
Beebo and My space. There was no Twitter and Face book yet. And then, it was
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like we all had social media accounts, like, kind o f tried to hide it from our
parents. But see, there is a way that you could delete your page, but there was a
way to reactivate it. Sometimes ju st in the midst o f having fun, you run into
troubles. Not a good thing because that is what fueled violence because people
who go home and talk about others or bully people via Internet. I started making
friends, and I learned about all these things, and really in, I d o n ’t know i f it was
7th grade or 8th grade, I really got into a lot o f arguments on social media.
Lacey also shared the following:
When there is a lot ofgirls there is a lot o f drama, and when there is drama,
things d o n ’t go right. Even though it might, it d id n ’t show at school a lot, like
there wasn ’t a lot o f fights. Amongst the twelve graders and the eleven graders,
there were drama, it was a lot o f drama.
When I asked her what she meant by that, she continued:
Like, social media wise. It was all social media—Instagram, Twitter and
Facebook. It was all on those. Somebody would say something, somebody would
say something back, but we 11 come to school, and we will be like, “Oh yeah
w hat’s up, ” but soon as we get back home or as soon as we on a cellphone, we
are arguing again like th a t’s h o w . . . . So being around that environment and
seeing it on my own, I was like, I ju st d o n ’t like girls, like I am not hanging
around girls.
The drama that often started on the social media sites are sometimes at the heart
o f any relational disagreements that arise or continue at the school site. Social media
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allows a platform where individuals who ordinarily would not meet (e.g., students from
different schools or neighborhoods) to interact, whether positively or negatively.
Sometimes these interactions can manifest into conflicts in face-to-face arenas such as the
school site. The participants indicated that fighting was something that did not belong in
the school culture. According to the participants, students actively looked for ways to
prevent fights from occurring. Serenity relayed the following account as an example of
how relational disagreements on social media spilled over into an encounter at a party:
Around Christmas break, we had like a mishap between like friends and stuff.
Everybody went to this big party; it was like a big situation, drama. One o f the
girls who was at the party was with another girl who still was at our school. And
so, it was like, me and my friend, we were standing next to them, but we act like
we didn 7 see them. And so like, you could hear the girl who attends our school
saying, “They be saying this about you, and they said you lost the fight, and
dadadadada, ” so Ife lt like they were trying to start something up to get the girl
hype so she could be like, “Oh yeah. We could beat them up. ” So, they ju st
follow us up around the club the whole night. A nd I am ju st like, “Really? Y ’all
wanna to do this tonight? Not tonight, ” not knowing that I had friends who didn 7
go to my school with me, like older people who I hang with outside the school.
They were with me. And then, the person who they wanted to fight, she was up
dancing and stuff. So I was like, “Hey watch your back! D o n ’t be by yourself fo r
too long because they trying to plan something. ” I saw them walking towards my
frien d because she was by herself, and I was like, “Oh. M m m h!” So when they
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walked up, I walked up. A nd I ’m ju st like looking at them. A nd they were like
"We's okay," and I am ju st like, “Okay, me, too. ”
So, i f I see something happening at school or wherever we are, I am not going to
let it happen. T hat’s pretty much how that drama with that situation got put
down.
Social media is part o f a complicated stage where students try and test their relationships.
The drama that often begins there spills over into daily human interactions. As a result of
social media’s far reaching and complex network, it is also a place where plans to squelch
drama can begin. Serenity concluded this portion o f her story with this:
I watch; know that I watch. That’s why I always tell my friends like I when I see
you arguing with somebody on Instagram or Twitter or stuff, ju st because I ’m
going on it, but I am not going to get involved and say anything until its time. But
I d o n ’t know, Miss King used to always tell us i f it ain ’t about you, it ain ’t fo r
you; ju st stay out o f it. But i f i t ’s my friend, or even i f you ’re not my friend or
somebody I spoke to and say hey to, i f I see you in a situation, know that I am
watching, and I am aware o f what is going on. So, i f I see something happening
at school or wherever we are, I am not going to let it happen.
Media. Current social influences include many forms of media influence. In
addition to social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, television and
music also spark conversations amongst the students and provide threads from which
they weave their possible selves. All o f the participants intertwined forms of media when
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relaying their tales o f their student experiences. Serenity told o f her recent thoughts
when viewing a popular reality show on television:
Well, it is this show on BET [Black Entertainment Television] with Kiki Palmer.
Basically, they touch on the topic of, what somebody told me . . . it is called, shadism. Basically, me and my group at the emerging leaders program fo r Andrew
Young, we talked about this topic, so it was very funny when on the show they
were talking about it. I t ’s like fo r darker complected girls, we always hear, “Oh,
you cute to be chocolate; Oh, you cute to be dark skinned. ” Because I guess they
fee l like light skinned [girls] are higher or whatever. So, Ife e l like, “Why would
you make a minority much smaller than what it already is by making the skin
tones a race? ” Girls would be like, “I am not black, I ’m light skinned. ” You ’re
black. There is no changing it; you are African American. So, Ife e l like society
puts me in a place where I have to be like defined as the dark-skinned girl or the
cute, chocolate girl because everybody wants to split up one race and make it
smaller because o f the different skin tones or the different (hair textures) that we
have. Me personally, I prefer my hair being short because that is what I want to
do.
Television influences society and its young people in different ways. Serenity’s story
illustrates how she perceived the influence o f race affects the media and her and peers’
perceptions of self. She made connections from a television show to a discussion she had
with her peers in a student group. As a result of that discussion, she made connections to
how colorism shows up in society and influences how her peers view one another.
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Serenity continued by explaining how her history books represented gender and
race and how that influenced her:
I think American history has everything to do with me as an African American,
but as fa r as being a woman . . . first, a woman period, because back then women
d id n ’t have any rights, they couldn’t vote, they couldn t, 1 think they could go to
school. A nd i t ’s different now because we have that right. We can vote, we can
go to school, we can speak up fo r ourselves, we can be, we can run fo r president
i f we wanted to, we can ju st do anything now, so Ife e l like more so as a woman,
the American History has a lot to do with me and my generation.
But as an African American, I feel like it w asn’t really pushed, like, pushed as a
big deal upon me or whatever. It wasn't really something I learned in school, but
I think I would learned more about it at a HBCU [Historically Black College or
University] or college basically. Because that is where most girls learn by the
time they become sophomores in college. Like, i f you knew them when they were
in middle school and high school, when they get to college, you see something
different about them. A nd most o f the . . . they know their roots and they are very
cultural, or they are very into the history thing as fa r as being African American
women.
A [few women who attended an all-women’s college] went to the boycott thing
and [one] stood up and said the whole history date, how many girls it was and
everything. A nd it was ju st like, ‘‘Okay, you go girl! ” But Ife e l like I won 7
really learn that much about being an African American woman until I get to
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school because in high school, it w asn’t really in the books. It was mostly about
men, men, men, men, this is what happened. War, war, war, war, rights, rights,
rights, kind o f thing, laws. There w asn’t really anything about women other than
you know Rosa Parks, Madam C. J. Walker. The people we already know about.
I want to know more about the people who don 7 have names, or whatever.
Even in a second generation, single-gender school, Serenity perceived the traditional
patriarchal structure o f the school curriculum was problematic for her as an African
American woman. She could see that the history books were full o f stories o f men and
war. Additionally, she perceived there was little emphasis on stories o f African
American women. Serenity did not expect to learn more about historical Women of
Color until she reached college, and then, only if she went to a historically African
American institution.
Janae’s story shows how the media influences her in another way. In explaining
what kinds o f things influence her learning, Janae explained how she makes learning
connections to music in this way:
Well first o f all, it depends on who I am listening to because the person who I am
listening to has to be knowledgeable o f certain things like current events, world
events, or ju st things in general. For example, like, I could listen to a song and
then i f there is a word I don 7 know, I go look it up. There is like wordplay in the
song. It is like how something will sound one way, but when you look it up it
actually means something else, i f you get what I am saying. So, i f it sounds
interesting to me I will go look it up.
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So I listen to a lot o f hip hop. I listen to a lot o f different music but majority hip
hop. So, I have an example o f how I can relate it to history. So, there is a song
lyric that says, “You can blame it on the liquor like prohibition. ” So, I didn't
know what it meant until like in Social Studies we learned about the prohibition. I
was like, “Oh! ” Like, it meant two different things, but I learned the second
definition was what it was in Social Studies.
It was interesting that in spite o f the drama that sometimes escalated into bickering or
fights among the students, the young women still found the relationships to be close like
a family. Lacey summed it up the following way:
I really like, well, now I miss G irls’Academy. I miss it now because o f because
o f the bond that we had, even though not everybody liked each other. Because we
had to see each other every day, we squashed everything, like everything was
gone as soon as we came to Girls ’ Academy because we were all cool. We would
laugh, we would talk, you would still have your issues like I did, but when you had
to talk to that person, you ju st have to push all feelings aside and ju st talk to that
person. And so it was, it was like . . . it was like a mutual agreement between the
high school students that whatever happens, we still have to come to school the
next day and ju st have to talk it out no matter what, so it was like, i t ’s different at
high school. We have a bond.
While the following section illustrates teacher influences in this school more
depth, Lacey’s story o f her interactions with media intertwines with her relationship with
one o f her teachers, so it is presented in this section. Teacher relationships are an
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important influence in student academic performance, especially in urban schools (Irvine,
1991; St. John, 1971). Given what was already shared regarding relationships at this
school, I was not surprised that the students in this school often shared in their teacher’s
outside interests.
