
Arcadia University Arcadia University 

ScholarWorks@Arcadia ScholarWorks@Arcadia 

Graduate Theses & Dissertations Graduate Works 

Spring 5-16-2024 

To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban 

Public High School Shape the Racial Identity Development of Public High School Shape the Racial Identity Development of 

Black Students? Black Students? 

Ross T. Hamilton Jr. 
Arcadia University, rosshamjr1914@gmail.com 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/grad_etd 

 Part of the Secondary Education Commons, Secondary Education and Teaching Commons, and the 

Social and Philosophical Foundations of Education Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Hamilton, Ross T. Jr., "To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban Public High 
School Shape the Racial Identity Development of Black Students?" (2024). Graduate Theses & 
Dissertations. 38. 
https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/grad_etd/38 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Works at ScholarWorks@Arcadia. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Theses & Dissertations by an authorized administrator of 
ScholarWorks@Arcadia. For more information, please contact hessa@arcadia.edu,correllm@arcadia.edu. 

https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/
https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/grad_etd
https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/grad_scholarship
https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/grad_etd?utm_source=scholarworks.arcadia.edu%2Fgrad_etd%2F38&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1382?utm_source=scholarworks.arcadia.edu%2Fgrad_etd%2F38&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/809?utm_source=scholarworks.arcadia.edu%2Fgrad_etd%2F38&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/799?utm_source=scholarworks.arcadia.edu%2Fgrad_etd%2F38&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.arcadia.edu/grad_etd/38?utm_source=scholarworks.arcadia.edu%2Fgrad_etd%2F38&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:hessa@arcadia.edu,correllm@arcadia.edu


RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 1 

 

To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban Public High School Shape the 
Racial Identity Development of Black Students? 

 
Arcadia University 

EdD Program in Educational Leadership 

Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., MEd 

 
A DISSERTATION IN EDUCATION 

 
Presented to the Faculties of Arcadia University’s School of Education in Partial Fulfillment of 

the Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Education 

 
Dissertation Committee 

Dr. Bruce Campbell, Jr., Committee Chair 

Dr. Zarah Adams, Committee Member 

Dr. Monica J. Taylor, Committee Member 

2024 

 
 
 
 
 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 2 

  



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 3 

 
Dedication 

 First and foremost, this body of work is dedicated to my ancestors who were forced to 

this country many moons ago; their God-given strength to push through the horrors of 

enslavement has given me the opportunity to reach heights that I could have never imagined. 

I would also like to dedicate this to my beautiful wife, Imani, and my children, Anaya, 

Azaria, and Michael. Thank you for being with me during this journey and for all of the 

sacrifices you have had to endure. I love you!  

  



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 4 

Acknowledgments 

 First and foremost, I would like to thank my lord and savior Jesus Christ, for without his 

guidance and protection I would not be who I am today. Thank you to my wife, Imani Hamilton, 

for all of your support and encouragement during this journey; I could not have done it without 

you. My beautiful children, Anaya, Azaria, and Michael, I love you, and always reach for the sky 

and the stars above.  

I would like to thank my awesome and amazing committee team. To my chair, Dr. Bruce 

Campbell, you’re an amazing professor and mentor. God truly placed you in my life for this very 

moment. To my committee member Dr. Zarah Adams, I look forward to collaborating with you 

now that this journey has finished. Thank you for all of your words of encouragement during this 

journey, especially during the loss of my father. To my committee member, Dr. Monica Taylor, I 

knew from day 1 that I wanted you on my committee. I truly honor all of the accomplishments 

that you have achieved throughout your career in education; it has been a true privilege to have 

you on my team.  

 I would like to thank my mother, Toni Plaskett: Your prayers are always received, thanks 

for raising me to be the man I am today. To my father, Dr. Ross T. Hamilton, Sr.: Although you 

are with the lord, your legacy will continue. To my sister, Dr. Tonisha Joanis: Thank you for 

helping to review my papers and for all the support you have given me. To my brother, Neil: 

Your words of encouragement have always helped keep me grounded; love you bro. To my 

mother-in law, Dorothy Carn: You have been a true godsend for Imani and me.  

 To my maternal grandparents, Joseph “Pop-Pop” and Bernice “G-G” Plaskett: Thanks for 

helping my family when we were in need. To all my cousins, aunts, and uncles: I love you. To 

my paternal grandparents, Rev. Leo & Anne Hamilton: Your legacy continues.  



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 5 

 A special acknowledgement to Arcadia University’s Cohort 11: We did it! To my special 

group of peer reviewers, Brian Wallace, Dr. Karen Guidas-Sidorick, Jeri Johnson, and Dr. 

Keisha Robinson: Teamwork makes the dream work!  

 To my high school teacher Ms. Forte: You’re the reason I am an educator. To my high 

school counselor, Mr. Sloane: Thank you. To the Claire family: Thank you for what you did 

during my senior year. To the brothers of Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity: Thank you for your 

constant support and encouragement. To my dear alma mater, Clark Atlanta University: It was 

on your hallowed grounds where I found my purpose. 

 To all of those participants who shared their experience in this research, your story will 

help the next generation of Black students at the high school in this dissertation, and to that I say 

thank you.  

 Thank you, God, for all that you do and continue to do in my life, and for that I will 

continue to uphold your name in all that I do.  

  



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................... 10 
Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................................................................. 11 
Background of Study .................................................................................................................... 12 
Research Problem ......................................................................................................................... 13 

Disproportionality in Discipline ............................................................................................... 14 
Barriers to Culturally Relevant Pedagogy in Classrooms ......................................................... 15 
Colorblind Racism .................................................................................................................... 16 

Research Questions ....................................................................................................................... 18 
Context of the Study ..................................................................................................................... 18 
Significance of the Study .............................................................................................................. 19 
Conclusion .................................................................................................................................... 20 
Chapter 2: Review of the Literature .............................................................................................. 21 
Definition of Terms ....................................................................................................................... 21 
Suburban Diversity ....................................................................................................................... 22 

Wealth Inequality ...................................................................................................................... 24 
Black Parents’ Choice of Suburban Schools ............................................................................. 26 

Black Racial Identity Development .............................................................................................. 27 
Racial Socialization: The Role of Black Parents ...................................................................... 28 

Familial Capital of Parents .................................................................................................... 30 
Influence of Racism .................................................................................................................. 30 

Nigrescence Theory ...................................................................................................................... 33 
Pre-Encounter ........................................................................................................................... 34 

Racialization of Achievement: Acting White ....................................................................... 35 
Encounter .................................................................................................................................. 37 

Colorblindness in the Classroom .......................................................................................... 38 
Structural Racism in Schools ................................................................................................ 38 

Immersion-Emersion ................................................................................................................. 40 
The Need for More Black Teachers ...................................................................................... 41 
Affinity Groups for Black Students ...................................................................................... 43 

Internalization ........................................................................................................................... 44 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy .............................................................................................. 45 
Challenges to CRP ................................................................................................................ 46 

Internalization-Commitment ..................................................................................................... 47 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 7 

CRP and Social Justice-Based Curriculum ........................................................................... 48 
Development of a Critical Consciousness ............................................................................ 49 

Summary ....................................................................................................................................... 51 
Chapter 3: Methodology ............................................................................................................... 53 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 53 
Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 54 
Research Type ........................................................................................................................... 54 
Perspective of the Research ...................................................................................................... 55 

Transformative Worldview ................................................................................................... 55 
Context of the Study ................................................................................................................. 56 

Township Profile ................................................................................................................... 57 
School District Profile ........................................................................................................... 57 

Role of the Researcher .............................................................................................................. 58 
Participant Selection ................................................................................................................. 60 

Sampling ............................................................................................................................... 61 
Outreach and Selection of Participants ................................................................................. 61 

Focus Group Selection .............................................................................................................. 63 
Data Collection ......................................................................................................................... 63 

One-on-One Interviews ......................................................................................................... 63 
Focus Groups ........................................................................................................................ 64 
Document Review ................................................................................................................. 65 

Triangulation ............................................................................................................................. 65 
Coding ....................................................................................................................................... 66 

Emergent Themes ................................................................................................................. 67 
Consent ..................................................................................................................................... 68 
Confidentiality .......................................................................................................................... 68 

Focus Group Participants ...................................................................................................... 69 
Proxy ..................................................................................................................................... 69 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 70 
Trustworthiness Criteria ............................................................................................................ 71 

Member Checking ................................................................................................................. 71 
Peer Debriefing ..................................................................................................................... 71 

Limitations ................................................................................................................................ 72 
Timeline .................................................................................................................................... 73 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 8 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................ 73 
Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Results ........................................................................................... 75 

Study Recap .............................................................................................................................. 76 
Research Questions ............................................................................................................... 76 
Theoretical Framework ......................................................................................................... 76 
Methods................................................................................................................................. 77 
Participants ............................................................................................................................ 77 
Proxy ..................................................................................................................................... 78 

Participant Profiles .................................................................................................................... 78 
Emerging Themes ..................................................................................................................... 80 

Racial Socialization: Role of Parents/Families ..................................................................... 81 
Racist Encounters .................................................................................................................. 90 
Affinity Spaces for Black Students ....................................................................................... 98 
Lack of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy ............................................................................... 106 
Insufficient Number of Black Teachers .............................................................................. 109 
Attending a PWSPHS Builds Critical Consciousness ........................................................ 112 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 118 
Chapter 5: Summary and Discussion .......................................................................................... 121 

Purpose of Study ..................................................................................................................... 121 
Review of the Problem ............................................................................................................ 121 
Overview of the Methods ........................................................................................................ 122 

Context of Study ................................................................................................................. 122 
Participants .......................................................................................................................... 122 
Data Collection Methods .................................................................................................... 123 

Findings .................................................................................................................................. 124 
Racial Socialization: Role of Parents/Family Members ..................................................... 124 
Racist Encounters ................................................................................................................ 125 
Affinity Spaces for Black Students ..................................................................................... 126 
Insufficient Number of Black Teachers .............................................................................. 127 
Lack of CRP ........................................................................................................................ 128 
Attending a PWSPHS Builds Critical Consciousness ........................................................ 129 

Limitations .............................................................................................................................. 129 
Implications for Practice ......................................................................................................... 130 

The Need for Strong Collaboration With Black Families and Communities ..................... 130 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 9 

Enhancing CRP ................................................................................................................... 132 
Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 134 

Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer .................................................................................................. 158 
Appendix B: Google Form Registration ..................................................................................... 159 
Appendix C: Proxy Confidentiality Agreement .......................................................................... 161 
Appendix D: Participant Selection Confirmation Email ............................................................ 162 
Appendix E: Informed Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study ............................. 163 
Appendix F: Participant Selection for Focus Group Confirmation Email .................................. 165 
Appendix G: Informed Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study Focus Group ...... 166 
Appendix H: Interview Protocol for Participants (One-on-One Interviews) .............................. 168 
Appendix I: Interview Protocol for Focus Group Participants (Nonemployees of SSD) ........... 172 
 

  



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 10 

Abstract 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which attending a predominantly 

White suburban public high school shaped the racial identity development of Black students. In 

addition, the researcher was also able to identify the policies and practices that benefit and or 

harm the racial identity development of Black children as they matriculate through high school. 

African American children matriculating through suburban public schools do so at serious risk to 

their racial identity development (L. A. Jones, 2018; Leath et al., 2019). Cultural and social 

challenges faced by African American children in suburban schools include navigating a system 

that is built entirely around the White experience (L. A. Jones, 2018). Cross’s (2021) 

Nigrescence theory, which captures the various stages of African Americans as they move from 

a state of cultural unconsciousness to cultural pride, was used as the theoretical framework for 

this study. 

 The participants of this study were Black alumni, who graduated from Sunnyside High 

School (SHS; pseudonym) prior to 2020. SHS is a large suburban public school that prior to 

2023 had a student body that was predominately White. Data collection for this qualitative study 

included semistructured individual interviews with 11 Black alumni of SHS, a small focus group 

consisting of five Black alumni of SHS, and a document review of public records connected with 

SHS. Through the data collection process, the researcher was able to identify the following six 

themes: (a) racial socialization: role of parents/family members; (b) racist encounters; (c) affinity 

spaces for Black students; (d) lack of culturally relevant pedagogy; (e) insufficient number of 

Black teachers; and (f) attending a predominantly White suburban public high school prepared 

individuals for a racialized society.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In the United States, the salience of race is a phenomenon that develops quite early in the 

lives of children, even before entering kindergarten; 3- and 4-year-olds have already been found 

to associate racial groups with both low status (i.e., poverty) and high status (i.e., wealth) 

markers (Sullivan et al., 2021). Worrell et al. (2020) present race salience as the level of 

importance to which race plays within a person’s self-understanding during periods of their life. 

Research has found that even at the age of 6, a child can identify discrimination and understand 

key elements of racism (Marcelo & Yates, 2018). 

Racial identity development is the level of connection that a person attaches to their own 

racial group (Hughes et al., 2015; Sackett & Dogan, 2019; Schwartz et al., 2014). As Black 

children transition into adolescence, they develop an even more heightened state of racial 

identity awareness, especially surrounding how their racial group membership is treated by 

others within society (Leath et al., 2019; Rogers et al., 2015). In suburban schools, African 

American children, within the edifices of their school buildings, face a variety of threats to their 

social, cultural, and academic development that their White classmates do not encounter (L. A. 

Jones, 2018; Lewis-McCoy, 2018).  

In this chapter, the researcher will first provide an overview of the literature as it relates 

to the experience of Black suburban students in the public school system. Next, the research 

problem will be presented, which shows the various threats that racism-related practices and 

cultural incompetence in schools have on the racial identity development of Black students. 

Finally, the research questions, context of the study, and significance of the research will be 

provided. 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 12 

Background of Study 

 In the United States, the suburbs are growing more rapidly than urban and rural areas 

(Parker et al., 2018). Recent data indicates that there are roughly 175 million Americans who 

reside in the suburbs, an increase of 16% from the 150 million that were identified in 2000 

(Parker et al., 2018). As a result of the increase in the suburban population, the majority of public 

school students in the United States now obtain their education through suburban schools 

(Diamond & Posey-Maddox, 2020).  

The increase in residential population within the suburbs has also manifested into an 

increase in persons of color within these areas; for instance, more than half of the Black 

population in the United States lives in suburban areas (Diamond & Posey-Maddox, 2020; 

McGowen, 2017). McGowen (2017) attributes the racial demographic rise of African Americans 

living in the suburbs to both an increase in their economic mobility and the removal of racist 

barriers that once prevented African Americans from residing in these once predominantly White 

enclaves. 

Posey-Maddox’s (2017) research on suburban Black families and their relationships with 

their children’s schools found that most Black parents saw intrinsic value in the plethora of 

resources and educational opportunities offered within their suburban public school districts. 

Such value can also be bolstered by research that indicates that “students of color matriculating 

through predominantly White integrated schools had higher levels of achievement, stronger test 

scores, lower dropout rates, and less truancy than their counterparts in segregated cities” 

(Chapman, 2014, p. 313). 

 Although the educational opportunities provided in suburban settings may be enticing to 

Black families, the stark reality is that Black children who attend suburban schools are not 
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immune from the harsh realities of racism; their school buildings remain a microcosm of the 

various racial microaggressions that plague Black people throughout society (Posey-Maddox, 

2017; C. D. Smith & Hope, 2020). 

Research Problem 

 In the United States, Black/African American children attending suburban schools do so 

under the constant threat of serious harm to their racial identity (L. A. Jones, 2018; Leath et al., 

2019). These threats faced by African American students in suburban educational spaces include: 

(a) curriculum that does not reflect their culture, (b) daily doses of racial microaggressions from 

their peers, and (c) interactions within their building that perpetuate the stereotypes that society 

has placed on African Americans (Leath et al., 2019). Unfortunately, in order to achieve success 

in these educational institutions that are built around White-normed policies and expectations, 

students of color face the heavy burden of adapting to the institutional expectations set before 

them (Chambers et al., 2014). In essence, the double-consciousness theory brought to light by W. 

E. B. Du Bois (1994) in the early 20th century still rings true today for Black children attending 

suburban schools. 

Du Bois (1994) in 1903 defined the concept of double consciousness as the 

psychologically draining matrix in which African Americans find themselves constantly 

examining their existence through a racist society in which their mere existence is a measure of 

contempt. The result is a dual consciousness in which African Americans feel they have two 

frames of being—one as an African American and the other as an American—resulting in a state 

of battle toward maintaining their racial identity while also adapting to the norms of American 

society (Du Bois, 1994). 
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Confronting racial mistreatment against African Americans and its residual effects on 

Black children is nothing new. To celebrate the centennial anniversary of the Emancipation 

Proclamation in 1963, the renowned author James Baldwin (1991) penned a letter to his Black 

teenage nephew in which he encouraged him to: 

Know whence you came. If you know whence you came, there is really no limit to where 

you can go. The details and symbols of your life have been deliberately constructed to 

make you believe what white people say about you. Please try to remember that what 

they believe, as well as what they do and cause you to endure, does not testify to your 

inferiority but to their inhumanity and fear. (p. 8) 

 Due to the large amount of time that adolescents spend within their school buildings, 

forms of discrimination against students of color are important to unpack (Hope et al., 2015). For 

the purposes of reflection, the researcher will first examine the area of school discipline.  

Disproportionality in Discipline 

Research has found that in regard to school discipline, Black students are more likely to 

face punitive disciplinary actions, such as suspensions, than their White peers (K. P. Anderson & 

Ritter, 2017; Davison et al., 2022; Fisher et al., 2020; Gregory & Fergus, 2017). This disciplinary 

racial gap is not just isolated to high school but starts at preschool, according to Gregory and 

Fergus (2017): “Although only 19 percent of preschool children are black, they represent 47 

percent of preschool children who receive one or more out-of-school suspensions” (p. 119). 

The disproportionality in school discipline between Black and White students has severe 

consequences; for instance, there exists a strong correlation between school dropout rates and 

suspensions (Davis, 2017). Data shows that within the kindergarten through 12th-grade (K-12) 

sphere,  Black students are more likely to drop out when compared with their White classmates 
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(Davis, 2017). When examining solutions to improve the academic success and engagement of 

Black students, one way to start is by introducing pedagogical practices that incorporate Black 

culture within the curriculum (Gay, 2013; Milner, 2016). 

Barriers to Culturally Relevant Pedagogy in Classrooms 

 Culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) is the theory that the culture of a student is a 

valuable asset to tap into during the educational process (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Shaw, 

2016; Warren-Grice, 2017). Gay (2013) suggests that culturally responsive teaching is the ability 

to connect to students by using “cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and 

performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to 

and effective for them” (pp. 49–50). CRP is an effective tool for teachers to both legitimize the 

experience of African American children within their lessons and disseminate deficit narratives 

of African Americans and their culture (Ladson-Billings, 2022).  

 Although CRP, if implemented correctly, can be transformative for students of color, the 

teaching force within the United States, the majority of which are comprised of White teachers, 

find it challenging to replicate such practices in their classrooms (Kearl, 2022; Pagán, 2022; 

Willey & Magee, 2018). One barrier toward the implementation of CRP is that White teachers 

arrive at their buildings with racial biases that normalize racist school policies and uplift White 

privilege (Pagán, 2022; Willey & Magee, 2018). When examining the challenges to engaging in 

culturally responsive dialogue within the classroom, Thomas (2013) found that teachers from a 

variety of backgrounds all face the challenge of separating their intellectual ideologies from their 

life experiences. According to Thomas (2013), “When teachers and students hold contrasting 

ideologies about the curriculum under study, pedagogical practices, or other aspects of classroom 

interaction, conflict often occurs” (p. 329). In discussing ideologies within education, one such 
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method that further perpetuates racism and inequality to persons of color is the colorblind 

approach to discussing race (Hazelbaker & Mistry, 2021; Neville et al., 2013). 

Colorblind Racism 

 The colorblind racial ideology is the act of denying differences between races and instead 

seeing all persons as the same (Hazelbaker & Mistry, 2021; Neville et al., 2013). As a result of 

systematic racism within the United States, there exists real social and economic disparities that 

result in the marginalization and oppression of Black people (Neville et al., 2013). According to 

Neville et al. (2013), the refusal to see a person’s race and to take into account the disparities 

brought on by racial differences actually results in the continued perpetuation of racial harm 

against persons of color.  

In examining the impact of colorblind racism on children in schools, Sondel et al. (2022) 

indicates that a colorblind approach actually uplifts White supremacy by allowing Whites the 

ability to refuse to accept any culpability for the societal challenges faced by persons of color 

while also professing support of the status quo without fear of being branded a racist. Neville et 

al. (2013) also highlighted the negative impact of colorblind racial ideology by indicating that 

children who receive such colorblind language from teachers are less likely to either name or 

report acts of racism. 

One way to address the colorblind philosophy is to increase the presence of African 

American teachers in schools, according to McKinney de Royston et al. (2017): “Such educators 

intentionally challenge a colorblind notion of care and see it as their responsibility as African 

American adults to protect African American children from further racial trauma” (p. 7). 
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Insufficient Number of Black Teachers  

  Studies have found that Black students who are taught by Black teachers benefit not just 

academically but socially (Cherng & Halpin, 2016; Hart, 2020; Stovall, 2022). In regard to in-

school racism, Gale’s (2020) research on Black adolescents found that “students who perceived 

higher levels of teacher support were protected against the negative influence of in-school racial 

discrimination” (p. 7). Research has found that classrooms of Black teachers tend to be more 

attuned to the cultural and social needs of Black students (Bristol & Martin-Fernandez, 2019; 

Redding, 2019). In addition, according to Lee et al. (2022), Black teachers are of extreme 

importance to Black students as their classrooms are more likely to be infused with culturally 

relevant and affirming practices.  

Unfortunately, data indicate that the K–12 public school teaching workforce within the 

United States remains majority White (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016). According to the National Center for Education Statistics 

(2020), “in schools where the majority of students were White, over 90 percent of teachers were 

White” (“Teachers of a Given Race” section). Data pulled from 2014 regarding the racial 

demographics of the K–12 public school teacher workforce found that roughly 79% of the entire 

teaching force is White compared to 8% who identify as Black (U.S. Department of Education, 

2016). Using the same data, when examining the teaching workforce of large suburban public 

schools, the teacher workforce is 84% White and 8% Black (U.S. Department of Education, 

2016).  

