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This ethno-historical undertaking captures the story of the implementation 

of one major US city‘s first and only single-sex public school and the consequent 

shaping of the school culture according to its unique context. A comprehensive 

literature review demonstrates race, socioeconomic status, gender, sexuality, and 

other contextual factors are important considerations when probing educational 

access and achievement and the development of school cultures. Moreover, 

principals – their individual attributes and the cultures they create – are key to 

understanding and interrogating equitable practices in schools. Findings 

substantiate the complex interface between historical, political, and socio-cultural 

contexts, stakeholder decision making in the ethnographic present, and the 

enactment and negotiation school culture vis-à-vis the intersectionalities of 

student identities.  
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Findings suggest the conditions that facilitated the high achievement of the 

students in this study might be transferred under the right conditions including: a 

balance of strong leadership and principal and teacher autonomy; the enduring 

belief that any student can and will learn; a rigorous, non-segregated, college prep 

program, and; an informal curriculum that prepares students for academic and 

professional cultures. Findings also bring to the fore important considerations that 

must be addressed by practitioners and policymakers alike; specifically, students‘ 

difficulties concerning the ―burden of acting white‖ and the ―burden of acting 

straight.‖ Finally, findings from this study suggest single-sex public options can 

be done legitimately and effectively but additional safeguards must be 

implemented by the US Department of Education to ensure both male and female 

students‘ civil rights are protected. Additionally, while some magnet schools such 

as the one studied are local sites of resistance that play a liberatory role for those 

distinctively involved, one cannot surmise that such local efforts – which may be 

viewed by some as a site of relative privilege – can alone overcome the serious 

striations that exist in the greater society. 

Key Words: single-sex schools, organizational culture, social justice, 
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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS PAST IS PROLOGUE 

I loved my second grade teacher. Her name was Mrs. Madison. We 

studied dinosaurs and outer space and Russia. She wrote cursive in pastel chalks 

on the blackboard and gave our reading groups magnificent names like ―Tigers‖ 

and ―Lions.‖ She was a firm believer that children needed fresh air and exercise. 

We even played outside for recess during dark Minnesota mornings in January. 

The frigidity gnawing our knees raw. Our socks and skirt hems sopping with 

melted snow. Our mittens encrusted with grubby ice chunks from digging tunnels 

into the hoary parapets carved by city snow plows.  

During circle time, while we were studying the Solar System, Mrs. 

Madison asked us who wanted to be an astronaut when they grew up. My arm 

ejected due North. Silence. She asked the question again. I danced my arm to and 

fro like the Amber Waves of Grain we sang about in Music class with Mr. 

Johnson yesterday. More silence. And then she asked a third time: Who would like 

to be an astronaut when they grow up? I am mystified by my apparent 

invisibility. I willed my arm, drained of blood, to reach a millimeter higher (Mrs. 

Madison taught us how very tiny millimeters are, but how very important they are 

nonetheless). I scrunched up my face in that Pick me! Pick me! stare of 

desperation. I have never dared speak without being called on, but I cannot stand 

it any longer. I finally brave the words, ―Mrs. Madison. Can‘t you see me? Can‘t 

you see that I am the only one in the whole class who wants to be an astronaut 
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when I grow up?‖ She exhales laboriously: ―Katherine. Girls are not allowed to be 

astronauts.‖ I retort, ―Uh, huh. My mom says I can do anything I want when I 

grow up! And I want to be an ASTRONAUT!‖ Mrs. Madison firmly says, ―No, 

Katherine. Only boys are allowed to be astronauts. That‘s just the way things are.‖ 

I am stunned. I just KNOW Mrs. Madison is not telling the truth. (But why would 

she lie? She has always been such a nice lady.) I stuff my protests away like the 

fuzzy moths and slimy rocks that I file in my jacket pockets for later scrutiny – 

despite the fact that they repulse me and make me shudder with dread. 

After school, I dash from the bus stop and blast through the front door. I 

find my mother doing the dishes. ―Mom! Mom! Mrs. Madison says I can‘t be an 

astronaut when I grow up! That‘s not true, right?‖ My mom quietly, deliberately 

wipes her sudsy, cherry hands on the fraying, bleached dishtowel. She breathes 

deeply and says, ―Let‘s sit down a minute.‖ We sit on lawn chairs in the living 

room. The plastic straps remind me of the placemats we are working on in art 

class.  Over-under-over-under-over-under. My mother‘s words redirect my focus: 

―This is going to be the hardest thing I‘ve ever had to tell you. Mrs. Madison is 

right. Girls are not allowed to be astronauts. Only boys.‖ Mother goes on to 

explain how most astronauts are chosen from the corps of US Air Force pilots. 

And how all Air Force pilots are men because women are not allowed to fly 

airplanes. And since all pilots are men, all astronauts are men. ―But you said I 

could be anything I want when I grow up!‖ I protest. My mom says, ―I know. I 
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was wrong. There are just some things that women are not allowed to do yet. The 

world has changed in some ways since I was a girl, but in other ways it is still 

very old fashioned. All I can say is: maybe things will be different by the time 

you are a woman.‖ 

~ ~ ~ 

 I do not remember a time that I did not believe in God. I remember 

praying to a Holy Presence as early as three years of age. There was a lot to pray 

about. When I was 12 years old, I began going to church on my own. It didn‘t 

matter the denomination. I just walked to whatever congregation was closest to 

wherever we were living at the time. I had no idea what ―Presbyterian‖ meant, but 

Her people welcomed me with open arms. They invited me to sing with and for 

them and to dance in the Holy Ghost to celebrate the baptism of a woman who 

decided to marry Jesus. They said I looked like an angel in my white robes. They 

said they cried when I led them in worship by reincarnating the love of God with 

my Sacred Ballet. 

Sometimes I wonder if they ever wondered about me. They could never 

know that I came home one day after school (again) to find our meager 

belongings shoved into the wheezing automobile. ―We‘re moving. Get in.‖ 

~ ~ ~ 

 At fourteen, my mother told me I was smart and that I needed to go to 

college in order to make something of my life. I was not sure how to go about 
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accomplishing this, so I made an appointment with the school counselor to 

discuss my academic future.  

 After introducing myself to the counselor, I asked, ―What do I need to do 

to go to college?‖ Laughter immediately ruptured the silence. I waited for her 

words, but none were forthcoming. I repeated my question, to which she shook 

her head and chuckled again. I asked, ―Did I say something funny?‖ She 

answered, ―Well, you aren‘t exactly college material.‖ I felt ashamed of my 

ragged hand-me-downs and her gape that named me white trash. My cheeks were 

aflame as I realized she must know about the verbal taunts. The punching. The 

kicking.  How the echoes of high heels crescendoing on concrete sent them 

scurrying like roaches sensing impending light. This was the first of many times 

that desperation held shame captive long enough to audibly hear my voice 

interrogate that which could never be bound.  

 ―How would you know I‘m not college material? You don‘t even know 

me.‖ She answered, ―For one thing, people who go to college take at least two 

years of foreign language.‖ She raised her eyebrows when I told her I already had 

three years of French and planned to graduate from high school with six years of 

foreign language on my transcript. She retorted argumentatively, ―Well, have you 

had chemistry yet? I bet not!‖ I had to admit that I had not had chemistry yet, but 

immediately added, ―But, that is why I am here. To find out what I need to do to 

go to college.‖ I asked her to please write down all the classes I needed to take for 
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the rest of my high school years in order to make that happen. I tried to hand her a 

piece of notebook paper and a pen. She raised her palm in a ―stop right where you 

are‖ gesture, and then stated in a dismissive tone that she did not believe I would 

ever go to college.  

I left angry but undaunted and brought the matter up again at my third 

high school.  

~ ~ ~ 

At age sixteen, I began studying the teachings of Jesus Christ and other 

mystic activists such as Mahatma Gandhi in earnest. I found wisdom, knowledge, 

and comfort in the ancient writings of Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and 

Judaism, as well as secular philosophers, but found the teachings of Jesus Christ 

especially fitting. His material embrace of diseased outcasts and his willingness to 

be adoringly caressed by a ―fallen woman‖ made me weep, but reconciled my 

heart to the world and to all people, whom by their very creation; share the image 

of our Creator. My emergent faith provided the sustenance and belonging I 

needed to accept myself and reach out to others.  

 It is during this time I began writing and performing music regularly. I 

wrote songs and skits for teens in my youth group to perform in the Sanctuary. I 

also started teaching frequently. First Vacation Bible School. Then, Sunday 

School. One morning, while working in the nursery (everyone in the congregation 

took a shift twice a year), Andrew, a deaf child arrived. (I had heard about this 
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toddler. A real ―handful.‖). As he screamed at the half-door, I kneeled in front of 

him, touched his shoulder with one hand and signed, ―H-E-L-L-O‖ with the other. 

The effect was magical. He immediately stopped crying and looked at me. I 

introduced myself by signing my name and asked him his name. (He signed an 

―A‖ at his shoulder while his parents said, ―Andrew.‖)  I signed, ―Hi, Andrew!‖ 

Andrew‘s parents were thrilled and immediately began communicating in sign 

language while they spoke to me. I explained to them that I really only knew how 

to finger spell.  They assured me that that was much appreciated and very quickly 

showed me a few additional signs that would be helpful (cookie, yes, no, more, 

please) and they left to go to ―big church.‖ 

 It was kind of embarrassing the way I became some sort of legend at my 

church. I was the only one who ―knew how to handle Andrew.‖ They all wanted 

to know how I did it. I told everyone that I just figured he was screaming because 

he was scared and the only thing that I had that he might need is a little sign 

language. They all wanted to know how I learned sign language. They seemed 

disappointed to hear that in 5
th

 grade, my best friend, Lynn and I decided we 

would memorize how to sign. At least the alphabet. That way, we would stop 

being sent to the Principal‘s for the notes we kept passing (and the teacher kept 

intercepting). We would just sign everything. And we did. And it worked. No 

more punishments. No more dings on our permanent record.  

~ ~ ~ 
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 ―My head is full of children‖ the T-shirt read in the 1990s mail order 

catalogue. The artwork showed a woman‘s countenance with diminutive figures 

of children placed on her head like a crown. That is definitely me, I thought. 

There‟s Jamal! (Everyone said he was most-likely ―retarded‖ and possibly 

―crazy.‖ He turned out to be one of the most brilliant and wise children who ever 

taught me). And there is Yasmine! (I dreamily recall her gleaming, caramelized 

cheeks framed by an explosion of beads and braids reminiscent of Independence 

Day sparkler shows. I smile affectionately as I remember how her fancy dresses 

were almost always diligently tucked into the waist of her white hosiery when she 

returned from using the restroom. And her proud walk that accentuated the 

clicking of her glossy, black Mary Janes.) And there‟s Sarah. And Jason. And the 

other Sarah. And the other Jason. (There were so many Sarahs and Jasons in the 

1980s).  

I didn‘t refer to myself as a ―leader for social justice‖ or really think too 

much at all about what I was doing and why. I just knew I loved my work and felt 

―at home‖ teaching and serving children and their families. It seemed as natural as 

breathing for me to question leadership on why there were more ―free and 

reduced lunch‖ students referred for special education and more middle-class 

students identified as gifted and talented. I thought it was normal to interrogate 

the gender divide in the maths and sciences or bring to people‘s attention the way 

gifted girls opted out of being smart as soon as they hit puberty. It never once 



8 

 

occurred to me that I was doing something extraordinary when I worked against 

the grain of policy and practice to ensure equal opportunity for students. It just 

seemed like the right thing to do.  

~ ~ ~ 

While sharing my idea for a ―social justice‖ dissertation topic, a professor 

and fellow student told me on separate occasions that as a ―White woman who has 

lived a life of privilege‖ I should not, cannot conduct research that concern 

students or other participants who are Black, Latina, or any other race besides 

White. Nor, should I, can I do research concerning people who ―did not grow up 

wealthy.‖ I listened politely and thanked them for their concern. 

 While I might have appeared composed, the truth was: I was devastated. 

Are they right? Has my life‟s work been an inappropriate use of white privilege? 

Is it wrong of me to proceed with this dissertation idea? At the time, I was able to 

recognize that I, indeed, am in a position of privilege as a researcher who has the 

good fortune of continuing my education to the PhD level, as well as the fact that 

my Whiteness has afforded me opportunities denied women of other races. But I 

was troubled that some people immediately read my white skin as an identity that 

has known only privilege and wealth. While this particular professor and student 

refer to themselves as Scholars of Color, they also come from two-parent 

households of highly-educated mothers and fathers who, according to them, met 

their every physical and intellectual need as growing children, adolescents, and 
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adults. My white skin seemed to blind my colleagues to the class privilege they 

enjoyed, and continue to enjoy as they seem to effortlessly navigate the culture of 

academe; an alien world whose ways of being and doing remain elusive to me to 

this day.  

  For two years I am distressed by these and similar confrontations. At first, 

I am convinced I should not, cannot research anyone different from me. I immerse 

myself in multifarious readings to further explore what other scholars have to say 

about conducting cross-cultural research. I realized (à la Patty Lather), that 

women, researchers or not, are constantly moving among several roles. Various 

positions and situations cause women to adopt differing identities as they 

experience both privilege and marginalization.   

  Instead of justifying my work to those who confront me, I instead 

acknowledge that all human beings have both positions of advantage and 

disadvantage. I share my belief that, while it is helpful to ―position the author,‖ I 

do not believe it is fruitful to entertain a contest of marginalities to prove one‘s 

academic legitimacy. Thus, I move forward with my research with caution, 

understanding there are things about my participants‘ lives I cannot possibly 

understand because they are unique and personal. However, I also proceed with 

faith that disengaging My Self from those who are ―different‖ is neither helpful to 

those ―others‖ nor fitting to my sense of decency.   

~ ~ ~ 
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Which brings me to my mother. I smile as I read that line. Presently, it 

seems my friends and I cannot engage in substantive conversation without one of 

us looking over our shoulder to see if what we hear is actually our mothers‘ spirits 

whispering in our ears.  Our mothers inevitably leak into our conversations these 

days, whether we like it or not. At times, memories of our mothers‘ verbosity 

revitalize us: a cool spring shower that cleanses the colorless, dormant vegetation, 

making new growth possible and visible. Other times, remnants of a frosty ―I told 

you so‖ seep into our hearts the way a hushed, yet relentless tempest worked its 

way under the porch door while we slumbered, soaking and molding the new 

Berber we just had installed last week.  

Whenever my mother did not like what she heard coming from my mouth 

(even though I may not have said anything at all) I heard the words, ―Watch your 

mouth!‖ I always understood immediately what she meant if I had inadvertently 

let an unkind word slip to one of my younger siblings or if I had shown ―some 

lip‖ to her. However, sometimes I would reply a resentful and somewhat-feigned-

innocent, “What?” in gasping, wide-eyed wonder. And she would miraculously 

proceed to tell me exactly what I was thinking (a special voodoo magic I, too, 

have acquired over the years) based on the revelations of my body language and 

other mysterious clues and worked just as quickly to correct it. I eventually 

realized that watching my mouth also meant guarding my intentions and my 

attitudes.  
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Why am I thinking of my mother now? These interruptions draw me away 

from my studies! I must get back to work! But there it is. Laying in my lap right 

there in front of me. A book. A journal article. The cause of my aggravated spirit. 

While reading ―the literature‖ I am dumbstruck by how effortless it seems 

for us to use terms such as, white, non-white, woman of color, and; working class, 

working poor, families of poverty. Why is it that our words seem to roll off the 

tongue or onto the page with such alarming ease and lack of forethought?   

Perhaps it is because most academicians did not grow up non-white and poor. In 

fact, if published research is any indication, most scholars seem to think that white 

is not a color. Or that wealthy is not a class. 

 What does it say about us when we define the world in terms of us? What 

does it indicate about our attitudes and assumptions when we refer to someone as 

non-white or a woman of color? If most scholars were of aboriginal – American, – 

African, or – Australian decent, for example, how ludicrous it would seem to us to 

classify scholars with ancestry in Northern Europe as non-colored scholars or as a 

woman lacking color? Likewise, try to imagine our world if most scholars grew 

up disadvantaged and referred to dissimilar academics as scholars of privilege? It 

seems rather absurd, doesn‘t it? Defining the other (whether fellow academicians 

or the students and families we claim to serve) as that which is the negation of us 

is unattractive at best and should make us at least moderately uncomfortable.  
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 While we may not have originally created the vocabulary we habitually 

use, like it or not, the language we employ can be healing or injurious. It also has 

the uncanny ability to reveal the essence of who we are, what we think of 

ourselves, and what we believe about others. We must be attuned to the power of 

language, and be willing to change how we name people, if we are to be ethical 

leaders, principled researchers, and decent human beings.  

I don‘t mean to sound ―holier than thou.‖ Nor, do I claim to have viable 

solutions. I only confess that this is something with which I am currently 

struggling and need help sorting through. 

  A few months into my doctoral studies, my mother was diagnosed with 

―Early Onset Alzheimer‘s.‖  Concurrently, as her memories became ever more 

tangled and jumbled, mine increasingly surfaced effortlessly acute and fresh. The 

memories of her admonishing me as a child to ―watch my mouth‖ seem especially 

prescient as I learn to frame my words – and guard my attitudes and assumptions 

– in my new life in academe.  

~ ~ ~ 
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW 

 This dissertation captures the story of the implementation of one major US 

city‘s first and only single-sex public school and the consequent shaping of the 

school culture according to its unique context. This ethno-historical undertaking 

neither sought to oppose nor advocate for magnets and other school choice, but 

sought to understand the contextual factors leading to the creation of this 

particular magnet as well as experience and explain the day-to-day operations of 

the school, particularly those aspects that aimed to work against barriers to 

educational equity and achievement and those that aspired to create an 

environment conducive to academic press and student success. 

  Findings draw attention to the complex interface between historical, 

political, and socio-cultural contexts, stakeholder decision making in the 

ethnographic present, and the enactment and negotiation of school culture vis-à-

vis the intersectionalities of student identities. An unexpected surprise was the 

theory-building that a two-year immersion in the field enabled. Additionally, this 

study demonstrates how ethnography is capable of showing researchers and 

policy makers how policy is interpreted and enacted by local practitioners while 

documenting and analyzing the impact of policy on target populations. 

Summary of the Problem 

 American schools face many complex challenges. Not only are US 

schools becoming ever more segregated, our nation‘s children are becoming 
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increasingly poor (Clotfelter, 2004; Eaton, 2006; Kozol, 1991; Kozol, 2005; 

Reardon & Yun 2001; Reardon, Farrell, Matthews, O‘Sullivan, Bischoff, & 

Firebaugh, 2009; Valencia, 2002a; Valencia, Menchaca, & Donato, 2002). Racial 

and economic isolation of American children perpetuates inequality throughout 

the preschool to post-secondary pipeline (Conlin & Rubenstein, 2007; Lareau, 

2003; Lee & Burkam, 2002; Oakes, 2005; Oakes & Wells, 1998; Orfield, 2002; 

Smrekar & Goldring, 1999; Southworth & Mickelson, 2007). The truth is that for 

a very long time, American schools have not been meeting the needs of poor, 

racial minority children (Liable,1995; Valencia, 2002a; Valenzuela, 1999) and 

until relatively recently, the public failed to recognize that geography significantly 

shapes the relative milieu of opportunity (Dreier, Mollenkopf, & Swanstrom, 

2004; Orfield, 2002; Reardon & Yun, 2001; Reardon, et al., 2009) along with 

other related factors such as race (Alaya, 2008; Lee & Burkam, 2002; Margolis, 

Holme, Estrella, Goode, Nao, & Stumme, 2003; Southworth & Mickelson, 2007; 

Valencia, 2002a; Valencia, 2002c; Valenzuela, 1999), gender (Ainley & Daly, 

2002; Alaya, 2008; American Association of University Women, 2002a; 

American Association of University Women, 2002b; David, Weiner, & Arnot, 

1997; Margolis, et al., 2003; Mickelson, 2003; Parker, 1997; Southworth & 

Mickelson, 2007; Wyn & Wilson, 1997; Yates, 1997), social class (Alaya, 2008; 

Conlin & Rubenstein, 2007; Lareau, 2003; Lee & Burkam, 2002; Rodriguez & 
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Fabionar, 2009) and citizenship status (Garza, Reyes, & Trueba, 2004; Suárez-

Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999).  

 Although educational research has contributed significantly to our 

understanding of how certain status inequalities, such as socioeconomic class, 

impact student opportunity and outcomes, to date, the research is comparatively 

slim documenting the complexities associated with intersecting identities such as 

race, gender, social class and the like. Nevertheless, many scholars have 

recognized that the complexities of schooling cannot be thoroughly understood if 

the multiple identities of students are considered only in isolation (Adams, 1997; 

Datnow & Hubbard, 2002; Haag, 2002; Mansfield, 2008; Mansfield, Welton, Lee, 

& Young, 2010; Scribner, Young, & Pedroza,1999; Salomone, 2002; Salomone, 

2003; Southworth & Mickelson, 2003; Valenzuela, 1999) especially as they relate 

to school reform efforts – in this case, single-sex schooling (Campbell & Wahl, 

2002; Glazer, 2005; Haag, 2002; Herr & Arms, 2002; Hubbard & Datnow, 2002; 

Jost, 2002; Salomone, 2002; Salomone, 2003). Indeed, just as the research cited 

above signals a growing recognition of the significance of interwoven identities, a 

number of recent school district reforms also appear to recognize the societal 

inequalities associated with various minority identities (e.g., race, gender, 

socioeconomic status) and have been designed to better meet the needs of their 

students.  
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Synopsis of the Local Milieu 

 Among the various challenges it faces, Southtown Independent School 

District (SISD) in Southtown, Texas, similar to districts in other major cities, is 

experiencing severe racial and economic isolation of urban students while 

suburban districts grow and diversify (Hanus, 1999; Jones, 2006; Students, n.d.; 

Treviño, 2003; Ustinova, 2007). Other issues include: a high incidence of teen 

pregnancy (Ayala, 2008); a troubling drop-out rate (Ayala, 2008; Scharrer & 

LaCoste Caputo, 2007); a leaky college pipeline (Ayala, 2008; Foundation for the 

Education of Young Women (FEYW), n.d.; Young Women‘s Leadership School 

(YWLS), n.d.), and; meager educational opportunities in the form of paltry 

advanced placement coursework and scarce highly-qualified teachers (Valencia, 

2002a; Valencia, 2002c; Valencia & Suzuki, 2001). In addition, the district 

continues to experience significant enrollment decreases as families with financial 

means transfer to the outer suburbs and exurbs and relatively poorer families 

struggling to find affordable housing relocate to the older, inner ring suburbs. 

Among the families who stay within SISD boundaries, some choose to send their 

children to one of many private school options; especially during the middle 

school years. Additionally, lingering fiscal difficulties hamper efforts to improve 

schools (Budget and Taxes, n.d.; Proposed tax rate requires voter approval, 2007). 

In response, and as a part of a push to ―re-purpose‖ empty school buildings, 

SISD‘s long-term plans include the introduction of a variety of magnet schools 
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from which parents of students in the metro‘s 16 districts can choose; thus, 

bolstering enrollment and curtailing school closures (Our Schools, n.d.).  

 One example of innovative magnet schools is Young Women‘s 

Leadership School (YWLS). District officials have partnered with a community 

non-profit organization, Foundation for the Education of Young Women 

(FEYW), to fund and otherwise support YWLS. The district aspires to meet long-

term objectives for enrollment and building use by developing schools of choice 

such as YWLS. Moreover, supporters of YWLS believe that female student 

outcomes (e.g. increase in high school graduation rates; decrease in teen 

pregnancy; increase in college attendance and graduation; increase in interest and 

success in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields) will 

significantly improve as a result of the design and implementation of this all-

female public school (Alaya, 2008; FEYW, 2008; YWLS, 2008).  

 The grade 6-12 curriculum of YWLS is a single-track, advanced program 

that focuses on three primary areas: 1) Rigorous college preparation, especially 

coursework in STEM fields; 2) Health and wellness guidance that emphasizes 

preventing drug abuse, pregnancy, and obesity, and; 3) Training to prepare young 

women for leadership positions in careers and campus life (FEYW, n.d.; YWLS, 

n.d.). 

 Meanwhile, single-sex schools face strident criticism from opposing 

groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and The National 
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Coalition for Women and Girls in Education (NCWGE). These organizations 

view single-sex schools as a threat to prior advances in women‘s rights; believing 

segregating students by sex promotes stereotypes and an inferior education; for 

example, girls will be taught sewing, while boys learn science (Department of 

Education‘s Single-sex Regulations, 2006; Title IX at 35, 2008). Reflecting such 

concerns, Sadker and Zittleman (2004) implored government to ―thoughtfully 

study‖ existing single-sex schools before encouraging the growth of similar 

schools of choice. These controversies aside, SISD‘s actions honor local 

stakeholders‘ belief that the aforementioned contextual struggles take primacy 

over the potential problems identified by the ACLU and NCWGE. In fact, many 

parents view the all-female academy as a means for their daughters to climb up 

and out of historically constituted racial and economic isolation. 

Methodological Framing 

 According to Wolcott (2008), ethnography is ―ideally suited for studying 

small-scale, isolated, tribal cultures‖ with an ―emphasis on cultural particularism‖ 

(Wolcott, 2008, p. 28) and local context. Indeed, educators use ethnography to 

access the ―black box‖ of schools and classrooms to answer questions such as, 

―What is going on here? What does it mean to be a member of this group?‖ 

(Jeffrey, 2008; Walford, 2008). Within the ethnographic tradition are three 

primary means of discovery: experiencing, enquiring, and examining (Wolcott, 

2008). Generally, experiencing emphasizes the first-hand familiarity of the 
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researcher by describing what is discovered through the senses while conducting 

observations in the field, while enquiring entails taking a more active role by 

asking questions during informal conversations or more formal, if casual, 

interviews. Examining refers to collecting and probing cultural artifacts such as 

school newsletters and faculty lesson plans at the local site as well as policy 

documents and newspaper articles available from online and traditional archives. 

The research questions below, and the following section on purpose and intent, 

provide an outline of the discovery process that was employed for this project.  

Research Questions 

 The following research questions provided the scaffold for this 

investigation: 

RQ1:  What contextual (historical, socio-cultural, political) factors led to the 

founding of an all-girls‟ public school at this particular time in this particular 

place? 

RQ2:  What is the nature of the emergent organizational culture(s) at YWLS?  

a) Who are the founding cultural characters? 

b) What cultural characteristics are evident? 

c) What is the overall climate? 

RQ3: How do stakeholders (principal, teachers, parents, and students) at YWLS 

enact and negotiate the school culture? 

a) How does this relate to local contextual conditions?  
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b) How does this relate to the identity intersectionalities (race/ethnicity, 

gender, poverty) of students?  

c) What are the implications for other school contexts? 

 According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002), examining context is 

crucial to the documentation of organizational culture. Context is defined as  

 ―the setting- physical, geographic, temporal, historical, cultural, aesthetic 

 – within which the action takes place. Context [is] the framework, the 

 reference point, the map, the ecological sphere; it is used to place people 

 and action in time and space and as a resource for understanding what they 

 say and do. The context is rich in clues for interpreting the experience of 

 the actors in the setting. We have no idea how to decipher or decode an 

 action, a gesture, a conversation, or an exclamation unless we see it 

 embedded in context…a rich resource for examining and interpreting 

 behavior, thought, and feeling…‖ (p.41) 

 

Thus, the first research question‘s purpose and intent was to situate the 

story –help the reader get her/his bearings – and increase understanding about the 

specific school district and school studied as well as to explore the rationales and 

purposes stakeholders had in mind when developing the school. To answer this 

question, I explored the nested contexts of the state, city, and school district 

through ethnographic field work that emphasized archival strategies – or ―sifting 

through what has been produced or left by others in times past‖ (Wolcott, 2008, p. 

62). News accounts, photographs, and policy documents were examined to 

determine the influences of the past on the ethnographic present. Historical data 

from traditional archives was complimented by more modern archival documents 

downloaded from electronic archives that detail landmark educational finance 
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judiciary decisions, changes to major educational policies such as Title IX, and 

contracts between state-local/public-private partnerships that shaped the milieu 

and influenced the origin of this unique school in this distinctive time and place.  

 The second research question‘s rationale and objective was to describe the 

day to day experiences of participants within this particular single-sex public 

school and to capture key aspects of its emergent organizational culture. Since 

this is a rare breed of educational settings, one can only surmise its purposes and 

conjecture its activities unless one experiences the school culture first hand. Since 

the purported goals and population served are different from generic public 

schools, it was important to ascertain specific cultural practices that may be 

different from the typical schools these students would otherwise attend if not for 

this alternative school.  

 The primary means of becoming familiar with the school culture was 

intensive participant observation over a two-year period. The goal was to 

experience and describe what the principal, faculty and staff have done to craft the 

school‘s organizational culture, particularly those aspects that appear to work 

against barriers to educational equity and achievement and those that seem to 

create an environment conducive to academic press and student success. In order 

to explicate the symbols, rituals, and ways of doing the every day and enacting 

special events, I supplemented participant observation with interviews with key 

informants such as members of the private foundation and the school board, 
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central office administration, school principal, teachers, and parents. In addition, I 

conducted focus groups with students. Moreover, archival strategies were utilized 

to examine student surveys, class projects, and executive documents. Elements of 

the emergent culture were also captured utilizing photography taken in the 

ethnographic present.  

 The third research question‘s purpose was to enquire and further explicate 

the enactment and negotiation of the school culture amongst stakeholders by 

interrogating the tensions that arose while navigating a novel environment. The 

answers to these questions were discovered in conjunction with the investigative 

activities highlighted in the two sections above. However, the voices of those 

directly involved with the emergent and provisional nature of everyday life at the 

school took center stage: Those of the teachers, principal, parents, and students.  

Rationale 

 Research has indicated school districts be allowed ample time to 

experiment with various reforms such as single-sex schooling to provide the 

research community opportunities to study and report on a variety of efforts. 

Specifically, researchers (Campbell, 2002; Haag, 2002; Riordan, 2002; Salomone, 

2002; Salomone, 2003) have identified the need for studies that explore: a) the 

rationale for developing single-sex schools; b) specific schools‘ short-term 

objectives (e.g., increased attendance, grades, and student attitudes); c) long-term 

goals (e.g., decreasing pregnancy rates, increasing graduation rates, and college 
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and career choices) of individual schools, and especially; d) examples of single-

sex schools that appear to be successful and share with the research community 

key factors associated with success.  

 In response, this project capitalized on a rare opportunity to study a major 

US city‘s first and only public all-female secondary school, with pilot field work 

beginning prior to opening day. This research project illumines the rationale for 

developing the school along with an explanation of the short-term objectives and 

long-term goals of the school. While it was not the intent of the dissertation to 

perform an evaluation of the school, future plans include longitudinal work to 

examine whether goals have been met. Meanwhile, factors critical to developing 

the organizational culture to facilitate the success of goals are shared with the 

research community as a result of this study. In addition, how the culture-building 

process related to local contextual conditions and the intersectionality of race, 

ethnicity, gender, and/or poverty were examined and are explicated.  

Significance and Limitations 

 Research concerning single-sex schools is limited. Most studies have 

taken place in parochial schools and/or emanate from overseas. Research specific 

to single-sex public schools in the US is scant. Moreover, policy analyses rarely 

utilize ethnography and/or include an historical tracing to understand current 

political decision making. This research is an exception.  
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 While I recognize the uniqueness of this study, findings may offer helpful 

insights to other urban areas struggling with similar challenges and policy 

deliberations. The school studied is located in an environment that is similar to 

many other urban centers in the United States. The information garnered through 

this research project contributes to the burgeoning understanding of single sex 

schools, specifically: a) why they are developed; b) how a set of purposes 

becomes an actual school program; c) whether stakeholders believe the school 

personnel have been successful in achieving the goals of the school thus far, and; 

d) the roles that societal context and school culture ultimately play in the founding 

and development of  a single-sex school, including how culture is enacted and 

negotiated via school practices, curriculum, and student-teacher-parent 

interactions.  

 In addition, this study adds to existing research on: teaching strategies and 

curriculum developed to counter gender bias and/or promote gender justice 

(Heather, 2002; Margolis and Fisher, 2002; Schmuck, Nagel, and Brody, 2002); 

school governance and leadership characteristics believed to promote/hinder a 

culture of achievement in schools (Cosner & Peterson, 2003; Peterson & Kelley, 

2001; Zigarelli, 1996) – especially those that serve children in challenging social 

circumstances (Brooks & Miles, 2008; Brown, 2006; Dantley & Tillman, 2009; 

Theoharis, 2007); and the role of trust in developing strong parent-school 

relationships (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran, 2004).   
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 This project also contributes to the discourse of gender-equity vis-à-vis 

public education and policy. Findings contribute to the knowledge and 

understanding of educators, parents, and policy makers. Documenting lessons 

learned by YWLS‘s administrators and additional stakeholders may encourage 

continued conversations and experimentation that has potential to contribute to 

school reform benefitting both girls and boys. While I do not propose to 

generalize to other populations or to have developed a standardized study that can 

be replicated, my findings may have relevance to other contexts. Thus, results 

may prove useful to others involved with program planning, implementation and 

evaluation of the legitimacy and efficacy of developing single-sex schools and to 

those seeking to understand the cultural and programmatic influences of school 

principals eager to support urban students with otherwise meager educational 

opportunities. 

 While I approached the project with an attitude of collaboration and 

advocacy, I also recognized the importance of addressing criticisms posed by 

feminist and other civil rights groups. As a feminist and social justice advocate, it 

would be unconscionable for me to view the culture of the school without 

including possible implications for policy and practice on the perceived values of 

the feminist community generally and individual families and practitioners 

specifically. Although this study is primarily descriptive in nature, I offer analyses 

and interpretations of the descriptive findings and invite interested parties to make 
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their own determination as to whether this distinctive school and the findings 

shared by this particular analyst match their specific values. Finally, this study‘s 

significance lay in its contribution to theory. Immersion in a school culture for 25 

months enabled me to conduct important theory-building that has potential to 

contribute to the future work of educational scholars concerned with leading 

schools for social justice.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

 The next two chapters review the literature pertinent to the research 

questions. In Chapter Two, I explore the complexities of intersecting student 

identities by sharing readings about the relationships of race, class, and gender on 

educational equity, access and achievement. Then, I share findings concerning 

single-sex schools; including studies advocating future research that explicitly 

discovers and describes how school culture is created and enacted in single-sex 

schools. In Chapter Three, I explore the complexities of organizational culture 

generally with a particular focus on the significance of the school principal in 

crafting an effective school culture, including the value of establishing trusting 

relationships and the importance of taking an explicitly activist stance to lead 

schools for social justice in diverse organizations.  

 Chapter Four more fully describes the guiding theories, the research 

design, and methodology of the study. Chapter Five addresses research question 

one by sharing the archival evidence and oral history interviews that form the 
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historical, political and socio-cultural contexts for the examination of this school. 

Chapter Six addresses research question two by describing the building of the 

school culture in terms of what can be observed or examined mostly in terms of 

material artifacts. Chapter Seven addresses research question three by providing a 

polyvocal reflection on the enactment and negotiation of the school culture 

between and amongst stakeholders by conducting interviews with administration, 

teachers, and parents as well as focus groups with students. Chapter Eight 

concludes the study by: describing specific theory building that occurred 

throughout the research process; making connections and forming conclusions, 

and; forwarding potential implications and promising directions for future 

research. 

Conclusion 

Studying the context, development, and implementation of YWLS was an 

excellent fit for a number of reasons. Not only is it an important, though 

understudied phenomenon, it weds my major research interests. My overall 

research agenda focuses on the history and politics of education and the role that 

status inequalities, such as gender, race, religion, and class, play in educational 

and vocational access and achievement. Moreover, this study was relevant to my 

personal and professional experiences; including: graduate credentials specific to 

education policy and women‘s studies and my past professional experience 
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documenting, and laboring to alleviate, the color and class divide in gifted 

education and the gender divide in math and science. 

 Studying YWLS provided an opportunity to examine a variety of complex 

issues related to the success of a group of female students embedded in multiple 

systems of inequality. It enabled the documentation of the development of a new 

organizational culture and the examination of its implementation. Perhaps most 

importantly, this study facilitated the reciprocal effort needed to offer ongoing 

feedback to practitioners and provides information to researchers and policy 

makers that may help interpret or explain future outcomes. 
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CHAPTER TWO: STUDENT IDENTITIES MATTER 

 The marks of race and gender can be considered as texts written on the 

 body, inscribed against the will of those who bear them…These signs we 

 bear willingly or unwillingly may function as stigma, marking their 

 bearers as inferior or dangerous and forcing them to bear costs and 

 burdens not imposed on others. They may also function as inescapable 

 entitlements, passports to privilege that their bearers cannot set aside or 

 disavow. (Norton, 2004, p. 30) 

 

 For most of coeducational schooling‘s history, the public school was 

thought to be gender-, class-, and race-blind or -neutral (Adams, 1997; Tyack & 

Hansot, 2002; Yates, 1997). ―Embedded in the pervasive rhetoric of schooling is 

the assumption that schools are apolitical sites where identity-less students gather, 

absorb the same information, and share the same opportunities to succeed‖ 

(Adams, 1997, p. 153). However, during the past few decades, numerous 

researchers have concurred that identity markers such as socioeconomic status, 

race, gender, and religion are related to educational access and achievement 

(Alaya, 2008; Ainley & Daly, 2002; American Association of University Women, 

2002a; American Association of University Women, 2002b; Conlin & 

Rubenstein, 2007; Datnow & Hubbard, 2002; David, Weiner, & Arnot, 1997; 

Garza, Reyes, & Trueba, 2004; Haag, 2002; Lareau, 2003; Lee & Burkam, 2002; 

Laible, 1995; Mansfield, 2008; Margolis, et al., 2003; Parker, 1997; Rodriguez & 

Fabionar, 2009; Salomone, 2002; Salomone, 2003; Southworth & Mickelson, 

2007; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Valencia, 2002a; Valencia, 2002c; 

Valenzuela, 1999; Wyn & Wilson, 1997; Yates, 1997). Additionally, Norton 
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(2004) argued that people have multiple identities; that ―subjects are manifold, 

containing constellations of identities‖ (p. 47). As Walker (2006) so eloquently 

observed: People‘s levels of access and achievement differ along their ―personal 

axis‖ (e.g. gender and age), ―environmental axis‖ (e.g. wealth and climate), and 

―social axis,‖ which entails people‘s ability to convert resources into valued 

outcomes (p. 166). While this study is not about measuring people‘s ability to 

convert their personal, environmental, and social affiliations into valuable 

commodities, it is essential to acknowledge the import of intersecting identities as 

well as the significance of personal agency and other attributes that influence the 

degree to which a person can reach her/his capability and potential (Walker, M., 

2006; Yates, 1997).  

 In this chapter, I first summarize literature that examined the association 

of socioeconomic status or class on educational access and achievement. 

Thereafter, I describe the relationship of race and education. Next, I explore 

research specific to gender and schooling. I round out the chapter by sharing what 

we know specifically about the positive and negative outcomes of single-sex 

schools.  

 Before progressing, it is important to emphasize that it is nearly 

impossible to separate students‘ multiple identities and their relationships to 

students‘ schooling. Separating the issues according to major topic is for ease of 

organization only. The intent is not to communicate the belief that identities can 



31 

 

feasibly be examined in isolation, but rather, that researchers must move forward 

with research that examines the multiplicities of intersecting identities.  

Schooling and Socioeconomic Issues 

 Socioeconomic status or class is an important concern when examining 

educational access and achievement. Chances are that if a student lives in an 

economically depressed area, they will also attend inferior schooling resulting 

from a school finance arrangement that creates an educational caste system 

(Conlin & Rubenstein, 2007; Eaton, 2006; Kozol, 1992; Kozol, 2005; Lareau, 

2003; Lee & Burkam, 2002). School boards with sufficient funding have ensuing 

control over level of teacher pay, classroom size, and whether libraries are 

stocked with encyclopedias and computers. However, when school boards do not 

have sufficient funding, it has only ―negative control‖ or choices over ―which of 

the children‘s needs should be denied‖ (Kozol, 1992, p. 213). In fact, poor 

children in high-poverty schools perform worse than similarly poor children who 

attend schools without a high poverty rate. Likewise, children who are not poor 

perform less well in schools of concentrated poverty (Eaton, 2006).  

 The way we fund schools severely limits the ―national ideal of universal 

public education that affords all children equal opportunity within the borders of a 

democratic entity‖ (Kozol, 2005, p. 55). For example: 

 Some principals in urban schools do what they can to introduce or to 

 preserve arts programs by securing private grants…but these are largely 

 marginal activities and nothing like the programs of rich cultural exposure 
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 that are prized and celebrated in the schools that serve the children of the 

 privileged. (Kozol, 2005, p. 119) 

 

 While some states have recognized the need to take further remedial 

measures to combat extreme economic isolation, public schools still struggle to 

provide a substantially equal educational opportunity to students who reside in 

depressed economic circumstances (Eaton, 2006). According to Dreier, 

Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom (2004), the single most important consideration in 

housing prices is the quality of the local schools. Thus, people with substandard 

incomes simply have access to housing where schools are consequently 

substandard. Conversely, people with financial means gravitate to neighborhoods 

with higher-ranking schools, further driving up housing prices. One unintended 

consequence is the growing disparity of the schooling experience due to the 

differences of tax revenues accrued in this contrasting illustration (Dreier, et al., 

2004; Orfield, 2002). According to Orfield (2002), a municipality‘s economic 

health is determined by its ability to raise resources balanced with the costs of 

providing local services. Therefore, ―metropolitan areas that are more segregated 

by income and race also tend to show more fiscal inequality‖ (Orfield, 2002, p. 

49).  

 In addition to facing an inequitable school finance situation, many poor 

children enter classrooms with appreciably lower cognitive skills than their peers 

with comparatively more advantage (Lee & Burkam, 2002). In addition to poor 
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diet, families living in racially and economically isolated urban areas also suffer 

from the effects of severe pollution and other health complexities (Dreier, et al., 

2004; Lee & Burkam, 2002). Lack of healthcare facilities and grocery stores, 

accompanied by inadequate private and public transportation where affordable 

housing is located diminish poor families‘ attempts to ameliorate their situation 

(Dreier, et al., 2004; Lee & Burkam, 2002; Orfield, 2002). In addition, families 

who differ from the white, middle-class norm of most public school personnel 

face additional difficulties negotiating relationships and policies in schools 

(Lareau, 2003). ―Thus resources (or we might say redistribution) are only a part of 

the story; what matters is the opportunities each person has to convert their bundle 

of resources into valued, rationally chosen, doings and beings‖ (Walker, M., 

2006, p. 166).  

Issues of Race and Schooling 

 Race, which is closely tied with socioeconomic status, is another chief 

consideration when probing educational access and achievement. ―Poverty and its 

consequences underlie social separation, but it is difficult to separate poverty from 

race and ethnicity – particularly for African Americans and Latinos, who are 

strongly discriminated against in the housing market‖ (Orfield, 2002, p. 10). The 

neighborhoods in which racial minorities settle have important consequences. 

Racial segregation results in: 
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 virtually no contact with middle-class white Americans. This in turn will 

 affect the kinds of English that the children will be exposed to, the 

 networks that are available to access desirable jobs, and the quality of 

 schools they attend. Concentrated poverty is associated with the 

 ―disappearance of meaningful work opportunities‖…When poverty is 

 combined with racial segregation, the outcomes can be 

 devastating…people who grow up and live in environments of 

 concentrated poverty and racial isolation are more likely to become 

 teenage mothers, drop out of school, achieve only low levels of education, 

 and earn lower adult incomes. (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001, 

 pp. 130-131) 

 

 In addition to importunate racism in the housing market, schools have 

historically segregated students according to race (Clotfelter, 2004; Garza, Reyes, 

& Trueba, 2004; Lightfoot, 2008; Margolin, 1994; Menchaca, 1997; Suárez-

Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Valencia, Menchaca, & Donato, 2002; 

Valenzuela, 1999).  Even after the famous Brown decision (Brown v. Board of 

Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483, 1954) racial minorities have been subjected 

to various types of segregation mostly in the form of tracking (Garza, Reyes, & 

Trueba, 2004; Margolin, 1994; Mickelson & Everett, 2008; Oakes, 2005; Paredes 

Scribner, 1999; Southworth & Mickelson, 2007; Valencia & Suzuki, 2001). In 

fact, ―the greater the representation of minority group students, the greater the 

utilization of separate educational tracks‖ (Margolin, 1994, p. 19).  

 It is well-known that Black and Hispanic students are disproportionately 

underrepresented in gifted and advanced placement programs while conversely 

being disproportionately overrepresented in special education programs 

(Clotfelter, 2004; Lightfoot, 2008; Oakes, 2005; Valencia, 2002; Valencia & 
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Suzuki, 2001). Blacks and Hispanics are also disciplined more often and more 

harshly and drop out of school at disproportionately higher rates than White or 

Asian students (Garza, Reyes, & Trueba, 2004; Lightfoot, 2008; Oakes, 2005; 

Rumberger & Rodríguez, 2002; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; 

Valencia, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999).  

 Race, socioeconomic status, and gender are closely tied. For example, 

Valenzuela (1999) found that most poor, female, minorities performed higher than 

their male counterparts. But when both boys and girls of poor, racial minority 

status were placed in college-bound tracks, there was a leveling effect or an 

erasure of gender differences in achievement (p. 9). In addition, when it comes to 

learning computer science, Margolis, Holme, Estrella, Goode, Nao, and Stumme 

(2003) found that in addition to gender, race was a factor in access and 

achievement. ―Few African-American and Latino/a students are going beyond 

learning how to use a technology, and acquiring the necessary knowledge to 

create technology (p. 13, italics in original).  

Gender and Schooling 

For over a century, the nexus of gender issues and educational policy and 

practice have taken on a cyclical nature – most recently in the early1990s when 

the American Association of University Women (AAUW) outlined ways 

American schools ―shortchanged‖ girls; especially in math and science and the 

ways curriculum and teacher-student interactions encouraged the silencing of 
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females (Blount, 1998; Galatis, 2002; Haag, 2002; Jost, 2002; Meyer, 2008; 

Salomone, 2002; Tyack & Hansot, 1992; Tyack & Hansot, 2002; Weiss, 1997). 

Thereafter, in the late 1990s, the focus switched to boys who, it was argued, were 

not receiving an equitable education due to the ―feminization‖ of the teaching 

profession, the perceived inability of female teachers to understand, reach, and 

teach boys, and an overemphasis on meeting the needs of female students (Blount, 

1998; David, Weiner, & Arnot, 1997; Jost, 2002; Kindlon & Thompson, 2002; 

Sadker & Sadker, 2002; Tyack & Hansot, 1992). 

Although these two major gender-related criticisms still appear in the 

literature, more recent texts consider the benefits of separate-sex classrooms – for 

both boys and girls – (Dee, 2006; Jost, 2002; Meyer, 2008; Weil, 2008) which 

will be addressed in greater detail shortly. This section focuses on reports about 

equity, access, and achievement according to whether a student is male or female. 

However, a vital caveat is in order: 

Focusing on gender differences in educational outcomes net of race and 

 social class is risky because doing so obscures the ways in which social 

 class and race elaborate the gender-achievement relationship. For 

 example, disadvantaged minority males are the most vulnerable to school 

 failures, while Asian females‘ and males‘ achievements in science and 

 mathematics are barely distinguishable. Working-class white male and 

 female college graduates are more likely than their upper middle-class 

 counterparts to major in engineering, accounting, and teaching, rather than 

 in less-applied fields like philosophy, comparative literature, and art 

 history. And the achievement and attainment edge that women enjoy is the 

 largest among African Americans. (Mickelson, 2003, p. 373) 
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The research of Wyn & Wilson (1997) echoed this stance by emphasizing how 

the educational experiences of girls are profoundly influenced by their 

contradictory material and cultural circumstances that are closely affiliated with 

additional identity markers.  

Female Students 

 Sadker (1999) reported that 80-percent of school age girls have 

experienced some form of sexual harassment – with 20-percent experiencing an 

escalation to physical or sexual abuse. Laible (1997) reported even higher 

statistics and noted the drop in attendance and classroom interactions as a result of 

the ―uncaring culture of schools in which alarming frequencies of harmful words 

and actions are directed at girls and ‗feminine‘ boys‖ (p. 202).  

 In addition to safety concerns, there are health issues to consider when 

discussing the state of female students. For example, Sadker (1999) found that 

girls participated in physical education and other vigorous exercise half as much 

as boys did. Moreover, girls were found to be, more often than not, the ones who 

bore most of the hardships of pregnancy and parenthood if students became 

parents during their teen years (Ayala, 2008; Pillow, 1997; Pillow, 2004). While 

most educators acknowledge that boys repeat grades more often and drop out at a 

higher rate than girls, Sadker (1999) and Valenzuela (1999) found that girls who 

repeat a grade are more likely to drop out than male grade repeaters.  
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 Gifted education programs can also have segregative effects when it 

comes to gender. For example, equal numbers of boys and girls are usually 

identified for gifted programs in elementary school. However, during the early 

teen years, girls begin dropping out of gifted programs (Pipher, 1994; Sadker, 

1999). Further, Sadker (1999) found that when it came to math and science gifted 

programs, girls were scarce.  

 Despite the fact that many people think concerns about girls‘ development 

in math and science is a thing of the past, a March 2008 editorial by Jacqueline D. 

Spears appearing in the journal, The Physics Teacher, complained of subtle 

barriers that still exist in today‘s schools. She acknowledged ―blatant barriers‖ she 

and other women and girls experienced in the 1960s and 1970s have lifted, but 

found that girls and women still lag behind men in participation in STEM fields. 

Spears contended that although teachers do not intend to treat males and females 

differently, girls still faced a culture in elementary and secondary classrooms 

alienating them from math, science, or technological fields (Spears, 2008).  Meyer 

(2006) noted that ―some cognitive scientists suggest that teachers may subtly 

communicate different academic expectations of boys and girls and these biased 

expectations may become self-fulfilling‖ (p. 70).  

 Margolis and Fisher (2002) agreed to an extent, stating that it is more 

―often a cumulative effect of many lifelong gender socialization influences‖ (p. 

112) that discouraged girls‘ participation in computer science. They 
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acknowledged that ―obnoxious boys, sexist male teachers, and discouraging 

counselors exist‖ albeit, not as prevalently perhaps as in past decades. Moreover, 

a 2007 study of occupational education conducted by Donna M. Sayman 

reinforced prior arguments that girls are ―relegated to training programs that 

guarantee a lower paying vocational future than their male counterparts‖ (p. 20). 

Sadker (1999) concurred: 

 Stereotyping is alive and well in techworld. Girls are more likely than 

 boys to enroll in word processing and clerical courses, while boys are far 

 more likely to enroll in advanced computer science and computer design 

 classes. Both print and Internet resources continue to promote sex 

 stereotyping, with males portrayed in more powerful and prestigious 

 technological positions. 

 

 Margolis and Fisher (2002) identified several reasons why girls did or did 

not enroll in computer science coursework, which has added a great deal to our 

understanding of the current discussion. They found that when female students do 

enroll in computer science, it is because they: 1) had talent in and enjoyed math; 

2) enjoyed problem solving; 3) recognized the importance of computing to many 

career fields; 4) identified future job opportunities via computer skills; 5) had 

been encouraged by parents, teachers, or friends to learn more about computing; 

6) faced course requirements that obliged them to take computing coursework; 7) 

had friends whom were taking the course, and; 8) had taken prior courses that 

they enjoyed and in which they succeeded.  
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 These research findings have important implications for policy and 

practice. For example, school districts can require all students take a definite 

quantity of math, science, and technology coursework as well as educate students 

about the many careers and opportunities available that come from knowledge 

and skills in these subjects. Moreover, it cannot be overestimated how important 

adult encouragement is to all adolescents‘ tendencies to persist in or refrain from 

taking challenging or unfamiliar coursework.   

 In similar vein, Margolis and Fisher (2002) identified why female students 

did not enroll in STEM coursework including guidance counselors or parents who 

discouraged them from taking this coursework. In addition, girls often feared 

ruining their grade point averages by enlisting in coursework that was viewed as 

novel and intimidating. Not only did they refrain because they perceived that 

computing was a male activity, but they also perceived they could not compete 

with males in this domain. Moreover, Margolis and Fisher (2002) found that 

many girls have experienced courses that are taught in a dry, abstract style with a 

chilly classroom climate. Without encouragement from adults, or guidance that 

helped them see the worth of STEM coursework, girls tended to refrain from 

enrolling.   

 Parker (1997) found similar results outlining girls‘ successes/difficulties in 

her study of school science programs and gave several recommendations for 

developing a pluralistic conception of teaching and learning science. Instead of 
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viewing proper science teaching and learning in either-or/masculine-feminine 

terms, Parker (1997) suggested looking at the former dualisms of science as 

complementary rather than oppositional concepts. For example, rather than 

contesting that malecentric science is atomistic but gynocentric science is holistic, 

Parker forwarded the notion of approaching teaching and learning science 

holistically as well as atomistically. Likewise, instead of viewing malecentric 

science in terms of ―domination‖ and gynocentric science as ―mutual respect and 

interaction,‖ Parker (1997) purported that teachers should lead students to view 

science according to both perspectives. In addition, the discipline should be 

viewed as consisting of: order as well as law; non-hierarchical continuums of 

difference as well as dichotomies and polarizations; involvement as well as 

detachment; understanding as well as predicting, and; knowledge contextualized 

in history and contemporary society as well as ahistorical and decontextualized 

universals (Parker, 1997, p. 195).  

 Whether girls choose certain coursework – for instance reading over math 

– because they just naturally prefer reading or if their experiences with biased 

curriculum and teachers have influenced their choices (Glazer, 2005), 

psychologist Mary Pipher (1994) emphasized the importance of adolescent 

females developing what she labeled the ―hate it but do it‖ center of the brain:  

 This ―hate it but do it center‖ is something many girls need to develop if 

 they are to meet their own long-term goals. I use this phrase to discuss the 

 difference between immediate versus long-term gratification of needs. 
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 Often what hurts in the short term is ultimately rewarding. This concept is 

 hard for adolescents to grasp, but important for their growth into adults. 

 Only when they have a ―hate it but do it center‖ can they work in a 

 systematic way toward goals (p. 157)  

 

In other words, teaching adolescent girls about the constraints and possibilities in 

reaching their long-term goals, as well as guiding them in honing the skills to help 

them reach these goals is important whether one believes ability and interests are 

innate or learned. Students who wish to attend college need a certain level of 

proficiency in math, science, and technology. Whether girls naturally enjoy these 

subjects or not should not be the overarching issue. Pipher (1994) argued that girls 

must conquer any fears or distaste for certain domains and develop strategies to 

delay gratification to reach long term goals. Indeed, Kirst (2007) found that the 

best predictor of post-secondary educational success was whether students 

completed rigorous math coursework, at least Algebra II and beyond. Moreover, 

rather than focusing solely on issues of access, Kirst (2007) emphasized the 

importance of preparation to link secondary and postsecondary educational 

achievement. 

 While developing girls‘ ―hate it but do it center‖ is important, Margolis 

and Fisher (2002) found that one must also  

 pay ferocious attention to the quality of the student experience…women 

 and other students who do not fit the prevailing norm are 

 disproportionately affected by problems like poor teaching, hostile peers, 

 or unapproachable faculty…It means contextualizing the work they are 

 asked to do, so they can understand why they are being asked to do it. It 
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 means providing them with role models and career information that will 

 help them to picture themselves as professionals in the discipline.  

 (pp. 140-141) 

 

In addition, Margolis and Fisher (2002) highly recommended that the cultures of 

educational institutions build support structures into the organization in the form 

of mentoring and support groups to promote communication and encouragement 

among female students. They also emphasized reform efforts must be tailored to 

meet the needs of the local community. Since one size does not fit all, it is 

important to involve parents, faculty, and community to prioritize interventions 

that focus on the most pressing local concerns (p. 141).  

 Finally, according to Adams (1997), female students are constrained by 

the ―school‘s preoccupation with the passive, docile adolescent body‖ (p. 155). A 

dependence upon binaries (boy/girl, good/bad, responsible/irresponsible) used to 

define the realms of proper female behavior aids in the depiction of certain girls 

as ―at risk‖ or ―deviant‖ or ―proper young ladies‖ (Adams, 1997; Pillow, 1997). 

Whether a school has a formal policy or not, Adams (1997) and Pillow (1997) 

reported that the school culture, as constituted in classroom interactions and 

enforcement of discipline, provided potent prompts as to what represented proper 

feminine conduct.  

Male Students 

 Turning our attention to the intersection of schooling and males, studies 

from Australia (Francis, 2006; Johnson, 2003; Johnson, 2005; Lingard, 2003; 
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Malgren and Weiner, 2001; O‘Donovan, 2006) outlined the continued debate over 

what some refer to as the ―poor boys‖ argument. For some, this research has 

served as a forum to demonstrate the continued teeter-totter back-and-

forthingness between serving girls better and the backlash against feminist ideas 

that translate into the call to serve neglected boys (Blount, 1998; Francis, 2006; 

Johnson, 2003; Johnson, 2005; Lingard, 2003; Malgren & Weiner, 2001; 

O‘Donovan, 2006; Tyack & Hansot, 1992). 

 Yet, the concern for the predicament of boys is not only evident in anti-

feminist communities overseas. High-profile gender equity specialists such as 

David and Myra Sadker also recognized barriers to educational access and 

achievement for boys and called on the educational community for redress 

(Kindlon & Thompson, 2002; Newkirk, 2002; Sadker & Sadker, 2002).  

 In fact, sexism harms, and Title IX protects, both genders. Boys are 

 stereotyped into their gender roles earlier and more harshly than females. 

 Three out of four boys report being the targets of sexual harassment, 

 usually in the form of taunts challenging their masculinity. Males who 

 express an interest in careers atypical for their gender also encounter 

 social pressures. (Sadker, 1999)  

 

 The research of Harris Interactive and GLSEN (2005) reported that two-

thirds of students surveyed indicated they have been harassed or assaulted at 

school during the past year due to their physical appearance or perceived sexual 

orientation or gender expression. Students indicated their difficulties with 

bullying were also a result of their perceived race/ethnicity, religion, and/or 
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disability, or a combination of the above. Moreover, half of teachers surveyed 

indicated that bullying and harassment were serious problems in their schools 

(Harris & GLSEN, 2005). The impact of bullying based on perceived student 

identities seems to hit boys hardest since it seems socially acceptable for girls to 

be ―tom boys;‖ leaning toward more masculine characteristics as far as dress and 

hobbies are concerned. However, the opposite is true of boys. Males are still 

discouraged from associating with activities, gender expressions, and intellectual 

pursuits that people typify as female 

 Thomas Newkirk (2002) reported some striking statistics: The gender gap 

between eighth-grade boys‘ and girls‘ writing was ―over six times greater than the 

differences in mathematical reasoning‖ (p. 315). Newkirk was quick to note that 

he did not wish to engage in a ―disadvantage rather, he asked the research and 

educational communities to pay a reasonable amount of attention to the gender 

gaps that effect boys as well as girls. 

 Roslyn Mickelson (2003) referred to the achievement and attainment 

patterns of male students as ―bimodal‖ in that they are more likely, when 

compared to females, to be ―both academic stars and school failures‖ (p. 373). 

Others agreed, noting the larger proportion of boys in the highest level math and 

science course work as well as special education classes, accompanied by males‘ 

disproportionate decline in college attendance and graduation (Glazer, 2005; 

Tyack & Hansot, 2002). The ―boy problem‖ also included their tendency to 
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receive lower grades than girls – mostly due to ―behavior‖ – as well as their 

propensity to be considered, ―discipline problems‖; resulting in counseling and 

learning/behavior disorder referrals (Tyack & Hansot, 2002).  

 Grade school is largely a feminine environment, populated predominantly 

 by women teachers and authority figures, that seems rigged against boys, 

 against the higher activity level and lower level of impulse control that is 

 normal for boys…a boy‘s experience of school is as a thorn among roses; 

 he is a different, lesser, and sometimes frowned-upon presence, and he 

 knows it. (Kindlon & Thompson, 2002, p. 155) 

 

 According to Kindlon & Thompson‘s (2002) research findings, many men 

remembered their schooling experiences as a ―painful endurance test‖ that 

resulted in a severe ―alienation of spirit‖ and lacking joy. Research by Ferguson 

(2002) pointed out that this pain and alienation is exacerbated if the boy is African 

American for whom school was a place to be ―marginalized to the point of 

oblivion‖ (p. 585). In the Ferguson (2002) study, white boys were regularly 

disciplined within an overarching attitude of ―boys will be boys‖ that indicated an 

understanding of the developmental nature of the maturation process. However, 

black students were denied this masculine privilege. Instead, Ferguson (2002) 

argued, the personification of the black male as either a dangerous threat or an 

endangered species adultified the black child. Rather than being tolerated as 

childlike, he was judged as a fully-conscious con artist stripped of naiveté 

(Ferguson, 2002). In other words, boys were allowed to be boys – unless they 

were Black. 
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 In addition to showing patterns at either extreme of the educational 

attainment and achievement pipeline, researchers (Glazer, 2005; Mickelson, 2003; 

Tyack & Hansot, 2002) have found that male students tended to excel in STEM 

fields and were less likely to achieve in the language/liberal arts. However, this 

was not always the case. In the early-19
th

 century, when most education was 

gender-segregated and reserved for white elites, boys studied the high-status 

classics such as Latin and Greek, while girls studied and outperformed boys in 

math and science (Glazer, 2005). It seems that in the 1800s, girls who came from 

wealthier contexts were ―allowed‖ to be educated, but were socialized to more 

―practical‖ topics and careers such as medicine (Glazer, 2005).  

Single-sex Schools 

First-generation Single-sex Schools 

 As the discussion above implies, single sex schools have been utilized 

throughout history for very different purposes. For example, so-called ―first-

generation‖ single-sex schools came to existence as male-only institutions 

expressly because males were thought to be the sex that was capable and 

deserving of education (Blount, 2005; Lee, 2002; Meyer, 2008; Riordan, 2002; 

Salomone, 2003; Tyack, 1974). Eventually, all-female academies were born to 

prove that women, too, were capable of learning and also deserved a share of 

societal attention in the education sphere (Blount, 2005; Tyack, 1974). 

Unfortunately, most schooling was reserved for the ―financially and the 
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intellectually well endowed‖ (Meyer, 2008, p. 12); just one example of the 

complex interactions of race, gender, and class identities.  

 It was not until the advent of the Common School Movement, facilitated 

by Horace Mann and others, that students of the working class and poor were 

deemed fit for education (Salomone, 2003; Walker, J., 2006). During this era, 

public schools became co-educational – not for any philosophical reason, but due 

to efficiency and budgetary concerns stemming from the numerical growth of 

willing students (Blount, 2005; Lee, 2002; Salomone, 2003; Tyack, 1974). 

 Single-sex schools continued, of course, mostly in the form of private 

institutions that were characteristically bastions for the rich. Single-female private 

schools were especially important to keep wealthy, white girls in pristine 

condition, unexposed to working class boys of various ethnicities (Salomone, 

2003) – yet another example illustrating the complexities of race, gender, class, 

and sexuality identities with schooling and parental choice.  

 In addition to the private single-sex academies noted above, there was a 

major growth in parochial schools that corresponded with the growth of the 

Common School movement (Blount, 2005; Tyack, 1974). Catholics in particular 

opposed the Common School movement due to the anti-Catholic messages and 

overall disdain for immigrant cultures forwarded in media generally and public 

schools in particular (Tyack, 1974).  
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 Boldly, many Protestant ministers, schoolmen, and politicians argued that 

 the majority had a right to dictate religious instruction, and since the 

 Catholics were a minority, they had to capitulate. Catholics could not 

 accept this second-class citizenship nor this violation of their religious 

 rights. In city after city they withdrew their children and boycotted the 

 schools. They took their grievances to court but usually gained little 

 satisfaction. But court cases, voluntary persuasion, and boycotts did not 

 win justice for the Catholic cause. Increasingly, Catholics realized that 

 only through gaining political leverage and through building their own 

 institutions could they achieve the respect and autonomy they deserved. 

 (Tyack, 1974, p. 86).  

 

 Tyack (1974) compared the quest for Catholic political power and 

legitimacy in the late 1800s – early 1900s to the Black Power movement of the 

1960s and 1970s in that both movements elicited high anxiety from the white 

Protestant political majority that fueled significant backlash. In the case of the 

Catholic dissenters during the turn of the 20
th

 century, they experienced 

significant successes in urban centers where poor immigrant populations clustered 

during that time. According to Tyack‘s (1974) historical account, the expansion of 

the Catholic parochial school system, along with their consolidated political 

power, worked to facilitate a movement toward pluralism in the American 

mainstream.  

Second-generation Single-sex Schools 

 So-called ―second generation‖ single-sex schools have reinvented 

themselves to combat the impact of societal prejudices on male and female 

students alike, not ―as a reactive counterweight to exclusion but as an affirmative 

vehicle for inclusion and an antidote to social disadvantage‖ (Salomone, 2003, p. 
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9).  For example, Detroit and Milwaukee school districts attempted to establish 

single-sex academies for boys of African heritage yet met with rigorous 

resistance. Proponents of the Afrocentric academies blamed the ―failure of the 

civil rights agenda to improve the lives of poor inner-city residents‖ to legitimize 

the establishment of the all-boys schools (Riordan, 2002, p. 52). Parents of female 

students rejected the schools due to the legacy of male privilege associated with 

all-male academies while overall, some members of the Black community were 

alarmed by what they considered a re-invitation of racially-segregated schools 

into the policy debate (Riordan, 2002; Salomone, 2003). What rarely entered the 

discussion was the fact that in these cities, schools were already hyper-segregated 

racially. In fact, attempts to utilize interdistrict desegregation techniques in 

Detroit were knocked down in the courts in the now-famous Milliken II decision 

(Milliken v. Bradley, 433 U.S. 267, 1977).  