Lacey fell in love with the deejay experience when she assisted her teacher with
shows he did outside o f school. When asked what kind o f things help her learn, she
describes how music influenced her in this way:
Music actually helped me, like I would put my work into a song, and I would sing
the song in my head during an exam or something. It would help me understand
because I used to actually sit there and make the words go make the beat.
Once, I did a gig with Mr. Curtis. He actually let me play on his deejay board; it
was pretty cool. I went to a couple o f his gigs, but he never let me touch it [the
deejay board]. So when he finally said, “Lacey, I am leaving. You can have the
gig. ” I was like, “Yes!” So I did the music at the pizza bar with Mr. Curtis; it
was fun. I enjoy working with the audio.
Audio Visual played a big part in my life during my middle school and high
school. It was a way fo r me to cope with whatever was going on that day. When I
needed a break, I would tell Ms. Andrews that I am going to the sound room. And
I was actually the first person to actually operate the whole sound room [at
school]. I learned how to turn on, press the keys . . . so it gave me something to
do; it made me fe e l like I was important. When they call me from class telling me
they need you to work the soundboard, I am like, “Yes! I am important. ”
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Lacey developed a close relationship with two of her teachers. It was the close
connection that helped Lacey feel important, empowered, and encouraged to learn. Some
researchers argue that it is important for students of color to feel a close connectedness
with those responsible for teaching them (Fordham, 1996; Hale-Benson, 1986). Students
o f color value relationships, and it is these positive relationships that help motivate them
to learn (Fordham, 1996; Hale-Benson, 1986).
Tools o f the Trade: Role Models
The needles in knitting, be they knitting needles, cable needles, double points, or
the like, are considered essential tools o f the trade. The truth is their role in the art is
simple to assist with the looping, underring, yam overring, etc. In the hands o f the
experienced knitter, they are wonderful aids. Likewise, the role o f administrators,
teachers, and other support personnel in the school is to assist or facilitate student
learning. At Girls’ Academy High School, these educators were also an important
element in the young women’s possible selves construction.
Socially constructed possible selves rely heavily on the influence and support of
those perceived as important in the social environment (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995).
For adolescents, this includes school structures, school personnel, and peer and media
influences. Some have postulated students may have difficulty creating and sustaining
academic-focused possible selves when they perceive their social identities (racial,
ethnic, or cultural) to be discordant with the academic possible selves (Oyserman, Bybee,
& Terry, 2006). This can happen when they live in a social context or environment that
does not support those goals (e.g., no family members have graduated from high school);
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or they misinterpret the difficulty in achieving those goals (e.g., academic skill level
inadequate to apprehend course content); or the social influences do not reinforce these
goals (e.g., negative influences from peers and media) (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). The
aim o f the second generation, single-gender school is to provide a foundation and
strategies that can bridge the gap that may exist between those social identities and the
academic possible selves, and thus put these students in a position to break cycles of
poverty within families and communities. The schools do this by weaving a marvelous
net that supports a more positive student culture with the school routines, rituals, and
school personnel relationships (Fergus & Noguera, 2010; Hubbard & Datnow, 2005).
Theme 4: Like a Family and Other Mothering
The family unit, when functioning normally, can serve as a wonderful safety net
for an individual and act as an aid to navigating the world. The added stressors and
dysfunction from increased unemployment, high crime, and prevalence of illegal drugs,
prostitution, and other make a safety net created by strong positive relationships even
more important to young women who have to battle these stressors daily. In examining
the stories o f their school experiences, these three young women were consistent in
highlighting their relationships with school personnel. It was clear that relationships,
whether they are good or bad, seemed to influence how these young women viewed their
educational experiences and what meaning they make of those experiences. Previous
researchers have highlighted the importance of teacher perceptions, expectations, and
teacher/student relationships on the educational outcomes o f students, particularly young
students o f color. What were particularly interesting about these stories were the familial
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relationships that students attached to administrators, teachers, and members o f the
support staff in this school.
Care and support from administrators. I begin illustrating this theme with Lacey’s
story about the new high school principal. She described the experiences as follows:
It did matter when the principals switched. The principal we started with in ninth
grade came with the New York attitude. Let me explain what that is. The New
York attitude is they d o n ’t care what you say, they are very rude, and they will not
listen to your opinion. She [the middle school principal] did not listen to any o f
us. The way they talk, the way they handle things with other people . . . i t ’s .. .
it's not with southern hospitality; they d o n ’t really welcome you, and they d o n ’t
communicate like we would. They ju st take things into their own hands and do it
the way they want to do it, and then they will ask questions about it later. The
principal we had in middle school moved with us to the high school. Then
another principal came in. So, when the new principal, Ms. Marks came in our
tenth grade year, everything changed. The rules changed. We g o t . . . we actually
was allowed to not wear uniforms fo r a day! We were never allowed to do that
before. Anytime we tried to not wear our uniforms, we had to pay like two dollars
or something. Ms. M arks. . . I guess she understood the fa c t that we were
becoming young adults, and we had to learn things on our own, let us do things
with the boys school and go places. We actually. . . i f it w a sn ’t fo r her, our
graduation would have been smaller. The college admittance . . . the college
acceptance would have been lower because the old principal didn 't really care
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about that; all she cared is that we looked good on TV and that [Elder B...] kept
sending the money. That's really all she cared about. So when the Ms. Marks,
the new principal came in, it was like a happy moment fo r everybody. Like, “Yay!
We got a new principal. We gonna have fun, ” and then when she came in, she
showed her young side. It was really cool, she danced with us; she talked with us.
You could go to her room anytime o f the day, and she would sit down and talk
with you. She d id n ’t fu ss with you about why you not in class. Like, it was Ms.
Marks who really made the high school experience fo r my last two years.
As Lacey continued to explain the difference the new principal made to the atmosphere
o f the school and her overall experiences at Girls’ Academy, she explained the image that
came to her mind this way:
I t ’s like a family. Because in every fam ily you have the father, which is like the
head, and then you have the mother, which is like second lead, and then you have
the kids. The mother would have to b e . . . no the father to me would be Ms.
Marks because she was the head o f the school. She knew everybody, and she
understood everybody. The mother would have to be the assistant principal, Mr.
Williams. That’s kinda weird. Because he, he comes after Ms. Marks. He was
like the overseer; whatever Ms. Marks d id n ’t see and he saw, he would take care
o f it.
Serenity described the bond she felt with the school principal in the following way:
But it was awesome at times when I fe lt she would switch up because she had to
be a principal and not ju st our big mother or something like that. Like, she had to
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do her job. For example, it would be like times where I would go and talk to her
on ju st like a one-to- one type o f conversation, and I am just, "Well, this is what I
am going to do; this is the idea I have got fo r the school. ” Then it would be like
when she sees my grades or something, she has to be a principal and say, “You
c a n ’t do it, ” or something like that. A nd I would be like, "Why you switching up
on me? It was ju st yesterday you were saying I could, and now you saying I
c a n ’t ! ” And s h e ’ll be like, “Have you seen your grades? ” When it was time fo r
her to do her jo b I was like, “Okay, I understand. Yes, ma ’am ” We had a bond.
Care and support from teachers. The students at Girls’ Academy developed
family-like bonds with their teachers as well. References to family titles given to
teachers were replete throughout the stories told by the young women. They used labels
“sister,” “uncle,” “mom,” “brother,” “dad,” or “cousin” extensively to describe many o f
their teachers. Serenity illustrates this in her story about her British Literature teacher:
So Ife lt Ms. Vittman was like a sister, a big sister to us because she w ouldjust sit
there and tell us stu ff that we needed to kn o w . . . stu ff that other teachers d id n ’t
tell us, or she would sit and talk to us about like, how boys can really be
sometimes, or how the world works, or how she would relate stu ff that we were
reading like the Shakespeare story, or stu ff she would relate to like her life or like
real life situations, and we would be like, “Okay, we get it. ” Still, it was like with
Ms. Vittman, Ife lt like she was she w asn’t trying to be our friend, but she still set
her standards to where it was: “You understand, I am still your teacher, you still
going to respect me; you still gonna get your work done. ” But then, there were
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time she would ju st be like, okay, keeping it real 101 ... like we would have those
moments.
I asked Serenity to clarify what she meant by the phrase “keeping it real 101” and she
explained it this way:
Basically it means ju st talking to us like we were ju st little cousins or little
sisters, like talk to us as i f like we were ju st somebody, not a student.
It never was ju st a teacher-student relationship. Ms. Vittman always kept it
professional, but it would be times like where me and my friend, we d id n ’t go to
lunch. We would go to her classroom, and we would sit in there, and we would
talk to her, and then we would have real conversations about life, real life
everyday things, stu ff we go through, stu ff my friends go through and stu ff she
even go through in life. It was like professionals, and whatever happen in that
room at the time, it stayed in the room, so th a t’s kind o f like what it was.
Speaking o f another teacher, Serenity used the label of “uncle” and went on to explain
how she formed different bonds with different teachers:
Like as a child I was really like spiritual. Well, God put me in this situation fo r a
reason. I am ju st going to ride it out or maybe it was ju st fo r a season, you know,
a reason, season, lifetime thing. So I would always say God is doing this fo r a
reason what he has fo r me is fo r me.
Mr. Tillman, he was a reason teacher. He ju st taught me what a real man was,
‘cause he is a gentleman, like Mr. Tillman is a gentleman. He, I used to call him
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uncle, Uncle Tillman, ’cause . . . I d o n ’t know. He reminded me o f an uncle more
so than a father figure.