Based on the above-mentioned data, it is evident that further research should be 

conducted to learn more about the lived experiences of Black suburban students and their racial 

identity development. The subsequent sections will provide an overview of the questions that 
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will guide this study, the context of the research, and the potential significance that the results 

can bring to the field of education.  

Research Questions 

 The following questions led this research study: 

1. To what extent does attending a predominantly White suburban public high school 

(PWSPHS) in the United States shape the racial identity development of Black students?  

2. What institutional policies or practices do Black alumni of Sunnyside High School (SHS; 

pseudonym) recall as being a benefit or a hindrance to their racial identity development?  

Context of the Study 

  In the United States, roughly 31% of Black students attend public elementary and 

secondary schools where less than 25% of the students are Black (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2019). Over the past 2 decades, the suburbs have seen an influx of new residents, 

many of which include families of color (Chapman, 2014). According to Chapman (2014), 

“Almost one-third of the students of color in the suburbs attend majority White schools” (p. 

312). Studies have shown that Black students who attend predominantly White schools 

frequently encounter acts of racism that lead to stressors that have a direct impact on their 

academic engagement and racial identity (Chapman, 2013; Leath et al., 2019).  

 For this qualitative study, the researcher interviewed 11 Black alumni of SHS, the sole 

public high school for the residents of a large suburban township located within the northeastern 

region of the United States. In addition, the researcher conducted a focus group containing five 

Black alumni of SHS. All Black alumni of this study were pulled from those who graduated from 

SHS prior to 2020, a time period in which the overall percentage of White students was greater 

than 50%, thus classifying it as a PWSPHS. 
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Significance of the Study 

In an analysis of disparities within suburban schools, Mordechay and Terbeck (2023) 

point out that even though the majority of students in the United States are enrolled in a suburban 

school, most educational literature is centered around the plight of students attending urban 

schools. Over the past 3 decades, there has been a significant racial demographic change in 

suburban regions resulting in a significant number of Black students matriculating through such 

suburban schools (Chapman, 2014; Stroub & Richards, 2017). Diamond and Posey-Maddox’s 

(2020) research on the evolving landscape of the suburbs, including their schools and 

communities, found that more than half of Black people in the United States live in suburbs near 

large metropolitan areas.  

Understanding how racial identity functions for Black youth is an integral component to 

the field of education; studies suggest that Black adolescents with a strong connection to their 

racial group tend to have greater academic and social/emotional success in school (Rivas-Drake 

et al., 2014; Rogers et al., 2015). Regarding social and emotional advancement, Zirkel & 

Johnson’s (2016) research on Black racial identity in education found:  

Consistently, a stronger, more developed Black racial identity has been associated with 

higher levels of self-esteem; greater numbers of friends in school; improved interpersonal 

functioning; increased life satisfaction; reduced levels of depression and anxiety; greater 

optimism about the future; greater coping skills and evidence of resilience. (p. 304) 

For this study, the researcher is seeking to broaden the literature on the experiences that 

Black adolescents encounter while attending a PWSPHS, particularly in areas pertaining to their 

racial identity development. McGowen’s (2017) research on African Americans living in 

predominantly White suburbia found that there exists a tendency for these African Americans to 
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have more racialized views than their White neighbors. In exploring further, McGowen (2017) 

identified that by high school, African American students attending predominantly White 

suburban schools are not only sensitive but keenly aware of how school policies impact their 

racial group.  

Conclusion 

 Racial identity is a vital element to the academic and psychological development of 

Black youth, and therefore those who have developed a strong connection to their racial group 

tend to perform well in school (Rivas-Drake, 2014; Rogers et al., 2015). For this qualitative 

phenomenological study, the researcher will seek to expand on the body of knowledge pertaining 

to how attending a PWSPHS shapes the racial identity development of Black students. This 

study will provide educational leaders and practitioners with additional data that can be used to 

examine their current pedagogical practices and institutional policies so that they are creating 

schools that are more culturally attuned to the racial identity development of Black students, 

primarily those who matriculate through PWSPHS. The researcher will also provide findings to 

the parents, guardians, and caretakers of Black students who attend PWSPHS; these adults can 

then use this study as an additional resource when advocating for improvement in educational 

practices. This information will provide their children with not only a more enriching high 

school experience but additionally one that will eliminate elements of racial stressors. In Chapter 

2, the researcher will provide literature on the state of suburban diversity, Black racial identity 

development, and the researcher’s theoretical framework, which revolves around the 

Nigrescence theory. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

The objective of this chapter is to ensure that the reader has an understanding of the 

social factors that impact the racial identity development of Black students as they matriculate 

through a predominately White suburban public high school (PWSPHS). This chapter will use 

William Cross’s Nigrescence theory (Appling & Robinson, 2021) to identify the stages of racial 

identity that Black adolescents traverse through followed by key themes that support the overall 

positive racial identity development of Black students. 

Definition of Terms 

 To provide greater context to the researcher’s study, the following definitions of terms 

are provided for the reader: 

Black or African American: The National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.) defines 

the term Black or African American as any “person having origins in any of the black racial 

groups of Africa” (“Definitions for New Race and Ethnicity Categories,” front page). 

Nigrescence theory: According to Szymanski and Lewis (2015), the Nigrescence theory 

is a theoretical framework to describe an 

African American individual’s process of transitioning from internalized racism and/or 

low racial salience to a heightened sensitivity and anger in response to racism to the 

development of a positive and internalized sense of one’s Black social identity that 

culminates in a deep commitment to disrupt systemic forms of racism and oppression. (p. 

174) 

Race: The term race is used to identify and or describe individuals of a group that share 

the same skin complexion, physical features, ancestry, or cultural identities (National Cancer 
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Institute, n.d.). According to the U.S. Census Bureau (n.d.), race is a social, not biological, 

construct and can also be used to tie together groups of people to similar cultural groups and 

places of national origin. 

Racial identity development: Schwartz et al. (2014) explain racial identity as a subjective 

view in which one associates and/or views themselves as a member of a particular ethnic or 

racial group. Racial identity development models exist to help trace the evolution of a person’s 

racial identity typically through childhood, adolescence, and into adulthood (Schwartz et al., 

2014).  

Racial microaggressions: These are defined as “brief and commonplace daily verbal, 

behavioral, and environment indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate 

hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (Nadal et 

al., 2019, p. 4).  

Racism: Singleton (2021) defines racism as a strategic system created specifically for the 

marginalization and mistreatment of certain groups based on physical characteristics such as the 

color of their skin.  

Suburban territories: In the United States, suburban territories are identified as districts 

outside of a city that have a large population of citizens who commute to a large metropolitan 

area for work (Chapman, 2014). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.), 

a suburban territory can be classified as (a) large, if it is located in an area outside of a major city 

and inside an urbanized area that has a population of more than 250,000 people; (b) medium, if it 

includes less than 250,000 but more than 100,000 people, and (c) small, if it is populated with 

less than 100,000 people. 

Suburban Diversity 
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Suburban areas within the United States are often imagined as a bastion of wealth and 

Whiteness; however, this image cannot be further from the truth. More than half of Blacks, Asian 

Americans, Indigenous/First Nations, and Latinx people in the United States live in suburban 

locales near large metropolitan areas (Diamond & Posey-Maddox, 2020). This myth may be 

rooted in the historical reality that for many years after World War II, the suburbs were 

predominantly White enclaves in which racial and socioeconomic segregation lived in both its 

residential housing and schools (Rhodes & Warkentien, 2017, p. 183). 

As the suburbs have become more racially diverse, so have their public schools. For 

instance, since 1990, the diversity within the student population of suburban public schools has 

increased by 30%; more specifically, the proportion of Black students in suburban public schools 

has increased by 20% (Stroub & Richards, 2017). In the suburbs, a significant portion of the 

students of color are enrolled in high school, and Black students in particular constitute roughly 

32% of these populations (Chapman, 2014).  

The racial and socioeconomic demographics of suburban schools provide Black students 

with the rich opportunity to experience an array of different extracurricular activities and 

resources within the school building (Jang, 2020). Unfortunately, access to these resources does 

come with a price. Jang’s (2020) research on the effects of race-based matching between 

students and teachers in suburban schools uncovered that “Black students and families living in 

suburban areas often experience acculturation stress as they adapt to a potentially different 

socioeconomic status and a culturally different White-dominated culture” (p. 25). Acculturation, 

explained within the context of suburban schools, is defined as the process in which new and old 

members of the suburban culture interact in a powerful way with each other (Yu et al., 2017). 

For example, as African American students from inner city areas migrate into affluent suburbs, 
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they are more likely to “become the victims of schools’ sorting practices and poor instruction as 

some of their suburban teachers and counselors associate their inner-city origin and cultural 

patterns with minimal skills and ability” (Yu et al., 2017, pp. 836–837). 

Wealth Inequality 

 The suburbs are not just made up of affluent families void of poverty; for instance, in 

2005, the population of poor people living in suburban areas in the United States was roughly 

one million people greater than the number of poor people living in urban areas (Fraker, 2020). 

Since the 2008 U.S. recession, poverty levels within the suburbs have increased significantly. It 

has been found that since 2010, roughly one out of three Americans living in poverty resided in 

the suburbs (Pavlakis, 2018).  Palakshappa and Fiks’s (2016) study on the effects of poverty for 

medical practices servicing suburban areas found that “more than half of poor and near-poor 

metropolitan area residents, 56% and 63%, respectively, live in the suburbs” (p. 1). 

Data indicate that although the majority of people living in suburban poverty tend to be 

White and Latino, there are a disproportionate number of Black suburban residents who live in 

poverty. Statistically speaking, suburban residents of color have a higher probability of living in 

a poor neighborhood than White suburban residents living in poverty (Lewis-McCoy, 2018). 

Pavlakis’s (2018) qualitative analysis of suburban poverty and student homelessness uncovered 

that one of the causes for the rise of suburban poverty is the gentrification of major cities, which 

has resulted in the push of low-income residents out of these now unaffordable metropolitan 

areas and into their surrounding suburbs. 

 As persons of color move to the suburbs from urban areas to access greater opportunities, 

they are met with social and economic issues such as poverty, high unemployment, aging 

housing infrastructure, and high taxes (Pfeiffer, 2016). The epic wealth gap between minorities 
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and Whites has left families of color at a disadvantage for accessing affordable housing in 

suburban areas deemed as low-crime areas with schools labeled as high performing (Pfeiffer, 

2016). 

In addition to challenges of affordable housing, Rutan et al.’s (2023) research on the rise 

in suburban residential evictions suggests that one root cause for the spike in suburban evictions 

is the inequitable design of most suburban landscapes, in particular the sprawling street designs 

built around residents owning a car. This suburban reliance on car ownership not only lends to 

additional economic stress, but it also places residents in a precarious and vulnerable position of 

losing employment should their automobile break down (Rutan et al., 2023, p. 106). Access to 

employment opportunities in low-income suburbs, especially with poor public transportation, can 

be quite a challenge; Palakshappa and Fiks (2016) indicate that in these areas “only 25% of jobs 

are within a 90-minute public transit commute and 4% within a 45-minute commute” (p. 2).  

The rise in suburban poverty has also resulted in a bump in food insecurity within those 

communities (Lewis-McCoy et al., 2023). Palakshappa and Fiks (2016) note that the poor public 

transportation offered within the suburbs has resulted in suburban residents having limited access 

to supportive services such as food pantries. Lewis-McCoy et al. (2023) indicate that access to 

service providers dealing with food security in the suburbs “often requires access to a car, which 

is financially burdensome; relying on walking long distances, which can be unsafe in suburbs 

with inadequate sidewalks; or using public transit, which is frequently more time consuming in 

the suburbs” (p. 2).  

Regarding poverty and adolescent academic achievement, Gordon and Cui’s (2018) 

research on the topic concluded that  
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the racial disparity between Black and White adolescents was greater in communities 

where there was low poverty as compared with high-poverty communities, in that, Black 

adolescents in low-poverty communities experienced a greater disadvantage than White 

adolescents in high-poverty communities, relative to academic achievement. (p. 960)  

Gordon and Cui (2018) suggest that these findings related to low-poverty communities 

can be attributed to the racial demographics of such settings being primarily White, resulting in 

Black adolescents lacking opportunities to engage with fellow Black students and obtain positive 

racial identity affirmation.  

Black Parents’ Choice of Suburban Schools 

For minority families, one of the motivating factors for moving to the suburbs is their 

perceived high quality of both residential housing and public schools (Rhodes & Warkentien, 

2017). Kimelberg and Billingham (2013) point out that middle-class relocation from the urban 

cities to the suburbs is a direct result of parents seeking to avoid city school districts with a lack 

of sufficient resources, poor standardized test scores, and negative reputations. In Posey-

Maddox’s (2017) study on Black family–school relations in the suburbs, it was found that most 

Black parents valued the resources and educational opportunities offered within their suburban 

public schools.  

 In closely examining the choice made by Black families to move into the suburbs, 

Rhodes and Warkentien (2017) found there to be distinct differences. Black parents who were 

raised in urban locales tended to view the suburbs as enclaves of superior schools and were less 

likely to critique the differences among suburban districts; however, those Black parents who 

grew up in the suburbs were more apt to crucially examine such schools. 
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Although Black middle-class families living in the suburbs are equipped with an element 

of class privilege, this still does not prevent these groups from encountering elements of race-

based microaggressions and hostility from both White teachers and parents (Posey-Maddox, 

2017).  Lewis-McCoy’s (2018) analysis of Black life within the suburban environment 

uncovered elements of internal segregation within schools, including a disproportionality in 

discipline, academic tracking, and unchecked teacher bias leading to anti-Black feelings. 

To combat these inequalities, African American parents tend to be proactive in helping 

their children identify and adapt strategies to combat racism and racial microaggressions found 

within the classrooms educating their children (Baquedano-Lòpez et al., 2013, p. 159). Posey-

Maddox’s (2017) research concluded that Black families in suburban areas faced the harsh 

reality that the schools in which they sent their children did not insulate them from racism; in 

fact, these very institutions actually mirrored the microaggressions perpetrated against Black 

people within society.  

Black Racial Identity Development 

African Americans who attend school in the suburbs deal with daily social and cultural 

challenges that neither their White classmates nor their African American counterparts attending 

schools in urban settings encounter (L. A. Jones, 2018). These obstacles include the daily 

navigation within a school system, whether it be riding on a school bus, sitting in the classroom, 

or participating in extracurricular activities where the majority of students are not Black (L. A. 

Jones, 2018).  

These barriers begin to rise most notably during adolescence, a period in life that is a 

fundamental stage in the development of one’s identity (Appling & Robinson, 2021). Personal 

identity refers to the sense of who one is over a period of time; it is during the early periods of 
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adolescence where young students seek to explore and question who they want to be and what 

their role within society might be (Branje et al., 2021). Branje et al. (2021) describe personal 

identity as being closely interlocked with social identity in that one’s personal identity is shaped 

and molded by the social groups that one belongs to. As for Black youth, a key element of self-

awareness is understanding what it means to be a Black person living in today’s society (Griffin 

et al., 2022).  

As African American children transition into adolescence, their identity development is 

centered specifically around areas of race, personality, and group affiliation (Appling & 

Robinson, 2021). Worrell et al. (2020) contend that race and ethnic identity are integral 

psychological elements among minorities, especially African Americans. Research conducted on 

racial identity development and salience suggests that “early socialization processes associated 

with school, family, and social life play a role in knowledge about race and individual racial 

identity salience across all groups” (Hurtado et al., 2015, p. 147). According to Elmore et al. 

(2012), the normal development of African American children will consist of exposure to racist 

environments that can “lead to debilitating perceptions of oneself as a person of African descent, 

one’s self-esteem and general mental health” (p. 89). Racial identity is of fundamental 

importance to the mental health of African American children as it also helps them persevere 

through the stressors of racial discrimination (Elmore et al., 2012). 

Racial Socialization: The Role of Black Parents 

In exploring the racial identity development of African American adolescents, it is 

important to understand racial socialization, which is the process by which parents provide their 

children with implicit and explicit communication about the role that race plays within society 

(Tang et al., 2016). African American parents provide their children with both proactive and 
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protective messages. Proactive messages include the transmitting of positive attributes about 

what it means to be a member of the Black race, and protective messages refer to warnings given 

about the harsh realities of racism and specific strategies on how to handle racial discrimination 

when it arises (Barr & Neville, 2013).  

More specifically, M. A. Smith-Bynum et al. (2016) indicate that these proactive and/or 

protective messages sent by African American parents can include information about “Black 

history, the importance of getting an education, the importance of racial pride, confirmation of 

the existence of racial bias in society, embracement of mainstream values, or teaching children 

not to trust other racial–ethnic groups” (p. 1928). M. A. Smith-Bynum et al. (2016) interestingly 

found there to be distinct gender differences in the frequency of racial socialization. African 

American parents tended to direct messages around racial biases primarily to Black boys, 

whereas with Black girls, parents conversely or alternatively facilitated lessons focused on 

cultural and racial pride. In keeping with the discussion on gender biases, M. A. Smith-Bynum et 

al.’s (2014) findings suggest that “African American males are faced with unique stereotypes 

that characterize them as violent and delinquent, potentially leading to more encounters with 

racial discrimination than females” (p. 1059).  

Proactive and protective messages around racial socialization have been found to have a 

positive impact on the mental health of Black children, ranging from reduced psychological 

distress to an increase in self-esteem (Barr & Neville, 2013). In addition, Tang et al.’s (2016) 

empirical research on racial socialization and identity found that African American adolescents 

with parents who engage in consistent racial socialization tend to have a greater connection to 

their culture and frequently question their connection to the dominant White culture’s view of 

what it means to be African American. This is needed as racial discrimination is consistently 
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present within the lives of African American adolescents and can subsequently lead to serious 

mental health concerns (M. A. Smith-Bynum et al., 2014). 

Familial Capital of Parents 

 Familial capital is identified as the tangible human resources that families and students 

have access to outside of the school building (Budhai & Lewis Grant, 2023; Tolbert Smith et al., 

2022). An integral element of community is the family; as a result, community-related 

organizations are interlocked with familial capital (Budhai & Lewis Grant, 2023). Research has 

found that Black parents are active participants in the education of their children; one such way 

in which this is seen is the exposure that they provide to their kids regarding academic 

opportunities within the community (Latunde & Clark-Louque, 2016).  

Latunde and Clark-Louque (2016) found that in order to expose their children to 

educational opportunities lacking within their children’s schools, Black parents engaged in 

community organizations, fraternities, sororities, and religious institutions. All things considered, 

“students come to school rich in experiences and learning from family that can be leveraged in 

schools if schools acknowledged this form of cultural capital” (Latunde & Clark-Louque, 2016, 

p. 376). 

Influence of Racism 

Encountering racial discrimination is a regular occurrence within the daily experience of 

African American adolescents that when left to fester can lead to negative outcomes such as 

extreme psychological distress (M. A. Smith-Bynum et al., 2014). There exists structural racism 

within schools that is based on policies that increasingly render minorities at a disadvantage yet 

simultaneously elevate White students to succeed; students of color regularly engage in 

interactions with adults who are at times unaware of their racial biases and microaggressions, all 
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of which lends to a climate of mistrust toward White educators (Flitner et al., 2023). Collectively 

these occurrences erode an individual’s sense of belonging (Flitner et al., 2023).  

Psychologist Abraham Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs establishes that a sense of 

love and belonging is core to the development of all human beings (Xu et al., 2023). Foxx (2021) 

defines a sense of belonging as the belief that one is both accepted and valued within a 

community. Schools can enhance their students’ sense of belonging when teachers and 

administrators cultivate and demonstrate acts of caring for the social, emotional, and academic 

well-being of their students (Rutledge et al., 2015).  

Unfortunately, national data has shown that Black students in U.S. K–12 public schools 

are disciplined at a higher rate than their White counterparts (Bottiani et al., 2017, p. 532). 

According to Fisher et al. (2020), “Black students were 3.79 times more likely to be suspended, 

compared to their White counterparts” (p. 1492). The U.S. Department of Education Office for 

Civil Rights (2022) investigation into suspensions and expulsions within U.S. public schools 

discovered that Black boys in particular were suspended and/or expelled at rates that were three 

times their enrollment population; at the same time, Black girls were the only racial group within 

their gender category that received a disproportionate amount of suspensions and expulsions. 

Throughout the United States, the racial disproportionality in school discipline against Black 

students follows a consistent pattern that flows from elementary school all the way to high 

school (Gregory & Fergus, 2017).  

Bottiani et al. (2017) point out that “in schools that differentially suspended Black 

students, Black students reported less school belonging and equitable treatment, and more 

adjustment problems, relative to Black students in schools with lesser discipline disparities” (p. 

532). Chapman’s (2014) research on students of color in suburban schools found that Black 
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students in predominantly White school settings had lower levels of self-esteem and cultural 

flexibility than Black students who attended schools in which students of color were the 

majority. Lewis-McCoy (2018) takes it a step further and suggests that within suburban schools 

there exists a structure of race-based segregation particularly around high-level course offerings, 

specifically Advanced Placement classes.  

Theoharis and George (2023) define culturally responsive leadership as the process of 

knowing the cultural values, history, and background of students while at the same time having 

an understanding of the power of inequality and injustice and its impact on educational 

outcomes. In keeping in line with social justice, culturally responsive leaders also make issues of 

race and other forms of marginalization a central component to their work (Theoharis & George, 

2023). 

Unfortunately, in suburban school districts, race-related challenges are not addressed 

properly on the district level; Welton et al. (2015) conducted research that found that district 

officials in suburban settings were not properly prepared for the racial diversification of their 

schools, and instead of dealing with issues of race, most of the leaders in such settings assumed a 

colorblind and or race-neutral approach to such problems. 

Colorblindness is an approach to race that removes any thought of racist acts as being 

intentional or premeditated; in essence it supports White supremacy by providing White people 

with the ability to selectively ignore racism in action (Mueller, 2017). Schools that avoid 

discussing race-related issues and/or use race-neutral terminology ultimately wind up doing 

serious harm to their student population (Welton, 2015). Lac and Baxley (2019) echo this 

sentiment by stating that “school leaders with an arc toward social justice cannot espouse the 

ideals of racial equity while silencing, ignoring, or negating the voice of marginalized students 
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and parents” (p. 38). The silence of the Black voice is one of the key problems within the U.S. 

education system today. This tactic cultivates an environment that prevents society from truly 

understanding the plight of an oppressed group (Ladson-Billings, 2021). 

When examining racial identity among ethnic youth minorities, it has been found that a 

positive racial identity is associated favorably with self-esteem (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). 