 The establishment in 1990 of The African American Immersion Schools 

of Milwaukee was controversial, as well. However, twenty years later, Milwaukee 

African American Immersion High School continues to be reviewed and renewed 

by Milwaukee Public Schools Board of Directors. Importantly, Pollard and 

Ajirotutu (2000) documented the implementation of the Milwaukee case and 

conducted an assessment of student outcomes over the initial five-year period of 

the schools‘ operation. These findings are shared later in the section on outcomes 

of single-sex schooling. 
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 Later, during the 1990s, attempts to establish single-sex schools for girls 

were also met with threats of litigation from civil rights groups. The most famous 

case was the Young Women‘s Leadership School (YWLS) in New York City 

(―sister‖ school of the present project‘s focus). Besides offering a rigorous 

academic program, the YWLS also purports to offer a unique atmosphere – 

impossible to capture in a coeducational setting – that is essential to its success 

with inner-city girls (Jost, 2002; Meyer, 2008; Salomone, 2003). While YWLS 

faced resistance, successes have stirred conversations in popular news outlets thus 

serving as one catalyst for generating additional academies in major US cities.  

Recent Policy Discourse 

 Besides being a focus of popular culture, single-sex schooling has 

garnered attention in the policy environment with changes to Title IX in 

conjunction with The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). Before the 2006 policy 

changes, separate sex public schools did exist, albeit limitedly. After Republican 

Senator Kay Bailey Hutchinson of Texas introduced the amendment to NCLB, 

schools offering gender-separate classrooms increased from four in 1998 to 228 in 

2006; with 44 of those schools entirely single-sex (Dee, 2006). By fall 2007, the 

number of entirely single-sex public schools had increased to 60 (USDOE, 2008). 

 While political will has reflected support for expanding parental school 

choice, current policy discourse has often assumed balkanized positions between 

those believing single-sex schools are a violation of civil rights (Department of 
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Education‘s Single-sex Regulations, 2006; Title IX at 35, 2008) and those 

purporting that such schools represent the healing balm to a host of societal ills 

(Weil, 2008). More often than not, discourse surrounding single-sex schools can 

be characterized as ideological, rather than based on sound research concerning 

educational practices that help both boys and girls reach their full potential.  

 According to Haag (2002), since single-sex schools have been inspired by 

many different social contexts, taking a reactionary pro or con stance is 

disingenuous from a research point of view. One cannot be sure either way that 

single-sex schools are inherently wrong or right. Purporting that a student‘s sex is 

a ―physical variable‖ with simple effects that can be predicted, praised, or 

discounted is deceptive at best. Rather, Haag (2002) contended, the social context 

of the origin of the school, along with the structure of the school and its 

consequent culture, strongly influenced particular outcomes. Moreover, Haag 

(2002) argued, research assessments on a specific single-sex school cannot be 

determined a success or failure unless the researcher is cognizant of specific 

stakeholder goals. 

 The following section shares what we know about the value of single-sex 

schools. However, a caveat is in order. As Jost (2002) pointed out, since the US 

has traditionally limited single-sex public education, most reviews of the research 

were conducted utilizing data from overseas and/or parochial schools in the US. 

Additionally, within the small body of research that does exist, most studies did 
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not control for variables such as the teacher, curriculum, class size, and student 

self-selection (Campbell & Wahl, 2002; Jost, 2002). Therefore, results have not 

been consistent. A study that is especially pertinent to the present project is the 

work conducted by Pollard and Ajirotutu (2000) who documented the initial 

establishment of the African American immersion academies for males in 

Milwaukee Public Schools.  

Outcomes of Single-sex Schooling 

 To date, none of the exhaustive reviews of the literature have turned up a 

significant body of evidence demonstrating negative effects of single-sex 

schooling (Haag, 2002; Riordan, 2002; Salomone, 2003). However, Haag (2002) 

did find that widespread positive attitudes toward single-sex learning 

environments did not always translate into consequently higher achievement.  

 Even feminist stalwarts such as David Sadker conceded that the research 

on the effectiveness of single-sex private schools for girls is ―compelling, if not 

universally accepted‖ (Sadker, 1999). Positive payoffs notwithstanding, Sadker 

(1999) was leery of touting the positive effects of single-sex classes and schools. 

Similar to the arguments against Detroit‘s Afrocentric boys‘ academies, Sadker 

(1999) indicated that the current trends are a sign that society has given up 

attempting to create equitable public education for all students. Some might point 

out that Sadker‘s (1999) caveat is an important consideration, but should not 

annul research findings about the positive outcomes of single-sex schooling or be 
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the sole discourse influencing decision making concerning single-sex schools. 

Rather, as Salomone (2003) pointed out, the limited research results – positive, 

negative, or ambiguous – could be better utilized as impetus for developing a 

future research agenda, rather than as definitive evidence of whether or not the US 

should increase single-sex options in the public sector. 

 Attitude. Haag‘s (2002) comprehensive review of the literature on single-

sex schooling included published research as well as notable unpublished papers 

delivered at professional conferences. In the area of attitudes toward school and 

higher self-esteem, girls appeared to benefit from educational experiences with 

segregated peers and female teachers. Similarly, Haag (2002) found that boys 

seemed to benefit from learning in boys-only situations, but were negatively 

affected if their teachers were women rather than men in single-sex schooling 

situations.  

 While more research is needed to ascertain potential cause-effect 

relationships, researchers have concurred (Haag, 2002; Riordan, 2002; Salomone; 

2003) that girls in single-sex schools prefer math and physics and perceive them 

as less masculine than their co-educated counterparts Likewise, boys from single-

sex environments exhibited stronger preferences for music and art when 

compared with other boys in co-educational environments (Haag, 2002; Riordan, 

2002; Salomone, 2003). Haag (2002) argued that while ―gender domination‖ and 

―active discrimination‖ against either sex rarely occurred in a single-sex 
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environment, equitable treatment of both male and female students was more 

likely in coeducational environments that had a strong commitment to unbiased 

treatment when compared to co-ed schools that did not. Haag (2002) found that 

policies and faculty training did make a difference in reducing sex stereotyping in 

both coed and single-sex schooling environments.  

 In addition to course preferences and levels of gender stereotyping, single-

sex schools promoted more ―affiliative‖ environments as well as higher levels of 

order and calm (Haag, 2002). Male and female students in single-sex 

environments consistently reported higher levels of confidence and peace than 

those in co-ed settings (Haag, 2002; Salomone, 2003).  In similar vein, Lee (2002) 

found analogous feelings among teachers in her research. Teachers reported more 

positive attitudes and satisfaction with work conditions in her study of Catholic 

single-sex schools. Haag (2002) exhorted researchers to further explore the school 

or classroom-level characteristics that seemed to promote a more orderly, caring 

milieu. It may be that the practices that materialized in the all-girls‘ schools could 

be transferrable to a co-ed setting.  

 Academic self-concept, the component of self-concept related to students‘ 

 feelings about  themselves as learners, interacts strongly with school 

 performance. Students who are confident in their ability to perform an 

 educational task are more likely to be successful at that task than students 

 who lack confidence in their ability. (Gilson, 2002, pp. 227-228) 

 

This is an important consideration because a feeling of confidence was the most 

consistent variable in predicting female mathematics achievement (Gilson, 2002). 
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Importantly, the culture of the classroom can be crafted by teachers and 

administrators to facilitate the positive effects – and ameliorate the negative 

effects – of the prevailing context (Gilson, 2002).  

 Achievement. In the case of the African American immersion academies 

for males in Milwaukee Public Schools from 1991-1996, Pollard and Ajirotutu 

(2000) found mixed results with considerable variability of outcomes within the 

five-year period in all subjects tested. At the elementary school level, students 

were tested in reading, writing, and math during 3
rd

, 4
th

, and 5
th

 grades 

respectively utilizing the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). Third grade reading 

scores improved overall from 73 percent students passing after the first year of 

implementation to 92 percent passing after the fifth year of attending the school. 

Similar results were found when assessing fourth-grade writing with an overall 

increase from 67 to 91 percent students passing over the five-year period. There 

were no significant changes in achievement when it came to mathematics as 

indicated in 5
th

 grade ITBS scores during this time. According to Pollard and 

Ajirotutu (2000), due to numerous changes to the state testing regime, along with 

an extraordinarily high mobility rate at the middle school level, achievement was 

nearly impossible to measure. Regardless, student grades improved and student 

suspension rates dropped.  

 Riordan‘s (2002) research has argued unequivocally that single-sex 

schools were more effective in providing for greater gender equity as well as 
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higher achievement. Findings were especially convincing for low-income and 

working-class students; with differences particularly persuasive for African 

American and Hispanic students (Riordan, 2002). Haag (2002) agreed, finding 

that before adjusting for socioeconomic status or raw ability, achievement gaps 

did work in favor of girls who attended single-sex schools. While some may 

discount these findings because the original researcher did not ―adjust‖ for race 

and class, others have pointed out that gender cannot be viewed strictly in 

isolation due to the mediating effects of socioeconomic status and other variables 

on achievement.  

 It is difficult to identify or analyze the effects of school type because this 

 macro variable interacts with population variables, such as an individual‘s 

 socioeconomic status prior to enrolling in the school. Because students are 

 ―nested‖ within schools and communities, variables relevant to 

 populations interact with school type level variables to influence 

 outcomes. (Haag, 2002, p. 662)  

 

While Haag‘s (2002) findings on achievement were mixed, Lee‘s (2002) findings 

favored positive effects on academic achievement. She found that girls, 

especially, showed statistically significant gains, primarily in the areas of reading 

and science, when compared with peers in mixed classes. Lee (2002) also found 

that students in all-girls institutions were far more likely to associate with 

―academically oriented peers‖ (Lee, 2002, p. 683) and acculturate to the academic 

emphasis of the school. Lee‘s (2002) study found some positive effects for boys 

but they were not statistically significant. Riordan‘s (2002) analyses of the 
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reviews of the literature indicated that most studies were ―mixed‖ because some 

examined middle and upper class students while others investigated schools that 

serve traditionally disadvantaged students. He argued that single-sex schools 

worked amazingly well with racial minority students who came from poor or 

working-class backgrounds. Conversely, Riordan (2002) argued that the benefits 

of single-sex schooling were insignificant for relatively more advantaged 

students. 

 Haag (2002) and Riordan (2002) both found that boys and girls who 

attended single-sex schooling options experienced a school culture strongly 

geared toward academic achievement and as such, students spent significantly 

more time on homework than students who attended co-ed schools. Additionally, 

poor children who attended single-sex schools were encouraged more often to go 

on to college and were more apt to do so (Haag, 2002; Riordan, 2002). Lee‘s 

(2002) follow-up study with adults who went to single-sex high schools found 

that the female students continued to have higher academic aspirations and 

attended more selective universities than might otherwise be predicted by their 

high school grades and achievement test scores. In addition, these young adult 

women were more apt to be politically engaged on their college campuses and 

have plans to attend graduate school. Differences were negligible in the case of 

the young men studied with the only distinction being that boys who attended 
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single-sex high schools reported more often their intention to continue on to 

graduate school (Lee, 2002, p. 692).  

 Multiple positive interactions. According to Haag (2002), a sustained 

effect of single-sex secondary education was the less-stereotypic opinions women 

had of gender roles into their adult lives. Lee‘s (2002) review of the literature 

concurred that girls who attended single sex schools evidenced more open 

attitudes and exhibited more flexible behaviors when it came to gender 

characteristics. Indeed, Riordan (2002) found that girls who attended single-sex 

schools were provided more opportunities to serve in leadership positions in their 

schools, whereas in coed environments, girls might have been members, but the 

boys took the leadership roles.  

 Findings are mixed and most studies have been done in higher education, 

but there is some evidence that students were more engaged and performed at 

higher levels of achievement when educated by teachers of the same sex (Dee, 

2006). Utilizing the National Education Longitudinal Survey (NELS) data, Dee 

(2006) found that in science, social studies, and English, girls‘ achievement rose 

by 4 percent when taught by a woman rather than a man, while boys‘ achievement 

decreased by this same degree when taught by a woman rather than a male 

teacher. This corresponded to a gender gap of 8% of one standard deviation. (Dee 

was quick to add that these statistics did not account for any accumulative effects 

of prior teaching and curriculum on reported results.)  
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 It was difficult to ascertain why teacher gender made a difference in 

student learning. Dee‘s (2006) research indicated that teachers and students 

related better when they were the same sex. For example, female teachers tended 

to view male students as more disruptive than male teachers did. In addition, 

female teachers seemed more effective in promoting girls‘ engagement and 

achievement with science. Interestingly, Dee (2006) found that both boys and 

girls – especially in coed environments – ―suffered‖ if they had a female math 

teacher. The difference in math achievement for both boys and girls was about 7- 

to 8- percent lower if they had a female math teacher rather than male. Dee (2006) 

accounted for this difference utilizing complicated statistical analyses that showed 

that, overall, female math teachers were given lower track classes while male 

math teachers were given high-level gifted math tracks.  

How Gender Concepts Operate in Single-sex Schools 

 Rarely, have research studies investigated single-sex schools in terms of 

how concepts of gender operate within the organizational culture. Heather (2002) 

and Schmuck, Nagel, and Brody (2002) are exceptional. 

 While there are some differences between the average girl and the average 

 boy, there are  much greater differences among girls and among boys than 

 there are between girls and boys. Just knowing if someone is a girl or a 

 boy tells you nothing about the persons‘ math skills, athletic interests, or 

 even level of aggression. While the average boy is more aggressive than 

 the average girl, there are many girls who are more aggressive than most 

 boys. (Campbell & Wahl, 2002, p. 725) 
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 Barbara Heather (2002) researched the role of gender in Canadian parents‘ 

decisions to send their daughters to single-sex schools. Her work focused on the 

process of school choice and how parents‘ perceptions about gender and its 

association with education, profession, and family life revealed challenges having 

implications for school administrators and policymakers considering establishing 

single-sex schools (p. 304).   

 In their study of an elite, all-male Catholic college preparatory high school 

that decided to enroll young women, Schmuck, Nagel, and Brody (2002) 

constructed a framework to better comprehend what they termed, ―the gendered 

nature of school environments.‖ Schmuck et al. (2002) purported that all school 

cultures wrestled with gender privilege to various extents and crafted a rubric that 

researchers and school personnel could utilize to assess gender equitability. The 

hope was that one would check one‘s assumptions that an all-girls‘ school 

automatically facilitated liberatory practices, promoted gender consciousness, and 

critiqued male privilege.   

 Parental decision-making. Heather (2002) found that most parents 

approached their choices from a deficit perspective: Girls were not strong enough 

to withstand sexual harassment and temptation. Therefore, they must be separated 

from boys to build character in anticipation of future co-educational opportunities 

when they were more mature.  
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 Aware of women‘s more vulnerable position in society, the solution 

 parents turned to for the protection of their daughters was to cloister 

 them away from the distractions of sex, and build character as a way of 

 ―gender proofing‖ them against the more negative aspects of femininity. 

 Gender proofing was to be a kind of insurance policy against vulnerability 

 to poverty, poor relationships, and failure. Parents were controlling their 

 daughters now so that their daughters could control their futures. (p. 314) 

 

 In addition to viewing single-sex schools as a way to cloister their girls 

and build character, parents also expected the school to help them become a type 

of hybrid woman – neither too feminine nor too masculine. Parents expressed 

their desire for their daughters to discard the bad feminine characteristics such as 

passivity, but strived to maintain the good feminine traits such as caring. Parents 

believed they needed to train their daughters to take on certain masculine 

characteristics, such as leadership, to counter their daughter‘s natural inclination 

to be followers.  

 They were to be a hybrid that could move from family to employment 

 easily, demanding shared family work roles and fair treatment at work. 

 They were to be superwomen, something I term gender missionaries, 

 converting boys to equality individually, one by one. (p. 315) 

 

 Parents seemed to believe that neither boys nor coeducational school 

environments could be changed. Consequently, they sent their daughters to a 

single-sex school to ―[inoculate them] against the worst effects of being female, 

while keeping them feminine‖ (p. 316). Rather than work against gender 

inequality – or the reification of gender difference in society at large – the parents 

committed to a form of gender proofing. 
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 Curriculum selection. Heather (2002) also investigated parental 

understanding of feminist concepts, generally, and gender privilege, specifically. 

She found that some parents were open to using the single-sex school 

environment to facilitate feminist ideals. However, most parents were either 

suspicious or hostile to feminism and their discourses reflected the stereotype of 

feminists as man-hating lesbians. In addition, most parents did not see the need to 

incorporate women‘s studies in the core curriculum; rather, these courses were 

viewed as merely add-ons to boost girls‘ scholarly incentive as needed.  

 It seems then that parents accepted the curriculum as objective or unbiased 

 and as important in achieving occupational success. The issue was not 

 curriculum or educational practices so much as the social interactions of 

 boys and girls. They were not focused on training their daughters to see 

 the structural causes of inequality or to become agents of social change. 

 They were cloistering their daughters to ensure that they ―get on with their 

 work.‖ (p. 318) 

 

Discourse on Single-sex Education in Contemporary Media 

 Any discussion would be incomplete without at least a cursory glance to 

how single-sex schooling is portrayed in popular culture. However, it must be 

noted that this section is purposefully written in a critical way and intended as a 

serious caution. In fact, so that I do not unintentionally communicate support for 

the pseudoscientific beliefs being circulated by some authors in contemporary 

media, I do not cite certain pop authors such as Leonard Sax or Michael Gurian in 

the references at the end of this dissertation. Rather, I include enough pertinent 
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information within this section so that the reader can find and test specific sources 

independently.  

 One popular book being utilized by some proponents of single-sex 

schooling is: ―Why Gender Matters: What Parents and Teachers Need to Know 

about the Emerging Science of Sex Differences,‖ by Leonard Sax, MD, Director 

of National Association for Single Sex Public Education (2005). In the book, Sax 

(2005) claimed his ideas were based on ―emerging science,‖ however; most of the 

studies he cited were already15 years old at the time of publication in 2005. 

Moreover, his claims that girls‘ and boys‘ choices were based on ―natural‖ and 

―innate‖ character were based on studies of animals. If Sax (2005) referred to 

human studies, the information dealt with differences in physique such as brain 

size and the ability to see and hear well rather than on qualitative, quantitative, 

and/or quasi-experimental studies that were specific to educational environments.  

 While Sax (2005) did make some interesting points about schools needing 

to become more flexible in order to meet the needs of a variety of children, these 

reasonable requests were interspersed with remarks that caused pause. For 

example, Sax (2005) stated, ―Our job now is to create a society that has the 

courage and the wisdom to cherish and celebrate the innate differences between 

the sexes while at the same time enabling equal opportunities for every child‖ (p. 

251). These types of comments are mixed with research indicating the culture of  

home, school, and society at large have tremendous influence on differences and 
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consequent opportunities as well as the efficacy of molding children if raised in 

the right environment .  

 Sax (2005) claimed girls could be taught to be more competitive and 

verbose, or essentially take on what he deemed more masculine characteristics, 

despite the fact that, according to him, it was not ―natural‖ for girls to do so. 

When it came to boys, however, he claimed that parents and educators must fight 

against some boys‘ tendency to take on what he claimed were more feminine 

characteristics such as cooperation and the natural inclination to be taciturn. Sax 

claimed that these particular (feminine) boys were headed for disaster, especially 

if they did not have strong male role models in their home or school, which he 

claimed was probably the case if certain boys were exhibiting more feminine 

tendencies. He exhorted parents to enlist their relatively meek sons in Boy Scouts 

and all-boys hiking and sports camps rather than excursions that emphasized the 

fine arts and sciences, despite the evident interests of the boys in question. He 

warned that reinforcing some boys‘ natural tendencies toward artistic pursuits 

were dangerous to these boys‘ masculinity.  

 His apparent general attitude of supporting girls‘ quest to become more 

like boys, while dishonoring boys‘ that were more like girls, seemed to indicate 

deep biases: overall, for Sax it seemed, male characteristics were better than 

female tendencies. He seemed to be a renaissance man in that he is OK with 

women becoming more like men, but he gave the impression of being highly 
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prejudiced against males who exhibited what he deemed the weak tendencies of 

females. Another element notably absent from the discourse was the ―differing 

conditions of life [that] determine what constitutes being a woman‖ (Young, 

2003, p. 35). The intersecting identities of race, religion, sexuality, and so on were 

missing from the conversation on ways parents and educators can facilitate 

children‘s full potential; thus, reducing human experience into the simplistic 

dichotomy of male or female. 

 Sax (2005) forwarded the idea that schools will continue to shortchange 

both girls and boys because they naturally, innately develop and learn differently. 

―You can‘t customize a school for one sex without putting the other at a 

disadvantage any more than you can sing the same musical note both loud and 

soft at the same time‖ (Sax, 2005, p. 242). Thus, he recommended separate sex 

learning choices. In this call, another contradiction emerged. After he disparaged 

the tendencies of some males to be more interested in feminine topics, he praised 

the benefits of separate-sex schooling: According to Sax (2005), girls were more 

likely to take computer science and physics courses in a single-sex setting rather 

than co-ed schools, while boys were more likely to study foreign languages, 

literature, and the fine arts in a single-sex setting rather than a co-ed school. His 

earlier comments indicated that separate sex classes for boys would only be 

legitimate if these venues taught boys to be manlier. However, he also argued that 

a major benefit of single-sex schooling was that boys would be given a chance to 
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flourish in the arts and letters (which he previously indicated would be a 

dangerous thing to reinforce.) 
1
 

Making Gender Consciousness Explicit 

 Heather (2002) offered several considerations for school administrators 

and policymakers in conjunction with implications to her study. First, school 

district leadership should determine in advance exactly why they are separating 

students by sex and to what extent they are trying to change male-female 

relationships. Further, administration should plan for the extent of their inclusion 

of anti-bias curriculum as well as prepare for conversations with parents and 

press. Secondly, Heather emphasized the importance of raising gender awareness 

and important concepts of dominance and discrimination across families, schools, 

professions, and other societal groups. She warned that, unless this gender 

consciousness is achieved, the strengths of the single sex school will be 

undermined. Unless schools include a strong women‘s studies component 

integrated across the curriculum, ―no matter how strong the girls might become, 

they are unlikely to be able to recognize and respond effectively to systemic 

                                                            
1 While I do not make claims here as to the efficacy and legitimacy of all single-sex schools, it is 

unfortunate that many parents and educators are using Sax‘s (2005) contradictory findings to 

legitimate the start up of various school reform efforts. To investigate the use of pseudoscience to 

legitimate single-sex schooling in greater depth, the reader is directed to a 2010 book by Cordelia 

Fine entitled, ―Delusions of Gender: How our Minds, Society, and Neurosexism Create 

Differences.‖ Fine‘s book is a comprehensive critique of controversial use of ―science‖ by pop 

culture. 
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discrimination, especially on their own‖ (p. 321). Thus, parents were encouraged 

to pursue an ―inclusive and feminist-based curricula‖ for their girls. 

Conclusion 

 With the lack of evidence concerning negative effects of single-sex 

schooling, accompanied by the numerous studies indicating problems in coed 

environments,  

 One would think the burden of proof would shift to coeducational schools, 

 to demonstrate first that they are free of gender bias, and second, that they 

 are at least as effective as single-sex schools in terms of achievement and 

 gender equity. This would replace the current practice, which requires 

 single-sex schools to show greater effectiveness. (Riordan, 2002, p. 11) 

 

According to Riordan (2002), since the onus seems to be on those establishing 

single-sex programs, it is imperative that researchers scrutinize recent single-sex 

reform efforts by urban school districts intending to meet the educational needs of 

poor and minority students; adding to the slim research literature. 

 Since most reform efforts do not last long enough for researchers to 

carefully study them, it is vital that the public sector sustain these new school 

improvements long enough to garner an understanding of what works and what 

does not (Hubbard & Datnow, 2002). Rather than pinning down specific 

achievement results between single-sex and coed environments, Salomone (2003) 

encouraged additional research to consider ―less conventional measures of 

programmatic success, such as dropout and teen pregnancy rates or more long-

term college and career choices‖ (p. 192). Her reasoning was due in part to the 
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difficulties in separating student identities and the variables associated with the 

nested contexts of schools and students. Since most studies have focused 

primarily on achievement and have been inconclusive, research that heeds 

Salomone‘s recommendation holds promise to add valuable information to the 

research literature.  

 Additionally, Salomone (2003) recommended an ―overarching attempt‖ 

(p. 236) to gather qualitative data indicating the overall climate or culture of 

single-sex schools. Qualitative descriptions of educational processes in 

conjunction with curriculum, pedagogy, and relationships were also suggested. 

Further, qualitatively studying the efforts of coeducational settings committed to 

gender equity would bolster our understanding of conceptual intersections 

involving student identities and organizational practices in schools.  

 There is much that the research has not yet addressed. Few studies have 

 explored qualitatively or quantitatively what in fact does take place with 

 regard to content, pedagogy, interaction, social organization, or climate in 

 differently constituted classrooms. We do not have research-based 

 knowledge of what features, practices, or conditions of single-sex or coed 

 classrooms promote better or different outcomes for girls or boys. The 

 purposes or premises underlying different attempts at single-sex education 

 are rarely included as part of the outcomes that are measured. (Campbell 

 & Wahl, 2002, p. 724) 

 

Datnow and Hubbard (2002) and Jost (2002) would concur. A single-sex school 

or classroom does not automatically enhance gender equity or quell gender 

stereotypes. Rather, they argued, it was imperative that future research make 

constructions of gender explicit in discussions of school cultures generally and 
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single-sex schools specifically. Collective and individual beliefs regarding gender 

– and how those assumptions inform policy and practice – were important 

considerations ripe for future research.  

 Schmuck et al. (2002) found that educators attempting to create single-sex 

schools rarely addressed male privilege and power and suggested utilizing the 

following rubric as a tool that further explicates how educator intentions and 

behaviors ―interact and coalesce to form the cultural milieu – the symbols, 

actions, norms, and values that form the internal context of schools‖ (p. 200). 

From the table below, one notices that this rubric was designed specifically for the 

Schmuck et al. (2002) study on a mixed-gender parochial school. Some of the 

statements will not pertain to studies of public schools. But, overall, the rubric 

may prove helpful to future research as it shows that gender assumptions operate 

in four spheres of influence: the social context at large; student-family 

backgrounds; educator beliefs; and school culture. 

 Discussion about the descriptors and indicators at each of the positions can 

 help educators to see their current beliefs and actions as well as the 

 organizational structures that impede or help create new awareness. 

 Increased consciousness does not simply ―appear‖; it is the result of new 

 knowledge, reflection, action research, and proactive behavior. (Schmuck 

 et al., 2002, p. 208) 
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Table I: The Gender Consciousness-Privilege Continuum  

(Schmuck et al., 2002, p. 206) 

 

 

 Position 0: 

Unexamined 

thoughts/behaviors 

Position 1: 

Sex-Equity 

Position 2: 

Gender 

awareness 

Position 3: 

Critical 

transformation 

In
d

iv
id

u
a
ls

 

Individuals accept 

assumptions and 

stereotypes for 

females/males 

without question; 

Individuals may 

deny bias and 

discrimination has 

occurred for them or 

for others 

Individuals 

recognize 

females and 

males have been 

treated 

differently 

because of their 

sex; They make 

some corrective 

actions toward 

equal treatment 

Individuals 

recognize same is 

not always equal 

and that cultural 

meanings of being 

female or male are 

deeply embedded 

in thinking and 

behavior; 

Recognition of 

privilege as a factor 

in equity begins 

Individuals 

recognize 

unspoken 

assumptions that 

privilege, which is 

determined by 

valued position in 

the society (sex, 

social class, and 

race), provides 

some individuals 

with access to 

social rewards 

S
ch

o
o
ls

 

School implements 

different standards, 

policies, and 

behavioral 

consequences 

according to gender, 

or the unintended 

effects of 

unexamined 

practices are 

negative 

School changes 

standards and 

policies that 

differentiate 

according to 

sex; provide 

deliberate 

compensatory 

prospects to 

redress past 

inequities 

School questions 

assumptions 

guiding teaching, 

learning, 

curriculum, 

extracurricular 

activities; 

Scrutinizes how 

gender influences 

classroom teaching 

and organization 

functioning 

School helps 

student question 

issues of privilege 

and dominance in 

society; Curricula 

move toward 

multiple 

perspectives of 

reality; Encourage 

questioning world 

events 

interpretations 

In
d

ic
a

to
rs

 

Different treatment/ 

standards; Activities 

associated with 

specific gender; 

Demeaning sexist 

jokes/remarks; More 

attention to 

boys/girls; Boys 

carry/lift while girls 

clean/set up 

Standard for 

dress code for 

males and 

females; Equal-

quality coaches, 

facilities, sport 

standards for 

males/females; 

Uniform 

counseling and 

advising 

Inclusion of greater 

variety of authors 

and diversity in 

English classes; 

Increase in non-

athletic 

extracurricular 

options for both 

sexes;  Changed 

teaching follows 

changed beliefs 

Use of gender as a 

unit of analysis in 

curricular decision 

making; Considers 

multiple points of 

view; God has no 

gender; Invites 

voices in the 

margin to name 

their position 
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 Dee (2006) agreed that more study was needed. He was not fully 

convinced that separation of the sexes was the only viable option: 

 If teachers had gender-specific training based on evidence about the 

 different learning styles of boys and girls, could gender effects be limited? 

 What if this training were aimed at combating gender biases in teacher 

 behavior and expectations? My study suggests that gender interactions in 

 the classroom matter, but it is still far from clear exactly why this is so. 

 Perhaps the best policy solution is to keep an open mind about a variety of 

 strategies that neither unequivocally endorse single-sex education nor rule 

 it out of order  altogether. (p. 75).  

 

 The following chapter shares the literature concerning the complexities of 

organizational culture and the enormous influence school leadership has in 

crafting the cultural milieu. 
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CHAPTER THREE: ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE MATTERS 

 In the last chapter, I summarized literature that examined the complexities 

of intersecting student identities such as class, race, and gender on educational 

access and achievement. I also shared what we know about the outcomes of 

single-sex schools. In this chapter, I share what we know about organizational 

features that facilitate creating school cultures that effectively serve all students 

generally, and students embedded in multiple systems of inequities, specifically. I 

give attention to the importance of leadership autonomy, school governance 

structures, and leadership style in creating effective school cultures. Next, I 

discuss the centrality of trust in supporting the development of relationships and 

establishing a positive school climate; thus, facilitating retention of quality 

teachers. I follow with a focus on the importance of intentionally crafting the 

school culture by adopting visions, values, ceremony and ritual that socialize 

internal populations and transmit specific messages to external populations as 

well. Then, I summarize the literature on managing diverse organizations; giving 

particular attention to the concept of power and gender roles. Thereafter, the 

discussion turns to the leadership‘s role of enacting social justice in school 

organizations. I begin by sharing an historical overview of the organizational 

studies field to ground the discussion as outlined above.  
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Historical Overview of the Study of Organizations 

 Many researchers have traced the development of the field of 

organizational studies; highlighting the time-honored names of theorists such as 

Adam Smith, Max Weber, Frederick Winslow Taylor, Herbert A. Simon, and 

James G. March (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Mills & Tancred, 1992; Scott & Davis, 

2007; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005). Though organizational studies can trace its 

roots to the writings of Plato, Aristotle, the Judaic Torah, and Machiavelli, 

sources parallel the initiation of scientific management in the 1890s with the 

advent of organizational studies as an academic discipline (Mills & Tancred, 

1992; Scott & Davis, 2007; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005).  

 Adam Smith is credited with having introduced the concept of the division 

of labor to the Western lexicon in the 1700s; while Max Weber commenced 

discourse on charismatic leadership in his writings on rational organizations in the 

1800s. In the 1890s, Frederick Winslow Taylor sought to improve industrial 

efficiency by pioneering the concepts of scientific management. Then, in the 

1920s Elton Mayo and his colleagues conducted productivity studies at Western 

Electric's Hawthorne plant in the United States; resulting in a shift from proving 

the efficacy of Taylorism to analyzing the effects of human psychology on 

productivity. This trend led to what is referred to as the Human Relations 

Movement that focused on humanizing the workplace and human motivation in 

the actualization of individual and organizational goals (Bolman & Deal, 2003; 
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Follett, 1926; Maslow, 1943; Mills & Tancred, 1992; Scott & Davis, 2007; 

Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005). 

 After WWII, a rationalist perspective was again accentuated –albeit, 

sometimes critically– during which there was a push in the social sciences to 

utilize the theories and methods from the hard sciences such as systems theory 

(Katz & Kahn, 1966; Scott & Davis, 2007; Senge, 1990; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 

2005). While the field was profoundly influenced by social psychology, academia 

continued to emphasize quantitative approaches to research (Bolman & Deal, 

2003; Scott & Davis, 2007; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005).  

Expansion and Modification of Foci 

 The study of organizations is a growing field. Business schools, colleges 

of education, and public administration departments incorporate organizational 

studies as a component of their programs. Moreover, major disciplines such as 

sociology, anthropology, and psychology, among others, also include emphases in 

organizational behavior.  

 A major shift in the field occurred in the 1980s: Academia no longer 

viewed quantitative, positivist approaches to research as solely legitimate. 

Qualitative research methods – borrowed from anthropology – were now 

acknowledged as valid approaches, as well. This coincided with the trend of 

increased interest in cultural explanations of organizational behavior and change 

as well as the inclination to view organizations as open systems that interact with 
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cultural context (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; Cook & 

Yanow, 1993; Kingdon, 2003 Martin, 2002; Mills & Tancred, 1992; Schein, 

1993; Schein, 2004; Scott & Davis, 2007; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005; Trice & 

Beyer, 1993). Business firms, schools, and other groups have gradually become 

viewed as communities that develop a unique culture characterized by 

idiosyncratic rituals and symbols; giving each business firm, school, or group its 

distinctive identity.  

 The mounting globalization of the economy has made understanding 

organizational behavior extremely important in the business world as people with 

diverse backgrounds and cultural values are increasingly required to work 

together effectively and efficiently (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Cox, 2001; Mills & 

Tancred, 1992; Scott & Davis, 2007; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005). Along with a 

general swell in critical scholarship across disciplines in academe, the 

organizational studies field also faced growing criticism for what has been 

perceived by some as its ethnocentric and pro-capitalist biases (Acker, 1992; 

Alvesson & Billing, 1997; Cox, 2001; Gherardi, 1995; Mills & Tancred, 1992; 

Schein, 2004; Scott & Davis, 2007; Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005).  

A Critical Turn  

 Following the critical turn in organizational studies, academics in a variety 

of fields turned their attention to power in the work place generally and the role 

gender plays in organizations specifically. Some researchers catalogued the 
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inordinate number of men in leadership positions, compared to women; especially 

in female-saturated careers such as teaching, nursing, and other service 

professions (Blount, 1998; Marshall, 2003; Shakeshaft, 1989; Skrla, 2003a; Skrla, 

2003b; Young, 2003; Young, 2005). Others studied the ways culture socializes 

men and women to perform in specific ways to fit in organizations (Acker, 1992; 

Ackerman, 2006; Alvesson & Billing, 1997; Blount, 1998; Christman & 

McClellan, 2007; Ferguson, 1985; Gherardi, 1995; Hearn & Parkin, 1992; 

Hochschild, 1983; Kanter, 1977; Kanter, 1979; Ruddick, 1989; Scott & Davis, 

2007; Sheppard, 1992; Skrla, 2000). Additional scholars focused on analyzing 

policy through a critical feminist lens to illustrate ways organizational procedures 

and practices affect women differently than men (Acker, 1992; Alvesson & 

Billing, 1997; Ferguson, 1985; Gherardi, 1995; Hearn & Parkin, 1992; Kanter, 

1977; Kanter, 1979; Marshall, 1999; Pillow, 2003; Scott & Davis, 2007; 

Sheppard, 1992).  

 Kathy Ferguson, an oft-cited feminist researcher, wrote two very 

influential books: The Feminist Case Against Bureaucracy (1985) and The Man 

Question (1993). In the former, Ferguson criticizes many aspects of the modern 

organization including how: femininity is equated with subordination; power is 

analogous with masculinity, and; bureaucratic life assumes a strict separation of 

professional and personal. One notices Ferguson‘s theoretical imprint on many 
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practical applications that came later (e.g. Joan Acker and her framework for 

gendering organizational analyses, described later).  

 Presently, a major focus of the field is the study of leadership roles in 

organizations. It is increasingly understood that leaders at various levels of an 

organization are crucially important to an organization‘s success; especially when 

purposeful change is part of the organizational vision (Bolman & Deal, 2003; 

Deal & Peterson, 2009; Hirschman, 1970; Kingdon, 2003; Scott & Davis, 2007; 

Schein, 1993; Schein, 2004). An additional trend is the study of ethics or 

character traits. The philosophy of an organization, as well as the attributes of 

individuals within the organization, is progressively more recognized as important 

driving forces (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Kingdon, 2003; Schein, 2004; Scott & 

Davis, 2007).  

The Importance of Principal Autonomy and Leadership Style 

 Multifarious researchers (Cosner & Peterson, 2003; Goodwin et al., 2003; 

Lyons 1987; Peterson & Kelley, 2001) have agreed that the principal has the 

greatest influence on producing effective schools. It is believed that the success or 

failure of individual children depends on the principal‘s ability to create an 

achievement-oriented school culture, which encourages an orderly, purposeful, 

and peaceful environment with high expectations for students and staff (Cosner & 

Peterson, 2003; Goodwin et al., 2003; Lyons 1987; Peterson & Kelley, 2001). As 
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Peterson and Kelley (2001) so aptly stated, ―One seldom finds an effective school 

that does not have an effective principal‖ (p. 10).   

  Zigarelli (1996) identified six variables positively associated with student 

achievement; the most essential were the academic climate of the school, 

principal autonomy in human resource decision making, and high teacher morale. 

Indeed, there has been consensus (Copland, 2003; Ervay, 2006; Goodwin et al, 

2003; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Lui & Johnson, 2006; Wayne & Youngs, 

2003; Williby, 2004) concerning the enormous influence of the collective 

leadership effects on all components of effective schools with many having urged 

an increase in principal autonomy in hiring faculty. According to Zigarelli, ―The 

more autonomy a principal has in such personnel decisions, the greater students‘ 

school performance will be‖ (1996, p. 4).   

  While principal autonomy in hiring decisions is key, it is important to 

acknowledge the near impossibility of separating principal autonomy from other 

variables such as the effects of organizational hierarchy on principals‘ leadership 

style, the result of management approaches or leadership style on teacher job 

satisfaction and retention, and districts‘ strategies for recruiting, hiring, and 

retaining faculty. Moreover, teacher morale has been found to be closely tied with 

the culture or climate of the school. In addition, student achievement can be 

enhanced when school leaders take an openly activist approach to leading for 

social justice. Therefore, the principal‘s roles in developing the organizational 
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environment, as well as the ways in which school leaders can facilitate social 

justice are major points of interest in this project. While I cannot explore the 

complexities of these intersections fully, I do share enough detail to enable the 

reader to appreciate the significance of focusing on school culture for the 

purposes of this study.  

Autonomy  

 Principals need to be articulate scholars, effective managers, and adept 

with human relations skills (Ervay, 2006). Unfortunately, in today‘s high-stakes 

environment, principals‘ responsibilities continue to increase despite a concurrent 

decrease in autonomy (Ervay 2006). Furthermore, state mandates have eroded 

principals‘ authority and decision-making autonomy (Ballou & Podgursky, 1998; 

Goodwin et al, 2003; Lyons, 1987); thus reducing the quality of academic 

leadership in schools (Ervay, 2006; Goodwin et al, 2003). Goodwin et al (2003) 

and Peterson and Kelley (2001) showed that school leaders are asked to do more 

without additional assistance, resulting in shortages of applicants for the job. 

Since the principal is instrumental to school transformation, it follows that 

principal turnover is the most disabling impediment to school reforms 

(Buckingham et al., 2005; Copland, 2003; Peterson & Kelley, 2001).   

 Indeed, there is a clarion call among experts at all levels to address the 

―leadership crisis‖ in our schools to bulwark reform implementation efforts and 

provide the stability that is crucial to improving student learning (Akiba & 
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Reichardt, 2004; Buckingham et al., 2005, Cullen & Mazzeo, 2007; Fink & 

Brahman, 2006; Oberman, 1996). It is beyond the scope of this project to discuss 

possible predictors of school leader attrition or to provide recommendations for 

solving the principal mobility problem; therefore, the reader is directed to several 

pertinent studies including, but not limited: to Akiba & Reichardt, 2004; 

Buckingham et al., 2005; Copland, 2003; Cullen & Mazzeo, 2007; Ervay, 2006; 

Fink & Brahman, 2006; Goodwin et al., 2003; Lyons, 1987; and Oberman, 1996. 

It must suffice to acknowledge the current dilemma in principal recruitment and 

retention and to mention just a few suggestions from the literature, specifically, 

that the rise in ―top-downs‖ need to be counterbalanced by an increase in viable 

―bottom-ups‖ (Ballou & Podgursky, 1998). Furthermore, the existing dichotomy 

between effective leadership and efficient management must be addressed (Ervay, 

2006; Goodwin et al, 2003.) The general argument is to create supportive and 

predictable organizational conditions in addition to localizing as many elements 

as possible, for example, granting authority in purchasing school supplies and 

hiring faculty and staff (Akiba & Reichardt, 2004; Buckingham, et al., 2005; Fink 

& Brayman, 2006; Goodwin, et al., 2003; Oberman, 1996).  

 Interestingly, Ervay (2006) found that ―the most critical academic 

leadership issue was really an academic governance problem‖ (p. 82); that district 

authority structures either help or hinder the transformation of schools (Ballou & 

Podgursky, 1998; Copland, 2003; Harris, 2006; Miller & Rowan, 2006; Williby, 
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2004). ―It is an implicit, and often explicit, contention that principals have the 

necessary decision-making autonomy and authority to exercise this ‗strong 

leadership‘ that researchers have concluded is necessary for excellent schools‖ 

(Lyons, 1987, p. 197). Contrary to common assumptions, principals may be the 

ones responsible for improving the performance of teachers, but they are not 

necessarily the ones hiring or offering continuing education opportunities (Lyons, 

1987). The more likely scenario is that principals must ―plug people in‖ and 

evaluate instruction without actually overseeing the recruitment and selection of 

faculty or choosing and implementing professional development tracks (Lyons, 

1987). 

District Governance Structures  

    ―Although principals may not directly affect student outcomes, they have 

the potential to importantly shape the environment in which the students learn [as 

well as influence] the quality of the teaching work force‖ (Papa et al., 2003, p. 

11). Thus, it is disturbing that so many principals do not have the opportunity to 

hire their faculty and staff. To compound matters, Bogler (2001), Miller and 

Rowan (2006), Somech and Wederow (2006) found that the same governance 

issues affecting principal decision-making, roles, and responsibilities also affected 

leadership style, which directly enhanced or detracted from teacher job 

satisfaction and retention. 
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 Formal structure tends to enhance morale and enable productivity. 

However, a configuration that buries workers in red tape; thus, reducing 

productivity, is harmful. Good organizations strive for balance between autonomy 

and inconsistency; the ―structural dance between rigidity and flexibility is 

ongoing‖ (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 47). As the title suggests, In Search of 

Excellence: Simultaneous Loose-Tight Properties, Peters and Watesman (1982) 

found that organizations that implemented a unique combination both rigid and 

slack properties were better able to build exceptional companies. Their definition 

of ―loose-tight‖ was ―the co-existence of firm central direction and maximum 

individual autonomy‖ (p. 436). The unyielding fundamentals that provided 

parameters were all about culture: the values, vision, goals, and mission of the 

company; the atmosphere and ―feel‖ of the organization; the way ―we do things 

around here.‖ The open features included an emphasis on entrepreneurship and 

innovation which required the ―rank and file‖ to have plenty of freedom to work 

creatively and make decisions.  

 In Bureaucratic Structure and Personality, Robert Merton (1957) 

highlighted the satisfactions and disappointments of bureaucracy as described by 

Weber. Merton (1957) claimed that the ―chief merit of bureaucracy is its technical 

efficiency, with a premium placed on precision, speed, expert control, continuity, 

discretion, and optimal returns on input‖ emanating from its emphasis on making 

―readily visible what was previously dim and obscure‖ through scientific study (p. 
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104). Nevertheless, Simon (1946) argued that for every principle forwarded in 

Taylorism, ―one can find an equally plausible and acceptable contradictory 

principle‖ (p. 112). For example, he argued that administrative efficiency is not 

necessarily increased as tasks among organizational members become more 

specialized. Indeed, Bolman & Deal (2003) warned that if absenteeism was high 

and personnel were apathetic and resistant, then formal constraints that were 

designed to help ensure uniformity and predictability have become overly 

burdensome. Moreover, research has shown that the more educated and 

professional the work force, the more workers required and demanded greater 

autonomy and discretion on the job (Bolman & Deal, 2003).   

 Merton (1957) disparaged Weber‘s exclusive concern with conformity to 

the exclusion of the creativity and flexibility needed to consider alternatives 

during times of change. Eventually, Merton (1957) complained, the emphasis on 

adherence to bureaucratic procedure will mutate: ―originally conceived as a 

means, becomes transformed into an end-in-itself‖ (p. 105). Peters and Watesman 

(1982) agreed: Discipline and compliance will eventually become a bureaucrat‘s 

goal and measure of success, rather than what those characteristics might help one 

to accomplish in real terms. Ultimately, this will lead to ineffectiveness and 

conflict with those whom officials are meant to serve: the public. Conversely, 

Peters and Watesman (1982) found, when it came to rules in outstanding 

organizations, they were purposely stated in language that was meant to reinforce 
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positive traits. ―They deal with quality, service, innovation, and experimentation. 

Their focus is on building, expanding, the opposite of restraining; whereas most 

companies concentrate on controlling, limiting, constraint‖ (Peters & Watesman, 

1982, p. 438).  

 Like Taylor (1916), Mintzberg (1979) agreed with: implementing direct 

supervision of interrelated workers by one manager; standardization of work 

processes as a result of efficiency studies; consistency of outputs that specified 

sub-unit performance targets or specifications of a product to be manufactured; 

homogeny of skills and knowledge via training  and professional development of 

workers, and; standardization of norms so that everyone functioned according to 

the same set of norms and rules. 

 However, Mintzberg (1979) differed from Taylor (1916) by 

acknowledging the importance of top management to develop organizational 

strategies and act as a ―figurehead, in carrying out ceremonial duties‖ (p. 224). In 

addition, Mintzberg (1979) argued that the management apex was responsible for 

understanding the context and the organization‘s relationship with that context, as 

well as responding to the environment without significantly disrupting 

organizational activities. 

 Adherents of Taylorism (see Taylor, 1916) often focused on how efficient, 

coordinated, and controlled things were when standard operating procedures 

(SOPS) were obeyed unquestioningly through authoritative, vertical coordination. 
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SOPS limited discretion and helped ensure predictability and uniformity and 

facilitated the transformation of raw materials into finished products. Outputs 

correlated with inputs. This was especially true during the Industrial Revolution 

when, in the name of ―scientific management,‖ leadership designed factory jobs 

to be simple, repetitive and low-skill.   

  Some people might view schools as befitting this same model; that 

students, textbooks, and teaching skills represent the raw materials and high test 

scores and graduation rates signify the finished products. Those who view schools 

in this way might also design curriculum to be simple, repetitive, and low-skill; 

believing that any adult can simply read from the manual and students will learn. 

The conviction would be that teachers do not need to be creative or be involved in 

decision making. If everyone followed SOPS exactly, outputs will match inputs. 

If outputs do not live up to expectations, then the cause would be lazy or inept 

workers.  

 The human resources paradigm (Follett, 1926; Maslow, 1943) challenged 

previous management beliefs and strategies: namely, by claiming that workers 

really did care about doing good work and did not need to be so tightly controlled. 

If people were apathetic, deceptive, or restricting their output, it probably meant 

they were frustrated by lack of autonomy and resisted tight controls by 

hierarchical management as a response.  
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 From the discussion above, it seems apparent that if leaders were too 

autocratic, the organization might prove productive, but it would also be fraught 

with joyless frustration and dependence. Conversely, if management were to take 

a laissez-fair attitude, workers might become crippled by confused aimlessness. 

As such, several researchers (Bogler, 2001; Bolman & Deal, 2003; Brooks & 

Miles, 2008; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Dantley & Tillman, 2009; Deal & 

Peterson, 2009; Marks & Printy, 2003; Miller & Rowen, 2006; Shields, 2004; 

Tschannen-Moran, 2004) have advocated a leadership stance that is somewhere 

between as an emphasis on democratic or shared leadership usually produced the 

most positive, balanced climate  

Leadership Style, Teacher Quality, and Retention 

 Miller & Rowan (2006) compared ―organic‖ forms of management 

characterized by supportive leadership and participative decision making with 

―mechanistic‖ varieties identified by hierarchical, directive, centralized decision 

making. In schools where principals practiced organic leadership, they found 

teachers felt a higher level of commitment and greater sense of effectiveness due 

to personal control over key instructional decisions, overall staff collaboration and 

a more supportive principal (Miller & Rowan, 2006). Bogler (2001) also found 

that ―the greater the involvement of teachers in decision-making processes, the 

higher their level of job satisfaction‖ (p. 665).  
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 Bogler (2001) also examined the influence of leadership style on teacher 

job satisfaction and found similar effects. Teachers were more satisfied with 

―democratic managers who maintain[ed] open channels of communication‖ than 

―principals [who] exhibit[ed] a harsh and authoritative attitude‖ (p. 665). Teachers 

may have favored working with transformational leaders, but Bogler (2001) found 

that the organizational constitution that supported this way of leading was 

superseded by more directive forms.  

  Many researchers have agreed that high quality teachers are important to 

student achievement (Ballou & Podgursky, 1998; Hanushek, 1971; Liu & 

Johnson, 2006; Wayne & Youngs, 2003; Williby, 2004) and that reforming how 

teachers were recruited and selected would greatly enhance the quality of the 

teacher work force (Ballou, 1996; Ballou & Podgursky, 1998; Ballou & 

Podgursky, 1995; Hanushek, 1971; Liu & Johnson, 2006; Williby, 2004). 

However, defining good teaching has changed over time (Wayne & Youngs, 

2003) and qualities important to good teaching have been difficult to describe or 

measure (Ballou, 1996; Ballou & Podgursky, 1998; Hanushek, 1971; Liu & 

Johnson, 2006; Wayne & Youngs, 2003).   

 However one defines teacher quality, there is ample research concluding 

that retaining high-quality teachers is a problem to be solved by increasing 

principal autonomy in hiring decisions, developing strong recruitment programs, 

and utilizing best practices in hiring (Ballou & Podgursky, 1998; Balter & 
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Duncombe, 2005; Liu & Johnson, 2006; and Williby, 2004). There are many 

difficulties with centralized human resource activities: The lack of interaction 

between applicants and future colleagues; new hires agreeing to work for a 

specific district versus an individual school and team; generic job descriptions and 

standardized interview protocol lacking attention to individual needs and specific 

characteristics of learning communities; a general lack of information exchanged 

between candidates and decision makers, and; severe time lags resulting in a 

shocking number of late hires of lesser qualified applicants (Liu & Johnson, 

2006).   

 Once a district hires the right people, it is important to retain them. Miller 

& Rowan (2006) compared ―organic‖ forms of management characterized by 

supportive leadership and participative decision making with ―mechanistic‖ 

varieties identified by hierarchical, directive, centralized decision making. In 

schools where principals practiced organic leadership, they found teachers felt a 

higher level of commitment and greater sense of effectiveness due to personal 

control over key instructional decisions, overall staff collaboration and a more 

supportive principal. Bogler (2001) also found that ―the greater the involvement 

of teachers in decision-making processes, the higher their level of job 

satisfaction‖ (p. 665). In addition, Somech & Wenderow (2006) noted the 

motivational effects of participation and additional benefits to the ―cognitive 

realm‖ that transformational leadership strategies encouraged. Interestingly, these 
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findings coincide with human development and learning theory – specifically 

constructionism- on how humans actively construct knowledge. Thus, it makes 

good sense to many educational practitioners to apply these principles to adult 

learning and interactions between and among colleagues.   

  Miller and Rowan (2006) and Williby (2004) found that principals‘ 

leadership styles critically influenced teacher satisfaction and retention. Bogler 

(2001) also examined the influence of leadership style on teacher job satisfaction 

and found similar effects. Teachers were more satisfied with ―democratic 

managers who maintained open channels of communication‖ than ―principals 

[who] exhibit[ed] a harsh and authoritative attitude‖ (p. 665).  

 While Follett (1926) criticized most aspects of scientific management, she 

also acknowledged a positive contribution: the depersonalization of orders. In 

Taylorism (see Taylor, 1916), it was not a matter of just the managers giving 

orders to the workers. Rather, the situation dictated the ―orders‖ for all 

individuals, whether overseer or overseen. Each person did what was needed to 

facilitate the success of the organization on a case-by-case basis. Follett (1926) 

took this idea and modified it to include her preponderance for building 

relationships: ―an order should seek to unite, to integrate, dissociated paths.‖ 

Instead, she objected, what has been done by many ―bosses‖ was to practice 

―harassing,‖ tyrannical,‖ and ―overbearing conduct‖ (p. 153) which lead to 

resentment. Follett asked: 
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 What happens to [a] man, in a man, when an order is given in a 

 disagreeable manner by his foreman, head of department, his immediate 

 superior in store, bank or factory? The man addressed feels that his self-

 respect is attacked, that one of his most inner sanctuaries is invaded.     

 (pp. 153-154, emphasis in original) 

 

Not only did the company lose out for time wasted on avoidable conflict, the 

worker lost one of the few things he truly possessed: his self-respect –and the 

universal human right to be treated respectfully.  

 Rather than approach management from the ―depersonalized‖ frame of 

scientific management or the customary, hyper-personal response as illustrated 

above, Follett (1926) advocated approaching management in a way she described 

as, repersonalizing (p. 155). That is, our personal relationships with people, 

regardless of their position in the organization, should be first and foremost in our 

minds and in our habits as we interact. As such, we should not ―divorce‖ people 

from their personal and professional situations. Moreover, we should ensure our 

communications are done as a ―face-to-face suggestion‖ rather than a ―long-

distance order‖ (p. 155). Furthermore, Follett wrote, ―we need a new word‖ for 

orders because the desire to ―govern one‘s own life is, of course, one of the most 

fundamental feelings in every human being‖ (p. 155).  

 Follett‘s (1926) suggestions were a far cry from Weber‘s (1922) call for a 

strict segregation between public and private lives via organizational policy. 

Follett‘s (1926) work also argued against Taylor‘s (1916) supposition that 
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workers were inept and that overseers were necessary to enforce the adoption and 

implementation of the scientifically-discovered ―One Best Way‖ 

 Follett (1926) went on to ask readers to consider whether valuing workers 

as fellow human beings that were born with the ―instinct of self-assertion and 

initiative‖ (p. 155) might paradoxically facilitate the self-respect that enabled a 

person to heartily acknowledge authority and authentically allocate consent. 

Indeed, Follett (1926) added, might it be that people who followed orders blindly 

were really immature individuals who were too quick to abdicate personal 

responsibility in a situation? Thus, should not managers rather wish to work with 

people who considered personal responsibility so dear that they gave thoughtful 

pause to authority and orders? Merton (1957) disagreed; supposing underlying 

hostility was natural and not to be assuaged, only veiled by procedural devices 

that restrained reaction. Indeed, Taylorism‘s predilection to completely eliminate 

―personalized relationships and nonrational considerations‖ (p. 104) was 

something to be valued and preserved.  

 Current research on school organizations aligns well with Follett‘s (1926) 

hypothesis concerning the significance of personal relationship within the 

organizational hierarchy. According to Williby (2004) the most important 

component of teacher retention is ―relationship‖ with students, peers, and 

administration. Additionally, Williby (2004) found that it was extremely 

important that teachers felt effective and observed student success as a result of 
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their hard work. Williby (2004) also stressed the consequence of teachers as 

active participants during the employment process long before hiring actually 

occurred. Johnson, et al. (2004) argued that applicants should receive a ―good 

preview‖ of their job and assignments and must be carefully matched to ensure 

the success and satisfaction of new educators. Many (Copland, 2003; Cosner & 

Peterson, 2003; Ervay, 2006; Hanushek, 1971; Miller & Rowan, 2006) have 

found that teacher success was related to a professional culture that encouraged or 

discouraged professional and scholastic growth. Ballou and Podgursky (1998) and 

Williby (2004) also found that teacher mentoring and induction programs 

successfully retained good teachers. It was important that new teachers were 

given well-matched mentors committed to substantive interactions in addition to 

support in handling discipline and assistance with planning and organizing 

curriculum. Importantly, Johnson, et al. (2004) found a correlation between hiring 

practices and teachers‘ feelings of efficacy and job satisfaction, which in turn 

affected overall commitment and retention. Indeed, Corcoran (2007) found that 

teachers who received intensive support were less likely to leave the profession. 

The Centrality of Trust 

 According to Bryk and Schneider (2002), relational trust was central to 

inducing organizational conditions that led to a positive school culture. A strong 

sense of trust reduced the sense of vulnerability teachers and principals felt; 

facilitated collaboration; strengthened social norms, and; advanced strong 
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personal attachments to the group and its goals (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Like 

Baier (1986) before them, Bryk and Schneider (2002) found that an atmosphere of 

trust was essential to developing individual trust relationships. While researching 

and discovering direct cause-effect relationships remains elusive, the bottom line 

is: Trust influenced several categories of interpersonal relationships at schools, 

which affected principal and teacher turnover, which in turn, impacted academic 

productivity and student achievement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).  

Teacher Selection and Support 

 One specific organizational practice that facilitated or hampered trust was 

the recruitment and hiring process (Bryk and Schneider, 2002).  Because schools 

are much more successful when the faculty truly wants to be assigned to a 

particular building, principals and teachers must be given the autonomy to 

interview and hire their teachers and staff. Indeed, the ―forced assignment‖ of 

teachers added to distrusting the motivations and commitments of new employees 

as well as employers.  Moreover, the recruitment and hiring process should be 

rigorous and intentional. Honest information exchange promoted job success and 

retention (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Liu & Johnson, 2006), increased perceptions 

of trust, and encouraged reciprocal honesty in new hires (Tschannen-Moran, 

2004). 

 Tschannen-Moran (2004) and Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) found 

that once hired, the professional contract acted as a component of trust by 
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addressing reliability issues through outlining job requirements and expectations 

Moreover, according to Tschannen-Moran (2004), principals should be given the 

needed autonomy to dismiss teachers who did not fulfill the conditions of the 

contract and/or refused the principal‘s attempts to engage the teacher in a 

professional improvement plan  

 Bryk and Schneider (2002), Hoy, et al. (2006), Tarter, et al. (1995) and 

Tschannen-Moran (2004) found that in an atmosphere of trust, people were not 

afraid to experiment with new teaching techniques. Since trust reduced 

vulnerability and promoted innovation and risk-taking, it was essential to teachers 

utilizing professional development to change behavior. According to Tschannen-

Moran (2004), administrators modeled trustworthiness when they engaged in 

instructional leadership activities affecting the growth of their teachers. Indeed, 

Cosner and Peterson (2003) found that building a culture that exuded commitment 

to adult learning was imperative to sustaining school reform efforts. Tschannen-

Moran (2004) argued that one way to achieve the synergy of relational trust and 

professional growth was by implementing ―coaching,‖ whereby principals 

actively listened to teachers and engaged them in questioning and reflection that 

created personal awareness. In such a program, participants designed a growth 

plan that included goal setting and a process for managing progress (Tschannen-

Moran, 2004). The reader is directed to Copland (2003) for an in-depth 
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explanation of ―leadership of inquiry‖ that illustrates this type of instructional 

leadership. 

Power, Relationship, and Responsibility 

 Elements of relational trust influence the personality or climate of a 

school. Climates characterized by openness between caring, concerned people 

who are supportive and helpful develop authentic relationships that support 

excellence. Interestingly, Tarter, et al. (1995) found that openness promoted trust 

and trust facilitated openness. In a climate of suspicion, teachers diverted energy 

to self-protection rather than to teaching (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). Conversely, 

cultures of trust promoted effectiveness (Hoy, et al., 2006; Tarter, et al., 1995). 

 Van Houtte (2006) found that teacher satisfaction was directly influenced 

by their level of trust in students. ―The more teachers trusted pupils, the more 

satisfied teachers were with their jobs‖ (p. 251). Moreover, collective distrust, or 

the way the faculty viewed the student body as a whole, was even more damaging 

than individual distrust in students; leading to greater job dissatisfaction (Van 

Houtte, 2006). According to Tschannen-Moran (2004), and Tshannen-Moran and 

Hoy (2000), diverse populations challenged the development of trust; especially 

between those from different socioeconomic backgrounds. Teachers and their 

students needed time, structure, and support to come to view themselves as part of 

the same collective. Since the party with the most power must take the initiative 

to develop trusting relationships (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran, 
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2004), administration, faculty, and staff were advised to put forth the efforts 

needed to facilitate reciprocal trusting relationships with students and parents.  

The pay-off:  The greater the trust in/of students and parents, the higher the level 

of positive school climate and student achievement overall (Tschannen-Moran, 

2004). 

 Bryk & Schneider (2002) and Tschannen-Moran (2004) found that the 

principal was the key person responsible for setting the tone of trust within a 

school. Consequently, principals who failed to gain the trust of their faculty were 

destined to failure (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). As mentioned previously, the 

person with the most power in asymmetrical relations must initiate relational trust 

and is obligated to work the hardest to achieve it (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 

Tschannen-Moran, 2004). Therefore, principals must create conditions for trust to 

flourish and facilitate teachers‘ willingness to participate fully in school 

improvement efforts (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran, 2004).  

 Bryk & Schneider (2002), Porter, et al. (2007), and Tarter, et al. (1995) 

found that there were many personal attributes contributing to perceptions of 

supervisor credibility and trustworthiness. These included demonstrating 

friendliness and social ability, personal warmth, caring and collegiality, and 

indicating concern, actively listening, and praising teachers for a job well-done. 

Conversely, Bogler (2001) found that administrators who exhibited a harsh and 

authoritative attitude created dissatisfaction and generated mistrust. But principals 
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who were able to develop and communicate a vision and act accordingly were 

considered trustworthy and respected by teachers (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). 

Furthermore, leaders who managed by democratic or distributed leadership 

principles fostered collaboration, trust, professional learning, and reciprocal 

accountability that were grown over time (Bogler, 2001; Copland, 2003). 

According to Ouchi (1981), once a group made a democratic decision, individuals 

became personally responsible for specific elements of the collective goals.  

 This combination of collective decision making with individual 

 responsibility demands an atmosphere of trust. Only under a strong 

 assumption that all hold basically compatible goals and that no one is 

 engaged in self-serving behavior will individuals accept personal 

 responsibility for a group decision and make enthusiastic attempts to get 

 the job done. (Ouchi, 1981, p. 428) 

 

 Teachers favored working with democratic leaders who shared power and 

trusted teachers to do their best work. According to Bryk and Schneider (2002), 

trust supported ―a highly efficient system of social control where extensive 

supervision of individuals‘ work [was] not required, and shirking behavior 

[remained] minimal‖ (p.34). In fact, Tschannen-Moran (2004) found that classic 

―authoritarian bureaucracy‖ or a ―culture of control‖ had devastating effects on 

teachers‘ trust and sense of efficacy and belonging. Hoy, et al. (2006) found that 

an interesting paradox existed between the need to develop routines and standard 

practices to facilitate smooth institutional functioning and the need to deal with 

the lack of adaptability that resulted from standardization. Some regularity and 
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predictability was important to organizational and personal functioning, but when 

supervisors tried to force conformity and uniformity on workers, it was deemed 

unacceptable and elicited ―immediate suspicion‖ in all types of professionals. 

Sitkin and Stickel (1996) found that it could even lead to ―moral outrage‖ and a 

sense of ―professional insult.‖  

 Interestingly, almost a century ago, Follett (1926) advocated the 

humanizing of the workplace by implementing what she termed, ―power with‖ 

rather than, ―power over.‖ Her ideas on integrated power-sharing significantly 

influenced the organizational field toward the Human Relations Movement. 

Indeed, according to Bryk and Schneider (2002), a sure-fire way for supervisors 

to demonstrate trust was to include subordinates in authentic opportunities to 

voice concerns and make decisions about practices that affected them. According 

to Tshannen-Moran (2002), principals who shared influence and control 

demonstrated considerable trust and respect for teachers. Delegating authority to 

faculty fostered trust and promoted feelings of professionalism and job 

satisfaction. 

Leading with a Focused Effort on Contouring Culture 

 While establishing trust has been found to be a central characteristic of 

creating a school culture that encouraged equity and excellence for all students, 

there are additional key features that must be considered; especially when 

launching a new organization (Deal & Peterson, 2009; Schein, 1993; Schein, 
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2004). According to Cosner and Peterson (2003), principals might very well be 

autonomous and exhibit an attractive leadership style that engenders trust. But, if 

proper attention is not given to constructing the school culture, then reform efforts 

will be in vain. After all, according to Deal and Peterson (2009) and Schein 

(1993; 2004), culture is everything. According to Schein (2004), ―Culture is an 

abstraction, yet the forces that are created in social and organizational situations 

that derive from culture are powerful. If we don‘t understand the operation of 

these forces, we become victim to them‖ (p.3). To make sense of organizational 

behavior and decision making, it is imperative to take a cultural perspective or 

learn to see organizations through ―cultural lenses‖ (p. 7).  