Ms. Vittman brought British Lit into the real world, she made us fe e l like, “Ok, I
am going to need this when 1 grow up or whatever and so like, that was like my
season teacher because I only knew her fo r a year. That one school year and it
was like, “Wow! This lady has so much affect over me and it only took one school
year. ”
It was ju st a bond I had with different teachers. Like most o f the teachers that
I ’ve had were lifetime teachers; I only keep in contact with one. A nd so like I
build up that bond with that teacher because I d o n ’t know her story. S h e ’s from
Nigeria. A nd so like it was like listening to her story and seeing her as a teacher
and see her like, “Wow! You made something o f your s e lf even though you went
through so much to do it. ” She was my inspiration through everything even when
she couldn’t be my teacher anymore because she wanted to go to school again
and be a doctor. She became a doctor the day we graduated, so it was ju st like
we always kept that bond. I always hugged her o ff and on. When she got
married, I was like, “Ooh, Mami! You got married, ” and stu ff like that. And I'd
play around and say, “Tell my daddy I said ‘Hey.

So th a t’s like my lifetime

teacher. She's not my teacher, she's more o f a mom.
Lacey had developed a bond with several of her teachers. She described her relationship
with Mr. Curtis, a teacher with whom she shared an interest in music as one like a
brother/sister relationship:

212
He [Mr. Curtis] is literally like a brother I never had. an older brother I never
had because he would actually sit down and talk to me, and we ’11ju st go over
different things. Me and Mr. Curtis, even though he was a teacher, we went out
every weekend. It was him, his daughter, and his girlfriend and I. We would go
out to the movies every weekend; every Friday night he would be like, ‘‘I am
coming to pick you up, ” and we would go out every Friday to a movie, and we 11
just, after the movie it would be her and his daughter. They'll walk away and it
would be me and Mr. Curtis. We would walk in another direction, and we 11ju st
walk and talk then I . . . I usually end up crying and he usually end up giving me a
hug and then the next day we would go shopping to cover up fo r me crying. He
would be like, “I made you cry, so we are going to go shopping. ” A nd so it was
like this sister-brother relationship that we had. It was great. I told Mr. Curtis
stu ff I never tell anybody. Like, Mr. Curtis knows some stu ff that my parents don 1
even know sometimes. Only my best frien d knows. So, I actually told an adult
that, and it actually made me cry because he wouldn 1 let me stop talking. He
would force me to talk, and so the more I told him, the more our bond grew, and
so it was like really, it was w eirdfor me in the beginning, but it ju st came to be. It
helped a lot.
Lacey also had different familial relationships with different teachers. She describes her
band teacher as a dad.
So, it was like, he was like a dad to me. I call him “D ad” and then he told me to
stop calling him D ad when I was in 8th grade. Me and Mr. Littles, he taught me
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how to play a lot o f musical instruments. So, Mr. Littles taught me how to play
the French horn, the piano, the flute, the clarinet, and the violin. I know how to
sight read. He taught me how to listen to something and ju st play it on piano. So,
I still do that now. I helped with his music school. I helped him start his music
school; so, it's kind o f it's family.
Care and support from support staff. Relationships are very important to students
of color. While the importance o f positive relationships in the lives of children of color
has been documented (Fordham, 1996; Foster, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2009), positive
student relationships with other school personnel can be equally or more important. The
students at Girls’ Academy formed bonds with several o f the support personnel in the
school. At any given time, one can observe two or three young women waiting to talk to
the attendance officer, the registrar, or the administrative assistant. The open door policy
modeled by the administrators and the teachers is evident throughout the entire staff.
Lacey related a narrative regarding her relationship with the administrative assistant in
the school:
Ms. Smith in the fro n t office actually took me on a college tour. It was ju st me
and her, my frien d Cassandra and her brother. A nd she took all three o f us on the
college tour. We went to Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina and
Tennessee. She took us there, and we looked at a lot o f colleges. [We] stayed at
about ten different hotels, but it was fun. It was real fun, it was, because she knew
that my mom d id n ’t have finances to send me to college, and she knew that I had a
thing fo r music, and I wanted to be an audio engineer, and I wanted to become a
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math professor. She knew I had all these dreams and goals. So she w ouldfind
schools that best fit, well, not all o f ’em, but most o f ’em, and she would take us to
those.
Ms. Smith, the administrative assistant, had developed a relationship with some of the
girls and demonstrated care and support by providing enrichment experiences to help
Lacey and a classmate with their postsecondary choices. The school also had in place an
office that was responsible for helping the students make solid transitions into
postsecondary education or career. At Girls’ Academy, the office of College and Career
served as a hub for relationship building. The College and Career Liaison worked closely
with all students, particularly the seniors, to help facilitate the transition from high school
to postsecondary placement, whether it was college, technical school, military, or the
work place.
In the vision statement o f Girls’ Academy is the statement that every graduate
will enroll in and earn a degree from a college or technical school— a lofty vision in a
neighborhood where the schools historically reported abysmally low high school
graduation rates. For this school, the person who served as the College and Career
Liaison was a very important person in the lives of the young women. In examining the
stories, I was looking for what it was about that relationship that was particularly
important in influencing the development o f the young women’s possible selves. Many
o f the students at Girls’ Academy developed close relationships with administrators,
teachers, and support staff and used their offices or classrooms as places of refuge where
they might go to talk about their concerns, get help with a problem, or simply relax from
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every day stress. While the young women established many close relationships with
different staff members, two o f the three participants mentioned Ms. Andrews frequently.
In fact, Ms. Andrews’ office, the College and Career Center, was mentioned so often in
the young women’s narratives that a description of it and how it functioned in the school
is necessary here. In order to illustrate the nature of this hub, I begin with a colorful
description o f Ms. Andrews’s office and the kinds o f things that occurred there on a daily
basis.
Ms. Andrew’s office was located on the first floor o f the high school, overlooking
the courtyard, in the same area as the other career-related classrooms. It was a bright,
sunny room, decorated with numerous colorful pendants and t-shirts representing dozens
of colleges and universities from around the United States. Ms. Andrews’s desk was
situated in the rear o f the room to allow space for the half dozen tables, computers, and
printer utilized by many o f the students on a daily basis. Ms. Andrews also shared space
with a volunteer from the AmeriCorps program, Ms. Henderson, who arrived daily to
mentor the school’s seniors and assist Ms. Andrews and the girls with college readiness
activities. There was a wall across from her desk displaying the college admission and
scholarship receipt data from the 2013-14 and 2014-15 school years. Another wall had
numerous flyers advertising scholarship opportunities. The door to this area, thickly
papered with the students’ college acceptance letters for the current class o f seniors, bore
the words “Door o f Opportunity.”
While Ms. Andrews did most o f her work with the senior girls, she began working
with all o f the students as soon as they started coming to the school. She organized
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several college tours and invited girls to attend, based on their postsecondary interests
and grade point averages. When asked about this, she indicated that by doing this, she
increased the likelihood that students who visited and applied to these schools were
accepted. Her office boasted a 100% college acceptance rate for all o f the graduates from
Girls’ Academy High School last school year.
During any given school day, Ms. Andrews greeted the young women as they
came into the academic building. After the first period bell, her office hosted a steady
stream o f students who visited there to use the computers throughout the day to print
assignments, utilize the career matching assessment tools, or just to visit to blow off
steam. Ms. Andrews and Ms. Henderson were always available with listening ears.
Serenity described her relationship with Ms. Andrews as follows:
Yeah, because most o f the time during the day, Ms. Andrews was busy and it got
really hectic second semester because we used to ju st go in her room and ju st like,
sit there. But, she would fin d us something to do .. . like i f you . . . okay, I used to
skip advisory and I. F. [Instructional Focus] a lot because I didn’t like going. I
was like, “W hat’s the point o f this? I don't want to sit there and not do nothing.
So I used to not go. But I would ju st go sign in, and I wouldjust leave. I ’d be
like, “I'm going to the bathroom. ”
But I ’d go to Ms. A ndrew s’s room, and so it got really kind o f crazy because the
academy leader and them, they would be in there. A nd they would say, “Y'all not
even doing nothing in here; y ’all ju st sitting. ” And they would think that Ms.
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Andrews would ju st let us sit in there and skip class and stuff. But it was nothing
like that. We had stu ff to do; we ju st w asn’t doing it every time.
Ms. Andrews would give us stu ff to do like sign up fo r this, sign up fo r that, sign
up fo r SAT, look fo r this scholarship, and most o f the time it was a lot o f them in
there. It was like eight r five o f them sitting in there at a time so it would just look
like everyone sitting in there instead o f being active.
Some o f the students developed a familial bond with Ms. Andrews as well. A
good illustration o f this is the conversation I had with Lacey about the relationship she
had with the College and Career Liaison, Ms. Andrews:
My mom, my sisters, came to every football game. They met all my teachers, and
they purposely gave every teacher the permission to whoop me i f I needed it,
including the assistant principal, the principal, and the academy leader. She [my
mom] gave them permission to whoop me i f I needed it. I actually told, like, I told
the principal, “Ify o u try to hit me, I will hit you back, ” and she would ju st start
laughing, and I would be like “I am not playing! ” It really d id n ’t matter because
I already knew how I was supposed to behave. So . . .
Researcher: “Whooping is usually reserved for that person that is very close to
you in your family, is that correct? So, by your parents giving that permission to the
administrators and the teachers, they are extending them the permission to be close to you
like a family member, is that my understanding?”