Similarly, Hughes et al. (2015) unpack racial identity awareness to be of utmost importance as 

those African Americans who closely identify with their racial identity have in return more 

positive reflections on their ethnic group, higher self-esteem, and lower symptoms of 

depression.  

Nigrescence Theory 

The researcher’s theoretical framework for this research study will be centered around 

Cross’s (2021) Nigrescence theory, which can be used to explain the process in which an 

individual develops a Black consciousness, one that is keenly aware of racism and is cognizant 

of the important connection to Black people and Black culture. Hypolite (2020) views 

Nigrescence theory as a way to pinpoint the growth of an African American identity from one 

that emerged from an assimilation of White culture to that of a pro-Black stance. Appling and 

Robinson (2021) also explain Nigrescence theory as being rooted in the concept that adolescence 

is a pivotal period in the development of Black children; it is at this stage that they begin to 

examine their personal identity, most specifically their race. 

First developed during the immediate aftermath of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1968 

assassination, Nigrescence theory sought to explain the development of Black consciousness that 

was noticeable during the “Black Power” social movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s 

(Cross, 2021). Ture and Hamilton (1967) framed “Black Power” as a symbolic call to arms for 
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Black people living in the United States—a point to reclaim and recognize their heritage, unite as 

a people, enhance their sense of community, and dismantle racist organizations and their values.  

Cross (2021) framed Nigrescence theory around the following five stages of 

development: Pre-Encounter (Stage 1), Encounter (Stage 2), Immersion-Emersion (Stage 3), 

Internalization (Stage 4), and finally Internalization-Commitment (Stage 5). Although the 

researcher will examine all five stages of Nigrescence theory, a more in-depth approach in this 

chapter will center around the Internalization and Internalization-Commitment stages. The 

rationale for this decision can be framed around the researcher’s qualitative methodology that 

will focus on interviewing Black alumni of a PWSPHS who graduated prior to 2020. Because the 

subjects have been removed from their high school for periods spanning 4 to 10 years, the 

researcher can learn more about how the subjects’ experience with racial identity development 

during their high school experience has factored into their current daily lives. 

Pre-Encounter 

 Endale’s (2018) examination of the philosophical foundations of racial identity 

development within the Nigrescence theory indicates that the 

Pre-Encounter stage marks a time when an African American individual views the world 

through Euro-centric values. Outwardly, the individual shows signs of assimilating into 

White culture through hairstyles and dress. For individuals in this stage, there is no group 

cohesiveness with other members of the Black racial group. (p. 514) 

Tatum (1997) describes the Pre-Encounter stage as a point in which a Black child digests 

and absorbs the belief that White culture is to be viewed and valued as superior to all other 

cultures. The characteristics of a Pre-Encounter individual is one who exhibits low-salience 

attitudes regarding race with an additional lack of awareness of the social, political, and 
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economic effects of racism (Cross, 2021). To put it bluntly, Lu and Newton (2019) define the 

Pre-Encounter stage as a period in which a Black individual maintains a pro-White identity and 

an anti-Black position.   

In totality, due in part to the harmful effects of miseducation, those within the Pre-

Encounter tend to embody characteristics that can be described as anti-Black (Cross, 1991). 

Internalized racism is when an individual accepts only the negative stereotypes of their racial 

group (Maxwell et al., 2015). Bailey et al. (2002) explain internalized racism as a point where a 

Black person accepts the dominant White oppressive culture as the normalized standard while 

viewing any connection to Africa as the oddity to be rejected. 

Racialization of Achievement: Acting White 

Students who are seen as assimilating into the dominant White culture are at times 

accused by their fellow Black peers of acting White (Durkee & Williams, 2015). The 

racialization of achievement is typically seen in predominantly White schools. It is in these 

settings where harmful tracking practices result in honors and gifted programs being 

predominantly White; as a result, these settings are often viewed as White spaces (Ispa-Landa & 

Conwell, 2015). Therefore, students within such academic settings tend to racialize those 

characteristics that they believe exist within such settings, particularly gifted classes, resulting in 

a lack of cohesion between high-achieving Black students who exist in such White spaces and 

those Black students who do not (Ispa-Landa & Conwell, 2015).  

According to Durkee and Williams (2015), the harmful accusation of acting White, 

typically experienced by Black students during adolescence, is associated with behaviors aligned 

with one’s “style of speech, style of dress, racial make-up of friends, and music/dance 

preferences” (p. 27). The phrase “acting White” is “frequently used by Black students in a 
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derogatory manner to point out and attack another Black students’ connection with perceived 

White students’ values, norms, beliefs, attitudes, styles, and preferences (Grantham & Bridle, 

2014, p. 179). 

Typical derogatory descriptions associated with “acting White” include “selling out on 

their race, stuck up, uppity, not acting your race, acting like ‘typical’ White person, bougie, 

snobbish, snooty, sucking up, not using slang, speaking ‘properly,’ not embracing Black culture, 

dressing preppy, not wearing urban gear” (Grantham & Biddle, 2014, p. 179). Grantham and 

Biddle’s (2014) research on gifted Black students uncovered the prevalence of bullying against 

gifted Black students, mainly centered on accusations hurled at them of acting White. Due to 

these accusations, African American gifted students face higher levels of mental health concerns 

centered around stress, anxiety, and depression (Grantham & Biddle, 2014). 

Students of color who matriculate through White-normed spaces face an emotional 

quagmire, which is that academic success comes at the perceived cost of one’s own racial 

identity (Chambers et al., 2014). This element of assimilation can be labeled as racial 

opportunity costs, which can be defined as “tradeoffs or the value of missed opportunities that 

students of color forfeit to achieve academic success in white-normed school environments” 

(Tabron & Chambers, 2019, p. 125). 

Tabron and Chambers’s (2019) study on racial opportunity costs and Black students in 

education suggest that many of their student participants found the norms of their school to be at 

odds with those of their family and community. Due to this reality, a substantial number of the 

students felt that “academic success came at the expense of feeling valued and included unless 

they assimilated to the White, middle-class norms of the school” (Tabron & Chambers, 2019, p. 

129). 
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 At the turn of the 20th century, Du Bois (1994) presented his theory of double 

consciousness, which he defined as a draining matrix where Black individuals constantly find 

themselves being measured through the lens of a racist society. This idea of double 

consciousness places Blacks living in the United States in a daily state of navigating the 

tightrope of both extolling and embracing their cultural heritage while also having to conform to 

American values controlled by the White dominant group strife with racism (Du Bois, 1994). 

Encounter 

 In the Encounter stage, a Black person experiences or witnesses an event, usually one that 

includes racial marginalization, that awakens them to the power of racism within society (Lu & 

Newton, 2019; Tatum, 1997). This Encounter stage may conjure emotions that include guilt 

toward having led an anti-Black life that denied elements of racism or anger against the offender 

(Cross, 1991; Umaña‐Taylor et al., 2014). Such an encounter usually results in a radicalized 

consciousness and generalized anger against White people for causing racial harm (Cross, 1991; 

Umaña‐Taylor et al., 2014).  

 Cross (2021) frames the Encounter stage in two sections: (a) experiencing the racial event 

and (b) developing a new perspective of society as a result of that encounter. An individual 

within the Encounter stage typically begins the process of evaluating the manner in which their 

Blackness is treated within society and is hyperaware of race-related occurrences as they arise 

within their daily existence (Lu & Newton, 2019).  

During the Encounter period of racial identity development, Black children engage in an 

internal battle stemming from the causes and effects of being a member of a marginalized and 

oppressed group (Tatum, 1997). In essence, within the Encounter stage, Black children develop 
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an element of being woke, or aware, of the racial issues impacting Black people in society (Cross 

et al., 2022).  

Colorblindness in the Classroom 

Racism is rooted firmly within the structure of the U.S. educational system, resulting in 

the creation of a school system that elevates White students for success and places Black 

students at a disadvantage (Crutchfield et al., 2020; Flitner et al., 2023).  

A component of the everyday acts of racism within the education system includes racial 

microaggressions perpetuated by White teachers against Black students, which is often upheld 

through colorblind practices or in maintaining a general avoidance toward discussing or 

developing an awareness of racism (Kohli et al., 2017). Studies have found that teachers adopt a 

colorblind approach as a symbolic gesture toward equality; however, in return, it actually does 

harm to Black students by denying their reality in confronting racism in their daily lives (Lee-

Johnson, 2023). 

According to Hazelbaker and Mistry (2021), “Colorblindness, which includes ignoring or 

denying the importance of race, perpetuates racism, and reinforces White privilege by denying 

racial inequality” (p. 1127). The ability to avoid discomfort and/or vulnerability associated with 

the discussion of racism provides White people with the ability to ignore being associated or 

complicit with the maintenance of racist system that is geared toward their benefit (Jones et al., 

2023). 

Structural Racism in Schools 

The structural racism evident in schools creates an everyday reality for Black students 

that includes a greater tendency to be referred to special education, placed in remedial classes, 

and not recommended for gifted and advanced classes (Crutchfield et al., 2020). In suburban 
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school districts, Kettler and Hurst (2017) uncovered that Black students are not enrolled in 

Advanced Placement or international baccalaureate programs at the same level as their White 

classmates.  

Davis et al. (2013) also found a discrepancy in the number of African Americans enrolled 

in Advanced Placement classes. For instance, although African Americans make up roughly 

14.7% of the student population in public schools, they comprise of only  9% of those who are 

enrolled in Advanced Placement classes. Chapman’s (2013) research on Black students in 

majority White suburban school districts highlights that even high-achieving Black students are 

prone to racism-induced stress, leading some of them to self-question their academic abilities and 

presence in such rigorous classes. 

Leath et al.’s (2019) study on racial discrimination faced by Black students in 

predominantly White school districts found that 

Black adolescents are at increased risk of experiencing racial discrimination—due to 

increased freedom of movement outside the home and parental/family contexts; increased 

racial cleavage in peer networks; physical maturation, which can lead to their being 

viewed as less innocent and more threatening; and increased social cognitive capacities 

for understanding how they are viewed by others. (p. 1320) 

In regard to disciplinary policies, what is most striking is that Black students are more 

likely to receive harsher consequences than their White counterparts for comparable infractions 

(Bottiani et al., 2017; Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Gregory and Fergus’s (2017) research on equity 

and social and emotional learning within school discipline indicates: 

The discipline gap between black and white students starts as early as preschool. National 

data from 2013-14 show that although only 19 percent of preschool children are black, 
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they represent 47 percent of preschool children who receive one or more out-of-school 

suspensions. These disproportionalities continue as students proceed through elementary, 

middle, and high school. (p. 119) 

K. P. Anderson and Ritter’s (2017) study on discipline inequalities in the U.S. public 

school systems illustrate that although Black students represent roughly 15% of the overall 

student population, they constitute 44% of student suspensions and 36% of expulsions. This 

lends credence to the research done by Davison et al. (2022) suggesting that schools have 

become punitive spaces for Black children; it is within these settings that Black students are at 

least three times more likely to face suspension than their White counterparts.  

Bottiani et al. (2017) indicate that in schools where Black students were 

disproportionately disciplined, they were less likely to feel a sense of belonging and equity 

within the school community. Davis (2017) further suggests that there exists a correlation 

between suspensions and dropout rates, which may explain why Black students within the K-12 

journey are more likely to drop out of school than their White classmates.  

Immersion-Emersion 

 The Immersion-Emersion stage can be identified as the pivotal point in which an 

individual “begins to demolish the old perspective and simultaneously tries to construct what 

will become his or her new frame of reference” (Cross, 1991, p. 202). Cross (2021) paints a 

picture of the Immersion-Emersion phase by explaining that an individual within this stage: 

 Throws caution to the wind and, in an experience akin to being taken over by a 

strange but wonderful force, immerses her or his mind, heart, and soul in the 

mesmerizing world of blackness. Neither being completely free of the old, while a 
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neophyte to the new, the person is subject to extreme acts that demonstrate total 

commitment to the new. (p. 26) 

The convergence of leaving an assimilationist and/or anti-Black mindset, trying to gain a 

firm understanding of one’s new mindset, can push an individual in the Immersion-Emersion 

stage to being extremely sensitive to anything pertaining to race and or even militant (Cross et 

al., 2022). 

 During immersion, a person can be seen attending cultural or political events that are 

centered around Black issues while also dissociating themselves from Eurocentric groups that 

they may have joined during their Pre-Encounter phase (Cross, 1991, p. 203). At the point of 

emersion, the “intense negative emotions subside, and the glorification of Blackness evolves into 

Black pride that is balanced with realistic views of Black culture and Black people (Worrell et 

al., 2023, p. 392). Cross (2021) suggests that at this pivotal stage, a Black person is emersed 

from a sea of Black pride and cleansed from the vestiges of White superiority.  

The Need for More Black Teachers  

 There exists a serious issue with racial diversity within today’s teacher preparation 

programs, even though data shows the benefits of a diverse teacher body (Lee et al., 2022). As of 

fall 2021, 15% of students in U.S. public elementary and secondary schools identified as being 

Black (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). Nationwide, however, only 6.7% of 

public school teachers are Black; in schools where more than half of the students are White and 

non-Hispanic, the percentage of Black teachers drops to 2% (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2020).  

One of the reasons why the disparities in the number of Black teachers is of concern is 

that students of color have more of a favorable view toward teachers of color (Cherng & Halpin, 
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2016). The ability for students to connect with and have a favorable view of their teachers is vital 

to the education experience and can promote positive social development and academic 

outcomes (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). For instance, studies have found that Black students, when 

taught by teachers of the same race, perform better academically (Egalite et al., 2015; Hart, 

2020; Stovall, 2022), are more likely to be recommended into gifted programs (Bryan et al., 

2016; Hart, 2020), are less likely to be disciplined (Hart, 2020; Stovall, 2022), and have 

increased chances of graduating and entering college (Hart, 2020; Stovall, 2022). Lee et al.’s 

(2022) research on Black students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 

courses found that by having a Black teacher in the STEM classroom, Black students were more 

likely to achieve academic success and consider the pursuit of STEM-based careers.  

It has also been found that when a teacher and student share similar cultural values rooted 

in their connection to a racial or ethnic group, the probability increases that the student will 

receive a more just appraisal of their academic and classroom behavior (Redding, 2019). 

Redding (2019) further explains that teachers of color tend to have a deeper understanding of the 

cultural and social context of their students of color; as a result, there exists a more fluid 

connection between the identities of their students and the materials being presented in the 

curriculum.  

According to Bristol and Martin-Fernandez (2019), “Black teachers have a higher level 

of multicultural awareness, which fosters a more adaptive, responsive classroom environment for 

Black students” (p. 149). In regard to the social and emotional development of Black students, 

literature has shown that Black teachers play a pivotal role in this area when compared with 

White teachers; Black teachers hold their Black students to higher standards (Bristol & Martin-

Fernandez, 2019; Gershenson et al., 2016).  
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At predominantly White institutions, Black faculty of color play an instrumental role in 

cultivating a campus that supports a sense of belonging for Black students (Harper, 2013). Black 

faculty can provide Black students and their affinity groups with support and validation as they 

experience daily encounters with racism and microaggressions. 

Affinity Groups for Black Students 

 Affinity groups in schools are defined as safe spaces that provide students, usually from a 

marginalized group, with the platform to both discuss and create action plans around issues 

related to their identity (Bell, 2015; Tauriac et al., 2013). Members of affinity groups tend to 

share common social connections and face similar biases inflicted by nongroup members; as a 

result, among affinity group members there exists an atmosphere of trust, a place where feelings 

can be expressed without trepidation (Tauriac et al., 2013).  

Adolescence is a period of high stress and points of depression, especially for African 

American children growing up in the United States, a place where they are more than likely to 

encounter racism and discrimination due to their ethnicity (Causey et al., 2015). African 

American children who may lack parental support at home can benefit from a social network at 

school that can help them navigate the psychological impact that stress can have on one’s mental 

health (Causey et al., 2015).  

Affinity groups can be an instrumental force in helping Black students handle racial 

anxiety faced in their schools; these groups provide students who share the same racial identity 

with an opportunity to simply be themselves among peers who can relate to their shared 

experiences (Bell, 2015; Harper, 2013). Land et al.’s (2014) qualitative study on the success of 

African American male high school students was able to conclude that despite social obstacles, 

the young men they researched were able to achieve academic success through the social capital 
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derived from the collection of school-based mentors who assisted them throughout their high 

school matriculation. The mentors these students connected with in high school were those they 

could trust and rely on for moral support when faced with obstacles in school (Land et al., 2014). 

Internalization 

 Stage 4, Internalization, is the stage when a Black person becomes secure in their racial 

identity and displays an attitude of pride toward their Black culture and race (Worrell et al., 

2023). It is at the point of internalization where race becomes a core element of a Black person’s 

identity, shaped by a new form of enlightenment, one that is attuned to the power of race in 

American society and enlightened to their racial identity (Lu & Newton, 2019).  

Cross et al. (2022) identify internalization as the moment where a person is at ease with 

their new racial identity, no longer possessing an urge to showcase or proclaim to the public that 

they are Black, don African garb to prove cultural awareness, or recite historical facts on Black 

history. It is during the Internalization stage that a Black person becomes less hostile toward 

White people; in fact, within this stage, a Black person usually goes beyond basic rhetoric about 

addressing the marginalization of Black people and instead discusses ways to take action for 

change (Cross, 2021). 

Leath et al.’s (2019) research on racial identity in predominantly White school districts 

produced findings that indicate that Black adolescents draw upon their racial identity as a key 

resource that keeps them academically engaged even in settings where they encounter negative 

race-based treatment. Within the same study, Leath et al. (2019) connect a school’s ability to 

incorporate culturally relevant pedagogy as a key element for the promotion and continued 

support of Black racial identity. 
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

 Culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) is the process of utilizing the cultural knowledge and 

experiences that ethnically diverse students bring to school as a method of enhancing the 

learning experience (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). First proposed by scholar Gloria Ladson-

Billings in the early 1990s, CRP rests on the theory that teaching practices that are culturally 

attuned to Black students can in return enhance the academics, cultural competence, and critical 

consciousness of said students (Freidus, 2020).  

Aronson and Laughter (2016) base CRP around six points: 

• Culturally responsive teachers are socially and academically empowering by setting 

high expectations for students with a commitment to every student’s success; 

• Culturally responsive teachers are multidimensional because they engage cultural 

knowledge, experiences, contributions, and perspectives; 

• Culturally responsive teachers validate every student’s culture, bridging gaps between 

school and home through diversified instructional strategies and multicultural curricula; 

• Culturally responsive teachers are socially, emotionally, and politically comprehensive 

as they seek to educate the whole child; 

• Culturally responsive teachers are transformative of schools and societies by using 

students’ existing strengths to drive instruction, assessment, and curriculum design; 

• Culturally responsive teachers are emancipatory and liberating from oppressive 

educational practices and ideologies as they lift “the veil of presumed absolute authority 

from conceptions of scholarly truth typically taught in schools” (p. 165). 

Because most African American students will have a White teacher leading their 

classrooms, it is vital to focus on improving CRP among White teachers (Boucher, 2016). This is 
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important, as CRP can provide White teachers with tools to not only learn more about Black 

history and culture but to also formulate stronger relationships with their Black students 

(Boucher, 2016). 

Cavallaro et al. (2019) indicate that to encourage culturally attuned lessons, teachers can 

tap into the rich amount of resources found within their local community such as engaging with 

museums, speaking with residents, or visiting historical buildings. Connecting a history lesson to 

the local community can enhance student engagement by making content authentic to students 

and can relate to stronger school–community bonds (Cavallaro et al., 2019). 

Challenges to CRP 

 The educator force in the United States is predominantly White, and furthermore, it is 

estimated that roughly 82% of teachers identify themselves as White compared to 51% of 

students who identify as White (Willey & Magee, 2018). Pagán (2022) indicates that the 

classroom teacher plays a pivotal role in the identity, academic, and psychological development 

of students; unfortunately, teachers tend to exhibit lower behavioral and academic expectations 

for Black students while also employing harsher disciplinary action.  

 In addition to the teacher force, Willey and Magee (2018) found that the U.S. school 

system is one that is immersed in Whiteness and is structured to benefit White students through 

the structure of its curriculum. The standard, accepted curriculum bolsters and normalizes the 

dominant White culture and racist disciplinary policies and reinforces the inherently unequal 

academic system (Willey & Magee, 2018). Pagán’s (2022) research of barriers for teachers 

implementing CRP present that teachers arrive to their classrooms having internalized societal 

messages about Black people being inferior to White people; as a result, regardless of one’s race, 
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teachers tend to believe the racist stereotypes painted by society that justify race-based 

achievement gaps and disproportionality in discipline.  

Warren-Grice (2017) presented that one of the challenges that teachers faced in rolling 

out CRP was the way in which it deviated against the structure of the traditional curriculum. 

Teachers found it difficult to cover new diverse material based around race consciousness and 

cultural biases while at the same time being held to task for the standardized curriculum and its 

associated exams (Warren-Grice, 2017).  

Teacher preparation programs are an essential area to prepare teachers for their role as 

change agents through CRP; however, teacher educators have created self-imposed barriers 

toward the teaching of CRP, mainly due to insecurities around their own ability toward 

multicultural education instruction (Kondo, 2022). As a result, the curriculum for teacher prep 

programs tend to be centered around traditional skills and awareness as opposed to those that 

teach about critical consciousness and social justice (Kondo, 2022).  

Kearl (2022) points out that teacher prep programs also avoid critical discussions around 

race as a direct result of catering to White teachers’ emotionality, which is connected to the 

belief that Whites are exempt from the responsibility of enhancing the overall wellness of 

marginalized racial groups within society and their school. According to Kearl (2022), White 

teachers’ immersion in their own emotional comfort results in the denial of any accountability 

toward the society ills of racism and creates evasive methods to escape the teaching of topics that 

evoke racial pain. 

Internalization-Commitment 

 The last stage of the Nigrescence theory is Internalization-Commitment; it is within this 

stage that an individual displays a commitment to their Black identity through social activism 
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efforts that both seek to uplift their community and address the marginalization of other groups 

within society (Lu & Newton, 2019). Typically viewed in conjunction with Stage 4 

(Internalization), the move toward commitment is essentially a transition from a focus that is 

entirely centered on race to one that examines how dismantling embedded systematic racism 

encompasses discussions on privilege and power (Cross, 2021). 