  Ouchi (1981) agreed, stating that the most successful organizations paid 

particular attention to ―soft-headed, wishful‖ concerns such as corporate culture, 

philosophy, values, relationships, and cooperation: 

 Western management seems to be characterized for the most part by an 

 ethos which roughly runs as follows: rational is better than non-rational, 

 objective is more nearly rational than subjective, quantitative is more 

 objective than nonquantitative, and thus quantitative analysis is preferred 

 over judgments based on wisdom, experience, and subtlety…the penchant 

 for the explicit and the measureable has gone well beyond reasonable 

 limits…a return to the subtle and the subjective is in order. (p. 424) 

 

Defining Organizational Culture 

 The concept of culture I espouse…is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, 

 with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance 

 he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it 

 is to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an 

 interpretive one in search of meaning. It is explication I am after, 
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 construing social expressions on their surface enigmatical. (Clifford 

 Geertz, 1973, p. 5) 

 

 In addition to anthropological studies of ideology, religion, and politics, 

Clifford Geertz (1973) identified fruitful areas for exploration and interpretation 

of culture; ―those webs of significance‖ that individuals and groups created that 

concern ethics, world view, sacred symbols, ritual, group learning, and social 

change. Thus, analysis of culture entailed ―sorting out the structures of 

signification…like [the job] of the literary critic – and determining their social 

ground and import‖ (p. 9) showing how and why, at this time and in this place, 

certain words, actions, symbols, and rituals communicated a specific meaning, 

understanding, or misunderstanding within a group.  

 Bolman and Deal (2003) advocated educational researchers follow suit by 

examining the shared values and beliefs of parents, faculty, staff, and 

administrators of school communities. They purported that people create culture 

by adopting visions, values, myths, rituals, and symbols. Moreover, they found 

that ―excellent‖ organizations had a core ideology and an esprit de corps that 

emanated from a shared sense of purpose and core values. Furthermore, 

―excellent‖ schools created and sustained regular rituals that enhanced meaning of 

daily routines that transformed the daily into the ―holy‖ (p. 259).  

 Schein (1993; 2004) concurred to an extent, but warned that just thinking 

of ―culture‖ as a collection of customs and rituals or referring to organizational 
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culture as workplace ―climate‖ or group ―ideology‖ was risky. Schein (2004) 

believed that boiling culture down to values of managers (e.g. quality, excellence, 

justice) assumed that there were stronger/weaker or better/worse cultures; thus, a 

return to Taylorism‘s ―one best way‖ to do things. While Schein (2004) agreed 

that ―culture‖ did include the components mentioned above, evaluating 

organizational culture in terms of economic performance or other indicators 

displayed a superficial view of culture: ―Whether or not a culture is ‗good‘ or 

‗bad,‘ ‗functionally effective‘ or not, depends not on the culture alone, but on the 

relationship of the culture to the environment in which it exists‖ (p. 8).  

 If an abstract concept is to be useful to our thinking, it should be 

 observable and also increase our understanding of a set of events that are 

 otherwise mysterious or not well understood. From this point of view, I 

 will argue that we must avoid the superficial models of culture and build 

 on the deeper, more complex anthropological models. Culture as a concept 

 will be most useful if it helps us to better understand the hidden and 

 complex aspects of life in groups, organizations, and occupations. (pp. 8-

 9).  

 

 Moreover, Schein (1993) added, while one of the most important functions 

of leadership is the ―creation, the management, and sometimes even the 

destruction of culture...Neither culture nor leadership, when one examines each 

closely, can really be understood by itself‖ (p.361). Schein (1993) argued that 

culture was a multifaceted form of organizational learning that was synergistically 

influenced by external context, leadership, and internal cultural characters.  
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 According to Deal and Peterson (2009), schools are tribes with specific 

purpose, mission, symbols, values, rituals and traditions according to local 

contexts, needs, and desires. ―Culture affects all aspects of a school. It influences 

informal conversations in the faculty lunch room, the type of instruction valued, 

how professional development is viewed, and the shared commitment to assuring 

all students learn‖ (p. 12). Moreover, Deal and Peterson (2009) found that 

fostering a positive school culture facilitated school effectiveness and 

productivity; improved collegiality, collaboration, communication, and problem-

solving practices; promoted innovation and school improvement; built 

commitment and kindled motivation; amplified the energy and vitality of school 

staff, students, and community, and; focused attention on what was important and 

valued (pp. 12-14). According to Deal and Peterson (2009), the most significant 

role of school principals was the creation of the symbolic activities that conferred 

meaning within the school culture.  

Symbols and Signs 

 According to Geertz (1973) symbols are outward signs of intangible 

beliefs and values that cannot be investigated directly or comprehended on a 

rational level. For Geertz (1973), symbols represented and communicated values, 

gave direction and purpose to tribes and unified individual tribe members. In line 

with Geertz‘ (1973) earlier thinking, Deal and Peterson (2009) purported that in 

schools, symbols included architectural elements, colors, and signs on interior 
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walls and exterior marquees. For example, how much space was devoted to a 

gymnasium versus the library communicated significant messages about what was 

important and valued. Additionally, a painted rock garden or well-kept flower bed 

reflected to neighbors that what occurred within the school building was 

important. 

 Geertz (1973) used the symbol of a cross or crucifix as the materiality in 

which religious beliefs are stored: 

 Such religious symbols, dramatized in rituals or related myths, are felt 

 somehow to sum up, for those for whom they are resonant, what is known 

 about the way the world is, the quality of the emotional life it supports, 

 and the way one ought to behave while in it. Sacred symbols thus relate an 

 ontology and a cosmology to an aesthetics and a morality…a 

 comprehensive normative import. (p. 127) 

 

 Deal & Peterson (2009) forwarded that symbolic artifacts, representing 

rituals, myths, aesthetics, morality, and norms, materialized in schools as posters, 

banners, trophies, student work displays, mission statements, websites, articles of 

clothing, jewelry, mascots, historical artifacts and collections such as newspaper 

articles, photographs, internal newsletters, songs, emails, and handwritten notes. 

The name of an organization or school also gave clues to the community as to the 

meaning and cultural values of the group members. Therefore, according to Deal 

and Peterson (2009), it was important for school tribes to find significance in their 

name to increase awareness of their values and beliefs. Moreover, using 
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architectural elements such as color and other symbolism had potential to unite a 

diverse student body, staff, and faculty  

Mission and Purpose 

 Deal and Peterson (2009) argued that the mission and/or purpose of a 

school communicated to all the answer to the question, ―Why do we exist?‖ Peters 

and Watesman (1982) found that an organization that was culturally driven 

included routine communication and swift feedback; thus, employees received the 

steady piloting needed to facilitate the achievement of organizational goals; 

thereby molding an exemplary organization. Deal and Peterson (2009) forwarded 

the notion that the mission and purpose of a school was its cultural hub; reflecting 

the specific focus of a school as well as what members hoped to accomplish. 

Mission and purpose were a direct reflection of what the school tribe valued and 

provided guidance to what people worked toward on a regular basis.  

Values, Norms, Beliefs, and Decision Making 

 March and Olsen (1984) contended that, despite what many economists 

have argued, not all actions were a result of rational decision making and 

utilitarianism. Rather, humans did not always act ―sensibly‖ from another‘s point 

of view. One‘s personal ethics and values, which were culturally constructed and 

varied amongst individuals, strongly interacted with human deliberation; 

influencing the ways a person subsequently rationalized and calculated decisions. 
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Thus, understanding individual and organizational decision making was 

complicated and could not be explained in simple cause-effect terms. 

 Deal and Peterson (2009) tried to define values, norms, and beliefs as they 

related to school cultures. Values answer the question: ―What do people cherish?‖ 

Norms were defined as, ―unstated tokens and taboos governing behavior‖ (p. 67) 

while beliefs included the assumptions group members held for other members of 

the group. Deal and Peterson (2009) found that a school culture captured its 

priorities and defined its standard of excellence by making values clear to all 

cultural members. Moreover, when individuals of the culture did not adhere to 

cultural values or overstepped normative bounds, group members pressed for 

observance of norms through signals and sanctions. For example, how faculty 

addressed parents or the clothing one wore on the job were reinforced in informal 

conversation among team members or in a more formal conference between 

principal and teacher. Assumptions group members held were more difficult to 

discern, but extremely important nonetheless.  

 Beliefs are powerful in schools because they represent core 

 understandings about student  capacity (immutable or alterable), teacher 

 responsibility for learning (little or a lot), expert sources of teacher 

 knowledge (experience, research, or intuition), collaboration (useless idea 

 or core principle), and the link between teaching and learning (direct or 

 incidental). (p. 66) 

 

 Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) argued that personal ethics and core 

principles did not, in reality, guide individuals and organizations toward rational 
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decision making. Rather, organizations tended to make decisions by trial and 

error. This was due to the fact that: organizations operated within conflicting 

values and preferences; organizations‘ boundaries were tentative and shifting, 

and; individuals advocating certain preferences can change unpredictably. Hence, 

the organizational decision making process was more akin to sorting through a 

garbage can into which a variety of organizational players had dropped a muddle 

of problem definitions and possible solutions. Members sifted through the tangle 

of possibilities, implemented various solutions arbitrarily, and returned to the 

garbage can for additional ideas for supplementary experimentation, as needed 

(Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; Kingdon, 2003).  

 Rather than despair at the inability of individuals and organizations to 

implement rational decision making, it was argued that an adequate solution can 

be decided upon. Since it is highly unlikely that all alternatives and consequences 

could be recognized by any individual or organization, decision makers were 

limited or ―bounded‖ in their capacity to be fully rational: they possessed only 

―bounded rationality‖ and must choose the alternative that might not prove to be 

most advantageous, but that which has potential to be ―good enough‖ or that 

which is “satisficing” (see Kingdon, 2003; Scott & Davis, 2007; Simon, 1946). 

Thus, ethics and core values do indeed count, it is just that decision making is 

much more complex than previous theorists had indicated. Moreover, it is just not 

realistic to expect faultless rationality or to presume the implementation of perfect 
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solutions. Indeed, since political systems and organizations are extremely 

complex, explaining individual and institutional behavior and decision making is 

comparably difficult. March and Olsen (1984) argued that cultural context and 

institutions were not borderless, nor were they mutually exclusive entities; rather, 

the borders that existed between and among society and organizations were 

genuine, albeit permeable membranes. Thus, there was a reciprocal sharing and 

influence between context and institutions. There really was no ―one best way‖ to 

do things. And everything could not necessarily be standardized. Rather, there 

were multiple alternatives that may prove satisficing (Kingdon, 2003; Scott & 

Davis, 2007). 

Rituals and Traditions 

 Geertz‘ (1973) work highlighted the ways rituals were the routines that 

infused life with deeper significance and engaged group members in comforting 

and meaningful routines that facilitated relationship, group memory, and learning. 

In addition to providing time for reflection and connection, they also 

communicated what groups valued and enabled tribes to celebrate 

accomplishments. Rituals included how people greeted each other and how older 

of tribe members initiated newer members and communicated norms and 

expectations. 

 Similarly Deal and Peterson (2009) showed how school rites included 

those similar to ―battle preparation‖ such as pep rallies for sports teams and state-
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wide testing regimes. Graduations and similar ceremonies served as transition or 

rites of passage rituals while other traditions such as homecoming, retirement 

ceremonies, birthdays, baby showers, and so on infused school relationships with 

different meanings and relationships altogether. Deal and Peterson (2009) also 

argued that it was important to recognize the significance of individual classroom 

rituals that involved mini-tribes and teacher-leaders. Within various rituals and 

traditions, one can note who was invited, where they sat, the choice of music and 

other media, as well as signs, banners, and stories, in addition to ways of speaking 

and presenting. These were all symbols that could be examined within rituals and 

traditions. 

Cultural Characters 

 The work of Deal and Peterson (2009) is unique in that it outlined how 

each local school had a distinct culture of its own and within that culture was an 

array of cultural characters that played a variety of roles. Among the positive 

conveyers of culture were the priests/priestesses, storytellers, heroes/heroines, 

compasses, and pioneers. Amid the negative cultural characters were the 

saboteurs, negaholics, prima donnas, space cadets, and deadwood. According to 

Deal and Peterson (2009), a significant role of school leadership was to minimize 

the impact of negative characters and to optimize the positive characters‘ 

influence. 
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 According to Deal and Peterson (2009), the positive cultural characters 

may approach life very differently, but the effect was constructive and nurturing. 

For example, the priestess was the guardian of cultural values and beliefs who 

informed new members – and reminded veteran members – of a school‘s cultural 

ways. For instance, she shared the history and traditions of the school at special 

occasions. The priestess or guardian of cultural values was viewed apart from 

others due to her longevity and commitment to tradition. Storytellers were those 

who saw drama in the mundane, whereas the heroine was the exemplar of core 

values. The compass acted as philosopher or spiritual guide, reminding members 

of mission focus and ultimate goals. The pioneers were the innovators who 

experimented with new teaching techniques.  

 Like the positive characters, negative cultural characters had their 

individual personalities and ways of working, but the end result disparaged tribal 

culture and tore down individual members (Deal & Peterson, 2009). For example, 

saboteurs worked hard to ―incapacitate, scuttle, or trash any new ideas, innovative 

programs, or positive activity‖ (p. 123). Negaholics were unrelentingly negative, 

yanking down the morale and motivation of the entire organization due to their 

tendency to dominate discussions. Another domineering personality was the 

prima donna who insisted on being center stage. Prima donnas felt they were 

entitled to the best materials, the top students, and did all they could to command 

attention even when it was someone else‘s turn to be honored.  
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 Space cadets were ignorant and sophomoric. They were often able to 

voice rhetoric but had no real understanding behind the words. Unfortunately, 

they wasted a lot of time with long-winded, incoherent gibberish, although to 

some – especially themselves – they came off as informed and intelligent. 

Deadwood were adept at recognizing excellence, and wanted to be at the school to 

be associated with the good reputation and the decent paycheck, but they 

―refuse[d] to do any work and seldom [kept] up with new ideas [serving] as 

ballast that [kept] the school from moving ahead‖ (Deal & Peterson, p. 125). 

Rather, they used the organization to expand personal reputation, but did nothing 

that contributed to maintaining organizational excellence. 

 Mintzberg (1983) acknowledged the presence of a non-living cultural 

character in the organizational power system; one that was technically inanimate 

but in fact showed every indication of having a life of its own, namely the 

ideology or beliefs of the organization – the set of beliefs shared by its internal 

influencers that distinguish[ed] it from other organizations‖ (p. 338). 

 Recognizing that ideology or beliefs of an organization have a life of their 

own, Deal and Peterson (2009) argued that one of the many jobs of the principal 

was to confront negativity head on; nurture new staff and shield them from 

negativity; focus energy on recruiting, selecting, and retaining effective, positive 

people; help poisonous people find other jobs; establish ongoing ceremonies and 

celebrations that unite people and memorialize accomplishments, and; act as 
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healer overseeing transitions and changes and healing the wounds caused by 

conflict and loss.  

Organizational Memory, Learning, and Change 

 Organizations exist for varied lengths of time; often achieving an 

analogous measure of organizational history and memory. Relatively young 

organizations are sometimes described as suffering from ―growing pains‖ because 

they do not yet have the record and remembrance that facilitates organizational 

learning. Corporate amnesia occurs when elder members leave an organization 

and take their knowledge and skills with them. Meanwhile, some organizations, 

regardless of their age, experience an organizational forgetfulness that requires 

investing an inordinate amount of time re-learning old lessons (Cook & Yanow, 

1993; Follett, 1926; Merton, 1957; Senge, 1990). Merton (1957) criticized the 

tendency of bureaucrats to cling to past training that cannot be utilized effectively 

in changing contexts. 

 In considering a worker‘s capacity to learn and to change, Follett (1926) 

brought to the fore the concept of ―habits of mind‖ (p. 152) that foretold 

intellectual work far into the future: for example, Bourdieu‘s theoretical 

framework of habitus and field. 
2
 Indeed, in her article, The Giving of Orders, 

Follett (1926) wrote:  

                                                            
2 I have not found evidence indicating that Bourdieu directly borrowed from Follett‘s work 

without acknowledgement, as in the cases of Chester Barnard and Elton Mayo. However, I clearly 



113 

 

 For all our past life, our early training, our later experience, all our 

 emotions, beliefs, prejudices, every desire that we have, have formed 

 certain habits of mind…Therefore it  will do little good merely to get 

 intellectual agreement; unless you change the habit-patterns of people, you 

 have not really changed your people…people can obey an order only if 

 previous habit patterns are appealed to or new ones created…It has been 

 hard for many old-fashioned employers to understand that orders will not 

 take the place of training. I want to italicize that. Many a time an 

 employer has been angry because as he expressed it, a workman 

 ―wouldn‘t‖ do so and so, when the truth of the matter was that the 

 workman couldn‘t, actually couldn‘t do as ordered… [Furthermore], the 

 place in which orders are given, the circumstances under which they are 

 given, may make all the difference in the world as to the response which 

 we get.  (Follett, 1926, p. 152, italics in original) 

 

 Systems thinking. Senge (1990) forwarded the notion of a learning 

organization whereby organizations were, like other living systems such as the 

human body, dynamic systems in a continuous state of adaptation and 

development. He argued that organizations will only achieve excellence if they 

were able to adapt quickly and effectively; thus, promoting organizational 

learning. According to Senge (1990), in order to be termed, ―a learning 

organization,‖ specific conditions must be present at all times. The first was the 

ability to align the design of the organization with the desired outcomes. 

Secondly, organizations must have the ability to recognize when organizational 

trends detracted from desired outcomes. Then, they must distinguish and pursue 

essential steps to correct this deviation.  

                                                                                                                                                                  
see Follett‘s work as prescient of Bourdieu, whereas other researchers indicate Max Weber as 

preceding Bourdieu.  
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 As suggested above, Senge (1990) believed that thinking of organizations 

as systems facilitated organizational learning. Senge (1990) further clarified his 

meaning: ―Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a framework 

for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change 

rather than static ‗snapshots‘…it is a sensibility – for the subtle 

interconnectedness that gives living systems their unique character‖ (p. 441).  

 Senge (1990) forwarded a number of constructs designed to help people 

begin to view the entirety of organizations rather than just its individual parts. For 

example, we are often limited in our ability to see systems as wholes because we 

tend to be linear thinkers looking for simple cause-effect explanations rather than 

circular thinkers that problematize the situation in terms of complexity and 

interrelated components. Rather than see problems as cause-effect, Senge (1990) 

argued that we should view challenges as a matter of feedback loops; whereby 

everyone shares responsibility for problems generated by a system‖ (p. 444, 

italics in original). Secondly, to understand how an organization or any living 

system works, one must understand its explicit and implicit balancing processes. 

In organizations,  

 the balancing process maintains the status quo, even when all participants 

 want change…whenever there is ‗resistance to change,‘ you can count on 

 there being one or more ‗hidden‘ balancing processes. Resistance to 

 change is neither capricious nor mysterious. It almost always arises from 

 threats to traditional norms and ways of doing things...artful leaders 

 discern the source of the resistance. They focus directly on the implicit 
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 norms and power relationships within which the norms are embedded. (p. 

 447) 

 

 Culture and organizational learning. While prior theorists analogized 

organizational processes to the way the human brain operates; attempting to apply 

cognitive learning theory to organizations, still others studied how individual 

people within organizations learned and how that might have influenced the 

organization at large. Cook and Yanow (1993) argued that organizations and 

individuals were not analogous entities; therefore, a different theory was needed 

to explain why organizations seemed to exhibit characteristics similar to human 

learning.   

 Cook and Yanow (1993) described organizational learning as ―know how‖ 

that is culturally situated (p. 372). For example, two organizations may 

manufacture relatively the same product, but due to management styles, group 

expectations, and values, one product may be appreciably higher in quality than 

the other. ―Organizational knowing and learning are always in some part 

intimately bound to a particular organization‖ (p. 372). In other words, 

organizations indeed learn –not as cognitive entities, but as cultural ones. 

 We define culture in application to organizations as a set of values, beliefs, 

 and feelings, together with the artifacts of their expression and 

 transmission (such as myths, symbols, metaphors, rituals), that are created, 

 inherited, shared, and transmitted within one group of people and that, in 

 part, distinguish that group from others. (p. 372).  
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 According to Cook and Yanow (1993), organizational learning was a 

collective activity; an act of preservation and innovation. Meaning-making 

happened during daily routines and operations as well as face-to-face 

conversations. Importantly, cultural artifacts such as special ceremonies, company 

stories and myths, group expectations, and product workmanship or quality of 

outputs acted as constructs of collective learning and socialization. Organizations 

then transmitted these cultural constructs to new members. Some of this 

communication was explicit; for example, stated in organizational mission 

statements. While other messages were tacit: New members discovered cultural 

meanings as they engaged in the everyday practices of the organization.  

Issues of Diversity, Gender, and Power in Organizations 

Diversity or the Multicultural Organization 

 Taylor Cox (2001) problematized managing diversity while striving to 

create the multicultural organization. Cox (2001) defined diversity as ―the 

variation of social and cultural identities among people existing together in a 

defined employment or market setting‖ (p. 469). Cox (2001) went on to explain 

that social and cultural identities were ―the personal affiliations with groups that 

research has shown to have significant influence on people‘s major life 

experiences [such as] gender, race, national origin, religion, age cohort, and work 

specializations, among others‖ (p. 470). Since diversity in the workplace 

presented unique endowments as well as difficulties, it was important for 
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managers to develop a solid understanding of the influences of multicultural 

identities and employ strategies to respond to both challenges and opportunities.  

 For example, Cox (2001) believed that diversity had the potential to be 

both performance barrier and achievement enhancer. Research has shown that, 

when compared to homogenous work groups, diverse work groups often 

experienced heightened conflict and ineffective communication. In addition, 

direct harassment and discrimination has been shown to significantly decrease 

production and performance measures (Cox, 2001). On the other hand, if 

managed well, diversity acted as an achievement enhancer by: improving problem 

solving; bolstering creativity and innovation; increasing organizational flexibility; 

enhancing the overall quality of the work force through better recruitment and 

retention, and; improving marketing strategies since diverse organizations were 

better able to reach diverse clientele (Cox, 2001, p. 470).  

 According to Cox (2001), ―the presence of minority views improved the 

quality of the decision-making process, regardless of whether or not the minority 

view ultimately prevailed‖ (p. 471) if an organization also provided training 

specific to the existence and implications of employee differences.  Ouchi (1981) 

agreed that life in organizations was characterized by ―interdependence, of relying 

upon others… [And] ambiguity‖ (p. 426). Thus, Ouchi (1981) argued, a diverse 

collection of employees should be drawn into decision-making processes that are 

consensual and participatory. Additionally, a great deal of energy should be 
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devoted to developing interpersonal skills in employees to ensure that democratic 

decision-making is achieved (Ouchi, 1981).  

 As far as creativity and innovation was concerned, higher levels were 

found amongst companies, schools, and other organizations that had: labored to 

eradicate racism, sexism, and classism; intentionally considered race and gender 

during recruitment and hiring, and; deliberately created heterogeneous work 

teams (p. 471). When studying characteristics of flexibility, studies show that 

bilingual people tended to have higher levels of divergent thinking and cognitive 

flexibility when compared to monolinguals. In addition, women tended to be 

more tolerant of ambiguity than men; a quality that has been linked to higher 

levels of cognitive complexity (p. 471).   

 Managing diversity has been a complicated undertaking. Frequently, there 

are literally not enough people of a variety of social-cultural identity groups 

within an organization. In addition, some organizations actually comprised 

insensitive people that needed to be made aware that ―identity matters‖ (Cox, 

2001, p. 473). However, there were also many well-meaning employers who 

strove to be an inclusive organization and wished to take advantage of many of 

the positive traits described above. Unfortunately, more often than not, whoever 

was hired was eventually pressured to confirm to the existing work culture. They 

modified their thinking and their behavior to fit in and be accepted. It was 

extremely difficult for corporate cultures to both welcome diverse people and 



119 

 

allow different ways of thinking and doing seep into the company culture; 

eventually leading to a hybrid form that did not exist prior.  

 According to Ouchi (1981), attaining a consistent internal culture that 

honored diversity required members of clans to literally, socialize. It was argued 

that rather than distance, formality, and unfriendliness, work cultures should 

exhibit broad concern for co-workers. Unlike utopian assemblages, most 

organizations likely maintain a hierarchy. However, Ouchi (1981) found that class 

distinctions were diffused by taking on a more caring attitude and engaging 

colleagues of various ―levels‖ in authentic dialogue. ―If we become impersonal 

and formal and thus distant from the needs of subordinates, that gives one less 

thing to worry about. Of course we recognize that feeling as improper, unfair, and 

unproductive, but short-term pressures will often beckon in that direction‖ (p. 

428). However, Ouchi (1981) found that organizations that pay particular 

attention to culture, relationships, and cooperation were more egalitarian than 

typical hierarchical organizations. Ouchi (1981) believed that culturally-minded 

organizations stood a better chance of withstanding contextual pressures to revert 

to more hierarchical arrangements.  

Gender Role Expectations and Fitting In 

 In 1983, Arlie Hochschild published the influential book, The Managed 

Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling. Hochschild began with the thesis 

that human emotion and feeling was, in large part, social. Culture guided the act 
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of recognizing a feeling by proposing what's possible for us to feel. Hochschild 

(1983) used the example of the Czech word, litost, which refers to an 

indescribable yearning, mixed with regret and sorrow—an anthology of feelings 

with no counterpart in another language. It is not that a non-Czech person is 

incapable of feeling, litost. Rather, a person who is not Czech has not been 

socialized to recognize this constellation of feelings and name it, litost. In addition 

to recognition and naming, Hochschild (1983) reported that people are taught 

―feeling rules.‖ In other words, we learn to manage our feelings in predictable and 

acceptable ways: for example, to be happy at a wedding, sad at a funeral, and 

deferential to a superior at work.  

 Hochschild took the ideas involved with the socialization of emotional 

feeling and performing and applied it to organizational behavior and work 

environments: Human beings performed ―emotional labor.‖ That is, workers 

labored to act in a certain way that matched their job role and others‘ 

expectations. Likewise, they labored to induce an anticipated emotion or attitude 

in customers and/or their superiors while on the job (Hochschild, 1983). 

Hochschild‘s work is important because she showed that as a job becomes more 

heavily service-oriented, the more it becomes labor-intensive emotionally. 

Moreover, the more a person was expected to perform emotional labor on the job, 

the more likely that job was designated for a female worker. Accordingly, 

Hochschild (1983) found that there was a division of labor between males and 
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females: females were expected to be people-pleasers (e.g. airline stewardesses) 

and males were expected to be in charge (e.g. airline pilots). 

 Sarah Ruddick (1989) continued Hochschild‘s ideas in her theory of 

―maternal work.‖ According to Ruddick, maternal thinking and maternal work 

entailed the nurturance and training of children (and women) that resulted in 

growth, preservation, and social acceptability.  Although she acknowledged that 

maternal work can be done by both men and women, it was more often done by 

women in the home or in so-called gendered professions. She added that since 

objectivity, self-control, and detachment were necessary to be taken seriously, 

win recognition, and make gains in male-dominated professions, women‘s 

traditional association with maternal work has thwarted their attempts to expand 

to other professions.  

 Later, in the late 1990s – early 2000s, Sarah J. Tracy studied emotional 

labor in service organizations by conducting ethnographies of correctional 

officers and cruise ship employees; confirming many components of Hochschild‘s 

and Ruddick‘s theories. Then, Debra J. Ackerman‘s (2006) study of childcare 

teachers magnified the various ways women‘s work was still devalued in our 

present economy. ―Caring work,‖ or any occupation heavy in personal contact 

and concern about individuals‘ welfare, was perceived by most as a female job. 

Additionally, caring work continued to be devalued in our society; resulting in 

less honor, power, and money. Furthermore, these wage differences acted to 
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reinforce social constructions about appropriate and desirable male and female 

roles (Ackerman, 2006).  

 When exploring gender expectations on the job, Ferguson (1985) argued 

that the present practice of expecting women to change to succeed in business was 

inappropriate and unjust. She criticized the proliferation of the self-help book 

genre that purported to help women succeed in business by taking on more 

masculine qualities. Ferguson argued that rather than urging women to amend 

themselves to fit into organizations imprinted with historical patriarchy, 

organizations need to be revamped to include the voices of women in policy and 

practice. In addition to pervading personal and work lives, Ferguson (1985) 

outlined how the traditional patterns of male-female dominance-subordination 

even penetrated the language of policy and practice in organizations.   

 Feminist scholars in educational administration have piggybacked 

Ferguson‘s work by developing ways to analyze policy language as well as 

document the various ways female educational administrators worked to fit into a 

historically male field. For example, Christman and McClellan (2007) followed 

what they called, ―resilient women administrators,‖ to determine characteristics 

that enabled them to persist despite what they dubbed, ―living on barbed wire.‖ 

They found that successful female administrators endured adversity by their 

ability to move fluidly between markers construed as being masculine with 

components aligned with femininity. The women they studied identified with 
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masculine terms such as: authoritative, decisive, assertive, rational, competent, 

and competitive. In addition, they also categorized themselves as caring, 

nurturing, and collaborative, which are suggestive of feminine qualities. The 

women they studied were able to fit in and maintain resiliency by negotiating 

―what the literature describes as an interplay of both [feminine and masculine 

qualities]‖ (Christman & McClellan, 2007, p. 15). 

 Other women educational leadership scholars have pushed to develop 

more ―assertive methodologies‖ that enabled analysts to ―reveal the societal 

contributions to gendered hierarchies and power dynamics in employment, 

families, religions, schools, businesses, and politics‖ (Marshall & Young, 2006, 

pp. 63-64). Shaw (2004) referred to critical feminist policy analysis as a ―partial 

corrective‖ to traditional forms that ignore[d] women‘s issues (p. 57). Marshall 

(1999) concurred and added that other methods are insufficient to ask ―gender 

questions as well as recognize the power and language dynamics as activists 

challenge hegemonic policy arenas‖ (p. 128). Shaw (2004) agreed stating, ―Policy 

analysis is never value-neutral. However, it is often silent on the issue of gender‖ 

(p. 56). Following in the footsteps of Ferguson (1985), more current critical 

feminist scholars have interrogated how gender, race, and class shape the entire 

policy process and have specifically asked how women are ―represented, 

reproduced, regulated and restrained‖ in policy discourse and consequent practice 

(Pillow, 2003, p. 151).   
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Power in Organizations 

 Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1979) identified what she believed were the 

sources of real power in organizations and sought to explain why first-line 

supervisors (or middle-management) generally, and women specifically, found 

themselves in positions of powerlessness. According to Kanter (1979), 

organizational sources of power emanated from three ―lines‖ or sources: lines of 

supply, lines of information, and lines of support.  

 Kanter (1979) found that having access to lines of supply was a source of 

power because managers were able to directly influence the environment of their 

management sphere with their ―capacity to bring in the things that their own 

organizational domain needs –materials, money, resources to distribute as 

rewards, and perhaps even prestige‖ (p. 343). In addition to material commodities, 

managers accessed power by having ready access to information. ―To be 

effective, managers need to be ‗in the know‘ in both the formal and the informal 

sense‖ (p. 343). Lastly, power was available in the lines of support in terms of 

formal and informal frameworks. For example, informally, managers could obtain 

power by securing the tacit approval of influential figures in the organization. 

Within the formal framework, managers needed autonomy built into their job 

parameters to allow for exercise of judgment and creativity without the 

constraints of stifling bureaucracy.  
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 Overall, Kanter‘s (1979) model showed that productive power had more to 

do with connections with other parts of the organization: job activities and 

political alliances. As such, first-line supervisors usually found themselves in 

positions of powerlessness for a number of reasons. First, in these more modern 

times, employees were usually fixed at the first-line level, whereas in the past, 

middle management was considered a stepping stone to upper management. Thus, 

middle management lacked vital contacts from above that would open up 

essential supplies of power. Secondly, first-line supervisors were usually in the 

unenviable position of forcing policies on the lower ranks that they had no hand in 

shaping. Thus, relationships with subordinates were strained. According to Kanter 

(1979), this resulted in ―symptoms of powerlessness: overly close supervision, 

rules-mindedness, and a tendency to do the job themselves rather than to train 

their people‖ (p. 345).   

 Within this model, both men and women shared the difficulties associated 

with first-line management. However, as Kanter (1979) pointed out, 

powerlessness affected more women than men because they were more often 

appointed to these dead-end positions, whereas overall, males were relatively 

over-represented amongst management elite.  

 Historically, women in management have found their opportunities in 

 more routine, low-profile jobs. In staff positions, where they serve in 

 support capacities to line managers but have no line responsibilities of 

 their own, or in supervisory jobs managing ―stuck‖ subordinates, they are 

 not in a position either to take the kinds of risks that build credibility or to 
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 develop their own team by pushing bright subordinates. Such jobs, which 

 have few favors to trade, tend to keep women out of the mainstream of the 

 organization. This lack of clout, coupled with the greater difficulty anyone 

 who is ―different‖ has in getting into the information and support 

 networks, has meant that merely by organizational situation women in 

 management have been more likely than men to be rendered structurally 

 powerless. (p. 346) 

 

 Kanter (1979) found that in addition to structural difficulties, women were 

rendered powerless in other significant, if less obvious, ways. One way that 

women were made powerless was through patronizing overprotection. For 

example, women might be placed in a ―safe job‖ that lacks visibility and 

challenge. This may have occurred because the job superior genuinely wanted the 

female employee to do well and believed protecting her from difficulties was 

helpful. However, others were protective because they truly believed their male 

employee was the one who could pull off the more highly-visible and/or more 

challenging assignments.  

 Kanter (1979) also found that powerlessness could also be assigned a 

woman by ―providing obvious signs of lack of managerial support‖ (p. 346). 

Managers who purposefully wanted to hurt a female employee might show their 

lack of support by being overly critical of her as well as conveying instant 

concern and assumption of fault every time a negative remark about her was made 

by others. Not only did this behavior immediately impact the respect and esteem 

of the individual woman under scrutiny, but the person delivering the criticism 

received the message that the female employee deserved to be disrespected. 
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Moreover, ―if managers let other people know that they have concerns about this 

person or that they are testing her to see how she does, then they are inviting other 

people to look for signs of inadequacy or failure‖ (p. 346).  

Gendering Organizational Theory 

 Joan Acker (1992) justified the need for gendering organizational theory 

and outlined essential elements of a framework designed to explore gender in 

organizations as a variable. According to Acker (1992), the proliferation of 

studies concerning women and the workplace did a fine job of documenting 

women‘s persistent difficulties, but did not theorize ample explanations as to why 

gender inequities continued in organizational life. In her attempts to remedy this 

gap, Acker (1992) offered a description of basic elements she believed were 

essential to building a viable theory capable of gendering organizational analysis. 

These building blocks, which can be utilized by other scholars in various 

proportions to fit particular research projects, included: examining gendered 

processes; interrogating gender and sexuality as organizational resources, and; 

unearthing the gendered substructure of an organization.  

 First, Acker (1992) defined gender as socially produced patterns of 

behavior that differentiated people as either masculine or feminine. In other 

words, a person might be born with the chromosomes that indicated an individual 

as male or female, but they were not predetermined to exude either feminine or 

masculine characteristics based on their chromosomal combination. Rather, 
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people were typically socialized to lean toward one binary or the other. Theorists 

have encouraged us to consider gender as existing on a continuum: If people are 

given the freedom to develop their full potential without constraints, they will 

develop some combination of interests, strengths, weaknesses, and propensities 

that are idiosyncratic to the individual based on a combination of physiological, 

psychological, and cultural factors (Acker, 1992; Blount, 2005; Fine, 2010).  

 The first essential element of a gendered theory for organizations that 

Acker (1992) forwarded was to look for gendered processes that take place in the 

organization. One example would be the production of gender divisions. In other 

words, one discovers and describes whether there is an existing gender pattern of 

jobs, wages, power, and subordination; identifying the ordinary organizational 

practices that produce/reproduce these patterns (Acker, 1992, p. 451). Are women 

and men segregated to avoid the possibility of sexual encounters? What symbols 

do organizations use to describe, and ultimately justify gender patterns if they 

exist? For example, are top leaders referred to as strong, rational and forceful? Is 

the organization described as aggressive and competitive or supportive and 

caring? How would interactions between individuals be characterized as far as 

various combinations of male-male/male-female/female-female and dominance-

subordination/alliances-exclusions? How is sexuality communicated in 

overt/covert ways? Finally, Acker (1992) forwarded the notion of examining the 

internal mental work of individuals within the organization as they made sense of 
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their work and their place in the organization. Do women and men express that 

demands are placed on them as far as gender-appropriate behaviors? If so, what 

were they and what effect did these demands have, if any?  

 Examining gender and sexuality as organizational resources is the next 

essential element advocated by Acker (1992). Human bodies – both male and 

female – are organizational resources. Acker (1992) believed that their materiality 

enabled thinking and production on the job. Sangster (2007) also found that work 

conditions directly influenced, and in some cases literally mutated, the body in 

terms of health and well-being. Acker (1992) and Sangster (2007) both found that 

the lower a worker was on the hierarchy, the more tightly-controlled the 

corresponding physical body. Conversely, higher-level employees were rewarded 

with fewer bodily constraints. For example, store clerks could not empty bowels 

or bladder as the body dictated; only when the time clock or boss indicated 

permission. Meanwhile, managers had access to the executive washroom as a 

matter of privilege. In addition, ―women‘s bodies, sexuality, and procreate 

abilities [were] used as grounds for exclusion or objectification [while] men‘s 

sexuality dominate[d] most workplaces and reinforce[d] their organizational 

power‖ (Acker, 1992, p. 453).  

 Thirdly, Acker (1992) solicited organizational analysts to discover the 

gendered substructure of organizations. According to Acker (1992), the more 

obvious manifestations of gender discrimination in the work place, as sketched 
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above, were made possible by a gendered substructure that acted as a foundation 

for other activities to occur. The gendered substructure was made up of  

 the spatial and temporal arrangements of work, in the rules prescribing 

 workplace behavior, and in the relations linking workplaces to living 

 places. These practices and relations, encoded in arrangements and rules, 

 [were] supported by assumptions that work [was] separate from the rest of 

 life and that it [had] first claim on the worker. (p. 453) 

 

 One might ask, ―What organizational policies seem gender neutral but 

actually contribute to the problems identified in an organization (e.g. lower wages 

for women)? How does the organizational mission make assumptions about work-

home roles and responsibilities? How is company use of time implicated 

differently for women and men? How is use of space different for men and 

women? Who is more visible amongst workers and why? What are some of the 

underlying processes that maintain gender divisions and identities? Who are the 

organizational leaders? How are they recruited and selected? Are they male or 

female? What kinds of gender attributes do they exude? How do they actively 

influence the culture of the organization?  

 Acker‘s (1992) three-pronged approach to gendering organizational 

analysis might be a helpful tool for researchers to determine the role gender plays 

in the developing culture of a new organization.  

Leading Organizations for Social Justice 

  While level of principal autonomy is central, and the development of a 

positive school culture vital, many researchers have found (Brooks & Miles, 
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2008; Brown, 2006; Dantley & Tillman, 2009; Marshall, Young, & Moll, 2009; 

Oliva, Anderson, & Byng, 2009; Theoharis, 2007) that the ability of the school 

leader to cultivate educational equity, access, and achievement in diverse contexts 

depended heavily on taking an explicitly activist stance while developing the 

school culture. Walker (2006) argued that if the goal of public education was the 

―full and equal participation of all groups in society, where resources are 

distributed equitably, members are physically and psychologically safe, and 

members interact in a self-determining and interdependent manner‖ (p. 115) then 

a major effort was needed to transform our school cultures by leaders who were 

―democratic, participatory, and inclusive‖ and who helped others recognize 

―issues of inequality, inequity, and oppression‖ (Walker, J., 2006).  Blount (2008) 

would add to the above the necessity of examining intersecting identities in 

historical context. Likewise, Dantley and Tillman (2009) argued that it was 

imperative that school leaders recognized the ―multiple contexts within which 

education and educational leadership exist[ed]‖ (p. 22). As such, leaders must 

fully deconstruct the realities of students‘ lives and the ways their leadership 

practices may or may not reproduce marginalizing conditions. In fact, as 

Rodriguez and Fabionar (2009) argued, it is imperative that ―educational leaders 

develop a critical analysis of the socioeconomic landscape of their schools and 

communities‖ as well as reflect on how their attitudes and beliefs about poverty 
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are ―informed by their social location in a larger system of privilege and 

oppression‖ (p. 55).  

 Shields‘ (2004) work magnified these very concepts and claimed that if 

school principals acknowledged students‘ various identities while they were 

developing their leadership practices, the result would be a more caring pedagogy. 

―When children feel they belong and find their realities reflected in the curriculum 

and conversations of schooling, research has demonstrated repeatedly that they 

are more engaged in learning and that they experience greater school success‖ (p. 

122).  

 There are courageous teachers and inspirational principals whose work 

 flies in the face of orthodoxy and who bring to bear, in very practical 

 ways, a broader and more liberating understanding among their learners of 

 what education is for… [They] make concrete connections between 

 schools and society, regarding the school fence as an illusion of 

 separateness when in fact these two spheres of human struggle feed into 

 and feed off each others. (Jansen, 2008, p. 148) 

 

 Rather than forward a definitive explanation of social justice that one may 

attempt to reify into the only right way of doing things, I instead forward 

resourceful images that illustrate social justice leadership attributes and effects. 

After all,  

 in the day-to-day practice of educational leadership, leadership for social 

 justice is messy, complex, and at times full of contradictions…there is not 

 one meaning that can be universally applied in every situation, with every 

 marginalized individual, in the same way. (McKenzie, Christman, 

 Hernandez, Fierro, Capper, Dantley, González, Cambron-McCabe, & 

 Scheurich, 2007, p. 114)  
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Personal Attributes of Social Justice Leaders 

 The literature has emphasized the importance of specific leadership 

attributes when attempting to challenge social inequities in schools (Brooks & 

Miles, 2008; Brown, 2006; Dantley & Tillman, 2009; Theoharis, 2007). 

According to Collins (2001), leaders of highly successful organizations have 

several distinguishing attributes: They possessed no air of self-importance but 

lacked pretense. They were modest and humble, yet fearless and willful. While 

they may have carried an outward calm, inwardly they were very intense. They 

were exceptionally ambitious and driven to produce results – first and foremost 

for the institution.  

 Covey (2002) would agree. Individuals, whose leadership is enduring, 

have learned to subordinate one‘s ego to a higher cause. Their politics and 

consciences were not individualistic but driven by a concern for others. In other 

words, one‘s service and contribution was given to enable others‘ security and 

fulfillment. In fact, ―conscience deeply reveres people and sees their potential for 

self-control. Conscience empowers. It reflects the worth and value of all people 

and affirms their power and freedom to choose‖ (p. 7). While ego felt threatened 

by negative feedback and as a result, avoided reality, conscience ―value[d] 

feedback and attempt[ed] to discern whatever truth it contain[ed]‖ (p. 7).  

 When considering life‘s passions, an effective and enduring leader not 

only asked what s/he wanted, but what life wanted of her/him. There was a 
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reciprocity between service and fulfillment that was fed by living an inspired life 

devoted to goals that were worthy of one‘s commitment (Covey, 2002). Greenleaf 

(200) argued that those ―legions of persons of good will‖ who are concerned 

about the ―condition of others‖ revolutionize our society to precipitate a ―climate 

that favors service‖ and ―supports servants‖ (p. 19). However, rather than despair, 

Greenleaf (2002) exclaimed: 

 I am hopeful for these times, despite the tension and conflict, because 

 more natural servants are trying to see clearly the world as it is and are 

 listening carefully to prophetic voices that are speaking now. They are 

 challenging the pervasive injustice with greater force, and they are taking 

 sharper issue with the wide disparity between the quality of society they 

 know is reasonable and possible with available resources, and, on the 

 other hand, the actual performance of the whole range of institutions that 

 exist to serve society. (p. 23) 

 

Inspiration  

 Curtiss Paul DeYoung‘s Book, Living Faith: How Faith Inspires Social 

Justice (2007), explored the lives of female and male ―mystic activists‖ from 

Buddhist, Christian, and Muslim faiths and how their interpretations of ancient 

scriptures fueled their embrace of reconciliation and social justice. He defined a 

―mystic activist‖ as a leader  

 whose activism consumes them yet is deeply rooted in their faith and in 

 the mystery of the divine. Their activism compels them to reach 

 passionately inward toward the divine for sustenance, wisdom, 

 perseverance, and belonging. Their outward activism needs inward 

 mysticism. (p. 7) 
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 DeYoung (2007) identified a number of shared themes, or what he 

deemed, ―ways of being‖ in his research on faith-inspired social justice leaders. 

First, their religious faith motivated their thoughts and actions. Secondly, they 

have adopted a worldview that has emerged from the margins of society. Thirdly, 

they recognized difference while embracing the belief that we have a common 

humanity. Fourthly, they recognized the importance of structural change and were 

ethically committed to a positive upheaval from the margins to facilitate 

transformation.  

 Moreover, these mystic activists rejected religion that practiced rites 

without advocating for peace and justice in one‘s personal context of family, 

community, and work life. A hallmark of these leaders was the merging of their 

faith with their intellectual and political pursuits. In addition, mystic activists 

learned to see the world through the eyes of the oppressed as well as the 

privileged. Seeing both sides enabled access to a variety of people and multiple 

ways to fight oppression.  

 Understanding the perspectives of those below and those above opens up 

 alternatives not seen with a singular focus. To use less hierarchical 

 language, to view life from both the center and the margins enriches the 

 mystic-activist‘s ability to reconcile alienated communities. (DeYoung, 

 2007, p. 54) 

 

 Some theorists have cautioned that leaders from privileged backgrounds 

may need to step aside and ―serve by helping when asked and as instructed‖ 

(Greenleaf, 2002, p. 48). Paulo Freire echoed this stance throughout his seminal 
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work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), by insisting that liberation from 

oppression is not a gift bestowed on the oppressed by the former oppressors, nor 

is it a self-accomplishment brought on by the singular hard work of the oppressed. 

Rather, it is a mutual process by which oppressed and former oppressor work 

together. Freire (1970) described this solidarity as an act of love requiring the 

hard work of fighting together side-by-side to transform material reality.  

 Merchant and Shoho (2009) found that many modern leaders for social 

justice also recognized that their service often emanated from personal 

experiences of marginalization. Indeed, 

 perhaps, as with the minister and the doctor, the servant-leader might also 

 acknowledge that his or her own healing is the motivation. There is 

 something subtle communicated to one who is being served and led if, 

 implicit in the compact between servant-leader and led, is the 

 understanding that the search for wholeness is something they share. 

 (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 50)  

 

Undeniably, inspiration for justice workers often radiates from a sense of noblesse 

oblige
3
 whence there is a strong feeling to ―pay it forward‖ (Sanders-Lawson, 

Smith-Campbell, & Benham, 2009). 

 Whether emanating from personal marginalizing experiences, one‘s 

private faith and spirituality, or a deep and profound commitment to social justice 

based on secular political and philosophical values, the inspiration described by 

those committed to social justice work is often difficult to explain but includes a 

                                                            
3  A term denoting that with privilege comes responsibility to use that privilege well without 

condescension or hypocrisy (Oxford English Dictionary). 
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mysterious, inner drive to help and serve others. For some academics, dissecting 

one‘s source of service is essential. However, I advance that the origin of one‘s 

sense of calling is not as significant as the outgrowth of one‘s industry. In that 

vein, many (Brooks & Miles, 2008; Brown, 2006; Dantley & Tillman, 2009; 

Theoharis, 2007) have attempted to describe what social justice leadership looks 

like. Those concepts are shared below.  

Demonstrative Characteristics of Social Justice Leaders 

  A common question that arises while conducting research is: How can I 

know social justice leadership when I see it? What makes any leader a leader for 

social justice? According to Brooks, Jean-Marie, Normore, and Hodgins (2007): 

 social justice leaders strive for critique rather than conformity, compassion 

 rather than competition, democracy rather than bureaucracy, polyphony 

 rather than silencing, inclusion rather than exclusion, liberation rather than 

 domination, and action for change rather than inaction to preserve 

 inequity. (p. 400) 

 

 In Dantley and Tillman‘s (2009) research specific to school leaders, there 

were five particular characteristics that were important to consider regardless of 

one‘s definitions of social justice leadership. First, leaders for social justice 

showed an awareness of the broader socio-politico-cultural contexts of schooling. 

In addition, they actively critiqued marginalizing behaviors and attitudes in their 

own leadership style and practices as well as those of the rest of their 

organization. Furthermore, democratic principles were practiced as well as 

professed. Moreover, Dantley and Tillman (2009) found that these leaders felt a 
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moral obligation to counter negative probabilities and forward hopeful 

possibilities. I now engage these characteristics in greater detail below. 

 Demonstrates contextual awareness. As Dantley and Tillman (2009) 

pointed out, social justice dialogue must engage several issues involving the 

intersection of student identities (e.g. race, gender, class, religion). Moreover, the 

ways these various intersecting identities form the contextual backdrop for 

societal inequities must be readily recognized. School leaders with social justice 

awareness must be cognizant of the nested contexts of their schools and the ways 

in which societal norms translated to educational, economic, and political biases. 

School leaders must realize that schools do not exist in a vacuum. Rather, it must 

be recognized that schools can be sites of reproduction of, or resistance to, 

injustice found in the greater context (Dantley, 2003; Lott & Webster, 2006). 

Dantley (2003) called for a critical spirituality and reflection that was committed 

to ―reading the world‖ while Oliva and colleagues (2009) exhorted school leaders 

to ―vigilantly monitor their interaction with stakeholders in the broader 

community outside of schools‖ (p. 285). Additionally, Oliva, et al. (2009) warned 

that change can be excruciatingly slow, especially when administrators and 

teachers attempt to address justice issues in relatively conservative political 

environments. 

 Critiques marginalizing practices. After first becoming aware of 

contextual factors and the importance of identities, Dantley and Tillman (2009) 
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forwarded that effective social justice leaders actively critique the marginalizing 

practices that involve issues of race and other markers of difference. School 

leaders must soberly ponder the ways students are socialized in the school setting. 

For example, school leaders concerned with social justice should interrogate 

discipline policies as well as investigate how various educational practices such as 

tracking and induction to gifted or other special education programs are 

accomplished. Skrla, Scheurich, García, & Nolly (2009) recommended ―equity 

audits‖ be conducted to investigate student achievement indicators, programmatic 

quality, and teacher assignments according to students‘ race and other identities. 

Walker (2006) implored school administrators to consider school counselors as a 

―critical asset‖ to lead a school for social justice in reframing goals, roles, and 

functions to provide educational interventions that are appropriate and ethical.  

 Practices democratic leadership. Dantley and Tillman (2009) forwarded 

the notion that the essence of a democratic environment is the ―celebration of the 

multiple voices, identities, and perspectives of all those in the community‖ (p. 

22). Thus, leaders practiced democratic leadership by laboring to ―see democratic 

practice and equitable treatment of all members of the learning community, 

regardless of race, gender, class, ability, age, or sexual orientation‖ (p. 26). Zajda, 

Majhanovich, and Rust (2006) claimed that ―social justice as a social policy is the 

natural aspiration of all democratic societies and remains the only long-term 

guarantee for developing and sustaining peace, tolerance and harmony in the 
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world‖ (p. 15). Lott and Webster (2006) purported the development of democratic 

coalitions within schools and other community organizations provided strength to 

disrupt and undo oppression: 

 The practicing of democracy can take place within young people‘s groups, 

 classrooms, businesses, and local community groups. This involves 

 supporting access, inclusion, and participation in processes and decisions. 

 Having one‘s capacities respected, and having access to multiple roles and 

 responsibilities can be a powerful stimulus to engage in social action for 

 justice. (p. 132) 

 

According to Gross (2008), democratic, transformational leaders often see their 

career as a ―calling‖ and ―sense of mission towards democratic social 

improvement that cuts across political, national, class, gender, racial, ethnic, and 

religious boundaries‖ (p. 263).  For a substantive treatment of the skills and 

characteristics of democratic leadership, please see Gross (2008).  

 Illuminates both stumbling blocks and opportunities. Dantley & 

Tillman, 2009 asserted that in order for social justice to be achieved in schools, 

educators must provide a space that serves deconstructive as well as 

reconstructive purposes. Like Freire (1970) before them, Dantley and Tillman 

(2009) demanded that educational processes and practices included identifying 

and deconstructing the barriers that produced marginalizing conditions. Moreover, 

to counteract despondency, it was important to also reconstruct reality based on 

the possibilities that change can endeavor. In other words, educational leaders 

concerned with facilitating social justice for students were troubled by 
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discrimination and did what they could to help ―marginalized people to access the 

necessary political, social, and economic mechanisms to reverse their 

circumstances‖ (Dantley & Tillman, 2009, p. 23).  

 Walks the talk. Dantley and Tillman (2009) also stressed the importance 

of educational leaders moving from mere rhetoric to civil rights activism. Brooks 

and Miles (2008) agreed: ―awareness of social injustices is not sufficient, school 

leaders must act when they identify inequity. School leaders are not only uniquely 

positioned to influence equitable educational practices, their proactive 

involvement is imperative‖ (p. 107). For instance, principals showed their 

commitment to social justice when they boldly addressed race issues. Moreover, 

they provided ongoing ―staff development focused on building equity, developing 

staff investment in social justice, hiring and supervising for justice, and 

empowering staff‖ (Theoharis, 2007, p. 235). In other words, principals showed 

they cared about social justice by actively looking for it and talking about it as 

well as emphasizing its importance by training for it and tying human resource 

evaluation to it. In addition, principals walked the talk when they labored to create 

a warm and welcoming school environment that treated families, students, 

faculty, and staff with respect; especially reaching out to families historically 

marginalized in schools (Theoharis, 2007).  

 The creation of an egalitarian and just society for everyone is a dream for 

 all empowering and egalitarian pedagogues. But it will remain a dream, 

 and mere hollow rhetoric, or magic words in policy, unless we debate 
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 more vigorously social inequality in the global culture. We also need to 

 act, not just talk. We need to critique vigorously the status quo of stratified 

 school systems. (Aajda, Majhanovich, & Rust, 2006, p. 15) 

 

Conclusion 

 The discussion above clearly indicates the importance of organizational 

culture and the complexities involved with the school principal crafting an 

effective and just school culture that reaches all students generally and students 

embedded in multiple systems of inequities specifically. A school leader‘s ability 

to facilitate trust and other conditions essential to paving the way for just 

outcomes for all students is a fundamental consideration in the present study. In 

addition, learning to view school cultures with a gendered lens is crucial; 

especially when considering the findings presented on single-sex schools in 

Chapter Two coupled with the organizational literature in this chapter that called 

for researchers to consider gender as an important variable.  

 The bottom line: Student identities matter. Race, socioeconomic status, 

gender, religion, sexuality, and other contextual factors, are important 

considerations when probing educational access and achievement and the 

development of school cultures. Moreover, organizational elements matter. 

Principals – their individual attributes and the cultures they create – are key to 

understanding and interrogating equitable practices in schools. Moreover, 

examining single-sex school cultures with gender concerns in mind is an 

important, but often overlooked, component to current research projects 
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(Schmuck et al., 2002). This project addresses the above concerns by exploring 

the social context and internal culture of a public, all-female secondary school. 

The next chapter explores my philosophical underpinnings and the overall 

research plan in detail. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL FOCI 

 This chapter explains the theoretical underpinnings, research processes, 

and the interpretive framework used to conduct this study. The chapter delineates 

the epistemology, philosophical stance, chosen methodology, and specific 

methods I used. In addition, the cultural framework derived from the literature 

review that served as the lens with which I focused data collection, interpretation, 

and analysis is shared. As recommended by Crotty (1998), the purpose of this 

chapter is to lay out the research process and answer the following questions: 

1) What methods or techniques did I use to gather data to answer my 

research questions? 

2) What methodology or research design was behind the choice and use 

of the above methods or techniques of data collection? 

3) What philosophical stance informed my methodology and provided 

grounding for its logic and criteria? 

4) What epistemology or theory of knowledge was embedded in my 

philosophical stance; thus driving the methodology? 

Epistemology 

 According to Crotty (1998), epistemology refers to the theory of 

knowledge embedded in the philosophical stance and thus, reflected in the 

methodology. Epistemology is an explanation of a researcher‘s beliefs on 

knowledge: how we know what we know. Crotty (1998) identified three major 
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epistemological views that influenced all other steps in the research process: 

Objectivism, Constructionism, and Subjectivism. Objectivism is the belief that 

objects ―exist as meaningful entities independently of consciousness and 

experience, that they have truth and meaning residing in them as objects‖ (p. 5); 

thus, with careful, scientific research, ultimate Truth can be discovered. Meaning 

has always already been there just waiting to be discovered.  

 Constructionism is the epistemological belief that humans create meaning 

as they interact with objects and the world; subject and object are ―partners in the 

generation of meaning‖ (p. 9).  In other words, without the human mind, the 

objects of this world have no meaning. Explanations about humanity and nature 

are constructed within and amongst human beings as they creatively interact with 

the world and with each other.  

 Subjectivism is the epistemological belief that meaning is imposed on the 

object by the subject. Researchers who subscribe to a subjectivist view do not 

believe that the object contributes to the generation of meaning. In other words, 

there is no truth except that which the object has been subjected to via the power 

of the subject or meaning maker. 

 I decline both the objectivist and the subjectivist stance because they 

ignore important phenomena. For example, where is personal agency in the 

subjectivist scenario? I believe people, if they are made the objects of imposed 

meanings, often show resistance against the subject or meaning-maker and work 
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against imposed definitions in order to recapture self-respect; restoring truth to 

self as one understands truth. Not only do I believe subject and object are 

―partners‖ in constructing meaning, but I believe that people have a right to 

contribute to meaning; albeit, power and hegemony often skillfully distort an 

objectified person‘s reality and ability to do so.  Further, if one considers non-

sentient objects – crops for example – one is likely to notice how corn fields and 

farmers relate in particular ways. Humans, as subjects, do not have ultimate 

power to define for plants how they will exist, grow, thrive, or die without input 

from nature. For example, the growth cycles of corn respond in specific ways 

based upon how much water they receive. Likewise, corn‘s reproductive 

processes are altered in the de-tassling process. The response of crops to human 

interaction then further communicates meaning about the world to the human. In 

turn, the human‘s behavior is altered; that is, if they want to eat, which of course 

is the reason for planting the corn in the first place. If the plants are not showing 

proper growth, but instead wilting, the farmer responds by providing more water. 

Then, the crops respond anew to the altered human interaction with it; resulting in 

fresh patterns of growth and health. Thus, both Objectivism and Subjectivism are 

untenable epistemological positions for me to take. 

Philosophical Stance 

 Crotty (1998) utilized the phrases ―philosophical stance‖ and ―theoretical 

perspective‖ interchangeably. The meaning of these terms was the same: What 
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assumptions does the researcher bring to the research process? How does the 

researcher explain events in the world? Does the researcher intend to conduct an 

experiment and discover ultimate Truth about phenomena (Positivism)? Or is the 

philosophical stance of the researcher intent on challenging existing belief 

systems (Critical Inquiry)? Or, perhaps, the researcher seeks to understand and 

explain phenomena (Interpretivism). If a researcher holds the epistemological 

view of objectivism, then positivism would be an appropriate philosophical stance 

for this particular researcher while selecting an appropriate methodology, (e.g. 

survey research) and methods of analysis (e.g. statistical analyses). In my case, 

my belief that humans co-construct meaning led me to take an interpretive stance 

in my philosophy. Thereafter, Interpretivism interacted with my desire to study 

the culture of a school and logically led to ethnography as an appropriate 

methodology. Thereafter, my research questions guided me to find the appropriate 

methods or tools for data collection within the ethnographic design such as 

participant observation, interviews, and photography. The model below indicates 

the line of thinking that structured the research process from epistemological 

beliefs to philosophical stance to methodology to specific research tools. My 

reasoning for utilizing qualitative methodology and specific methods such as 

participant observation are explained next.  
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Model 1: The Four Elements of the Research Process  

(Crotty, 1998) 

 

Methodology: Qualitative or Quantitative? 

 Methodology refers to the particular research designs that guided the 

inquiry process and assisted me in choosing the appropriate methods or 

techniques to collect data. Qualitative and quantitative designs are both valid 

means of conducting research, but are not necessarily appropriate for all research 

projects due to their differing manner of data collection and analysis.  

 For example, quantitative studies often focus on microanalyses, while 

qualitative studies usually take a broader, holistic approach concerning social 

Epistemology: 

Constructionism 

Philosophical Stance: 

Interpretivism 

Methodology: 

Ethnography 

Methods: 

Observation, interview, archives… 
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phenomena (Creswell, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2006; Miles & Huberman, 1994; 

Wolcott, 1994; Wolcott, 2003). The reasoning used while conducting qualitative 

studies is both inductive and deductive ―with a cycling back and forth from data 

collection and analysis to problem reformulation and back‖ (Creswell, 2003, p. 

183). In addition, collection, analysis, and writing are done simultaneously in 

qualitatively-designed projects. Whereas, quantitative approaches follow a more 

linear design beginning with specific hypotheses, followed by data collection. 

Then analysis is performed and conclusions formulated when data collection is 

complete (Creswell, 2003; Wolcott, 2003). Moreover, qualitative research 

primarily reports results utilizing words while quantitative approaches usually 

emphasize numerical statistics (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Walford, 2008; 

Wolcott, 2003). According to Walford (2008), while qualitative studies 

sometimes include quantitative data, it is often collected using archival strategies 

and reported as a form of triangulation while quantitative researchers often use 

quite sophisticated quantitative data analyses as part of the inquiry process to 

prove hypotheses. 

Strengths and Limitations of Qualitative Inquiry 

 The strengths of qualitative research are that it allows for rich and 

precise description that can be highly insightful. After careful analysis of 

observations, conversations, and documents the look and feel of a case can be 

thoroughly described and important understandings can be gleaned via this 
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process. In addition to examining issues in detail and depth, there is also an 

unrestricted quality to conducting this type of inquiry. For example, 

interviews are not limited to specific questions and the conversation can be 

redirected as needed by the researcher in real time. The data collected during 

field work can be powerful and extremely compelling. Qualitative inquiry 

offers the opportunity to capture subtleties and complexities about a case that 

might be missed by more positivistic enquiries. 

 However, qualitative research is limited in that findings cannot be 

extended to wider populations with the same degree of certainty that 

quantitative analyses can. This is because the findings of the research are not 

tested to discover whether they are statistically significant or due to chance. It 

is important to note that appreciation for data-rich results does not equate with 

assuming that results can be generalized to a larger population. Findings, 

however, might be deemed transferable to another setting. While definitive 

conclusions may be elusive, qualitative studies are capable of providing 

enough information to establish a firm basis for decision making. A relatively 

small sample size, accompanied by taking a constructivist approach to 

analyses deems making definite predictions impossible. While rigor is more 

difficult to maintain, assess, and demonstrate, steps can be taken to neutralize 

bias and will be discussed in greater detail shortly.  
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Common Characteristics of Qualitative Inquiry 

 While there is great diversity of perspectives and approaches within the 

qualitative family, there are characteristics common to all qualitative studies. 

Interestingly, Wolcott (2008) referred to these fundamental, fairly universal, 

characteristics of qualitative research as ethnography as process while Bate 

(1997) referred to them as ethnography as doing. According to Wolcott (2008), 

all qualitative research, e.g. case studies, utilize at least some ethnographic 

methods, but not all qualitative studies are true ethnographies. In other words, 

ethnographies can be considered a type of case study, but not all case studies are 

necessarily ethnographies. For example, a case study might stem from 

ethnography as methodology, but it might also emanate from additional 

methodologies such as survey research, action research, or experimental research. 

Like ethnographies, case studies might utilize qualitative collection tools such as 

participant observation and interviews, but unlike ethnographies, a case study 

might also incorporate quantitative tools such as statistical analyses. The 

distinction between ethnography as process and ethnography as product are 

further detailed below. 

Ethnography as process 

 Firstly, qualitative research takes place in natural settings such as schools, 

homes, businesses, and other public and private domains – not laboratories 

(Creswell, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2006; LeCompte et al., 1999; Miles & 
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Huberman, 1994; Wolcott, 1994; Wolcott, 2003). Secondly, data collection 

methods in naturalistic settings require human interaction mostly in the form of 

participant observation, interviews, and artifacts created by and for humans in the 

natural setting (Creswell, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2006; Geertz, 1973; 

LeCompte et al., 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Wolcott, 1994; Wolcott, 2003). 

 Another characteristic of qualitative research is its emergent or iterative 

rather than preconceived quality (Creswell, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2006; Miles 

& Huberman, 1994; Wolcott, 1994; Wolcott, 2003). Instead of entering the field 

with already-developed hypotheses, the research questions develop and are 

refined while investing in field work. ―These aspects of an unfolding research 

model make it difficult to prefigure qualitative research tightly at the proposal or 

early research stage‖ (Creswell, 2003, p. 182).  

 An additional feature is the clearly interpretive nature of qualitative 

studies. Since the researcher is the primary data collection instrument, personal 

experiences, attitudes, and the macro context of politics and history act as a sieve 

through which all data collected passes (Creswell, 2003; LeCompte et al., 1999; 

Wolcott, 1994; Wolcott, 2003). As Richardson (2000) so aptly stated: ―We are 

always present in our texts, no matter how we try to suppress ourselves‖ (p. 154). 