Lacey: “I guess. I was j u s t . . . I was not close to all o f them. ”
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Researcher: “Okay. So that, it was like permission was given but that relationship
wasn’t there?”
Lacey: "I took it aw ay.”
Researcher: “Who do you think should have had that permission at the school?”
Lacey: “Nobody. ”
Researcher: “Nobody.”
Lacey: “Exceptfor Ms. Andrews. ”
Researcher: “Ms. Andrews. So, she really was that level o f close?”
Lacey: She actually was. Ms. Andrews is like a second mother to me. We talked
about any and everything, and we would ju st talk and she would, since her and
my mom are really close, she would call my mom; she would tell my mom where I
was ju st in case a teacher like marked me absent or marked me tardy. She would
tell them where I was and then we would all ju st like. . . she 11 still be on the
phone with my mom, and I talked to them too. A nd then, they would be like, “i t ’s
going to be okay. ” They'll send me back to class eventually. It [Ms. A ndrew ’s
office] was ju st a place where I went to cool down or to get my mind o ff stuff.
The term “whoop” is a slang term meaning to spank or physically beat as in for
punishment. Whooping, or spanking, is a form o f corporal punishment usually
administered by a person within one’s family. In many African American households,
for a parent to extend that permission to someone outside of the family is an indication of
some level o f trust in the individual receiving permission, and to some degree,
acceptance as an honorary family member. I grew up in a household where my parents
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often extended that permission to my teachers or friends of the family. O f course, my
teachers were not permitted to administer corporal punishment by school district
mandate, but to be granted that permission by my parents was an indication that my
teachers had been accepted as family member and had my parents’ trust. Similarly,
Lacey’s family extended the permission to “whoop” in order to let the administrators
know they were considered as family. Lacey however, because she did not feel that
familial relationship with all o f her teachers and school leaders, revoked the privilege.
She only extended that authorization to Ms. Andrews.
Students were not the only ones to visit Ms. Andrews’s office. Ms. Andrews
office was frequented by many o f the neighborhood parents as well, especially when they
were not comfortable coming to the traditional school PTA meetings. Serenity illustrated
this when telling the story of how her mother wanted to connect with the school.
Serenity’s mom had not always been able to care for her children, but as she found work
and began to parent her children, she wanted to become more involved at Serenity’s
school. Serenity explained:
My mother wanted to be involved my last two years o f high school, but it was kind
o f hard because she had to work or whatever, or she ju st really like, ju st like the
other parents, w a sn ’t comfortable with being around the parents who had degrees
and who knew what to say at PTA meetings.
Now, you don t have to speak at the meetings; all you have to do is go and vote
and sit there and listen to what they got to say about w hat’s going on in the
schools and you will know. But she [my mother] would get flyers, or she would
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come up and sit and talk to Ms. Andrew s' because she would be in the dark o f
knowing what is going on at my school. It would be days when I would think that
she was coming ju s t to drop something o ff and then I would come down to Ms.
Andrews ’ room, and Ms. Andrews was like, “/ sat down, I was ju st talking to your
mom fo r at least 2 hours. ” A nd I am like, “Mmmhm, uh hunh. She thinks she is
sneaky. ” Now I know she is ju st trying to get the ins and outs o f the school and
like my grades and stuff. It is like she wanted to be a parent, I guess you could
say, but it was like she d id n ’t know how or what to do as fa r as my education was
concerned.
After the interviews were completed, and I reviewed the transcripts, I became
curious about how Ms. Andrews developed such close relationships with the parents.
She was not an administrator or teacher, and from my position in the school, I could not
readily figure out how she found opportunities for the interaction with the parents to
develop such close relationships. On my last visit to Ms. Andrews’s office, I asked her
about it. She indicated she develops those relationships during the parent meetings that
she had to help get the families involved with the college application process. Many
parents o f students who attended this school had not graduated from high school
themselves. Some o f them have no idea where to begin to help their daughters prepare
for and apply for college. One of the things that Ms. Andrews did was to involve the
parents in the postsecondary research and application activities, and in the process,
develop close relationships. Many parents who would not ordinarily become involved
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with the school PTA would feel comfortable talking about school matters with someone
they trust, Ms. Andrews.
The support personnel in the College and Career Center provided an important
element to influence the possible selves development o f the students in Girls’ Academy
High School. By providing a safe haven and a listening ear, developing relationships
with both students and families, as well as creating meaningful learning experiences, Ms.
Andrews and Ms. Henderson acted as influential role models. Serenity concluded her
story about her experiences thusly:
It was helpful, because it was the College and Career Center. And they helped us
with a lot. Sometimes I would ju st go there after school because I talk to Ms.
Andrews and Ms. Henderson about what school I wanted to go to and stuff. I
enjoyed the fie ld trips; we would go to like different schools and stu ff and see the
campuses, but we needed that.
Janae described her experience with the College and Career Center in a similar
manner:
The College and Career Center helped me to like realize my goals and
aspirations. We would have like workshops. We drew out a board o f how we saw
ourselves and how much money we wanted to make. So yeah, it helped.
Making Meaning o f the Experiences
The students concluded their stories by giving insight into how they made
meaning o f their experiences at the school and how they see their responsibility to the
school and their community now that they have graduated. Serenity said:
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I pretty much learned, like in school and out o f school, how to ju st be me and be
comfortable with who I am and how to stand up fo r m yself and how to adapt to
different situations, ’cause it was always something different every year, always.
Especially outside o f school like moving with different people and stuff, so that's
pretty much the experience.
I f I did go to a coed school the whole time, I would have met more people,
because in coed schools you meet different people every day. [When I was in the
coed high school] like every day I met somebody different. During second
semester [at the coed school] I met like ten different people that I didn ’t see first
semester, and I ’m ju st like, “You were here this whole time? ’ And i t ’s ju st like,
“Yeah, I was here this whole year, girl, I been here since 9th grade, da da da da
da. ” A nd I ’m ju s t like, “Really? ”
But in single-gender schools i t ’s like everybody knows everybody because you see
the same people every day. I t ’s ju st the boys, and they make the school funny or
fu n or wild, because boys always sta rt. . . people think it be the girls that start the
fo o d fights and the riots, but i t ’s the boys. A nd also with coed schools, the more
people, the more things that happen, or the more . . . i t ’s like a lot o f things
happen that you d o n ’t know about.
You can see somebody fighting and nobody knows why they ’re fighting. In a
single-gender school, i f we had a fight, everybody knew why they were fighting,
who was fighting, what time, like things like that, you d o n ’t know that at a coed
school.
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Serenity left Girls’ Academy during her tenth grade year and attended a coed high school.
It was interesting that she not only kept in contact with her teachers from Girls’
Academy, but they also demonstrated a far reaching caring by keeping in touch with
Serenity and her family. Serenity continued with the comparison:
A t G irls’Academy, my teacher, Mr, Tillman, was always like there from ninth
grade to twelfth grade, and so like even when I left in tenth grade to go to the
coed school, he would still call my godmom and be like, “H o w ’s she doing? Is
she keeping up her grades? I know she has the potential. Is she coming back? ”
A nd I would come up to Girls ’Academy during my tenth grade year, and I would
show him my report card and be like, “Look what I got in history, dadada. ” I had
A ’s like in history, I had A ’s and B ’s at the coed school. The difference between
Girls ' Academy and that coed school was the coed school was easy, like, I didn 7
have to work as hard at the coed school. A nd then it was like everything was just
low. But Girls ’ Academy is like a challenge, and that is what I needed because I
wanted to learn to work most times. There would be days where I was really like
entertained by what I was learning. The bonds wouldn 7 have been the same
because I would have just, I probably wouldn 7 have got attached, such as
meeting people and then leaving people, meeting people and then leaving people.
Serenity also reflected on the sisterhood bonds that she formed with the other students in
her class:
I was closer to my class than any other class. I can see the picture we took fo r
graduation week. We were all standing there with all our belongings and stuff,
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and it was everybody, even the people that didn t graduate, like everybody was
there, and we all ju st took the picture or whatever. I can picture that sisterhood
right there in the courtyard on the steps. That picture— everybody was happy that
day, some people were sad, crying or whatever because that was like, that was
like the hit moment like, “Wow y ’all i t ’s really over. ” We had on these cute tshirts and everything so that, that was ju st a fu n day, but also a sad kind o f
bittersweet kind o f moment; like that whole week was bittersweet, everything, I
want to cry now because I am going to miss them.
I asked the participants to describe the image that comes to mind when summing up their
experiences at Girls’ Academy High School. Serenity described the following picture:
Yeah, I would ju st draw that circle; the circle would be the village and it would
ju st be me on the inside. It \s like the different teachers that influence me and then
everybody else like friends andfam ily and friends and parents and stuff. There
was a couple parents who did a lot fo r me as fa r as getting me to school or letting
me come over fo r a week because our lights were o ff or our water was o ff or even
the principal coming out o f her pocket to help me the best way she can. Like i t ’s
different stu ff like that. And there ’re different bonds that you have with people
that build the respect that I have fo r people. I d o n ’t care i f I know you or not, I
am going to have respect fo r you.
Janae was a passionate painter. Her hobby was nourished in the Fine Arts department at
Girls’ Academy. When asked to describe her image, her response was similar:
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Images. When I think about it, I think o f like traveling, learning like— by my
having the urge to learn more. I see Africa, sisters. Yeah. I will probably
paint—I d o n ’t know. I will probably paint like sisters holdings hands. You know
how they have the kids going around the world holding hands. I will paint sisters,
like with pink shirts on.