A person who is within the Internalization-Commitment stage can typically be found 

discussing and identifying with groups whose oppression is not directly linked with being Black; 

for example, this can include working with groups that are working on dismantling issues 

surrounding anti-Semitism, homophobia, and even sexism (Cross, 2021; Endale, 2018 ). Worrell 

et al. (2023) describes this stage as the point in which a Black person with a positive racial 

identity takes a concerted effort in developing a plan to uplift and transform their community.  

CRP and Social Justice-Based Curriculum 

 Ladson-Billings (2022) revealed that one of the benefits of culturally relevant teaching is 

that it cultivates a community-based ethos in which students view themselves interwoven with 

each other and the community. This leads to the development of a team mentality fostering the 

perception of success as helping others as opposed to one’s own self (Ladson-Billings, 2022). 

While high rates of drugs, crime, and unemployment can negatively impact a community 

by creating a sense of pessimism for children, CRP is vital, as it provides teachers with the 

methods to help these students see beyond immediate issues and uncover the strengths of their 

communities (Ladson-Billings, 2022). 

Diemer and Rapa’s (2016) research on critical consciousness and political efficacy 

involving marginalized adolescents discovered that African American adolescents who engaged 

in a critical reflection on the social and economic inequalities within society were more than 
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likely to participate in social action initiatives to solve them. Harrell-Levy (2018) describes 

sociopolitical efficacy as “an individual’s belief in his or her capacity to impact the community 

in ways that are social and political” (p. 101). According to Harrell-Levy et al. (2016), a social 

justice course provides students with opportunities to develop critical thinking strategies that 

they can then apply to current issues within society. Such a course can then foster a blend 

between a service learning and/or civics class (Harrell-Levy et al., 2016). 

Harrell-Levy et al. (2016) found transformative social justice education as a form of 

pedagogy that provides students with the ability to become change agents both in their school 

and community. Research has shown that engaging Black youth in instruction that addressed 

community-related issues in turn led to citizens who were more politically engaged (Harrell-

Levy, 2018). In addition, when students are engaged in culturally relevant practices, they report a 

greater level of sociopolitical involvement (Harrell-Levy, 2018).  

CRP related to social justice can enhance the classroom experience; students 

subsequently have a more enriched learning experience when they perceive that their teacher is 

committed to topics that are directly related to their lives (Harrell-Levey, 2018). With the 

ongoing videos depicting violence against Black Americans and rising awareness surrounding 

race and police relations, social justice education provides youth with the opportunity to create 

effective responses to issues of injustice (Harrell-Levy, 2018). 

According to Harrell-Levy et al. (2016), transformative social justice teachers help spark 

identity exploration in their classrooms, which in turn leads to identity development among their 

students. This was found in students who became more attuned with family values while also 

building a sense of agency in their lives.  

Development of a Critical Consciousness 
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 A new level of awareness to oppression creates a critical consciousness, which Forenza 

(2017) defines as a “marginalized person’s awakening to the oppressive forces in her or his life” 

(p. 120). Gale et al. (2023) identified three components of critical consciousness in Black 

children: (a) the ability to frame the social, political, and historic structures of the problem; (b) 

one’s frame of mind and confidence to change an oppressive system; and (c) a desire to bring 

about social justice.  

It has been found that when Black adolescents start to use a critical reflection in their 

daily interactions, they begin to view their marginalization not as a result of their own 

inadequacies but rather as the result of racist systems that are entrenched within in all aspects of 

society (Gale et al., 2023). In explaining the oppressive nature of colonialism, Fanon (1967) 

described racism and culture as intertwined: “If culture is the combination of motor and mental 

behavior patterns arising from the encounter of man with nature and with his fellow-man, it can 

be said that racism is indeed a cultural element” (p. 32). 

Black adolescents today, in part due to social media, now face an even more intensified 

exposure to racialized violence against Black Americans (L. A. Anderson et al., 2022). Incidents 

posted on the internet, such as the murder of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, by a White 

police officer or the killings of Black children and men such as Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, and 

Philando Castile, have created online platforms where Black youth can discuss racism, violence, 

and oppression as they relate to their daily lived experiences (L. A. Anderson et al., 

2022).  Fanon (1967) explored further by suggesting that “racism is not the whole but the most 

visible, the most day-to-day and, not to mince matters, the crudest element of a given structure” 

(p. 32).  
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Social media provides Black youth with the ability to both engage in discourse about the 

killings of unarmed Black men, such as Michael Brown and Eric Garner, by police (Carney, 

2016). Cross (2021) suggests that as Black people develop a critical consciousness they press 

society to change the way it functions, moving away from continuing life as par for the course. 

Carney (2016) points out that using social media hashtags such as #BlackLivesMatter can be 

seen as a method of social activism against police violence toward Black people. There does 

exist a psychological cost to witnessing acts of racial violence; L. A. Anderson et al. (2022) 

suggest that Black youth can develop post-traumatic stress disorder as a result of witnessing a 

violent event, especially one related to being a member of an ethnic/racial group. Trauma is more 

common in Black adolescents than in their White counterparts; one of the key contributors is 

racial stress formulated by witnessing frightening and dangerous events involving race-based 

discrimination (Saleem et al., 2019). 

Summary 

In the United States, the suburban landscape has become increasingly more diverse; areas 

that were once primarily White are now multicultural. In fact, more than half of Blacks living in 

the United States reside in suburban areas (Diamond & Posey-Maddox, 2020). Suburban public 

schools, however, as a whole remain predominantly White; this results in Black students 

developing either positive or negative strategies to adapt as they matriculate through such spaces 

(Jang, 2020).  

Racial identity development is a subjective way in which one identifies or associates 

themselves with a particular racial or ethnic group (Schwartz et al., 2014). Nigrescence theory 

has been used to understand the racial identity development of African Americans as they move 
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through stages of awareness pertaining to the various effects of racism to one’s cultural 

connection to other Black people (Cross, 2021).  

Since the inception of the Nigrescence theory in 1971, there have been expanded models; 

the original model was framed as developmental, in which a Black person moves from the Pre-

Encounter stage connected to low self-esteem to that of Internalization-Commitment framed as 

high self-esteem (Worrell et al., 2020). The most recent version of Nigrescence theory is more 

complex; it suggests that one can have various levels of self-esteem in all stages of development 

(Worrell et al., 2020). For this study, the researcher will focus primarily on the basic components 

of the five stages of Nigrescence theory and not necessarily on all aspects of its revised models. 

In Chapter 3, the researcher will identify the methodology used for this qualitative 

phenomenological study.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Introduction 

 For Black children, adolescence is a pivotal point in which they become conscious of 

their racial identities; it is at this psychological and physical transitional stage of development 

when they are keenly aware of how their race is valued by the school community (Leath et al., 

2021). Unfortunately, racism is rooted firmly within the U.S. public school system, resulting in 

the advancement of White students to the detriment of Black students (Crutchfield et al., 2020; 

Flitner et al., 2023). Leath et al.’s (2021) qualitative research on racial diversity, particularly on 

the high school level, revealed that Black students are frequently exposed to discriminatory 

policies and messages during their matriculation that can negatively impact a sense of belonging 

to the school community. 

Black families living in the suburbs are faced with the stark reality that the schools in 

which they send their children are far from insulated against the realities of racism and 

microaggressions that exist within today’s society (Posey-Maddox, 2017). Although suburban 

schools provide access to a wide variety of academic resources, Black students often encounter 

stress associated with adapting to the majority White culture that permeates throughout all 

aspects of the environment (Jang, 2020; L. A. Jones, 2018). 

Racial identity can be defined as the way in which a person associates themselves with a 

racial or ethnic group (Schwartz et al., 2014). Hughes et al. (2015) found that African Americans 

with a strong connection to their racial identity reported not only positive reflections when 

considering their racial group but also described an overall higher level of self-esteem. This 

study seeks to explore the extent to which attending a predominately White suburban public high 
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school (PWSPHS) shapes the racial identity development of Black students and will be further 

examined through the lens of Black alumni of the identified site school Sunnyside High School 

(SHS; pseudonym).  

Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this study: 

1. To what extent does attending a PWSPHS in the United States shape the racial identity 

development of Black students?  

2. What institutional policies or practices do Black alumni of SHS recall as being a benefit 

or a hindrance to their racial identity development? 

Research Type 

 For this study, the researcher used qualitative research, which, according to Creswell & 

Creswell (2018), is a valuable method for uncovering and exploring the meanings that people 

attribute to an issue within society. 

According to Marshall et al. (2022), the following are characteristics of qualitative 

research: 

• Understands that there may exist multiple truths 

• Is conducted in an interpretive manner 

• Utilizes several methods that involve human interaction 

• Focuses on the context of an event 

• Is conducted in a natural-world environment  

 Those who utilize qualitative research tend to “support a way of looking at research that 

honors an inductive style, a focus on individual meaning, and the importance of reporting the 

complexity of a situation” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 4). Qualitative researchers view social 
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phenomena as interconnected and are attuned to how their own personal experiences may help 

structure the study (Marshall et al., 2022). 

Perspective of the Research 

The researcher applied a phenomenological approach to this qualitative research study. 

Phenomenological research can be defined as a method in which a researcher both describes and 

seeks to understand the lived experience of human beings who have experienced a phenomenon 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Marshall et al., 2022). Creswell and Creswell (2018) indicate that 

phenomenological research “culminates in the essence of the experiences for several individuals 

who have all experienced the phenomenon” (p. 13). 

According to Terrell (2022), phenomenological studies include “the description of what 

an experience means to a person, or to a small group of people, who lived the experience, and 

can retell the story of that experience” (p. 162). To better understand the experience of an 

individual, a phenomenological approach includes the researcher conducting a series of in-depth 

interviews with the people who have experienced the phenomenon to which the study is based 

upon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Marshall et al., 2022).  

A phenomenological study was used by the researcher so that the research participants, 

Black alumni of SHS, had the platform to share their lived experiences at SHS. With this 

approach, the researcher was able to ascertain how the matriculation of the participants at a 

PWSPHS may have shaped their racial identity development. 

Transformative Worldview 

 Creswell and Creswell (2018) define a transformative worldview as a philosophical 

approach to research, one that recognizes the power that research has to both eradicate social 

oppression and to reform society, thus giving voice to the plight of the marginalized. In essence, 
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for those who participate in transformative research, it provides a voice for their experiences 

with inequality, raises collective consciousness, and lends to reform within society (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).  

As an administrator at SHS, the researcher plans on using the findings to help shape and 

improve current school policies in order to better support Black students and their families. This 

study can also be added to the growing research around diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), 

assisting organizations in their efforts to identify which school policies best support Black 

students, particularly those who matriculate through a PWSPHS. 

Context of the Study 

 Suburban territories in the United States are growing more rapidly than urban and rural 

areas; most recent data indicates that there are roughly 175 million Americans who reside in the 

suburbs, an increase of 16% from the 150 million that were identified in the year 2000 (Parker et 

al., 2018). In regard to its school districts, there currently exist 28,291 suburban public 

elementary and secondary schools in the United States that service roughly 39.7% of U.S. public 

school students (Glander, 2017). Diamond and Posey-Maddox (2020) state that the United States 

has transformed into a suburban majority country where most of its students matriculate through 

suburban schools.  

 The educational system within the United States is inherently racist, resulting in a school 

system that places White students at a higher opportunity for success than Black students 

(Crutchfield et al., 2020; Flitner et al., 2023). African American children attending suburban 

schools face daily social and cultural challenges that their White classmates do not face (L. A. 

Jones, 2018). In regard to the saliency of racial identity, Hurtado et al. (2015) suggest that “race 

may be at the forefront of students’ minds because they have become more aware of racial 
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differences, and it therefore may shape intergroup relations and campus climate experiences” (p. 

129). 

Township Profile 

 Sunnyside School District (SSD) is located in Sunnyside Township (ST), a suburban 

township located outside of a large northeastern metropolitan city with a total population of 

roughly 30,000 residents (Sunnyside, n.d.). In addition to ST, SSD also serves the residents of 

two neighboring boroughs: Bordertown and Westland (Sunnyside, n.d.). The data found in Table 

1 (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.) provides both the total population and the racial demographic 

breakdown of the White and Black residents that reside in ST, Bordertown, and Westland. 

Table 1 

Black and White Racial Demographics of the Boroughs and Townships That Make Up SSD 

Location Total population estimates, 
July 1, 2022 

White 
population 

Black or African American 
population 

ST 34,731 69.1% 6.5% 

Bordertown 5,066 90.4% 2.0% 

Westland 1,407 84% 4% 

(U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.) 

School District Profile 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.), during the 2021–2022 

academic year, SSD’s total student population was 4,358, classifying it as a large suburban 

district. The percent enrollment by race/ethnicity at SHS for the academic year 2023–2024 can 

be found in Table 2, which, specifically for the purposes of this research, highlights a student 

population that is 49% White and 14.1% Black. 
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Table 2 

Percent Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity at SHS for the 2023–2024 Academic Year 

Race/ethnicity Percent enrollment 

White 49% 

Hispanic 16.3% 

Asian 14.5% 

Black 14.1% 

2 or more race 5.9% 

American Indian/Alaskan Native 0.2% 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 0.1% 

 
Role of the Researcher 

 The researcher is a Black male administrator with close to 2 decades of experience in the 

K–12 public school sector, all of which have been based in the northeastern region of the United 

States. With 16 years of classroom experience as a state-certified social studies teacher, the 

researcher has spent his entire career in large public urban high schools, where he has amassed 

accolades such as the Normal Miller Award by the School of Education at Arcadia University, 

the Lindback Award for Distinguished Teaching, and multiple Teacher of the Year awards. 

During the 2021–2022 school year, the researcher was a teacher fellow for Teach Plus, a 

national nonprofit organization geared toward transforming education through public policy 

within the lens of DEI. As a fellow, the researcher worked with a team of teachers to create a 

community advocacy toolkit based on how to build and/or maintain a culturally affirming school. 

It was during his time as a Teach Plus fellow that the researcher created two op-ed pieces around 

culturally affirming classroom practices, both of which were published by regional news outlets. 
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 For the 2022–2023 academic year, the researcher was selected by Teach Plus to serve as 

a senior fellow. In this capacity, he led a diverse team of eight Teach Plus fellows for the 

development of educational policies promoting culturally affirming schools. In this role, the 

researcher helped guide his team to the publication of an education report geared toward aiding 

school districts in understanding the newly mandated cultural competencies implemented by 

their state’s department of education.  

During the 2022–2023 academic school year, he left his urban school district and joined 

SSD, where he served as SSD’s first advisor for diversity, equity, and climate (ADEC). In this 

ADEC role, the researcher was responsible for supporting district-wide issues related to equity, 

inclusion, and belonging (EIB). Additional responsibilities included the creation of multiple 

climate surveys as well as the implementation of district-wide professional development to 

support student, staff, and parent engagement while also providing consultation on all district-

wide policies to make sure that they were aligned with EIB.  

 For the 2023–2024 academic year, the researcher was promoted to the position of 

Assistant Principal at SHS. In this role, the researcher manages Grades 9 and 11, totaling more 

than 600 students, and is responsible for the scheduling and transportation of the entire building. 

In addition, the researcher is charged with maintaining the partnership between SHS and the 

county’s local technical high school, a place where close to 150 of SHS students attend on a 

daily basis. 

The researcher is also a product of a large suburban school district in the northeastern 

region of the United States, having graduated from a PWSPHS in 1996. As a married father of 

three Black children, the researcher resides and is raising his family in a large suburban township 

where he has been a homeowner for 11 years. All of the researcher’s children are enrolled in this 
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township’s public school district, one of whom is an 11th grader, another who is a seventh 

grader, and the youngest who is in kindergarten. 

In regard to education, the researcher holds a bachelor’s degree in mass media arts from 

Clark Atlanta University, a master’s degree in adolescent education from St. John’s University, 

and a doctorate in educational leadership from Arcadia University. 

Participant Selection 

 The selection of participants for this qualitative study was based upon the following 

criteria: participants (a) racially identified as being Black or African American, (b) were alumni 

of SHS, and (c) graduated from SHS at any point prior to 2020. The researcher’s decision to 

focus on graduates prior to 2020 was based on three reasons:  

1. Removing any direct influence of the researcher’s work as the district’s first ADEC 

during the 2022–2023 academic year,  

2. Avoiding issues related to the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic, and  

3. Considering the demographics of the school district; prior to 2020, SHS’s overall 

enrollment percentage of White students was greater than 50%. 

In the role of ADEC at the SSD during the 2022–2023 academic year, the researcher 

enacted a variety of district-wide DEI related programs, many of which were run out of SHS. 

These included an overnight tour of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and a 

mentor program that paired members of the SHS Black student union with students from a 

nearby elementary school.  

 In regard to the Black alumni of SHS who graduated between 2020–2022, due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, these students experienced a portion of their experience at SHS in a 

virtual learning environment. According to Zhou et al. (2021), the shutdown of in-person 
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learning due to the COVID-19 outbreak resulted in a significant loss of learning and social–

emotional issues that had a disproportionate impact on students of color. Based on these 

mitigating factors, the researcher elected not to pull graduates from 2020–2022.  

It is important to note that the 2023–2024 academic year was the first time in which 

SHS’s White student population dipped below 50%; it now stands at 49%. According to state-

based data, during the 2018–2019 school year, the White student population at SHS was at 

57.5% and has since seen a steady decline. This data is reflective of a national trend in which 

suburban school districts throughout the United States have become increasingly more racially 

diverse (Holme et al., 2014; Stroub & Richards, 2017). For this purpose, the researcher wants to 

focus on those alumni who experienced SHS at a time in which the total White student 

population was more than 50%.  

Sampling 

 For this study, the researcher used nonrandom sampling, a technique in which “all 

members of the population do not have a chance at being selected for a sample taken from it” 

(Terrell, 2022, p. 289). More specifically, for this qualitative research, the researcher used 

purposive sampling, a method that allows for the specific targeting of small groups to work with 

(Terrell, 2022).  

Outreach and Selection of Participants 

 In order to gather participants, the researcher created a digital flier (see Appendix A) that 

was shared to a social media group site that was designated specifically to and for Black alumni 

of SHS. A QR code was embedded on the flier that directed potential participants to a Google 

form registration stored on a Google account, created specifically for this research (see Appendix 

B). There were a total of 11 participants that registered to participate in this research study. Due 
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to the researcher being an administrator within the SSD, a Collaborative Institutional Training 

Initiative (CITI) certified proxy was used to screen the registration form for participants who 

were employees of SSD.  

The researcher and proxy both signed a proxy confidentiality agreement form (see 

Appendix C), which the researcher stored in a lock-secured file cabinet. For this study, the 

registration screening process involved the proxy checking each registration form to see if the 

participant was an employee of the SSD. If the person was not an employee, then the proxy 

shared their registration information to the researcher via a password-protected online shared 

folder. There were a total of two participants who were current employees of SSD; for those 

individuals, the proxy became the primary point person for data collection with these individuals. 

The proxy did provide the researcher with the registration demographic information of the two 

employees of SSD; however, their names were replaced with pseudonyms and their contact 

information was removed. Regarding the authentication of participants as graduates of SHS, the 

researcher verified names with both the archived yearbook of SHS and officially via the 

guidance technician for SHS. The proxy contacted the guidance technician for SHS to verify the 

graduation status of the two individuals who were currently employed with the SSD.  

The researcher sent a participant selection email to those selected (see Appendix D), 

which also included the informed consent form for participation in this research study (Appendix 

E). The selection email also included a hyperlink to a secure online appointment application that 

allowed participants to select their interview date and times from a list of available options. This 

online calendar was synced with the researcher’s Arcadia University Google calendar.  
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Focus Group Selection 

At the end of each one-on-one interview, the participants were asked if they would be 

interested in participating in a follow-up focus group for this study, to which all of the 

participants confirmed that they were interested. In regard to selection of focus group 

participants, the researcher used a computer-generated lottery application to select the six 

participants from the nine participants not employed by the school district, after which a 

selection email was sent to these six participants (see Appendix F). In addition, an informed 

consent form (see Appendix G) specific to the focus group was sent to each of the six 

participants, all of whom submitted this form prior to the focus group interview. The researcher 

did have intentions of running a second focus group pulled from the list of current SSD 

participants; however, only two current employees signed up for this study, and as a result of this 

low number, the researcher elected not to run a focus group for this segment of the population. 

The researcher did note that roughly 30 minutes prior to the focus group interview, the 

researcher was contacted by one of the selected focus group participants and informed that they 

had a work-related emergency that would prevent them from participating in the focus group. As 

a result, the final focus group consisted of only five participants. 

Data Collection 

One-on-One Interviews 

Marshall et al. (2022) note that in-depth interviewing is the foundation to qualitative 

research; it provides the interviewer who utilizes a highly structured design to control the 

interview questions. According to Butler-Kisber (2010), interviewing, particularly when 

conducting a phenomenological study, is a vital method to understand a lived experience, 

particularly because we as humans use language as a means of understanding each other. 
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Interviewing can be conducted for a variety of purposes, some of which include both the 

gathering of unique insight from the perspective of the interviewee and understanding a 

phenomenon that the researcher is unable to observe themselves (Stake, 2010). Individual 

interviews, which consisted of eight questions (see Appendix H), ranged from roughly 30 

minutes to just over an hour. Interviews were offered on a hybrid basis, online or in-person; 

however, all of the participants selected the online format, which took place via the Zoom 

platform. The researcher did use a proxy to schedule and interview the two SSD employee 

participants; the proxy is a current doctoral student at Arcadia University and is CITI certified. 

Focus Groups 

 Marshall et al. (2022) identify focus groups as the gathering of small groups of 

participants, both in person or virtual, who may not share a personal connection but do share 

similar characteristics related to the research study. Focus groups are powerful in that they 

function within a social atmosphere that is more natural than a standard two-person interview 

(Marshall et al., 2022). 

For this study, the researcher successfully conducted one focus group that consisted of 

five participants, all of whom were nonemployees of SSD. The researcher had plans to put in 

place a second focus group, this one consisting of current employees of SSD; however, the 

research recruitment only netted two participants who met this criteria. As a result, the researcher 

did not move forward with a second focus group of current SSD employees.  