But, instead of regarding the interpretive nature of qualitative methods as a 

negative influence on research projects, the researcher makes plain to the reader 
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how personal experience helps – rather than hinders – the research process 

(Lather, 1991; LeCompte et al., 1999). 

 Ethnography as Product 

 As stated earlier, Wolcott (2008) acknowledged that all qualitative 

research utilizes one or more ethnographic methods to collect, analyze, and 

interpret data. However, the somewhat common practice of utilizing the words, 

―ethnography‖ and ―qualitative methods‖ synonymously was inaccurate (Bate, 

1997; Walford, 2008; Wolcott, 2003; Wolcott, 2008). For a qualitative study to be 

a true ethnography, it must exhibit specific – albeit subtle characteristics. That is, 

ethnography is a particular qualitative approach to research whereby the 

researcher studies the culture of a group in a natural setting over an extended 

period of time (Bates, 1997; Creswell, 2003; Geertz, 1973; LeCompte & 

Schensul, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Troman, 2006a; Troman, 2006b; 

Walford, 2008; Wolcott, 2003; Wolcott, 2008). I further explicate these 

characteristics below. 

 Focus on Culture. While qualitative studies take place in naturalistic 

settings, their foci vary depending upon the research questions and purposes of 

the studies. Ethnography is a particular genre within qualitative research that takes 

a more anthropological approach by focusing on elements of culture (Bate, 1997; 

Jeffrey, 2008; Walford, 2008; Wolcott, 2003; Wolcott, 2008). Bate (1997) 

referred to a ―certain frame of mind‖ or ―ethnography as thinking‖ by which 
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researchers must learn to ―think culturally‖ about a group they are studying: ―The 

core notion is one of culture-as-text, in which the primary tool of understanding is 

an interpretive reading of that text‖ (p. 1152, emphasis in original). For example, 

ethnographers might take note of language used as well as the rituals, 

relationships, and artifacts that are created – along with the meanings generated – 

within a culture (Geertz, 1973; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 

1994; Walford, 2008; Wolcott, 2008). The ethnographer moves between macro 

and micro foci; sometimes portraying the big picture by looking at wider social 

structures, while other times looking at the minute details of people‘s daily lives 

(Jeffrey, 2008; Walford, 2008). According to Jeffrey (2008), educators can use 

ethnography to access the ―black box‖ of schools and classrooms to answer 

questions such as, ―What is going on here? What does it mean to be a member of 

this group?‖ (Walford, 2008, p.7). Considering that related anthropological foci 

were the heart of this study, ethnography was an especially suitable genre.  

 As stated in chapter three, organizations create culture by adopting 

visions, values, myths, rituals, and symbols to organize, clarify, and provide 

stability to group members. In addition, ceremonies and symbols are created that 

socialize internal populations to group norms and transmit specific messages to 

external populations. Since each school has its own local challenges and beliefs 

about education, each cultural profile will be unique. ―Thriving school cultures 
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are cobbled together by using local materials and shaped in accordance with 

community ideals and expectations‖ (Deal & Peterson, p. 129).   

 As such, this study investigated cultural norms, or the ―unstated tokens 

and taboos governing behavior‖ (Deal & Peterson, p. 67), as well as the beliefs or 

assumptions group members hold for other members of the group. I also inquired 

the types of rites practiced, such as initiation ceremonies and awards recognitions. 

Cultural elements for investigation included symbolic artifacts such as posters, 

banners, student work displays, mission statements, websites, clothing, and 

internal newsletters. Also, positive cultural characters and their actions that 

seemed to strengthen school culture along with negative cultural characters and 

actions that appeared to weaken school culture were investigated. 

 The categories of culture that were examined during this study are 

featured in the table below. Some categories of culture were evident during the 

two years of ethnographic field work. Others seemed in their nascent or emergent 

stages. Other categories of culture were not evident due to the early stage of 

development of the organization under study. These details will be discussed in 

greater depth in the chapters devoted to findings.  
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Table 2: Categories of Culture 

 

 The Importance of Context. As stated in Chapter One, a firm 

understanding of the setting or historical, geographic, and physical context was 
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crucial to documenting this organizational culture. According to Lawrence-

Lightfoot and Davis (2002), context and culture are intrinsically linked. 

  Context [is] the framework, the reference point, the map, the ecological 

 sphere; it is used to place people and action in time and space and as a 

 resource for understanding what they say and do. The context is rich in 

 clues for interpreting the experience of the actors in the setting. We have 

 no idea how to decipher or decode an action, a gesture, a conversation, or 

 an exclamation unless we see it embedded in context…a rich resource for 

 examining and interpreting behavior, thought, and feeling…‖ (p.41) 

 

In addition to its focus on culture, ethnography‘s close attention to context served 

as yet another catalyst in my decision making process.  

 Allocation of Time. Both Wolcott (2008) and Walford (2008) lamented 

that few ethnographies were attempted: Not only are doctoral students‘ time and 

resources extremely limited, but academics have acute difficulty obtaining 

funding to conduct ethnographies. Rather than abandon ethnography altogether, 

researchers currently struggle to determine how much time is enough to perform a 

proper ethnography. Walford (2008) complained of the tendency of some 

researchers to conduct what Rist (1980) termed, ―Blitzkrieg ethnography,‖ 

meaning the researcher spends only two or three days in the field. Rather than 

indicate a suitable amount of time to conduct ethnography, Walford (2008) 

advised the ethnographer to ―hang around‖ and ―pick things up‖ long enough to 

make ―human connection‖ and ―get to know the ways of a culture‖ (p. 10). 

Indeed, there should be a ―being there‖ quality that indicates an ―intense 

familiarity with the subjects and their ways‖ (Bate, 1997, p. 1163). 
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 According to Jeffrey (2008), ethnographies are ―never finished, only left‖ 

(p. 144, comma added). Ethnographers attempt the impossible: they can never 

truly be ―done‖ with their ethnographies. Rather, they do as much as they can 

with the time that they have (Wolcott, 2008). All one can ever hope for is striving 

for a full account while recognizing that what one does is ―partial and 

incomplete.‖ No matter how much time one spends in the field, one can never 

claim to have the whole picture (Wolcott, 2008). While he offered no recipe for 

how much time is enough, Wolcott (2008) urged ethnographers to spend enough 

time with people to appreciate what is normal and routine. ―Ethnographers need 

to adopt a matter-of-fact attitude toward time, appreciative of and realistic about 

whatever time can be devoted to the research with purpose and agenda adjusted 

accordingly‖ (p. 178). Moreover, ethnographers need to account for the routine 

―mind work‖ and ―desk work‖ needed to process the ―field work.‖ Observing 

cultural phenomena is important, but does not eclipse the cultural interpretation 

that must take place concurrently with field work (Wolcott, 2008).  

 Exploratory Phase. According to LeCompte and Schensul (1999), the best 

ethnographies begin with an exploratory phase whereby the researcher becomes 

familiar with the population studied. In addition, the researcher becomes useful to 

the community by volunteering to help in whatever capacity is appropriate and 

clearly communicates the researcher‘s intent to operate as a fellow stakeholder in 

the community (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). During this initial, exploratory 
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phase, the goal is to develop trusting relationships and enlarge the potential for 

collaboration. Wolcott (2008) referred to this stage of establishing breadth to the 

ethnographic project as ethnographic reconnaissance.  

 Accordingly, during the 2008-2009 academic year, I conducted pilot field 

work to get an overall ―feel‖ for the locale and inhabitants. I volunteered at the 

school one day per week doing a variety of service activities (described in greater 

detail later).  

 Establishing Depth. After the initial scouting period to establish overall 

breadth to the project, Wolcott (2008) advised establishing depth to ethnographic 

enquiries. Perhaps certain features were noticed during the scouting period that 

may be in need of more detailed follow-up examination. If so, those are the things 

to probe deeper during subsequent field work. Accordingly, the initial probing 

provides an overview of the entire terrain; establishing some breadth to the 

project. Depth is established from the systematic work that occurs after the initial 

reconnaissance. 

 According to Wolcott (2008), an important tool for establishing depth is 

specificity. In other words, it is imperative that the ethnographer select one case 

and examine it deeply: ―The ideal unit of study for any ethnographic inquiry is 

one of something, whether it be one village, one key event, one institution‖ (p. 

93). Ethnography is ―a kind of hunt or quest‖ whereby the researcher is able to 

―capture the essence‖ of a culture (p. 96). Focusing on more than one unit of 
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analysis does not enable the depth needed to produce a rich, ethnographic 

account. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) agreed stating: ―The portraitist is 

very interested in the single case because she believes that embedded in it the 

reader will discover resonant universal themes‖ (p. 14) 

 While focusing on a single case is imperative, Wolcott (2008) also 

cautioned researchers that ethnography can ―go on forever‖ and recommended 

constructing a realistic timeline of what can be achieved in a set amount of time. 

Thereafter, it is important to stick to the timeline and ―provide as full an account 

as can be obtained‖ within a realistic timeframe (p. 178). I followed Wolcott‘s 

(2008) advice (as well as that of my anthropologist committee member) and put 

―book ends‖ on the time I would spend in the field. I tried the best I could to 

conduct as many interviews as possible on my ―dream list‖ but stopped pursuing 

new leads or those consistently elusive participants when it became clear that this 

process could indeed, ―go on forever.‖  

Purpose of Ethnography 

 The rationale for conducting ethnography is manifold. For instance, 

perhaps the research question is not clear and needs to be defined (LeCompte & 

Schensul, 1999). I did not go into the field during the exploratory phase with 

particular hypotheses. Instead, I volunteered at the site for one year prior to 

establishing tentative research questions in collaboration with participants. 

Ethnography is also an appropriate research approach when the situation is 
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complex and embedded in multiple systems (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). 

According to LeCompte and Schensul (1999), ethnography is the ideal research 

approach if one needs to clarify a range of settings and populations that interact 

with a given case, where one needs to clarify participants and embedded samples. 

For this dissertation, it was imperative to appreciate the embedded contexts of 

YWLS and become familiar with the families, students, faculty, staff, 

neighborhood, and administration; facilitating an emergent recognition of what 

various participants deemed important and significant. 

 According to LeCompte and Schensul (1999) and Troman (2006a; 2006b), 

another purpose of ethnography is to document a process and examine 

implementation of a policy or program. While it is rarely used, ethnography is 

capable of showing policy makers how policy is interpreted and enacted by local 

practitioners while documenting and analyzing the impact of policy on target 

populations (Troman, 2006a; Troman, 2006b). 

 According to LeCompte and Schensul (1999), ethnography enables a 

flexible and collaborative process between the researcher and researched. Lassiter 

(2005) agreed, calling for investigations that are ―responsive and relevant‖ to 

research participants (p. 6). For example, during field work, some parents 

expressed that they wanted me to document how this school was ―different‖ and 

how the atmosphere of this school had changed their children‘s lives. The 

principal concurred in her own language, stating that she desired feedback on the 
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―culture‖ she was hoping to inculcate. Additionally, central office administration 

thought the most interesting story to tell was how and why the school was 

implemented in the first place because the ―politics‖ of the decision-making and 

implementation of new policy interpretations would be sources of important 

knowledge. These conversations played a major role in the development and 

evolution of the research questions. Indeed, Lassiter (2005) referred to a 

―reciprocal ethnography‖ that treats ―informants‖ as ―consultants‖ or ―co-

intellectuals‖ who work with the ethnographer to create a collaborative, even 

activist atmosphere (p. 13).  

Women’s Ethnography 

 Olesen (2005) broadly conceived that research for and about women take 

a more dialectical approach that honors a variety of viewpoints. Specifically, 

feminist research that aims to realize social justice for women (and men) in 

particular contexts must attend to how race, class, and gender are 

synchronistically assembled. Olesen (2005) warned that researchers who attend to 

gender without recognizing the intersectionality of race and class breed unwanted 

distance between people and compromise the feminist project.  

 What I take away from my readings of Ferguson (1993), Lather (1991), 

and Olesen (2005) is that definitions of feminism take on many different forms 

depending on the historical and social contexts of women‘s lives. One of their 

primary points was that researchers were to examine their underlying assumptions 
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and guard against the possibility of carrying a feminism that is wed to straight, 

white, Anglo-Saxon Protestantism into the research setting. 

 In addition, feminist ethnography need not end at description. According 

to Miles and Huberman (1994), ethnography for and about women should be used 

to promote change. Indeed, ―the data are collated and given to the ‗activists,‘ both 

as feedback and to craft the next stage of operations‖ (p. 9). As such, at various 

stages of the writing process, the principal, teachers, and parents were invited to 

read the dissertation in total or in portions. (Please see the appendices for copies 

of email communications that detail participants‘ feedback to their readings of 

this manuscript.) 

 It is important to note that the purpose of this study was to understand 

(constructionism) and not critique (critical theory); thus, the theoretical 

framework selected for this study is a cultural lens derived from the literature that 

would allow a variety of viewpoints and lived experiences to emerge. Another 

researcher might have selected a critical feminist lens to conduct this study 

because their purposes might have included taking a critical stance with the goals 

of restitution and emancipation. While the researcher conducting a critical 

feminist ethnography might don the voice of transformative activist (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1998), the voice in this project is intended to sound more like a 

passionate participant (Guba & Lincoln, 1998). 
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Methods and Tools 

 Crotty (1998) refers to the techniques or procedures used to collect and 

analyze data during a research project as methods. The methods are the tools 

utilized for data collection and are directly related to the investigator‘s research 

questions. According to Crotty (1998), the researcher should also indicate in the 

report on methods how the research site and participants were selected. 

Site Selection 

 I selected YWLS because it was one of three newly-established single-sex 

public schools in Texas. News articles reporting the schools‘ major mission as 

serving mostly Hispanic female students living in poverty immediately caught my 

attention. The uniqueness of each school and the fact that I could be involved with 

a new school ―from the ground up‖ piqued my curiosity. The site was further 

narrowed to two cities because they represented two of the four largest cities in 

the state; thus sharing many of the same characteristics as other large urban 

centers in the US. I made the final selection after contacting Ms. Santiago
4
, the 

director of YWLS, who expressed immediate interest in developing a research 

collaboration. 

 Ms. Santiago and I met over the summer before the school was to open in 

August 2008. I shared with her my personal biography as well as my career path 

and research interests predicating the current project. I explained that I envisioned 

                                                            
4 The pseudonym for the school principal.  



165 

 

taking a very ―open‖ approach to the dissertation and that probably ethnography 

would be suitable. Ms. Santiago noted that she was very ―open to having an 

outsider come in to the school to give her, the faculty, and staff important 

feedback‖ on the development and implementation of the school. She said, ―It 

would be great if you could focus on the culture we are trying to develop here.‖ 

She then agreed to introduce me faculty and staff in order to conduct observations 

and interviews and invited me to come back the following week to observe the 

first faculty meeting of the year.  

Pilot Field Work 

 Within a few days, I consulted my academic advisor about commencing 

pilot field work and immediately filled out the application and created other 

paperwork for Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. IRB approval was 

swift, and I was able to commence what Wolcott (2008) referred to as 

ethnographic reconnaissance. Goals were to: get to know the community; build 

trusting relationships with community members, and; volunteer/be useful to the 

community in whatever capacity the participants deemed suitable. This first year 

of pilot field work was useful for gaining an overall awareness of the setting and 

characters and generating a feeling of breadth to the project. I developed research 

questions in collaboration with stakeholders such as district and building leaders, 

parents, students, teachers, support staff, and community members. We 
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discovered through conversations the questions people had at that moment in 

time.  

 From August 2008 to December 2008, I periodically visited the school to 

attend special events such as the first faculty meeting and parent information 

meetings. I also collected artifacts from the district, school, and foundation and 

did as much studying of the site and overlapping contexts as I could in a 

nonintrusive way. 

 From January 2009 to May 2009, I participated in regular field work by 

volunteering at the school one day per week. During these visits, Principal 

Santiago assigned various jobs such as filing paperwork, helping with lunchroom 

duty, assisting teachers with other supervisory duties, and matting and framing 

artwork, news articles, and other cultural artifacts that were subsequently hung as 

symbolic objects in the library and hallways. I also attended parent classes on 

nutrition and cooking. In addition to working in the front office answering 

telephones, filing paperwork, sending faxes, and making copies, I was able to 

spend time in the classrooms observing several teachers. Moreover, as a certified 

teacher, I was able to facilitate a social studies class for 90 minutes so the teacher 

could attend to an urgent situation. I attended special events such as the 

―Orientation‖ for new families and students on the weekend, the ―White Rose 

Induction Ceremony‖ for incoming 6
th

 graders in the evening, and the end-of-the-
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year ―Carnival‖ with my family on a Friday night to help the school raise money 

for students who cannot afford to purchase school uniforms.  

 During both spring breaks for SISD and UT as well as during intensive 

state testing in 2009, I worked from home for Ms. Santiago. She had administered 

a lengthy student survey and had not had time to describe, analyze, or interpret the 

data she gathered. Therefore, I sifted through and compiled all the results for her 

during my time away from the campus. I also created a 40-page written report of 

findings that she shared with fellow stakeholders. 

 In August 2009, I attended a staff development meeting before the 

commencement of the second school year. While there, Ms. Santiago introduced 

me to new teachers. I also visited for several minutes with each of the returning 

teachers. I volunteered to laminate and cut out materials and hang bulletin boards 

to help all teachers prepare for the new school year. In all, I documented 

approximately 150 volunteer/observation hours during the ethnographic 

reconnaissance from August 2008 through August 2009.  

 During the second year of ethnographic field work, I continued my 

volunteer work and also conducted regular observations. I spoke with teachers, 

support staff, and parents daily. My questioning became more ―probing‖ as time 

went on. Concurrently, participants became more verbose in their sharing. I ―lost 

track‖ of the time I spent at the school. I was there so often that I repeatedly 

forgot to ―sign in‖ at the visitors desk and eventually stopped wearing a visitor‘s 
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badge. I also conducted recorded interviews and focus groups which are described 

further below.  

Participant Selection 

 The selection of participants for this study was a combination of 

purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) and convenience sampling (Henry, 1990) 

because studies conducted in a naturalistic setting are limited to utilizing 

participants that are willing and able to participate in the study. As stated earlier, 

this is a collaborative study. Therefore, people coming forward to be interviewed 

or whom display an openness to participate upon invitation, are to be considered 

legitimate actors in the research process (Henry, 1990).  

 During informal conversations throughout pilot field work, I mentioned to 

participants my desire to interview them at a later time. Not one teacher, parent, 

or staff member expressed discomfort with this suggestion. Rather, all 

conversations exemplified a positive attitude and willingness to help with the 

study in whatever way possible.  

 During two years of school visits, I observed 15 different teachers in a 

variety of courses including: math, science, English, social studies, Spanish, 

AVID, music, art, PE, library, technology, and study hall. I patterned my 

observations to include a variety of visit types such as ―walk-thrus‖ or ―drop-ins‖ 

(unannounced short visits) with periodic short conversations; lesson observations 

(30 to 90 minute planned visits) that included follow-up conversations and notes, 
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and; ―shadowing‖ that entailed numerous classroom visits of various lengths of 

time and purposes accompanied by extended conversations and ―debriefing.‖ Of 

the 15 teachers who participated in observations, 12 were female and 3 were 

male. Four teachers identified themselves as ―Black‖ and four named themselves 

―Hispanic‖ or ―Latina.‖  One teacher I observed identified as multi-ethnic, one 

identified as bi-racial, while four identified as ―White‖ and one as ―Arab-

American.‖ Of the 15, five were purposefully asked to participate in recorded 

interviews. Two of these teachers became important ―informants‖ throughout the 

two year process.  

 The table below indicates the array of adult participants that were invited 

to be interviewed. I got to know some of the parents at the school during my 

twenty-five months of field work. I spoke on a regular basis to 14 parents during 

day-to-day operations, special events, and/or parent education classes over the 

two-year period. Of these 14 parents, 5 were invited to participate in recorded 

interviews. The selection of parents was a matter of convenience: they were 

willing to participate and able to meet at the school during a small window of 

time after end-of-the-year testing and before school letting out for the summer. 

Two fathers and one mother were chosen for their insider status: They spent time 

volunteering at the school and were present during daily operations at YWLS on a 

regular basis. One father and one mother were selected for the opposite reason: 

They worked long hours and were present at the school periodically for special 
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events. It was more difficult for these two parents to schedule an interview, but 

their interest in the project and their willingness to participate made meeting them 

at unusual times a small sacrifice on my part.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Adult Participants 

 

 The selection of students was purposeful in that I invited all 75 eighth-

graders to participate; excluding seventh-graders and sixth-graders. My reasoning 

behind this decision was two-fold: The eighth-graders had been at the school for 

both years of its existence and they had attended a regular middle school their 

sixth-grade year; thus, they had a framework for making comparisons. While 

seventh-graders had been at the school two years, they did not have any 

n Pseudonym Role Race/Ethnic 

Background 
1 Ms. Alvarez Support Staff Latina 

2 Ms. Barnes Teacher White 

3 Mrs. Bennett Foundation Director White 

4 Dr. Delgado Superintendent Latino 

5 Ms. Fakhoury Teacher Arab-American 

6 Mrs. Flores Teacher Multi-ethnic 

7 Mr. Guzman School Board Latino 

8 Mrs. Hughes Central Office Administration White 

9 Mrs. Kelly Teacher Bi-racial 

10 Mrs. Mendoza Teacher Latina 

11 Mr. Ortega Parent Latino 

12 Mrs. Ortega Parent Latina 

13 Mr. Peña Parent Latino 

14 Mr. Rios Parent Latino 

15 Mrs. Rios Parent Latina 

16 Dr. Salazar Former Superintendent Latino 

17 Ms. Santiago Building Principal Multi-ethnic 

18 Ms. Soto Central Office Administration Latina 



171 

 

experience at a prior middle school. And Sixth-graders had not been present the 

first year of implementation. The principal agreed that eighth graders would share 

a more mature, nuanced, and complex perspective during focus groups as they  

were developmentally closer to adults physically as well as intellectually. 

 Table 4: Student Participants 

 Classroom teachers accommodated short periods of time for me to conduct 

classroom visits to explain the study and the purpose of the focus groups to the 

eighth-graders. Spanish and English parent consent forms, student assent forms, 

and a letter of explanation were handed out for students to take home. The sample 

then went from purposeful to convenience in that whoever returned their 

n Students‘ 

Chosen 

Pseudonyms 

Age Grade Students‘ Self-Identification 

1 Abby 14 8 Mexican 

2 Abcde 14 8 Black/White 

3 Amyranni 14 8 Mexican American/Hispanic 

4 Angie 14 8 Hispanic 

5 Aurora 14 8 Black, White, Indian 

6 Bella 16 8 Latina 

7 Brianna 13 8 Hispanic/Latina 

8 Cupcake 14 8 Hispanic 

9 Fanta 14 8 Black, Hispanic, Indian, & Creole 

10 Hannah Beth 14 8 Indian, Mexican 

11 Jane 13 8 Latina 

12 Mercedes 13 8 Hispanic 

13 Mixtli 14 8 Hispanic 

14 Nevaett 13 8 African American 

15 Sam 14 8 Hispanic 

16 Stephanie 14 8 Hispanic 

17 Vanessa 13 8 Black 
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consent/assent forms were scheduled to take part in focus groups. Student 

participants and their chosen pseudonyms are indicated in the table below. 

Tables three and four above indicate the variety of stakeholder groups (n=35) that 

became my points of foci during the study. The matrices indicate the participants‘ 

pseudonyms as well as basic demographic information that the reader might find 

helpful. 

Research Questions   

 The following research questions guided the investigation: 

RQ1)   What contextual (historical, socio-cultural, political) factors led to  the 

founding of an all-girls‟ public school at this particular time in this particular 

place? 

RQ2)  What is the nature of the emergent organizational culture(s) at YWLS?  

a) Who are the founding cultural characters? 

b) What cultural characteristics are evident? 

c) What is the overall climate? 

RQ3)  How do stakeholders (principal, teachers, parents, and students) at YWLS 

enact and negotiate the school culture? 

a) How does this relate to local contextual conditions?  

b) How does this relate to the identity intersectionalities (race/ethnicity, 

gender, poverty) of students?  

c) What are the implications for other school contexts? 
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 The above research questions demanded specific data collection 

techniques that enabled me to examine the organizational culture(s) along with 

discovering the contextual factors that formed the backdrop to the development of 

the school.  

 According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), participant observation 

and field notations are the heart of ethnographic data collection; enabling the 

examination of culture. Wolcott (2008) agreed with the importance of 

experiencing the culture first-hand by conducting observations in the field.  

 In addition to experiencing the culture thorough participant observation 

and keeping field notes, Wolcott (2008) added to the repertoire the process of 

enquiring which entails taking an active role by asking questions of participants 

and examining cultural artifacts, as well. As such, observing, interviewing, and 

taking detailed notes informed the ultimate goal of documenting the culture of the 

school and the relationships among families, communities, and other contextual 

milieu (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 2002). ―Through participation, the field 

researcher sees first-hand and up close how people grapple with uncertainty and 

confusion, how meanings emerge through talk and collective action, how 

understandings and interpretations change over time‖ (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 4). 

In addition, the sources of evidence for this particular case study included 

documentary information, physical artifacts, and archival records (Wolcott, 2008; 

Yin, 2003) which are further explained below. 
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Participant Observation   

 According to Emerson, et al. (1995) ―the ethos of fieldwork holds that in 

order to fully understand and appreciate action from the perspective of 

participants, one must get close to and participate in a wide cross-section of their 

everyday activities over an extended period of time‖ (p. 10).  Thus, I attended and 

observed special events in addition to observing teachers, students, parents, 

administration, students, and support staff carrying out the daily activities of 

running the school.  

 Some commentators believe that an observer‘s presence ―taints‖ what 

people do in the field. Emerson et al. (1995) disagreed:  

 Relationships between the field researcher and people in the setting do not 

 so much disrupt or alter ongoing patterns of social interaction as reveal the 

 terms and bases on which people form social ties in the first place…rather 

 than viewing reactivity as a defect to be carefully controlled or eliminated 

 in entirety, the ethnographer needs to become sensitive to and perceptive 

 of how she is seen and treated by others. (p. 4) 

 

Field Notes 

 Wolf (1992) stated that field notes are the ―first sacred text in the 

preparation of ethnography…the first summary of behavior, the initial endowment 

of it with significance‖ (p. 86). While field notes served as an ―essential 

corrective‖ to memory and shifting opinions (p. 87), Wolf (1992) also admitted 

that it is impossible for field notes to be ―pure descriptions‖ no matter who writes 

them.  The fact that a researcher chooses one thing over another to describe in 
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field notes implicates that chunk of information as an initial step in data analysis. 

―Our fieldnotes are the first ordering of ‗what we know‘‖ (p. 91).  

 Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) made several suggestions for 

ethnographers writing field notes. First of all, they encouraged the researcher to 

take note of initial impressions and to observe key events or incidents. Secondly, 

they cautioned against making value judgments or assuming that the people the 

researcher observed or interviewed felt the way the researcher did about particular 

events. Rather, they advocated focusing on what those in the field react to as 

important. For example, the researcher might internally ask, ―What do research 

participants stop and watch? What do they talk and gossip about? What produces 

strong emotional responses for them?‖ Then, the researcher could engage with 

those observed to learn about their impressions, paying attention to the ―particular 

meanings they attribute to these activities‖ (p. 28). Lastly, Emerson et al. (1995) 

encouraged researchers to be open to ―variations from or exceptions to an 

emerging pattern‖ (p. 29). 

 Jeffrey (2008) provided a format to help researchers report both macro and 

micro foci in their field notes. The list moves from the most micro to the most 

macro in the following order: acts (brief and temporary lasting seconds, minutes, 

or hours); activities (action with duration of the personal involvement of actors 

over days, weeks, or months); meanings (the terms people use and how they make 

sense of things); participation (describing a person‘s involvement with 
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acts/activities); relationships (how cultural characters are interrelated), and; 

settings (looking at the nested context of an entire setting). Researchers can use 

these six concepts to frame a variety of ―sampling‖ activities, settings, and 

relationships; committing necessary focus to reporting efforts (Jeffrey, 2008).  

 Wolcott (2003) recommended managing data input by page total and/or 

filtering by topic or viewing lens. For example, before entering the site the 

researcher might decide: ―Today, I will record only when someone expresses 

concern over state testing scores.‖ Another strategy forwarded by Wolcott (2003) 

was to use a timer at predetermined intervals to record whatever activity is 

occurring in the particular context; noting the social interaction patterns and with 

whom. 

Archives  

 I collected data in the form of artifacts created by people embedded in the 

context of the study. For example, newsletters, PowerPoint presentations, parent 

letters, websites, flyers, and other artifacts were collected to document the 

inception, development, implementation, and evaluation processes of the school 

culture. I collected over 1,000 artifacts including policy documents, letters written 

by politicians, and photographs stored in archives. In addition to collecting 

cultural artifacts produced at the local and district levels, city and state archives 

that helped explain the historical, political, and socio-cultural influences that 

made the geographical area what it is today were explored.  
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The main archives utilized for this study were: the George I. Sánchez 

Papers archived at The University of Texas at Austin in the Benson Latin 

American Collection; the Light Collection, stored at The Institute of Texan 

Cultures at San Antonio, TX; the United States Department of Education 

(USDOE) electronic archives, and; the Southtown Independent School District 

(SISD) archives. Artifacts included copies of photographs, hand-written letters 

and speeches, and copies of typed letters and policy documents. These sites were 

selected because of their excellent reputation amongst history and social 

anthropology scholars in Texas and/or their accessibility to the public. 

 In spring 2009, Ms. Santiago surveyed the students to gather important 

feedback on students‘ experience thus far with YWLS. She titled the survey, 

―How are we doing?‖ As part of our collaboration, I compiled all the surveys, 

which included forced as well as open-ended qualitative responses. After tallying 

all the quantitative data and typing all qualitative responses, I produced a report 

for school administration and staff. Ms. Santiago used these data to inform her 

developmental conferences with teachers and other stakeholder groups. I used 

these YWLS surveys as secondary data – an additional cultural artifact – applying 

document analysis to further explicate the emerging culture of the school.  

Interviews and Focus Groups 

Oral history interviews were important for a number of important reasons. 

First, this all-female public school was founded in 2008 and has never been 
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studied before. Thus, I was in a unique position to document the emerging culture 

or community history (Alexander, 2006; Ritchie, 2003). In addition, oral history 

―helps to interpret and define written records and make sense out of the most 

obscure decisions and events‖ (Ritchie, 2003, p. 118). Utilizing archives as a 

collection tool was important to this project as well since ―oral history should not 

stand alone as a single source (Ritchie, 2003, p. 119). While oral history helped 

fill the gaps of material evidence, the material record was an important source of 

evidence and essential to achieving the emic-etic tension of this ethno-historic 

research endeavors (Alexander, 2006; Ritchie, 2003).  

  I asked participants to partake in an informal interview lasting up to one 

hour. The date, time, and place were their choice. For the most part, interviews 

with community figures and central office personnel commenced and closed on 

time within the one hour discussed in advance. Interviews with parents, teachers, 

and the principal usually lasted much longer. During our conversations, I kept 

track of time and indicated to participants how much time had passed. Usually, 

participants indicated that they had more to share and did not mind continuing the 

conversation as long as I was OK with continuing. Occasionally, a participant 

indicated that they needed to stop in order to attend another obligation, but would 

be willing and able to continue the conversation later.  In all cases, I followed the 

lead and the desires of the participants and thanked them for their contributions 

and followed up with an email or written note of appreciation. 
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 Approximating Weiss (1995), I refrained from using a fixed set of 

questions for the informal interviews, as the process was iterative. However, 

prompts that promoted naturalistic inquiry were used and are included in the 

appendices. Throughout the interviews, I worked to recognize that people‘s 

personal knowledge and ways of knowing are critical to social interaction and 

hence social analysis (Campbell, 2004).  

 Following the advice of Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990), I tried to 

facilitate interviews that reflected an open, yet focused structure that elicited the 

personal experiences of people known to have been involved with a particular 

situation. Eliciting subjective experiences was a goal – not a problem to be 

resolved (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990). Indeed, the ―focused interview seeks 

to provide an easygoing and open occasion for the interviewee to express his 

sentiments and perceptions of a situation‖ (Merton, et al., 1990, p. 61, emphasis in 

original). In fact, interviewers seek ―to obtain a maximum of self-revelatory 

reports of how the situation under review was experienced (Merton, et al., 1990, 

p. 95, emphasis in original).  

 Focus groups were conducted very similarly to the interviews as advised 

by Morgan (1997). I emphasized my desire to hear about their experiences and 

give students an opportunity to tell their stories. I considered videotaping the 

student focus groups because of the difficulty transcribing recordings of more 



180 

 

than two or three voices. However, I followed the advice of Morgan (1997) to 

only audiotape focus groups to protect participants‘ privacy.  

 I obtained informed consent from all interviewees and focus group 

participants including: students, teachers, support staff, building administration, 

central office administration, school board trustees, and foundation board 

members.   

Visual Methods 

 Harper (2005) defined the use of visual methods as ―the study of social 

life using images…the study of the meanings of visual culture…a fundamental 

interest in the meanings of visual imagery‖ (Harper, 2005, p. 747). Harper (2005) 

and Margolis and Fram (2007) reminded us that photographs are both empirical 

and constructed. Images are evidence of something seen, but accompanying 

captions are socially constructed and the way they are arranged within a text serve 

a particular author‘s purpose. There is a theoretical juxtaposition between the 

empiricism of documentary photography and the subjective performance of the 

researcher linking specific images with text. Thus, photography ―is both true and 

constructed‖ (Harper, 2005, p. 749). Cautions notwithstanding, both Harper 

(2005) and Margolis and Fram (2007) supported the employ of photography and 

other images because of their overall usefulness: 

 Photography is particularly good at representing visible things in the world 

 that are typically not discussed, ranging from details too trivial to bother 

 with to trauma too painful to speak about. Where many scholars writing 
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 about the history of education emphasize written texts—formal curricula, 

 school board minutes, inspectors‘ reports and learning as assessed mental 

 processes—photographers and visual artists depict the physical 

 arrangements, postures and facial expressions of bodies within socially 

 constructed spaces. Photography records visible elements of school 

 climate, e.g. architecture, furniture and the rituals of schooling. Artwork 

 and photographs reveal effects of schooling on the body (and of the body 

 on schooling), but remain mute about what goes on inside the heads of 

 teachers or students. (Margolis & Fram, 2007, pp. 193-194) 

 

 Harper (2005) points out that visual methods can be used as ―illustrations‖ 

to tell a story. The photographs, while important, are clearly a secondary source of 

information. These illustrations ―put a face on statistical data‖ and have the power 

to contextualize a variety of sociological variables such as poverty, migration, 

gender roles, and family life. ―Visual documentation becomes a part of research 

triangulation…photographs argue that visual traces of the world adequately 

describe the phenomenon under question‖ (p. 748). Wolcott (1994) agreed stating, 

―Photography offers the analysis-minded researcher a way of incorporating 

ambiguity without getting caught up in it, by including photographs as ―visual 

facts‖ that can be presented with or without interpretation‖ (p.31). 

 Viewing photographs is the act of seeing a fraction of a second in time and 

 the viewer draws upon society‘s collective memory when reading the 

 image. Halbwachs posited that, ‗memories … are recalled by me 

 externally, and the groups of which I am a part at any time give me the 

 means to reconstruct them…‘ Photographs are thus one means by which 

 memories of practices inscribed upon our bodies are remembered.‖ 

 (Margolis & Fram, 2007, p. 209) 

 

 As discussed in Chapter Three, elements of culture include important 

symbols and signs that represent intangible cultural values. The goal was to use 
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photography to capture the symbolic elements of culture as exhibited in: exterior 

marquees and use of school grounds; interior physical plant and use of interior 

space, and; representative artifacts such as posters, banners, and student work 

displays.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 Wolcott (1994) forwarded three major means for qualitative researchers to 

―do something‖ with the mounds of data that have been collected: description, 

analysis, and interpretation (p. 10). Wolcott (1994) compared data analysis to data 

processing or data management. Analysis says, ―After cautious scrutiny of various 

sources of data, this much we know for sure…‖  Data interpretation goes further 

than analysis by making claims. Interpretation says, ―This is how I understand and 

apply what I have learned…‖ Interpretation is the researcher‘s attempt to make 

meaning of the findings. While analysis is more specific, grounded and carefully 

documented, interpretation is more subjective and unbounded; an attempt at 

identifying universals. 

 As such, chapters 5, 6, and 7 focus on the description and analytic 

discussion of the findings. I report with a reasonable amount of certainty what I 

have found based on careful analysis of a variety of sources of information. 

Chapter 8 is reserved for more uninhibited, creative thinking: My interpretation of 

the findings is shown in my effort to build theory, make inferences, forward 

implications, and encourage future research. 
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 Geertz (1973) compared conducting ethnographic cultural analysis as 

painting a likeness; the foundation of our representations was empirical data, but 

the artistic expression that was composed by the researcher and read by the 

audience was crafted utilizing the imagination and creativity of the ethnographer 

(and I would add, the reader as a fellow constructor of knowledge). According to 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997), the overall goal is to capture the essence of 

a place; documenting both promise and potential and the ―analysis of the 

coexistence of strengths and vulnerabilities:‖  

 It is an intentionally generous and eclectic process that begins by 

 searching for what is good and healthy and assumes that the expression of 

 goodness will always be laced with imperfections…not designed to be 

 documents of idealization... [But an examination of goodness that reveals] 

 ample evidence of vulnerability and weakness…and how people, cultures, 

 and organizations negotiate those extremes in an effort to establish the 

 precarious balance between them. (p. 9) 

 

Thus, according to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997), data collection, 

analysis, and interpretation entail asking internal questions such as: ―What is 

going on here? What is working well? Why is it working well?‖ Lawrence-

Lightfoot and Davis (1997) purport that focusing on what is ―healthy and strong, 

we inevitably see dark shadows of compromise, inhibition, and imperfection that 

distort the success and weaken the achievements‖ (p. 142).  

Potential Sources of Bias  

 Miles and Huberman (1994) warned qualitative researchers about three 

potential sources of analytic bias that had potential to weaken findings: 1) holistic 
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fallacy; 2) elite bias, and; 3) going native. Holistic fallacy is defined as 

interpreting events as more patterned and tidy than they really are; possibly 

ignoring the messiness of loose ends and unanswered questions that puncture true 

existence. Researchers paying more attention to informants whom are more 

articulate and/or powerful represents ―elite bias.‖ While ―going native‖ refers to 

researchers losing their ―bracketing ability‖ and/or being co-opted into taking on 

the perceptions and explanations of local informants. (p. 263).  

 To combat these inclinations, Miles and Huberman (1994, pp. 262-286) 

forwarded a variety of procedures that test for representativeness, availability, 

and weighting including:  

1) Ensure periods of continuous presence at the site to get a feel for 

representative events and activities; 

2) Interview and report the words of participants who possess a variety of 

status relationships;  

3) Conduct some interviews off-site in a restaurant or an informant‘s home; 

4) Question outliers and follow up on surprises;  

5) Schedule periods of ―temporary withdrawal‖ to avoid ―going native;‖ 

6) Consistently revisit research questions and reexamine the ―brackets‖ 

placed on the study to avoid cooptation; 

7) Triangulate across data sources and methods;  
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8) Weight heavier data that is: collected later, after repeated contact rather 

than earlier during entry; seen first-hand rather than heard secondhand; 

reported by a field-worker that is trusted; that is collected in an informal 

rather than official setting; reported while in privacy rather than within 

earshot of others;  

9) Ask informants to read and comment on reported findings, and;  

10) Incorporate participants‘ feedback in the final documentation.  

Steps Taken to Neutralize Bias 

 Following Miles and Huberman‘s (1994) advice, I took appropriate steps 

to neutralize potential biases by incorporating corresponding procedures that 

facilitated representativeness, availability, and weighting. First of all, I was able 

to get an overall sense of the representativeness of events and activities by 

spending extended periods of time at the site over twenty-five months. To avoid 

―going native,‖ I scheduled periods of ―temporary withdrawal‖ by spending time 

conducting other data collection activities (e.g. archival research) that were 

interspersed with on site interaction within the two years of field work. 

Additionally, while at the school, I kept my list of research questions taped to the 

inside of my notebook to keep me focused on the ―brackets‖ I placed on the study. 

I found this anti-cooptation strategy especially helpful during the last few weeks 
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of the study when I was conducting final interviews with teachers and the 

principal.
5
 

 Other strategies included conducting some interviews away from the 

school. Seven interviews took place in a variety of settings including restaurants, 

coffee shops, and participants‘ homes. Additionally, I interviewed and reported 

the words of participants who possessed a variety of status relationships. I can 

honestly report that it was not difficult for me to treat the words of poor, working-

class parents as important as the words of a central office administrator or school 

board member. Without exception, those I interviewed were respectful and caring; 

intelligently articulating their experiences in a straightforward manner. Presenting 

a polyvocal account was a primary concern from the beginning; thus, equal 

weighting of participants‘ stories was not a significant ethical dilemma for me in 

the case of this project.  

 In addition to paying attention to the words of participants of varying 

statuses, I also focused on data that was gleaned first-hand rather than 

secondhand. I also worked to ensure that interviews and focus groups were 

                                                            
5 To protect participants, it must suffice to briefly note that toward the end of the study, much of 

my time was taken listening to participants‘ concerns surrounding an unusual incident that 

transpired the last few weeks of school. As an ―insider‖ I listened intently to peoples‘ stories, 

empathized with their concerns, and gave personal encouragement as appropriate. As an 

―outsider‖ I continually re-visited the original research questions and used the bookends I had 

initially placed on the study as a filter to maintain focus and fulfill the purposes of the 

investigation without being distracted by an unrepresentative event. 
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conducted in privacy. For example, if in a public space like a restaurant, we 

requested a table in a quiet nook. 

 To strengthen data quality, I balanced collection of official messages with 

those collected informally. I listened intently for outliers and followed up with 

participants when there was something that seemed out of place or there was 

something I did not understand. Additionally, I triangulated across data sources 

by looking for patterns across interviews, observations, and documents. Finally, I 

asked informants to read and comment on reported findings and have included 

participants‘ feedback in the appendices.   

Analytical Procedures 

 Following Wolcott (1994), I committed to ―treat descriptive data as fact‖ 

(p. 10) by sharing long excerpts from field notes and specific quotations from 

participants in the telling of the story. According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and 

Davis (1997) images and signs emerge naturally from the voices of participants 

during interviews and help the researcher establish conceptual threads throughout 

the narrative. A similar process of identifying symbols, themes, and patterns were 

used while examining data collected via participant observation, photography, and 

documents. Emerson et al. (1995) encouraged the researcher to conduct ―open 

coding‖ or to read field notes and interview transcripts line-by-line to note 

consistent themes or story lines.   
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 Secondly, I enlarged the account beyond description by identifying key 

concepts and their interrelationships utilizing the cultural foci outlined earlier in 

this chapter. I followed the lead of Emerson et al. (1995) and implemented 

―focused coding‖ that consisted of additional readings of the data utilizing the 

theoretical framework to carefully filter initial impressions. Following Emerson et 

al. (1995) I eliminated codes that no longer fit the overall narrative as well as 

identified new themes that may not have emerged initially Thirdly, I made sense 

of my description and analysis with interpretations that reached further than what 

could be explained by the descriptive data and theoretical frameworks alone. 

 It is important to note that description, analysis, and interpretation were 

not mutually exclusive nor did they necessarily follow this particular order. 

Wolcott (1994) described a fluid process of analysis and interpretation whereby 

the researcher is constantly collecting data, making sense of them, and then 

revisiting analysis of data in light of new experiences. This non-linear, circular 

process proceeded akin to a conversation between the researcher and the data (p. 

11). Nor is the analytical process an isolated activity: ―the reader is a co-analyst, 

experiencing the original setting vicariously, looking at the evidence, weighing 

the writer‘s interpretations and perspective‖ (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 299).  

 While forefronting the voices of participants is key, according to Olesen 

(2005), it is important to acknowledge that the researcher still owns the more 

powerful position in the research relationship and thus, must take responsibility 
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for the account. Accordingly, Olesen (2005) outlined specific strategies that 

would enable a credible account. For example, the ethnographer should conduct 

several readings of interview transcripts and listen for complex perspectives, 

multiple voices, and recurring refrains. The goal is to be credible or to produce 

claims that are ―less false, less perverse, and less partial, without falling back into 

positivist standards that measure acceptability of knowledge in terms of some 

ideal, unchanging body of knowledge‖ (p. 257). Additionally, to achieve 

credibility, the researcher should don a reflexive posture that is ―always looking 

for tensions, contradictions, and complicity‖ (p. 257). 

 Similarly, Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) called for a balanced 

tension between having the confidence to observe, name, and verify patterns in 

the data while remaining grounded in the lived experiences of the participants by 

listening intently to participants‘ voices; noting concurrence and deviation. 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) called for researchers to embrace the 

tension between desiring control and order and tolerating the messiness and 

complexity of real life; allowing dialectic during thematic development (p. 192). 

In other words, it is all about naming convergence without diminishing 

complexity (p.233).  

 I chose to embrace this dialectic and followed the analytic framework of 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002, pp. 193-214) for constructing emergent 

themes. Their framework for data analysis called for noting repetitive refrains that 
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are spoken (by participants) or appear (signs and symbols) frequently and 

persistently; indicating a relative collective expression of commonly held values. 

Just one repetitive refrain that appeared in this study was, ―We won‘t let you fail 

at this school.‖ Additionally, researchers are to be sensitive to identifying what 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) refer to as resonant metaphors; or the 

poetic and symbolic expressions that disclose the ways actors reveal their 

realities. Among the resonant metaphors that will be discussed later is the way 

actors compared life at YWLS as like a family or sisterhood.  

 Finally, triangulation was achieved by weaving together threads from a 

variety of sources. I constructed themes and revealed patterns among 

perspectives. While only one deviant voice was noted among participants (to be 

discussed later), expressions that reflected ―buyer‘s remorse‖ or push back or a 

personal discomfort with ―How do I handle this new way of being and doing?‖ 

are a major source of data analysis and interpretation. Looking for dissonance in 

this study was more about stakeholders negotiating relationships old and new. 

Credibility, Trustworthiness, and Ethical Commitments 

 More traditional forms of research rely on the criteria of objectivity and 

internal/external validity for evaluating trustworthiness. When working in a 

naturalistic environment as an ethnographer, trustworthiness is evaluated 

differently with a major criterion the notion of credibility.  
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 As alluded to in the introductory prologue, I came to the research project 

with varying degrees of insider/outsider status due to my past and present 

circumstances. For example, I am an outsider because I am Anglo and my 

family‘s present financial situation enables us to meet our physical needs. My 

children are not labeled, ―free or reduced lunch‖ as their father was during his 

elementary school years, nor have I ever needed to use food stamps to feed my 

children as my mother did when I was a youngster. My present circumstances 

notwithstanding, I am also to some extent an insider in the research context 

because I know how it feels to be poor, hungry, without medical care, and 

homeless. But I cannot change the color of my skin, and I will never know what it 

is like living as a Latina or African American woman in Southtown, Texas.  That 

said, I consider it a position of strength to approach this dissertation topic as a 

mother raising a daughter and son the same age as the students I am studying. In 

addition, I am a certified principal and teacher with over 15 years experience 

specific to pedagogy, curriculum, and developing school cultures throughout the 

PK-16 pipeline. I believe my training and experience working with diverse 

students with special needs, along with my personal characteristics of mothering 

adolescent children, afforded me a certain insider status and bolstered my ability 

to conduct this study. 

 Bate (1997) argued convincingly that ―how you recount your 

fieldwork…determines whether people…are engaged or persuaded by what they 
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hear. ‗Proof,‘ ‗truth,‘ ‗validity‘ are as much an issue of style as of content‖ (p. 

1154). Bates (1997) contended that ethnographic writing should have an 

expressive quality that conveys ―intense familiarity with the subjects and their 

ways‖ (p. 1167). According to Bate (1997), reported findings should feel 

authentic and plausible. The use of ―polyphony‖ and ―rich description‖ entails 

utilizing ―extensive verbatim quotation and close scripting and reportage of 

everyday events‖ (p. 1167). Bate (1997) compared the use of polyphony and rich 

description as similar to making a scrapbook or collage via narrative techniques.  

 According to Wolf (1996), a major ethical and political consideration is 

the researcher‘s commitment to accuracy. The researcher is responsible for the 

collection and analysis of data as well as making sense of the collected data when 

taken as a whole. Wolcott (2003) recommended keeping the cultural characters of 

the school in mind with each sentence written; anticipating whether the narrative 

will be accepted by those in the school as a true account of events. I believe I have 

done the best I can to depict the whole in concrete detail that which is 

representative of the normative range of behavior of those I studied. For example, 

I engaged in self-dialogue and critique: ―Does my account make sense in terms of 

the context and culture being studied? Did I consider that which is important to 

those whom I have made a commitment?‖  

 ―Whether or not an anthropologist believes she creates, interprets, or 

describes culture, she must recognize that she creates ‗Others‘ as the result of her 
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work, and that she must bear some responsibility for those Others‖ (Wolf, 1992, 

p. 12). In the spirit of taking responsibility for those whose stories I tell, I 

carefully pondered the ethical and political considerations that might have 

influenced this project. Following Miles and Huberman (1994), I committed to: 

beneficence by maximizing good outcomes and minimizing risk for research 

participants; respect by treating people courteously and protecting their 

autonomy; justice by ensuring reasonable and non-exploitive research procedures 

and; democratic practices by working against oppression and working for 

equality. Additionally, I paid special attention to building relationships and 

maintaining boundaries as well as negotiating my insider/outsider status and the 

degree of intimacy and distance in the voice while reporting findings. Further 

details of these strategies are described below.  

Relationships and Boundaries 

 Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) also addressed the debate about 

reaching the ―optimal depth, quality, and intensity of research relationships‖ by 

asking, ―Should researchers seek distance or closeness, objectivity or subjectivity, 

scrutiny or alliance, asymmetry or symmetry in their connections with subjects?‖ 

(p.137). According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002), traditionalists 

uphold that researchers ―maintain the stance of disinterested observer‖ while 

revisionists believe that ―formalized distance [is] disrespectful and diminishing of 

research subjects (minimizing their authority and potentially masking their 
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knowledge)‖ (p. 137). Rather, they called for research relationships that are more 

complex and reciprocal because in addition to being more ethical, they are likely 

to yield deeper, more empirical data. Additionally, they pointed out that feminist 

research especially argued for establishing authentic relationships that facilitated 

authentic findings:  

 We see relationships as more than vehicles for data gathering, more than 

 points of access. We see them as central to the empirical, ethical, and 

 humanistic dimensions of research design, as evolving and changing 

 processes of human encounter…the relationship[s] would evolve over 

 time and require negotiation, and renegotiation, shifts of roles and 

 boundaries greater emotional intellectual investment, and an increasing 

 sense of intimacy and connection‖ (p. 138).  

 

Olesen (2005) agreed, stating, ―Relationships with participants lie at the heart of 

feminist-ethical concerns‖ (p. 255). Indeed, the navigation of boundaries, then, 

must be seen as counterpoint to the development of intimacy‖ (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 2002, p. 152). So, while there is empathy and mutuality, the 

researcher is careful to protect the work as well as participants. The researcher 

does this by maintaining focus on the research questions and guiding actors away 

from ―emotional minefields‖ that might distort the inquiry or place the actor in a 

precarious position. The bottom line is: There must be a balance between forging 

relationships that are sufficient to produce an authentic portrait while doing no 

harm to the subject.  
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Insider/Outsider View/Voice 

 One way to achieve balance in ethnographic research is to pay careful 

attention to the continuum that is the insider view and discourse and the outsider 

perspective and voice.  According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002), 

ethnographic portraits of institutions require close observation that 

 unites the research to the subject - like the artist assuming the pose of the 

 model – and affords a view of the parts of the whole that insiders know 

 intimately. The distance that portrait writing requires affords a view of the 

 whole with which insiders may be less familiar…and, if the portrait is 

 authentic, there is much to recognize in the portrayal that is at the heart of 

 the insider‘s experience, surprisingly captured by an outsider‘s account.‖  

 (pp.36-37) 

 

 Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) went further and proposed that 

achieving the insider-outsider/emic-etic tension was possible by varying the way 

an author‘s voice was used in the final account: from voice as ―witness‖ (most 

restrained) to voice in dialogue (creating the story with the participants). The 

following section defines the specific ways I varied my writer‘s voice in this 

ethnographic account to achieve appropriate tension between insider/outsider. 

 Beginning with the most restrained voice is what was referred to by 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) as Voice as Witness. This perspective is 

that of stranger and boundary-sitter: one who is open and receptive to all stimuli. 

My distant voice as witness is demonstrated throughout chapters 5, 6, and 7 by 

including excerpts from my field notes (mostly in italics). 
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 The second perspective on the continuum was entitled, Voice as 

Interpretation. This was defined as the portions of the final report where the 

reader hears the researcher trying to make sense of the data. This reportage 

includes thin or low-inference description of the who, what, where, and when of 

the findings. Voice as interpretation also includes what Geertz (1973) referred to 

as thick description where author begins to ―decode the environment‖---for 

example, by offering that a participant‘s wardrobe choices was an attempt to 

convey a professional image (p. 91). Again, the findings chapters (five, six, and 

seven) include portions that utilize this level of insider-outsider view and voice. 

 Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (2002) referred to the next level on the 

continuum as, Voice as Conceptual Preoccupation and Interpretation. This voice 

―refers to the ways in which her observations and her text are shaped by the 

assumptions she brings to the inquiry, reflecting her disciplinary background, her 

theoretical perspectives, her intellectual interests, and her understanding of the 

relevant literature‖ (p. 93). Use of this voice comes out in chapter 8 during theory 

building, making inferences, and offering implications and areas for future 

research.  

 As we move further along the continuum to greater integration of the 

personality of the author with the documentation of the study, Lawrence-

Lightfoot and Davis (2002) recognized the Voice as Autobiography which reflects 

the life story of the ethnographer. In these portions of the account, the researcher 
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―must use the knowledge and wisdom drawn from these life experiences as 

resources for understanding, and as sources of connection and identification with 

the actors in the setting‖ (p. 95). Since I agree that ―a reader who knows where the 

portraitist is coming from can more comfortably enter the piece, scrutinize the 

data, and form independent interpretations‖ (p. 96), my autobiographical voice 

came out most strongly in the introductory prologue. 

 Finally, the most active voice of the researcher is utilized as Voice in 

Dialogue. The reportage includes the voice of the researcher and participants 

together in dialogue creating the story together. The voice of the researcher is 

taken from field notes and/or interview transcripts to ―chronicle the developing 

relationship between them, the emerging trust and intimacy‖ (Lawrence-Lightfoot 

& Davis, 2002, p. 103). Discourse between the participants and I is interspersed 

throughout chapters six and seven and are taken directly from interview 

transcripts. Additionally, my thoughts, taken directly from field notes, facilitate 

intimate moments or voice as dialogue.  

Conducting cross-cultural work and speaking for others 

 While I did not anticipate, nor presently notice, any adverse effects or 

risks associated with this project, Wolf (1992) troubled the question of whether 

studying our ―subjects‖ entailed exploitation and whether attempting to improve 

women‘s situations was an imposition of power (p. 2). 
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 Whether we are talking about nonexploitative methodology in field 

 research or authority in writing ethnography, we are talking about power – 

 who has it, how it is used, for what purposes. This is what the study of 

 gender, class, and race is really about: how subordinated sectors 

 accommodate to and resist the power of privileged sectors, how privilege 

 (like resistance) is camouflaged, how power is earned, learned, and 

 occasionally spurned. Just as the reality of male privilege affects the lives 

 of every woman, whether she is conscious of it or not, the concept of 

 power is by definition a factor in every feminist‘s research. (Wolf, 1992, 

 p. 133) 

 

 According to Wolcott (2008) having a ―cross-cultural perspective‖ was 

―highly desirable‖ for conducting ethnography (p. 88, italics original). While it 

was not impossible to do ethnography on a group we belonged to, difference was 

desirable because it allowed ―the observer to make problematic what might 

otherwise be taken for granted‖ (p. 89). Wolcott (2008) argued that it was easier 

for a researcher to probe assumptions and uncover patterns of any given culture if 

one was not a member of the group studied. Whether one endeavors to make the 

strange familiar or the familiar strange, ―discerning difference is critical to 

ethnography‖ (p. 91). While attending to difference was important, Wolcott 

(2008) clarified that the job of the ethnographer was not to compulsively make 

comparisons between two cultures but to ―tell it like it is‖ (p. 141). Attending to 

difference and probing assumptions did not mean finding fault or identifying what 

was missing from a culture, rather, it meant making a careful consideration of 

what was present and letting others decide if that outcome was acceptable. 
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 Some feminist research literature warned of the difficulties associated with 

―speaking for others‖ (Lather, 1991; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005; Villenas, 

2000; Wolf, 1992) and debated the integrity and value of doing cross-cultural 

research, especially when more often than not; the researcher possessed more 

privilege than the research participants (Laible, 2003; LeCompte et al., 1999; 

Young, 2003a). This seems especially true for some academics that sense an 

obligation to religious teachings. For example, Laible (2003) wondered whether it 

was possible to ―do‖ research ―on‖ those who are dissimilar from the self. Laible 

(2003) noted: ―I have been attempting to solidify a theory of knowing others that 

fits with my Christian beliefs and what I believe are general human imperatives of 

living in the world as compassionate, loving human beings‖ (p. 182). She 

concluded that her  

 desire to gaze on the Other and reinscribe them in my words, in my 

 opinion, is no longer valid or ethical. My research victimizes others, 

 although this is not my conscious intent. Nevertheless, it is an activity I 

 am quite certain Jesus would not condone. (pp. 184-185) 

 

Laible (2003) was especially troubled by the historical ―standard operating 

procedures in universities‖ that she felt tended to harm students, faculty, and 

administrators that are not Euro-American, middle-class males. Laible seemed to 

believe that this ―institutional evil‖ (p. 185) was so deeply embedded in the 

research process that she could not possibly conduct research involving ―people 

of color‖ without hurting them. Recognizing that Jesus would probably not 
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―dismantle‖ universities, she claimed that Jesus would call on Christian 

philosophers, students, and professors to develop a more ―loving epistemology‖ 

that gives primacy to ethical considerations of our treatment of research 

participants.  

 Young and Skrla (2003) responded to Laible‘s ―loving epistemology‖ with 

a combination of concurrence and dissent. They agreed with Laible that ―putting 

ethics first‖ and being responsible for and accountable to research participants 

was primary. However, they disagreed with Liable concerning her position to 

refrain from studying ―the other‖ altogether; that ―an ethic of responsibility to the 

Other cannot be enacted through disengagement with populations of which we as 

researchers may not be members‖ (p. 204). They further explained: 

 Researching across identity, culture, race, sex, and so forth is clearly 

 difficult and certainly problematic. However, disengagement, in our view, 

 simply is not an option. Practical circumstances (i.e., a culture that is 

 riddled with racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, etc.) and ethics 

 demand that we be present and engaged, however difficult, painful, or 

 inevitably and unrelentingly problematic that may be. Being accountable, 

 responsible, and ethical, in our view, involves engagement. 

 

 In addition to promoting the notion of ―engagement,‖ Young and Skrla 

(2003) forwarded the idea of researching ―for a purpose that extends beyond our 

desire to know and to publish what we learn‖ (p. 205). Rather, scholarly inquiry 

should offer insight and afford ―tools that facilitate positive change‖ (p. 206). 

Young and Skrla (2003) further emphasized the importance of reciprocity in 

doing cross-cultural research whereby the people we researched were changed as 
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much as we were by our mutual engagement. While they admitted, academe does 

have problems and does need to change, the equity and social justice issues Laible 

(2003) raised were just too important to abstain from unrelenting engagement.  

 I agree with Young and Skrla (2003) and engaged the conflict of this 

reality by continually consulting with the research participants to ensure positive 

working relationships and networking to infuse the project with an air of 

collaboration. Indeed, as a result, Principal Santiago requested I provide feedback 

to assist efforts toward developing a successful school. She said it would be very 

helpful to have an ―outsider‖ remark specifically on the development of their 

organizational culture. Wolf (1992) would agree with this stance: ―Feminist 

anthropologists are struggling with ways of transforming the objects of research 

into subjects, who themselves identify and design the research projects they think 

are needed‖ (p. 52).  

 Additionally, the researcher is responsible to help research participants 

make sense of the data as well as to present the results in meaningful ways to 

practitioners and academics (LeCompte et al, 1999). Feminist writers have 

exhorted us to write texts that are understandable and useful; otherwise, we have 

failed (Lather, 1991; Wolf, 1996). In response to this admonition, my goals 

include producing an accessible story in multiple forms to reach particular 

audiences and constituencies since ―theory which fails to touch the audience for 
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whom it is intended‖ (Lather, 1991, p. xvii) is not useful and ethically 

questionable.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter explained the research process and theoretical foci used to 

conduct this dissertation. First, I discussed qualitative methods generally and 

ethnography specifically, and how they related to the purpose of this study. Then, 

I explicated the research design and specific strategies used for data collection and 

interpretation. Lastly, I addressed the difficulties associated with conducting 

cross-cultural research and discussed specific ethical considerations regarding 

conducting ethnography in naturalistic settings. In conclusion, this chapter 

described my conceptualization of conducting ethnography and characterized a 

work that is empirical and trustworthy. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: A CONFLUENCE OF FORCES 

One of the best ways to get to know Southtown is to drive the inner and outer 

“loops” followed by north-south cruises on the major interstates and state 

highways. Without traversing minor streets into specific neighborhoods, one can 

observe that Southtown, for the most part, shows signs of typical suburban sprawl 

as many major American cities: The older and poorer neighborhoods cluster 

toward the city center and the newer and larger housing spread like a sea of 

beige and gray on the outer fringes alongside multiple clones of strip malls. 

 

Southtown is typical of other major Texas cities, all notably different from cities 

of the North where I grew up. Upon arrival, this Midwesterner‟s senses were 

overloaded. The clusters of interstate highways were astonishing: A puzzlement of 

compound structures curving one over the other; layer upon layer of monstrous 

cement embossed with the Texas Star. Competing for attention were the thousands 

of billboards craning their necks to surpass the height of local water towers.   

 

Every divided highway had a ribbon of asphalt running parallel to it to allow for 

supposedly easier access to the big box retailers and their neighbors: Olive 

Garden and Gold‟s Gym. In lieu of the usual major exits I was used to, existed 

these ever-present “Frontage Roads” requiring ambiguous merges and muddled 

yields, eliciting a flurry of honking horns if one was not intimately acquainted 

with each local commercial partition. 

 

I remember thinking that I had never seen so many pick-up trucks before. It 

seemed that every other vehicle was a Ford F150. 

 

My first trip to the grocery store was a lesson in culture, as well. While gathering 

choice apples in the produce section, I sneezed, which immediately educed an 

outbreak of “God bless you” from at least 5 individuals. Then, while checking out 

the offerings in the dairy case, a woman asked me if I had ever used a particular 

product before (I had) and how I had liked it (I did.).  

 

These types of scenarios have recurred on a regular basis. Everywhere I go 

people appear comfortable talking with strangers and seem eager to bless me 

when I sneeze. This may not seem remarkable to some readers, but for me it was 

significant. (One time, back East, I had been threatened with a call to Police after 

being chatty with a grocery store clerk.) I remember thinking, “Boy, I thought 

people in the Midwest were friendly! Folks in Southtown make people in Iowa 

seem like they‟re from Jersey!” 
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The purpose of this chapter is to answer the first research question: 

RQ#1: What contextual (historical, socio-cultural, political) factors led to the 

founding of an all-girls‟ public school at this particular time in this particular 

place?  

 As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose and intent of the first research question 

is to situate the story and increase understanding about the specific school district 

and school under study and to explore the rationales and purposes local 

stakeholders had in mind when developing the academy. It is not the intent to 

surmise that the start-up of this school could have been predicted or can now be 

explained in terms of direct cause-effect relationships. However, I do intend to 

illumine the various contextual threads that form the tapestrial backdrop to local 

decision-making.  

First, an historical overview of the region, city, and school district is given 

including contemporary trends. The next section explains important changes to 

Title IX and the discourse promulgated by the US Department of Education 

(USDOE) and key citizen advocacy groups. Lastly, state and local meaning-

making is shared in terms of interpreting federal policy changes and the 

subsequent development of single-sex public options at the state and local level.    

Historical Overview of the Region, City, and School District 

 Southtown Independent School District (SISD) is located in one of the 

nation‘s ten largest communities with a 2006 U.S. Census estimate of 1.3 million 
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people. Like many communities in Texas, Southtown is located in a region with a 

strong presence of military installations. Eight school districts serve city residents 

with a total of sixteen independent school districts serving the entire ―metro‖ area. 

SISD‘s proximity to Mexico is a predominant demographic and cultural 

influence.  

 Originally called Yanaguana (Place of Restful Waters) by members of the 

Payaya tribe who sought respite from the heat alongside other native groups in 

North America, this territory was renamed [Southtown] by Spanish explorers and 

founders of the Southwest missions and presidios. According to Chipman and 

Joseph (2010),  

 Regardless of where they were located in the future Lone Star State, the 

 world of Texas Indians changed when the Spaniards stepped into to it [sic] 

 in the first decades of the sixteenth century….What seems certain is that 

 throughout the colonial era of Texas history (1519-1821), Indians 

 remained dominant. The Spanish controlled San Antonio, La Bahía, 

 Laredo, and Nacogdoches and areas in close proximity to them, but Texas 

 was too vast and too thinly settled by Europeans to be considered other 

 than an essentially Indian domain. (p. 22) 

 

 While Spanish exploration of the region began in the 1500s, missions were 

launched in present-day Texas in the late 1600s and in Southtown in the 1700s. 