I also asked the young women how they viewed their responsibility to the school and
community. Serenity described hers as follows:
Well, that is my responsibility, right there— the alumni part. I feel like I should be
the one that calls everybody, gets our t-shirts and stu ff and everything ju st
organized. I will do anything. That is ju st how much I really like and respect the
school. I ju st want to be out there, and let everybody know i t ’s not as bad as you
think it is. I know that our school wasn 7 made to be big like population wise or
whatever, but I fe e l like it should grow. I think, especially in a single-gender
school you should know more, like I ’m not saying, “Don 7 know the normal
history that you are supposed to know or whatever, that is in the books, ” but they
should tie in African American Women and how everything came to be how it is.
They should ju st p u t it in there ju s t a little bit. That why they going to say all
African American women are bitter, but all o f us are not bitter, or miserable, or
depressed.
I could be a philanthropist, an advisor, and a taker because I ’ll take all the
opportunities given to me, an open hand or an open ear, whichever you want to
call it.
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Janae described how she perceived her responsibility to the school and community as
follows:
Well, first I think to m yself that I don't like how my community is. So I'm going to
be different and that attitude. Like, w hat’s going on? Every day in my community
is drama. The police is always there. But I d o n ’t do anything to contribute to it.
Like, everybody has a choice. You can contribute, or like you can stay away from
it. Majority o f the people in my neighborhoodjust like to add to it. I would have
some positivity. But I don 7—I haven 7 quite fo u n d a way to do it because like you
have to do it too, like where it is appealing to young people, because th a t’s—like
that is who— like is causing the problem.
As fo r my responsibility to my school, I ’m willing to help like—because I know
since with the first class, I would have wanted someone to help me. So— because
when I started in ninth grade, I didn 7 know the seriousness o f like college and
scholarships and essays. So I made mistakes that like kind o f prevented me from
doing everything that I wanted to do when I got to twelfth grade, as fa r as GPA. I
thought that like you would get a clean slate o f the GPA every year. So th a t’s
where I went wrong. I can help by ju st reaching out to like—I already have done
it. I ’ve done it to like a fe w people already. I know there were when I was still
there. There were like ninth graders that we would talk to about like how they
need to stay on top o f everything. But even now, I ’m— I ju st try to encourage
them. I t ’s different because when we started, we didn 7 have anybody but us. So
nobody—I mean nobody but like teachers, but you need to hear it from somebody
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like who has already gone through it. I mean, yeah, teachers have already gone
through it, but like we ju st did it. Like, i t ’s fresh.
Lacey summed up the experiences at Girls’ Academy this way:
It taught me how to be independent, how i f one place didn 7 offer it, then you can
go out and fin d another place. It taught me how to treat all people with respect.
It taught me how to be myself, how to be unique, how to love who you are. And
don 7 worry what anybody says about you.
Summary
When I near the conclusion of any knitting project, I often reflect on the process
as well as the product. Before I actually begin knitting, I spend a great deal o f time with
the yam fibers, taking in their colors, feeling their texture, imagining the finished
product. I take time to select just the right tools and find just the right environment to
work with the materials to knit the finished piece. I am always astounded by how all the
colors and textures knit together with the various stitches that in the end reveal a unique
item ready to be used. Even an experienced knitter can never know for sure exactly how
things will turn out in the end. As I spent time with the storied yams told to me by these
amazing young Women o f Color, I felt honored that they willingly shared intimate details
about their experiences while attending Girls’ Academy and surprised by what I did not
know. Even though I spend time at this school as an educator, getting to know the
students, their families, and looking for the best ways to connect with them and make
their lessons come alive for them, I realize you never really know everything if the
students do not let you into their world. While I know African American children are
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relational, I did not know that the students were establishing familial bonds with us as
their teachers and mentors, and I guess we were doing the same with them as well. I did
not realize the bonds were important components to the bank of influences from which
students develop their possible selves.
The stories o f the lived experiences told by these former students illustrated
colorful themes o f an ethic of care expressed through their dialogue with others and me,
with appropriate empathy and personal accountability. These themes wove throughout
the stories o f community and family, sisterhood relationships in the school, and
administrators, educators, and school support personnel.
When knit together, these narratives revealed a rich mosaic of experiences that
provided insight and answers to the study questions. Regarding the primary question,
“What are the structures, customs, and approaches used in the second generation, single
gender school that assist or impede young Women of Color in conceptualizing and/or
realizing their possible selves?” In examining the stories, the design and intent of the
second generation, single-gender school itself supported an environment that allowed
influential relationships and experiences to develop. The faculty and staff at the school
consciously looked for ways to provide meaningful learning experiences. The routines,
practices, and customs, such as the daily pledge and creed, and annual cotillion program
provided a much needed and desired structure that made the students feel safe. In
addition, they allowed students a break from the ordinary chaos that is a part o f many of
the students’ daily norm.
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The second research question o f “What are the factors o f the second generation,
single-gender school student culture that empowers young Women of Color?” included a
complexly knit network o f support from the community, families, school educators,
support personnel, and the students themselves. Regardless of the life stories, or the
drama that would surface, it was clear from the young women’s narratives that the
students at the school derived strength from one another and gained empowerment from
the support system o f everyone related to the school surrounding them. Two of the
young women described an image in their minds of a circle o f people, either the village
or the sisterhood that surrounds them as individuals. It is these relational groups that the
students rely on to encourage them, and they in turn are empowered to encourage others.
Serenity, although her “normal” was a life o f residential instability, felt empowered to do
something to solve immediate problems with hunger in her school, and although she did
not go into detail about it, provided housing to another student for a year, who in turn
served as a source o f academic encouragement for Serenity.
The third research question asked, “What are the experiences in the second
generation, single-gender school environment that affect the educational development of
students? A substantial body o f research that speaks to the importance of positive
teacher-student relationships in improving educational outcomes o f students o f color
supports the answers to this question (Foster, 1991, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1995;
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Siddle Walker & Snarey, 2004; Ware, 2006). These relationships
spawn meaningful learning experiences. The educators in this school acted as mentors to
the students, often extending the relationships into other activities in the community. Not
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only did the College and Career Liaison organize postsecondary planning activities, but
other teachers and support personnel did as well. Lacey’s stories about her teacher Mr.
Curtis and the office assistant clearly illustrate the care that these educator/mentors
demonstrated when inviting these students to share in their own lives, thus allowing them
to acquire rich experiences that will affect the students’ whole lives.
Some o f the students’ narratives about media influence answered the final
question o f “What are the perceptions o f young Women o f Color about the influence o f
gender, race, and class on their in-school and out-of-school lives?” The students were
aware that every person at the school had a story and felt it was important to encourage
and support one another because one never knew what experience another was going
through. The students appeared cognizant o f the unequal representation of women and
people o f color still present in the patriarchal structure o f the school as an institution.
They perceived the inane discrimination that exists even within one’s own race as it
relates to shades o f color. It was surprising that even in a school that is supposed to
moderate some o f those inequities; the students perceived that gender and race should
have a more prominent place at the discourse table. Serenity expressed no hope o f
learning more until she was in her second year o f college! Although the second
generation, single-gender school seems to be a place that is a “break from normal” and
provides a number o f benefits that seem to positively influence students development o f
their possible selves, the question remains as to the implications for the future of this
model o f schooling in urban areas? I address this issue in Chapter 5.

CHAPTER 5
INTERLACING THE PATTERNS: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS,
IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Interlace knitting, or entrelac, uses a few distinct knitting patterns to create a
striking basket weave design o f textured rows o f interlocking diamonds. Entrelac is a
fitting metaphorical backdrop for this chapter. The themes or patterns that emerged in
this study are interlaced to create a meaningful fabric of implications useful to the
educators, community stakeholders, and members o f the academe. A summary of the
findings discussed in this chapter are as follows:
• Finding 1: The school environment provided a safe structured space, free o f
some o f the distractions that were a normal part of students’ everyday home
experiences.
• Finding 2: The “village”, the communities and families of the students,
provided a necessary influence and support for the young women in this
study.
•

Finding 3: Students established family-like relationships with administrators,
teachers, and support personnel. These fluid relationships provided an
additional element o f support.

•

Finding 4: The sisterhood bonds, the formal and informal student networks
the students formed, provided a caring and supportive culture that offered
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•

necessary feedback, influenced students’ academic success, and affirmed their
cultural identities.

•

Finding 5: Students perceive sexism embedded in the curriculum, racism in
society, and classism in some of the school practices influences them in their
in school and out o f school lives.

I present in this chapter a discussion of the findings, followed by my conclusions
regarding the meaning o f the themes and their implication to the field o f curriculum and
instruction. I conclude this chapter with recommendations for future research and the
limitations to this study.
I began this journey through the stories of the lived experiences of the former
students o f this second generation, single-gender school with the intent to discover the
structures, customs, and approaches used in the school that assist or impede young
Women o f Color in conceptualizing and/or realizing their possible selves. Within the
knitted together fabric o f the study, I sought to explore the factors of the second
generation, single-gender school student culture that empowers young Women of Color.
Their stories were knit together with the multicolored segments of historical information
relating to this particular school’s establishment. The collection o f extensive field notes
and data analysis revealed those elements in this school environment that affected the
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students’ educational development. I further sought to understand the young women’s
perceptions o f the influence o f gender, race, and class on their in-school and out-ofschool lives. The data collected, analyzed, and woven together displayed a richly colored
mosaic that, just as the perfect combination o f colors enhances the features o f the wearer,
also augment the historical and sociocultural background that frames the lives of these
young women. From the varied pool o f influences, these young women were provided
with the resources necessary to knit their future possibilities.