The focus groups ran more than 60 minutes and took take place via Zoom. Focus group 

participants were asked five specific questions (see Appendix I).  
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Document Review 

 Creswell and Creswell (2018) indicate that a researcher may retrieve both “public 

documents (e.g., newspapers, minutes of meetings, official reports) or private documents (e.g., 

personal journals and diaries, letters, e-mails)” (p. 187). According to Marshall et al. (2022), 

document review is an enriching way to ascertain the values of an organization, these “archival 

data-documents recording official events are the routinely gathered records of a society, 

community, or organization” (p. 180).  

 The researcher conducted a document review of SHS yearbooks and school board 

meeting documents pulled from SSD’s online school board archives and used a guidance 

technician to verify that all participants did attend and graduate from SHS during the times 

indicated. All of these documents provided the researcher with an understanding of the lived 

and/or shared experiences that the participants may have encountered during their matriculation 

through SSD. 

Triangulation 

 The triangulation of data, a method of maintaining validity in research, includes the 

gathering of data from multiple sources such as observations, interviews, and document analysis 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Terrell, 2022). Stake (2010) suggests that triangulation is a means 

to ensure that data gathered are credible; it provides the researcher with an element of confidence 

that they have enacted a differentiated approach to identifying and interpreting the true meaning 

of a topic. 

 For this study, the researcher conducted three phases of triangulation (see Figure 1). 

Phase 1 included semistructured interviews of 11 participants; according to Terrell (2022), a 

semistructured interview approach provides the researcher with the ability to gather more 
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information from the interview, probe the interviewee, and ask follow-up questions to given 

responses. The second phase of the research study was a focus group of five participants who 

were nonemployees of SSD. The researcher was seeking to conduct a second focus group of 

current employees of SSD; however, due to there only being two participants who met that 

criteria, the researcher decided that sample size was too low. 

After the focus groups, the researcher then moved into the last phase, the document 

review. Document review included an analysis of the yearbooks from the time periods in which 

the participants graduated from SHS, using SHS’s guidance technician to verify that all 

participants were graduates of SHS and verifying school board meeting documents from the 

SSD’s school board website.  

Coding 

For coding, the researcher used Dedoose (n.d.), an online qualitative and mixed-methods 

cloud-based system that provides researchers with an opportunity for data management, 

coding/excerpting, and data analysis. The researcher uploaded all media-related information 

from the data collection to his Dedoose account; this included audio/video and transcripts. 

The researcher used inductive analysis (Bingham, 2023) of data, which includes 

examining patterns and identifying themes (Bingham, 2023). In using inductive analysis of the 

data, Dedoose’s coding application provided the researcher with the ability to assign excerpts to 

relevant code banks. A code application chart was generated (see Figure 1) from this data, which 

allowed the researcher to identify the six major themes; these themes were selected because they 

all had a large number of excerpts pulled from the interviews and assigned to them. The themes 

were selected based on the large number of excerpts pulled from the interviews.  
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Figure 1 

Cope Application Chart for Findings-Emerging Themes 

 

Note. The arrows point to the top six themes based on the total number of excerpts pulled from 

the various interviews and assigned to a code generated by the researcher.  

Emergent Themes 

 The following themes emerged from this inductive process, which the researcher will 

discuss in further detail in Chapter 4: 

• Racial socialization: role of parents/family members 

• Racist encounters 

• Affinity spaces for Black students 

• Lack of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) 
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• Insufficient number of Black teachers 

• Attending a PWSPHS builds critical consciousness 

Consent 

 According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), prior to the start of the study and collection 

of data, a researcher must provide participants with an informed consent form to sign; the signed 

form provides evidence that the participants agree to the various provisions established within 

the study. All 11 participants who registered for this study were provided with an informed 

consent form (see Appendix E). The contact information for both the researcher and the 

researcher’s chair was listed on the informed consent forms should there be any questions. Upon 

return of the signed consent form, the researcher did move forward with scheduling interviews. 

The signed forms were scanned and stored on the researcher’s secured Arcadia University 

Google Drive.  

The informed consent letter is paramount to upholding the ethics of research; it provides 

the participants with an overview of the purpose of the study and the specific ways in which the 

researcher will not only protect their rights but maintain confidentiality (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Marshall et al., 2022).  

Confidentiality 

When collecting and analyzing data, it is imperative that the researcher maintain the 

privacy of participants; one such way is the use of pseudonyms for both locations and individuals 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For this study, the researcher followed suit and assigned 

pseudonyms for all participants. In regard to those participants who work for the SSD, the 

researcher’s proxy assigned the specific pseudonym to those participants. 
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All signed consent forms were locked in a filing cabinet located within the researcher’s 

home residence. In addition, all digitized informed consent forms were scanned and stored on the 

researcher’s password-protected Arcadia University Google Drive. All data, including informed 

consent forms, will be kept for 5 years, after which they will be deleted from the researcher’s 

Google Drive and/or removed from the filing cabinet and shredded.  

Any and all emails received by participants in this study will be stored on the researcher’s 

password-protected Arcadia University Google Drive; upon completion of study, the researcher 

will delete all corresponding emails with participants. The Google Form database used for the 

collection of participant data will remain on the researcher’s password-protected Arcadia 

University Google Drive account for 5 years, after which it will be deleted.  

 All interview-related audio and/or Zoom video recordings will be stored on the 

researcher’s password protected computer until the end of the study, after which all audio and 

video data will be deleted. In regard to the  Zoom platform, the researcher will use their Arcadia 

University Zoom account to record all interviews. Upon completion of the research study, the 

researcher will delete all research data from their Zoom account.  

Focus Group Participants 

 At the start and the end of each focus group, the researcher emphasized the importance of 

maintaining confidentiality. All information shared within the focus group will remain 

confidential.  

Proxy 

 The proxy used was a current doctoral student at Arcadia University, certified in the CITI 

program, and one who has fulfilled their doctoral coursework requirements. To ensure 

confidentiality, the researcher had the proxy sign a confidentiality agreement (see Appendix C). 
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In addition, the researcher asked for a copy of the proxy’s CITI program certificate to keep on 

file. At the end of the study, and in the presence of the researcher, the proxy will be instructed to 

shred and/or delete all data and/or notes collected. 

Data Analysis 

 Marshall et al. (2022) identify data analysis for qualitative research as a “search for 

general statements about relationships and underlying themes and categories” (p. 230). In 

keeping with themes, during a phenomenological study, the researcher must carefully review all 

transcripts pulled, seek to understand phrases used by the interviewees, and then identify themes 

that help the researcher piece together the story being told by the participants (Terrell, 2022).  

 When conducting data analysis, it is important that data is collected “with an open mind 

so as not to contaminate the data with personal opinions or preconceptions” (Terrell, 2022, p. 

184). According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), when conducting the data analysis portion of 

qualitative research, it is imperative that the researcher: 

• Avoid both siding with any of the participants and highlighting only the findings 

that place the interviewees in a favorable position; 

• Report all data, including those points that may oppose a common theme; and 

• Protect the privacy of the interviewee by using pseudonyms or aliases. 

 For this study, the researcher imported all audio/video data pulled from participants onto 

an online web application called Dedoose that specializes in qualitative research. The researcher 

used Dedoose to transcribe and code all data. This research management tool assisted the 

researcher in identifying themes pulled across all interviews.  
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Trustworthiness Criteria 

 According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), the validity of a qualitative research study is 

the ability of a researcher to showcase to readers that the data collected was done accurately and 

as a result should be deemed credible. To establish trustworthiness in qualitative research, the 

researcher can use procedures such as member checking, triangulation, and peer debriefing 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Marshall et al., 2022; Terrell, 2022). 

Member Checking 

In order to establish that the study and its results are credible, it is important that the 

research enact the vital step of member checking (Terrell, 2022). Member checking is the 

process in which the researcher provides participants with an opportunity to review the data that 

they have provided for the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Marshall et al., 2022; Terrell, 

2022). Upon the transcription of each one-on-one interview, the researcher shared, via email, the 

transcript and/or its summary with each interviewee. The researcher provided the interviewee 

with 5 business days to review and/or add corrections if needed. 

Peer Debriefing 

 Terrell (2022) defines peer debriefers as colleagues who can, in an impartial manner, “be 

asked to examine your study’s methodology, transcripts, data analysis, and report” (p. 191). In 

using a peer debriefer to assist in the interpretation of data, the researcher not only enhances the 

accuracy of the study but also adds validity to the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The 

researcher completed peer debriefing with fellow doctoral candidates from his cohort class at 

Arcadia University. 
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Limitations 

 Limitations, according to Terrell (2022), are “constraints outside of the control of the 

researcher and inherent to the actual study that could affect the generalizability of the results” (p. 

51). All research projects have some limitations; with this in mind, it is important that the 

researcher acknowledge such elements—doing so prevents one from making excessive claims 

such as results being the law of the land (Marshall et al., 2022).  

 One limitation of this study is that the researcher is the former and first ADEC for SSD, a 

position where he worked closely with the Black student population at SHS. In the capacity of 

ADEC, the researcher initiated several initiatives to enhance a sense of belonging for the Black 

student population, which included creating a mentor program with SHS’s Black Student Union 

and organizing an overnight college tour for SHS students to tour HBCUs. In addition, the 

researcher has worked closely with administrators throughout the district, some of whom have 

been in SSD leadership positions during the period in which some of the participants may have 

been SHS students.  

 A second limitation is that the researcher is now the current AP at SHS, a position that 

involves the researcher, in essence, being the quasi-ambassador for the policies and procedures at 

SHS. In this capacity, the researcher interacts daily with teachers, administrators, and other SHS 

staff who may have been employed during the period in which some of the participants may have 

been SHS students. 

 Last, on a personal level, the researcher, who identifies as Black/African American, is an 

alumnus of a PWSPHS. The experiences provided by the participants could be similar to that in 

which the researcher encountered during his high school matriculation. In addition, the 

researcher is the father to three Black/African American children who live and attend schools 
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within a predominantly White suburban township, the oldest of whom attends the district’s 

predominantly White high school. That said, the researcher has a strong connection to the racial 

identity development of the participants as they may align to the current experiences of his 

children. 

Timeline 

 Upon approval of Arcadia University’s Institutional Review Board, the researcher 

submitted a request to conduct research at SSD. Upon approval by the SSD Institutional Review 

Board, the researcher immediately posted his digital recruitment flier to the social media outlets 

for Black alumni of SHS. The Google Form registration link remained active for at least 1 week 

until the minimum of 10 and maximum of 15 applications were submitted. 

 The researcher set aside a 4-week period to complete all interviews and focus groups; all 

one-on-one interviews were scheduled within the first 2 weeks followed by the focus groups. 

Simultaneously and during this month and 2 weeks following the last focus group, the researcher 

conducted his document review on relevant public and/or private documents related to the study.  

Conclusion 

 The researcher has established how a phenomenological qualitative study should be 

conducted to identify the extent to which attending a PWSPHS shapes the racial identity 

development of Black students. The validity of this research study was completed through 

triangulation, which included one-on-one interviews, focus groups, and document reviews. To 

ensure confidentiality and trustworthiness of both participants and data, the following methods 

were employed: pseudonyms for all persons and places, use of a proxy for participants who are 

current SSD employees, member checks, and peer debriefing. Upon completion of data 
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collection, the researcher employed an online coding application to identify the themes 

established.  
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Chapter 4 

Data Analysis and Results 

 The researcher’s interest in this study stemmed from both his personal and professional 

experiences. The researcher is a product of the suburbs, an alumnus of a predominately White 

suburban public high school (PWSPHS), and a current building administrator in a suburban 

public high school. As a Black parent with three children, the researcher and his wife, who also 

identifies as Black, felt that selecting a suburban district would provide their children with a 

superior education full of resources and opportunities that would help prepare them for 

postcollegiate and career success. This is not an isolated ideology; according to Posey-Maddox 

(2017), the majority of Black parents who reside in the suburbs value the various resources and 

opportunities found in their children’s public suburban schools.  

During a family dinner, the researcher’s eldest child, a high school student, described 

having experienced a racialized moment in school; quickly thereafter, the researcher’s second 

child, a middle schooler, also mentioned that they had faced a similar encounter. It was at this 

point that the researcher and his wife wondered if their decision to place their children in a 

predominantly White suburban public school district was in fact harming their racial identity 

development. The researcher’s reflection on potential racial identity harm is further bolstered by 

Posey-Maddox’s (2017) research on the suburban experience of Black families and their 

children, which found that suburban schools, even with their plethora of resources, were in no 

way void of racism; instead, these schools were a mirror of the various microaggressions faced 

by Black people in everyday society.  

 Research has found that positive racial identity development in African American 

children is associated with both academic success and positive social engagement in school 
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(Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Rogers et al., 2015). It is the hope of the researcher that this study will 

provide valuable information that can bolster education-based policies that can support the racial 

identity development of Black children. The purpose of this study, primarily the impact of 

attending a PWSPHS on Black students, was birthed in large part from the researcher being a 

Black alumnus of a PWSPHS, an administrator at a PWSPHS, and raising three Black children 

in a predominantly White suburban district.  

The researcher selected a qualitative phenomenological approach to this study, which 

included the use of semistructured interviews, a focus group, and a document review. It is the 

intention of the researcher to use this study to further the discussion around ways to support the 

educational experience of Black students in suburban settings, both academically and socially. In 

addition, the researcher is seeking to explore ways to provide teacher and educational leader 

preparatory programs with additional literature describing the Black student experience within 

the PWSPHS setting. 

Study Recap  

Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this study: 

1. To what extent does attending a PWSPHS in the United States shape the racial identity 

development of Black students?  

2. What institutional policies or practices do Black alumni of Sunnyside High School (SHS) 

recall as being a benefit or a hindrance to their racial identity development? 

Theoretical Framework 

Examining the racial identity development of Black children is an important lens within 

the field of education, particularly because research (Griffin et al., 2022; Leath et al., 2019; 
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Marcelo & Yates, 2018; Rogers et al., 2015) has found that Black children are cognizant of race 

and how their racial group is treated in a racialized society. The researcher elected to use the 

Nigrescence theory (Cross, 2021) as a foundation toward examining the racial identity 

development of Black children within a PWSPHS. The Nigrescence theory is rooted in the belief 

that one can trace and categorize a Black person’s racial identity development from one end of 

the spectrum, full assimilation into White culture, to the other end in which a person has 

developed a pro-Black consciousness intertwined with social activism (Appling & Robinson, 

2021; Cross, 2021; Hypolite, 2020, Lu & Newton, 2019).  

Methods 

 In order to gain a firm understanding of the experience of Black students who attended a 

PWSPHS and its impact on their racial identity development, the researcher applied a qualitative 

phenomenological approach to collecting data. Marshall et al. (2022) describe phenomenological 

interviewing as an opportunity to gather and learn about lived experiences and how they shape 

one’s view of society. Researchers indicate that the triangulation of data is an integral element to 

validating research, which can include the application of interviews, observations, and document 

analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Terrell, 2022). For this study, the researcher collected data 

from one-on-one interviews, a focus group, and public documents associated with SHS. 

Participants 

 To gather participants, the researcher distributed a recruitment flyer (see Appendix A) to 

a social media group site that was created specifically for Black alumni of SHS. In addition, this 

flyer was presented to the Institutional Review Board of Sunnyside School District (SSD) for 

distribution to current SSD employees and/or any alumni digital databases. On the digital flyer 
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was a QR code that connected potential participants to a Google Form registration (see Appendix 

B) stored on a secure Gmail account created by the researcher specifically for this study.  

Proxy 

Due to the researcher being a current administrator within the SSD, and more specifically 

at SHS, a proxy certified from the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) program 

was used for any participant who identified as being a current employee of SSD. The proxy, a 

current doctoral student at Arcadia University, was granted access to both the dissertation study 

Google Form registration and Gmail account. The researcher and proxy used a screening routine 

to maintain the anonymity of the participants who were current employees of SSD; this process 

included the proxy reviewing the Google registration form on a daily basis for new participants. 

If a registrant was not a current employee of SSD, then their full detailed information was shared 

directly with the researcher. However, if the registrant was an employee of SSD, then the proxy 

applied a pseudonym to the name prior to sending the registration information to the researcher. 

The proxy took the lead in maintaining all communication with those participants who identified 

as current employees of SSD, which included conducting interviews. Upon completion of proxy 

interviews, where participants had their video cameras off to maintain anonymity, the recordings 

were shared with the researcher.  

Participant Profiles 

 There were a total of 11 participants who participated in this study, all of whom were 

Black alumni of SHS and met the following inclusion criteria: (a) identified racially or ethnically 

as Black/African American, (b) were alumni of SHS, and (c) graduated from SHS prior to 2020. 

 In order to confirm the validity of their graduation connection to SHS, the researcher was 

advised by SSD’s Institutional Review Board coordinator to contact SHS’s guidance technician. 
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Following this official guidance, the researcher sent the names of all non-SSD participants to the 

guidance technician at SHS upon which all participants were officially confirmed as graduates of 

SHS during their indicated year. The researcher’s proxy followed the same protocol and 

connected directly with the guidance technician at SHS to confirm his two participants, both of 

whom were officially verified as graduates of SHS during their indicated years. 

 All of the participants, as shown in Table 3, agreed to participate in this study and 

subsequently signed an informed consent form prior to the recording of their interview.  

Table 3 

Dissertation Participation for One-on-One Interviews 

Name  Gender Graduation year from SHS  

Laura Female 1999 

Bilal Male 1992 

Ellen Female 1993 

Mike Male 2005 

Randall Male 1992 

Terry Male 2008 

Amber Female 2014 

Linda Female 2004 

Kandis Female 1987 

Angelica Female 2008 

Kelis Female 1983 
 
Note. The names and graduation dates for all participants were officially verified by SHS’s 

guidance technician.  
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At the end of each interview, each participant was asked if they would like to participate 

in a follow-up focus group to which all participants replied in the affirmative. The researcher had 

intended to conduct two focus groups, one consisting of non-SSD current employees and the 

other with current SSD employees; however, the researcher was unable to enroll more than two 

participants that met the criteria of being a current SSD employee. As a result, the researcher 

conducted one focus group, of which six names from the nine non-SSD employees were 

randomly selected. Originally, all six agreed to participate in the focus group. However, at 

around an hour prior to the focus group interview session, one participant had to back out due to 

an unexpected work-related event. As a result, the researcher conducted the focus group with 

five participants, who are listed in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Focus Group Participants 

Name Gender Graduation year from SHS  

Laura Female 1999 

Ellen Female 1993 

Terry Male 2008 

Angelica Female 2008 

Kelis Female 1983 
 

Prior to the focus group interview, each of the participants signed and submitted to the 

researcher an informed consent form for participation in a research study focus group (see 

Appendix G). This consent form specifically notes the potential risks in sharing sensitive 

information in a group setting and the confidentiality agreement to refrain from disclosing 

information shared in the focus group to the public.  

Emerging Themes 
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Racial Socialization: Role of Parents/Families 

 Racial socialization is the communication of messages, both verbal and behavioral, that 

transform and shape the behaviors and beliefs of children around race (Doucet et al., 2018; 

Threlfall, 2018). In particular, African American parents instill in their children both proactive 

and protective messages that help them handle the elements of racism that they will encounter in 

society (Barr & Neville, 2014; Tang et al., 2016).  

Protective Messages. Research on racial socialization has found that African American 

parents prepare their children to encounter racism by providing both warnings and strategies that 

can be used to handle racial encounters in a proactive manner (Barr & Neville, 2014; Doucet et 

al., 2018). Mike, a participant, was quick to point out the important role that his parents played in 

preparing him to encounter the threat of racism: 

I credit my parents to this day for making us understand our surroundings, making us 

understand where we’re at, making sure we understand that this is most likely going to 

happen in this setting and this is the kind of setting you’re going to be in nine times out of 

10; so, no matter what’s going on, you need to be prepared. You need to understand that 

this can happen at any time, and with that in mind, with those little fret tactics and 

understandings. Unfortunately, you’re on guard or you’re not on guard all the time, but 

your guard’s up enough that you understand your surroundings, you understand people, 

you have a better idea for people, you don’t always put yourself in certain situations 

where you’re not sure the kind of people you’re going to be around. So all those things 

come into play as an African American in the setting like I was growing up. You have to 

be aware at all times, no matter what. If you have a beer in your hand, if you have a book 

in your hand, it doesn’t matter.  
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 This element of preparation was also visible in participant Terry’s conversation around 

guidance given by his Black grandmother to address the microaggressions he encountered from 

his White teachers: 

I always used to complain that, you know, teachers were disrespectful. They weren’t 

supportive and all that, but my grandmother who played a big part in raising me and 

made sure that I knew who I was as a Black man in this society, is just an advocate of just 

playing a game. Right. Now she’ll make up, she’s made plenty of noise in Sunnyside 

Township. If you, I mean I’m sure if you ask some of the old people in Sunnyside 

Township, they know who Heather is. She was, you know, on the board of the NAACP 

[National Association for the Advancement of Colored People], local NAACP for like 40 

years. She’s the reason they had the first Black administrator at Sunnyside Township, the 

first Black guidance counselor at Sunnyside Township. She has no problem making 

noise, but when I was there, she had much more the philosophy of let’s play the game 

and get out of there, you know, get your grade, get into college, and get up out of there. 

That was kind of her thought process, which was frustrating to me at the time, and I still 

have some trouble with it, but it is what it is.  

In Terry’s case, his grandmother equated handling racism to playing the game and, 

importantly, understanding the rules to successfully escape an environment filled with racist 

tendencies. It is also important to note that although Terry abided by the rules instilled by his 

grandmother, he still expressed noted frustration on having to follow such a path of least 

resistance.  

An element of preparation for surviving as a Black person within a racist society was 

evident in participant Bilal’s recollection of advice given by his parents, particularly his mother: 
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I guess, they weren’t radicals, but they came up in the 60s and the 70s, right. So they 

were kind of like the Black Panther parents that moved to the suburbs and became 

professional, that kind of thing, but they had you know, they would always, especially my 

mom, always you know, kind of remind, she always kept us centered in remembering 

who we were, right. And you know, it’s kind of more like a warning, right. Like, don’t 

quite, you know, trust them, because at the end of the day you’re a Black man and there’s 

some things that you can’t do that they can do. 

According to Threlfall (2018), one category of racial socialization by Black parents is 

egalitarianism, which describes parents who build on individual qualities within their children 

that they feel will help them thrive in a racist society. The egalitarianism approach is visible in 

participant Kandis’s experience when describing her mother’s position on handling adversity: 

I didn’t look at my mom as an advocate, not because she couldn’t have been, but she, I 

think she also, she trusted me to do the right thing because she didn’t graduate from 

college. She did graduate from high school. She did take a couple of courses in college, 

but she saw me as the way I, I think she saw me. She saw me as always making the right 

decision anyway. So it was like, you know, I take care of business, take care of business. 