The Spaniards established New Spain along with the capital in Mexico City. 

Beginning in the early 1700s, many Native American groups sought refuge within 

mission walls for protection against the Apache and later the Comanche. 

According to Chipman and Joseph (2010), these early missions were not self-
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sustaining and required cattle and other foodstuffs to be supplied via vulnerable 

traverse to and from present-day Northern Mexico. According to Chipman and 

Joseph (2010), the pressing need for food and supplies resulted in dangerous trips 

that included attacks by Eastern Apaches. ―Despite Indian raids and squabbles 

among the missionaries and settlers, by the end of the American Revolution 

[Southtown] had grown to a population of two thousand‖ (Blackwelder, 1984, 

p.16). Chipman and Joseph (2010) reported: 

 Despite the varied human tapestry that was pre-Spanish Texas, the Indians 

 were eventually doomed. They succumbed because of lost lands, fatal 

 diseases, limited numbers, destruction of bison, and superior European 

 technology. The record is inexorable, for not one Indian group in existence 

 at the beginning of the sixteenth century…remain[s] within the present-

 day state. (p. 22) 

 

Early Development 

 During the early 1800s, Americans were drawn to colonize ―Mexican 

Texas‖ by promises of land grants via empresarios. Several empresarios, 

including Stephen F. Austin after whom the current capital of Texas is named, 

were agents employed to facilitate the founding of settlements in units of 200 

families (Handbook of Texas Online, n.d.).  

 Settlers were free of tithes and other taxes for six years and subject only to 

 half payments for another six years; families might import "merchandise" 

 free of duty and tools and materials for their own use to the value of 

 $2,000; and settlers became automatically naturalized citizens upon 

 residence of three years, if married and self-supporting…Article 30 of the 

 law, by inference, permitted immigrants to bring slaves into the empire but 

 declared children of slaves born in Mexican territory free at the age of 
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 fourteen and prohibited domestic slave trading, a limitation that was 

 sometimes evaded. (Barker, n.d.) 

 

 Tejanos (settlers of Mexican descent) welcomed the former Anglos who 

helped them protect their settlements against violent attacks by native tribes. 

However, the eventual incursion of ―illegal aliens‖ from The United States raised 

the ire of Mexican President-General Antonio López de Santa Anna who viewed 

these unruly squatters as a threat to Mexican culture and governance. In 1830, 

Santa Ana ordered all immigration to stop, expelled illegal settlers, and disarmed 

remaining Texians. It is not the intent of this chapter to detail all significant 

events concerning the independence of the Southwest region from Spanish and 

subsequent Mexican rule. However, it is important to note the irony of the 

Mexican government‘s distaste for illegal immigrants from the United States. 

Another interesting yet overlooked fact, and a chief reason many Anglo Texians 

called for independence from Mexico, was a desire to transplant their plantations 

and ensuing labor practices into a province that shunned domestic slave trading. A 

significant outcome of the US-Mexico conflicts was the acquisition of New 

Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, and Utah as well as sections of Oklahoma, Kansas, 

Colorado, and Wyoming – almost one-third the land area of present-day United 

States.  

 Following the early Spanish mission days and battles for Texas 

independence, this region of the Southwest saw an influx of German settlers and 
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corresponding economic growth. A favorable climate, the availability of fresh 

water, and railroad development spurred increasing settlement throughout the 

1800s. Cattle and sheep ranchers, attracted by the so-called free ranges of West 

Texas, brought commercial prosperity to Southtown, but the one employer that 

most affected the local economy 1800-1900 was the US Government. During 

1880-1890 Southtown prospered as a military town and trading center. 

Coincidentally, the enterprise of multiple vaudeville and prostitution houses 

contributed to Southtown‘s reputation as a party town.  

Early Education 

 In addition to education associated with the Spanish/Mexican missions, 

there were other non-mission schools that were founded in the general area.  

These schools were established by Cristobal de los Santos Coy in 1746; Jose 

Francisco de la Mata in 1789, and; Juan Zambrano in 1811. These were not 

necessarily what we think of as a true ―public school‖ but they would not have 

been considered strictly parochial either (Zirkel, n.d.). SISD archives give credit 

to German immigrants for building what many would presently consider the first 

true ―public‖ schools in Texas and most teacher education programs credit them 

for importing a significant invention with them: Kindergarten. 

According to documents obtained from SISD archives, in 1809, the first 

government-supported school was founded whereby 65 children paid tuition and 

five children, selected by the teacher from the poorer families of the village, 
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attended tuition-free. Thereafter, the council of Southtown approved the first 

primary school ―free to any and all children…supported by private subscription, 

supplemented by municipal appropriations‖ (Hanus, n.d.). Several SISD sources 

echo this time of great unrest 1830-1850; signified by the Texian Revolution from 

Mexico as well as the proclamation of Texas Statehood in 1845. From 1830 to 

1854 schooling was put on the back burner as residents‘ attention was consumed 

by political and material battles. Public Schools were reestablished in 1854 and 

subsequent ―independence‖ from city council governance was granted in 1899.  

 SISD archives echo the immigration patterns of the time: The first several 

superintendents of SISD were either educated migrants from Germany or 

descendents from the ―Old South‖ (Knox, 1930a; Knox, 1930b). During the 

1850s, the pupils of the SISD were roughly 25-percent ―German‖ as a result of 

the ―revolution in Europe,‖ approximately 25-percent ―Anglo American Pioneers‖ 

from southern slave states, and 50-percent or more ―Mexicans‖ (Knox, 1930a; 

Knox, 1930b). 
6
 

At the end of the Civil War the US Congress created the Freedman‟s 

Bureau to provide protection and assistance to the freed slaves in the south 

                                                            
6 I encourage the reader to note the overall change in tone concerning the demographic make-up of 

the city residents. ―Mexicans‖ makes no distinction between new immigrants or those whose 

families settled the area centuries prior and used to own the proud name, ―Tejano‖ or ―Texian.‖ 

Descendants from people formerly considered squatters from slave states are now referred to as 

―American Pioneers.‖ And the Germans seem to be excused for their incursion because they were 

fleeing bad circumstances in a chaotic Europe. Furthermore, the city‘s minority, yet long-

established Blacks and mulattos are missing altogether in the discourse. This change in attitude is 

further explored later while discussing education financing policy and litigation. 
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immediately impacting the region. ―A few blacks had been taken to [Southtown] 

as slaves, but a larger group migrated there after Emancipation‖ (Blackwelder, 

1984, p. 16). A white teacher opened the school for the freedmen, and in 1866, a 

black educator assumed its operation (The Establishment of Public Schools in 

[Southtown], n.d.).   

The Great Depression and Jim Crow 

During the 20
th

 century, the region‘s progress was enhanced by the arrival 

of gas lights, telephones, and electricity, as well as the evolution of the ancient 

cattle industry as a regional economic force. From Statehood until 1900, there was 

no substantial Mexican immigration to Texas. The small numbers of Mexicans 

that did migrate north settled in rural areas south of Southtown. However, 

according to Blackwelder (1984): 

The Mexican Revolution and the demand for agricultural labor during 

World War I accelerated immigration in the next decade, and economic 

and political conditions in Mexico during the 1920s brought the exodus to 

a crest on the eve of the Depression. Between 1900 and 1930 an estimated 

500,000 persons migrated to the United States from Mexico, and after 

1920 an increasing proportion of the migrants headed for urban 

areas…The cities of the Southwest, particularly [Southtown], emerged as 

centers for seasonal labor. Farm agents came from as far away as 

Michigan to recruit Mexican-American workers who wintered in 

[Southtown]. (p. 17) 

 

SISD experienced corresponding growth. In addition to opening some of 

the first junior high schools in the 1920s, SISD implemented cutting edge 

curriculum and pedagogy to meet the needs of their burgeoning immigrant 
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population; the forerunner of contemporary ―English as a Second Language‖ or 

―ESL.‖  

 

 

 

Photograph 1: [Southtown‘s] little ‗League of Nations‘  

 

Gathered together at the Tower of Babel were many tongues and no less may be said of 

the [Southtown] public schools [and the] four of the nations represented in the 

classrooms of the city. They are, from left to right: Tanno Geroian, Italian; Clara Basse, 

American; Julia Coronada, Mexican; Gladys Leung, Chinese…National educators are 

watching the methods devised by [Southtown] for teaching her non-English-speaking 

students. Southtown, Texas, 1926, # L-0740-H. 

 



212 

 

A portion of the newspaper article accompanying the photograph 
7
 above 

reads:  

Since earliest [SISD] school history, the handling of foreign students has 

been an acute problem. A number of [Southtown] schools are devoted 

entirely to the teaching of Mexican pupils. [School No. 32] has adapted all 

teaching methods and its complete policy to teach the specific type of 

students in attendance. [School No. 1]...is pioneering in the fields of 

teaching non-English-speaking groups. [School No. 8] also has adapted 

special study methods. 

 

Resurgence in Mexican immigration during the 20
th

 Century, as well as 

further migration of newcomers from the East Coast, accompanied by a growing 

distrust of Teutonic peoples during WW I, diminished German persuasion in the 

area. Despite their reduced influence, the northern parts of this region continue to 

be more heavily German due to the persistent pattern of Texas‘ ethnic groups 

maintaining prominence in sectors of original entry to this major metro area 

(Jones, 2006). 

The dawn of military aviation at the turn of the century and the 

significance of this new technology to fighting World Wars I and II solidified the 

region‘s relationship with the armed forces. Again, the area‘s favorable climate 

contributed to population and economic growth as the fine flying weather 

encouraged military planners to build more aviation training bases through     

WW II. US Army frontier posts from Texas‘ early days grew and new air bases 

were established throughout the environs to provide training and logistics support 

                                                            
7 Photos 1-6 courtesy of the Light Collection, The UT Institute of Texan Cultures  
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through the Cold War. While the military installations contributed significantly to 

the local economy as major consumers of labor and resources, they did not 

directly generate city tax revenues. Additionally, the continuous cycle of military 

personnel moving in and out of the area did little to establish close community 

ties.  

In Southtown, as in other cities in the American Southwest, people of 

Mexican heritage faced de facto segregation that had its roots in Jim Crow laws of 

the south. Although literally written to segregate African-Americans, Mexican-

Americans also suffered injustices and remain highly-segregated despite their 

majority status. Jones (2006) hypothesized that many factors contributed to Latino 

isolation including education level and poverty, which kept families from moving 

up and out of the original enclave. Large expanses of Southtown – especially the 

southwest side – were inhabited by residents whom more than 80-percent were of 

Mexican origin. 

Segregation was different for the city‘s black population. Prior to slavery 

gaining a foothold in Texas, blacks and mixed-races led lives similar to those of 

other settlers (Jones, 2006).  From the Civil War era to the advent of Jim Crow, 

blacks were evenly distributed throughout Southtown. However, Jim Crow 

relegated blacks of all classes to the East Side, where the remnants of segregation 

patterns in homes, schools, and businesses are still evident today (Jones, 2006).  

Blackwelder (1984) found that differences in wealth and surroundings reinforced 
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the geographic separation of Southtown‘s ethnic groups with Anglos clustered on 

the North Side, Blacks segregated on the East Side, and Mexican Americans 

relegated to the ―West Side slums‖ (p. 3). 

 

 

Photograph 2: School for African Americans. [Southtown], TX, 1932-1935 

 
Photograph shows a class photo of one of the early classes at the school for African 

Americans. [Southtown], TX, 1932-1935, #076-0495. Loaned by Dolores Linton. 

 

 

According to Blackwelder (1984), Southtown was one of the poorest cities 

in America during the Depression Era. ―The Depression exacerbated problems of 

low wages, substandard housing, and poor health conditions that afflicted 

[Southtown] before the crash‖ (p.3): 



215 

 

No major city in the United States fought the Depression with fewer 

weapons than did [Southtown]. The political and economic development 

of the city after Texas statehood created circumstances that foreshadowed 

the cities inability to attack the hunger and disease that stalked its people. 

(p. 18). Ethnicity was the most important single indicator of 

socioeconomic status in [Southtown], and the Depression reinforced the 

pattern of segregation…The black community knew hunger but rarely 

starvation. A cooperative spirit helped many black families through the 

most difficult periods. In contrast, Mexican Americans lived daily with the 

specter of disease and death. It was an unusual Hispanic family that was 

not touched by the death of a child or young adult. Unlike middle-class 

Anglos, middle-class Mexican Americans could not turn their backs on the 

misery in their midst. Unlike blacks, Hispanics found that community 

resources were too few for cooperation to provide substantial relief for 

their numbers. (p. 8) 

 

 By 1930, Southtown was a large urban center with approximately one 

quarter of a million people. Southtown was second, behind Los Angeles, with the 

largest Mexican-American community in the US. According to Blackwelder 

(1984), Mexican Americans ―held a castelike status between black and white in 

which the definitions of race and ethnicity overlapped and were confused‖ (p. 

188). The usual dichotomies of appearance that typically distinguished whites 

from minority races did not apply. In fact, the US Census Bureau decided to count 

Mexican Americans as ―neither black nor white but as persons of ‗other races‘ in 

the enumeration of 1930‖ (p. 188). 

As with other large urban centers, Southtown experienced the lowest point 

of the Depression Era in 1933. Recovery was slow and incomplete despite the 

military buildup in the late 1930s. The effects of the Depression were still felt into 
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the 1940s. Southtown had the lowest median wage among cities with populations 

of 200,000 or more and was lacking many city services such as fresh water.  

The local newspaper reported in 1947: 

 Conditions that ultimately threaten a large new slum area are being 

created on the west side through lack of water…Although some residents 

have put up money to have city mains extended to their property, not 

enough have joined in the movement to meet the city water board‘s 

demands...So serious is the water problem for some families that children 

flock to [local businesses] with their glasses to get a drink.   

 

 

Photograph 3: Children walk to store to get water (1947) 

 
Victoria and Esperanza Hernandez fill glasses. [Southtown], TX, 1947, L-3445-K, Gift  

of the Hearst Corporation. 
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Photograph 4: Ignacio Rodriguez (1947) 

 
Ignacio Rodriguez keeps busy hauling barrels of water via horse and buggy/West side 

residents must pay 30 to 45 cents a barrel depending on distance he has to haul water. 

[Southtown], TX, 1947, #L-3445-J, Gift of the Hearst Corporation 

 

 

 

SISD annexed large tracts of land after World War II; growing to its 

present area of 79-square miles by 1950. Synchronized with the growth of a 

Hispanic middle-class, the largest building program in SISD history occurred 

during the 1950s. During World War II, Texas students of German and Japanese 

extraction were sent to live in Internment Camps within the state. Other SISD 
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students, according to the local newspaper, remained in the public schools and 

were being ―manufactured‖ into ―good Americans.‖  

 

 

 
 

Photograph 5: No Title 

 
Christmas program in classroom in the elementary school at [TX] Internment Camp, 

1943-45. Photograph shows Japanese and German children in front of the classroom 

near Christmas tree. Two are portraying the Wise Men. Loaned by Betty Fly 
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Photograph 6: No Title 

 
 Building good Americans. Johnny Hernandez, Boy Scout Troop No. 95, learns to 

honor his flag in patriotic lesson. [Southtown], TX. Gift of the Hearst Corporation, 1942, 

L-2898-I 

 

 

The Civil Rights Era 

According to Valencia (2002a), one can trace modern problems with 

inequitable school financing in Texas to the rise of segregation and the ―inferior 
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nature‖ of schooling students of color
8
 in Texas between 1930 and 1960 

(Valencia, p. 19). Valencia, Menchaca, and Donato (2002) claim numerous 

instances of enforced isolation of Chicanos in Texas schools and state ―racism 

was a driving force in the segregation of schools and subsequent Chicano school 

failure‖ (p. 89). US schools remained segregated (de jure) until the US Supreme 

Court decision on the case Brown v. Board in 1954. However, most children of 

Mexican heritage in the Southwest region continued to be subject to segregation 

by de facto (Garcia, G. C., 1952; Garcia, G. C., 1972; Sánchez, G. I., 1930-1966; 

Sánchez, G. I., 1948; Sánchez, G. I., 1954). Interestingly, SISD archives did 

contain documentation of de jure segregation of African American students. 

However, this researcher has not found evidence of documentation of de facto 

segregation of Latino students in SISD archives. 

In the late 1940s, when the following photos were taken by Dr. George I. 

Sánchez (1906-1972), notable civil rights activist, children of Mexican descent 

were not segregated de jure as students of African descent were. In Texas, many 

students were separated according to ―Latin surname‖ under the assumption that 

the students could not or would not speak English or assimilate with Anglo 

populations (Sánchez, 1948; Sánchez, 1952).  

                                                            
8 In the case of Texas, so-called racial minorities make up half of all students in the state. When 

one examines Southtown ISD, Blacks and Latinos presently comprise over 95-percent of the 

student body. Thus, referring to the segregation and inferior schooling of ―students of color,‖ 

rather than, ―minorities,‖ seems more appropriate. 
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Many of the images in the Sanchez Papers, stored in the Benson Latin 

American Collection at The University of Texas were utilized by Mexican 

American civil rights activists in school desegregation and school finance 

litigation. In fact, Dr. Sanchez himself traveled to places such as Sandia, Texas 

and Mathis, Texas to accumulate photographic evidence
9
 that was used by 

Chicanos/Chicanas in their fight for equal educational opportunities for children 

of Mexican decent throughout the region.  

 
 

Photograph 7: Sandia, TX Elem & H.S. Anglo only 

 
Sandia, TX Elem & H.S. Anglo only in elem. (across street from Segregated 

school) 

                                                            
9 Photos 7-15 courtesy of George I. Sánchez Papers, Benson Latin American Collection, The 

University of Texas at Austin. All photos are electronic scans of the originals (taken in the late 

1940s; exact dates unknown). Captions indicate what is handwritten by Dr. Sánchez on the back of 

the photo. 
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Photograph 8: Sandia, TX Elem School Mexicans only 

 
Sandia, TX Elem School Mexicans only (hydrant in foreground) 

 

 

 
Photograph 9: Mathis High School 

 
Shows the modern Mathis High School with its beautiful architecture, ventilation, 

lighting system and well-kept grounds. The school has a total of 10 Latin American 

students and approximately 120 to 150 Anglo American students 
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Photograph 10: Shows a rear view of the same school 

 

Inside they have modern classrooms, good equipment, degree teachers and modern toilet 

facilities…this school was built to serve the minority of Anglo American students, while 

the 'Mexican Ward School System' contains around 800 students 

 

 

Photograph 11: 'Mexican Ward School' of [sic] Mathis 

 

Shows the typical dilapidated, inadequate, rotting old shack, which is one of the 

mainstays of the 'Mexican Ward School' of [sic] Mathis. Notice rotting lumber. No 

screens on windows. No screen doors. Improper lighting. No fly-proofing or rat-proofing. 
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Photograph 12: Newest addition to the [Mathis Mexican] ward school 
consists of this old war surplus building, which is a virtual fire trap, and in which the 

children will probably scorch in the summer and freeze in the winter… No inside 

sanitation facilities whatsoever are available… 
 

 

Photograph 13: Inside classroom of the 'newest addition'  war surplus building 
showing bareness of walls. Overcrowded condition. Improper lighting. Inadequate and 

obsolete equipment. 'Hot house' in summer and 'ice box' in winter 
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Photograph 14: Typical open pit privies with improper cover 
No effort made to fly-proof or rat proof these privies. Inside, dirty and entrance littered 

with human feces. One is a girl's and the other is a boys' privy. No washing facilities 

whatsoever in any school toilet in the so-called 'Mexican Ward School'. Lids are not self-

closing, and there is no toilet paper whatsoever 

 

 
Photograph 15: Inside picture of boys' toilet in 'Mexican Ward School' 

showing the feces and soiled paper on the floor. The pit already full and over-flowing. 

Lid inadequate and not self-closing. Such conditions should not be tolerated by school 

officials if they are really interested in the children's welfare 
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Several important court cases paved the way for the Brown decision and 

influenced many decisions that are presently debated in the public sphere. The 

first notable court case is known as Plessy v. Ferguson. During Reconstruction, 

post Civil War, the US government provided some protection for the civil rights 

of the newly-freed slaves. But after federal troops were withdrawn from the South 

via the Compromise of 1877, southern state governments began passing Jim Crow 

laws that prohibited blacks from using the same public accommodations as 

whites. In the Plessy case, Homer Plessy, in an act of planned disobedience, 

boarded a Louisiana train car designated as ―whites-only.‖ Although Plessy was 

born a free person and appeared white, under Louisiana law, he was classified as 

black since one of his eight great-grandparents was black. When Plessy refused to 

leave the ―white‖ car for the ―colored‖ car, he was arrested and jailed. In Plessy v. 

The State of Louisiana, Plessy‘s losing argument purported the East Louisiana 

Railroad had denied him his rights under the Thirteenth and Fourteenth 

Amendments of the US Constitution. Represented by, Comité des Citoyens 

(Committee of Citizens), Plessy appealed to the Supreme Court of Louisiana 

where the lower court‘s ruling was upheld. The Committee also lost on appeal to 

the United States Supreme Court in 1896. The Supreme Court decision 

established that racial segregation was protected by federal law thus bolstering the 

legal foundation for the separate but equal doctrine. The effect was immediate in 

that southern state governments refused to provide blacks with genuinely equal 
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public facilities. Consequently, the significant racial differences in educational 

funding that surfaced in the late 1890s proved immense by the 20th century.  

 Making headlines eight years prior to Brown v. Board of Education was 

Mendez v. Westminster School District challenging racial segregation in Orange 

County, California schools. The US Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit ruled 

that the segregation of Mexican and Mexican American students into separate 

"Mexican schools" was unconstitutional according to California law. For the most 

part, this decision stayed ―local‖ and did not affect the schooling of students in 

Texas. However, it paved the way for civil rights groups to begin thinking how to 

challenge local practices against state constitutions.  

 In 1954, the landmark Supreme Court case, Brown v. Board declared that 

state laws establishing separate public schools for black and white students denied 

black children equal educational opportunities. The unanimous decision 

overturned the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision stating that "separate educational 

facilities are inherently unequal." The Brown v. Board decision facilitated the 

birth of the civil rights movement by declaring that de jure racial segregation was 

a violation of the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment of the 

US Constitution.  

Post-Brown, school choice immediately opened to students of African 

descent in SISD. On the Eastside, most of the segregated schools attended by 

blacks were in close proximity to the white schools denied them. However, during 
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this time, most students of Mexican descent were still relegated to schools that 

were segregated by de facto and were of extremely poor quality.  

After the Brown decision, Chicana/os challenged the de facto segregation 

and unequal treatment of students of Mexican descent based on the recently 

affirmed ―inherently unequal‖ status of black students. However, in 1957, Texas 

state law determined that Mexican-American, Chicano, Latino, and/or Hispanic 

peoples were not a ―brown‖ race, but rather, an ―other white‖ race (Villarreal et 

al. v. Mathis Independent School District, 1957). Thus, it became nearly 

impossible to challenge the prevailing segregation of Hispanic children based on 

the Brown decision alone. Nevertheless, ―Chicano communities were resolute in 

their struggle for educational equality…desegregation lawsuits are testimony to 

the Chicano‘s campaign for desegregated schools and equal educational 

opportunity‖ (Valencia, Menchaca, and Donato, 2002, p. 89). 

 One of the most significant school finance cases to go before the United 

States Supreme Court was the now-famous Rodriguez v. San Antonio Independent 

School District (SAISD) in 1971. Latino families successfully sued SAISD in 

federal district court, claiming fewer educational resources, lower quality of 

education, and a school finance system that fostered racial discrimination.   

 In 1973, Texas won its appeal to the US Supreme Court in San Antonio v. 

Rodriguez. The US Supreme Court reversed the lower court decision in a 5-4 

ruling stating the responsibility for education is a state issue. Unfortunately, the 
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state of Texas failed to establish a constitutional standard for equitable school 

funding, which resulted in a litigious tennis match from 1984 to 1995 as the 

legendary Edgewood Independent School District et al. v. Kirby et al case. On 

May 28, 1993, the Texas legislature passed a multi-option plan for reforming 

school finance. Under the plan, each school district would help to equalize 

funding through one of five methods: (1) merging its tax base with a poorer 

district; (2) sending money to the state to help pay for students in poorer districts; 

(3) contracting to educate students in other districts; (4) consolidating voluntarily 

with one or more other districts, or; (5) transferring some of its commercial 

taxable property to another district's tax rolls. The plan was signed into law by 

Governor Richards on May 31, 1993. In January 1995 the Texas Supreme Court 

ruled that the options plan was constitutional but that the legislature still needed to 

work on equalizing and improving school facilities throughout the state. Since 

then, the Texas school finance system has been referred to as ―Robin Hood‖ (the 

pejorative assigned by residents of wealthy districts who claim the present system 

unfairly transfers local revenue to benefit other ISDs.) 

 The Neely v. West Orange-Cove Consolidated Independent School District 

is the most recent Texas school funding case. The initial claim was brought 

against former Texas Education Commissioner Shirley Neely for the state‘s 

failure to adequately fund local districts; especially in light of the unique needs of 

special populations requiring more expensive interventions. Moreover, local taxes 
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were either at or near the statutory cap affording local districts no ―meaningful 

discretion‖ resulting in an illegal ―de facto statewide property tax.‖  

 The 2005 ruling acknowledged ―the disparity between rich and poor 

school districts‖ but deemed current school funding levels as adequate because 

the disparities were not viewed as ―big enough to be unconstitutional‖ (West 

Orange-Cove Ruling, n. d.). The ruling also suggested smaller districts in Texas 

consolidate to facilitate fiscal efficiency. Interestingly, the ruling presciently 

warned the state legislature that ―soon the funding disparities between rich and 

poor districts will be so great that it will be unconstitutional and in need of a 

remedy‖ (West Orange-Cove Ruling, n. d.). 

 Some citizens groups were satisfied with the outcome of the West Orange-

Cove ruling because their major goal was to achieve property tax relief. However, 

others were dissatisfied with the extent of the ruling. For example, David 

Hinojosa of MALDEF (West Orange-Cove Ruling, n. d.) stated, 

 Fifty years after Brown vs. Board, our undisputed evidence at trial showed 

 that the quality of education for certain Texas children still suffers as a 

 direct result of which side of the tracks they live on. Despite the glaring 

 disparities between the haves and have-nots, the court refused to confront 

 the issues head on. 

 

 Again, the Texas state legislature was tasked with solving the problem of 

equitable school funding: Texans have been waiting since 2005. 
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Contemporary Trends 

According to SISD archives, the largest enrollment ever experienced was 

76,702 students during the 1968-1969 school years. While the Hispanic 

population hovered around 45,000 students between the years 1969 and 1984, the 

number of whites attending SISD schools during that time strongly indicated the 

―white flight‖ phenomenon experienced by most urban centers in the United 

States during the 1960s through the1980s. In 1969, whites composed 25-percent 

of the student population in SISD. By 1974, that number dropped to just under 17-

percent. In 1979, the figures for whites dropped further to just 12-percent and by 

1984, whites composed merely eight-percent of the student body. Interestingly, 

this urban district also experienced what some referred to as ―black flight‖ during 

the same 15-year period with proportions of blacks constituting 25% in 1969 and 

only 8.5% in 1984. Raw numbers relatively constant, the Hispanic population 

grew proportionately from 60- to almost 78-percent during this time of 

demographic change.
10

  

During the 1970s the demand for services and housing increased with the 

region‘s swelling population. Isolated pockets of poverty coincided with 

residents‘ language and cultural barriers. The population of Southtown grew 

                                                            
10 Almost 70 years later, blacks are part of the discourse and afforded some of the characteristics 

of whites: Both populations have significant proportions with means to flee the inner city. 

Mexicans are now referred to as, Hispanics, but there is still no distinction between new arrivals 

and those whose families have lived here for centuries. Moreover, there is no mention of the 

multitudes of ―Hispanic‖ families whom ultimately fueled the enormous growth of the suburban 

districts. 
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twenty-percent between 1990 and 2000 with the median age relatively young, at 

31.7 years, with fourteen-percent of families living below the poverty level. 

Presently, approximately twenty-three percent of poor families are headed by 

females with related children under five years of age. The 2006 Census data 

indicated the predominant Hispanic population remained near the city‘s core and 

along the Southern and Western borders, all in the vicinity of present and former 

military bases. Although the city is majority Hispanic, the area‘s growth is in the 

northern sections, echoing the national migration of Americans to the Sunbelt 

states, attracted by the lower cost of living, warm climate, and exurban 

communities. Therefore, though the city population ranks in the top ten, the eight-

county metropolitan area consists of only 1.9 million people and is rated 30th 

most populous in the US. This indicates a low density rate and is attributed to a 

mostly rural environment beyond Southtown‘s Central County.  

 According to Drier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom (2004) and Orfield 

(2002), suburban sprawl negatively impacts city-dwellers and suburbanites alike. 

Since growth is biased away from central cities and toward suburban jurisdictions, 

there is a decline in access to consumer goods to those in the central city. In 

addition, sprawling suburbia drives up the cost of maintaining and building new 

infrastructure, which results in crumbling cities and sparkling suburbs. Moreover 

―each jurisdiction has a strong incentive to adopt zoning and development policies 

that exclude potential residents with below-median incomes…out of this 



233 

 

competition comes a pecking order of jurisdictions. Each tries to be more 

exclusive than the next‖ (Drier, Mollenkopf, & Swanstrom, 2004, p. 111). 

 Undeniably, suburban sprawl gives rise to ―concentrated disadvantage‖ 

(Drier, Mollenkopf, & Swanstrom, 2004, p. 66) in cities and in the case of 

Southtown‘s northern exurbs: concentrated advantage. Indeed, a recent analysis of 

real estate ads for Southtown properties emphasized the numerous advantages of 

moving to the ―very desirable‖ far-north exurban areas (the ―hottest locations‖) 

including most notably: garnering city services and conveniences without paying 

any city taxes. In addition, consumers were tempted by promises of safety, 

security, beauty, privacy, gated communities, golf courses, and swimming pools, 

as well as ―premier‖ multifarious dining, shopping, and healthcare choices. 

Another notable advertising scheme was the purposeful inclusion of the newly-

built secondary schools that serve the area, which happen to be named after 

prominent Republican politicians from the 1980s and 1990s. Real estate ads 

highlighting the ―Bush‖ and ―Reagan‖ names conceivably serve as reminder of 

the degree of influence of what Drier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom (2004) 

referred to as ―The New Federalism‖ on the demise of the cities. The enormous 

shift of federal funds from Democratic cities to Republican suburbs and exurbs 

seems to be reflected in the names of the schools and the clientele the real estate 

industry is hoping to attract to those areas. 
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Orfield‘s (2002) work describes an overall trend exemplified by 

Southtown: as one moves outward from the city center, poverty and population 

diversity decreases. According to Orfield (2002), ―elites‖ will not live where more 

than twenty-percent of school children are poor. This often results in school 

districts positioned within either a tax-poor or tax-wealthy geographical area. As 

Orfield (2002) notes, ―The balance between a locality‘s ability to raise revenues 

and the range and depth of needs those revenues must meet determines how high 

local taxes must be to provide local services of acceptable quality‖ (Orfield, 2002, 

p. 29). The robustness of the local tax base determines the rate of local taxes and 

population decline parallels increases in per-person costs for providing city 

services. Therefore, the central areas of Southtown struggle to maintain fiscal 

capacity, while the exploding northern suburbs and exurbs generate higher wealth. 

 In Map 1 below, one will immediately observe that not only is wealth on 

the north side of town generally. Wealth is even more disproportional in the 

Northern exurbs. Following, one will notice in Map 2 that the categories available 

for this data are quite broad. However, one is able to glean that overall, the 

poverty rate is higher toward the city center and lower toward the northern 

suburbs and exurbs. Thereafter, in Map 3 the general trend follows the same 

pattern with overcrowding indicated toward the city center and older suburbs with 

less crowding in the newer suburbs and exurbs. 
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Map 1: Average Family Income in the Southtown, TX Metro Area 

 
Data from Fannie Mae Foundation (2007). Printed from DataPlace at www.dataplace.org 

 

 

 

http://www.dataplace.org/
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Map 2: Poverty Rate in the Southtown, TX Metro Area in 2000 

 
Data from Fannie Mae Foundation (2007). Printed from DataPlace at www.dataplace.org 

 

 

 

http://www.dataplace.org/


237 

 

 

 

 

Map 3: Percentage of Housing Units Overcrowded in 2000 

 
Data from Fannie Mae Foundation (2007). Printed from DataPlace at www.dataplace.org 

 

http://www.dataplace.org/
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Map 4:  Age of Housing Stock by Decades 1970-2000 

 
 Data source: US Census Bureau. Printed by Amerigis @ http://www.ameregis.com/ 

 

http://www.ameregis.com/
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Map 5: Percentage of Housing Affordable to Households  

 
Percentage of Housing Affordable to Households with Half the Regional Median Income 

(Data source: US Census Bureau. Printed by Amerigis @ http://www.ameregis.com/) 

 

 

 

http://www.ameregis.com/
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Map 6: Percentage of Non-Asian Minority Students in 2001 

 
Data source: US Census Bureau. Printed by Amerigis @ http://www.ameregis.com/ 

 

http://www.ameregis.com/
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In Map 4 above, one can surmise that the older suburbs (orange) should 

perhaps look at the inner city (yellow) for insight to their futures. Likewise, the 

exurbs are becoming the new suburbs. In Map 5 above, one will notice that 

utilizing averages hide pockets of extreme poverty. Even so, the blue mass 

indicates that between 40 and 60 percent of families earning at least half the 

median income, still cannot afford to live in most parts of the city. Reminiscent of 

the old moniker, ―The Iron Curtain‖ of Eastern Europe, Map 6 above made me 

think that the ―Inner Loop‖ of Southtown might be referred to, ―The Latin 

Curtain‖ so strong is the barrier of isolation. 

Looking at demographic maps of Southtown can be somewhat confusing 

or deceiving. The city boundaries continue to expand and statistics showing 

population growth and density, poverty rate, and age of housing stock are blended 

into an overall average. It is difficult to identify pockets of poverty and 

segregation if one looks at the data on the city level. However, if one compares 

maps that utilize data disaggregated by census tract, zip code or school district it 

becomes clear that Southtown parallels general trends described by Orfield (2002)  

including the correlation of characteristics such as race, wealth, overcrowding, 

and era of housing development: 

 Overall, inner suburbs tend to fall into the at-risk segregated or at-risk 

 older categories. The middle ring of suburbs usually contains a mix of 

 bedroom-developing and affluent job centers. Most outermost areas 

 contain a mix of at-risk low-density and bedroom-developing suburbs. 

 (Orfield, 2002, p. 48) 
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 A recent article in the Southtown‘s major newspaper confirmed that a 

growing number of Southtown residents are suffering ―critical housing needs‖ 

living in severely distressed housing or spending more than 50-percent of their 

income on a place to live (Wilson, 2007). During an interview, former Southtown 

ISD superintendent, Dr. Salazar shared his contention that a shortage of 

affordable housing was the basis of Southtown residents moving from the city 

core to the inner ring of older suburbs. Dr. Salazar acknowledged the problem of 

―white flight‖ during the 1970s and 1980s as a major source of enrollment 

decreases, but took issue with those who would say that people have fled SISD 

for better schools during the past few decades.   

 Ironically, the housing boom of the first decade of the 21
st
 century in 

Southtown coincides with the growing population of working poor families and 

the subsequent acute shortage of low-income housing that is diminishing at the 

seventh-fastest rate in the country (Wilson, 2007). Wilson (2007) called on local 

government to proactively supplement resources to increase public housing, 

claiming that the federal spending shortfall is exacerbating conditions for 

Southtown working families who cannot afford to rent or own a home. 

Furthermore, Southtown is experiencing greater difficulties providing public 

services due to the explosive growth in unincorporated areas of the Central 

County at the same time that city government has slowed down annexation 

(Castillo, 2007). Castillo (2007) called for ―holistic, ongoing discussion about the 
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future of government services‖ instead of dealing with issues one-at-a-time in 

―band-aid‖ fashion.  

In 2006, faced with an order from the Texas Supreme Court to respond to 

the 2005 decision of Neely v. West Orange-Cove, the Texas legislature approved 

actions designed to provide additional property tax relief. But the new business 

tax and increased cigarette taxes were described by some school leaders as little 

more than a ―Band-Aid‖ to appease the Supreme Court and restless constituents 

(LaCoste-Caputo & De La Rosa, 2007). In response, four area school districts 

proposed to raise their tax rate via bond elections November 2, 2007. According 

to SISD records, officials of the school district met with businesses and 

neighborhood and parent organizations to explain the ballot initiative. Despite the 

efforts of SISD officials to increase taxes from $1.04 to $1.17 per $100 valuation, 

voters rejected their case. 

 According to officials at SISD, the failed bond initiative caused a serious 

budget crisis that required ―aggressive staff cuts‖ and a need to continue to 

withdraw and utilize money from its savings account to meet financial challenges. 

In addition, the rejection jeopardized SISD bond ratings and hindered their ability 

to improve instructional programs. 

Today, SISD is larger than 87-percent of the more than 1,000 districts in 

the state of Texas. According to SISD electronic archives, the district currently 

has the capacity to educate 80,000 students though the current enrollment is about 
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55,000. The total number of students enrolled as of 2008-2009 was 55,275 with 

an ethnic composition of approximately 90-percent Hispanic, seven-percent 

African American, almost three-percent White, and less than one-percent Asian, 

Pacific Islander, and Native American. Of the student membership, over 31,000 

are students in preschool through grade 5, while the remaining 24,000 students 

represent those enrolled at the secondary level in grades 6 through 12. 

According to SISD sources, in 2006, approximately 12-percent of the SISD 

student body was considered ―Limited English Proficient‖ and 67.5-percent were 

considered ―At Risk.‖ Interestingly, 12-percent of students qualify for ―Special 

Education‖ yet less than six-percent are labeled ―Gifted and Talented.‖   Since the 

demographics of the student body have shifted by about 3% over the past two 

years (a parallel increase in Hispanics and decrease in Blacks and Whites) the 

2006 statistics concerning special programs can only be considered a rough 

estimate of the demographics of current enrollment. 

 SISD leadership have instituted several key programs to meet the unique 

needs of their students including providing free breakfast and lunch for all pupils, 

regardless of financial status.  Moreover, SISD provides free Early Childhood 

Education Programs beginning at age three at elementary and PK-8 Academies. In 

addition, the mission statement and core beliefs reflect high expectations for all 

students. SISD boasts school choice for all parents as a tool for matching the right 

academic environment to their ―child‘s unique learning style.‖ In all, there are 
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eight high schools (grades 9-12), sixteen middle schools (grades 6-8) including 

five internal charter academies, 51 elementary schools (PK-5) including three 

internal charter academies, twelve Pre-Kindergarten through grade 6 or PK-8 

academies, including 10 internal charters, along with 18 separate internal charter 

schools and four non-traditional schools. In addition, 13 secondary schools host 

Magnet programs.  

 According to a recent report in Southtown‘s major newspaper, five high 

schools in SISD are considered ―dropout factories‖ (Scharrer and LaCoste 

Caputo, 2007). Indeed, according to the SISD website, the ―Completion Rate‖ is 

76-percent, which means approximately three-fourths of SISD students graduate 

in four years.  It is not the intent of this chapter to discuss performance indicators 

across all grade levels and subjects. However, focusing on grade six only, one 

gains an overall feel for the progress of the district compared with the state; which 

addresses the current context of schooling in SISD. According to the data 

produced by Texas Education Agency (TEA) in 2006-2007, SISD sixth-graders 

score lower than the state on excellence indicators (TEA, 2007). For example, 

Texas grade six reading scores for 2007 show a 92-percent passing rate, with a 

passing rate of 89-percent in SISD. More troubling is SISD‘s 68% passing rate in 

mathematics compared with an 80-percent passing rate at the state level. These 

patterns persist across all domains in grades six through eight.  
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 However, a 2009 letter from SISD Superintendent, Dr. Delgado addressed 

to the SISD ―Team,‖ commended faculty and staff for their efforts and results 

providing a quality education to all SISD students. Dr. Delgado cited national and 

state sources indicating SISD ranks among the top 10 urban districts experiencing 

the greatest rate of improvement of student performance. The findings, based on a 

recent study conducted by The Brown Center on Education Policy at the 

Brookings Institution in Washington, D.C.,  

 were the result of an analysis comparing student performance on 

 standardized tests in 37 of the nation‘s largest urban school districts with 

 those from suburban and rural schools. While the report also states urban 

 school district test scores still lag behind, it is encouraging that great 

 strides are occurring to narrow that gap. (Quality Education Efforts Yield 

 Results, n.d.) 

 

In addition, Dr. Delgado shared the ―good news‖ that student scores on mandatory 

state testing had improved significantly over the past few years: 

 According to the first administration of the test, all grade-8 campuses had 

 more than 84 percent of their students pass the first administration of 

 TAKS reading. And 12 out of 17 grade-8 campuses performed at the 

 exemplary level with more than 90 percent passing TAKS. That‘s 

 outstanding news on our 8th-grade performance. I am also pleased to learn 

 that grade 3 continues to perform at the recognized level. (Quality 

 Education Efforts Yield Results, n.d.) 

 

 Despite notable improvements, SISD was nevertheless reported in the 

news as the only district in the Southtown metroplex with an ―Unacceptable‖ 

rating after mandatory state test scores were reported for 2010. One of SISD‘s 

most pressing needs is stemming the tide of school dropout rates. 
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Federal Policy Discourse and Changes over Time 

 The purpose of this section is to explain the changes to federal policy and 

describe the pro-con arguments surrounding the growth of single-sex public 

schooling options. First, the discourse originating from the US Department of 

Education (USDOE) and how it has changed over time is outlined. Then, the 

discourse emanating from major non-profit citizen advocacy groups (e.g. The 

American Civil Liberties Union) is explained. Then, the meaning-making of state 

and local stakeholders is shared as it pertains to changes in Title IX and changes 

in the federal discourse. Finally, the process of creating the school under study is 

explained. 

US Department of Education 

On May 30, 2002, then US Secretary of Education (Secretary) Ron Paige, 

together with Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison (R-Texas), toured one of the few 

single-sex public schools in the US: Young Women‘s Leadership School in New 

York City (USDOE, May 30, 2002). The press release quoted Secretary Paige: 

‗In communities throughout America, caring parents, teachers, and 

community and elected leaders work together to create new, vibrant 

options for their children,‘ Secretary Paige said. ‗The Harlem Young 

Women's Leadership School is a shining example of these efforts…This 

school embodies the principles of No Child Left Behind…Everyone in the 

school's first senior class graduated. All except one young woman went to 

college—and she's now serving her country in the U.S. military. The 

majority of students are reading above grade level, and their pass rates on 

local exams are higher than city averages.‘  
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 That same month, Secretary Paige issued a Notice of Intent to Regulate 

(NOIR) and urged public comment on his intention to more easily establish 

single-sex classes and schools (USDOE, May 30, 2002). Earlier, in 2001, Senator 

Hutchison had sponsored a provision, backed by Senator Hillary Clinton, in the 

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) that authorized local education agencies 

(LEAs) to use ―innovative education funds‖ provided as part of NCLB to 

establish same-sex educational opportunities. In addition, Hutchison‘s amendment 

included language encouraging the USDOE to publish guidelines for LEAs on 

how to do so without infringing on existing civil rights laws (USDOE, May 30, 

2002). Secretary Paige‘s latest NOIR statement revealed his intent to amend long-

established Title IX regulations ―to support efforts of school districts to improve 

education outcomes for children‖ (USDOE, May 30, 2002; USDOE, June 2002).  

Secretary Paige believed amendments could both preserve ―appropriate 

safeguards against discrimination‖ as well as provide public school parents with 

more choice (USDOE, May 30, 2002; USDOE, June 2002):   

The use of single-sex classes and schools can reflect important and 

legitimate efforts to improve educational outcomes for all students. Rather 

than being motivated by outdated notions regarding the limitations or 

limited goals of members of one sex, some of these efforts aim to provide 

new and better ways to help all students learn and meet high standards… 

We recognize that to promote excellence and innovation, consistent with 

the purposes of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, it is important that 

parents have an opportunity to choose an educational program that best 

fits the needs of their children and that educators have an array of 

educational options to meet the diverse needs of this nation's students. We 

are also mindful of congressional concerns -- at the time of Title IX‘s 
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enactment -- that some coeducational institutions used sex-based policies 

and practices that reflected outdated and stereotyped notions of the 

differences between the sexes and of the limited abilities of girls and 

women. See e.g., 118 Cong. Rec. 5804-08. In developing a regulatory 

proposal, we will ensure that educational opportunities are not limited to 

students based on sex and that single-sex classes are not based on sex-role 

stereotypes. 

 

 Two years later, in March, 2004 Secretary Paige announced newly 

proposed regulations to provide additional flexibility to school districts offering 

single-sex schools by ―allowing the school district to decide whether the equal 

education opportunity offered for the excluded sex should be single-sex or co-ed-

as long as the opportunities for both sexes are substantially equal‖ (USDOE, 

March 3, 2004). Finally, in October, 2006, then Secretary Spellings announced 

the establishment of the new changes to Title IX that former Secretary Paige had 

previously proposed. 

‗Research shows that some students may learn better in single-sex 

education environments,‘ said Secretary Spellings. ‗The Department of 

Education is committed to giving communities more choices in how they 

go about offering varied learning environments to their students. These 

final regulations permit communities to establish single sex schools and 

classes as another means of meeting the needs of students. They also 

establish that enrollment in a single sex class should be a completely 

voluntary option for students and their families and they uphold the 

prohibitions against discrimination of Title IX. Every child should receive 

a high quality education in America and every school and district deserves 

the tools to provide it.‘ (USDOE, October 24, 2006) 

 

 After this explanatory quote, Secretary Spellings made seemingly 

contradictory statements. She first stated,  
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‗Title IX regulations have always permitted school districts to provide 

public single-sex elementary and secondary schools under certain 

circumstances. The new regulations expand upon this exception and make 

it easier to offer single-sex classes, activities or schools while ensuring 

that students of both sexes are treated in a manner that will satisfy the 

nondiscrimination requirements of Title IX.‘ 

 

 A few paragraphs later, Secretary Spellings changed course:  

‗Prior to today's announcement, the Title IX regulations generally 

prohibited single-sex classes and extracurricular activities in public and 

private coeducational schools with very limited exceptions such as for 

physical education classes involving contact sports or sex education 

classes. Under the new regulations, public and private coeducational 

elementary and secondary schools may offer single-sex classes and 

activities.‘ 

 

 An important change in this 2006 statement is the relaxation of the 

―substantially equal‖ standard. Prior amendments required school districts to 

provide a ―comparable singlesex [sic] public school to students of the other sex.‖ 

However, the new 2006 regulations permitted school districts to offer a 

coeducational setting rather than a replicable single-sex option. Secretary 

Spellings notes, ―The new regulations create more flexibility because they permit 

a school district to provide a single-sex school to students of one sex if it offers a 

substantially equal single-sex or coeducational school to students of the other sex‖ 

(USDOE, October 24, 2006). 

 In January, 2007 Stephanie Monroe, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights 

(OCR) addressed a letter to all LEAs to further clarify how the new regulations 

provide for a new exception to the general prohibition against single-sex classes 
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and extracurricular activities under Title IX. The new regulations retained the 

former exceptions for sex education classes and contact sports in physical 

education classes, but added a new exception which permitted single-sex options 

if they are ―based on the recipients‘ ‗important objective‘‖ (USDOE, January 31, 

2007): 

The new regulations establish two important objectives upon which a 

recipient may base a single-sex class or extracurricular activity. The first 

important objective is to improve educational achievement of its students 

through a recipient‘s overall established policy to provide diverse 

educational opportunities. The second important objective is to meet the 

particular, identified educational needs of a recipient‘s students. 

Regardless of the recipient‘s important objective, the regulations require 

that the single-sex nature of the class or extracurricular activity be 

substantially related to achieving the recipient‘s important objective. A 

recipient that chooses to provide single-sex classes or extracurricular 

activities is required to implement its important objective in an 

evenhanded manner with respect to male and female students. 

 

 Assistant Secretary Monroe went on to emphasize that the new regulations 

still required that student enrollment be completely voluntary and that districts 

continue to provide ―a substantially equal coeducational class or extracurricular 

activity in the same subject or activity… [and] to comply with the requirement to 

implement its objective in an evenhanded manner, may also be required to 

provide a substantially equal single-sex class or extracurricular activity in the 

same subject or activity to students of the excluded sex‖ (USDOE, January 31, 

2007).  
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 In addition, LEAs that provide single-sex options are now required to 

―conduct periodic self-evaluations of their single-sex classes or extracurricular 

activities at least every two years‖ and ensure that their evaluations indicate a 

―substantial relationship between the single-sex nature of the class or activity and 

achievement of the important objective‖ (USDOE, January 31, 2007).  LEAs are 

also ―required to ensure that their single-sex classes or extracurricular activities 

are based on genuine justifications and do not rely on overly broad generalizations 

about the different talents, capacities, or preferences of either sex‖ (USDOE, 

January 31, 2007).   

Non-profit Citizen Advocacy Groups 

 Many individuals and groups responded to the periodic policy updates and 

public statements emanating from the Department of Education. Some reactions, 

such as newspaper articles, but especially blogs and websites representing both 

sides of the debate, seemed ideologically- or opinion-based. Yet other advocacy 

groups, such as American Association of University Women (AAUW) and the 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), responded to the proposed policy 

changes with public letters to the USDOE that carefully outlined their opposition 

backed by logical arguments steeped in well-cited case law. The focus of this 

section is on the discourse emanating from the ACLU, AAUW, and National 
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Education Association (NEA) because, taken together, they cover all the major 

arguments forwarded in various combinations by all ten advocacy groups.  
11

    

 Policy and case law interpretations. All three of the sample organizations 

have taken an oppositional stance to the USDOE policy changes due to the lack of 

―scientifically based‖ research that NCLB requires to fund new programs 

(AAUW, 2004; ACLU, 2002; NEA, 2004). Since research on single-sex schools 

has mostly been done outside the US and is mostly outdated or inconclusive, 

AAUW, ACLU, and NEA felt changes to civil rights policy was inappropriate 

given that gender discrimination still exists. Further, they argue, prior stringent 

attention to the old Title IX regulations has enabled women and girls to make the 

progress that they have made over the past 30 years and thus; prior policy should 

stand to facilitate continued protection and advancement (AAUW, 2004; ACLU, 

2002; NEA, 2004). Of the three, AAUW is the only advocacy group that argued 

the changes to Title IX were unnecessary because the older regulations already 

allow for single-sex options in exceptional circumstances.  

 AAUW, ACLU, and NEA all agreed that there had been an unreasonable 

interpretation of Title IX on the part of the USDOE; that the department‘s 

changes break the spirit and letter of the law and go beyond Congress‘ intentions 

outlined in NCLB. Moreover, they argued there was a serious lack of oversight 

                                                            
11 The appendices include a matrix that outlines the variety of arguments from ten major non-

profit organizations. 
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and accountability on the part of the OCR and they questioned the sufficiency of 

LEAs required self evaluations.  

 While all three groups stated that separation of students promoted 

discrimination and stereotypes (vis-à-vis Brown v. Board, 1954) only the AAUW 

and the ACLU complained that the LEAs do not have to prove an ―exceedingly 

persuasive justification‖ (US v. Virginia, 1996) to offer single-sex options. 

Further, they warned that parental choice and community preference were not 

sufficient justification for separate schools (Brown v. Board, 1954). The AAUW 

and the ACLU also pressed that fulfilling the ―substantially equal‖ component 

was impossible – vis-à-vis US v. Virginia, 1996 (AAUW, 2004; ACLU, 2002). 

Additionally, the ACLU cited the Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) case to emphasize 

that diversity is a state interest (ACLU, 2002). Finally, the AAUW, ACLU, and 

NEA all argued that the USDOE policy changes violated the Equal Protection 

Clause as outlined in the 14
th

 Amendment of the US Constitution (AAUW, 2004; 

ACLU, 2002; NEA, 2004).  

 Additional arguments and recommendations. The NEA offered a handful 

of arguments beyond those of the AAUW and the ACLU. For example, NEA 

stated that the new single-sex options would divert scarce resources away from 

co-educational offerings. Moreover, the new single-sex options would serve as a 

distraction from ―true reforms‖ (e.g. smaller class sizes, parental involvement) 

that should be expanded upon (NEA, 2004). The NEA also purported that creating 
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single-sex schools and/or classrooms created an artificial, unrealistic environment 

that would leave students ill-prepared for future careers. The NEA policy 

statement also warned the USDOE against requiring sex-based employment 

decisions that correlated to expanded single-sex choice options (NEA, 2004).   

 Many of the advocacy groups forwarded ideas concerning additional 

safeguards to the policy, alternative reforms, pilot programs, or research projects 

for consideration by the USDOE. For example, the AAUW letter stated:  

AAUW recommends careful evaluation of current single-sex schools so 

that we can determine if there are aspects of such schools that are working 

and whether or not that success is related to the variable of educating a 

single gender or other variables. Such research should also consider the 

effects single-sex schools have on the remainder of the school district 

where such schools exist. (AAUW, 2004) 

 

 Moreover, the ACLU letter implored: 

If the Proposed Regulations Are Not Withdrawn, They Should Be 

Revised to Require Approval by the Office of Civil Rights Prior to a 

Recipient Offering Any Single-Sex Program: For the reasons set out 

above, to comply with the Constitution, public schools and school districts 

must have exceedingly persuasive reasons for instituting any single-sex 

programs, whether schools, classes, or other activities, and must be able to 

demonstrate a close link between the sex discrimination and the important 

objective sought to be achieved. Title IX restricts sex discrimination in 

classes and activities even more sharply than does the Constitution, by its 

terms flatly prohibiting any denial of educational opportunities on the 

basis of sex, subject only to certain enumerated, narrow exceptions. In 

contrast to the proposed regulations, which do not require review or 

approval of a proposed single-sex program, the best way to ensure that 

single-sex programs comply with the civil rights protections enshrined in 

the Constitution and Title IX is to require recipients to put forward their 

justifications for adoption of sex classifications prior to creating a single-

sex class or school. (ACLU, 2002, emphasis in original).  
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 Meanwhile, the Citizens‘ Commission on Civil Rights (CCCR) promoted 

taking a more narrowly tailored approach as well as conducting pilot projects: 

The Citizens‘ Commission does not oppose educational innovation or 

flexibility. But initiatives that seek to encourage segregative practices and 

that have the potential to benefit one group of students at the expense of 

another need to be carefully designed, monitored, controlled and 

evaluated. Rather than undertake a wholesale amendment of Title IX‘s 

regulations, the interests of our nation‘s children, particularly those in the 

lowest-performing schools, would be better served by a more narrowly 

tailored approach. Under a more limited and sensible approach, the 

Department might design a series of demonstration projects with a set of 

safeguards and components including, for example: classes or schools 

targeted to low or under-achieving students; equal opportunities for both 

boys and girls to participate in both single-sex and coeducational settings 

with verifiable and substantially equal opportunities; and highly rigorous 

third-party evaluation, based on the same standards for scientifically-based 

research embraced by other offices within the Department. (CCCR, 2004) 

 

 In addition to encouraging additional research that will justify changes to 

Title IX before actually doing so, the National Alliance for Partnerships in Equity 

(NAPE) reminded the USDOE of Senator Clinton‘s intentions in backing the 

expansion of single-sex schooling options: 

In lieu of revising the Title IX regulations, Senator Clinton respectfully 

recommended that the Secretary of Education: (1) Conduct an independent 

study that investigates and fully evaluates the educational outcomes and 

impact on the surrounding districts of existing and previously existing 

publicly funded single-sex instructional settings; (2) Establish a single-sex 

instruction pilot program to enable districts in different regions around the 

country to experiment for a statistically significant period of time to 

ensure adequate measurable outcomes. Such a program should include 

rigorous data collection and evaluation. (3) Require local educational 

agencies seeking to use the Innovative Program Funds to demonstrate a 

research-based rationale and plan for experimenting with single-sex 

instruction. A sound research-based  approach will prevent unfounded, 

regressive stereotypes from infiltrating efforts to implement innovative 
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reform. (4) Emphasize that underlying any Federal guideline or provision 

regarding single-sex instruction is the core  belief that same-gender 

education is an option for parents and students, not a mandate for districts. 

These steps, if taken consistent with Title IX, would be more inline [sic] 

with the spirit of No Child Left Behind. Further, Senator Clinton noted 

that these steps would ―ensure the strength and force of Title IX and the 

Equal Protection Clause of the Constitution, while simultaneously 

providing local school districts with the opportunity to experiment with 

single-sex instruction. (NAPE, 2004) 

 

 The National Parent-Teacher Association requested the OCR explore 

alternatives to single-sex education: 

Instead of promoting a single-sex education plan that has both legal and 

policy flaws, OCR should focus its resources and efforts on non-

discriminatory programs that more directly address the problems facing 

public school systems. Examples of alternative plans through which OCR 

and/or local school districts might achieve more favorable results without 

treading on students' constitutional rights and instigating prolonged 

litigation include: Adequate Funding To Existing Coeducational Schools; 

Smaller Class Sizes; More Diverse Curriculum Offerings To Which All 

Students Have Access; Gender Equity Training for Administrators, 

Teachers, Counselors, and Other Staff, and; Sexual Harassment Training 

and Improving Support Services for Students Who Encounter Sexual 

Harassment. (NPTA, 2004). 

 

Meaning-making of State and Local Constituents 

This section describes the decision-making process of state and local 

stakeholders. I explicate the growth of single-sex public options at the state-level 

via private-public partnership. The founding of the Southtown Young Women‘s 

Leadership School (YWLS) is explained. Perhaps most importantly, interviews 

with key stakeholders illumine the meaning-making of state and local constituents 

as to why YWLS was seen as a suitable option for the Southtown community.  
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The Growth of Private-Public Partnerships and Single-sex Options 

In 2001, prominent Texas businessman, Lee Posey read about a new 

single-sex public school in New York City, The Young Women's Leadership 

School of East Harlem. Founded in 1996 by a private-public partnership, the 

school had achieved remarkable success, with 100% of its graduating classes 

accepted to four-year colleges and universities. After visiting the school, Lee 

Posey and his wife, Sally came back to Texas inspired to establish similar schools 

in urban centers across the state.  

In 2002, Lee and Sally Posey established the Foundation for the Education 

of Young Women (FEYW) and began inviting senior school administrators and 

community leaders to visit the New York City school to drum up interest in 

growing similar single-sex options in Texas via private-public partnerships. In 

2004, FEYW established its first private-public partnership with a major Texas 

school district and as of 2010 has begun five new all-girls public secondary 

academies with a sixth site currently in negotiations. A brochure produced by 

FEYW states: 

The Foundation for the Education of Young Women believes in the value 

and benefits of an all-girls education. By the year 2010, we will have 

formed partnerships with urban school districts to open six all-girls public 

schools within the state of Texas. Research shows that an all-girls 

education has a significant effect on the academic achievements of young 

women. When it comes to educating our young people, the state of Texas 

faces a daunting task. Students in low-income families are six times more 

likely than their higher income peers to drop out of school AND only fifty 

percent of minority women can be expected to finish high school. There IS 
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hope! Girls are more likely to take courses such as computer science and 

physics in girls-only schools than in co-ed schools. A study of almost 

3,000 high schools shows that nearly every girl regardless of her ability or 

socio-economic status performed better in single-sex classrooms than co-

ed ones. Since all-girls schools provide a strong focus on academics, teen 

pregnancy is not a significant issue or challenge. Our schools are sixth 

through twelfth grade college preparatory public schools offering an 

emphasis on science, technology, engineering, and math as well as 

leadership development, wellness, and service learning. Our goal is for 

one hundred percent of the students in our sponsored schools to graduate 

from college. We support programs to enhance the educational experience 

of our students. The goal of the Foundation for the Education of Young 

Women is to have one hundred percent of the students in our sponsored 

schools attend and graduate college. This goal is not just a hopeful vision 

but is based on a proven model. This model has shown that inner-city girls 

can benefit from an all-girls public school and one hundred percent will go 

to college if given the opportunity. Students learn to be good leaders by 

selecting values, making responsible decisions, accountability, community 

service, global awareness, developing a vision, and learning to adapt to 

change. Students learn the importance of healthy living through physical 

activity, nutritional education, and saying no to drugs and alcohol. 

 

 Interviews with FEYW representatives echoed the substance of the written 

discourse. For example, the Executive Director, Mrs. Bennett explained: 

The foundation started really many, many years ago as a vision of Lee and 

Sally Posey. Lee is the founder of this foundation. Lee has since passed 

away. We are governed by a board of directors. It is a foundation that has 

been in existence just about a decade now. The vision or the mission of the 

foundation is to establish partnerships with urban school districts in order 

to establish all girls‘ public schools, grades 6-12, where a majority of the 

students come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. The 

schools in the state have three values that we propose. That is: College 

preparation, which is a rigorous curriculum focusing on math, science, and 

technology. Service leadership, allowing the girls to experience leadership 

opportunities, study successful leaders. Comprehensive wellness is the 

third value. Where the girls not only are healthy physically because of 

appropriate activities, physical activity, appropriate nutrition, but decision 

making that is based on good, solid information gathering. And, really it is 

just a wellness program that works with the entire girl. Just to help her 
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grow independently and help her follow through with the kind of right 

decisions that she makes for herself and for others that would affect 

others. The foundation has always set as its goal for the first part of 

strategic planning to establish six partnerships across the state of Texas. It 

is a Texas initiative. 

 

 I asked Mrs. Bennett if she attended single-sex schools as a youngster or 

during her high school and/or college years, she replied: 

I didn't. I am a product of the public school systems here in Texas. But, I 

think just as I have lived through the very inception of this model. [I] have 

really seen the value and the results that it can yield. It is a proven model. 

So, studying it someplace else in the United States and then bringing it 

back to Texas and implementing it within the Texas public schools system 

with all the rules and regs and accountability that is associated with Texas; 

then, also establishing a MOU or a contract with each of the districts: It is 

a model of choice. We have never said that it is for every family in each of 

the school districts where we have our presence...we believe that it should 

be an option for families if they so desire for their daughters to go to this 

type of school…And, if you think it is potentially the right fit, then we 

would be happy to entertain your application and see if we can make it 

work. The fact that all of our schools are rated exemplary with the Texas 

Education Agency's accountability system; the fact that we have waiting 

lists for girls to get in at all of our campuses; We have waiting lists and 

certainly interests of staff members wanting to teach there. It is kind of 

hard to argue with results. We feel very positive about it. 

 

I shared with Mrs. Bennett my impressions thus far while interviewing 

people for this study: 

No one seems to be coming at these schools...at least the ones in 

Texas...with a deficit perspective. What I mean by that is, you know, ―girls 

can't keep up so we have to have these schools.‖ Or, ―girls are naturally 

not good at math, so we have to have these schools.‖ That is the kind of 

stuff that really, I think, rankles the feminist community. I think folks 

don't understand that you are coming from a real positive perspective 

about potential and service to the community. 

 

 Mrs. Bennett responded to my comments by saying, 
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I mean, it is really more than a perspective…It is truly a belief system. If 

you believe that these young women have the capacity to do well in 

science and technology, engineering, [and] mathematical field[s]…if you 

really believe that, then you do things...whether it is writing a curriculum, 

or providing materials, or training staff, or constructing educational 

experiences for the young women. You know, you kind of live out that 

belief. We do believe that. As a foundation, non-profit entity, when we 

partner with the school districts, we share those beliefs. We would never 

go into a district that did not join hands with us and embrace those beliefs. 

 

The Formation of the FEYW and SISD Partnership 

 On July 31, 2007, the final Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 

between the [Southtown] Independent School District (SISD) and the Foundation 

for the Education of Young Women (FEYW) was approved. Major points of the 

MOU include standard operating procedures (SOP) such as how many students to 

admit and how many grades to add per year, as well as the intentions and 

emphases of the new school.  

 For example, the MOU states that the school will open with grades six and 

seven and will add one additional secondary grade level per year until the school 

serves students in grades 6-12 by the year 2014. In addition, the MOU outlines the 

entrance guidelines for student candidates as follows: 1) The student must have at 

least a ―C‖ average; 2) The student must have a desire to go to college, and; 3) 

The student must not have chronic attendance or discipline problems upon 

admission. In addition, the application process includes an interview with a parent 

or caregiver to establish adult commitment to supporting the student in her 

academic efforts ―contractually.‖ In other words, a parent or guardian signs a 



262 

 

―contract‖ that states she/he/they support the mission of the school and will 

adhere to all rules and guidelines for participation. Students will also be given 

writing and math assessments to determine grade level competence and assist 

teachers with planning effective curriculum and pedagogy.  