One’s possible selves are woven from a combination o f historical and
sociocultural contexts, social influences, and role models. These young women used
dialogue to tell stories o f their lived experiences. They took and demonstrated personal
accountability o f how they claimed to know what factors in their school and student
culture gave them a sense o f empowerment. They voiced their choices for their possible
selves, as well as made audible those things that worked to silence them. In the richly
colored patterns that emerged, it was clear that the ethic o f caring was a salient thread
that wove throughout the historical and sociocultural contexts o f the community, the
social influences from their peers, and their role models. The caring bonds that the young
women established served to act as encouragement and the spark needed to ignite in them
the ability to think about what they could be. The caring bonds also helped them to
develop resilient strategies that illuminated the possible self that they did not have to be.
An ethic o f caring, one o f the tenets o f Black Feminist Thought epistemology,
involves three interrelated elements: an emphasis on individual uniqueness, appropriate
use o f emotions in dialogues, and a capacity for empathy (Collins, 2000). These
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components are inextricably related and work together interactively with dialogue to
connect with the listeners (Collins, 2000). An ethic of caring was evident through the
relationships the participants had with their families and members o f the community, as
well as their classmates and school personnel. The ethic of caring has as an underlying
assumption that each person is a unique expression of a common life force or spirit
(Collins, 2000), and as such, it must be valued and cared for. Families and communities
are an important part o f the sociocultural context o f one’s life and important contributors
to students’ possible selves’ construction. It is the family and the community that
provides support and encouragement. Even when the family and the community may be
dysfunctional, they can provide a motivation for one to avoid some of the elements that
would add to what one would fear to become.
In examining the narrative stories for the answers to the research questions, it
was evident that the participants’ experiences prior to their enrollment in this school were
an important part o f how they had come to see themselves and what they saw themselves
becoming. These students were empowered, in part because of the support they received
from their families and or community, and by the telling o f their stories and owning their
own experiences. In developing a sisterhood bond with members o f their class and
receiving care and support from role models in the single-gender school, these women
became empowered to knit and reknit their own storied tapestries o f possibilities.
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Discussion
Safe Spaces
Spaces in between the yams and stitches are benign, or safe spaces. They provide
the space for possibility, for becoming. Knitted projects rarely resemble their finished
construction as the knitter twists and loops the yarn. After the final knitted stitch, when
the stitches are cast off the needles, the garment in carefully dampened, stretch and
arranged. The spaces between the stitches allow the garment to relax into its intended
shape. Without those spaces, the yams would meld together, not stretch, and not yield
the project’s intended possibility.
When people contemplate where to purchase a home to buy or rent, one o f their
major considerations is the quality o f the school or schools that service a neighborhood.
Families with children want a neighborhood school that can provide a quality education
for their children. In low-income neighborhoods, in addition to looking for a quality
education, many students at-promise are looking for the neighborhood school to provide
a safe, structured space that is an escape from their normal every day stress. For some
children, the free or reduced price breakfasts and lunches they receive at their local public
school may be the only consistent meals they receive for the day. The building and
grounds that house the school may be the only dependable place where they know the
lights will be on and the water running. The school may be the only place where they can
count on some semblance o f sameness every day. The neighborhood school can provide
an important support system to students and families by moderating some o f the stress
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that may present in some low-income, urban environments (Gutman & Midgely, 2000;
Howard, Dryden, & Johnson, 1999).
Low-income neighborhoods tend to have less and lower quality fresh food
resources, less green space, and less access to social, municipal, and economic services
(Jensen, 2009). Many second generation, single-gender schools are specifically placed in
low-income communities to address some o f the social problems present there. Such was
the case with Girls’ Academy. According to Barnes (2006), Girls’ Academy was
established because the members o f the school board, community leaders, and politicians
in the school district where the academy is located were concerned with lagging
educational achievement o f students living in one o f the poorest zip codes in the city.
Based on research that supported the single-gender school model in benefiting some
students o f color, two academies, one for boys and one for girls, were opened in order to
provide an alternative educational model for students in that area.
Findings in this study indicated that the female students benefitted from the
nurturing space provided in this school. The environment provided a safe structured
space, free o f some o f the distractions that were a normal part o f their everyday home
experiences. The environment encouraged the development o f nurturing family-like
relationships that provided positive elements from which the girls could construct their
possible selves. The school’s rituals and routines, such as the daily reciting o f the pledge
and creed, added to the structure and dependability of the everyday environment. The
school was not only free o f the distraction o f boys, but it was also free o f the distractions
of the social problems present in the community. For a few hours every day, the students

237
could depend on the structure the school provided. While not every student may enjoy
having to submit to certain elements within that structure, like reciting the pledge or
creed, these elements may contribute to a safer, more structured school culture. The
student culture experiences relatively few physical altercations. Students know their
voices will be heard at the frequently held town hall meetings. Someone is always
available in the parent center to provide assistance with clothes, laundry facilities, or
personal items that may be lacking in the homes o f the students. When the stress of life
gets too much to endure, a caring adult who will not reject a student when she needs a
listening ear is always somewhere in the building. As Serenity put it,
It’s like school is break from the normal or a break from what is going on in your
world outside o f school, and it is like school is that moment where you can just be
happy and not worry about anything, and just be stress free.
A Village to Raise a Child
One o f the other salient themes in this study was the importance o f care and
support from the community. When exploring this theme, a popular African Igbo/Yoruba
proverb came to mind: “It takes a whole village to raise a child.” There are several
similar proverbs in different cultures around the world; the essential meaning is that the
responsibility o f raising a child lies with members o f the community (Healey, 1998).
While it is not unusual in many African communities for grandparents or aunts and
uncles to spend extended time rearing grandchildren or nieces and nephews, it is also not
unusual for other members o f the community to become involved with raising or
assisting in raising children in the community who are not their own (Healey, 1998).
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Many children in African communities are taught to call older friends o f the family or
elders in the village “auntie” or “uncle” as a sign o f respect. These fictive kin understand
the familial roles and expectations that come with these titles; the community is expected
to participate in rearing and guiding the youth o f the community.
The practice o f establishing pseudo or fictive kinship relationships in African
American communities has its roots during the Official Enslavement Era. It served to
expand the social network o f support within slave communities (Chatters, Taylor, &
Jayakody, 1994). Collins (2000) describes a similar set o f relationships within modem
day African American communities, particularly as it relates to African American women
as care givers that Collins says is a continuation o f “African derived cultural
sensibilities” (p. 192) and the practical adjustment to the tri-intersectional oppression of
gender, race, and class. Like many African communities, fictive aunties, uncles, or
others in communities often will take on the care o f children who are not biologically
theirs and, in some instances, informally adopt them.
I remember as a child being cared for by other women in the community while
my parents worked. My family lived over 300 miles from our nearest blood relative.
These members o f the community provided a network o f support for my parents in much
the same way my grandparents or aunts and uncles might have had we lived closer to
them. Much like the custom in many African communities, my parents always told me to
address the adult friends o f the family as “aunt” or “uncle.” Although they were not my
biological kin, the feeling o f love and support I received from them felt very much like
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what I experienced with my own blood relatives. I had a home to go to when there was
no one at my own home.
Findings from this study revealed the “village” provided a necessary influence
and support for the young women in this study. All three participants conveyed the
importance o f their extended family and community in raising them and influencing them
in a positive manner. For Serenity, a friend of the family stepped in and acted as a
surrogate mother when her biological mother was unable to care for her. Her great
grandmother’s friend took over the major role for her care after Serenity’s great
grandmother died. It was this person, who she referred to as her “godmom,” who
provided most o f her care and played the role o f involved parent in Serenity’s school
activities. Although Serenity was in college at the time o f this study, her godmom
continued to assist by paying for Serenity’s college expenses. It is to her godmother’s
home that Serenity returns during the holiday breaks.
For Janae, her great grandmother and then her grandmother were the central
figures for the family. Both played a significant part in her upbringing. It was interesting
that even though Janae was actually raised in a two-parent household, the grandmothers
continued to occupy a central place in the family. According to Collins (2000), in
African American households, the extended kin unit is typically woman centered, even
when men are present and hold a significant role in the family. Like Serenity, Janae was
in college and yet considered her grandmother’s home to be her permanent residence.
Lacey’s situation was slightly different. When she was a young girl, her aunt had
adopted her and two other family members and proceeded to raise all of them as her own.
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Although Lacey did not share with me what had happened to her own parents, it was
clear that her place and status in her aunt’s family was the same as her aunt’s biological
children. Her aunt provided all o f her care and upbringing and played an instrumental
role in placing her in the single-gender school.