So that’s what I would do. You know. Yeah, I never would go to her like, “Mom, 

someone is picking me or anything.” She would say, “Go back out there and give it back 

to him,” you know, so. There you go. 

 The personal experiences that Black parents have faced with racism is another key 

element that shapes racial socialization practices (Threlfall, 2018). Participant Amber mentioned 

that the ability to share her experiences with her parents is what helped her handle elements of 

racism at SHS: 
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Yeah, and my mom was very similar. She had the, she went to SHS as well. So she 

graduated in ’86. She had very similar experiences, if not more. She said she was one of 

five Black people in her graduating class, kind of, so she was definitely able to relate to 

me. 

 The ability of Amber’s mother to be a sounding board for Amber, particularly because of 

the shared high school experience, was further explained in more detail: 

My mom, yeah she was definitely able to relate to me and she understood, she said she’s 

had the same kind of things that are, for example, you know, you speak very proper, like, 

you know, you can’t be Black, you’re, you’re light, you can’t be, you can’t be fully 

Black, you know. Where are you from? It’s another great question, you know. So yeah, I 

was, you know, it was nice to have that kind of, you know, like I can tell my mom things 

and she could relate. 

Proactive Messages. Barr and Neville (2014) describe proactive messages as the 

dissemination of positive information about African American culture and the great 

accomplishments of Black people throughout history. Participant Randall vividly described the 

role his father played in his awareness of Black history: 

And I know I was. I mean shoot, going back to middle school, I remember doing a 

biography or autobiography on Martin Luther King, Jr. and this was in the, this was in the 

fifth grade. You know, and you know, cause we had to pick a famous person. And so I 

did MLK, and that was my dad. That was, that was his. That was his idea, you know? 

Because he wanted to keep me learning about our history. You know, our civil rights and 

you know, he wanted me to stay grounded and in our culture, right. And so, you know, 

that, that never changed. You know, and I will go on to do more reports on Booker T. 
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Washington. I forget who else I looked at at the time, but, you know, I was, I was still 

embracing them as my heroes. You know, and, you know, Malcolm X.  

 Participant Ellen talked about how her mother’s life story was a testimony in itself to the 

importance and relevance of Black history: 

I’m so grateful that I had parents who, you know, my mom and them were born in 1939, 

and my mom marched with Dr. King; she did the lunch counter sit-ins. So she was very 

passionate, like she lived it. So there was always a story to tell, there was always an 

experience. You know, when you come through the generations where they live through 

all of that, a lot of that. My mother was the help, that was her first job making 25 cents a 

week, helping her mother wash White people’s laundry. So they made sure that we had 

our history. You have to fill in the gaps, and I had to do the same with my children. 

 In the case of participant Kelis, she described the various ways that her mother exposed 

her to elements of African American culture, particularly Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs): 

OK, I think because my mom started the student union, Black Student Union, our, my 

freshman year. We were kind of heading or spearheading all of the activities for the 

community. So it was like the forefront for us, Black History Month, different activities 

being sponsored, added up. Activities that we would be involved in. I believe my mom 

put together our HBCU trips for our community, and we went on bus trips to quite a few 

places. To see Black schools, so we went to Lincoln, we went to Howard, we went to 

Hampton, we went to Virginia Union, Virginia State. We’ve visited quite a few schools, 

but like I just recall that, because of her interest and her investment in our programs at the 

school. She was the one who did that. 
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 Regarding HBCUs, participant Angelica also mentioned her exposure to HBCUs was 

because of her family: “I didn’t even know I was going to [a] HBCU to be honest, I just ended 

up applying because my family members went there.” Participant Ellen also highlighted the 

influence that her family had in her decision to attend an HBCU after graduating from SHS: “I 

knew that I was going to an HBCU, without question. My mother was a graduate of Clark 

Atlanta, Prairie View A&M. My dad went to Central State in Ohio, so we had a long history of 

HBCUs.” Research has found that HBCUs foster a climate that both reinforces the richness of 

African American culture and its history, which provides its students with self-efficacy and racial 

identity assessment (Greenfield et al., 2015; Shappie & Debb, 2017).  

Advocating for Children/Involvement in School Policies. Within the context of the role 

of parents, the researcher found a pattern about how participants’ parents advocated on their 

behalf when they experienced racial encounters at SHS. For instance, Randall described a 

moment in art class in which the teacher challenged the skin tone selection of his ceramic elf: 

And so, I’m gonna represent. I’m going to make me a Black elf! I’m gonna make me two, 

I’m gonna make a Black boy elf and a Black girl elf. And I did it. And so, the teacher had 

a problem with that. She had a problem with my Black elf. And I forget the argument we 

had, but I was steadfast like, yo, like this is my, this is my project, this is my guy, my elf. 

And, at that point, I felt attacked, and I fought back. I’m like, no, like this is what I’m 

doing.  

 Randall then went on to explain that when he felt that his arguments were not being heard 

by the teacher, 

I told my parents. They gave the school a call, and the rest is history. I got an apology 

from the teacher, and basically she said, “You can make whatever you want to make.” 
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You know, and I said, “That’s right. Thank you!” And I kept on making my Black elves. 

And at that point, I just knew that no one could take my identity away from me. And 

because I fought for it as a child, but then when I saw that I was losing, I called on the big 

guns. I called my, I told my parents. You know, because they were gonna make sure that 

I got a chance to express who I am, you know. And so that was huge, like that was, it was 

more cause it was more than just, it was more than just an art assignment, it was more 

than just a project, you know it was me showing them that, no, I’m not better than you, 

but I’m different. And I’m still the same as you guys. I might be a different color, but I’m 

still a student too.  

When confronted with the inability to reason with the teacher, Randall decided to reach 

out to his parents. Marcucci’s (2020) research on parental involvement in the Black-White 

disciplinary gap concluded that parental involvement in school is crucial and can play a part in 

reducing punitive disciplinary actions such as suspensions. 

Faced with a racist encounter at school, Ellen, similar to Randall, leaned in on her 

mother: 

And then in high school, I remember very distinctly we walked into school one morning 

and on our lockers were flyers that were taped, and they said “red niggers in Texas.” It 

was on our lockers. It was in the bathroom. I just remember, you know, calling my mom 

immediately. From the school phone—they didn’t have cell phones yet—and telling her, 

you know, what I found on my locker, what was written in the bathroom. And so I think 

she handled it from there. 

An example of parental involvement in school policies can be seen in spearheading 

school programs, such as the creation of SHS’s Black Student Union by Kelis’s mother: 
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In school, we had the Black Student Union, which my mom started my sophomore year, 

my brother, who was 2 years older than me, it would have been his senior year. And she 

actually went to the administration and said that the African American students needed 

something where they could learn more about who they were and have a source of pride 

and confidence in who they were. So she got the approval and started the first Black 

Student Union at the high school.  

 In addition to creating the Black Student Union, Kelis further described how in the 

capacity of advisor, her mother brought into SHS other programs: 

Like she brought the famous, what was the name? Was it the Alvin Ailey Dancers? I 

think she brought the Alvin Ailey dancers to the high school, and we had shows that sold 

out. Now you have to go down to the city to see them because they travel worldwide. 

Judith Jamison was a big part of it then and she’s, you know, famous part of the history 

of footprint you know of African American history now around the country and the 

world. But they started down in the city, and she got them out to our community and did 

a number of things that were to strengthen and improve our knowledge and education. 

She did Black History Month programs all the time and matter of fact, you know, she 

would quite often tell the story of how she marched with Martin Luther King in Atlanta, 

because my mom was at Atlanta University when he was there. 

 It was also mentioned that parental involvement did not just pertain to SHS. Terry 

mentioned how his grandmother was “on the board of the NAACP, local NAACP, for like 40 

years. She’s the reason they had the first Black administrator at Sunnyside Township, the first 

Black guidance counselor at Sunnyside Township. She has no problem making noise.” The level 
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of involvement by Black parents to push diversity-based policies on a district-wide level was 

also echoed by Ellen: 

We had such strong parents who fought with the district constantly about trying to bring 

in teachers of color to the point that I remember very distinctly that my mom, my 

godmother who lived around the corner, all, they sued the district. Because they had 

submitted a well-qualified applicant and they discovered how they were burning Black 

applications so they actually ended up suing the district. And then we finally were able to 

get my mom and them fought, fought, fought, and we were probably able to get the first 

Black school board member. 

Involvement in Social/Political Organizations. Information uncovered during the data 

collection that the researcher did not identify initially within the literature review was the 

significance of participants being exposed, by their parents, to Black social organizations outside 

of SHS. For instance, Ellen shared with the researcher: 

So when I went in the high school, I was, you know, like we were Jack and Jill, The 

Links, The Mix [pseudonym]. I mean, my mother always kept us involved in groups in 

the community that kept us grounded in our culture, and I just, so I became the vice 

president of the NAACP for the local branch.  

 According to Jack and Jill of America (n.d.), founded in 1938, this African American-

based organization is focused on enhancing the growth of children, specifically African 

American, by creating and/or exposing them to social, academic, and health-based opportunities. 

Jack and Jill of America (n.d.) currently has 262 chapters throughout seven regions in the United 

States and has 40,000 members. In further explaining the dynamics within the Sunnyside 

Township community, Ellen further explained: 
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A lot of the work that my mom did with my siblings and you know their circle of well-

educated [families], they were kind of like the upper crest of Black families, well-

educated fraternity, sorority, Jack and Jill, they were involved in all of those things. 

 Kelis described in detail how her parents exposed her to an African American-based 

community organization outside of SHS that helped her build her cultural acumen: 

And then our community, we didn’t have what they call Jack and Jill. We have what 

they call The Mix [pseudonym], and it was the county’s version of Jack and Jill, which 

was began in the nearby city, which was the African American club, that social club, and 

the mothers would all get together and provide events and activities for kids, African 

American kids, in our community to do, and so this was another way for me to kind of 

again, kind of learn more about my culture and my people. And it also wanted me to kind 

of go on to learn more and become part of the African American community outside of 

Sunnyside Township, so that’s why I wanted to go to an HBCU. 

Similar to Ellen, Terry was also actively involved in the local NAACP and explained 

how he was the “president of the NAACP in the local youth chapter when I was in high school” 

while also indicating that his grandmother, who played an instrumental role in raising him, was 

“on the board of the NAACP, local NAACP for like 40 years.” 

 An important element of the NAACP is its youth programs. According to the NAACP 

(n.d.), the organization has 88 youth councils throughout the United States, which provide a 

platform for young activists to learn to advance their skills on advocating for the eradication of 

racism, the promotion of equality, and standing up for marginalized groups.  

Racist Encounters 
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 Research has found that racism has stretched its tentacles throughout the U.S. education 

system, resulting in school systems that are inherently biased against Black students (Crutchfield 

et al., 2020; Flitner et al., 2023). Chapman’s (2013) research on racism in majority White 

suburban schools found there to be a plethora of obstacles in such settings that create a hostile 

environment for Black students. A clear example of such obstacles could be seen in the 

experience that participant Ellen shared with the researcher: 

And then in high school, I remember very distinctly we walked into school one 

morning and on our lockers were flyers that were taped and they said “red niggers in 

Texas.” It was on our lockers. It was in the bathroom.  

Peer to Peer. The majority of the participants the researcher interviewed experienced 

racial encounters at SHS; of these encounters, there were some that came from their White 

classmates. For example, participant Mike shared an experience he encountered with a White 

classmate: 

There was an incident where a student made a comment where he directed it towards me 

and other African American students that he wanted us to go back to Africa. And it’s 

weird, at 38, I remember that incident like it was yesterday, what I was wearing, what he 

was wearing.  

 Participant Randall described an experience that occurred in the classroom between him 

and another White classmate: 

We were in class, and you know how you shuck and you jive in class. I was shucking and 

jiving with one of the White guys at the time, and I said something smart to him, 

whatever, right, because he, you know, we were jabbing each other. And then he said like 

loudly, like, man, you better shut up before I beat your Black ass. And everybody was 
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like ohhhh. And the teacher was like, OK, enough of the racial slurs here. And, you 

know, I in my mind, am like this mother just really came out of his mouth just now.  

 After hearing the response, Randall further explained to the researcher how he reacted 

and its impact on him in that moment:  

But when I heard that, I just said for one I knew how much of a jackass he was, but then I 

also thought to myself, man, this dude is really racist to be able to say some shit like that 

right and just not really, not really caring. I’m not, I remember his name. I’m not going to 

give you his name. And, you know, but I, and I obviously remember it, but, I never let it 

mess with me, you know, like, I didn’t feel any trauma from it. I didn’t feel, I don’t 

remember feeling offended by it. I knew what he said, but I didn’t feel offended by it 

because I think at that point like, you know when you’re a kid, you know you kind of 

shrug stuff off. 

In Randall’s case, he noted that even though the classroom teacher heard and named the 

comment used as a racial slur, nothing was done to address the White student. According to 

Chapman (2013), when Black students ask staff members to address acts of racism, they are 

often ignored, yet, when they defend themselves against such attacks then they are usually 

punished for such actions.  

In this case of participant Kandis, she recalled an encounter during a sporting event in 

which an offensive racial term was used: 

You know, you don’t see yourself so much, because you’re not looking at a mirror, right? 

You’re just engaging with the world outside of you, right? But then occasionally we 

would be sitting down on the bench at practice, and like, oh, “We made an Oreo.” I am 

like, what? What are we talking about? That was the first time I heard that, right? I was 
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like, “What are we talking about?” And then they’re like, “Well, look,” and I said, “Oh, 

OK, yeah, I see, Black, White, Black. OK.” But I just, I would prefer to not have, you 

know, even had to think about that, I was just like, we’re just here having a good time, 

how did that come into play? 

 Participant Terry informed the researcher that when he attended SHS, he was given a 

nickname by his close White friends, which he later learned as an adult was offensive: 

I had at the time I thought I had strong relationships. Most of my friends at the time were 

White. I thought that we were close, I thought we were tight, in hindsight. I had a 

nickname. I had a nickname that I didn't know what it meant in high school, but my 

nickname was token. And had no, I mean, obviously it sounds crazy now, but, I had no 

idea that that was a thing until I got to college. Like the token Black guy, like I never 

knew, completely over my head. 

 In the case of participant Ellen, she described a racial encounter that was experienced 

during an outing with one of her White friends from SHS: 

I mean, I had friends who were White. I would definitely go to their houses. I remember 

my one friend who didn’t live far from me. I remember the day her dad used the N-word 

in front of me. He was taking us somewhere, and he used the N-word like so just 

passively like nothing to it, and then I guess he must have forgotten I was in that car 

because then he tried to explain it away—“But I was like, you know, a Nigger is just an 

ignorant person, not, you know, referencing a Black. I’m just saying he’s an ignorant 

person.” Mmm, no, no. 

The researcher also heard from a participant, Laura, who shared a classroom experience 

that occurred directly after the verdict reading of the O. J. Simpson murder case: 
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 I guess we must of had the TV in the classroom, and they would turn it on if 

there’s breaking news, and so they turned it on, it was like the O. J. verdict, and I was 

partnered with at least one White girl; I can’t remember, the other girl was probably 

White too. And, in fact the whole row was probably White. Like, you know, I was 

partnered with probably one or two people out of the row and there’s probably another 

group or two in the row and they all were probably just White and I was not. And the 

news broke, and everybody was just like tense and kind of like, come on, come on. And 

then when they said not guilty, I remember being like thank God, like I was so relieved. 

And I remember the girl that I was partnered with was shaking her head and going, that’s 

an absolute shame. Like, I can’t believe it. He did it. He did it. And I was just like, and I 

was like, thinking to myself, but the Black man is free. Like I remember like that’s what I 

was thinking to myself. And it bothered me that she said that. 

Racial Encounters With White Teachers. A component of the everyday acts of racism 

within the education system includes racial microaggressions perpetuated by White teachers 

against Black students, which is often upheld through colorblind practices or in maintaining a 

general avoidance toward discussing or developing an awareness of racism (Kohli et al., 2017). 

 Participant Terry shared with the researcher an interaction that he encountered at SHS 

with a White teacher: 

She told me straight to my face that I wouldn’t amount to anything because of the way 

that I acted. Yeah, that was a White, that was a White teacher. Actually, that White 

teacher taught my father as well, and she told me that I was gonna end up just like my 

father, who’s obviously a Black man as well. 
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 In addition, Terry also mentioned interactions that he had with a staff member at the time, 

in which on several occasions the person had shared that “there’s no chance that somebody 

named Barack Obama would ever be president.” 

 Posey-Maddox’s (2017) research on microaggressions in predominantly White suburban 

schools found that one of the issues that Black students encountered was hostility and race-based 

microaggressions from White teachers. Regarding microaggressions, participant Linda shared 

the following: 

I think I mentioned that earlier, but I always excelled in math classes, so I tend to always 

be one of the few, if not only, Black students in there, and I remember situations where 

I’d have finished my work early and my teacher would approach me and pretty much say 

there’s no way you could have finished your work that fast. And I would show her that I 

was, and she always had kind of, she never celebrated the fact that I was done. She said, 

“Well if you’re actually finished you can help someone else then.” It was never like oh, 

“Good job,” or “Wow, I’m impressed,” or “Let me talk to you about maybe you know, 

giving, giving you some other things to differentiate from your peers,” nothing like that. 

It was just like how could you possibly be smart enough to, to complete this assignment 

this quick and all of your peers and your White counterparts are still working. 

Implicit Biases From the Counseling Department. A common theme that the 

researcher did not anticipate was the implicit biases that participants encountered from their SHS 

counselors. Johnson and Bornstein (2021) define implicit biases as “subconscious prejudices and 

perceptions that may influence action” (p. 81). The researcher encountered several participants 

who identified encounters with their high school counselor in which they recommended them for 

postsecondary career paths that did not align to rigorous goals. For instance, Kandis stated: 
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Traumatic experiences or remembrances would be with my counselor when I was getting 

ready to graduate. We were taking these tests, like what’s your propensity to become 

what, mine was like to become, I think a salesperson or something. But when I had a one-

on-one conversation with my counselors like, basically I took from her I’m not gonna be 

anything more than a secretary. And my mom is the secretary, so on some level I wasn’t 

offended by that, but I knew that I could do more or be more. I wasn’t the number-one 

student in my class, but I was in the top 20% of my class, so I was doing well. So that 

was not a positive experience.  

 Kandis further identified her frustration to the researcher by adding: 

I can’t think of one triggering experience other than that counselor, that might have been 

it. How are you gonna say I can’t? I wanted to be a school psychologist or a psychologist 

at the time. Why do you tell me I can’t be a psychologist and am only going to be a 

secretary or I’m going to be a secretary versus anything else that I might aspire to do? 

Betters-Bubon et al.’s (2022) research on antiracism and school counselors found that 

implicit biases are harmful not just on a person’s social and emotional state, but they can also 

impact cognitive potential. Kelis faced a similar situation to what Kandis had faced with her 

counselor particularly around professional career advice: 

It was the counselor. She told my mom I wouldn’t be successful as a nurse, which is what 

I was initially thinking I might want to be, and was trying to suggest that I go into some 

noncollege educational profession, and I want to go on to college. And they were trying 

to suggest I do something else. And that just kind of blew my mom away. I am glad she 

didn’t listen to them, glad I didn’t either.  
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Kelis and Kandis matriculated and graduated from SHS in the 1980s, but even Amber, 

who graduated in 2014, experienced a similar situation with her counselor: 

Yeah, so I’m [a] first-generation college student, first to graduate, first to get my 

undergrad, my master’s, any, you know, everything like that. Going into it, I definitely 

did not have the I, my parents didn’t know anything. My parents can’t, they couldn’t give 

me that kind of information. So I really leaned on my counselors to be able to help me. 

My counselors in the beginning were steering me to go to like vo-tech, like the vocational 

school for a while and you know, trying to steer me in a way of, well, if you graduate, 

then you can, you know, go right into the workforce. And I was like, well, no, you know, 

I really want to, I want to go to college kind of thing. You know, I, this is, you know, 

there’s nothing wrong with technical school, but it just wasn’t for me. And I felt like for a 

while I had to fight that. 

 Based on the interviews and focus group, the researcher found that counselors not only 

directed low-bar expectations to the students but also to their parents. For instance, Terry stated: 

Like I’ll never forget my mom always tells a story about one of the counselors told my 

mother that I’d be lucky to get through community college. This is when I was at the end 

of my junior year. And told her I’d be lucky to get through community college, that 

college might not be for me. You know, that whole saying, like they don’t tell that to all 

kids, you know, and it wasn’t because my grades were bad. It was, it was like a behavior 

thing. It was like, he’s unfocused. He’s not, you know, he doesn’t have the aptitude to 

excel in college. That’s pretty much what they told my mom.  

Interesting to note that Terry disclosed to the researcher that he not only graduated from 

college but he also obtained his Juris Doctor. 
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Affinity Spaces for Black Students 

 Affinity groups are essential places within schools that provide a safe place for students, 

usually from a marginalized identity group, with the opportunity to gather and discuss issues 

around their identity (Bell, 2015; Tauriac et al., 2013). Another important aspect of Black 

affinity groups, particularly on predominantly White campuses, is that it provides an opportunity 

for Black students to have a momentary reprieve or outlet from the racist climate that can exist 

on such campuses (Harper, 2013). 

The researcher took note that the majority of the study participants were members of the 

BSU during their time at SHS. In a review of yearbook documents, the researcher was able to 

identify statements that could help describe the inner workings of the BSU during the time at 

which the participants graduated from SHS. The researcher captured the BSU yearbook captions 

and placed them in Table 5. In regard to the review of the yearbook, the researcher found a 

recurring theme in which the BSU was implementing various programs to support the cultural 

enrichment of its members. For instance, in 1992, according to the yearbook, the BSU organized 

a program to celebrate Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday, and in 2005 there were initiatives 

done around self-awareness, community leadership, and cultural awareness. 

The researcher noticed that the BSU was missing in key dates when participants 

mentioned that the BSU was active. After further review of the data, the researcher was not able 

to identify why the BSU was missing from the yearbook.  
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Table 5 

SHS BSU Yearbook Captions 

Year BSU 
listed? 