 The MOU also articulates the intended nature of the curriculum and 

pedagogy of the school. For example, the school will ―nurture the intellectual 

curiosity and creativity of young women‖ as well as ―address their developmental 

needs.‖ In addition, the school will strive to ―cultivate dynamic participatory 

learning, enabling students to experience great academic success at many levels, 

especially in the fields of math, science and technology.‖ While the school will 

utilize and implement existing curriculum, the emphases will include: 1) High 

expectations for responsible decision making; 2) Preparation for high school 

graduation and college matriculation and graduation; 3) Leadership and wellness 

skills; and, 4) a particular focus on ―results‖ or ―achievement and outcomes.‖  

 As a private-public partnership, FEYW agreed to financially support the 

school with up to $250,000 per year over a four year period for a total of 

$1Million. The Foundation gave examples of types of ―enhancements‖ that the 

financial support might be used for, such as: The district might utilize some of the 

funds for enhancing faculty development or funding a teacher-in-residence 

program. Additionally, faculty and students might benefit from training specific to 

utilizing technology. The MOU encourages supporting summer programs for 



263 

 

entering 6
th

 grade students in order to ―build good study habits‖ as well as 

providing summer camps for grades 7-12 on college campuses. The district might 

also utilize foundation funds for developing partnerships with cultural institutions 

as well as bring in speakers to interact with students ―on a monthly basis‖ to 

provide ―role model leadership.‖ Finally, any monies spent on ―enhancements 

shall be designed to connect with curriculum and needs, and shall be subject to 

―implementation by the District.‖ Finally, the MOU outlines terms for termination 

of the agreement as well as steps for amending the agreement ―from time to time 

as the needs of the School develop and evolve.‖  

Local Stakeholder Discourse 

One school board member, Mr. Guzman lived in the same region of 

Southtown his entire life. He graduated high school in 1968 and had a 34-year 

career as an educator before serving on the Southtown school board. He shared 

that when he graduated, his high school was "about 75-percent white…and most 

of the school organizations and the cheerleaders were all white.‖ He goes on: 

It started to change when I was there. My senior year, the first Hispanic 

President of the student council was elected. You should've seen the 

people crying and so upset because of this Hispanic winning the 

election…But it was a different culture back then. It was very 

prejudiced…When they passed the Civil Rights Act of '64 and they 

opened housing for everybody – that's when the ‗white flight‘ started 

up…it was pretty dramatic between '68 and '72 because in '75 when I 

moved into my house, that's only 8 years after I graduated, it had already 

completely changed...That's why it was 'white flight' because it was like, 

‗wham!‘ 
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Concerning the decision to implement an all-girls‘ public school, Mr. 

Guzman said,  

And so, one of the big concerns of the district at that time was the drop in 

enrollment. How do you keep kids in the district? One of the ways we 

were losing kids was that girls were going to private schools like [St. 

Mary‘s]…So, this was one way we could keep some of the girls that were 

going to go to parochial schools…There is a lot of little girls who want to 

do well. But they go to secondary schools after elementary schools and the 

peer pressure is so great and we lose 'em. And if their parents could afford 

it, they would send them to a school like [St. Mary‘s]. But they don't have 

money so they don't have choices. So, this gives them an option…this is 

like having a [St. Mary‘s] for our girls; a free [St. Mary‘s] in our own 

neighborhood. 

 

While former SISD Superintendent, Dr. Salazar would agree that white 

flight was a major problem and cause for concern, he would also argue that the 

gentrification of the inner city exacerbated the situation: 

The District at one time had upwards of 70,000 students, I believe, in the 

 inner city. Then as a result of deseg, court order busing and so forth, there 

 were the major white flights... I will tell you right off the bat that the 

 reason that there has been a declining enrollment is because of housing, 

 affordable housing in the inner city…they knocked down all of these 

 housing projects that they had and then they replaced them with fewer 

 occupancies, you know, bi-families and so on and so forth. So what 

 happened is that these folks from the inner city went out into the outer 

 perimeters of the school district. I mean floated out to [an inner suburb] or 

 where there affordable apartment buildings right there. 

 

Dr. Salazar also echoed Mr. Guzman‘s discourse concerning private 

schools in the area:  

The other thing is that there‘s always been a close relationship between 

 inner city school districts and Catholic schools in general and private 

 schools that are non-Catholic or religiously-based in particular. And 

 [Southtown] has always had--it‘s loaded. It‘s loaded with Catholic 
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 schools…So those were the things that I had to deal with in terms of 

 responding to [declining enrollment]. 

 

Central office administrator, Ms. Soto viewed implementing single-sex 

schools as an important way to ―think outside the box‖ and make a difference in 

student performance.  

It‘s really all delivered by student performance. Do boys do better writing 

by not being around girls? Do girls do science and math better than when 

not around boys? Also, we have to recognize that we have parents that we 

lost to private schools…What other options are available out there?  We 

can compete outside of our traditional model… I think we have to begin to 

evolve out of our traditional models that we offer in school because people 

do like choice. 

 

Ms. Soto added,  

For me personally I think I was attracted to single gender simply because I 

felt that in a male-female school girls were treated differently… in an all-

girls school I didn‘t have to struggle with that… Part of my work in the 

past couple of years has been really helping to redesign schools and create 

choices in schools and market those in the public too. And my face is a 

face historically of [Southtown], at the district, and in the community. So I 

am that marketable face…My dad is from Mexico. And we‘re from a very 

affluent family. It is part of that culture in Mexico too. Most families with 

money go to private schools. They don‘t go to public schools. So it‘s that 

perception that you give your child the best. 

 

Parents described a city where they faced discrimination and lack of 

opportunity while growing up and feared this same outcome for their children. 

The single-sex public school was seen as a means to climb up and out of 

historically constituted racial and economic isolation. Mrs. Ortega believed 

sending her daughter to the all-female public academy would enable her daughter 
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to live with less financial stresses than she and other family members have 

endured for generations. Mrs. Ortega said,  

I just want her to be able to succeed and gain whatever goals she‘s aiming 

for…every now and then she‘ll get kind of down: ‗I have so much work 

and my friends are going to the movies!‘ And I say, ‗you have a choice my 

love. You tell me what it is you want to do. You want to have a good time 

right now? And if that‘s what you want I‘ll put you in the regular school. 

And then, you‘re going to work where I am. Doing what I do. Payday to 

payday. Or, you sacrifice right now and do what it is you need to do so 

when you get older you make your money. And you‘re set. You can 

actually take real vacations.‘ I said, ‗It‘s your choice. I can‘t live your life 

for you. I‘m not the one that‘s going to struggle.‘ And she‘s like, ‗No. I‘ll 

just stick this out.‘‖ 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Archives and oral history interviews highlighted a variety of complex 

reasons local constituents favored the development of single-sex public options 

including: a robust history of single-sex parochial schools in the region; a record 

of racial segregation of students of Mexican descent; acute enrollment decreases 

due to ―white flight,‖ and; increases in teen pregnancy and dropout rates. It is not 

the intent to construe direct cause-effect relationships between contextual forces 

and the start-up of the Young Women‘s Leadership School. However, sharing the 

historical context, contemporary trends, federal policy discourse, and the 

meaning-making of state and local stakeholders enlarges our understanding of 

how local interpretations of federal policy were seen as a way by local 

stakeholders to address contextual issues.  
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 As the findings of this chapter demonstrate, for decades, urban schools in 

the US, Texas, and Southtown have struggled with racial and economic 

segregation and isolation such that inequality perpetuates throughout the 

preschool to post-secondary pipeline. Overall, the needs of many poor, 

racial/ethnic minority students have not met. Just as many scholars have begun to 

recognize that the complexities of schooling cannot be thoroughly understood if 

the multiple identities of students are considered only in isolation, stakeholders at 

the state and local level also appear to have recognized the societal inequalities 

associated with various minority identities (e.g., race, gender, socioeconomic 

status) and have begun designing school reform efforts that they believe will 

better meet the needs of their students.  

 Interviews with district administration indicated the new policy options 

helped them address a plethora of complex needs. In addition to a high incidence 

of teen pregnancy, a soaring drop-out rate, and a leaky college pipeline of poor 

and minority students, SISD has continued to experience significant enrollment 

decreases as families relocated to the suburbs and exurbs. Moreover, lingering 

fiscal difficulties have hampered efforts to improve schools. The USDOE changes 

to Title IX were viewed as an ―invitation‖ to establish single-sex schools and as 

an important means to ―re-purpose‖ empty school buildings, bolster enrollment 

and curtail school closures.  
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 Additionally, supporters of YWLS believed that female student outcomes 

(e.g. increase in high school graduation rates; decrease in teen pregnancy; 

increase in college attendance and graduation; increase in interest and success in 

science, technology, engineering, and math fields) would significantly improve as 

a result of the design and implementation of this all-female school. Local 

stakeholders believed that the relaxation of Title IX standards bolstered their 

attempts to achieve just outcomes for female students living in poverty.  

 Interviews with parents revealed that families viewed the single-sex 

schooling options as a form of resistance whereby students and families could 

place identities such as race, class, and gender front and center to better negotiate 

future possibilities for their daughters. Taken together, stakeholders‘ stories 

indicated that providing a single-sex public option was a symbol of providing ―the 

best‖ for their children.  
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CHAPTER SIX: THE MATERIALIZATION OF A SCHOOL CULTURE 

It was my first day back at the site after spending several months doing archival 

research. It felt good to drive the speed of molasses through the infamous 

neighborhood lined with Spanish colonials, Tudors, Victorians, Georgians, 

bungalows, cape cods, craftsmans, and Mediterraneans. 

 

Interspersed between various levels of peeling paint, multiplying mold, and/or 

down-right dilapidation - slapped hastily with signage indicating, sale, rent, or 

auction - posed treasures meticulously maintained by their original, long-retired 

owners or inheritors of structures worthy for a special issue of “Architectural 

Digest.” 

 

God, I love this place. This magnificent, ancient city. What a treasure you are! 

The uniqueness and beauty of these homes built in the heydays, after the 

depression and before white flight, never fail to make me thirst for an income 

great enough to fund the makeovers necessary to make the orphaned domiciles 

livable.  

 

I parked under the ancient oak rather than the towering cypress to take advantage 

of the shady spread that sheltered my aging vehicle from the early, yet intense, 

Texas sun. As I ventured into the lush courtyard of the 1930s art deco structure, I 

inhaled the thick scent of humidity and flowering quince.  

 

As I entered the historic structure, I felt the school‟s namesake would approve of 

the activities taking place therein; that his labors to make education a common 

good open to all citizens were being continued in earnest a century later.  

 

I happened upon Ms. Santiago as I signed in my presence at office central. 

Despite her freshly-starched apparel, carefully-coiffed hair, and spit-shined 

shoes, I could tell something was bothering our fearless servant-leader.  I asked if 

she was OK and she answered that she was fine. I quickly scanned her face for 

the tell-tale bags and dark rings that would convey sleep deprivation, but came up 

empty. My eyes traced downward to the place where a tightness of mouth would 

suggest a suppression of angry thoughts, but saw no suggestion. My eyes traced 

back up to her eyes. There it is, I thought. It„s her eyes. I can„t tell what color they 

are. They„re so dark! Their usual blue had clouded over.  She then said, “Here, 

come. Follow me. You can watch me teach math today.”  

 

Our feet skimmed the gleaming tiles past walls displaying large, framed 

photographs of students and sprinklings of quotations by notables such as 
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Eleanor Roosevelt, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Maya Angelou. Large, felt 

banners in proud colors paraded past our heads; whispering the coveted names of 

Dartmouth, Harvard, and The University of Texas.  

 

I asked, “Are you teaching today because a teacher left sick and you couldn‟t find 

a sub?” She answered, “No. I‟m teaching eighth-grade algebra now.” I was 

incredulous! I thought to myself, “Dear God! No wonder the light‟s burned out of 

her eyes!” I responded: “Really? Why? I mean, I knew you were CRAZY and 

everything, but I didn‟t know you were THAT crazy!” Ms. Santiago laughed and 

explained that the person she had hired to teach math did not pass the 

certification exams and therefore could not teach this particular course. “I‟m the 

only one in the whole building who‟s certified to teach secondary math.” I 

answered, “Wow. I am truly amazed. I have no idea how you can teach in 

addition to your administrative duties. I would be so stressed out!” She answered, 

“Well, I am stressed out, but because of other things.”  

 

By then, she had led us to her new office; strategically tucked away in a quiet 

corner with an unmarked door. She gestured with her hand for me to enter her 

hideaway.  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to share the findings of the second research 

question: 

RQ2:  What is the nature of the emergent organizational culture(s) at YWLS? 

 a) Who are the founding cultural characters? 

 b) What are the cultural characteristics that are evident at YWLS? 

 c) What is the overall climate of YWLS? 

 The nature of the emergent organizational culture was discovered by 

conducting participant observation over a two-year period. Additionally, material 

artifacts in the form of photographs, documents, and the results of a school 

climate survey were collected and analyzed. 
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Cultural Characters 

 As indicated in Chapter Three, each local school has a distinct culture of 

its own and has within its culture a distinct group of cultural characters that play a 

variety of roles (Deal & Peterson, 2009). As stated previously, the first cultural 

character I met at the school was the principal, Ms. Santiago. Before the first day 

of school in August 2008, I met the school secretary, custodial team, academic 

dean, nurse, counselor, and teachers of the following subjects: Art, Band, English, 

Math, Science, Social Studies, Library, Physical Education, and Spanish. Each 

year, as the school grows, additional cultural characters are introduced into the 

mix. While I did meet and chat with new additions the second year of operations, 

I tended to rely on a ―core‖ of teachers I met the first year who remained at the 

school the second year.  

Positive Characters 

  It did not take long to recognize the positive conveyers of culture such as 

the priestess, storytellers, and pioneers. For example, without a doubt, Ms. 

Santiago was the school priestess and compass. Her major roles were that of 

culture protector by informing potential members of expectations, modeling to 

new members what those expectations looked like, and reminding fellow founders 

to keep their focus on their mission and values. I observed Ms. Santiago, as 

Priestess, consistently sharing the emergent history and traditions at special events 

such as the White Rose Ceremony (see rituals).  
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 Ms. Barnes and Mrs. Kelly were definitely the storytellers in this school‘s 

group of positive cultural characters. I consistently relied on them to ―keep me in 

the loop.‖ Other characters, including me, spoke with Ms. Barnes and Mrs. Kelly 

on a regular basis. They were trustworthy and their people-reading skills 

engendered valuable insight. As Mrs. Flores said of Ms. Barnes, ―She notices 

everything. She‘s told me things about myself I didn‘t even know.‖ Especially 

enjoyable about conversing with Ms. Barnes and Mrs. Kelly was their knack for 

seeing the drama in the mundane. Their stories were sometimes poignant; eliciting 

a quivering lip and damp eye. At other times, their stories evoked gut-busting 

hilarity. Either way, both of them always seemed to know what was going on. 

They definitely had their fingertips on the ―pulse‖ of the organization. Ms. Barnes 

and Mrs. Kelly definitely were my closest ―informants.‖  

 The ―pioneers‖ of the school were Mrs. Flores and Ms. Fakhoury. Both 

tended to try out new curriculum and teaching techniques on a regular basis. On 

several occasions, Mrs. Flores or Ms. Fakhoury invited me to their classrooms to 

see a variety of inventive activities they had planned for their students. Neither of 

them seemed afraid of failing; rather they seemed to recognize the importance of 

experimentation to become better teachers. Mrs. Flores instituted new ways of 

teaching science and facilitating the comfort level of students with hands-on labs 

encouraging the more hesitant girls to overcome their squeamishness with 

dissection and the like. Ms. Fakhoury pioneered a new after school math club and 
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took her students to the local university to present their solo and collaborative 

research projects.  

Negative Characters 

 I spoke with Ms. Santiago about the fact that I really did not observe an 

equal representation of what Deal and Peterson (2009) referred to as negative 

cultural characters: the saboteurs, negaholics, and deadwood. She made it clear 

that the autonomy that she was given to hire her faculty and staff was key to 

ensuring a preponderance of the positive characters at the school. There were 

some difficulties that first year, but to protect participants, all I am authorized to 

say is that there were a few people who were ―counseled‖ to go elsewhere when it 

came time for contract renewals. This obviously influenced my teacher sample 

selection.  

 During the second year of inception, a few negative cultural characters 

began to emerge; mostly in the form of a few ―squeaky wheel parents‖ as Ms. 

Barnes called them. These few ―negaholics‖ sometimes brought down the morale 

of the entire team by their negativity toward just a few of the professional staff. In 

addition to a few complaining parents, there was one professional staff member 

who emerged as a ―saboteur‖ that second year. ―She was just damaging‖ as Ms. 

Santiago remarked. Again, to protect individual participants, I have agreed not to 

reveal too much in my dissertation concerning this individual. The ―saboteur‖ 

transferred to another building within SISD and the few negative parents that 
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became vocal in spring 2010 are discussed further in the next chapter as they 

relate to the ways local stakeholders enacted and negotiated the emergent culture. 

Cultural Characteristics 

 The categories of culture that emerged during this study included: 

espoused values, mission, purpose, formal philosophy, symbols and signs, formal 

rituals & traditions, and overall climate. There are several additional cultural 

characteristics that did not emerge during this study. Organizational 

characteristics such as: prescribed norms; embedded skills; group learning; social 

change; organizational memory; habits of thinking; mental models, and; linguistic 

paradigms only emerge in organizations that have a long enough history to have 

acquired them. For example, an organization displays its embedded skills or 

―know-how‖ if group members have had sufficient experience and success 

accomplishing tasks and goals and have passed these special competencies down 

to new group members. Additionally, organizations that have experienced 

failures, and have survived long enough to work successfully through the conflict 

and change accompanying group learning, acquire shared mental models and 

habits of thinking that can be taught to new members. Lastly, some cultural 

characteristics were neither clearly present nor visibly absent, but in a nascent 

state during this organization‘s young life, e.g. ―rules‖ for interaction between 

group members.   
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Table 5: Categories of Culture  

 

(Bolman and Deal, 2003; Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; Cook and Yanow, 1993; Deal 

and Peterson, 2009; Follett, 1926; Geertz, 1974; Kingdon, 2003; March and Olsen, 1984; 

Merton, 1957; Mintzberg, 1983; Peters & Watesman, 1982; Schein, 1993; Scott & Davis, 

2007; Senge, 1990) 

 

Category Description Present 

Cultural characters Positive/negative cultural characters & actions 

that seemed to strengthen/weaken school 

culture 

Yes 

Formal philosophy Broad policies & ideological principles guiding 

actions to fulfill  stakeholder commitments 

Yes 

Mission, Purpose, 

Espoused values 

Publicly articulated claims communicating 

reason for existence, what is deemed important, 

and ultimate goals 

Yes 

Symbols and Signs The material artifacts in which group 

characteristics are embodied 

Yes 

Formal Rituals & 

Traditions 

The way a group celebrates important events or  

milestones including initiation or other rites of 

passage 

Yes 

Overall Climate The feeling conveyed in a group as influence by 

physical environment and group interactions 

with each other and other stakeholders 

Yes 

Behavioral 

regularities observed 

during human 

interaction 

Language used and informal customs developed 

& employed on a daily basis as people do their 

work 

Immerging 

Rules of the game The implicit, unwritten rules for getting along Immerging 

Shared meaning Emergent understandings created by group 

members as they interact with each other 

Immerging 

Organizational 

memory, learning, and 

change 

Collective act of preservation & innovation in a 

continuous state of adaptation & development 

to achieve balance over extended period of time 

No 

Prescribed norms, 

Embedded skills, 

Know how 

Implicit standards, values,  & competencies 

displayed & passed down  

No 

Habits of thinking, 

World view, Mental 

models 

Shared cognitive frames guiding thought and 

action taught to new members 

No 
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The table above, an amalgamation of conceptual frameworks taken from great 

thinkers in organizational studies (see Chapter Three), gives an overview of the 

evolving nature of the organization under study as well as defines important 

terms. 

Formal Philosophy 

 The formal philosophy is indicated in the broad policies and ideological 

principles guiding actions to fulfill stakeholder commitments. As indicated in the 

prior chapter, stakeholder commitments are very much dictated by the 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between The Foundation for the 

Education of Young Women (FEYW) and Southtown Independent School 

District (SISD). Additionally, SISD has broad statements that umbrella all their 

schools within their jurisdiction; including Young Women‘s Leadership School 

(YWLS) since it is a public magnet school under SISD influence. Archived 

materials such as the MOU and official publicity materials produced by SISD and 

FEYW were valuable resources for this discussion on formal philosophy.  

 According to publicity materials emanating from SISD, the overarching 

principles that aim to guide stakeholder commitments are: ―To improve lives 

through a quality education. [And] to graduate all of our students and prepare 

them for success in higher education.‖ Dovetailing with that principle is the 

overarching mandate of the FEYW: ―to support single sex, college preparatory, 

public education in Texas that will give young women in urban schools the 
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academic skills to achieve success in college and life by thinking critically, 

leading purposefully, and living active, healthy and responsible lives.‖ FEYW 

fulfills this embracing pledge by partnering with school districts that have a 

philosophy that seamlessly integrates theirs. As Mrs. Bennett, FEYW Executive 

Director stated, ―We would never go into a district that did not join hands with us 

and embrace [our] beliefs.‖ 

Mission, purpose, espoused values 

 The mission, purpose, and espoused values of YWLS are the publicly 

articulated claims communicating reason for existence, what is deemed important, 

and ultimate goals. Thus, archived materials such as newsletters, websites, and 

informational brochures were helpful in addition to observing public statements 

made by representatives of FEYW, SISD, and YWLS. Also important were the 

application materials for prospective students and the parent handbooks for 

accepted students.  

 SISD publicizes its ―core values‖ as: ―student centered; high expectations; 

commitment; passion; integrity; respect, and; teamwork.‖ The ―core values‖ 

promoted by FEYW are: ―College preparation; responsible leadership, and; 

wellness life skills.‖ As part of the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 

between SISD and FEYW, there is a one-to-one correspondence between the 

―core values‖ of FEYW and YWLS. While faculty and staff are still expected to 

communicate and model the more general SISD core values such as respect and 
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teamwork, they are further bound to ensure that the more clearly articulated 

claims of FEYW communicate their reason for existence and guide local 

stakeholder decision-making. For example, everything said and done at YWLS is 

articulated and implemented as a means toward: preparing students for college; 

training students in responsible leadership, and; facilitating the establishment of 

wellness life skills. Ms. Santiago reiterated on a regular basis (PTA and staff 

meetings) that anything stakeholders were doing that did not support their core 

values must be relinquished while actions and attitudes that facilitated the 

development of their core values must be embraced.   

 Materials emanating from YWLS reiterate these espoused values of the 

FEYW and go further by explaining in the publicity materials how some of those 

values are articulated regularly. For example, all students at YWLS will take Pre-

Advanced Placement Courses to prepare for the Advanced Placement Courses 

offered at the high school level. In addition, a counselor at YWLA will provide a 

College and Career Planning Center (CCPC) to assist students and families with 

college testing, the application process and assist families with issues such as 

applying for financial aid. As far as ―responsible leadership‖ is concerned, YWLS 

makes clear in their promotional materials that they ―instill leadership qualities in 

all of our young women by encouraging active participation in extra-curricular 

activities and service learning opportunities.‖ Additionally, girls are encouraged 

to create their own clubs and service learning opportunities. Moreover, 
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―leadership is infused in the classroom and developed through summer 

enrichment programs.‖ Concerning the espoused value of health and wellness, 

YWLS offers coursework in ―health, physical fitness, and emotional strength.‖ 

Additionally, there is a full athletic program that includes basketball, golf, soccer, 

cross country track, and volleyball.  

Symbols and Signs 

 Symbols and signs are the material artifacts in which group characteristics 

are embodied. There were many symbols and signs purposefully selected and 

placed in YWLS. These material artifacts communicated important messages to 

newcomers and visitors. They all served as reminders to founding stakeholders 

the values, purpose, mission, and philosophy of the school. Since I was present 

onsite before opening day, I was in a unique position to hear and see the founding 

members discuss the types of symbols and signs they would like to see around the 

school representing their values. Additionally, during my first year of volunteer 

work at the school Ms. Santiago assigned me tasks in the design, production, and 

placement of some of these artifacts.  

 In all, I saved approximately 200 photos that I took during my two years 

of field work. In addition, one of the students‘ fathers shared his collection of over 

1,000 photographs of various scenes of life at YWLS. While his photographs are 

far more superior images as far as quality and professionalism, I chose to use my 

photographs for a few important reasons. First, I felt I needed to screen photos to 
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protect student identities as much as possible. Additionally, I wanted the photos 

that were scenes through my eyes; that might elicit some of the general 

impressions I felt while walking through the school on a day-to-day basis. Many 

of the more professional photos, while beautiful, revealed too many identities and 

were many times more ―formal‖ or ―staged‖ by nature. I still hope to utilize this 

treasure trove in future endeavors, but for now, the reader is advised to be patient 

with my lay photography.  

 

 

Photograph 16: College Banners Line the Hallways 
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 The photograph above depicts the college banners lining the hallways and 

on display in the Library and Lunchroom. Principal Santiago requested banners 

from a variety of public and private ―Ivy Leagues‖ in addition to numerous other 

good colleges in Texas and the US. These banners are a constant reminder to 

regulars and visitors alike that graduating from an excellent higher education 

institution is the primary mission of YWLS. 

 

 

Photograph 17: Important Signs are displayed in Spanish and English 
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 The sign above reminds stakeholders of teacher and student 

responsibilities at YWLS. The teachers‘ responsibilities include having: 

consistent expectations; organized and purposeful lessons, and; arriving at school 

prepared to teach. Students‘ responsibilities include: taking personal ownership of 

their learning; giving their best effort, and; arriving at school prepared to learn. 

Spanish translation is part of the regular routine at YWLS; from PTA meetings to 

parent letters and handbooks to signs around the school as indicated above.  

 Student artwork, an important component of self-expression, is displayed 

throughout the school and updated regularly. Additionally, a more formal art 

show takes place twice per year. The image below (photograph 18) is just one 

example of the many artistic expressions displayed throughout the year.  

 

Photograph 18: Self-portrait in Black and White 
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 Student work in mathematics is exhibited as prominently as artwork. The 

example below (Photograph 19) is a display created by students who worked in 

cooperative learning groups to discover, describe, and model the Pythagorean 

Theorem. 

 

 

Photograph 19: Mathematics Display 

 

 Students read an abundance of noteworthy literature including, To Kill a 

Mockingbird, Wuthering Heights, and Brave New World. They participate in a 

variety of activities that enabled the synthesis of their learning. For example, they 

gave Power Point presentations or displayed their learning on a poster in the 

hallways. Below, photograph 20 is an example of the many literature projects that 

graced the hallways throughout my two years of field work.  
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Photograph 20: ―To Kill a Mockingbird‖ Presentation Posters 

 

 

Photograph 21: Science Posters on Display 
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 Additional signs displayed the learning that occurs in science classes. 

Meanwhile, the commitment to science continues in regular labs where the girls 

are expected to share leadership roles in conducting research and participating in 

animal dissection. The display above in Photograph 21 shows a student project on 

the water cycle.  

 Also, students are given plenty of opportunities to become more adept at 

technology through summer camps and weekend workshops. Situated around the 

school are numerous signs indicating that technology and girls are not opposing 

concepts. The poster above advertises a technology workshop offered on an 

upcoming Saturday. (Notice the cute animated mouse replete with hair bow.) 

 

 

Photograph 22: Poster Advertising Technology Weekend Workshop 
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 Teachers work to integrate women‘s studies into the regular curriculum. I 

observed posters of female historical, scientific, and literary figures in classrooms. 

These posters signify to students that women‘s ideas and contributions are 

important to basic knowledge. Below, photograph 23 shows just one display of 

the books on women‘s contributions available to students. 

 

 

Photograph 23: Social Studies Book Display 

 

 One of the regular activities of the school is to honor one girl as ―Leader 

of the Week.‖ The honoree is chosen by her classmates by anonymous ballot. The 

winner is announced during Monday announcements and signs are displayed 

inside on a bulletin board and outside the school on the marquee as shown below 

in photograph 24. 
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Photograph 24: A Prominent Sign Honoring Girls‘ Leadership 

 

Formal Rituals and Traditions 

 Through celebrations, groups celebrate important events or milestones 

including initiation and other rites of passage. Since this is a new organization, the 

rituals and traditions are novel and will be expanded upon as the school and 

patrons increase and age. For example, there is yet to be a graduating class, so 

JANTRELL 



288 

 

how stakeholders celebrate that milestone will not be determined for another three 

years or so. However, I witnessed the implementation of new rituals the first year 

and re-visited those same events the following year. Additionally, I observed a 

few newly-implemented traditions the second year as the students evolved into a 

new entity. For example, the eighth-graders celebrated their transition from 

middle-schoolers to high-schoolers with an elegant banquet. This burgeoning area 

of school culture is captured in Image 27 with a description of the event and its 

meaning to local stakeholders.  

 One of the most important formal rituals and traditions is the ―White Rose 

Induction Ceremony‖ that takes place toward the end of the school year honoring 

Southtown‘s current 5
th

 graders‘ acceptance to the school. This first introduction 

to the life of YWLS takes place in the evenings and is attended by all incoming 

sixth-graders and their family members. Faculty, support staff, the principal and 

academic dean attend along with members of SISD school board and officers of 

the FEYW. Moreover, current students volunteer as ushers and also take leading 

roles as speakers and singers.  

 The White Rose Induction Ceremony was reminiscent of my sorority 

induction during my college days. Our roses were pink, but like these girls, we 

promised to uphold the values of the organization and to treat our ―sisters‖ with 

respect and support. The ceremony also reminded me of a First Communion or 

Confirmation in that the girls were very formally dressed; some even wore white 
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gloves. I had the pleasure of meeting many students and their extended families; 

conversing easily with them about their pride, excitement, and hopes.  

 

 

Photograph 25: Moving from the White Rose Induction Ceremony 

to the reception that followed 

 

 An additional newly-established tradition is the family orientation. It is a 

required meeting for all new students and their families that takes place on a 

weekend shortly after their Induction. During the orientation, the families receive 

important information about coursework and homework expectations and rules 
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for dress and behavior. Students are fitted for uniforms and school spirit T-shirts 

are available for purchase by the PTA. A Spanish translator is present ensuring 

information is available to all families. The PTA provides a complimentary meal 

for participants.  

 

 

Photograph 26: Students and Families Enjoy the YWLS Courtyard 

 

 While I was able to observe and participate in the Induction and 

Orientation activities two years in a row, another important tradition was 

implemented for the first time during my second year in the field: The Eighth-

Grade Banquet. Rather than celebrate the girls‘ transition from middle school to 
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high school with a formal graduation ceremony, Ms. Santiago, parents, and 

teachers decided to implement a formal banquet with dancing and other activities 

taking place after the meal. The parent volunteers‘ decorations rivaled any local 

high school prom. It was stunningly beautiful. The food was catered through a 

local vocational high school and they hired an outside DJ. One father volunteered 

to take professional photographs at the event. Below is a snapshot I took. 

 

 

Photograph 27: Eighth-graders Enjoy Group Dancing to a DJ 

 

 An important celebratory event during my second year at the school was 

the announcement of the Texas Education Agency testing results. Every student 
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passed all state mandated tests. And the school was honored with the coveted, 

―Exemplary‖ rating. A banner was immediately hung in the main entrance.  I was 

at the campus when Ms. Santiago received the exceptional news that 100% of her 

students passed 100% of TAKS.
12

 Many parents were in the halls for end-of-the-

year festivities. Students and teachers were milling about to-and-fro in the 

hallways for choir rehearsals and other logistics involved with the passing of 

another school year. Without exception, teachers, support staff, parents, students, 

and other visitors, showed their pleasure with cheers and hugs upon hearing the 

news. I saw Mrs. Flores later in the day and said, ―I bet you feel really good now 

that the test scores have come back.‖ She answered,  

I do. More than that, it's just validation that I was doing the right thing. 

Everything was set in place. Not only the TAKS, but I feel like just doing 

pre-AP labs and stuff like that…laying the foundation…I got through it  

and did it and yes, it was the right thing. 

                                                            

12
 According to Texas Education Agency (TEA) website (TEA, 2010a), 78-percent of students at 

YWLS are ―Hispanic‖ while 16-percent and 5-percent are ―African-American‖ and ―White‖ 

respectively. TEA also reports that 81-percent of YWLS students are ―economically 

disadvantaged.‖ Only three SISD campuses were rated ―Exemplary‖ without any exceptions or 

predictive measures of possible passing scores in future retakes: One elementary school, one 

secondary magnet school, and YWLS. Overall, SISD was the only district in the metro area that 

was rated, ―Academically unacceptable‖ (TEA, 2010b). Upon further examination, one is struck 

by the fact that no fewer than 100% of students at YWLS passed all ―Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).‖ This is true for all subjects: Reading, Writing, Mathematics, 

Science, and Social Studies as well as all aggregated groups: African American, Hispanic, White, 

and Economically Disadvantaged (TEA, 2010a). Further detailed yet, the scores which earned 

each student a passing rate were well above the state average with many students earning 

individual ―commendable‖ scores (TEA, 2010a).  
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Photograph 28: The Day after Receiving the News of 100% Passing Rate 

 

 

Photograph 29: A Sign Welcomes Students 
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 During the last week of school both years, signs began popping up 

advertising the many summer camps to be held throughout the summer. Incoming 

sixth-graders as well as returning students ready for seventh, eighth, and nine 

grades are required to attend workshops that mostly focus on science, technology, 

engineering, and math (STEM) areas. The sign below announces the upcoming 

―Geek Squad Summer Academy.‖ 

Overall Climate 

 Climate refers to the feeling conveyed in a group as influenced by physical 

environment and group interactions with each other and other stakeholders. In 

February 2009, Ms. Santiago administered a school climate survey to all students 

entitled, ―How are we doing so far?‖ Ms. Santiago asked me to comb through the 

survey results and create informational displays that would help her communicate 

findings to a variety of stakeholders. Ms. Santiago used the information collected 

to address specific concerns as well as to elevate ―what we were doing right.‖ 

Principal Santiago met with teachers and support staff as a group and well as 

individually to discuss survey results. This section reports some of the results 

from the student survey as well as overall impressions based on observations and 

conversations with participants.  

Invitational Atmosphere 

 Below is an excerpt from my field notes that gives my general impressions 

of the atmosphere of the school: 
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 When one walks the halls of YWLS, one notices that, overall, it is clean 

 and quiet. As one passes individual classrooms, one can hear the healthy 

 buzz of teaching and learning occurring. In between classes, I observed 

 girls greeting friends with hugs or walking to lunch arm in arm. Teachers 

 can be seen conversing quietly with individual students while leaning 

 casually against the wall in the hallways. 

 

 The table below shows sixth – and seventh – graders‘ responses to the 

survey whereby students: evaluated how clean and inviting the school is; 

estimated teacher response time to student needs, and; students‘ general 

impression of the overall school climate; especially in terms of friendliness.  

Table 6: ―How are we doing So Far?‖  

 

 

Largely, the school climate of YWLS was rated high in terms of friendliness, 

quick response time to needs, and cleanliness. Additional student comments 

suggested that the ratings could have been higher if the bathrooms were more 

appealing. Negative comments related to the bathrooms being ―dirty‖ or ―smelly.‖ 

Students also complained that some of the bathroom stalls were not private due to 

broken locks and/or door handles. One student suggested that the school spend 

some time and money to spruce up the landscaping around the school to improve 

Grade  Overall School Climate Response Time to Needs Clean & 

Inviting 

 Welcoming 

Friendly 

Generally 

Good 

Varies 

Daily 

Poor Immediate 1-2 

Days 

3-4 

Days 

Weeks 

 

Yes No 

Sixth 

Grade 

 

27 

 

37 

 

7 

 

0 

 

34 

 

33 

 

1 

 

2 

 

64 

 

4 

Seventh 

Grade  

 

35 

 

24 

 

5 

 

0 

 

38 

 

18 

 

5 

 

3 

 

60 

 

3 

 

TOTALS 

 

62 

 

61 

 

12 

 

0 

 

72 

 

51 

 

6 

 

5 

 

124 

 

7 
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its overall appearance. Another student asked if they could paint their lockers in 

colors other than beige to lighten up the atmosphere.   

Students’ Favorite Attributes 

 When students were asked what they liked best about YWLS, they were 

given choices of: challenging classes; teachers; clubs/sports; administration and 

support staff, and; friendships. Students were allowed to choose more than one 

and were also given space to write answers that were not represented in the 

statements given. The table below shows the number of times students mentioned 

the aforementioned choices.  

 

 

Table 7: ―What do you like best about [YWLS]?‖  

 

 Students were also given opportunity to indicate what they would change 

about YWLS if they had the opportunity to do so. Students‘ answers varied 

widely from requesting that the school add a photography class to including 

Karate as one of the sports. Overall, there was considerable interest in learning 

additional languages besides the present offering of Spanish. Twenty-four student 

Grade Friends Clubs/ 

Sports 

Teachers Challenging 

Classes 

Administration/ 

Support Staff 

 

Sixth 

 

60 

 

55 

 

47 

 

36 

 

30 

 

Seventh 

 

52 

 

46 

 

50 

 

35 

 

24 

 

TOTALS 

 

102 

 

101 

 

97 

 

71 

 

54 
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requested learning French while 12 expressed interest in learning German. Eight 

students asked to learn Japanese, Chinese, or Korean and four others asked to 

learn Italian or Latin. The next change requested most often was the addition of a 

―study hall‖ or ―study buddy‖ program (n=22) because students were struggling 

with the demands of the academic program.  

Students’ Perceptions of Their Teachers 

 Students were given an opportunity to rate their teachers in relation to 

their instructional abilities and overall level of helpfulness and friendliness.  

 

Figure 1: Students Perceptions of Faculty Instruction 

 

Figure 1 above shows total responses for sixth and seventh graders to the survey 

question: ―How would you describe your teacher‘s plan for instruction?‖ Students 
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choices included: organized and prepared; exciting and interesting; dull/not 

engaging; disorganized. Overwhelmingly, students rated the four core faculty as 

organized and prepared as well as exciting or interesting. A handful of students 

reported math and science instruction as dull/not engaging.  

 Figure 2 below indicates total student responses for sixth and seventh 

graders to a question regarding the level of teachers‘ friendliness and helpfulness. 

The survey question was, ―How would you rate your teacher?‖ Choices included: 

friendly and helpful; average; varies from day to day; poor.   

 

Figure 2: Student Perceptions of Faculty Friendliness and Helpfulness 

 

No students rated their core teachers ―poor,‖ but there were notable differences 

between the four teachers in the number of students who felt individuals were 
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especially friendly and helpful. Referring to the table above, between 118 and 128 

students rated the language arts and social studies teachers as exceptionally 

friendly and helpful. Additionally, between 65 and 75 students rated their math 

and science teachers as such. Students were two or three times more likely to rate 

their science and math teachers as average in helpfulness and friendliness when 

compared with their social studies and language arts teachers. 

Students’ Perceptions of Program Rigor 

 Students also reported the level of rigor they were experiencing as well as 

their average time spent on homework in each core curricular area. Figure 3 

below shows the total responses for sixth and seventh grades to the survey 

question: ―How would you rate the difficulty of the material presented in your 

class?‖ Overwhelmingly, students rated their language arts teacher as challenging 

while they rated their other teachers more balanced between challenging and 

average. Only rarely did students rate any of their core teachers as too easy or 

overly challenging.  

 Figure 4 following shows the responses of sixth and seventh graders to the 

question: ―How long does it take to complete homework on a nightly basis?‖ 

Most students reported spending between 30 and 60 minutes in each of the core 

areas or a total of two to four hours on homework per night. Overall, students 

spent less time per evening on science and social studies homework when 

compared to math and language arts. 
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Figure 3: Difficulty of Material Presented in Class 

 

 

Figure 4: Amount of Time Spent on Homework 
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Students commented that they spent more time on homework at YWLS than they 

did at their prior schools. Some students requested teachers assign less homework 

or synchronize project due dates to alleviate cramming. Some appreciated that, 

while the material was difficult and the expectations of teachers high, teachers 

were available to help them when they asked for assistance. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 This chapter illuminated the categories of culture emerging during the 

study period such as espoused values, mission, purpose, formal philosophy, 

symbols and signs, formal rituals & traditions, and overall climate. The principal 

was able to purposefully craft the emerging school culture because she was 

afforded the autonomy to hire and place faculty and staff. Moreover, as a leader of 

a new organization, she was in a unique position to align district and foundation 

philosophies and overarching goals with the mission statement and core values of 

the school. This facilitated the successful implementation of an overarching clean, 

friendly, and helpful school climate. For the most part, the faculty was able to 

build in the rigor and support systems that were necessary to challenge their 

students to new levels of accomplishment.  

 Since this is a new organization, some cultural characteristics were not 

evident. For example, prescribed norms, embedded skills, group learning, social 

change, organizational memory, habits of thinking, mental models, and; linguistic 

paradigms require a history or sufficient length for organizations and their 
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members to have processed them. An organization cannot display so-called 

―embedded skills‖ or ―know-how‖ if group members have not had sufficient 

experience and success accomplishing tasks and goals and subsequently passed 

these special competencies to new group members. However, now that the school 

has received its first overall Texas Education Agency ranking of ―Exemplary,‖ it 

is probable that stakeholders will continue conversations concerning that which 

enabled their success. Consequently, these conversations will lead to norms taught 

to new faculty as they integrate with the founding cadre of teachers. It is also 

likely that the celebratory nature of the end-of-the-year announcement of TEA 

rankings will become endowed as a significant organizational memory that will 

guide and direct future endeavors.  

 During the coming years, it will be interesting to examine how this 

burgeoning organization handles conflict that may arise between new and 

founding faculty. Additionally, living up to a 100% passing standard or 

maintaining perfection could prove daunting and unfeasible. Organizations that 

have experienced failures, and have survived long enough to work successfully 

through the conflict and change accompanying group learning, acquire shared 

mental models and habits of thinking that can be taught to new members. It will 

be interesting to conduct future research endeavors that enable me to follow the 

growth and development of this school to document group learning processes that 

cannot be examined at these early stages.  
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 The next chapter examines the emerging culture in greater detail in terms 

of specific how stakeholders enacted and negotiated the developing culture 

amongst and between them.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: A POLYVOCAL ACCOUNT OF THE ENACTMENT 

AND NEGOTIATION OF SCHOOL CULTURE 

During my last interview with Maria Santiago, the principal of Young 

Women‘s Leadership School, she asked me how I was going to begin the story. I 

admitted to her that I was not sure how to begin. She exclaimed, ―You should 

start with the story of one of the girls! I think you should begin with the story of 

Natalia [a current eighth grader]. Let me tell you Natalia‘s story. It really captures 

what we‘re all about.‖ The following is an excerpt of our recorded interview.  

This little girl—talk about an inspiration—this girl probably moved me 

beyond anything I‘ve ever expected or experienced with a kid. Last 

summer I got a call from her…Mom was very ill. Mom, I believe, has 

some sort of cancer, some sort of terminal disease. And it‘s just Mom and 

her. And I knew she had some challenging circumstances, very 

challenging. And this last summer before we got back to school, she gave 

me a call in the middle of the summer. 

 

Natalia called me and she said, ―Ms. Santiago, I need to talk to you.‖ And 

I said, ―Okay sweetheart, what‘s going on?‖ And she said, ―I really need 

to get some materials so that I can finish my summer homework.‖ And I 

said, ―All right sweetie, what do you need?‖ And she‘s like, ―I need some 

crayons and stuff to do my social studies project and some of the different 

materials to put the booklet together.‖ And I said, ―Okay. Can you get up 

to the school or do you need me to take it to you?‖ She said, ―Well…Ms. 

Santiago, we‘ve been living at the bus stop. And we‘ve been staying there 

and then riding the bus during the day to stay cool. And going to library, 

so I‘ve done all my homework; I just need to finish the project part. And I 

don‘t know where I‘m going to be at for you to get it to me.‖ And so I 

talked to her for a little bit and I said, ―Well, why don‘t you call me with 

an address where I can meet you.‖ 

 

And so we got together with the social worker, the one that works in the 

back [of the school]. We went out and visited with her and then we were 

able to get them into a shelter. Natalia didn‘t want to stop coming to 
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school with us because, of course, the shelter‘s not near the campus. But 

under McKinney-Vento with the ―Homeless Act‖ we can provide a bus. 

So she gets on the bus at 5:00 every Morning to come two districts over to 

keep coming to school. Mind you, this is a girl that continued with perfect 

attendance, doing her homework, coming to school, focused, doing what‘s 

expected of her. 

 

And I think about her story, I think about how humble she is, and how 

accepting she is of the fact that this is the only way out for her. That‘s 

what it‘s about. It wasn‘t about kids who had every advantage and all of 

that support. Her mother knows no English, she has no help, she has no 

support, and if something happens to Mom, we have no idea where Natalia 

will go. There‘s no relatives to speak of here in this country. And this little 

girl is just precious, and hardworking, and wants a different life for 

herself. 

 

And I think that that‘s the motivation for building that culture, for 

providing something different, but for also making it feel like a family so 

that she has a place to go. And for her, being in school—that was it…It‘s 

just her spirit and her attitude and ultimately her understanding of what a 

difference this would make in her life.  

 

That for me, that‟s why you have to have that culture. And you know you 

have it when the kids can communicate that back to you, when they 

understand that sense. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to address the third cluster of research 

questions: 

RQ3: How do stakeholders (principal, teachers, parents, and students) at YWLS 

enact and negotiate the school culture? 

a) How does this relate to local contextual conditions?  

b) How does this relate to the identity intersectionalities (race/ethnicity, 

gender, poverty) of students?  
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c) What are the implications for other school contexts?
13

 

The enactment and negotiation of culture as it related to the intersections 

of local contextual conditions and student identities required examining the 

discourse, intentions, actions, and repercussions of the female administrators and 

teachers at YWLS as well as the responses of stakeholders the school is meant to 

serve: the parents and students. Thus, a polyvocal account is given based on 

participant observation, interviews and document analysis. The themes that 

emerged, or repetitive refrains, are examined within three major sections that 

highlight the voices of the professional staff; parents, and students.  

“I Love These Girls. I was These Girls”: Principal and Teacher Discourse 

 In addition to observing in several classrooms and conversing informally 

with 15 teachers in the school, recorded interviews were conducted with the 

principal and five teachers. Three major themes emerged that provide structure to 

this discussion: 1) The inspiration of the principal and teachers; 2) The specific 

acts performed by the principal and teachers, and; 3) The outcomes of those acts. 

Thus, the findings of this chapter are organized into three major sections as they 

align with those three major organizing themes. Each section is then further 

organized by the themes that emerged within that overarching topic.  

 

 

                                                            
13 The implications for other school contexts will be discussed in the final chapter, along with 

additional policy and practitioner implications of this study. 
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Inspiration 

The purpose of this section is to reveal the inspiration of teachers and 

administration for the enactment and negotiation of culture as it related to 

contextual and identity intersections. Interviews with school administration and 

core teachers revealed the discourse adjoining these women‘s intentions and 

actions. Whether emanating from personal marginalizing experiences, one‘s 

private faith, or a commitment to professional-practitioner values, the inspiration 

described by these women was often difficult to explain. Common among them, 

however, was a mysterious, inner drive to achieve professional and personal 

excellence plus a desire to help and serve others.   

 Personal history. During one of our first interviews, the principal, Maria 

Santiago stated, ―I love these girls. I was these girls.‖ Ms. Santiago grew up in an 

infamous part of town well-known for its poverty, violence, and substandard 

housing and schooling. She chose to return to the community after receiving her 

educator credentials expressly to ―pay it forward.‖ She said, 

I think a large part of it came from my own experiences in schooling, and I 

think I related to the girls because I grew up in a very similar 

circumstance. I grew up in poverty and had very little opportunity in terms 

of school. Not in the sense of – yes I had the opportunity to go to school 

and to be involved in honors classes, but the school that I went to was 

really lacking in some areas. And I was not aware of that at the time. I had 

no other comparison measure… I saw so many of my friends end up either 

pregnant or married or just didn‘t get through school—other factors that 

came into play. But there were so many people that I saw not progress that 

were close friends of mine, it was saddening to me to see that…And I 

think that when I looked at the girls, when I saw what their challenges 
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were, and things that they were facing and also the opportunity to make a 

difference in that and to change it to where it was acceptable for them to 

be different, to be smart, and to get out of that cycle of poverty, that it was 

something that was very personal to me. But I wanted to provide for them 

a different chance and a different opportunity at life.  

 

Ms. Santiago also emphasized how important it was, as a leader, to ―set 

the tone‖ with the teachers on ―day one‖ about what her motivations and 

expectations were.  

I think that first thing that I did [was]: I was honest with the staff about 

where I came from and my motivation for being there. And consistently 

re-emphasizing that this is not a little thing that we‟re doing, we‘re 

responsible for their lives. And every time we fail a child, we‘re setting 

them up for something much worse. And I think in sharing that and 

sharing my own personal experience and why I‘m motivated to do this and 

why it‘s important…This is their lives at stake from the minute that they 

walk in the door to the minute that they leave…So I think that that 

communication with the staff was a big piece of it from the very 

beginning. My very first day when I opened with them, I shared my 

personal story. And I was so nervous I thought I was going to cry…But I 

felt like it was so critical for me to share why I was there and my 

motivation and why I was going to do whatever it took for the kids to be 

successful. And then secondly was actually doing it. Anytime the kids 

needed something, making sure that it was taken care of. 

 

 One teacher, Ms. Fakhoury discussed Ms. Santiago‘s introduction on the 

first day of faculty-staff development sessions prior to commencement of classes 

and remembered thinking what an ―awesome thing‖ it was to be working for 

someone who truly ―loves these girls.‖ Ms. Fakhoury admitted that she could not 

personally relate to the experiences Ms. Santiago had had growing up because she 

comes from a very ―privileged‖ background. However, she did feel she had 
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contributions to make because as an engineer, she faced marginalizing situations 

as a woman in a traditionally male field. 

I really think that that makes a huge difference for a lot of us that are 

there. Because I cannot say I was those girls. I can say I experienced some 

of the things like those girls…I was in an all girl‘s school. I‘ve gone to 

fields where they don‘t want girls. I can say literally that I have [had] 

experiences that they will have in the future…I was a privileged girl… 

[But] I have seen the position – I mean I have lived the position – of 

women. I have lived the idea of: [there are] four people that made it to the 

internship [and] one was female. I was in a class [of] three hundred 

students where seven were female…and I was one of them…And we tell 

the girls that… Even though I don‘t have the same experiences they do, 

I‘ve always had running water. I‘ve always had food….name it, I‘ve had 

it. But it‘s that feeling of being the female who has a lot of things to give 

and not being able to be proud of it. I think that‘s a lesson that needs to be 

told, understood, shown, demonstrated, felt – anything you can think of – 

because that‘s really what‘s going to make them or break them in the 

future. That‟s our school. 

 

 Private faith. One teacher, Mrs. Mendoza discussed how important her 

family‘s faith was and is to her personal and professional decision-making. Mrs. 

Mendoza shared that she is a devoted Catholic that believes her love for God and 

for all people should be an ―all-encompassing thing.‖ She stated that she and her 

husband considered sending their children to parochial schools, but could not 

afford it. Another option was homeschooling, but Mrs. Mendoza and her family 

felt that it was important that she and her children were a ―part of the world‖ 

rather than ―live in [a] vacuum.‖  

We learn certain things because religion has had an impact…You have to 

be out there…You‘re an example of your beliefs…But, also we don‘t 

judge at all…It‘s a reflection of yourself and what your beliefs are that 

you don‘t judge, and you live by that…You don‘t shun anybody. 
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 During our interview, Mrs. Mendoza and I discuss how working at YWLS 

has not been inconsistent with her religious values. I asked, ―How does this 

school culture match your value system?‖ She answered,  

I think the structure [here is similar]. [The culture at YWLS] is very 

structured just like my religion is.  We have rules that we follow; we‘re 

not this existential entity in that it‘s just like, ―anything goes‖…There‘s 

discipline…And learning about the modesty of a woman, that‘s something 

that‘s very prominent in my religion; [at YWLS] there is certain modesty 

right now:  ―You‘re a kid.  You don‘t have that sense of entitlement just 

yet.  You need to have your boundaries.  There‘s going to be a time when 

you can go [wear make-up and whatever clothing you want]‖…But, 

there‘s a foundation that you need to set first. 

 

 Professional accountability. Another teacher, Mrs. Flores talked about 

her deep respect for Principal Santiago and her desire to please her as one form of 

inspiration for working hard. Mrs. Flores also shared the importance of meeting 

professional standards as far as high-stakes-accountability test scores are 

concerned. 

I hate to say it, but the scores are a big thing. That's a driving force 

because that's what you're held accountable to at the end of the 

day…[The] bare minimum for my passing rate was – very communicated 

– that 90% was bare minimum. We want the girls to be successful. That's 

a goal. I understand that. It is what it is at the end of the day…Even 

though I don't feel that TAKS is the whole indicator of student success, 

but at the end of the day that is a non-negotiable. They have to be there. 

That's the only thing that on the outside people see for the school. That's 

the only legit thing that they look at. 

 

Speaking of her relationship with Ms. Santiago, Mrs. Flores noted: 

My biggest thing is I wanted to make sure that what I was doing was 

pleasing [Ms. Santiago]. I just wanted to make sure because I thought very 
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highly of her opinion…she never said a lot to me, but I just, just from 

conversations I would have with her in the hallway, I knew that she felt 

that I was doing the right thing, that I felt supported by her and I just 

wanted to make sure that whatever I was doing was aligned with what she 

was doing…I thought very highly of her and highly of her opinion…I just 

felt that she was a very good leader…The best thing in a leader is just to 

let your teachers know. That's all we want to know: if I'm doing the right 

job.  

 

Mrs. Kelly, another teacher shared similar sentiments. She shared how 

very heavily she relied on Ms. Santiago for guidance and support in her teaching. 

She felt Ms. Santiago did a great job ―setting the tone‖ for high expectations and 

positive attitudes toward the students. Mrs. Kelly remarked that she was 

extremely appreciative of her principal‘s keen focus on the welfare of students as 

their primary concern. 

You can tell when you talk to somebody whether it's all about the kids or 

not. It comes out very quickly. I can deal with anything else. To be honest, 

I can deal with anything else. What I can't deal with is somebody that 

comes in here and the focus is not the girls, you know? 

 

Ms. Barnes agreed, stating: ―It was never about her [Ms. Santiago]. It was 

always about the kids. We aren‘t here for us. We are here for them.‖ 

Relationship, Rigor, and Reality 

The purpose of this section is to describe the specific acts performed by the 

principal and teachers that facilitated the enactment and negotiation of culture 

within and between contextual and identity intersections. Interviews with the 

school principal and teachers indicated three primary areas to be addressed if the 

school was to achieve positive outcomes for racial minority girls living in 
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poverty: They needed to build deep relationships akin to a family; they must build 

a formal, rigorous curriculum to truly prepare students for higher education 

environments, and; they were obliged to establish an informal curriculum to 

facilitate the identification of  obstacles that were part and parcel of growing up 

female, poor, and more often than not, a racial or ethnic minority. The informal 

curriculum would also include providing practical advice and time to rehearse 

desirable behaviors that would enable the girls to meet personal and professional 

goals.  

 Building a caring family network. In addition to offering a rigorous 

curriculum and critical informal curriculum, described below, the faculty and 

administration offered that one of the most important aspects of their school was 

building a caring family-type network amongst faculty, staff, and students. Across 

the board, participants believed that it would be impossible to address educational 

and social issues if students did not feel well cared for.  

 One day, during their planning time, Ms. Barnes and Mrs. Mendoza sat 

with me and explained some of the things they do to provide a caring environment 

for students. Mrs. Barnes said, ―And last time I checked – and [Mrs. Mendoza] 

can vouch for this, you‘ve done it too – If a child has need for an article of 

clothing, we go out and buy it ourselves. I‘ve spent hundreds, hundreds of 

dollars.‖ 
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Similar conversations occurred with Mrs. Kelly and Ms. Barnes during 

their shared lunch break. All three of these women were exceedingly cognizant of 

the material needs of their students. As I observed on several occasions, a student, 

rubbing her abdomen, would whisper to her teacher. Then, Mrs. Kelly, Ms. 

Barnes, or Mrs. Mendoza would nod silently while teaching or grading papers and 

the child would walk quietly to where nutritious snacks were conveniently stored. 

Ms. Barnes said, ―They‘re hungry. They‘re starving. That‘s why I had a fridge. 

That‘s why I had a microwave. And that‘s why I always kept two drawers full of 

food.‖ Mrs. Mendoza said, ―Yeah, we do that in here, too.‖ 

During the final week of school, the eighth-graders were honored with a 

beautiful banquet. It was a sight to behold that day during my observations: tan 

hosiery replaced white bobby socks and sparkles replaced their usual plaid. Mrs. 

Kelly found me at the intersection of two main hallways prior to the first morning 

bell: ―Hey, Katherine! Can you do me a big favor? Can you watch my classroom 

so I can help a couple of girls get dressed?‖ Mrs. Kelly had gone shopping for 

some of the girls the night before so that they, too, would have something special 

to wear to their graduation banquet. 

These scenarios occurred on a regular basis. One day, Ms Santiago said: 

You can‘t provide everything. There‘s certain things that I will never be 

able to fix for some of the kids. But what I can help with or what the 

school can help with, that‘s what makes the difference in terms of families 

and kids wanting to work for you. It‘s: How do you treat them when they 

need help?  
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 Rigorous formal curriculum. The formal philosophy of the school 

articulated the intended nature of the curriculum and pedagogy of the school. For 

example, YWLS would ―nurture the intellectual curiosity and creativity of young 

women‖ as well as ―address their developmental needs.‖ In addition, the school 

would strive to ―cultivate dynamic participatory learning, enabling students to 

experience great academic success at many levels, especially in the fields of math, 

science and technology.‖ While the school utilized and implemented existing state 

and district parameters for curriculum, particular emphases include: 1) High 

expectations for responsible decision making; 2) Preparation for high school 

graduation and college matriculation and graduation; 3) Leadership and wellness 

skills; and, 4) a particular focus on ―results‖ or ―achievement and outcomes.‖  

 Ms. Santiago spoke of her commitment to make the formal curriculum 

―rigorous‖ and her determination to hire teachers that believed racial minority 

girls living in poverty could, indeed, meet those standards.  

Feeling sorry for kids that are in poverty is just to me—that‘s a death 

sentence. You‘re just telling them, ―I want you to be in that condition your 

whole life.‖ You have to have higher expectations…Yes, things are hard. I 

had to bring my siblings with me to school to practice—to events after 

school. I had to go home and babysit; I had to take care of the house. 

There were days that we didn‘t have food to eat. But, I still needed to get 

my work done. If I wanted something different, if I wanted an opportunity 

for a different life, then I had to do something different. And education is 

the only way out for children that are in poverty…I think that if you don‘t 

hold the standard high enough that you‘re condemning them to a life of 

poverty, and I would never do that…when I got [to Cornell] I was very ill-

prepared, and I did not think I was going to make it. I think the first 
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semester there was just the hardest semester of my life, and I realized that 

a lot of it had to do with the preparation or lack of preparation that I had. 

And it was sad to me because I was all dual credit courses, was…ranked 

No. 4 in my class, and I was a smart girl, but I hadn‘t been given the 

opportunity to be in an environment where rigor was a part of the 

curriculum…Hiring the right teachers was the most important thing that I 

did as a leader. Making sure that people that were in the room with the 

students understood where they came from, were empathetic to their 

situation, but not having sympathy on them to the point where they were 

hindering them. And that was one of the things that I was looking for. 

Somebody that‘s going to challenge them, push them, love them, and 

provide that environment because that‘s what makes the school function 

right.   

 

 Ms. Fakhoury shared that she spent a lot of time in her formal teaching 

agenda helping students learn how to organize and present their math work in way 

that made sense to the engineering community. 

I came to the country for engineering…I know where the math is going to 

take them…They‘re going to follow these rules and then they‘re going to 

figure out how to test these rules. And they‘re going to follow them now 

when they‘re young enough so they can test them while we still have 

them…if I know they‘re heading here, why am I going to prepare them for 

something else?  

 

During observations and discussions, Mrs. Kelly showed a commitment to 

―participatory learning‖ that was so important to the founding of the school. 

Many times, I observed her utilizing ―cooperative learning‖ in her teaching as 

well as her unique means of tying the formal curriculum to real-life examples. 

During one of our lunches together, Mrs. Kelly and Ms. Barnes had an 

interesting conversation about the importance of combining traditional skill-
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building with more creative hands-on classroom activities. In my field notes, I 

wrote: 

While we ate lunch together, Mrs. Kelly and Ms. Barnes said, ―It‘s 

amazing. In education, we firmly believe that anything new has got to be 

better.  But anything that‘s old or retro, no.  ‗It didn‘t really work then, so 

obviously it can‘t work now.‘  You know what worked at this school was 

almost a perfect blending of strong, traditional, foundational skills and 

constructivism as classroom activities.‖ 

 

 Critical informal curriculum. There was a conscientious effort on the 

part of the principal and teachers to incorporate what some educational circles 

refer to as, ―critical pedagogy.‖ In layperson‘s terms, there was an honest 

exchange between faculty and students about some of the barriers students might 

face either as a person of color, or as a woman (or at the intersection of ethnicity, 

sex, and socioeconomic status). In addition, the informal curriculum included 

giving students the tools needed to combat some of the obstacles they might face; 

from learning how to introduce oneself professionally to learning how to defend 

oneself if physically attacked. Principal Santiago remarked, ―I think that it‘s a 

social injustice if you don‘t let people know what [they‘re up against], what they 

need to be aware of in their lives [and how to overcome that].‖  

In addition to learning proper etiquette and self-defense techniques, school 

leadership was committed to an informal curriculum that emphasized the 

importance of establishing female mentoring networks.  Ms. Santiago shared: 

One of things that we talked about, actually, with the advisory board early 

on… is that women helping women is a big important piece that we 
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wanted to stress to the girls. And that sense of giving back, caring for one 

another…So it was very important that we set the girls up to be good to 

one another, but also to understand just to be a good woman to other 

women. So it was a very purposeful thing to consistently push that with 

them. We had conversations about it in the prep class, made sure that they 

understood that you treat other people with respect. You need to treat your 

sisters well; you need to do this and then giving them examples of 

that…So from the very beginning it was very intentional, and we had a lot 

of our guest speakers that first year talking about that topic as 

well…women that inspired them and who would help [them], so that the 

girls could see that it really is about those connections…That those 

women in your life really are what help propel other women forward, and 

we wanted the girls to have that understanding. And hopefully, that‘ll stick 

strong. I really hope so… 

 

 Mrs. Barnes spoke often about her quest to integrate feminist ideals and 

concepts into the formal curriculum. In addition to pushing for variety and 

balance in the selection of literature, Mrs. Barnes integrated what she called, ―a 

strong women‘s studies component into all I do.‖ For example, rather than merely 

have students memorize the definitions and spellings of weekly vocabulary 

words, Mrs. Barnes also interrogated the origins of words and how and why they 

have been used throughout history.  

I mean, there‘s hero-heroine. I said, ―Can we think about this for just a 

second?‖ I asked the girls, ―What‘s a hero? Who‘s a hero?‖ They come up 

with words like: men, strong, brave, adventurous, and so on. And then I 

say, ―What‘s a heroine? Who is a heroine?‖ And they‘re like, ―a female 

who is a hero?‖ And I say, ―Look it up! Find ‗heroine‘ in the dictionary! 

Tell me where that word comes from!‖ And so they did. And you know 

what they found? (They were pissed!) They found out that ―heroine‖ is the 

diminutive of hero! I mean, what‘s up with that? Why does the male get to 

be the great big hero and the female just a little bit of a hero? I mean, 

sexism is in the words we use every day! We need to learn that and start 

choosing our words more wisely! 
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 Mrs. Barnes also challenged the girls to understand and interrogate literary 

concepts traditionally taught in English courses. For example, when studying plot 

and the variety of roles that are assigned to characters, the students found that – 

even in the most highly-regarded texts – female characters were usually given 

very stereotypical roles. However, male characters were usually afforded a 

plethora of complex characteristics and identities. 

So, here again, the girls are pissed! They find out that they only get to be 

the virgin or the whore or the sexless matron! But the guys get to play all 

kinds of roles. They are not one-dimensional. They get to be so much 

more! They get to be more like real life. But the women: they are 

relegated to the very few stereotypes that men name for them. That is just 

wrong and I want them to see it for what it really is! 

 

Ms. Barnes then explained to me how she uses these examples from the 

curriculum to discuss real-world problems the girls are facing.  

We have had long conversations, especially in Prep, about how women are 

expected to fall into those usual literary roles. We‘re either the whore or 

the virgin. I‘ve said, ―Listen to the way you talk about each other, ladies: 

‗so-and-so is a slut, so-and-so is this or that…‘ We do it, too! We do it to 

each other!‖ And we talk about how when they are adults and try to break 

into new fields of study and so on and so forth that other people will try 

very hard to place them back into those neat little categories where they 

think they belong….and how they are going to have to fight tooth and nail 

to not let that happen…But the biggest thing is: we have to stop doing it to 

ourselves; to each other. We are sexist with our own language we use! 

We‟ve got to start choosing our words more wisely! 

 

Ms. Fakhoury noted that she felt one of her major duties, despite its 

absence from the formal curriculum, was teaching students how to advocate for 

themselves as women.  
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At our school we give them many workshops…about how to present 

themselves, how to talk to people, how to act in a math class, how to act in 

a class, period! How to back up what you say with research; with 

quotations. You know, we do all that and we still throw the curriculum in 

it…But I think that‘s what makes our campus so unique…the fact that we 

actually realized that, okay, knowing the plan (in my case knowing the 

math), getting [good] calculus grades…perfect AP scores…honor roll 

classes. It‘s not going to take them anywhere if they cannot face their 

professor who says, ―You‘re not doing your job.‖ [I tell the students at 

YWLS], ―You‘re accepting this guy‘s answers over [your own]?‖ If they 

cannot [advocate for themselves as women], I don‘t care how great a 

student they are: They will not succeed at the university level and that‘s 

what I‘m preparing them for.  

 

 Ms. Fakhoury confessed that sometimes she regretted leaving engineering. 