Other Mothering
The concept o f fictive kinship extends to the schoolhouse as well. The thread of
ethic o f caring, winds through another notable theme, collectively termed the care and
support o f school personnel. In addition to it being essential to Black Feminist Thought
epistemology, an ethic o f care is a common trait identified in previous literature of
exemplary teachers o f children o f color (Foster, 1991, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2009;
Siddle Walker & Snarey, 2004; Ware, 2006). This care and support demonstrated by the
school personnel resembles the fictive kinship ties seen within African American
communities. In communities o f color, specifically African American communities,
othermothers often share with biological mothers or shoulder the full responsibility of
mothering. Othermothers are typically, but not necessarily, women who assist biological
mothers by sharing mothering responsibilities, and they have been central to African
American motherhood since the Official Enslavement Era. An older slave woman living
on a plantation often raised children who were not her own or cared for children as their
parents worked on the plantation. After Reconstruction, the practice continued. An
extended network o f grandmothers, aunts, uncles, and others raised or helped raise
children (who may or may not have been blood related) in the community by taking on
the role of mothering (Collins, 2000). In some schools today, administrators, teachers,
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and other school personnel may be more than just teachers in the lives o f students of
color. They are mentors and othermothers as well. Very often, they too may extend the
care they give to their students to include activities ordinarily thought of as belonging to
the parent (Foster, 1991; Ladson-Billing, 2009). They willingly take on the role of
othermothers.
According to Collins (2000), African American motherhood as an institution, is a
series o f fluid and dynamic relationships that are constantly being negotiated and
renegotiated within the African American woman herself, with othermothers, African
American children, and with the community at large. The relationships occur within the
context o f the African American households that include networks o f extended family,
and extend into community institutions such as the school (Collins, 2000).
Findings in this study revealed this type o f fluid negotiation and renegotiation of
relationships among parents, students, and school personnel. For example, Lacey
recounted a story where her mother and sisters gave the administrators and teachers at the
school permission to “whoop” Lacey, or administer corporal discipline if needed. In
many African American families, whooping is a common and very personal form of
discipline, generally applied or administered by a parent or extremely close relative.
Lacey’s family demonstrated they considered the administrators and teachers as family
by extending this very personal permission to them. Lacey however, did not feel the
same way. She revoked that permission when she told the principal, “If you try to hit me,
I will hit you back.” She renegotiated the relationships and extended that permission to
only one member o f the school personnel. For Lacey, Ms. Andrews had taken on the role
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o f othermother, and she was the only one in the school she thought should have
permission to whoop her if needed.
The relationships with some o f their other teachers described by the participants
also displayed the elements of fictive kin, extended relational networks, and othermother.
They ascribed titles such as “sister” or “uncle” to intimate the close bonds they felt and
appreciation they had for these bonds. Teachers took the time to counsel students about
life and share with their students their own personal experiences. Teachers and other
school personnel took students on college trips or weekend excursions. Many of these
activities provided extra life experiences that enriched their students’ lives. For example,
Serenity shared how her British Literature teacher was like a big sister to her and her
classmates because she would counsel with them about life and about “how boys can
really be sometimes, or how the world works.” Lacey also shared how the office
assistant took her on a college tour because she knew her mother could not afford to do
that for her. The participants and school personnel participated in a dynamic
interconnected exchange that enhanced the educational experiences of the students.
Bonds o f Sisterhood
The fourth theme that emerged in this study was that o f sisterhood. Students at
this single-gender high school developed and benefltted from close familial relationships
with each other as well as those with school personnel and members of the community.
These sisterly relationships provided a necessary web of support and experiences from
which students could construct their possible selves. According to Oyserman, Gant, and
Ager (1995), students continuously arrange and rearrange different identities, much like
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trying on different clothing outfits. They will put on different identities, which they then
use to regulate how they behave and convey to others how they see themselves. Based
on feedback from significant others in their social context, they will take off and try on
other personas. It is in this way they incorporate the influences from multiple contexts
and influences to construct their various possible selves. These socially constructed
possible selves are shaped by not only family and school personnel, but by socially
significant peers. These peer networks, either formal or informal, are an important
component in students’ educational experiences. While some researchers have
documented the influence o f peers in contributing to a culture o f resistance to academic
success present in some high schools (Fordham, 1996; Ogbu, 2003), other researchers
have affirmed just the opposite: significant peers can also be essential in the formation of
academic success. Datnow and Cooper (1996) argued that the informal networks that
exist among students in schools can be critical in shaping the educational experiences of
students and may be essential in providing support that nurtures both positive educational
outcomes and an affirmation o f cultural identities.
Findings in this study support that the sisterhood bonds, the formal and informal
student networks the students formed, provided a caring and supportive culture that
offered necessary feedback, influenced students’ academic success, and affirmed their
cultural identities. For example, the participants in this study indicated the students at
Girls’ Academy did not harbor a culture o f physical fights. While there was a certain
amount o f drama, or relational disagreement amongst the students, students went out o f
their way to suppress a physical fight before it began. The student body put pressure and
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influence on new students to conform to this culture. Serenity put it this way, “If I saw
somebody fighting, I would be on one side of the cafeteria, I would make my way to the
other side to stop them or prevent it from happening . . . Another example illustrated in
one o f the participant’s stories was how a television reality show spawned a conversation
among the students regarding how they perceived their cultural identities. In speaking of
the harm she felt colorism caused to the African American community, Serenity said:
Why would you make a minority much smaller than what it already is by making
the skin tones a race? Girls would be like, “I am not black, I’m light skinned.”
You’re black. There is no changing it; you are African American.
The everyday school and curriculum is problematic. The school as an institution
can marginalize certain populations o f people (Gallagher, 2000; Jackson, 2005). The
school is also a place that advances the philosophies of the dominant culture (Fordham,
1996). In the case o f schools in the United States, the dominant influence present and
transmitted is primarily White male (Collins, 2000). While this patriarchal influence
frequently marginalizes women, it is especially problematic for Women o f Color. For the
women who wrestle with the tri-intersectional tensions of gender, race, and class, failing
to see role models who reflect themselves in the school curriculum may adversely affect
their academic achievement and cloud their educational experiences (Fordham, 1996;
Gallagher, 2000).
Findings in this study also indicated that students perceive that gender, race, and
class influence them in their in school and out of school lives. The participants made
comments about how the curriculum seemed to have a male focus. One participant
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described what was in her textbooks as follows: “It was mostly about men, men, men,
this is what happened, war, war, war .. .

Other comments centered on how they

believed differences in socioeconomic class cause some parents to have their voices
silenced in the school PTA. For example, when describing why her mom would rather
stop in the College and Career Center than go to the PTA meeting she said, “She . . . just
like the other parents wasn’t comfortable with being around the parents who had degrees
and who knew what to say at PTA meetings.”
Sexism, racism, and classism is prevalent in the existing societal structures in
general; therefore, it should come as no surprise that it also exists in the institution of
school in particular. Lee, Marks, and Byrd (1994) advanced that sexism is infused in the
educational institution and is not just a function o f the school model. My study findings
also suggested a degree o f sexism present in the school. The students’ responses
indicated their school’s curriculum marginalized them as young Women of Color. This is
not surprising as the school followed the exact curriculum o f the coeducational schools in
the district. Serenity described her thoughts about this problem with the curriculum in
this way, “There wasn’t really anything about women other than you know Rosa Parks,
Madam C. J. Walker. The people we already know about.”
Conclusions
While there are limited studies available on the student culture in the second
generation, single-gender high school, findings in this study were similar to other
research in schools that had implemented single-gender classes in elementary and middle
schools. In an ethnographic study on schools that had implemented single-gender
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classes, Hubbard and Datnow (2005) concluded it was the influence of caring teachers,
specifically the “authentic caring” that teachers provided, that was an important factor in
the success o f the second generation, single-gender school. Caring teachers took the time
to impart life and moral lessons as well as academic ones. Students in their study lacked,
according to the authors, “academic peers” (p. 124) who could provide the positive and
necessary social influences to support a culture o f achievement. “When youth become
unavailable to each other as potential models for success or as providers o f support,
caring teachers become that much more salient” (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005, p. 124).
Additionally the single-gender environment allowed teachers and students to build
relationships with each other not easily constructed in a coeducational school. Teachers
in their study “consciously utilized the single-sex setting to connect with .. . students and
offer them the gender-specific, real-life advice” (Hubbard & Datnow, 2005, p. 126).
My findings agreed with those o f Hubbard and Datnow in the importance of
caring teachers in the lives o f their students. The findings in my study illuminated an
ethic o f caring that not only was supported through the teachers and other school
personnel, but also throughout the support from members o f the community, family, and
students. Although teachers routinely provided counsel and assistance with matters other
than academics, members o f the community also reached out to the students to provide
support that took the form o f a listening ear, a meal, or even temporary shelter. However,
unlike the students in Hubbard and Datnow’s (2005) study, the students at Girls’
Academy had academic peers or students who provided positive social and academic
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influence in the school. The bonds created by the students with each other were integral
to the supportive fabric that encouraged and protected them.
To summarize, findings from this study seem to support that students in the
second generation, single-gender school benefit from the caring and support they receive
from the community and families, the school, and each other in order to glean more
positive elements from which to construct a myriad of possible selves. While some may
argue that a caring culture can be found in a coeducational environment as well, the
single-gender setting provides a context that encourages and nurtures gender specific
conversations in a safe space that could not easily be replicated in a coeducational
environment. Additionally, according to Gurian (2011), the higher levels o f the oxytocin
hormone produced in females explain the reason that girls develop close bonds so easily
and may account for the seemingly closer relational connections present among the
students and school personnel. Oxytocin is a hormone that helps reduce stress and
increase bonding. It is produced and present in higher levels in females (Gurian, 2011).
The bonds that negotiated and formed among the students, school personnel, and
community members are different because o f concentration o f young women in the
single-gender environment. According to the participants, the same bonds could not be
easily duplicated in the coed environment.
Findings also support students’ perception of embedded sexism within the school
curriculum, racism within society, and classism within the school practices. The school
as an institution mirrors the society it is a part of and thus many of the social ills present
in society are also mirrored in the structure o f the school. I believe the first step to
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solving some o f society and the institution o f education’s problems is to encourage
dialogue about those problems and hear the voices o f those affected by them.