Caption pulled  

1983 No N/A 

1987 No N/A 

1992 Yes During the 1991-92 school year the Black Student Union planned educational 
assemblies and special observances for minority students. The group also 
planned to work with the Sunnyside Township Park and Recreation 
Department, and others to put together a program celebrating Dr. Martin 
Luther King’s birthday. 

1993 Yes The Black Student Union had a prosperous 1993. Under the guidance of 
President Sam Rand, Vice President Laura Frank and Secretary/Treasurer 
Karissa Benjamin, the members enjoyed another successful year. Sponsors 
Nate Wilks and Mrs. Samuels helped the officers to organize activities and 
fundraisers. The goal of the Black Student Union is to make a scholarship 
fund for the outstanding black students of Sunnyside. The members stay 
actively involved with the community to enrich their lives as well as the lives 
of others.  

1999 Yes Under the direction of Mr. Mathews and Mrs. Samuels, the Black Student 
Union has flourished. The BSU is an Organization designed for all students 
who enjoy learning about Black History. The club’s focus is to educate 
students about the contributions of African-Americans to the nation and to 
the world. Under the watchful eye of President Taylor Bentley, the BSU has 
successfully organized several fundraisers, food drives, and holiday 
celebrations. All are welcome to join!  

2004 No N/A 

2005 Yes With the help of Mrs. Fox and Mrs. Ray, the Black Student Union (BSU) is 
an organization that strengthens the awareness of African American culture 
by sponsoring cultural events, self-awareness workshops, and encouraging 
student leadership within the community. This year, our focus is personal 
excellence, respect and unity.  

2008 No N/A 

2014 Yes “This club has helped me to have an open mind and to respect the lives of 
others.”—Trenton Barrow Grade 12 
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Participant Kelis described how her mother was the one who started the BSU at SHS: 

In school, we had the Black Student Union, which my mom started my sophomore year, 

my brother, who was 2 years older than me, it would have been his senior year. And she 

actually went to the administration and said that the African American students needed 

something where they could learn more about who they were and have a source of pride 

and confidence in who they were. So she got the approval and started the first Black 

Student Union at the high school. So my sophomore year would have been 1981, that it 

was started, and we had a good turnout, pretty much almost everyone that was in the high 

school attended the program and she brought excellent programs. 

To explore the time period of the early 1980s more and Kelis’s statement about her 

mother creating the BSU, the researcher reviewed the yearbooks from that period and was able to 

find the following statement from 1982 SHS yearbook: 

The Black Student Union is an organization of young black teenagers striving to unite the 

black students of SHS. Reactivated in 1980, the Black Student Union has quickly become 

a group with great success. Part of this success is due to the leadership of its president, 

Charles Banks, a current Senior. The Black Student Union has actively participated in 

various educational establishments. The 1981-1982 Black Student Union has set its goal 

towards making SHS a better school for the black student.  

 The BSU not only was framed as an entity to provide a better social experience for the 

Black students of SHS, but it actually manifested further into providing resources for the 

community. Kelis provided the researcher with a recap of key programs that her mother 

organized through the BSU, such as an HBCU college trip: 
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We were kind of heading or spearheading all of the activities for the community. So it 

was like the forefront for us, Black History Month, different activities being sponsored, 

added up. Activities that we would be involved in, I believe my mom put together our 

HBCU trips for our community and we went on bus trips to quite a few places. To see 

Black schools, so we went to Lincoln, we went to Howard, we went to Hampton, we 

went to Virginia Union, Virginia State. We’ve visited quite a few schools. 

In reference to spearheading BSU activities that benefited the community and not just the 

students, Kelis provided the researcher with insight on one such event organized by her mother: 

She brought the famous, what was the name? Was it the Alvin Ailey Dancers? I think she 

brought the Alvin Ailey dancers to the high school, and we had shows that sold out. Now 

you have to go down to the city to see them because they travel worldwide. Judith 

Jamison was a big part of it then and she’s, you know, [a] famous part of the history of 

footprint you know of African American history now around the country and the world. 

But they started down in the city, and she got them out to our community and did a 

number of things that were to strengthen and improve our knowledge and education.  

It is important to note that during the focus group discussion, the researcher did observe a 

division between Kelis’s perspective of BSU-sponsored community events and those 

experienced by more recent graduates from the 2000s. For those students, such as Angelica, the 

BSU was more of a social outlet and not necessarily one that spearheaded culturally enriching 

activities. Angelica described her BSU experience: 

The only thing that I can remember is that after-school club, the Black Student 

Association, where we really like, would have a big cook out or socially would gather. 
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We wouldn’t really like do anything productive like go on college visits or talk about the 

next step after high school and graduation. So we didn’t really have that at all. 

In addition to Angelica, Amber’s experience with the BSU landed more towards an 

opportunity to socialize, however from Amber’s point of view, the BSU appeared to be prioritize 

those who were in attendance as opposed to reaching out to inform and or uplift the school 

community: 

Yeah, so I, I always got the vibe that it was, so anybody who was in the room basically in 

the club, I felt like, OK, anyone in here, we’re benefiting from the events that we’re 

throwing because we’re basically throwing them for ourselves. Like I can remember 

having like a, like a soul food dinner basically and it was open to everyone but I mean the 

people who really came and participated were the ones that were in the room with us 

designing the event, you know, it wasn’t necessarily as, uhm, it was meant to engage the 

entire school and it didn’t feel like it was before the entire school. It didn’t feel like it was 

a time for us to really showcase our identity in that way, it was more a space for us to 

have each other if that, you know. 

Kandis, a former student president of the BSU during her time at SHS, also identified her 

experience with the BSU as social club: 

We would gather, we would gather occasionally. I remember a trip. We didn’t come 

around to having a trip. I don’t remember where it was to, I cannot remember if we were 

thinking Africa or if we were thinking of Washington, DC, which is totally different from 

each other, but like we were talking about a trip that never came to pass. So it became 

more of like a social club than anything. 
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 Randall also shared his view on the BSU as more of a social outlet as opposed to an 

action-oriented organization around organizing culturally appropriate trips: 

You know, I mean, we had, I mean, we had a Black Student Union, but I don’t remember 

us doing too much. We only had a few meetings. I honestly don’t remember us doing too 

much. And this is like from ’90, from ’89 to ’92 when I was in high school. I don’t 

remember us doing much. I went to the meetings, but I don’t remember us, you know. I 

think we might do the field trip or something. You know, just, I don’t remember us doing 

much. I don’t think we did enough to celebrate each other, right. Like, we talked. I don’t 

know that, I don’t remember that we really addressed any issues. You know, I think we 

talked about how we felt as Black students, but, and some of those conversations were 

really good. But I don’t know that we really accomplished a lot with it at the time. 

However, Linda, a graduate of 2014, saw the BSU as both a safe space for her and also 

one that was culturally enriching: 

I think the only space really was the Black Student Union. We had speakers to come, and 

we had a safe space. I remember meeting in our old building in the library classroom, 

twice a month, and that’s where we met and we all, not all, but a majority of the Black 

students who were a part of the Black Student Union would go there. And we had one 

woman in particular who was a White woman who was the facilitator of our club. She 

was the sponsor, and she made that space feel like it was ours. She never tried to 

dominate anything. It was student-led. We had soul food platter sales at Sunnyside High 

School. We were, that was the only space I could feel like it was comfortable to be 100% 

myself. 
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 The researcher did note that Linda’s facilitator was a White woman, whereas those 

participants from the 1980s–1990s all reference having a Black staff member or parent as a BSU 

advisor. In regard to culturally responsive practices, the Pennsylvania Department of Education 

(2022) provides a culturally relevant and sustaining education program framework that indicates 

that in order for a teacher to be culturally competent, they must reflect on their own cultural lens, 

which includes analyzing their own membership to an identity group. In addition, a culturally 

competent educator, regardless of their race, must understand that they bring with them biases 

that can shape their interactions with their students (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 

2022). Linda noted that the White teacher who facilitated the BSU did not dominate the 

conversation and led the students to believe that the space was their space, which aligns with one 

who is cognizant of their relationship with a majority racial group and the need to place this 

dominance in check at the door.  

Nate the Custodian. The researcher found that participants from the early 1990s kept 

repeating a particular name: Nate, the high school custodian, who was the staff advisor for the 

BSU. Ellen stated:  

So like when we met as a club, we would talk about it. We would, Norm would make 

sure. Right? How crazy is that—that the custodian is teaching the Black kids their Black 

history? Cause the teachers won’t do it! 

 Ellen, a graduate of 1993, made it a point to identify that there was not one person from 

the teaching staff at SHS that volunteered to run the BSU. Bilal, who graduated in 1992, made 

mention that Nate’s selection as advisor was due to a lack of teachers who were willing to 

sponsor the club: 
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But, I mean, we didn’t even have a Black Student Union at Sunnyside Township when I 

first started. We couldn’t get a sponsor. We, our sponsor, we had to get the custodian to 

sponsor us. There were no spaces where we were that was celebrated or uplifted. 

During the discussion of Nate, the researcher found that this was an individual who was 

held in high regard by his students, which contributed to the BSU being both a safe and socially 

supportive environment for the students. To this idea, Randall stated: 

 There was a janitor named Nate. You might hear, you might hear, hear some other 

guys mentioning. He was our janitor, right, used to be a bodybuilder, I think. But he lost 

all that and all the weight went right to his stomach. He was a big dude. But Nate, Nate 

was for us, he was the one we looked up to. He was the one that we went to talk to about 

our stuff, you know. Nathan was, I felt like he was more of, had more of a teacher like 

presence than a janitor. And not just for us Black kids, but for all the kids, you know, he 

was hip, he was, he was, you know, I wouldn’t be surprised if you hear from one of the 

other responders, participants, that he was like a father figure. You know he, he had that 

voice you know, and he was, he was the, the leader of, you know, he helped lead out the 

union. And Nathan for what I remember, like I said he was this very, you know very 

influential. He was a calming presence for us. And, you know, I think that he was, he was 

a light for us there. Because we really had no other older Black authority figures at the 

high school at the time. 

As mentioned by Randall, Nate was a strong presence, inspirational, and one who 

Randall felt he could confide in. This sentiment was also backed up by Bilal: 

It was Nate. Yeah, and I don’t remember Nate’s last name, I’ve been trying to look him 

up for years. But Nate, he was the custodian. He had an office right there in the cafeteria, 
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and he was kind of like, well, he was a friend to everybody. He looked out for everyone. 

Nate was a really big guy, nicest man in the world, but he was our, he was our sponsor. 

He was the one that actually stepped up to sponsor us, sponsor our Black Student Union. 

The researcher did review the 1992 and 1993 SHS yearbooks to identify Nate, and he 

located a picture of him among the 1992 BSU club. In reviewing the 1993 SHS yearbook, the 

researcher uncovered a reference to Nate within the BSU club caption. According to the 1993 

yearbook, Nate cofacilitated the BSU with Mrs. Samuels, a Black teacher, who taught business 

education.  

Based on the researcher’s conversations with Bilal and Randall, Nate was a pivotal figure 

within the school building and within the BSU. When analyzing mentors, specifically for African 

American male high school students, the positive qualities of mentors that stood out were related 

to being trustworthy and providing moral support when encountering obstacles within the school 

building. Tauriac et al.’s (2013) study on affinity groups and ethnically diverse students found 

that a common trait that existed within these spaces was an element of trust in which one had the 

ability to express themselves without fear of being misunderstood. Nate, based on the data 

provided, was a leader who, through his presence and actions, provided a strong affinity space 

for the Black students at SHS.  

Lack of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

 Culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) is the theory that the culture of a student can be a 

key asset to enhance the educational process within the classroom (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; 

Shaw, 2016; Warren-Grice, 2017). When the researcher posed the question on how Black culture 

and race were addressed both in the classroom and throughout the building at SHS, the majority 

of participants stated that it was not addressed. When discussing the question about Black race 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 107 

and culture in the classroom, Amber shared, “In the classroom, you’re not really talking about 

Black culture or race or anything like that unless it comes up in the curriculum. So it’s, you 

know, very few teachers, teachers whatever venture into that topic.” 

 In regard to CRP, Bilal stated: 

Blackness wasn’t acknowledged or celebrated whatsoever. In my case, because I wasn’t 

quote unquote perceived as Black. Trust me, I was Black, right? The joke was, they 

thought of it maybe as a compliment actually, believe it or not. Right? But there were no 

spaces. There were no spaces where it was celebrated. It was an absence of Blackness. 

That’s the only way I can put it, right? There were no positive spaces. 

When posed with the same question regarding how Black culture was addressed, this 

sentiment was echoed by Ellen: 

It wasn’t. It didn’t exist. Other than amongst us, cause like we would come in and be 

wearing our Cross Colors and listening to the, you know, our music, and our slang. And 

the other kids, you know, the White kids thought it was so interesting, they would be 

trying to copy us, but we brought the culture to the building. Sunnyside Township never 

did anything to advocate or protect, or strengthen or even let it be seen, like even if you 

walk into the guidance suite and look around the wall, how many HBCUs do you see up 

there? None! 

The researcher did note that in Ellen’s response, she identified ways in which Black 

students celebrated their own culture, which existed through their clothing and music. Randall 

responded in similar fashion to the same CRP question but pretty bluntly: “Well, it wasn’t. 

[laughs] It wasn’t. And this is again coming from my lens.” Terry responded in similar fashion 

stating, “It wasn't. Completely absent.” 
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Racial Insensitive Pedagogical Practices. In addition to a void of CRP within the 

classrooms and building, the researcher did identify occurrences in which staff of SHS engaged 

in culturally insensitive practices. For instance, Bilal shared: 

I was one of the first people in the AP [Advance Placement] program at Sunnyside 

Township when it started. So, I never had another Black person in a class with me ever, 

my entire 12 years in SSD from elementary through high school. With that being said, 

you know, when it was time for like an English class, Othello, you know who they chose 

to play it, right? There was kind of an expectation for me when we were in Black History 

Month. You know, I was the sole person of African descent that most of them interact 

with on a daily basis. So it kind of a lot of times fell upon me to kind of be like the 

spokesperson, per se. They were always kinda like leaning on me.  

Racial spotlighting, which is what Bilal experienced, is a harmful practice that occurs 

when a student is singled out to be the sole spokesperson on any issue related to their culture, 

when in reality they do not seek that responsibility (Andrews, 2012). Kandis shared her story in 

which she was placed in a racially insensitive role-playing activity: 

There was one other experience, my history class, U.S. history. Mr. Foggle was my coach 

and my teacher, and he was awesome, I really liked him; however, the textbook had one 

chapter. I think it was Chapter 9, which was on slavery. That was all the Black history 

that I was going to learn. And even in that, we had a role-playing exercise. And so, of 

course he didn’t position me as a slave, but he positioned me as a White person. Yet, I 

did come out of character pretty quickly because I was offended by the whole 

conversation, obviously. So that pretty much shut down like us even pursuing studies in 

that chapter. I recall just like, OK, this is not gonna work. 
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In regard to culturally relevant practices, Kelly’s (2013) research identified that there 

exists in schools a disconnect between the content taught and individual student culture, which is 

even more pronounced for students of color. In the case of Kandis, there was a clear disconnect 

between Mr. Foggle’s lesson activity and the cultural and historical background of Kandis. 

Instead, the lesson was a harmful trigger that prevented Kandis from being able to proceed in her 

assigned role. 

 In exploring the extent to which SSD focused on diversity training prior to 2020, the 

researcher reviewed the SSD school board meeting library minutes. In putting in a search of the 

online archives using the word diversity, the researcher was only able to identify one date prior 

to 2020 that referenced the term diversity. On November 5, 2012, it was noted in the board 

meeting records, listed under information from the superintendent, Mrs. Columbus, that “the 

district wants to assure that it meets the needs of all students. Mrs. Columbus said that some 

diversity focused training may be offered and that a Diversity Committee will likely form as part 

of Strategic Planning.” It appears that there was no follow-up regarding this diversity committee 

and/or the suggestion of diversity training. It is important to note that the online library database 

for the SSD minutes is only archived from 2007 onward. A search of CRP did not display any 

content prior to 2020 nor did diversity training. Based on this information, the researcher is led to 

believe that there did not exist any district-wide initiatives based around CRP during the period 

in which the participants of this study attended SHS.  

Insufficient Number of Black Teachers 

 According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2016, in schools where the 

majority of students were White, more than 90% of the teachers were White (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016). In regard to the diversity of the suburban teaching force, the data is troubling; 
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the U.S. Department of Education (2016) indicates that the teacher workforce in such settings is 

84% White and 8% Black. The data from the U.S. Department of Education on the discrepancy 

between White and Black teachers in the suburbs was reflective of what the researcher heard 

from the participants of this research study. The majority of participants shared that they never 

took a class led by a Black teacher during their time at SHS. In addition, the majority of them 

shared how the presence of Black teachers was almost nonexistent during their matriculation. For 

instance, Terry shared: 

I never had a Black teacher throughout my time at Sunnyside Township. Never had a 

Black administrator. I had a Black counselor, Ms. Jerry; I don’t know if she’s still there 

or not. She was the college advisor, so there was definitely a gap there that I felt like I 

didn’t necessarily feel supported and part of that was because around ninth, around 10th 

grade I should say, is when I really started coming, came into like my sense of identity. I 

started to become aware of how race plays a factor in my life.  

 Fellow 2008 graduate Angelica shared a similar experience about not having a Black 

teacher: 

We didn’t have any Black teachers. I think there was a Black, there was a Black teacher, 

Ms. Horace, she worked with special ed students, but she was more like an attendant. I 

don’t think she was like an actual teacher. And then we did have Mr. Bentley, who was 

like the athletic director. But those were the only like representations of Black staff 

members that we had when I was there. So no spaces to really celebrate us. 

Ellen stated: 

I never saw anybody who looked like me. There was one Black teacher the entire time 

that I was in middle school. There was one Black teacher at the high school who actually 
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went to my church in Manortown, she’s now passed away, and then Ms. Nancy who was 

the Black music teacher. And you know, picture this is like, you talk about like, 1985. 

When my kids entered the middle school. Ms. Nancy was still one of the only Black 

teachers in that building. So we talking about 20-plus years of multitudes of Black 

families coming through who never had the opportunity to see or interact with people 

who looked like them. 

It is important to note that Ellen had children who attended and graduated from SHS; the 

insufficient presence of Black teachers at SHS, which was a problem during her years at SHS, 

still continued into the time period of her children, which was fairly recent. In describing her 

experience at SHS, Kandis mentioned: 

I started in Sunnyside Township School District at the age of 11, in sixth grade, so I was 

there for 1 year before moving to the middle school/high school. I had a Black teacher in 

sixth grade, the only Black teacher I saw throughout my 7 years, I guess, in the district.  

 Linda, one of the few participants who was a current employee of SSD, made it a point to 

share the impact that not having a Black teacher had on her career path: 

I mean, I feel like I was impacted a lot by not having much representation. And it was 

important to me to be a representative for, for kids, which is why I chose the profession I 

chose because I didn’t have role models in my building. I think there was one person of 

color in the building, and they weren’t in the classroom. And I feel like I didn’t graduate 

that long ago, where I feel like there could have been more representation but that always 

stood out to me. That there was not one teacher I had in 4 years of high school, and we 

had, what seven periods a day, that there wasn’t one person of color. And, you know, but 

even with that, naturally finding that one person that looked like me who wasn’t assigned 
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to me for any reason at all, but I gravitated toward them because I was craving that, I was 

craving that, that shared experience. 

The sentiment to return to SSD, as shared by Linda, to be a Black presence to Black 

students, was also shared by the other current SSD employee Mike: 

There was no hesitation when I could come back and get a job there. I wanted to be part 

of it. I knew that I saw in my community the number of Black students growing, and 

there weren’t a lot of Black faces when I went there in the sense of principals or teachers. 

When I graduated, there was only one Black faculty member, and she was a guidance 

counselor. So if I could get in the building and be helpful in any way, especially now 

with the numbers growing, especially kids of color, I wanted to be there. I want to be a 

part of that. 

Many participants yearned to have the experience of a Black teacher. It speaks to Cherng 

and Halpin’s (2016) findings that students of color have a more favorable connection to other 

teachers of color. Studies have also found that Black teachers play a pivotal role in the social 

development of Black students, leading to greater engagement within the classroom (Cherng & 

Halpin, 2016; Gershenson et al., 2016). The researcher found similarities between Linda and 

Mike, both current employees of SSD, particularly around a key reason for their return to SHS. 

The experiences of Black PWSPHS graduates who are currently employees of a PWSPHS can be 

a further research study that can possibly help examine ways to improve the Black teacher 

pipeline into suburban public schools.  

Attending a PWSPHS Builds Critical Consciousness 

When discussing the long-term impact surrounding the participants’ lived experiences at 

SHS, the researcher noticed a common theme, one that centered around SHS preparing the 
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participants to live in a racialized society. The researcher noticed a heightened level of critical 

consciousness among participants, especially when examining how, as a Black person, SHS 

prepared them for a society in which Blacks remained members of a marginalized group. Critical 

consciousness is defined as an awareness of the inequalities of racism and injustice (Forenza, 

2017; Moffitt et al., 2022). Fike and Mattis (2023) point out that when measuring levels of 

critical consciousness, one can do so through three lenses: (a) critical reflection, (b) critical 

motivation, and (c) critical action. 

Critical Reflection. One facet of critical consciousness is critical reflection, which 

involves a person’s ability to identify the structures that lend to oppression and discrimination 

(Diemer et al., 2015; Fike & Mattis, 2023; Heberle et al., 2020; Moffitt et al., 2022). The ability 

to identify and prepare for racialized encounters, even as an adult, is something that Mike 

learned from his time at SHS:  

You need to be aware; you need to understand where you’re at. You need to understand 

people. So Sunnyside High School definitely taught me that. It’s, that’s the world, 

unfortunately. You know, I went to school and just an hour outside of where I grew up, 

and within my first 2 weeks I was called a nigger. So you know what I mean? Like, you 

just need to. It’s a war zone in a way. You just gotta realize you got to navigate with your 

head up and you got to navigate with brains. 

Mike also stated: 

Unfortunately, you’re on guard or you’re not on guard all the time, but your guards up 

enough that you understand your surroundings, you understand people, you have a better 

idea for people, you don’t always put yourself in certain situations where you’re not sure 

the kind of people you’re going to be around. So all those things come into play as an 
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African American in the setting like I was growing up. You have to be aware at all times, 

no matter what. If you have a beer in your hand, if you have a book in your hand, it 

doesn’t matter. 