She wondered if her path would have been different if she had been taught to 

advocate for herself. She admitted that she had a difficult time ―practicing what 

she preached.‖ 

I don‘t think I regret it… I thought I would regret leaving engineering. 

But…it was probably my wake-up call that I needed to go somewhere 

else.  But at the same time, I wonder if I have been taught all those skills 

that it would have been different…And I went to an all girls‘ school! I was 

taught how to be a lady [but] never really how to sit down and talk to an 

authority figure and develop that courage to say, ―Hey, you suck. Let‘s 

talk about this.‖ And you know, to this day, even right now, I mean I have 

–I know what I am teaching my girls – and it‘s funny that I can‘t seem to 

apply it to myself, you know? It‘s interesting. But I figured– they are 

younger, they can still change…And to me, I think that beats any 

curriculum…If I can teach them how to voice their opinion and how to 

back up their facts and [insist] to somebody that, ―No, I am right.‖ And if 

they‘re wrong they‘re more than happy to say, ―Oh, you proved me 

wrong. Thank you. I‘ll look for another way now.‖ You know, to me that 

is more crucial than algebra, calculus, statistics.  
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Conflict and Negotiation 

 The purpose of this section is to describe the positive results and negative 

ramifications of faculty and administration‘s specific acts that required 

negotiation amongst stakeholders. While some of the outcomes of leading for 

equity and excellence (and taking an explicitly Feminist stance) were expressed 

with joy and celebration by participants, other consequences were judged to be a 

source of great frustration and stress. In fact, Principal Santiago said that one of 

the more challenging aspects of her job was constantly ―protecting the culture‖ 

that she was trying to build at the school to ensure their goals for the girls might 

be realized. Some of the conflicts and negotiations, as well as the positive 

outcomes of their specific enactment of socially-just culture are shared below.  

 High Expectations. Interviews with the principal and teachers indicated 

that sometimes some parents had difficulties accepting the higher expectations for 

their daughters. Mrs. Kelly said, ―The first year, they seemed to trust us for the 

most part. But that second year: that‘s when the pushback started.‖ Ms. Barnes 

told me, ―I‘m telling you, every freaking month of this school year, I‘ve been 

dragged in front of a parent and [told], ―You don‘t understand, [your class] is too 

difficult for our child.‖  Ms. Santiago agreed that the second year was more 

difficult because parents, in addition to the students, started testing the school‘s 

expectations and boundaries. Her efforts to protect the emerging culture of the 

school proved exhausting. 
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It was frustrating…I think that it‘s one of the things that‘s most 

detrimental to culture. So my responsibility…even though I don‘t like 

it…I can‘t stand confrontation and having to deal with those sorts of 

issues. It‘s hard especially with people that you respect and care about as 

people. And because we had spent so much time together in the beginning, 

there was a strong relationship. So it was hard. It was hard to have some of 

those conversations…just keeping them centered on…the facts, and the 

kids, and the data. 

 

 I asked Ms. Santiago what she thought bothered parents the most. I asked, 

―When they did come in with a problem, what was the complaint usually? What 

was it about?‖ Ms. Santiago explained that it ―was the same five to eight parents, 

to be quite honest. The majority of them were fabulous, supportive, encouraging, 

positive with the teachers, but those five to eight were just damaging.‖ She adds: 

They would come in: ―The teacher talked to my daughter wrong.‖ I had a 

couple that were very anti – Ms. Barnes, not just necessarily in terms of 

curriculum but methodology. ―Oh, she‘s this, she‘s that.‖ Or a grade: ―My 

daughter had an 89, she‘s never had a B before in her life. She‘s being 

punished.‖…That was a common area. Or: ―The work‘s too hard, you're 

expecting too much from my daughter.‖ It was mostly those types of 

situations. And then I had a couple that were just random. I mean just 

constantly coming in complaining about: ―Oh, parents aren‘t free to walk 

through the halls and do whatever we want.‖ …Whether it‘s a discipline 

thing, or curriculum thing, they were kind of testing the water as far as, 

―Well, we‘ve signed up for this, and now that we have it, I‘m not so sure 

we want it to be that hard…one of the parents actually said to me, ―Why 

do you have such high expectations of our children?‖ 

 

Ms. Fakhoury also shared that parents had a hard time accepting her high 

expectations for students‘ work. Parents complained that her strict procedures 

were hampering their daughter‘s creativity. 

So, I mean, I understand a lot of the parents when they say, ―Well, you do 

not allow my child to be creative.‖ Especially in my classes, because I tell 
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them: ―No. This is how I want your work to be. I want this here. I want 

that there.‖ And so forth and so on. I had a lot of phone calls: ―Well, my 

child is excellent in this subject and she should be allowed to do it 

whatever way she likes.‖ …I was like, ―I understand that, but I was the 

engineer. I know what they want and your child (according to her) wants 

to be an engineer. So shouldn‘t I be preparing her for that? And they kind 

of stay quiet after a while. They start realizing where I am going with 

them. But it‘s hard for parents to see that big picture because they don‘t 

know what to expect. They don‘t know what‘s coming next. Their kids 

don‘t know what‘s coming next. 

 

 Critical feminist consciousness. Some teachers expressed that being 

openly feminist sometimes affected their relationships with parents negatively. 

For example, some fathers expressed grave concern that sex was so openly 

discussed during advisory or ―prep‖ classes. Other parents objected to some of the 

thought-provoking literature utilized in English classes, as well as the follow-up 

lessons that required girls to process ―heavy‖ questions such as negotiating gender 

identity expectations and sexual harassment. These teachers reported that 

establishing trusting relationships with parents while staying true to their beliefs 

was one of the more challenging aspects of their jobs. 

Ms. Barnes was especially upset when parents ―went to the top‖ to 

complain about one of her required projects. As part of the formal curriculum, 

eighth-graders must conduct an in-depth research project. The topic is not of 

importance; rather, the processes of learning to find trustworthy sources, taking 

precise notes, crafting appropriate citations, and synthesizing information into a 

coherent whole were vital. Mrs. Barnes decided to have students choose from a 
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variety of women‘s issues portrayed in current events such as: The AIDS 

epidemic in sub-Saharan Africa; the spread of Sexually-Transmitted Diseases 

(STDs) in American teen populations; Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) in 

Somalia; and human trafficking in the Western Hemisphere, including the United 

States and Southtown. Mrs. Barnes admitted that the topics were ―heavy‖ and 

―sickening‖ but that ―our discomfort should not override the importance of 

helping our girls understand what‘s going on in the world.‖  

Some parents, however, did not agree. According to Ms. Barnes and Ms. 

Santiago, some parents went to extreme lengths to purge the curriculum of such 

controversial topics. Ms. Barnes and Ms. Santiago tried to appease the offended 

families by offering an alternative assignment for those students. However, a few 

parents insisted on taking the issue to the ―central office‖ so that ―no one could 

study such things.‖ According to Ms. Barnes, she sometimes felt as if she were 

being bullied by a few parents; the so-called, ―squeaky wheels.‖ She noted during 

the second year, she sometimes felt these few parents were sabotaging Ms. 

Santiago‘s leadership as well as her authority in the classroom to assign 

homework and choose topics for research. 

So we‘ve got parents trying to get rid of [Ms. Santiago], we‘ve got parents 

that want to get rid of me. Yes, and so they‘re picking, they‘re picking 

new ones and keep ticking off the list to try and get what they really don‘t 

want…Be careful what you wish for people, because you just might get 

it…You want it easier because you don‘t want your daughters to have all 

this homework. You‘re going to get it easier, because you‘re going to put 

people in here who are only going to follow the curriculum guide. No 
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deviation what so ever…There will be no difference between this school 

and the other one – other than the population will be female… [Test scores 

will drop] because there‘ll be no relationship-building. They‘re going to 

bring in staff that they‘re probably going to tell specifically, ―We don‘t 

need any of that mamby pamby, sugar coated, honey pie, blah, blah, blah. 

Or any feminism. And off we go…  

 

“This is More than a School”: Parent Discourse 

 In addition to speaking informally and working side-by-side with 

approximately 20 parents, grandparents, and other guardians and family members 

on a regular basis, I conducted recorded interviews with three fathers and two 

mothers. Interviews lasted between one and two hours and were privately 

conducted in the parent-education classroom on campus. While the interviews 

were openly recorded and parents signed a consent form, they were conducted in 

an informal, conversational fashion. I did not adhere to an inflexible list of 

questions but did share with participants broad areas of curiosities. For example, I 

let them know that I would like know generally: what their motivations were to 

having their daughter attend this new magnet school; what they thought about the 

principal, teachers, and curriculum, and; whether they felt their daughters had 

changed negatively or positively since attending the school. Parents‘ 

conversations were similar in many regards to those with the principal and 

students. Responses are organized in three major categories: Parental motivation 

for enrolling their daughters in the school; parents ‗opinions about the 

formal/informal curriculum and the relationship-building that was occurring, and; 
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some of the conflicts and consequent negotiations they and/or their daughters 

experienced.  

Motivation 

 I told parents I was interested in knowing how they first heard of YWLS 

and what their (or their daughter‘s) motivations were for seeking admission to this 

particular public magnet school. Mr. Peña said he and his wife started ―getting 

concerned‖ about where to send their daughter for middle school. Their neighbor 

had a daughter who attended a local middle school who was terrified to go to 

school because of the way her peers treated her. Apparently, their neighbor‘s child 

was ―a smarty,‖ as Mr. Peña put it, and was bullied: 

 You know, ―We don't like nerds here.‖ And she would tell stories to my 

 wife and my wife would freak out. So my wife started saying that we need 

 to start looking into a school, a private school…and we called all these 

 private schools around here because we weren't going to allow [our 

 daughter] to go to public school. It's not going to happen; no matter what it 

 takes we're not going to send [our daughter] to public school. But God 

 answers prayers. Right at her 5th grade, going to 5th grade, we heard 

 about this school starting to open up…We read about it in the 

 newspapers….What  pushed us into the school, it is not so much ―oh 

 okay, it's free, a free program‖ after reading the program and what it was 

 and what it's going to consist of, I started thinking, ―this is more than a 

 school. It's actually-they're preparing you for life.” 

 

 Mr. and Mrs. Ortega first heard about the new school through Mrs. 

Ortega‘s cousin who works for the public schools. Mrs. Ortega stated: ―Angie 

always wanted to go to a private school, but we couldn‘t afford it. This school 

was the next best thing…so, my cousin brought me all of the application stuff and 
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[Angie] filled it all out, the essay and everything, in that one day…and her 

teachers were really good and everything, ‗cause they filled out all the letters of 

recommendation and stuff like that… ‗Cause the deadline was the very next day! 

And the next day, I dropped it off after work and it just went from there.‖ When 

Angie got the letter of acceptance her stepdad recalls, ―Oh, boy, was she thrilled! 

She was excited…running around in circles…‖ 

 I asked Mr. and Mrs. Rios how they found out about the school, and the 

decision making processes as parents. Mrs. Rios explained that she saw a small 

article in the local paper about YWLS while her daughter was still in elementary 

school. After another year went by, her daughter attended a magnet school 

informational meeting and learned of the variety of programs offered at SISD. 

Mrs. Rios said her daughter ―was going back and forth‖ between applying for 

YWLS and another magnet site that offers a language immersion program. A few 

weeks later, the family went together to an additional informational meeting and 

was shocked to see ―this huge crowd around the [YWLS] table.‖ Mrs. Rios said, 

―She was like, ‗Yeah, Mom, let‘s go check it out.‘ And that‘s what perked her 

interest.‖ They had to wait quite awhile to speak to someone, but eventually met 

the principal, some of the teachers, parents, and older students who were at the 

magnet school fair recruiting new families.  

 Mr. and Mrs. Rios explained that YWLS was especially attractive 

―because of academics being the stressor‖ and the fact that it reminded them of 
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the co-ed Catholic school setting their daughter attended from Kindergarten 

through third grade. Mrs. Rios continued: 

 And the uniforms I think drove her; and the single gender and the small 

 classes. I remember that‘s what she confided in me that she was interested 

 in. And that totally perked my interest as well because I always wanted to 

 stay with the small school which I did throughout my life. 

   

 Mr. and Mrs. Rios shared that they felt there were more respectful 

relationships between the adults and children and amongst students at the private 

school setting. Mr. Rios said that his daughter really noticed a difference in the 

manner adults and children spoke to each other during her 4th and 5th grade years 

in the regular public school compared to her first four years in a parochial setting. 

Mr. Rios said he felt his daughter really missed ―that structure‖ of the Catholic 

school experience and the level of respect she felt she was afforded. Mrs. Rios 

added to her husband‘s comments:  

 Catholic school…drove into their hearts about their Catholic faith and why 

 their parents wanted to send them there and why we‘re Catholics. And so I 

 think that basis of religion for them, for my daughter, helped her. And then 

 when she got to [public school] there was a little lack of respect there and 

 children pushing and pulling. Talking about each other. Talking mean to 

 each other. She turned her other cheek, which I think she…in some cases 

 she probably should have fought, but… 

 

 I then asked Mr. and Mrs. Rios, ―But [YWLS] isn‘t a Catholic institution 

or a religious one. Did [your daughter] feel that her values would be valued? Does 

that make sense?‖  Mr. Rios answered,  

 Yes. Absolutely, because they tend to stress that you as an individual are 

 important. And they try and encourage your education. They try and 
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 encourage you as an individual and, of course, being a strong woman 

 growing up and where there are your opportunities. These are the things 

 that you can learn. And I think she recognized very quickly there were a 

 lot of similar values that she could appreciate. I think that‘s what attracted 

 her to [YWLS]…were the things she was missing before. 

 

 I then asked Mr. Rios what he thought was missing in his daughter‘s prior 

school experiences. He answered,   

 I think she wanted an outlet to grow and find herself, her own identity. 

 Because she‘s very much different from either one of us…So we all are 

 very strong-willed about what we want to do. And I think she wants to 

 create her own identity. And I think being able to participate, being able to 

 do a lot of these classes, art class, gifted and talented, be part of the other 

 clubs. Girl Scouts was another one. Again these are very strong 

 organizations. Very strong things, but she wanted to create her own 

 identity. And I think she‘s able to do that here. 

 

 I went on to ponder aloud, ―I wonder why she‘s able to do that here, but 

maybe not so much at another place? I wonder what‘s different?‖ Mr. Rios said 

one of the most tangible differences was that at YWLS, they incorporate learning 

about identity and how to grow into strong women into their regular curriculum 

and ―academic life‖ during school hours as well as during their after-school clubs 

and service opportunities. 

Relationship, Rigor, and Reality 

 Parents, like the teachers and principal, seemed to recognize the 

importance of creating sustaining relationships at the school as well as 

establishing a rigorous curriculum that addressed the contexts of girls‘ lives. 

Parents described profound admiration and appreciation for Ms. Santiago‘s and 
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teachers‘ commitments to their children. When I asked Mr. Peña what he liked the 

best about YWLS, he remarked: ―Sisterhood – I like the fact that they are all 

considered sisters and take care of each other…we are one big family…‖  

 Mr. Rios expressed how thankful he was for the relationships his daughter 

was building with the teachers at YWLS.  In addition to receiving ―a strong 

education they [Mrs. Barnes] in particular [taught them] values. ‗A young lady 

shouldn‘t do this or that.‘‖ Mr. Rios explained that, in addition to being teachers, 

the faculty were strong ―role models…father figure…like a mother.‖ 

 Mr. and Mrs. Ortega both talked of their appreciation for ―the way they 

push them and the way they individualize them‖ at this school. Mr. Ortega 

remarks,  

 And they know their personalities. They know their quirks. They know 

 their everything. And to me, that‘s the ultimate school, you know what I 

 mean? Because the teachers know you. They know what you‘re capable 

 of. They know when you‘re down. They know when you‘re happy. They 

 know how to make you happy, to discipline you because they know how 

 you are…they‘re not a number but a name. They know their background, 

 you know, and to me that‘s the ultimate thing that I see…They are not just 

 teachers they are like family. 

 

Mrs. Ortega agrees and adds,  

 The teachers…They care more. They really honestly care about these kids. 

 For these kids to be able to have their personal cell numbers or their home 

 numbers to say: ―I‘m sick‖ or ―I don‘t know how to do this.‖ And they 

 walk them through on the phone. Or these kids can call them: ―I‘m having 

 these problems; I don‘t know what to do. I can‘t talk to my mom or my 

 dad.‖ They‘ve got an outlet that a lot of times these kids don‘t have out 

 there. They don‘t let these girls fail. They push them so that they can 
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 succeed. And that‘s what we need. We need women in the world that can 

 succeed and will succeed. 

 

 The Ortegas told me that prior to their daughter enrolling at YWLS, they 

never let her go out for sports. Some of this was due to the Ortegas‘ distrust of 

their prior schools; whether their daughter would be properly supervised, and 

thus, safe. Additionally, with their long work hours, Mr. and Mrs. Ortega lacked 

much of the support they needed to enable their daughter to stay after school in 

prior years. However, since coming to YWLS, Mrs. Ortega said her daughter 

―never played sports but now she wants to play sports…and I let her go full 

force.‖ While, Mrs. Ortega is grateful for her daughter‘s safety and wellbeing and 

the emphasis of the school on developing the girls physically and intellectually, 

she also explained that having her daughter in after school activities can be very 

challenging. She went on to explain that her daughter had to do most of her 

homework in the car to and from the school. ―I would pick her up at 5:30 and I 

still had errands to run…‖ Her stepfather adds, ―She did homework to and from 

school…all night if she had to…she did not want to have a ―B‖ – period…she 

wanted to have her grades be a 96 and up…‖ Her mom adds, ―To her, a 90‘s not 

good enough.‖  

 Mr. Peña explained that he really appreciated all the practice his daughter 

was getting in leadership skills. He said the emphasis on leadership ―has made my 

daughter grow tremendously.‖ He went on to explain that his daughter has always 
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been very shy and afraid of public speaking. But just the day before, she spoke in 

front of their church. In addition, the school is teaching her how to market her 

entrepreneurial skills and she is using that knowledge in her volunteer work in the 

community. Mr. Peña said, 

 [She] was the type of person that would walk in and you'd talk to her and 

 she was very shy…yesterday they were telling her that they were so proud 

 of her because she got up in front of the congregation to give an 

 announcement…she created this tenny on the converse line and she put 

 the name of the church. It's green because the church is trying to go green. 

 So they're going to send a pair to the bishop and she got up and made this 

 presentation in front of everybody and everybody said she spoke real loud. 

 

Conflict and Negotiation 

 Parents explained during interviews the various ways they and their 

daughters had to work around a variety of challenges associated with attending 

this new school. Issues with family schedules, homework, and discipline were 

areas that were in constant conflict and negotiation. Mr. Peña spoke about the 

difficulties his daughter experienced the first year at the school and the second 

thoughts he and his wife sometimes experienced when they saw their daughter 

struggling: 

 So in the first year, we were all excited, but when they first started I 

 remember her getting her summer homework and then I said ―okay these 

 people mean business.‖ They don't mess around…Okay mine brought 

 home books. And a backpack full of stuff she has to do. I remember the 

 first year coming home from school, first couple of days; she was almost 

 up until 10:30 or 11:00 o‘ clock at night doing homework…at first it was 

 just pounding and pounding and then we started freaking out asking, ―Was 

 this the right thing to do?‖ To me it felt like we just threw her into the fire: 

 Boom! But after talking to teachers, and principal, and other parents: Well, 
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 they're molding them. I remember speaking with [Ms. Barnes], and she 

 said, ―We have to start them young. They are like Olympians. You  don't 

 hear an Olympian going out there starting at the age of 21 with a goal for 

 the gold medal. An Olympian starts swimming at the age of 3 and ice 

 skating at the age of 6, 3 or even 2. It‘s young. You have to start them 

 young. 

 

 Mr. and Mrs. Rios spoke about some of the difficulties their daughter had 

transitioning from elementary school to middle school generally and to YWLS‘ 

tough standards specifically. Mr. Rios said that he and his wife had to have 

―talks‖ with their daughter periodically to ―remind her that she has to work hard.‖ 

He added: ―I know she‘s very smart, but…she has to want it…I think she‘s 

learned a lot coming to this school because of the program…I think she surprises 

even herself.‖ Mr. Rios said that sometimes his daughter brings home grades that 

she readily shows them proudly, while at other times she avoids showing them her 

grades because they are not at the level she is used to. Mr. Rios added: 

 But we say, ―We know you [can] still do better.‖ And I think she knows 

 she‘s still learning. But when she comes home, she surprises even us of 

 what she‘s learned…And we inquire about feedback. They tell us, ―She‘s 

 a very good girl. She does her work – Albeit she needs to push herself a 

 little harder.‖ But, again, the basis is there. She recognizes that. 

 

 MANSFIELD: So do you think your daughter will stick with the school? 

 

 MOM:  I think she will. 

 

 DAD:  She wants to. 

 

 MOM:  She wants to. 

 

 DAD:  She wants to. We‘d like for her to. 
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 MOM:  I know I have, during the year, wondered that she doesn‘t  

   do her work; I have no problem pulling her out. And she‘s  

   like, ―No, Mom. Don‘t do that.‖ So she‘s doing her work. 

 

 DAD:  But she wants to stay though. 

 

 MOM:  Yes. 

 

 DAD:  She‘s told us as much. But as a parent we have to motivate  

   her in different ways, that being one of them. But she  

   ultimately says, ―I want to stay.‖ But we‘ve got to consider  

   just a couple of things, not only just her, but if we were to  

   evaluate the current schools that we have within [SISD]  or  

   even outside the [SISD], this by far is a very good school… 

   compared to others. So our choices are rather limited the  

   further we go up. So we like where she‘s at. And that she  

   wants to stay, we‘ll support her. 

 

 MOM:  Yes. And [Mrs. Barnes] believes…and all the teachers  

   have…this belief that the more you give them, the more  

   they learn how to handle it. So and at this age I think that‘s  

   totally correct. 

 

 DAD:  It‘s appropriate.  

 

 MOM:  It is. 

 

 DAD:  Yeah because at this you‘re learning…you‘re finding out  

   about yourself. 

 

 MOM:  Yes. 

 

 DAD:  But you‘re learning responsibility and trying to…how  

   should I be able to juggle that. I‘m able to do that. 

 

 Mr. and Mrs. Ortega shared that sometimes their daughter struggled with 

her new life at YWLS. Mrs. Ortega said: 
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Every now and then she‘ll get kind of down: ‗I have so much work and 

my friends are going to the movies!‘ And I say, ‗you have a choice my 

love. You tell me what it is you want to do. You want to have a good time 

right now? And if that‘s what you want I‘ll put you in the regular school. 

And then, you‘re going to work where I am. Doing what I do. Payday to 

payday. Or, you sacrifice right now and do what it is you need to do so 

when you get older you make your money. And you‘re set. You can 

actually take real vacations.‘ I said, ‗It‘s your choice. I can‘t live your life 

for you. I‘m not the one that‘s going to struggle.‘ And she‘s like, ‗No. I‘ll 

just stick this out.‘‖ 

 

 The Ortegas also spoke about discipline: Both parents expressed how 

Angie has always been an ―easy‖ child to raise because she works so hard. They 

really haven‘t had to ―punish‖ her per se because she really does want to do what 

is right. Mr. and Mrs. Ortega added that their daughter was ―changing‖ and 

―growing up‖ and how, at times, that caused some stress in their relationships 

with her. Her mother expressed,  

 She has no doubts that I love her and I‘ll fight tooth and nail for her. I told 

 her, ―I will always have your back. There is nothing in this world that you 

 can ever do that I will turn my back against you. You will always be 

 familia. Just don‘t ever lie to me. Don‘t ever make me look like a fool. 

 Because then, you will regret it. Because then, I will punish you.‖ 

 

 Mr. Peña also spoke about the newfound drive of his daughter since 

coming to YWLS. He said he used to hear his daughter literally crying, ―I don‘t 

want to work no more! Everyone is having fun!‖ He said he remembers feeling 

sorry for his daughter that she was working so much and wondering if doing all 

this summer homework was really a good idea: ―Poor thing! She has not had a 
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summer! You see other kids, you know, like at Fiesta Texas all day.‖ Mr. Peña 

goes on to explain that 

 Now when I see my daughter – I see all this homework – It doesn't faze 

 her anymore. She knows what she has to do here. We're starting to train 

 her in a way that this has to be done. This is the form. And this, I have to 

 do. One thing they've shown them here a lot is time management. And 

 they struggle here and there, but they're kids…Our attitude is now: work 

 now, play later. Once you get older, it‘s just like building your retirement. 

 You start young and you start building. There's something there for you 

 when you retire. Same thing as getting educated. That‘s what's awesome 

 about this school. 

 

“It’s Weird in a Good Way”: Student Discourse 

Tonight at the second “White Rose Induction Ceremony” of the incoming sixth-

graders, I met Angie and her mother. Angie was the chosen speaker for this 

important event. I was amazed by Angie‟s presence and the ease with which she 

spoke to the audience. No uneasy tapping on the microphone here. Only calm 

candor.  

 

She welcomed the families of the students and expressed her pride for the students 

having been accepted through the rigorous selection process. She related to their 

nervousness, as she, too, has been in their shoes. She explained to the students 

that “there will be times when you feel like quitting…when you feel like you can‟t 

go on…but, don‟t give up…you can do it…”  

 

Angie shared that she “cried the whole first year I was at this school.” A few 

gasps from the audience caught her attention and she chuckled slightly: “Let me 

explain.” She went on to explain that she knew she was smart, yet at other schools 

she just didn‟t learn anything. Though she was far behind when she came to 

YWLS, with the help of the teachers and the principal at the academy, she caught 

up. Angie exclaimed, “But it was hard! I won‟t lie to you…But I promise you: You 

can do this! After all, look at me: I did! We will not let you fail at this school!” 

 

 Most of my experiences with students were in the form of participant 

observation over a two-year period. Toward the end of my second year at the 

school, I conducted four focus groups with 18 students. The focus groups were 
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recorded and conducted privately in the parent-education classroom lasting 

between 60 and 90 minutes. The first 15 to 30 minutes were spent informally 

chatting with students while we ate pizza and drank sugar-free, caffeine-free soft 

drinks. Students selected their own pseudonyms to be used for reporting findings.  

 I explained to students that I did not want to use a list of formal questions, 

but would like to have a conversation about a few general topics, such as: Why 

they attended the magnet school instead of their neighborhood school and what 

they thought were the positive and negative experiences associated with attending 

YWLS. The students‘ answers followed the same general organizational pattern 

as conversations with faculty and parents except for one matter of great 

importance to them: their sexuality. However, a vital caveat is in order: 

Conversations with students were quite different from parents and professional 

staff. The students‘ group conversations were marked by the high energy and lack 

of structure that reminded me of my own teenage daughter with her friends 

around the kitchen table over a pizza. Thus, it was relatively difficult to untangle 

students‘ incentives for attending YWLS from the relationships they were 

developing within the school and the conflicts they were experiencing within and 

outside the school. Separating students‘ concerns into well-identified patterns 

required much more intuition on my part and requires a bit of patience on the part 

of the reader. The headings below are my attempt to divide and organize, but 

there is substantial overlap.  
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Getting to Know Each Other 

 The students filled out a short questionnaire at the start of the focus 

groups. In addition to indicating their preference for a pseudonym, students 

shared some basic information about where they attended school before coming to 

YWLS. I also asked the students to indicate how they identify concerning 

race/ethnicity. I also gave students an opportunity to ask me questions. A short 

excerpt from the first focus group transcript is below. During some sections of 

focus groups, I was not able to authenticate and match individual pseudonyms and 

voices. In those cases, as below, I refrain from using pseudonyms.    

 MANSFIELD: Well, while you‘re eating let me tell you a little bit about  

   what‘s going on. I‘m just, as you know, talking to you a  

   little bit about why you came to this school and stuff like  

   that. And I have a list of things just to kind of guide our  

   discussion. But we don‘t have to talk about this or we don‘t 

   have to answer that. But one thing I need is your real name  

   and then if you want to select your own pseudonym you  

   could – or you can let me select the pseudonym for you –   

   but a lot of people like selecting their own because they  

   think that‘s kind of fun. So as you‘re eating, if you   

   wouldn‘t mind just, you know, jotting your name down,  

   your age, your grade, the date and also I noticed some  

   people, like with race and ethnicity, they have a more  

   comfortable term that they like to use instead of what I  

   have here. I have some friends who call themselves Black, I 

   have some friends who call themselves African-American,  

   I have a girlfriend who says she‘s Puerto Rican. So, you  

   know, it just depends on the person. So, whatever you feel  

   comfortable as far as your race or ethnicity is fine.  

 

 STUDENT: What if we‘re more than one?  

 

 STUDENT: You can put bi-racial, it would apply? 
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 MANSFIELD: It is up to you. My best friend is part African-American,  

   part Native American and part White but she identifies  

   herself as, ―Black.‖ But that‘s just her though, everybody‘s  

   different. 

 

 STUDENT: That‘s me too.  

 

 MANSFIELD: Okay. So whatever you want to put and then we‘ll go  

   ahead and get started in a little bit but let‘s eat some – get  

   some stuff in your tummies so you don‘t starve and then  

   you can ask me questions, too. Like you might want to  

   know about what I‘m doing or whatever while you‘re  

   eating.  

 

 STUDENT: Do you have kids?  

 

 MANSFIELD: Yes, I do.  

 

 STUDENT: How many? 

 

 MANSFIELD: Two.  

 

 STUDENT: Cool.  

 

 STUDENT: I knew that.  

 

 MANSFIELD: I have a daughter who‘s a sixth grader and I have a son  

   who‘s an eighth grader… 

 

 STUDENT: Does our pseudonym have to be like an actual name? Or  

   can it be a food?  

 

 MANSFIELD: I don‘t care what you pick, but just remember when I do  

   my research, I might say, ―Broccoli said, ‗blah, blah, blah‘  

   or ―Spinach told me that she such and such…‖ But it‘s up  

   to you.  

 

 STUDENT: Oh, okay.  

 

 STUDENT: I‘m going to put Mrs. Bieber! 
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 STUDENT: No, that‘s me! I‘m going to put Abby Bieber.  

 

 STUDENT: Wait! Can we make it …?  

 

 STUDENT:  How about we make up a last name too? 

 

 MANSFIELD:  Sure....  

 

 STUDENT: Are you married? 

 

 MANSFIELD:  Yes, I am. I‘ve been married for twenty-four years.  

 

 STUDENT: Wow. 

 

 MANSFIELD:  I know. That‘s a long dang time.  

 

 STUDENT: Oh, wow.  

 

 MANSFIELD: I was married when I was one.  

 

 STUDENT: I thought you were twenty-five.  

 

 MANSFIELD: So, you‘re probably wondering how old I am, I‘m forty- 

   eight.  

 

 STUDENT: You‘re older than my mother.  

 

 STUDENT: How do you spell ―eight?‖ 

 

 MANSFIELD: I‘m older than a lot of moms.  

 

 STUDENT: My mom‘s forty-seven…Oh, no, wait she just turned forty- 

   eight. Never mind, you‘re the same age.  

 

 STUDENT: My mom just turned thirty-five on the… 

 

 STUDENT: Eight…e-i-? 

 

 STUDENT: …fifth.  
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 STUDENT: Hold on. My mommy had four girls.  

 

 MANSFIELD: Wow.  

 

 STUDENT: I was the baby.  

 

 STUDENT: E-i-g-t-h? 

 

 Students also wanted to know more about my children; where they went to 

school, whether they were dating and so on. They also asked me specific 

questions about working on my doctorate. The question I heard most often was, 

―Is getting a PhD hard?‖ The other most frequent comment I got was how cool I 

was because I wear Converse tennies. Like the students from my former days as a 

classroom teacher, the girls said they looked forward to seeing which pair I would 

have on when they looked for me at school that particular day.  

Why Students Wanted to Come to YWLS 

 Students were asked what their incentive was for applying for and 

enrolling in YWLS. Most everyone spoke about their desire to attend a school 

where they would be challenged because their former experiences lacked rigor. 

While most students reported going home and telling their families about their 

desire to attend YWLS after hearing a presentation about the variety of magnets at 

SISD, I was somewhat surprised to learn that some students were ―forced‖ to 

come to YWLS by their parents.  

 ―Abcde‖ said she came to YWLS because ―my mother signed me up to go 

here and I got accepted, so that‘s why I attend [YWLS].‖ I then said, ―I wonder 
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why your mother would want to sign you up to go to [YWLS].‖ Abcde then 

shared that in her former parochial school, ―We didn‘t learn anything. We just sat 

there…and played games…we always got in trouble…our school was wack!‖ 

Stephanie said she ―made the choice‖ to come to [YWLS] because of the 

additional ―opportunities‖ she would be given by attending this more selective 

school. However, Aurora said that her mother enrolled her in YWLA without her 

prior knowledge.  

 Vanessa said she and her parents ―made the choice together‖ after Ms. 

Santiago conducted an informational meeting at her former school. Vanessa said 

one reason she decided to attend YWLA was that she was allowed to ―skip‖ 

seventh grade. She was very advanced compared to her peers and the principal 

and teachers took her individual needs into consideration in discussions 

concerning her placement at YWLS. Tatiana said she wanted to attend YWLS 

because ―it is more challenging.‖ ―Cupcake,‖ the girl that chose a food for her 

pseudonym, expressed that despite the fact that her ―mom made me‖ come to 

YWLS, she really appreciated the ―preparation for college‖ she was receiving.  

What Students Liked and How YWLS Differed from Prior Experiences 

During focus groups, students were very forthcoming in sharing what 

made YWLS unique in comparison with their other experiences. When asked how 

YWLS was different from their prior schools, students spoke about the close 

relationships they were building with teachers as well as the rigor of the program 
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and how it was preparing them for real life. All 18 students shared the myriad 

ways their lives were ―completely different now because of coming to this 

school.‖  

When asked how YWLS is different from other schools, Sam answered 

that at other schools ―you have the gangs, the guns.‖ Nevaett interjected, ―The 

pregnancy.‖ I then asked them how many girls they saw at their last school who 

were pregnant. The four girls all had different answers according to where they 

attended school last year: one, three, five, and ten.  

In addition to describing differences between their prior schools and 

YWLS in terms of gangs, guns, and pregnancy, students also said that there were 

big differences in terms of academic emphases. Sam described going to three 

different middle schools before settling at YWLS:  

I was supposed to go to [X Middle School] but that‘s like a down school, 

 you know? Like with TAKS scores and everything... sometimes I did bad 

 things…that‘s what I hated…I had to do some things basically in order to 

 protect myself. There was a really good teacher there and the students, 

 they mistreated her. They were disrespectful and didn‘t do her homework. 

 When it was time for the test they would always cheat no matter what…so 

 out of all the classes, there would be like only 2 or 3 people that would 

 like to learn and it was just bad. 

 

 Mercedes said that at her other middle schools she ―got good grades and 

everything, but there was like a lot of distractions.‖ I asked her, ―What were some 

of the distractions that you were experiencing?‖ Mercedes answered, ―Well, 

friends and like other people that don‘t like each other.‖ I then asked, ―Was there 
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fighting at your school?‖ Mercedes said that there was a lot of fighting and 

admitted that she, too, had argued and exchanged blows from time to time.  

 Amyranni said, ―My school didn‘t have fights or anything, but we didn‘t 

have any work either.‖ Amyranni goes on to describe how her teachers would 

―only put up an agenda and then just sit at their desks and do nothing.‖ She said, 

―The reason that I came to this school from my other school is because my school 

was closed. It was like a lot of different schools were closed [in Southtown]. All 

the students from my school were combined with [another SISD middle school] 

and that is like a horrible school.‖ When the rest of the girls moan in agreement 

and empathy, I ask, ―So, ya‘all know this school. It has a reputation?‖ The four 

girls answered together with a loud, emphatic ―yes!‖ 

In addition to asking how YWLS differed from their other schools, I asked 

students why they thought YWLS was so different from their prior experiences. 

The girls offered that it is because of the way the principal and teachers act at the 

school. For example, the principal and their teachers might become aggravated 

sometimes, but they are always ―calm and nice‖ and ―never go up in our faces.‖ 

(It became apparent during the four focus groups that ―getting in your face‖ was 

the supreme form of disrespect that angered the girls.) One student in the first 

focus group described the faculty and principal this way: ―[The principal and the 

teachers] are like little angels floating down.‖ Girls in the second focus group 

described YWLS as being ―weird in a good way‖ and ―opposite‖ of everything 
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they were used to. In an ensuing conversation the students discussed ―how you 

can just be yourself‖ and ―how being smart and being a ‗nerd‘‖ was cause for 

celebration rather than ridicule.  While they did complain that a small school often 

meant an increase in ―drama‖ because ―everyone knows your business,‖ students 

clearly appreciated how the small size of the school enabled them to ―know 

everybody‖ and helped them feel more like ―sisters‖ or members of a ―family.‖  

Hannah Beth described how at prior schools she didn‘t know her teachers: 

―But here, I started to create more than just a teacher-student – the way I see it – 

it‘s more of a mother-daughter situation.‖ In terms of relationships with peers, the 

girls shared that there was a lot of fighting at their former schools. Sam and 

Mercedes described how they felt like they had to do ―bad things‖ in order to 

protect themselves. I asked the girls how they handled stresses in relationships 

differently here at YWLS. Jane answered, ―I think here we‘re more like, close; 

we‘re more like, sister and family. Like, we‘re more like, relatives and we can 

have very open conversations. Mixtli added, ―Yeah, it‘s like, we‘re really close 

and you actually know almost everybody in the school; whereas, your other 

middle school, you know this certain group, but you don‘t know the other 

groups.‖  

 During one focus group, a conversation ensued between the four students 

explained how cutting classes was a common occurrence at their prior schools. 

The student dialogue is taken directly from the interview transcript. Again, I did 
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not indicate individual pseudonyms in this section because it was difficult to 

determine individual voices as students interjected their thoughts animatedly.   

STUDENT: But at [another SISD school, cutting classes] is easy. All 

you have to do is give the teacher a soda and she lets you 

do whatever you want.  

 

STUDENT: Yeah.  

 

STUDENT: Food… 

 

STUDENT: Anything with food. 

 

STUDENT: …snacks, whatever.  

 

STUDENT: She lets you do whatever you want.  

 

STUDENT: And like, I used to…skip to go to the counselor‘s office as 

much as I could because I didn‘t want to be in an 

environment with people that didn‘t want to take the time 

to learn. Because all they were doing is like the girls were 

in the back like, flirting with the guys and like, I was in the 

front actually trying to pay attention… 

 

STUDENT: In general like the school is good…just not the students that 

are in it. Some of the students just don‘t care.  

 

STUDENT: They don‘t care...   

 

STUDENT: And they‘ll take advantage of you because the teacher, you 

know, they don‘t discipline the students.   

 

STUDENT: At my old school it was really easy to skip class.  I never 

did anything there… it was really easy to skip class because 

the teachers, they didn‘t care.  If you were missing, you 

were just missing – even if they saw you the period before. 

 

STUDENT: It‘s like, ―Oh, hey, I see you there, but… 

 

STUDENT: And they don‘t care… 
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STUDENT: …I don‘t plan on doing anything about it.‖   

 

STUDENT: They didn‘t care because we were bad… 

 

STUDENT: They didn‘t care at [at my school] either, because like, my 

one teacher, my math teacher, she‘s like, ―I don‘t care 

about you all…so do whatever the hell you want.‖  Like 

every day she would tell us that, so…I would just go. 

 

MANSFIELD: How did that make you feel?   

 

STUDENT:  Well, it made me mad…   

 

 Mercedes spoke of her conviction that despite missing prior friends, 

YWLS is much better for her and the other students. I asked, ―Why do you think 

it's better for you?‖ Mercedes answered,  

 Because of the way that we're learning and the higher expectations for us, 

 and it's preparing us for college.  And the other schools, they're not really. 

 They mostly mess around…And at the other school the teachers, they 

 didn't really care like these ones here.  Like, they're willing to sit for 

 tutoring and help you.  If you're not passing a class they'll let you retake 

 tests and try to get better grades and help you stay focused on what you're 

 doing. 

 

What Students Did Not Like and Had to Work Through 

 In addition to sharing how YWLS differed in positive ways from their 

prior schools, students freely discussed the difficulties they had with adjusting to 

their new school. While they expressed happiness concerning the changes in their 

lives, they were also quick to note that these changes required significant 

adjustments on their part; they no longer had the amount of free time they had 

before. They had to negotiate their time and their focus in different ways due to 



347 

 

the high expectations of the program. Some neighborhood peers teased them for 

being more academically-oriented. Former friends also began to question their 

sexuality due to their choice to attend an all-female school. Students noted three 

major areas of negotiation that took place while acclimating to a new school 

culture: managing change and stress; making sense of controversial events, and; 

explaining or defending their academic and sexual identities.  

 Negotiating change and expectations. Brianna spoke about her 

difficulties changing schools because YWLS is smaller and has different 

curricular offerings than she had come to expect in other SISD schools. For 

example, Brianna said, 

 At [YWLS] last year we did not have choir or art.  At my old school 

 I had choir and a lot of kids had art so I had to transition into a school that 

 was not having choir and was not having art. 

 

During Brianna‘s second year YWLS did initiate a new Choir which excited 

Brianna at first:  

 MANSFIELD:  Were you happy when they added that this year? 

 

 BRIANNA:   At first, yeah, but [YWLS is] at the beginning of choir and 

      I am not in the beginning.   

 

 MANSFIELD:  You wanted something more advanced. 

 

 BRIANNA:   The beginning is boring. 

 

 MANSFIELD:   I understand.   

 

 BRIANNA:   Because I have had a lot of years in choir. 
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 MANSFIELD:  So you are ready for something more challenging? 

 

 BRIANNA:   Yeah. 

 Amyranni had difficulties transitioning as well. However, her negotiation 

of change was more intense when she went from elementary school to middle 

school rather than from her prior middle school to YWLS; although, that was still 

difficult.  

 AMYRANNI:   Fifth grade to sixth grade is a disaster. 

 

 MANSFIELD:  Was that a hard transition for you? 

 

 AMYRANNI:   No.  It was a disaster. 

 

 MANSFIELD:  It was a disaster.   

 

 AMYRANNI:   It was a hurricane. 

 

 MANSFIELD:  Tell me about your hurricane. 

 

 AMYRANNI:   I lost everything!  I used to study really well and I used to  

     get good grades then all of a sudden sixth grade came and  

     I did not study and I did not get good grades.  I just sat  

     down and watched TV. And from then on, I do not like to  

     study. 

 

 MANSFIELD:  What about now?  Are you turning it back around? 

 

 AMYRANNI:   I am trying. 

 

 Sam added to the other girls‘ thoughts on transitions, ―I'll be honest.  I like 

really hated this school when I first came here.‖ She explained that though her 

prior school was bad, she still had a hard time getting used to things at YWLS. 

She was one of the students whose parents had forced her to come to YWLS 
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because she was going down the ―wrong path.‖ Sam was angry about the move, 

which added to her difficulties transitioning and making new friends.  

 I mean, like, I kind of liked getting in trouble…it just like made you fit in 

 and I wanted to fit in because from pre-Kinder to fifth grade I was teased. 

 I was called ugly…when I was in sixth grade I was tired of all that stuff. 

 And a girl pushed me and then one thing led to another. I got in 

 trouble…and then that kept going on and going on.  And then by the time I 

 hit seventh grade…I got in even more trouble and my grades started to go 

 bad.  And I was never paying attention to my work, I was never really 

 determined.  And my mom, she broke the news to me saying, ―I'm going 

 to send you to an all-girls‘ school.‖ I was like, ―You better not!‖ because I 

 wanted boys and girls…But when she told me and she transferred me I 

 hated everything about it.  A lot of people didn't like me at this school and 

 I really didn't care.  I didn't like anybody.  But now I'm okay with 

 everybody, I'm all happy. 

 

Sam‘s fellow participants agreed with her assessment. They expressed that she 

was very difficult to get along with at first, but now they have learned to get along 

and are becoming better friends. 

 In a different focus group, Angie shared that sometimes she felt like 

quitting. Three of the four girls agreed with Angie; remarking that they felt like 

quitting sometimes, too. I asked Angie, ―What did you do when you felt like 

quitting?‖ She answered, ―Cry.‖ I then asked, ―Did you tell your parents?‖ Angie 

replied, ―Yes, and they said, ‗Get over it.‘‖ I pressed further: ―So, was it kind of 

like, ‗get over it!‘ or was it more like, sympathetic?‖ Angie clarified that it was a 

gentle, but firm response, as in, ―get over it and keep trying.‖  

Just like pushing us a little bit because my mom said you need to get over 

 it because it‘s gonna be like that. It‘s gonna be hard and there‘s gonna be  

 times….If you quit all your life…so, you might as well get used to it 
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 now…My dad says that when something hard comes to you, to never like, 

 go aside…keep going, just like, go through it so you can learn. I say he‘s 

 wrong. 

 

 I then asked, ―Why do you think he‘s wrong about going through it?‖ 

Angie responded, ―Well, I think he‘s right, but I don‘t agree with him because I 

don‘t like hard things.‖ A discussion among the participants ensued regarding the 

challenges of overcoming difficult circumstances. We discussed that none of us 

enjoys hard things all of the time and we all feel like giving up some of the time. 

We concluded that tough times aren‘t always fun, but they help us grow. 

 Negotiating identities. In addition to adjusting to change and new time 

constraints, the students spoke of the difficulties they were experiencing with their 

peers outside the school in terms of negotiating their intellectual and sexual 

identities. These girls continued to ride the bus to their home campuses with their 

former peers from their neighborhoods. Two of the four focus groups brought up 

their strong discomfort at their ―home‖ campuses. One of the focus groups 

reported that they have been severely harassed; even having rocks thrown at them. 

They said their YWLS uniforms make them a target for kids who disrespect their 

choices to go to the all-female academy; calling them names such as ―white‖ or 

―Oreo‖ or ―lesbian‖ or ―dyke.‖ 

Amyranni shared that many of her old friends have ―totally changed‖ in 

the past two years: ―They were all nice and now I‘m scared of them.‖ I asked the 

group, ―Does anyone else have issues with your old friends? As far as them 
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changing or anything?‖ The seven students in attendance answered with a loud 

―yes‖ in unison. I asked, ―Anybody wanna say anything about that?‖ Hannah Beth 

recalled: 

 I was best friends with this one girl pre-K to like 5th grade. And then at 

 [the neighborhood school where she catches the bus to come to YWLS] 

 she wouldn‘t speak to me at all and I thought she was my friend. I mean, 

 we would still call. But, while she was around her friends, she wouldn‘t 

 speak to me. She would make fun of our uniforms. And they would say 

 I‘m like, ―White Girl.‖ The kids at [that school] call me ―white girl.‖ They 

 go, ―Hey, white girl, come here.‖  

 

 I asked Hannah Beth if being called white was intended as an insult. She 

answered, ―Yeah. The kids at [that school] aren‘t nice to us. They aren‘t anywhere 

nice to us. They throw rocks and pencils at us.‖ I asked, ―So, since they‘re calling 

you, ―white‖ does that mean that most of the kids that go to [that school] are not 

white?‖ Again, the group answers together with a resounding ―yes‖ in a tone that 

conveys, ―Of course, silly girl!‖ Hannah Beth added that at that particular school, 

―There is only one white girl and she‘s ghetto! She‘s ghetto! I mean, Ghe-TTO!‖ 

In addition to dealing with accusations of ―acting white,‖ the girls spoke 

of negotiating their perceived sexual identities.  

 STUDENT:  At my home school, they ask me if we‘re lesbians. 

 

 OTHERS:  Yeah! Me too! 

 

 MANSFIELD: Who asks you if you‘re lesbians? 

 

 ALL:   Everyone! 
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 STUDENT: I would have old friends call me like after the first day of  

   school and they were like, ―So, what happened today?‖  

   And I was like, ―Um, it was just like a regular school day.  

   You know, like just talking to people and trying to make  

   new friends.‖ And they were like, ―Did anyone try to hit on 

   you?‖ And I would be like, ―I don‘t know!‖ And then they  

   made me really uncomfortable ‗cause they were asking me  

   all these questions like---not to be labeling anyone or  

   anything, but---they‘d ask if I saw anyone that looked like a 

   ―dyke‖ or has tried to feel up on another girl in her areas or  

   anything. And I just started to feel uncomfortable. I don‘t  

   talk to them anymore because of it. 

 

 We then discussed how unfortunate it is that people are making 

assumptions about their sexuality before they even know the girls. We also talked 

about how even if one were a lesbian; it isn‘t necessarily anyone else‘s business. 

And besides, as Amyranni said, ―I think it is very rude and discriminating‖ to be 

making such a big deal out of the possibility that someone might be a lesbian. The 

other girls agreed. 

 Sam said that she was approached by a former schoolmate on ―My Space‖ 

and asked if she was a lesbian since she went to an all-girls‘ school. When Sam 

shared with her friend that she is not a lesbian, her friend did not believe her.  

 And then she said, ―Well you may be trapped in a closet. Are you bi-

 sexual or something?‖ And I was like, ―No.‖ And then, she said, ―It‘s OK, 

 ‗cause I‘m gay, too, and I kinda like you. I see you all the time.‖ And I 

 said, ―I‘m sorry, I have to end this conversation.‖ And I never messaged 

 her back. And everywhere I go, people find out I go to [YWLS] and they 

 say, ―So, who‘s your girlfriend? What‘s your girlfriend‘s name?‖ And I 

 have to answer like, ―I don‘t like girls like that.‖  
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We then discussed how these comments and inquiries ―seem to say more about 

them rather than us.‖ It may  be that these conversations are indicative of what 

they think school is for. For example, since school is a place to mess around, play 

around, fight, and find a partner, then, girls attending a girls‘ school must 

certainly prefer girls over boys. They may not consider that students are actually 

attending YWLS to learn something, not necessarily to partner up. 

 Students in two of the four focus groups discussed how there have been 

some students at YWLS to partner up with either a boy at another school or a 

fellow female student at YWLS. In general, the students are discouraged from 

―dating‖ regardless of their sexual preferences because the principal and teachers 

are concerned that romantic relationships will distract students from their primary 

purposes.  

 STUDENT:  Like, even if we are with somebody here in school, [Ms.  

   Santiago] can‘t really stop us… 

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah, I mean, the way they feel for each other is the way  

   they feel. They‘re not going to stop liking each other. And  

   like, if somebody has like a boyfriend or girlfriend out of  

   school, it‘s not going to stop them from seeing them. I  

   mean, because, just because you have a boyfriend or  

   girlfriend, it doesn‘t automatically mean you‘re going to do 

   this or that with them… 

 

 MANSFIELD: Oh, they‘re just basically afraid of people having sex  

   period. Is that what it is? 

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah.  
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 The students talked among themselves about some of the gossip they hear 

at school concerning student behavior away from school. I asked them, ―Does 

everybody know who does the drinking on the weekends and the sex on the 

weekends, you know, the sexting and so on… 

 STUDENT:  You can tell. 

 

 MANSFIELD: … Like how do you know? 

 

 STUDENT:  You can tell.  

 

 STUDENT:  That‘s true…or they brag about it…They also put pictures  

   on MySpace.  

 

 STUDENT:  MySpace, yeah. 

 

 STUDENT:  Yesterday… 

 

 MANSFIELD: Do the parents see that? 

 

 STUDENT:  No. 

 

 STUDENT: …Yesterday on the bus one of the girls was texting her  

   boyfriend and she was trying to play a joke on him and she  

   would tell him she was pregnant.  

 

 MANSFIELD: Oh boy. 

 

 STUDENT:  And he believed her. Things like that, and then another girl, 

   she was bragging about the fact that she did an eighteen- 

   year-old, and that she could be pregnant. And then one of  

   the girls that I used to talk to, she was bragging about how  

   she did her boyfriend. And another girl that I still talk to,  

   she was bragging about how she did her boyfriend, you  

   know. 

 

 STUDENT:  They talk about it like all the time like it‘s normal… 
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 STUDENT:  Yeah, I mean, like, it‘s normal… 

 

 MANSFIELD: What do you think? Do you think it‘s normal? 

 

 STUDENT:  No. 

 

 MANSFIELD: Why? 

 

 STUDENT:  I‘m young. 

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah, and then like it kind of is disturbing, Like, I have a  

   boyfriend but I wouldn‘t think about ever doing anything  

   like that…just because I have one doesn‘t mean I‘m going  

   to do anything with him. Like we can go out and stuff like  

   that. But it doesn‘t mean… 

 

 MANSFIELD: You know better than to… 

 

 STUDENT:  …Yeah, I‘m not going to do something like…I‘m going to  

   wait until I‘m at least, like, in my late twenties or   

   something.  

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah. 

 

 STUDENT:  Sex is no joke. You‘re not joking around. 

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah, you never know, because sometimes even protection  

   doesn‘t help. You can get pregnant and then like, before  

   you know it, you know, your career is over. So I don‘t want 

   that to happen.  

 

 STUDENT:  …When I go to the doctor to get my checkup, like they‘ll  

   always ask me if I want the shot or if I want birth control  

   and my mom is like, ―No because she knows better than  

   that.‖ And I do, like, I‘m not going to get pregnant now.  

 

 STUDENT:  I so need to get checked. 

 

 MANSFIELD: …The shot, I mean, you might not get pregnant but what  

   about STDs? Do you know how many people are walking  

   around with nasty diseases? 
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 STUDENT:  Yeah, and I wouldn‘t do that. 

 

 MANSFIELD:  I mean, everybody is different and you have to just talk to  

   your parents, and I would just suggest that you just be  

   careful, you know… 

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah. 

 

 MANSFIELD: …and be really honest with somebody about it. 

 

 STUDENT:  I told my mom about that. She wanted me to, like, go on  

   [the pill] already and I said, but I‘m still young. I wouldn‘t  

   think about doing that for a long time. She is like, ―Well, I  

   understand that but it really doesn‘t matter who. Sometimes 

   it could just happen and you…just lose control. 

 

 STUDENT:  Yeah. 

 

 MANSFIELD: My mom told me, ―You don‘t understand passion and  

   desire.‖ She is telling me all this, and I‘m just like, so  

   embarrassed when she telling me this [when I was sixteen]. 

 

 STUDENT:  I know. It‘s like, why would I ever do this? And she‘s like,  

   ―Sometimes it just, it just goes too far and you – it would  

   just happen.  

 

 STUDENT:  It can also happen if you say no.  

 

 MANSFIELD: Yeah, and that‘s called rape.  

 

 STUDENT: Yes. 

 

 Negotiating controversy. During the second focus group, conversation 

turned toward the controversy surrounding Mrs. Barnes‘ required research 

project. The students shared how some parents complained about the women‘s 



357 

 

issues that the students were to choose from a list of topics to conduct the 

research. 

 JANE:   Because it was on female genitalia mutilation. And see, the  

   thing is, they didn‘t have to pick that topic, they could have 

   picked anywhere from [women] not having a voice or  

   representation to abuse to violence but [those parents  

   complained anyway]. 

 

 MANSFIELD: Oh really? 

 

 JANE:   It was the kids that were complaining, but they chose that  

   topic on their own and they could have changed that at any  

   time. 

 

 MIXTLI: Didn‘t she say that if you chose that topic then you can stop 

   if your parents are not okay with it? 

 

 BECKY:  Yeah, or she said you could get… 

 

 MIXTLI:  …or if your mom finds it offensive. 

 

 BECKY:  …The easy thing to do would have been just to switch  

   topics. 

 

 JANE:   Yeah. 

 

 MANSFIELD: How did you feel when that assignment [was canceled]? I  

   mean in some respects maybe you were happy because,  

   ―Oh good we don‘t have to do that assignment.‖ 

 

 ANGIE: Yeah I was. 

 

 BELLA:  I was too. 

 

 JANE:   I was happy but then again I was… 

 

 BECKY: It disappointed us. 
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 MIXTLI:  Yeah, even if we had to do it, I would have looked forward  

   to doing it. 

 

 BECKY: I was disappointed because I did 50 cards for nothing. 

 

 MIXTLI:  Yeah. 

 

 ANGIE:  Oh yeah. 

 

 MANSFIELD: Like index cards and outlining…. 

 

 BECKY:  Yeah, and that takes up a lot of time itself. 

 

 MANSFIELD: So using cards to write the facts and where you found it. 

 

 BECKY: Yeah, and we, we spent like three class periods working on  

   them or something … 

 

 ANGIE:  Yeah. 

 

 JANE:    I was really looking forward to [learning about these  

   women‘s issues]. I didn‘t want to do it, I mean it‘s more  

   work. 

 

 MANSFIELD: It‘s like one less assignment. 

 

 JANE:   Yeah, but it was actually like a topic that I think I would  

   have gotten into. 

 

 MIXTLI:  It was, it‘s like good to know, I mean I know it‘s like  

   uncomfortable to read it but it‘s just something that you  

   know, we all have to learn about some day. 

 

 MANSFIELD: It‘s happening. It‘s happening in the real world right now. 

 

 MIXTLI:  Yeah I know. And I want to one day do what we got  

   assigned. 

 

 JANE:   I didn‘t know what it was talking about.  I went to the  

   computer and I ―You-tubed‖ and put FGM and I was like,  
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   ―Oh, my gosh.‖ I started crying and I was like oh man, I  

   can‘t believe this… 

 

 MANSFIELD: I know. 

 

 ANGIE:  It‘s sad because my mom she found out that we couldn‘t do 

   it because some of the parents were doing this, right? So,  

   she called Miss Santiago and she actually complimented  

   the teachers for giving us this research because she believes 

   that it‘s okay and it‘s profitable and beneficial for us to  

   actually know what‘s going on in the world like   

   everywhere. Even in the United States they‘re like   

   trafficking girls to like Africa or something … 

 

 JANE:   Yeah. 

 

 ANGIE:  Miss Santiago has told my mom that other girls were  

   looking at pictures, they were looking at pictures of it and  

   so that‘s what really disturbed them and the parents. But… 

 

 JANE:   I watch pictures and movies and videos and I was crying I  

   was like that was sad but I didn‘t… 

 

 MIXTLI:  Miss Barnes didn‘t tell them to do that, Miss Barnes only  

   told them… 

 

 BELLA:  She said to research [women‘s issues]. 

 

 MIXTLI:  Yeah she only told us to research that so they took that  

   upon themselves [to stare at the photos of female genital  

   mutilation online]. 

 

 MANSFIELD: Well, maybe some websites were disturbing to the   

   parents. 

 

 BELLA:  Yeah and they took it upon themselves…they shouldn‘t  

   have punished all of us. 

 

 MANSFIELD: So the parents sort of felt like it was sort of like   

   pornography since it was photographs or something   

   maybe? 
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 BELLA:  Yeah. 

 

 MANSFIELD: Hmmm…the reason they made this school was to help  

   girls push through some of the barriers that are out there.  

   You don‘t have some of the same ones as some of the girls  

   in Africa but you do have some barriers right? And it‘s  

   important for you as women, growing women, that you  

   know what‘s going on out there. You might be President,  

   you might be a Senator, and you might be someone who  

   works for the United Nations. You might be someone who  

   works overseas and you want to be aware of, you know, of  

   what the laws are in other places and how things, how the  

   world works. 

 

 STUDENT:  Because we‘re going to have to look at it eventually... 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 While examining the inspiration for the principal and faculty leading and 

laboring to enact and negotiate an equitable culture in this particular public 

secondary school, it was evident that some of the participants‘ experiences echoed 

those of prior studies. However, there were some surprises. For example, in 

addition to expressing that their servant-leadership emanated from personal 

marginalizing experiences and/or their private faith, some expressed that their 

commitment to facilitating just outcomes for students was directly connected to 

professional accountability. The women in this particular study were not solely 

serving from the heart; although that was an important component to be sure. 

Rather, these women also took data very seriously. They were exceptionally 

conscientious of not only their accountability to affect change for their students‘ 
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lives, but they were highly aware of the bottom line in terms of test scores. 

Nevertheless, they did not lament the current accountability context. The principal 

and teachers donned a very practical attitude, as if to say, ―This is life and we 

must work within the confines of this life. We can and will work within and 

beyond these confines.‖  

 As far as discovering how these particular women led and labored for 

equity and excellence for female students living in poverty, there were, again 

corroboration with prior studies accompanied by novel discoveries. As noted 

previously, researchers have emphasized the importance of understanding 

students‘ realities as well as endeavoring to provide a more caring pedagogy 

where students feel they are appreciated and yes, even loved. The professional 

staff in this study obviously understood their students‘ lives and worked to 

provide a caring environment. But, surprising to me was the intensity of their 

devotion as well as the very specific, practical ways the teachers and principal 

attended to the material needs of the young women in their charge.  

 Findings also show that the efforts of leadership and faculty did not go 

unnoticed by those their actions were meant to serve: parents and students. 

Parents and students extolled the caring and sacrificial attitudes and actions of the 

teachers and Ms. Santiago. Parents and students were able to iterate specific ways 

that the professional staff was working to enact and negotiate a culture conducive 

to meeting the needs of students in this particular context.  
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 When examining the positive and negative outcomes of these women‘s 

labors, one is struck by the ironies that surfaced concerning the two major sources 

of pushback: discipline and feminism.  At the outset, teachers and school 

leadership explicitly communicated their high expectations to parents; even 

requiring families to sign a contract that details the parental obligations involved 

in this new endeavor (e.g. getting children to school on time; providing 

consequences for missed assignments). And parents and students came in droves 

to sign up; expressing their desire for their daughters to be in an environment 

where discipline was high and where their daughters would learn to be strong 

women intellectually, physically, and socially. However, when assignments began 

piling up or students were disciplined for a variety of reasons (arguing 

disrespectfully with a teacher; sneaking alcohol on a field trip), some parents 

reacted defensively. They did not enjoy seeing their daughter labor so intensively. 

Nor did they appreciate their daughter being suspended from school. Ironically, 

parents did not want their daughter attending a school that lacked discipline. But 

some parents balked when it came to enforcing individual behaviors in order to 

maintain a disciplined environment at this particular school. 

 In addition to the pushback regarding discipline and high expectations, 

some families repelled faculty‘s attempts to incorporate Women‘s Studies into the 

regular curriculum. I was actually quite surprised that many of the teachers and 

principal were committed to working outside the margins by interrogating sexism, 
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racism, and classism in the classroom. I definitely was not expecting that. Some 

of the teachers at YWLS were certain that teaching girls to think critically about 

the constraints they may face in society due to their intersecting identities (female, 

poor, Latina), along with identifying specific actions to overcome these 

constraints, were essential to bringing up a generation of strong, successful 

women. Ironically, some parents felt their daughters were too fragile or sensitive 

to learn about particular topics (especially those of a sexual nature) that might 

ultimately strengthen their abilities make more mature decisions in the future. 

When push came to shove, some parents only supported the school ideally but not 

in reality.  

 The above example highlights the old adage that ―the squeaky wheel gets 

the grease.‖ However, not all parents and students reported support for this 

tendency. Indeed, many parents and students regretted the way some parents 

seemed to ―take it upon themselves‖ to not only change the culture for their child, 

but to change it for other people‘s children as well. Students especially balked at 

this. The students I spoke to did not appreciate being told what they were capable 

of handling as far as mature topics of discussion. Rather, there was a high-level of 

trust expressed between parents, teachers, and students.  

 In all, this polyvocal account revealed a pattern in the findings across a 

variety of stakeholders: principal, teachers, parents, and students. All groups 

spoke about their incentives for working, learning, or enrolling at YWLS. 
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Moreover, the importance of relationships, rigorous curriculum, and attention to 

real-life problems were emphasized by all participants. Furthermore, leadership, 

teachers, parents, and students spoke similarly about some of the challenges they 

experienced in enacting and negotiating the culture together.  

 However, one theme stands alone: The students‘ concerns with negotiating 

their academic and sexual identities. It was obvious during the four focus groups 

that students were challenged navigating the ―nerd‖ and ―lesbian‖ labels that 

others were placing on them (in addition to the more typical teen angst concerning 

dating and sexual activity). Chapter Eight deals with the implications of this 

finding in greater detail.  

 Findings indicate that women teachers and leaders at YWLS are leading 

and laboring for equity and excellence in very specific material, intellectual, and 

emotional ways. While their inspiration emanated from a variety of sources, all 

are committed to making a difference for their students. Although their efforts did 

meet with some objection, it is clear that the principal and teachers are committed 

to making this uncommon school exceptional for more reasons than merely being 

the first and only single-sex public school in a major urban center in Texas. 

 The voices, taken together, describe a place devoted to learning and 

flourishing; a place where people respect each other, grow, and learn together. 

The story, in its entirety, describes how leading for equity and excellence 

permeates all relationships inside the school.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: THEORY-BUILDING, IMPLICATIONS, FUTURE 

RESEARCH, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 As stated earlier, there are three major tasks of the qualitative researcher: 

description, analysis, and interpretation (Wolcott, 1994). As such, the prior three 

chapters focused on the describing and analytically discussing the data. The 

purpose of this chapter is to stretch beyond description and analysis; to allow 

more uninhibited, creative thinking.  My interpretation of the findings is shown in 

my effort to build theory, make inferences, forward implications, and encourage 

future research. The first section of the chapter focuses on the meaning-making 

that occurred throughout the study that resulted in a new theory for examining 

leadership for social justice in schools. In the second section, implications of 

findings are discussed as they pertain to the policy environment and educators at 

YWLS as well as practitioners in other school contexts. I close with ideas for 

future research, a final discussion, and tentative conclusions. 

A New Theory for Social Justice in Schools 

 A unique aspect of this study is my creation of an original social justice 

framework based on the work of contemporary feminist writer, Elizabeth A. St. 