When I first sought to begin this project, I wanted to give voice to young Women
o f Color and allow them to make known their stories o f their lived experiences before
and while attending one o f the few public, not charter, second generation, single-gender
schools in the country. It was important for me to not only write their stories in a way to
preserve their voices and allow educators to make better decisions regarding the
education o f young students o f color, but to provide better understanding o f the unique
experiences engendered by the tensions present in the tri-intersectional union o f their
gender, race, and class. At the outset, I felt humbled by the task before me because the
stories o f these young women were very personal and passionate, yet they trusted me
with them.
The combined theoretical framework of Black Feminist Thought and Possible
Selves Theory allowed me to see these young Women o f Color as agents o f their own
advocacy, creators o f their own possibilities, and possessors o f their own unique voices.
Although situated in a male-dominated, Eurocentric political and economic reality that
discounts the experiences o f women o f color as distinct and unique, they have written and
articulated their own stories o f possibility and probability. The society they live in has
called them students at-risk. Their individual narratives tell truths o f young women atpromise. The prevailing media narrative paints their reality as that o f “welfare queens
content to stay on the dole” (Collins, 2000, p. 273), but their stories knit a fabric of
colorful possibilities that included college and careers. These young women made it
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clear that they recognized the marginalized place the institution o f education puts them
in, but they choose to construct a space where they advance their own knowledge claims
that contest those woven by the patriarchal dominated society.
Implications and Recommendations
I presented this study with the metaphorical backdrop o f knitting. Our students
are like the raw but precious materials from which they become a new textile of
possibilities. They shape and craft their fine fabrics of potentiality from the rich colors
and textures o f factors in the second generation, single-gender school culture that nurture
them to what they believe they can become, or discourage them from what they fear they
could be. Their beautiful and brightly colored mosaics are a transforming, empowering
array o f possible selves that have become at once, immediately useful, novel, and
notable.
I concluded Chapter 4 with a question: Although the second generation, single
gender school seems to be a place that is a “break from normal” and provides a number
of benefits that positively influences students’ development o f their possible selves, the
question remains as to the implications for the future of this model o f schooling in urban
areas.
It is clear these young women found benefit from their experiences in this type of
schooling. The school was a safe space where they developed close bonds they
developed with the community, school personnel, and each other. The nurturing, caring,
single-gender environment allowed gender specific dialogue that was needed to help the
students cope with an often chaotic home environment.
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The greatest surprise illuminated in this study was that the students still felt
somewhat marginalized by the curriculum used at Girls’ Academy. The faculty
implemented the school district curriculum, using strategies advanced by some
researchers to benefit girls. Yet, young women at this school are not unlike those at
schools all over the country. Every day in public education, young women must situate
themselves inside an ideology that has fashioned them as an object of study, an “other,”
and work with a curriculum they had little voice in creating (Gallagher,2000). For some
Women o f Color, the tri-intersectionality o f gender-A/w, race-ism, and c\ass-ism
embedded in society’s structure, and thus the educational institution, magnifies the
marginalization that occurs for young women all over the country. Some believe the
second generation, single-gender setting would help ameliorate some o f those hidden
problems, but the tri-intersectional -ism s still exists, embedded in the hidden curriculum.
Few would argue there are educational challenges that beleaguer schools in some
low-income neighborhoods. The second generation, single-gender school provides a safe
space that is a break from some of the normalized stress many students must endure in
their neighborhoods; therefore, it may be a promising model for citizens in low-income
communities who battle lagging student achievement and graduation rates. However, the
model does not seem to eliminate or even moderate any o f the deprecating elements o f
the traditional patriarchal framework o f the school institution that marginalizes women in
general and Women o f Color in particular.
Therefore, implications for the field o f curriculum and instruction, particularly in
the area o f urban schooling are clear. When contemplating establishing a single-gender
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school to improve educational outcomes for young Women of Color, it would be wise to
target and carefully evaluate the school curriculum for embedded sexism, racism, and
classism. The school institution reflects the ideologies o f the society in which it is
situated and that society often is anything but a tolerant and welcoming context for
women and people o f color. In her book “Ghetto Schooling,” Anyon (1997) writes how
the traditional school structure represents an oppressive and hostile environment that does
not allow the nurture o f the needs of low-income students. Many o f these students
grapple with the tri-intersectional consciousness defined by their gender, race, and class.
Moreover, the single-gender setting itself is not enough to eliminate or moderate the
sexism embedded in the curriculum and in the educational institution. Perhaps also the
one o f the goals o f such a school should be to empower the students to continue to
rewrite the narrative that paints the possibilities for some young Women o f Color as
hopeless and bleak. Teach students they are not students at-risk, but students at-promise
for success. Teach students to work boldly and diligently to change the patriarchal
elements within society that marginalizes others. Caring school personnel and
community members must work alongside their students to expose the existing social
relations existing in society and jointly become the antecedents to ignite changes within
the school institution and its curricula to move Women o f Color closer to the center o f the
discourse and way from the margins.
The single-gender school model for low-income young Women of Color is still a
novel approach for education, but it has promise. Unfortunately, other researchers have
reported that high teacher turnover has created major consequences for the students
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whose lives are already plagued with chaotic surroundings. In this study, I did not
address the issue o f recruiting and retaining good teachers, but I recommend it for future
study. Future areas o f research should include exploration into the factors in the
organizational framework of the single-gender school environment that serve to empower
or disenfranchise educators. It would be helpful to understand why some educators
continue working in difficult, resource-strapped educational environments, while others
quit after just a year or two.
Another concern for single-gender schools in general revealed in this study is the
presence o f embedded sexism within the curriculum and practices of the school. Future
study should include investigation into the practices within the second generation, single
gender school culture that still perpetuates gender, race, and class biases within
communities o f color. Problematizing existing biases within the framework of society’s
institutions is the first step to actively moderating or even eliminating them (Gallagher,
2000 ).
Finally, another recommendation for relevant future study would be to find and
replicate specific programs, activities in schools that will instill a sense o f empowerment
and encourage economic, political, and social successes to the communities served.
Limitations of the Study
This study had some limitations. The first was the lack o f generalizability. This
study was conducted using former students from one single-gender high school in the
southeastern region o f the United States. The results may not be generalizable to students
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in other age groups in nonurban areas or a similar population o f students from other
regions o f the country or internationally.
The second study limitation was the researcher’s position as an educator at the
study site. While I was never the teacher o f record for these students while they attended
the school, I was still concerned about working with the participants from a position o f
power, as well as the reliability and the validity o f conducting the study at this location. I
contemplated the dilemma and the challenges it would present, but made my decision
based on several factors. First, the study participants would be former students of the
institution. As recent graduates but not current students, the participants would not
perceive me as a current instructor; therefore, lessening the power position. In addition,
it was my hope that the participants would feel more comfortable sharing their stories
honestly, knowing I had not been their teacher, and knowing they would not likely
encounter the players in their stories daily. Secondly, my position as an educator at the
study site allowed me to observe the rituals, routines, and school structure as a participant
in the activities under investigation to validate some of the information shared by the
participants. Thirdly, as further validation o f the data, I had developed a trusting
relationship with the administration o f the school that allowed access to archival
documents related to the school’s founding.
The final limitation was that o f time. This study was conducted over an eightmonth period. While studies o f this type can be done in as little as two to three months,
ethnographic studies include both context, narrative, and anecdotal data; the more time
spent observing what people actually do and reflecting on what they say, could yield even
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deeper meaning than would be gleaned otherwise. Ideally, I would have liked to gather
data for a longer period. Additionally, extra time for this study could yield additional
valuable information related to long-term effect and continuation of the relationships that
were so integral to advancing how these young women shaped their possibilities.
Final Threads
No matter how skilled the knitter or how long one has been knitting, there is
always a certain amount of reverence and awe as one examines the final project. At the
beginning, no amount o f imagination could truly predict how the knitting together of the
varied hues o f yam, and each twist, loop, yam over, or under, could produce such a
vividly colored, fabulously textured , and uniquely useful fabric. I feel a similar
reverence as I reflect upon the process o f this study.
Through the knitting together o f the yams or narratives, I connected with these
young women. Their stories revealed a brightly colored cord o f ethic o f caring that
wound throughout each element they used to construct their possible selves. Beginning
with the element o f historical context that served as a backdrop o f how they perceived the
safe space o f the school as a break from normal, these young Women o f Color guided me
through the sociocultural context of community and family. The cord o f ethic of caring
threaded through every relationship the young women had with community and family. I
followed the cord o f caring through the element o f role models with the stories o f the
school personnel, other mothers at the school, who filled in the gaps when blood parents
could not. The cord threaded around the element of social influences and the tough
bonds o f sisterhood. Contrary to findings in other studies, positive peer influence was
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present and actually supported the construction of academic possible selves. This
brightly colored cord, this ethic o f caring, was a salient tenet o f the Black Feminist
Thought epistemology, surprisingly evident as the young women dialogued with me
about their lived experiences and how they came to know the truth of how they construct
their possible selves.
As I resolutely and purposefully contemplate on this creation, I marvel at the
possibilities these young women have created for themselves. The patterns their stories
have created for the area o f curriculum and instruction are unique. To revisit a quote
from the prologue, my hope is this study offers the field of education a conceptual
framework for the potential o f creating a “respectful, encouraging, nurturing,
transformative, and possible school curriculum strand.”
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