Pierre (2000), coupled with ancient wisdom poetry on justice labor. I refer to this 

new interpretive lens as, ―Facilitating social justice by creating smooth spaces in 

striated places‖ or the ―striated-smooth construct.‖ First, I describe my readings of 

St. Pierre and the concepts of ―striated‖ and ―smooth‖ spaces. Then, the ancient 



366 

 

spiritual words of Isaiah (c. 792 BCE) are explored and compared to the teachings 

of modern-day prophetic voices such as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Washington, 

1986) and Mahatma Gandhi (Fischer, 1962). These constructs are then considered 

alongside the modern philosophical works of Patti Lather (1991) and Paulo Freire 

(1970) to form an overall interpretive lens to show the specific ways Young 

Women‘s Leadership School is facilitating an organizational culture devoted to 

social justice by creating smooth spaces in striated places. 

Striated v. Smooth  

 Elizabeth A. St. Pierre (2000) wrote of her desire to study ―how women 

construct their subjectivities within the limits and possibilities of the discourses 

and cultural practices that are available to them‖ (p. 260) and the importance of 

confronting ―the constraining framework of one‘s past.‖ To wit, St. Pierre (2000) 

emphasized the necessity of learning to what extent one is able to free oneself 

from the subjectivities embedded in one‘s history; thus, enabling the self to ―think 

differently‖ and form a new future (p. 260). St. Pierre highlighted the process of 

de-identifying with destructive subjectivities and the revolutionary re-

identification that must occur when one confronting the past and present in the 

attempts to build a new future. This revolutionary process includes deep internal 

reflection that reveals ―knowing where you stand‖ to enable one to ―judge where 

you are‖ and thereby construct ―where you might rather be‖ (p. 260).  
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 Contemporary political discourse often engages two opposing arguments: 

the ―pull yourself up by the bootstraps‖ mentality versus the notion that outside 

forces engulf our identities and mold us into something that we cannot control.  

Rather than entertain either argument, St. Pierre (2000) encouraged us to consider 

these apparent dichotomies as interacting energies. For instance, forces in specific 

places provide ―especially fertile conditions, exquisitely dynamic intensities, that 

make us ‗available‘ to a transformation of who we are, a contestation which 

compels us to rethink our selves, a reconfiguration of our ‗place‘ and our 

‗ground‘‖ (p. 260). In other words, there is a negotiation between internal and 

external – a reciprocal influence between self and place – and ―if we wish to 

practice identity improvisation, attention to places may be required‖ (p. 260).  

 St. Pierre (2000) noted, through Game (1991), her interest in the ―practices 

of space:‖ Certain places make certain practices possible; consequently, certain 

places also close off opportunity (p. 261). She described how Deleuze and 

Guattari differentiated between ―striated space‖ and ―smooth space‖ (p. 263): 

Striated space is ―sedentary space, space that is coded, defined, bounded, and 

limited‖ where individuals have ―intrinsic agency‖ but their movement in striated 

space is ―defined in advance‖ and the relationship between person and space may 

be ―structural‖ and ―impenetrable.‖ Striated spaces place limitations on people 

and are often the result of centuries of prejudice (St. Pierre, 2000).  
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 Within ―smooth space,‖ people‘s identities and roles as well as access to 

knowledge and other forms of social capital are not defined in advance but are 

constantly in flux. There are no binding patterns or fixed roles and identities in 

smooth space. While St. Pierre (2000) does not believe that smooth spaces are 

enough to ―save us,‖ she believes that smooth space allows more freedom for the 

individual to ―deterritorialize‖ than striated spaces do.  

Ancient Wisdom Poetry and Contemporary Mystic Activists 

 While scaffolding what I was learning from St. Pierre, I was reminded of a 

phrase that has appeared in popular culture for almost 3,000 years: 

“Every valley shall be exalted 

and every mountain and hill made low; 

The crooked straight, 

and the rough places plain.” 

 

 The ancient words first appeared in the servant songs of Isaiah (c. 700 

BCE) in the Hebrew Scriptures, were famously interpreted by Georg Friedrich 

Händel‘s 1742 production of the Messiah (Swafford, 1992), and subsequently 

used as a revolutionary call to action by modern-day prophet and civil rights 

leader, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Washington, 1986): 

 I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation 

 where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content 

 of their character…I have a dream that one day every valley shall be 

 exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places shall 

 be made plain, and the crooked places shall be made straight... This is the 

 faith that I go back to the South with. (Washington, 1986, p. 219) 
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 In the memorable 1968 ―I have a Dream‖ speech, Dr. Martin Luther King, 

Jr. quotes the words of Isaiah directly and other ancient prophets indirectly. Dr. 

King conjures the words of ancient prophets as he points to the ways ―the life of 

the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 

discrimination‖ (p. 217) and how ―the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in 

the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity‖ (p. 217). Dr. King was very 

cognizant of the existing striations that needed to be broken down and 

transformed into smooth spaces.   

 Mahatma Gandhi was a contemporary of Dr. King, albeit his civil rights 

agenda started about a decade earlier in South Africa. Though they and their 

followers maintained discourse, they were never able to complete a face-to-face 

meeting as they both so greatly desired (Fischer, 1962; Washington, 1986).   

  Like King, Gandhi‘s spirit was sensitive to the plight of people who had 

no voice; thus, he would not be satisfied until freedom and justice were 

accomplished for all people: ―My soul refuses to be satisfied so long as it is a 

helpless witness of a single wrong or a single misery‖ (Fischer, 1962, p. 271). 

Gandhi added that he felt a great responsibility to protect the least powerful from 

the most dominant: ―I hold that the more helpless a creature, the more entitled it is 

to protection by man from the cruelty of man‖ (p. 52). Within this view from the 

margins, Gandhi was well aware of the striations that existed for the African 

people he was working alongside:  
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  If you think of the vast size of Africa, the distance and natural obstacles 

 separating its various parts, the scattered condition of its people and the 

 terrible divisions among them, the task might well appear to be hopeless. 

 But there is a charm which can overcome all these handicaps. The moment 

 the slave resolves that he will no longer be a slave, his fetters fall. He frees 

 himself and shows the way to others (p. 282).   

 

  Again, like Isaiah 3,000 years ago, humanity‘s refrain speaks to the 

obstacles and restraints – the loneliness and isolation – of oppression. However, 

Gandhi was a great believer in the power of education to lift people to new 

thoughts, actions, and ways of being. Gandhi was able to use both his privilege 

and his minority status to speak to both sides of the conflicts in which he engaged. 

He emphasized to the colonists that those colonized had the ―same affection for 

their children as European parents, and the same dislike to have any slight upon 

them. [Moreover,] there is no place on earth and no race, which is not capable of 

producing the finest types of humanity, given suitable opportunities and 

education‖ (p. 69).  

  Like King, Gandhi believed in a ―spirit force‖ that could not be 

squelched. It took both sides of the divide working together, he noted, to achieve 

the greatest good for all:  

 I do not believe in the doctrine of the greatest good for the greatest 

 number. It means in its nakedness that in order to achieve the supposed 

 good of fifty-one per cent the interest of forty-nine per cent may be, or 

 rather should be, sacrificed. It is a heartless doctrine and has done harm to 

 humanity. The only real, dignified, human doctrine is the greatest good of 

 all, and this can be achieved only by uttermost self-sacrifice (p. 265). The  

 force of the spirit is ever progressive and endless. Its full expression 

 makes it unconquerable in the world…What is more, that force resides in 
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 everybody, man, woman and child, irrespective of the color of the skin.  

 Only in many it lies dormant, but it is capable of being awakened by 

 judicious training. (p. 293) 

 

 Moreover, Gandhi emphasized the importance of those in a position of 

strength to constantly examine their labors on behalf of others:  

  When you are in doubt, or when the self becomes too much with you, 

 apply the following test. Recall the face of the poorest and the weakest 

 [person] whom you may have seen, and ask yourself if the step you 

 contemplate is going to be of any use to [them]. Will [they] gain anything 

 by it? Will it restore [them]? Then you will find your doubts and self 

 melting away. (p. 275, italics in original, more inclusive language added)  

 

Contemporary Educational Activists 

 Additional scaffolding toward theory building led to reflections on my 

interpretation of St. Pierre‘s (2000) ideas on striated and smooth space. I 

compared these to Patti Lather‘s (1991) book, Getting Smart; wherein she states: 

―given enabling conditions, every woman has something important to say about 

the disjunctures in her own life and the means necessary for change‖ (p. xviii). 

Lather (1991) wrote of ―clearing out a semiotic space‖ by ―challenging disciplines 

at the level of the basic categories and methods involved in the possibilities for 

knowledge‖ (p. 34). Lather‘s (1991) words are prescient of St. Pierre‘s notion of 

creating ―smooth mental spaces‖ and ―smooth textual space;‖ making sense of our 

educations, religions, and other ways of knowing and learning. Importantly, for 

me, Lather‘s term of ―clearing out‖ elicits a picture of strong women (Lather is a 

feminist after all) forging through thick brush, using effectual tools such as 
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machetes, rather than a polite clearing of the tea set off the dining table. During 

the theory-building process, there was a constant cycling back and forth between 

St. Pierre‘s work, the ancient servant songs, and contemporary activists. My 

reading of Lather‘s (1991) description of ―clearing out‖ is reminiscent of Isaiah‘s 

ancient description of justice work as intense labor:  

“I will break down gates of bronze 

And cut through bars of iron… 

…I will turn the darkness into light before them 

And make the rough places smooth.” 

 

 Importantly, Lather (1991), like Gandhi before her, noted the difficulties 

in ―speaking for others‖ or ―doing for others.‖ She promoted a ―shift‖ in the role 

that ―critical intellectuals‖ play, from ―universalizing spokespersons to cultural 

workers who do what they can to lift the barriers which prevent people from 

speaking for themselves‖ (p. 47, italics added). Again, Lather‘s choice of words 

reflect the intense justice labor depicted in the servant songs of Isaiah as well as in 

St. Pierre‘s call for dismantling striated – and creating smooth – spaces. 

 Additionally, Lather (1991) spoke to the ―politics of empowerment‖ and 

cautioned researchers to clarify what they meant by ―empowerment.‖ She found 

distasteful the notion that empowerment is ―individual self-assertion, upward 

mobility and the psychological experience of feeling powerful‖ (p. 3). Instead, 

Lather (1991) defined empowerment as ―analyzing ideas about the causes of 

powerlessness, recognizing systemic oppressive forces, and acting both 
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individually and collectively to change the conditions of our lives‖ (p. 4). She 

added that ―empowerment is a process one undertakes for oneself; it is not 

something done ‗to‘ or ‗for‘ someone…‖ (p. 4). In other words, while justice 

laborers may come alongside ―others‖ as allies to craft the conditions necessary 

for change, they do not entertain the notion that they can somehow change a 

person or be prideful when change occurs. As we learned in Chapter three, this 

type of ―servant leadership‖ inherently requires an attitude of humility (Greenleaf, 

2002).  

 It is no surprise that Paulo Freire‘s (1970) seminal work, Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, reflected a similar approach. Patti Lather and other critical theorists 

have utilized Freire‘s framework for decades: The ―radical, committed to human 

liberation‖ does not consider oneself as a hero or liberator, but rather a servant 

that comes alongside the oppressed (p. 39). The struggle of liberation is found 

primarily in the educational processes that enable ―the vocation of becoming more 

fully human‖ (p. 44). Collectively, people work to diminish barriers and create 

breathing space to accomplish full, human creativity and capacity. ―Freedom is 

not an ideal located outside of [a person]; nor is it an idea which becomes a myth. 

It is rather the indispensable condition for the quest for human completion‖ (p. 

47).  

 According to Freire (1970) oppressive conditions are those which one 

must criticize, reject, struggle against, and transform. It is a laborious process 
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which is born when the oppressed ―discover within themselves the yearning to be 

free‖ and the transformation of this yearning into reality through action. Freire 

even described liberation as an act as painful as childbirth in which the individual 

―emerges [as] a new person‖ (p. 49). But, in order for the oppressed to ―wage the 

struggle for their liberation, they must perceive the reality of oppression not as a 

closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they 

can transform‖ (p. 49).  

Examples of Striations and Smooth Spaces in Schools 

 The concepts of striated and smooth spaces are important to the 

examination of school culture – the focus of this dissertation – because schools 

often unintentionally perpetuate inequality in the ways they structure their 

organizations (Oakes, 2005; Oakes, Wells, Jones, & Datnow, 1997).  As such, 

particular aspects of the school culture directly influence student outcomes in 

positive or negative ways (Garza, Reyes, & Trueba, 2004; Paredes Scribner, 

1999; Valencia, 2002a; Valenzuela, 1999; Wyn & Wilson, 1997; Zigarelli, 1996). 

 For example, it is well-known that organizations that configure curricular 

offerings based on tracking pupils more often than not deny minority students 

participation in gifted and talented (GT) programs and advanced placement (AP) 

coursework (Oakes, 2005; Oakes & Wells, 1998; Oakes, Wells, & Datnow, 1997; 

Southworth & Mickelson, 2007; Valencia, 2002a; Valencia & Suzuki, 2001). The 

practice of tracking is just one illustration of an organizational striation that must 
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be dismantled in schools. Research has indicated that opening up GT and AP 

opportunities to all interested students facilitates academic excellence in 

elementary and secondary schooling and access to future higher education and 

career opportunities to students who otherwise would be locked out of these 

networks (Margolin, 1994; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004; Oakes, 2005; Oakes & 

Wells, 1998; Oakes, Wells, & Datnow, 1997; Pallais & Turner, 2007; Southworth 

& Mickelson, 2007; Valencia, 2002b). Thus, I perceive dismantling tracking just 

one example of the way a school can construct smooth space to facilitate more 

just outcomes.  

 In addition, aspects of the school culture (such as whether female students 

have an advocate from an adult school representative) often determine whether 

minority female students are able to penetrate upper-level math, science, and/or 

computer courses (Margolis & Fisher, 2002; Spears, 2008). An organizational 

culture that includes mentorship demonstrates smooth space by encouraging girls 

to take upper-level science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 

coursework, whereas the absence of such support could be considered a striation. 

While it is difficult to prove a direct cause-effect between adult advocacy and 

student success, I propose the dismantling of striations and promotion of smooth 

space enables the conditions necessary to facilitate social justice in schools. As 

indicated in Chapter Two, studies have shown that many teens – especially those 

negotiating a variety of identities such as socioeconomic status, race, and gender – 
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need active adult encouragement and other interventions to view taking upper-

level STEM coursework as means to achieve future goals of college and career 

and to improve educational outcomes overall (AAUW, 2002a; AAUW, 2002b; 

Gilson, 2002; Kirst, 2007; Margolis & Fisher, 2002; Mickelson, 2003;  Parker, 

1997;  Pipher, 1994; Sadker, 1999; Spears, 2008; Tyack & Hansot, 2002; Wyn & 

Wilson, 1997). 

 Finally, school principals and teachers who endeavor to develop an 

organizational culture committed to developing high levels of trust between 

school personnel and families, as well as among relationships within the school, 

experience greater levels of parent participation, higher levels of student 

achievement, and enhanced teacher collegiality (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 

Scribner, Young, & Pedroza, 1999; Tschannen-Moran, 2004; Zigarelli, 1996). A 

principal and faculty implementing specific practices to develop trusting 

relationships at school is another example of creating smooth space in 

organizations. Ignoring this aspect of organizational culture can act as a striation 

because organizations that lack caring and/or elicit distrust often aid high teacher 

turnover and poor student attitudes among other difficulties (Bryk & Schneider, 

2002; Deal & Peterson, 2009; Leithwood, 2008; Leithwood, & Mascall, 2008; 

Scribner, Young, & Pedroza, 1999; Valenzuela, 1999; Zigarelli, 1996).  
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Making Connections and Drawing Conclusions 

 We now turn our attention to the inferences that can be made about Young 

Women‘s Leadership School (YWLS) in light of the striation-smooth theoretical 

framework. First, I give examples of striations that exist for the girls in their 

current context. Then, I share illustrations of the ways YWLS provides smooth 

space for the girls. Before doing so, I have an important caution: I do not wish to 

entertain the notion that striations exist within the students or families themselves. 

Rather, I propose that striations exist in the macro context and that school folk are 

in a position to craft their school culture to either close off opportunity or take 

specific steps to enhance the possibilities for their students.   

Examples of Striations in the Current Context 

 While pondering St. Pierre‘s (2000) inspiration of striated and smooth 

spaces, we can reflect on the findings of the past three chapters and begin to 

recognize patterns and ask pertinent questions: Are there striated spaces in 

Southtown? If so, what policies and practices create (d) them? If we consider 

what we now know about the historical racism, housing policies and poverty in 

Southtown, which were detailed in Chapter Five, I am reminded again by St. 

Pierre that, ―Nothing is innocent, particularly places striated from centuries of 

patriarchy and racial prejudice and unremarked poverty‖ (p. 268).  Thus, the 

students attending YWLS come to the educational setting with an inheritance 

their parents did not earn or wish to pass on. Parents were very clear in interviews 
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that they viewed the creation of YWLS as a form of resistance against prior 

roadblocks to opportunity. Parents believed that attending a prep school would 

endow their daughters with the tools they needed to combat barriers to 

opportunity due to their situated subjectivities such as their race/ethnicity, sex, 

and humble backgrounds. Conversations with parents and students, as well as the 

principal and teachers revealed their belief that being poor was a striation that 

would hold the girls back unless specific steps were taken by families and 

educators to smooth their way; to make alternatives visible and achievable. It was 

not just a matter of lack of financial resources for food, clothing, or ultimately 

college tuition. Parents and students clearly indicated that they saw the school and 

the social justice laborers within the school as those possessing important 

nonmonetary capital that could and would be shared within this safe space; thus, 

paving the way for a brighter future for the students. 

Illustrations of Smooth Space that is being Created 

 Considering St. Pierre‘s (2000) belief that smooth spaces facilitate self-

regeneration, I observed numerous ways the participants at the school were 

attempting to construct smooth spaces for the girls. In Chapters Six and Seven I 

detailed some of the specific leadership practices, curriculum, pedagogy, health 

and nutrition programs that were an attempt to create smooth spaces facilitating 

the freedom the girls needed to ―deterritorialize.‖ I also shared the attempts by 
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some parents and students to negotiate the terrain within the school and some of 

the conflicts that arose.  

 As indicated earlier, it was clear that some of the actions taken by faculty 

and administration were understood and supported, such as providing a rigorous 

college prep curriculum and strict behavioral codes. But certain attempts to create 

smooth space by faculty caused consternation among some parents – for example, 

Mrs. Barnes‘ attempts to discuss racism and sexism in the classroom. Ensuing 

conflict notwithstanding, the faculty and administration did take specific steps to 

create smooth space for the girls.  

 In addition to college prep coursework, students and their families visited 

college campuses and attended workshops that detailed the college application, 

financial aid, and college entrance exams processes. The faculty and 

administration believed sharing this information and coming alongside family and 

student in the college admission process were appropriate and caring form of 

assistance that smoothed the girls‘ paths for future opportunities.  

Connections with Prior Theory 

 As I pondered the striation-smooth construct and the pertinence of my 

observations at YWLS, I was reminded of Pierre Bourdieu‘s (1979/1985; 1990) 

work on cultural capital and social reproduction theory. Like Bourdieu, I reject 

the notion that students and families lack cultural capital: Striations are situated 

outside human beings in societal contexts. Like Bourdieu, I acknowledge that the 
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families and students I observed do indeed possess cultural capital. However, 

what they possess may or may not be recognized by the dominant society as a 

valid form of currency within certain contexts. Since certain settings value certain 

cultural capital differently, social justice workers at YWLS deemed it necessary to 

teach what is valued in certain fields or contexts to show students how they, too, 

can acquire negotiable currency to gain entrance and navigate new contexts (e.g. 

higher education).   Ultimately, YWLS is also addressing Bourdieu‘s idea of 

habitus which is defined by Winkle-Wagner and McKinney (2010) as ―the sets of 

actions that one sees as available‖ based on one‘s location and outlook and the 

accumulations of one‘s cultural capital (p. 5). Habitus entails the socialization 

process which according to Bourdieu, functions below the surface of 

consciousness that prompt individuals in regards to the rules of interaction as well 

as the actions and opportunities that one views as available and obtainable.  

 This connects with the striation-smooth construct when YWLS faculty 

view the girls‘ new socialization processes as learning the ―rules of the game;‖ 

that is, knowing the expectations of college students as well as encouraging the 

girls to critically examine their social location due to their intersecting identities. 

They also share the numerous opportunities available to the girls and facilitate 

goal setting.  Then, the faculty mentor students as they craft a plan of action to 

reach those goals. They smooth space by practicing new skills (e.g. dining 

etiquette and making research presentations). Rather than denouncing their 
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students‘ existing cultural capital, they help the girls add to their existing cultural 

capital.   

 The literature on leading schools for social justice resonates with the 

current discussion. Recall from Chapter Three that Blount (2008), Dantley and 

Tillman (2009), and Walker (2006) purported building an organizational culture 

committed to achieving just outcomes for all students requires specific, political, 

personal, and professional steps: If the goal of public education is the ―full and 

equal participation of all groups in society, where resources are distributed 

equitably, members are physically and psychologically safe, and members interact 

in a self-determining and interdependent manner‖ (Walker, J., 2006, p. 115) then 

a major effort is needed to transform our school cultures by leaders who are 

―democratic, participatory, and inclusive‖ and who help others recognize ―issues 

of inequality, inequity, and oppression‖ (Walker, J., 2006) due to intersecting 

identities in historical context (Blount, 2008).  

 Specifically, Dantley and Tillman (2009) forwarded the notion that school 

leaders recognize context and understand students‘ realities. Moreover, according 

to Shields (2004), if the school principal forefronts student identities while 

developing their leadership practices, a more caring pedagogy will emerge. 

Further, the five specific characteristics of social justice leadership forwarded by 

Dantley and Tillman (2009) dovetail with the new striation-smooth social justice 

theory. Namely, leaders for social justice: show an awareness of the broader 
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socio-politico-cultural contexts of schooling; actively critique marginalizing 

behaviors and attitudes; profess and practice democratic leadership; demonstrate a 

moral obligation to students to balance knowledge of negative probabilities with 

hopeful possibilities, and; commit to laboring for social justice for students rather 

than merely talking about it. 

Going beyond Prior Theory 

 While considering the generation of theory-building promoted by: 

―Facilitating social justice by creating smooth spaces in striated places‖ it is 

important to note the ways in which this new construct goes beyond what has 

come before. While Bourdieu‘s (1979/1985; 1990) theories are helpful for 

understanding and identifying the ways inequities are socially reproduced in our 

society – especially in educational contexts – it does not help us explain how 

school leaders might resist socially reproduced inequities or come alongside 

students as coworkers of resistance. Similarly, Dantley and Tillman‘s (2009) 

description of what leadership for social justice in schools should entail were 

useful toward (re)imagining what specific steps might be taken by faculty and 

administrators for facilitating social justice in their schools. The construct I 

forward here scaffolds upon prior theory by additionally detailing specific ways 

school workers labor for social justice in their schools, and hopefully, presents a 

catalyst for future researchers to improve upon my ideas. 
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 Rather than ―own‖ this new theory of social justice and explicitly detail a 

list of ―rules,‖ I wish to share my ideas to facilitate the creative thinking of others. 

Thus, as a summary of the striation-smooth construct, I list questions that may act 

as a framework to scaffold future research concerning educational inequalities and 

how school workers might come alongside students and families in their activism. 

First, reflecting on the ideas of St. Pierre (2000):   

1) What are examples of how the students‘ lives are ―coded, defined, 

bounded;‖ where they have agency; yet their movement is defined in 

advance? 

2) How are stakeholders constructing their subjectivities within the limits and 

possibilities available to them? 

3) How are students confronting the constraints of the past and learning to 

what extent they can free themselves from subjectivities embedded in their 

history, and thus, form a new future? 

4) What are examples of deep, internal reflection that reveal the students are 

learning to know where they stand to enable them to judge where they are 

and construct where they might rather be? 

Secondly, reflecting on the ideas of Lather (1991):  

5) How are stakeholders facilitating Lather‘s idea of empowerment? 
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6) Are stakeholders analyzing ideas about the causes of powerlessness, 

recognizing oppression, and acting collectively and individually to change 

conditions?  

7) In examining a specific school site, what are some examples of allies 

coming alongside students?  

8) Is the concept of humility present? If so, how? If not, how is an opposing 

attitude manifest? 

Thirdly, considering Freire‘s (1970) work: 

9) How are stakeholders collectively working to diminish barriers while 

creating breathing space to accomplish full, human creativity and 

capacity?  

10) How are stakeholders facilitating conditions that encourage the quest for 

human completion? 

11) What are some examples of liberation being as painful as childbirth? 

12) How are stakeholders struggling to recognize realities of oppression 

without succumbing to a fatalistic mindset; rather identifying 

transformational opportunities? 

 I hope the above questions inspire other educational scholars interested in 

analyzing school cultures vis-à-vis social justice actions and intent.  
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Implications of This Research 

 The purpose of this section is to explain the implications of this research 

for a variety of audiences. First, I discuss the findings as they pertain to the policy 

environment. Then, I explore pertinent implications to local practitioners and 

other school contexts.  

Policy Implications 

 Throughout this study, I considered possible implications of findings for 

policy makers or asked myself, ―What should policy makers do with my 

findings?‖ Since the changes to Title IX and the growth of single-sex public 

options have met some controversy, it is important to unpack lessons learned from 

the national policy discourse and how it has changed over time. Thus, the 

following discussion makes some inferences and recommendations based on the 

findings presented previously. However, it is important to keep in mind that this 

discussion does not consider specific local context or include the reflections of 

parents and students who stand to gain or lose from the changes under debate.  

 The findings from this study suggest single-sex public options can be 

done “right.” But without safeguards in place, to ensure that the intent of 

single-sex public options is scrutinized prior to their implementation, the 

public objections of a variety of citizen advocacy groups seem warranted. 

Recall from Chapter Five that the American Association of University Women 

(AAUW), Feminist Majority Foundation (FMF), National Parent Teacher 
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Association (NPTA), and; National Women‘s Law Center (NWLC), all stated that 

changes to Title IX were unnecessary because the older regulations already allow 

for single-sex options in special circumstances.
14

 Other groups, such as the 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and National Education Association 

(NEA) are stringently opposed to single-sex schooling on any basis as a matter of 

philosophy; thus, their silence on this issue is not surprising. I infer some groups 

avoid this element of the argument because it would draw attention to the legality 

of single-sex schools altogether. On the other hand, some members of AAUW are 

possibly privileged beneficiaries of attending single-sex college preparatory 

schools and may have attended higher education institutions such as Wellesley, 

e.g. Secretary Clinton. It would be thorny at best for many highly-educated, 

concerned women to disregard the single-sex option; especially as it relates to 

providing a better education for poor, minority students. 

 When one examines the USDOE discourse and the evolution from 

Secretary Paige‘s to Secretary Spellings‘ efforts in 2002 and 2006 respectively, I 

interpret a distinct attitude shift. For example, Secretary Paige‘s original proposal 

seems to speak to the spirit and letter of NCLB: finding new and better ways to 

improve education outcomes for struggling students in desperate districts. 

However, the Spellings‘ 2006 discourse shifts to elevate parental choice as a 

primary consideration. I surmise that nonpartisan efforts in 2002 to address the 

                                                            
14 The reader may wish to revisit Appendix IV concerning advocacy groups‘ major arguments. 
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needs of students living in multiple systems of inequity, morphs into fulfilling one 

party‘s quest to facilitate an agenda that conciliates parental preference over 

compelling educational reasons to do so. The discourse arguing for single-sex 

public schools clearly swerves toward parent choice rather than serving struggling 

students. Suddenly, ―every child‖ deserves these changes – not just those in 

failing schools. Rather than focusing on districts NCLB is designed to help ensure 

―high standards are met by all,‖ presently, all districts ―deserve‖ to have single-

sex schools as a means to provide so-called ―varied learning environments.‖ 

 Another interesting policy development (or non-development) concerns 

Republican Senator Hutchison‘s stipulation that an amendment relaxing the 

ability of LEAs to implement single-sex public schools concurrently comprise 

USDOE published guidelines to LEAs on how to implement these new schools 

without infringing on existing civil rights laws. These published guidelines never 

materialized. Rather, Assistant Secretary (OCR) Monroe directed a 2007 letter to 

LEAs stipulating districts offer single-sex options only if they intend to ―improve 

educational achievement,‖ and/or ―meet the particular, identified needs of a 

recipient‘s students‖ while simultaneously ensuring that single-sex options are 

―based on genuine justifications and do not rely on overly broad generalizations 

about the different talents, capacities, or preferences of either sex.‖ Significantly, 

LEAs are not required to submit proposals and justifications in advance. Rather 

than placing responsibility on the USDOE Office of Civil Rights to interpret law, 
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craft administrative rules, and grant permission for special circumstances as in the 

past, the new policy places the burden of legality squarely on LEAs, making them 

vulnerable to lawsuits. 

 One is left questioning why this is so. Why would the USDOE neglect to 

publish guidelines that would facilitate the lawful implementation of these new 

single-sex public schools? Why would the USDOE allow the implementation of 

such controversial schools without requiring advance applications that include 

reasoned explanations? Is one to surmise that the USDOE is ambivalent whether 

the new single-sex schools would pass constitutional muster?  

I agree with Citizens‘ Commission on Civil Rights‘ (CCCR) demands for 

a more narrowly tailored approach. Single-sex initiatives should be carefully 

designed, monitored, controlled and evaluated. This request seems to match 

Senator Hutchison‘s and Secretary Paige‘s original thinking and aligns with the 

ACLU‘s position that LEAs ―put forward their justifications for adoption of sex 

classifications prior to creating a single-sex class or school.‖ It is unacceptable 

that the USDOE would ignore bi-partisan attempts to ensure the legality of 

innovative educational programs. To leave this to chance is risky and indolent 

especially in light of current policy challenges in Alabama, Kentucky, and 



389 

 

Louisiana. Not all districts are implementing non-sexist, empowering programs 

like the Young Women‘s Leadership School in New York City.
15

 

 NEA‘s claim that new single-sex options will divert scarce resources away 

from co-educational settings, and the assertion that the current single-sex options 

are a distraction from true reforms (e.g. smaller class sizes, parental involvement), 

cannot be substantiated at this time. Furthermore, research does not sustain the 

NEA objection that single-sex schools and/or classrooms create an artificial 

environment ill-suited to prepare students for real-world careers. In fact, the 

opposite is true; albeit, the research cited is mostly from private or non-US 

schools. Moreover, many of the advocacy groups cited earlier questioned the 

sufficiency of LEAs required self evaluations. As such, I support Senator 

Clinton‘s earlier recommendations that the Secretary of Education: 1) conduct 

independent studies that examine the educational outcomes of existing single-sex 

programs; 2) establish pilot programs for a statistically significant period of time 

in a variety of different regions around the country; 3) require LEAs to 

demonstrate a research-based rationale that does not rely on unfounded, 

regressive stereotypes in program proposals prior to USDOE approval. 

 Less clear is whether the changes to Title IX, and the consequent 

expansion of single-sex schooling options, violate the Equal Protection Clause of 

the US Constitution (The 14th Amendment) and/or fulfill obligations established 

                                                            
15 Please see Appendix V for a summary of current legal challenges to new single-sex public 

options. 
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in case law (Brown v. Board, 1954; Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003; Plessy v. 

Fergusson, 1896; US v. Virginia, 1996). However, I deduce that essential 

concepts such as providing a ―substantially equal‖ education coupled with the 

precedent of providing an ―exceedingly persuasive justification‖ for separate sex 

education should and will spur further public debate. It is my opinion that the 

Department of Education should implement appropriate safeguards to protect the 

civil rights of both male and female students. For example, districts that would 

like to take advantage of relaxed Title IX standards should submit their plans 

prior to implementation. It is imperative that the Department of Education ensure 

that single-sex schools are not introduced based on pseudoscience or that students 

do not have a choice of whether or not they wish to attend sex segregated 

options.
16

 

Implications for Practitioners 

 In addition to sharing general applications of this research to educational 

practitioners writ large, this section forwards specific recommendations to the 

YWLS stakeholders that are directly related to findings.  

 Findings implicate the need for school administration to strike a 

balance between exhibiting strong leadership and facilitating trusting 

relationships. Since local context is incredibly important, one cannot assume 

                                                            
16 At the urging of committee member, Norma V. Cantú, JD, I add a disclaimer here lest this 

dissertation study be misconstrued by the reader as legal advice. Any person or organization 

wishing to develop and implement such schools should seek professional legal council before 

doing so.  
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these findings are applicable to all schools. However, I do believe there are 

universals that can be considered with a fair amount of confidence. The findings 

suggest the YWLS case can act as an exemplar that could probably be applied to 

schools in other contexts.  

 For example, I posit YWLS is a case of an organizational culture that was 

purposely created to be a balance between what Peters and Waterman (1982) refer 

to as ―loose and tight‖ properties. The YWLS leadership, as expressed by and 

through Ms. Santiago, was unambiguous concerning the mission of the school and 

what it would take to reach stakeholder goals.  The autonomy the principal was 

afforded directly resulted in the hiring of faculty able and willing to address 

gender and race concerns from a non-deficit perspective. Moreover, after the first 

year, if a faculty member was not ―on board‖ with the mission of the school (e.g. 

indicating the belief that ―these students‖ could not or would not rise to the high 

expectations of the faculty and administration) s/he was ―counseled‖ to transfer or 

to leave the professional altogether. While in the classroom, the teachers were 

given the autonomy to run their classrooms as they saw fit. While they had to 

remain within frameworks provided by state and local authorities concerning 

curriculum and state-mandated testing, they were still afforded the freedom 

necessary to present the material in a manner they felt was pedagologically 

necessary and correct. There was a clear trusting relationship between principal 

and teachers. The teachers trusted the principal to lead when it came to the ―tight‖ 
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properties associated with the mission of the school, while the principal trusted 

the teachers with the details of fulfilling the school‘s mission by affording an 

appropriate amount of ―loose‖ properties.  

 Findings indicate that the culture of YWLS was purposely created to 

be different from their peer public schools, and key differences could be 

transferred under the right conditions.
17

 The principal‘s (and subsequently 

faculty‘s) purposeful attention to crafting a culture favoring educational equity 

and achievement resulted in an environment conducive to academic press and 

student success. Conversations with students revealed beliefs that YWLS was 

―weird in a good way‖ and ―opposite‖ their prior experiences. Additionally, the 

principal and teachers offered numerous specific actions they took to craft a 

culture at YWLS that was ―different‖ from both their prior experiences and those 

of their students – not to mention the initial public-private partnership was created 

                                                            
17 Before discussing the explicability of findings to other school contexts, it is important to 

acknowledge a significant variable: the selectivity of the students. First, there is the self-selection 

of students and their families during the initial application process. Also consider, some parents 

―forced‖ their daughters to apply to attend YWLS. Additionally, the principal and teachers 

indicated that their students ―were no angels‖ upon their arrival and that it took almost a year to 

curb some of the ―behaviors‖ they exhibited in their former schools. Further, students admitted 

they had had difficulties with fighting and cutting classes in the past. While the students doing the 

―self-selecting‖ may have been imperfect, the fact that self-selection occurred is still an unknown 

element that may or may not have played a role in the founding and evolution of the culture at 

YWLS; this must be acknowledged. Once students applied to enroll at YWLS, they went through 

a rigorous process that included an essay and an interview. Along with these, conversations with 

parents helped administration and faculty further pinpoint students and families who seemed the 

most committed to supporting the mission of the school and following through on doing whatever 

it took to see students‘ goals to fruition. Again, while the students who ended up attending YWLS 

may or may not have been ―the cream of the crop‖ academically speaking, the process of selection 

implemented by the administration and faculty must be acknowledged as a variable when we 

consider whether findings from this study can be transferred elsewhere. 
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because state and local stakeholders believed something ―different‖ was needed 

and that something ―different‖ would, indeed, be created due to this unique 

partnership. All stakeholder groups concurred in separate interviews and focus 

groups with similar expressions of particulars that made YWLS unique compared 

to other schools in the district. Participants believed differences lay in: the sturdy, 

caring relationships between students and teachers; the enduring belief that any 

Southtown student could and would learn if they had the desire and were afforded 

the opportunity to do so; a non-segregated, formal curriculum that rigorously 

prepared all students for college, and; an informal curriculum that trained students 

for a ―real life‖ future academic and professional life.   

 While exact lesson plans and activities might vary between school 

contexts (loose properties), faculty and administration attitudes, beliefs, and 

commitments (tight properties) can be translated across contexts. The principal 

was an experienced teacher and administrator and communicated that she felt ―so 

many other children were lost because the people that were working with them 

didn‘t make a difference when they could have.‖ Ms. Santiago expressed that 

schools could be successful with all children if the principal was a strong leader 

with the autonomy to hire teachers who truly believed students could succeed. 

Ms. Santiago also felt that having a strong sense of mission was key to their 

success and something that could be translated to other school contexts. The 

uniqueness of YWLS governance provided an opportunity for stakeholders to 
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develop a mission statement, goals, objectives, vision, et al. for a ―unique‖ 

clientele, when in truth, the girls themselves were not much different than others 

in SISD. Regardless, the act of personalizing mission and the buy in that occurred 

among stakeholders set the stage for exceptionalism.  

Similarly, teachers expressed their appreciation for Ms. Santiago‘s ―strong 

leadership‖ coupled with a robust trust that encouraged their creativity. All 

teachers at YWLS expressed feeling happy and content in their work and a desire 

to do what is right for students and to please their principal. While faculty 

expressed that their jobs were challenging, they also felt they ―at last‖ worked for 

a principal who really held the students‘ interests above all else. Moreover, 

teachers shared their belief that they ―finally‖ worked at a school where 

everybody else worked as hard as they did and where ―everybody is on the same 

page.‖  

 When asked if they felt what they had achieved at YWLS could be 

replicated in their prior places of employment, teachers and administrators 

answered that much of what they do could be transferred to other settings if the 

right conditions were present. For example, if all principals were afforded the 

autonomy to hire their faculty afresh, as Ms. Santiago had, schools would be in a 

better position to build the type of learning community necessary to meet 

students‘ needs. Ms. Santiago was quick to point out that the second year she 

implemented an additional step to the hiring process that bolstered her ability to 
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pick the very best teachers: Job applicants taught a sample lesson to current 

students and representatives of the faculty. She believed that this additional step 

enabled students, faculty, and administration to make better-informed decisions 

about teachers‘ knowledge, skills, teaching philosophy, and personalities.  

 Findings implicate the need for faculty and administration to help 

families and students unpack striations (e.g. sexism) and examine smooth 

spaces (e.g. networking). This research is one example of administrators and 

teachers taking specific steps to build an organizational culture committed to 

achieving just outcomes for all students in concert with their particular contexts. 

The importance of knowing where you stand to better judge where you are and 

build where you might rather be cannot be overestimated. Individual student and 

school environments notwithstanding, it is imperative educators teach what is 

valued in certain fields or contexts and show students how they, too, can acquire 

needed currency to gain entrance and navigate new contexts.  

Any and all school leaders should understand their particular communities 

and students‘ realities. All school principals can forefront student identities while 

developing their leadership practices; developing a more caring pedagogy. It is 

urgent, and achievable, for school leaders to acquire an awareness of the broader 

socio-politico-cultural contexts of schooling and learn to actively critique 

marginalizing behaviors and attitudes. Unpacking striations entails being honest 

about negative conditions that exist and are awaiting students outside the school 
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walls. Examining smooth spaces means demonstrating to students a moral 

commitment of balancing knowledge of harmful probabilities with hopeful 

possibilities. Since some parents resisted some teachers‘ attempts to make visible 

historically constituted racism, sexism, and classism, it is important for educators 

to clearly explain their intentions to students and their families. Creating a 

partnership between families and school when it comes to unpacking contextual 

striations can elicit an important form of accountability whereby parents and 

students hold educators accountable for going beyond discussion of negativities. 

Parents and students can be given permission to say, ―OK, you have pointed out 

what I am up against. Now, tell me what I can do to work against these 

obstacles.‖ I believe that creating a culture that encourages a dialogue among all 

stakeholders concerning striations and smooth space will positively impact 

students. 

 Findings implicate the need for adult stakeholders to address 

students’ unease and lack of knowledge and skills negotiating multiple 

identities with self and peers according to local context.  

 For example, during focus groups with students, it became apparent that 

they were struggling with the ―burden of acting white.‖
18

 Like the students in the 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986/2010) study, students that identified as black, Latina, or 

mixed race reported their academic attitudes and behaviors were viewed 

                                                            
18 A term coined first coined by Signithia Fordham and John U. Ogbu (1986/2011). 
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disapprovingly by peers who did not attend YWLS. I agree with Fordham and 

Ogbu (1986/2010) that ―students who want to do well in school must find some 

strategy to resolve the tension…along with the extra responsibility it places on 

students who choose to pursue academic success in spite of … ―the burden of 

‗acting white‘‖ (p.275). Akin to the students in the 1986 study, the YWLS girls 

appeared well aware of the need to earn good grades and to take advantage of the 

few opportunities available to racial/ethnic minority students. Likewise, they also 

lacked specific strategies enabling them to control their lives and to act in 

opposition to forces that were detrimental to their academic progress. It seems 

that after almost 25 years since the Fordham and Ogbu (1986/2010) study, 

principals and teachers have not yet developed specific strategies to assist 

students with this dilemma. This needs to be addressed. I agree with Fordham and 

Ogbu (1986/2010) that “the unique academic learning and performance problems 

created by the burden of acting white should be recognized and made a target of 

educational policies and remediation effort” (pp. 279-280, italics in original). 

While the students in my study have been able to maintain their academic 

performance during their middle school years, it remains to be seen whether the 

stresses they are presently experiencing will be detrimental to their growth into 

their high school years as they continue to face criticisms from their neighborhood 

peers. 
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 At the very least, findings imply the importance of establishing counseling 

and other programs to help students separate academic achievement from the 

notion of acting white. Moreover, multicultural programs that reinforce Latina, 

African-American, multi-racial and other racial/ethnic identities such as 

Catholicism as compatible with scholarly behaviors should be developed and 

implemented both at YWLS and at the other SISD schools.  

Additionally, coaching students to be cultural ―straddlers‖ (Carter, 

2006/2010) would be very helpful. Carter (2006/2011) studied racial minority 

students residing in impoverished neighborhoods who were struggling to strike a 

balance between their academic and social worlds. She found that students who 

understood, valued, and embraced both dominant and non-dominant cultural 

capital were able to participate in multiple cultural environments. These ―cultural 

straddlers‖ were better able to ―traverse the boundaries across groups and 

environments more successfully‖ (p. 297).  

 In addition to name-calling that included derogatory terms such as ―Oreo‖ 

students were also accused of being ―dykes‖ or ―lesbians‖ or facing what I have 

termed, ―The burden of acting straight.‖
19

 The girls expressed being very hurt and 

angry about how their sexuality was called into question because of their choice 

to attend an all-girls‘ prep school. As noted earlier, during the focus group 

                                                            
19 A term coined by me as I was writing field notes pertaining to my interactions with students 

during focus groups. Other scholars have referred to this challenge as learning to navigate and/or 

resist ―heteronormativity‖ (Blount, 2005; Blount, 1998; Lugg, 2003; Pascoe, 2005/2011).  
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students and I wondered whether their peers were really indicating their 

perceptions that school was a place to ―hook up‖ rather than as a place to prepare 

for higher education and future careers. Thus, some of their peers‘ teasing could 

be interpreted as ignorance or misunderstanding rather than malice; emanating 

from a belief system that said, ―Since school is a place to hook-up, and these girls 

attend an all-girls‘ school, then these girls must be hooking up with other girls; 

thus, they must be lesbians.‖ However, some students did believe that malice was 

involved because of the rock-throwing that accompanied some of their 

altercations. Moreover, the students I spoke to admitted that some of them were, 

indeed, lesbians and that they believed others‘ behavior toward them was ―very 

discriminating.‖  

 Pascoe‘s (2005/2011) study of male students who faced similar challenges 

to their sexuality found that the ―fag discourse‖ was more about peers‘ 

perceptions of masculinity rather than their sexuality. So called, ―fags‖ were 

deemed weak or incompetent, not necessarily attracted to other males. A similar 

comparison would be that that the ―dyke discourse‖ found in this study was more 

about peers‘ perceptions of appropriate femininity rather than sexuality. If 

feminine girls are historically perceived as passive, dependent, and docile, then 

the YWLS girls‘ proactive, independent, and resistant behavior may be read by 

their peers as unladylike. It is not difficult to surmise that the resistance YWLS 

girls are facing is similar to the type of backlash that empowered women have 
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been facing for generations. Moreover, since most students at YWLS come from 

the pan ethnic identity of ―Latina;‖ there may be ethnic and religious ideologies 

conjoining the sexuality-femininity discourse. Findings from this study implicate 

these intersectionalities must be unpacked alongside the ―white‖ discourse 

discussed above. It seems clear that despite its origins, the heteronormativity of 

American culture must be discussed and addressed as part of the ―cultural 

straddling‖ concept discussed above.  

Future Research 

 As stated in Chapter Four, I hope to accomplish additional depth to the 

present project by conducting post-dissertation activities. Future research goals 

include conducting longitudinal studies of various cohorts to discover whether 

attending a single-sex school from grades 6 through 12 made a difference in 

various achievement indicators such as 1) Texas mandatory testing scores; 2) 

pregnancy and dropout rates; 3) college enrollment and graduation rates; 4) 

academic and career choices toward STEM fields, and; 5) obtaining and 

maintaining informal and formal leadership positions in secondary/postsecondary 

education venues and future career. Thus, this initial ethnography will be 

expanded to include both qualitative and quantitative data analyses to further 

inform policy and practice communities of the potential effects of this particular 

magnet school.  
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 Another helpful venture would be to perform a cross-case comparison of 

Young Women‘s Leadership School with other sister schools within the 

Foundation for the Education of Young Women‘s network throughout the state of 

Texas. Looking for patterns and differences among these schools could further 

inform policy and practice. Comparing micro variables such as class size and 

teacher turnover would be illuminating as well as comparing macro variables such 

as regional context and district demographics and financials. We still do not know 

if findings from this study can be applied to other contexts, but a cross-case 

analysis would certainly add to the knowledge of educators and the policy 

community.   

 Furthermore, I envision some ―spin off‖ projects from these emergent 

inductive findings. For example, I would like to follow the class of 2014 at 

YWLS to further explore and explain how they are negotiating the two areas of 

concern noted in the implications section, i.e.: How are the students handling the 

stresses associated with the bullying they are facing due to their choice to attend 

an all-girls‘ college preparatory school? This is an important area ripe for further 

research; especially considering the latest spate of bullying-induced suicides of 

teen and young adult students.  

 Additionally, I found it very interesting that, even though the national 

scene concerning the growth of single-sex public schools has focused on 

ideological arguments between those committed to expanding parental choice and 
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those concerned with protecting prior advances to women‘s rights, similar local 

discourse has been almost nonexistent. Taken together, archival sources and oral 

history interviews with local stakeholders such as political figures, school district 

administration, and parents and students revealed a variety of complex reasons 

local constituents favored the development of YWLS in their community. Since 

all participants alluded to the robust history of single-sex parochial schools in the 

region, I believe exploring that undeveloped thread more fully would be fruitful.  

Conducting an historical tracing of the local context in terms of cultural 

intersections between its religious and educational institutions may contribute to 

our understanding of local meaning making and current political decision making. 

I envision establishing additional depth to this thread of inquiry by utilizing 

frameworks such as ―policy genealogy‖ and ―policy historiography‖ which were 

developed by a variety of researchers including: Blount, 2008; Ferguson, 1993; 

Fendler, 2004; Gale, 2001, Mukerji, 2007, and; Pillow, 2003. This would be 

helpful because conducting historical analyses draw attention to the connections 

between past, present, and future and how understanding any ethnographic 

context is to know the relevant ways the past and future are implicated in the 

present (Hirsch & Stewart, 2005). The policy genealogist doesn‘t claim to find 

one historic origin. Rather, she looks for ―numberless beginnings whose faint 

traces and hints of color are readily seen by a historical eye‖ (Ferguson, 1993, p. 

20). ―To look for beginnings rather than origins shifts inquiry toward a history of 
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accidents, disconnections and disparities; it initiates a mining of fields of meaning 

for the many possible stories they hold rather than the excavation of the one true 

story‖ (Ferguson, 1993, p. 21). 

Final Discussion and Conclusion 

 As the findings and implications indicate, magnet schools such as YWLS 

are meeting the needs of the local children and families that are lucky enough to 

attend them. While I understand and respect this particular community‘s decision 

to implement this new single-sex option, throughout the study, I continually 

troubled over the question: ―What about the others?‖ The original title for this 

dissertation was, ―Facilitating Social Justice…‖ because I valued the many ways 

educators at YWLS were smoothing the paths of their students.  But now, 

―Troubling Social Justice…‖ seems more appropriate due to the inner dialectic 

that occurred throughout the study in conjunction with probing conversations that 

took place with other scholars during the final stages of writing. 

 Additionally, ―troubling‖ seems fitting because many find this current 

trend a disturbing sign of what we have come to in our society that we have to 

resort to gender segregation to overcome racial and economic isolation. (Not to 

mention the folks in this study went to a lot of trouble to work for social justice 

for their students. They were constantly troubling over understanding where their 

students came from and appreciative of where they wanted to go in addition to 

troubling over a plan of how to get them there.) This description of a school 
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culture was no easy, conventional story. It was difficult and messy. And we still 

don‘t know if this is the very best thing. There are still so many unresolved 

tensions and unanswered questions.  I am still troubling over the findings and 

what we might learn from them. 

 Unmet Need
20

 

 The fact that this school was viewed by stakeholders at the national, state, 

and local levels as a means to assuage a plethora of striations is evidence enough 

that there exists unmet needs amongst the community that necessitates 

acknowledgement and remedy. The striations of poverty and economic separation 

still exist. SISD public schools are still hemorrhaging students. There are still 

children in Southtown attending schools that are ―drop-out factories.‖ As the 

students I spoke with pointed out: There are the guns, the gangs, and the 

pregnancy. How are we as a society going to address the unmet needs of the 

multitude of students in our communities? Are schools like YWLS just a way for 

us to assuage our collective guilt as a society? A way to say, ―Well, at least we are 

doing something!‖  

 Yes, there are schools out there doing something. Thank God. But are 

magnets like YWLS enough? Is that what we have decided we are capable of as a 

society? That just doesn‘t sit right with me. Not because I don‘t admire what is 

                                                            
20 I wish to thank Dr. Darius Prier, Assistant Professor at Virginia Commonwealth University for 

engaging me in conversation concerning the concept of ―unmet needs.‖ His insights were 

extremely helpful while unpacking the unresolved tensions and unanswered questions while 

crafting the final paragraphs of this dissertation.  
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going on at the school I studied, but because it troubles me that so many others 

are left fighting societal striations on their own. I fear that, as with other reform 

efforts, politicians will view these new single-sex public options as a modern, 

grand solution to a host of historically constituted ―isms‖ that cannot possibly be 

solved in the present ―color-blind‖ milieu that elevates parental choice while 

mocking those that call for the redistribution of deteriorating resources.  

 Is YWLS doing great things? Yes. Are other magnet schools meeting 

unmet needs of the local families that are lucky enough to have their name pulled 

from the lottery? Of course. Is it enough? No. There are thousands, even millions 

of children with an accumulation of unmet needs and I fear recent school reform 

efforts may act as a distraction that unintentionally silences those voices that are 

not in a position of privilege to participate in the political discourse.  

Relative Privilege
21

 

 In addition to unmet need, there is unease concerning the relative privilege 

of YWLS and other schools like it as they are related to the community in which 

it is embedded. It is no wonder that during a recent informal interaction with a 

SISD school administrator, she rolled her eyes when I told her I studied YWLS 

for my dissertation. Her take on the situation was that the central office 

administration was pitting school against school despite the fact that YWLS was 

                                                            
21 I wish to thank committee member, Dr. Jennifer Jellison Holme for urging me to problematize 

this notion of ―relative privilege‖ and pointing me to her prior work on charter schools that 

troubles over this concept. Please see Wells, et al. (1999). 
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afforded additional resources via the public-private partnership. This woman also 

took issue with the fact that YWLS could ―pick‖ its students. While it is true that 

YWLS serves students who are mostly racial/ethnic minorities and lower income, 

some may view these students as in a position of relative privilege vis-à-vis their 

fellow classmates who were not singled out to attend this all-girls college 

preparatory academy. As school board member, Mr. Guzman pointed out, YWLS 

is like a free private school right in their own neighborhood. While that is a 

remarkable endowment for those 75 girls at each grade level who are selected to 

attend this exclusive school, the relative privilege within SISD writ large cannot 

be overlooked. As parents were quick to point out, YWLS is a site of resistance 

whereby they could place race, class, and gender front and center to struggle 

against societal striations. While it was touching to hear parents speak of YWLS 

as ―such a blessing‖ and ―an answer to our prayers‖ it is still unsettling to 

remember the families who might feel cursed, rather than blessed, and whose 

prayers go on unanswered.  

Limited Conclusions 

Since local context is incredibly important, one cannot conclude findings 

as applicable to all schools. However, findings suggested universal themes and 

key differences could be transferrable under the right conditions. A balance of 

strong leadership and principal and teacher autonomy, along with the enduring 

belief that any student can and will learn, accompanied by a rigorous, non-
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segregated, college prep program, coupled with an informal curriculum that 

trained students for real life academic and professional futures facilitated the 

conditions necessary for high achievement.  

In addition to positive universals that could be translated to other school 

contexts, findings also considered cautions that must be addressed by practitioners 

and policymakers alike. For example, adult stakeholders must address students‘ 

unease and lack of skills negotiating the multiple identities associated with their 

choices to attend an all-girls‘ college prep school. If school districts are to 

implement student empowerment programs, students must be given opportunities 

to discuss their difficulties with the ―burden of acting white‖ and/or the ―burden 

of acting straight‖ and receive coaching that would strengthen their relational 

negotiations with peers and resolve conflicting emotions and internal identity 

assaults. Finally, findings from this study suggest single-sex public options can be 

done legitimately and effectively but additional safeguards must be implemented 

by the US Department of Education to ensure the civil rights protections of both 

male and female students. Additionally, while some public magnet schools such 

as the one studied can perform as local sites of resistance that play a liberatory 

role for those distinctively involved, one cannot surmise that such local efforts – 

which may be viewed by some as a site of relative privilege –can alone overcome 

the serious striations that exist in the greater society. As former SISD 

superintendent, Dr. Salazar so passionately proclaimed: 
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 When you look at the number of students in that school – compared to the 

 school district – it may be a drop in the bucket, you know? So, then it begs 

 the other question: Why? Why, philosophically, would they do it? If it‘s 

 good for one school, why don‘t we do it for all?  

Indeed; and thus, the troubling. Why don‟t we ―do it for all?‖ Should we do it for 

all? Are we capable of doing it for all? What does ―doing it for all even mean?‖ If 

the question is: should we provide a quality education for all children, the answer 

is an unequivocal, yes.  If the question is, should we provide a quality, same-sex 

education for all children, an indisputable answer cannot be given – at least not by 

this researcher in this time and in this place.   The complexities and the ironies 

bound up in the issues discussed throughout this manuscript make confident 

decision making – especially in terms of universal application that would be 

appropriate for all communities – almost impossible. 

 If one ascribes to the belief that parental choice trumps all other 

considerations, then the most recent USDOE changes to Title IX are appropriate 

because they facilitate the ability for parents to send their children to single-sex 

public schools regardless of whether or not their current school district already 

offers a rich assortment of opportunities. Not to mention these parents might be 

able to afford to send their children to private schools. The irony that research has 

shown white, middle-class students who attend single-sex options do not stand to 

benefit in comparison to their peers who attend co-educational public options 

would most likely go unnoticed.  
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 In contrast, if one ascribes to the belief that segregation is always wrong, 

then the ACLU demands for the USDOE to go back to implementing the old Title 

IX standards would mean the dissolution of the school that was studied for this 

dissertation. The research findings that show that racial minority boys and girls 

from lower socio-economic circumstances do better in such schools – not to 

mention listening to the local stakeholders‘ voices in this study – forward 

compelling reasons to offer these learning opportunities to students who could not 

otherwise afford them would be disregarded.  

 The discussion above makes me extremely uncomfortable. I honestly do 

not believe it is suitable to offer single-sex public options to communities to 

honor parental choice alone; especially when there is no research to support doing 

so for families who can already afford to send their children to private schools if 

they really desire male-female separation. Conversely, I cannot imagine taking 

away the existing single-sex public magnet schools that are doing excellent work 

in our urban communities. I remain unconvinced that taking back this gift based 

on the ―separation is always inequitable‖ principle alone is appropriate; especially 

when research supports their use for the very students these specialized schools 

are serving. Sadovnik (March, 2011) recently reported similar sentiments in his 

Teachers College Record piece concerning charter schools: 

 Based on the evidence, however, it would be ill advised to argue for the 

 abolition of charter schools. The successes of many in producing 

 significant gains in the achievement of low-income students should make 
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 them one of a number of options for the improvement of urban 

 schools…Given the fact that there are ―pockets of excellence‖ in 

 traditional public and charter schools, policy makers need to explore how 

 to replicate the best of both worlds into a network of effective urban 

 schools, with adequate public funding going to all types of public schools.   

 

 The discussion above then begs the question of whether or not it is 

possible to create a safe space and fulfill unmet needs without resorting to another 

kind of segregation. I believe we can. How? By providing all students in our 

communities what the principal and teachers in this study believed were the three 

most important tools: 1) a rigorous, non-segregated formal curriculum; 2) a 

critical, informal curriculum that includes a variety of tools to help students 

navigate the dominant culture while honoring and preserving their existing 

cultural capital, and; 3) a purposefully-crafted school culture that is akin to caring, 

familial homeplaces.  

 But there are additional questions to trouble over: Can these strategies be 

accomplished in all schools? Yes. I believe they can. But it is difficult work and it 

requires an overhaul of entrenched belief systems. I argue that we need to change 

how we think about how we do school and how we think about poor kids and 

college track kids and this whole notion of who needs and/or deserves access to 

what we already know are good practices for students. I‘m with Principal 

Santiago on this one: All schools could be doing this. All principals could be 

purposefully crafting a culture of equity and excellence. All Central Office 

personnel could be giving principals the autonomy to hire people who adhere to a 
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non-deficit perspective. But even then, that isn‘t enough. Schools cannot alone be 

held responsible for dismantling the striations that exist in their sometimes very 

difficult contexts. Unless there is a commitment by us as a larger culture to 

partner with schools in the dismantling of historically constituted striations such 

as poverty, racism, sexism and so on, there isn‘t much hope for change on a 

greater scale. While I am thankful for the pockets of commitment of public-

private partnerships like the one between Southtown Independent Schools and the 

Foundation for the Education of Young Women, I know in my soul it is still not 

enough. There must be a concerted effort on the part of school leaders to 

dismantle striations within schools and a complimentary effort by community 

leaders at the local, state, and federal levels to address societal striations as well as 

commit to providing the resources necessary to fund schools based on their 

contextual needs. The current system of pitting school against school cannot 

continue to be sanctioned. I agree with Sadovnik (2011) that:  

 Although schools have the potential and obligation to close the 

 achievement gap, it is also the case that poverty matters. It is not an 

 excuse, but it is an important factor in school success and failure. Schools 

 must be part of the solution, but families, communities, and the creation of 

 economic and occupational opportunities are also central. (Sadovnik, 

 March, 2011) 
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 Can striations be dismantled? Yes. Can smooth space be created? Yes. 

Will it be easy? No. Will it be worth it? Well, that all depends on how we decide 

as a society at large to view ―other people‘s children.‖
22

 

 

 

  

 

  

                                                            
22 Thanks to Dr. Lisa Delpit for popularizing the notion of working for ―other people‘s children‖ 

in her 1996 book, see references.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix I: Member Check Response from Mrs. Mendoza 

From GARCIA, ANDREA E AGARCIA18@saisd.net 
To kcmansfield@mail.utexas.edu 
 
date Sat, Oct 16, 2010 at 3:06 PM 
subject Member Check 
mailed-bysaisd.net 
 
Hey Katherine, 
 
How are things going? What have you been up to? Things are definitely busy over here 
with the new admin and all. Well, I just finished reading "the story" and I think you got it 
right. I admire your work and hope all is going well. It was almost emotional to read 
because it brought back a lot of memories from last year. I know Carrie, Nicole,and I are 
trying to keep moving forward, and I admire them because they are working so hard. That 
definitely has not changed. 
 
Well, I'm off to Sea World with the kiddos. Hope to hear from you soon!! 
 
Andrea E. Garcia 
Librarian 
Young Women's Leadership Academy 
(210) 732-4851 
agarcia18@saisd.net 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mrs. Mendoza 

Mrs. Mendoza 

Southtown Independent School District 

Young Women‘s Leadership School 

Mrs. Kelly, Mrs. Flores, and I  

mailto:AGARCIA18@saisd.net
mailto:kcmansfield@mail.utexas.edu
mailto:agarcia18@saisd.net
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Appendix II: Member Check Response from Mr. Guzman 
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Appendix III: Member Check Response from Ms. Fakhoury 

 

Between You and Nadiah Al-Gasem 

 

Nadiah Al-Gasem November 24 at 11:44am Report 

By the way I was emotionally touched by what you send for me to read. It took me some 
time to get through. I kept crying every few pages so you did hit right on the nail. Thank 
you for doing such a beautiful job of sharing the story of our school. I can't wait to read 
the whole thing.  
Sent via Facebook Mobile  

 

Katherine Cumings Mansfield November 24 at 2:01pm  

Oh! Thank you so much! I am sad that you were sad, but so happy that I was able 
capture the story in such a way that you feel I got it right! You are a beautiful person 
and I thank you for all your help with my research! I couldn't have done it without you 
and all the others who were so forthcoming in sharing. Keep me posted on your studies 
from time to time!  

 

 

 

  

Ms. Fakhoury 

Ms. Fakhoury 

http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=756818978
http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=1726743742
http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=1726743742
http://www.facebook.com/ajax/report.php?type=9&cid=1724105468327&rid=1726743742&h=AQDufvYwEc99fKZZ
http://www.facebook.com/mobile/
http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=756818978
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Appendix IV: Interview Protocol 
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Appendix V: Ten Advocacy Groups and their Positions on Changes to     

Title IX  
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Appendix VI: Synopses of Court Challenges to New Single-sex                

Public Options 

 

Alabama 
 

In November 2008, the ACLU sent Open Records Act (ORA) requests to 10 

school districts in Alabama after receiving information that mandatory sex-

segregation was being practiced. Through the ORA inquiry, the ACLU learned 

that nine of ten school districts no longer practiced sex segregation. However, 

students in The Lawrence County School District were still being assigned to 

single-sex courses. The school district's ORA response indicated that teachers 

were encouraged to teach boys and girls differently. For example, boys might be 

asked to write about a place in the world he would most like to go hunting, while 

the girls might be asked to write about their dream wedding. 

 

The ACLU informed the school district in a letter that mandatory sex segregation 

in public schools violates Title IX of the Education Amendments, the Equal 

Education Opportunities Act and the U.S. Constitution. In response, the Lawrence 

County School District in Alabama agreed to end single-sex classes in public 

schools as of fall 2009. 

 

Kentucky 

A.N.A., et al. v. Breckinridge County Board of Education, et al.  

 

In 2003, The Breckinridge County School District instituted sex-segregated 

classrooms in its middle school; training teachers using materials that rely on 

stereotypes about how boys and girls learn. Although the single-sex program is 

nominally optional, some parents complained that moving their children to a 

coeducational setting would sacrifice the best instruction available for their 

children. 

 

In May 2008, the ACLU Women‘s Rights Project and the ACLU of Kentucky 

attained representation of plaintiffs and filed an amended complaint. The original 

complaint, filed by a private attorney against the school district by naming the 

U.S. DOE as a defendant, argued that the Title IX regulations issued by the DOE 

that encourage school districts to segregate students by sex are themselves 

unlawful. In July 2008, the ACLU filed a Motion for Class Certification and 

currently awaits a ruling on this motion. In August 2008, the Breckinridge County 

Defendants‘ Motion to Dismiss was denied.  

 



419 

 

In June 2010, The American Civil Liberties Union and the ACLU of Kentucky 

asked a judge to rule without trial that implementing sex-segregated classes in 

Breckinridge County Middle School is illegal and discriminatory. The summary 

judgment motion argues that sex-segregated classes violate the 14th Amendment's 

Equal Protection Clause, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 and the 

state sex equity law. 

 

Louisiana 

Doe v. Vermilion Parish School 

 

Just prior to the fall commencement of the 2009 school year, parents of students 

at a public middle school in Vermilion Parish, were informed that classes would 

be segregated by sex. One parent, Ms. Doe, represented by the ACLU, informed 

the district that, to be legal, single-sex classes must voluntary. District officials 

then agreed to amend their plans; making any participation in the single-sex 

program voluntary. However, on the first day of school, Ms. Doe discovered that 

both her daughters had been placed in sex segregated classes. She then asked that 

both her daughters be placed in a co-ed class. Nonetheless, she was told that the 

sixth-grade coed class was already full and that the only option for her eighth-

grade daughter was being placed in a co-ed special education classroom.  

 

On September 8, 2009, the ACLU Women's Rights Project and the ACLU of 

Louisiana filed a lawsuit in a federal district court in Louisiana challenging the 

Vermilion Parish School District. The lawsuit charges that mandatory sex 

segregation in public schools violates Title IX of the Education Amendments, the 

Equal Education Opportunities Act and the U.S. Constitution.  
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