 In reflection on his experience at SHS, Bilal shared: 

I would say that, honestly, I think they’ve helped me, believe it or not, navigate, I guess 

the majority world, a lot better than some other people, right. I can identify certain things, 

right. In kind of those White spaces, right. White spaces. I’m able to, I can immediately 

disarm them, just by, you know, relating to them, right. I’m a suburban kid, I’m not from 

the city, right. It’s, you know, it’s giving me at least as far as professionally, it’s actually 

probably helped me. 

In the case of Bilal, the ability to step into a majority White space, identify racial tension, 

and successfully navigate those spaces was a skill learned at SHS. Laura shared a similar case of 

being aware of her surroundings as the only person of color in her professional workspace: 

I think that I’m very aware that you can be in an environment in which others are not 

gonna understand the Black experience or understand that you are Black and what, what 

that means with identifying with being Black or what that experience is like. I’m aware of 

that only through Sunnyside Township because it was the least diverse, I think, 

community that you know I’ve, I’ve really been a part of. Because college is pretty 

diverse. Workforces are pretty diverse. So I feel like that was probably the least diverse. 

So I think it may be aware that you can have that experience. As far as how it shaped me, 

I think it’s made me much more, it’s made me very aware. It’s made me very sensitive, 

and it has ultimately, I think, it contributes to my identity. And for me personally, it 

represents, it’s a part of who I am, like as, as a Black woman or a person of color that is a 
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female, you have several things. You’re, you know, the female in a working environment. 

There’s always going to be certain obstacles you have. If you are a person of color in that 

environment, you have additional things that you’re trying to work past. So I’m aware of 

those things. 

Last, Kandis provided the researcher with a snapshot of how attending SHS helped 

prepare her for a career as a labor organizer in a rural majority White region of the United States: 

I’m a labor organizer. I work with a myriad of different people; it’s in education, I work 

for a western U.S. State Teaching Association, and I represent teachers in a variety of 

rural areas, mostly, mostly White—splattering of Latinos I’m coming to find. Very few if 

any Blacks, maybe a couple of mixed races. Anyway, very conservative area too and I’m 

pretty much a liberal and progressive, but I’m professional. When, when I, when I see 

microaggressions or I become self-protective at seeing, like I did see a Confederate flag 

amongst a flag store. I pull on my experiences from the predominantly White college I 

attended and Sunnyside High School and say, I’ve been here, even though I can’t recall 

like a lot of negative experiences, but like I’ve been the only one, right, in the room. So I 

pull on that, and I say, and I’m doing well, and I’ve done well. So in some ways that, that 

tells me I’m prepared for whatever I’m about to face. 

In all, several of the participants were clear that SHS was a microcosm of their 

professional spaces and, in essence, living as a Black person in the United States. The ability to 

navigate White spaces has prepared them to not only identify potential dangerous situations but 

also, in a way, has helped them become somewhat comfortable in socializing and working in 

spaces where they are the only Black person in the room. 
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Critical Motivation. Critical motivation is the ability or intrinsic motivation that one has 

to fight oppression such as racism (Diemer et al., 2015; Fike & Mattis, 2023; Heberle et al., 

2020). Linda’s experience at SHS also helped her to understand the importance of having a 

strong foundation in her culture as a way to combat the harmful effects of racism: 

So I truly believe I can navigate any space but still maintain who I am and, and honor my 

culture and represent my culture to the fullest. So I was raised in a household where it 

was acknowledged you are a Black person, this is what you should do, this is so, and I 

always embrace my culture, so I’d never lost that even in White spaces. So I think I can 

attribute that to learning how to navigate you know, socially and professionally from, 

from having those experiences at Sunnyside High School. 

From Linda’s experience at SHS, she has found that the one way to combat racial 

oppression is to fully immerse herself in Black culture. This sentiment was also shared by 

Angelica: 

I would say thank God I went to an HBCU. If I didn’t, I don’t know how it would have 

impacted me. Because when I was younger, I wanted to fit in so bad and be accepted so 

bad. That it even hurts me to say like I feel like as a young girl like I wanted to be White, 

like I didn't have a Black woman to look up to. I wanted straight hair. I didn’t like my 

natural hair, like I hated my lips and my nose. I feel like I got made fun of the most when 

I was younger for those features that I appreciate so much as an adult. I just feel like, I’m 

scared for the Black children that are there sometimes because I know what it’s like to 

just want to fit in and not have anywhere to fit. 

In the case of Angelica, her experience at SHS pushed her to attend an HBCU which she 

described as helping her overcome the harmful effects of racial microaggressions, primarily 
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hating one’s skin complexion. Ellen also spoke about how attending SHS pushed her to attend an 

HBCU:  

So by the time I got to 12th grade, I mean, it was in my family, which has a history of 

HBCU, so there was never a doubt we were going to college. I just knew that I needed to 

have a different experience, and I was looking forward to the opportunity to actually have 

teachers who look like me, be around other people who look like me, where I didn’t have 

to continuously either explain or defend my culture or see people trying to appropriate 

my culture.  

In a way, Ellen’s decision to attend an HBCU was led to her desire to fight against the 

racial microaggressions and practices that she encountered at SHS, whether it was from a lack of 

Black teachers and/or the need to constantly defend her culture. In a sense, attending an HBCU 

provided Ellen with the social skills to navigate a racialized society.  

Critical Action. Within the framework of critical consciousness, critical action is 

identified as any action that is intended to eradicate injustice or to uplift social justice (Diemer et 

al., 2015; Fike & Mattis, 2023; Heberle et al., 2020). The researcher discovered that this area was 

clearly visible within the responses from the two participants who were current employees of 

SSD. For example, Linda said: 

I feel like I was impacted a lot by not having much representation. And it was important 

to me to be a representative for, for kids, which is why I chose the profession I chose 

because I didn’t have role models in my building. I think there was one person of color in 

the building, and they weren’t in the classroom. And I feel like I didn’t graduate that long 

ago, where I feel like there could have been more representation but that always stood out 

to me. That there was not one teacher I had in 4 years of high school, and we had, what 
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seven periods a day, that there wasn't one person of color. And, you know, but even with 

that naturally finding that one person that looked like me who wasn't assigned to me for 

any reason at all, but I gravitated towards them because I was craving that, I was craving 

that, that shared experience. 

In a way, Linda’s professional choice was driven by her experiences at SHS, particularly 

not having Black staff members present. Linda’s decision to return to SSD is in a way a method 

of combating the racial inequalities that she personally witnessed as a high school student. A 

similar sentiment was expressed by Mike regarding his return to work at SSD: 

There was no hesitation when I could come back and get a job there. I wanted to be part 

of it. I knew that I saw in my community the number of Black students growing and there 

weren’t a lot of Black faces when I went there in the sense of principals or teachers. 

When I graduated, there was only one Black faculty member, and she was a guidance 

counselor. So if I could get in the building and be helpful in any way, especially now 

with the numbers growing, especially kids of color, I wanted to be there. I want to be a 

part of that. 

Conclusion  

The researcher conducted this phenomenological qualitative study to answer the 

following questions: 

1. To what extent does attending a PWSPHS in the United States shape the racial identity 

development of Black students? 

2. What institutional policies or practices do Black alumni of SHS recall as being a benefit 

or a hindrance to their racial identity development?  
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For this study, the researcher’s population was Black alumni of SHS who graduated prior 

to 2020. The researcher’s theoretical framework for this research study was centered around 

Cross’s (2021) Nigrescence theory, which provides a framework for the stages of Black racial 

identity development. To uncover the answers to these questions, the researcher used one-on-one 

semistructured interviews, a focus group, and document review of public data related to SHS.  

From the researcher’s data collection, the following six themes emerged: 

• Racial socialization: role of parents/family members 

• Racist encounters 

• Affinity spaces for Black students 

• Lack of CRP  

• Insufficient number of Black teachers 

• Attending a PWSPHS builds critical consciousness 

 The data collected from this qualitative study informed the researcher that in regard to 

racial identity development, all of the participants went through some element of a racial 

encounter while at SHS, and most were able to identify policies and procedures, both in the 

classroom and throughout the building, that were harmful to Black students. These experiences 

align with Cross’s (2021) Encounter stage, which includes a Black person experiencing or 

witnessing a racial encounter that signified that they were a member of a marginalized group.  

 It was apparent to the researcher that the majority of the participants viewed SHS as a 

place where their culture and race were not supported and uplifted. The third stage of the 

Nigrescence theory, Immersion-Emersion, is identified as the journey, postencounter, that an 

individual takes to learn more about their Black race and heritage (Cross, 2021). To combat the 

racial microaggressions and lack of CRP, the participants sought refuge in affinity groups such 
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as the BSU and guidance from their parents/family members. The supportive role of 

parents/guardians was a major theme among the majority of participants, one that may be a key 

element for future research. The researcher found that parents/family members played a pivotal 

role in speaking out on behalf of their children. For instance, some parents advocated when their 

child faced discriminatory practices. Other parents took the lead in running culturally enriching 

programs like the BSU, while others exposed their children to HBCUs and historically Black 

social organizations. And some parents advised their Black children on how to navigate a racist 

society.  

The majority of participants did not have a Black teacher during their matriculation at 

SHS, which according to Cherng and Halpin (2016) is a key element in the social and academic 

development of Black students. Many pointed this out as an important element that was lacking 

in their high school experience. Two male participants who graduated from 1992 made note that 

the one Black staff member who was actively involved in their cultural experience and was 

viewed as a strong mentor was the custodian, who was also the advisor for the BSU.  

The next section, Chapter 5, will include an additional discussion of the data, limitations 

of this study, implications for professional practice, and recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary and Discussion 

Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the extent to 

which attending a predominantly White suburban public high school (PWSPHS) shapes the 

racial identity development of Black students. In addition, the researcher sought to identify the 

policies and practices that both benefit and harm the racial identity development of Black 

children as they matriculate through a PWSPHS. The researcher utilized semistructured 

interviews, a focus group, and data collection to learn about the lived experiences of Black 

alumni of Sunnyside High School (SHS). The theoretical framework for this study was based on 

the Nigrescence theory, which captures the various stages of African Americans as they move to 

a state of racial consciousness in their Black identity (Cross et al., 2022).  

Review of the Problem 

 Research has found that African American children who matriculate through suburban 

public schools do so at serious risk to their racial identity development (L. A. Jones, 2018; Leath 

et al., 2019). It is important to examine the state of Black children in such suburban settings as 

more than 50% of the Black population in the United States resides in suburban areas (Diamond 

& Posey-Maddox, 2020; McGowen, 2017).  

Although suburban schools entice Black families with a plethora of educational 

opportunities, these schools still remain a microcosm of a racist society, one in which Black 

people encounter a variety of microaggressions (Posey-Maddox, 2017; C. D. Smith & Hope, 

2020).   
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In suburban schools, African American children encounter a variety of threats to their 

social, cultural, and academic development that their White classmates do not encounter (L. A. 

Jones, 2018; Lewis-McCoy, 2018). These threats include facing a higher rate of discipline than 

their White classmates, experiencing verbal and physical attacks, and having their claims of 

racism ignored (Chapman, 2013).  

Overview of the Methods 

 For this study, the researcher used qualitative research, which Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) identify as a valuable method for learning about the meanings that people align to issues 

within society. 

Context of Study 

This study took place with Black alumni who graduated from SHS, a PWSPHS. SHS is 

the sole high school within the Sunnyside School District (SSD), which is located in Sunnyside 

Township, a 30,000-resident suburban township located outside of a large northeastern 

metropolitan city (Sunnyside, n.d.). During the time period in which the participants attended 

SHS, the school was a majority White school.  

Participants 

 The selection of participants for this qualitative study were based upon the following 

criteria: (a) identified racially or ethnically as Black/African American, (b) were alumni of SHS, 

and (c) graduated from SHS prior to 2020. For this study, there were a total of 11 participants, 

two of whom were current employees of SSD. As a result, the researcher did use a proxy with 

the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) certificate to conduct those two 

interviews.  
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 To recruit the participants, a digital flier (see Appendix A) was created and shared to a 

social media site that was created specifically for Black alumni of SHS. In addition, the 

institutional review board director of SSD did send a copy of the digital recruitment flier to all 

current employees of SSD. 

Data Collection Methods 

 The researcher utilized a triangulation approach, which is a key method of maintaining 

the validity of the data collected (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Terrell, 2022). This included 11 

one-on-one semistructured interviews, one focus group consisting of five participants, and a 

document review of both yearbook and school board meeting data. In addition, as a part of the 

document review, the researcher and his proxy did use the services of the SHS guidance 

technician to verify graduation records for all participants of this study.  

Interviews. The researcher used semistructured interviews for this study, all of which 

took place online via the Zoom platform. Due to the researcher being an administrator at SHS, 

the researcher utilized a CITI-certified proxy for the two participants who were employees of 

SSD. The purpose of these interviews was for the researcher to gain an understanding of the 

lived experiences of Black alumni who attended SHS. For each interview, the researcher used a 

script that consisted of nine questions (see Appendix H). All participants submitted a signed 

consent form (see Appendix E) prior to their interview.  

Focus Group. For this study, the researcher conducted a focus group consisting of five 

participants, all of whom were randomly selected from the nine participants who were not 

employed by the SSD. The five participants who were selected did sign and submit an informed 

consent form that was specifically created for the focus group (see Appendix G). The interview 
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took place on Zoom and there were a total of five questions posed to the participants (see 

Appendix I).  

Document Review. The researcher did utilize a document review for this study, which 

consisted of an analysis of SHS yearbooks to identify and confirm stated experiences, online 

board meeting minutes to capture a snapshot of policies related to diversity, and consultation 

with SHS’s guidance technician to verify that all of the participants did in fact graduate from 

SHS. 

Findings 

 There were a total of six major themes that were uncovered from the data collection, 

which include:  

• Racial socialization: role of parents/family members 

• Racist encounters 

• Affinity spaces for Black students 

• Insufficient number of Black teachers 

• Lack of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) 

• Attending a PWSPHS builds critical consciousness 

Racial Socialization: Role of Parents/Family Members 

When examining the racial identity development of African American adolescents, it is 

important to understand the concept of racial socialization, which is the process in which parents 

disseminate information about the role that race places within today’s society (Tang et al., 2016). 

 Several of the participants in this study shared how their parents provided them with 

advice and/or tips on how to navigate a predominantly White world. The data collected from this 

research found that the Black parents and/or family members of some participants provided them 
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with protective messages that included mastering the skill of staying on guard when being the 

only Black person in a space, advocating for oneself when faced with racial adversity, and being 

aware that as a Black person you will encounter discrimination because of your race.  

In addition to protective messages, the researcher’s data also found several instances of 

proactive messages. Barr and Neville (2014) point out that proactive messages are acts of 

spreading positive information about African American heritage. These messages included 

exposure to Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), knowledge on instrumental 

Black figures in history, and advocating on behalf of the educational and cultural needs of their 

children, whether it was on the district level or among staff at SHS.  

Marcucci’s (2020) research on parental capital within the United States found that 

African American parents are skilled at using their capital to improve the schooling experience 

of their children. The researcher also found this to be evident among the stories of the 

participants, some of whom shared how their parents involved them in historical Black social 

organizations that provided them with additional exposure to their culture as well as other Black 

residents within the greater community of Sunnyside Township.  

Racist Encounters 

 Racism is rooted within the fabric of the U.S. education system, creating a system that 

benefits White students and places Black students at a disadvantage (Crutchfield et al., 2020; 

Flitner et al., 2023). Teachers arrive in their classrooms on a daily basis with internalized biases 

about Black people, particularly their intellectual ability to compete with White students (Pagán, 

2022). These biases tend to enable White teachers to defend teaching practices that have been 

found to harm students of color (Kearl, 2022). The majority of the participants in this study 
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shared instances in which they faced racism, microaggressions, and/or implicit biases that were 

directed to them because of their race.  

 These racial encounters included racial insults from White peers and even in one instance 

from the parent of a peer. There were participants who experienced racial microaggressions from 

staff members to implicit biases from their counselors. In fact, the researcher noticed a trend 

from several participants who encountered moments with their White counselors in which they 

felt they were being advised to not attend college or pursue rigorous career paths. In essence, the 

researcher concluded that experiencing racism at a PWSPHS was par for the course for a Black 

student.  

Affinity Spaces for Black Students 

 In experiencing these racialized moments, the researcher took note that many of the 

participants interviewed took refuge in affinity spaces such as the Black Student Union (BSU). 

Adolescence is a period in the life of African American children in which they face a tremendous 

amount of stress-related depression due to racial discrimination (Causey et al., 2015). Black 

affinity groups at predominantly White schools provide Black students with a safe haven to 

escape these daily racial stressors and at the same time gain social support from their fellow 

Black peers (Harper, 2013). The BSU at SHS, first reported to have been organized in the early 

1980s by a Black parent, provided just that—a safe space for the Black students of SHS to 

congregate and socialize.  

 Data shared indicate that when the BSU at SHS was first cultivated, it was extremely 

proactive in organizing cultural events celebrating African American culture. However, the 

majority of the participants who graduated from 1987 to 2014 stated that the BSU was more of a 

social outlet, a place where the Black students basically hung out, as opposed to an entity that 
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made attempts to educate the SHS community and/or combat racist policies within the school 

building.  

 Land et al.’s (2014) qualitative research on the success of African American male high 

school students found that academic success among these students was aligned with the support 

of school-based mentors. Two of the Black male participants, Bilal and Randall, made it a point 

to acknowledge the mentorship and support of Nate, a SHS custodian, who led the BSU during 

their time at SHS. It was noted that Nate was caring,  provided advice, and was always present to 

assist students and/or or listen to their concerns. Even though Nate was not a teacher or 

administrator at SHS, he took the time to facilitate the safe space for the Black students when 

other teachers did not do so.  

Insufficient Number of Black Teachers 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2016), the teaching workforce in the 

United States is 84% White and only 8% Black. One particular reason why the extreme 

discrepancies in the number of Black teachers versus White teachers is troubling is that research 

has found that students of color tend to view a teacher of color in a more favorable light (Cherng 

& Halpin, 2016). The ability for students to connect with and have a greater connection with 

their teachers is vital to the social and academic experience that students encounter within the 

school building (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). White et al. (2019) note that “Black teachers 

contribute broadly to student learning, by offering their ‘diverse family histories, value 

orientations, and experiences’ that are often omitted in official curriculum” (p. 450). 

Unfortunately, the majority of the participants in this study informed the researcher that 

they never experienced a classroom led by a Black teacher during their time at SHS. In most of 

the participants’ responses, there did not exist a Black teacher within the building during their 
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matriculation. The participants made it a point to emphasize the lack of Black teachers during 

their matriculation. The researcher verified this by reviewing yearbook staff pictures taken 

during the period in which each participant graduated from SHS. The noted absence of Black 

teachers by participants will lead to further review later in this chapter.  

Lack of CRP 

CRP is the process of utilizing a student’s culture and heritage as an asset and method to 

enhance the learning experience within the classroom (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).  Milner 

(2016) found CRP to be empowering as it provides students with the opportunity to excel in class 

knowing that their culture is validated within the classroom.  

Research has found that there are barriers to the implementation of CRP, primarily from 

teachers who have centered their classrooms around a traditional curriculum that is void of 

multiculturalism (Kondo, 2022; Warren-Grice, 2017). In addition, White teachers bring to the 

classroom racial biases that can lend to defending policies and practices that in fact are harmful 

to students of color (Kearl, 2022).  

All of the participants noted that their culture and heritage were not properly uplifted 

and/or supported within the classroom and halls of SHS. Participants did mention that the only 

time their culture was highlighted was during the traditional points of Black History Month and 

the discussion of slavery in their history class. Regarding the BSU, most of the participants 

viewed this club as a social organization and not as a disseminator of knowledge around Black 

culture. The researcher did hear participants identify harmful pedagogical practices such as racial 

spotlighting in the classroom, inappropriate classroom role-playing activities that caused a 

participant’s mental anguish, and a lack of addressing racialized incidents properly, whether it be 

from a student or a staff member. 
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Attending a PWSPHS Builds Critical Consciousness 

 A heightened awareness to racial inequalities within society is the main ingredient to the 

establishment of a critical consciousness (Forenza, 2018; Moffitt et al., 2022). Critical 

consciousness can be viewed through three lenses: critical reflection, critical motivation, and 

critical action (Fike & Mattis, 2023). Critical reflection is the ability to pinpoint racist policies 

and/or structures, critical motivation is one’s intrinsic motivation to combat racial oppression, 

and critical action is activity taken to end racism (Diemer et al., 2015; Fike & Mattis, 2023; 

Heberle et al., 2020). 

 The data from this study found that attending a PWSPHS such as SHS prepared the 

participants to exist in a world that was predominantly White, whether that be navigating a job 

and/or a social setting where they are the only Black person in the room. The researcher also 

took note that their marginalized experiences at SHS were a factor in solidifying within them 

their choice to attend an HBCU. Attending an HBCU for Angela and Ellen appeared to provide 

them with the critical motivation to exist in a predominantly White world.  

 Regarding critical action, both Mike and Linda shared that their experiences at SHS 

called them to want to return to SSD and provide better opportunities for current Black students. 

In a way, the lack of Black teachers and/or staff members from their academic upbringing called 

them to action to seek out a predominately White school setting and address potential cultural 

shortcomings. 

Limitations 

 There are limitations to consider when examining this phenomenological qualitative 

study. The first is that the researcher conducted this study at only one PWSPHS as opposed to 
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conducting this study across several of these schools. In addition, the researcher pulled data from 

only 11 Black alumni of SHS, thus capturing the experiences from a limited sample size.  

 An additional limitation of this study is that the researcher selected to use Black alumni 

as participants as opposed to Black students who are currently matriculating through a PWSPHS. 

The experiences of current students may provide an additional added value to identify how these 

schools are impacting the racial identity development of Black students in the current time 

period. 

 The researcher may bring certain biases to this study; for one, the researcher is a Black 

alumnus of a PWSPHS and has three children who attend a suburban school district, one of 

whom is a high school student in the district’s PWSPHS. Most significant is that the researcher is 

also a current administrator at SHS. Although the researcher did use a variety of methods to 

collect valid data, such as peer review, member checking, and a CITI-certified proxy for 

participants identified as current employees of SSD, the researcher does have a close 

professional connection to SHS.  

Implications for Practice 

 The researcher was able to identify several implications for practice regarding ways to 

support the racial identity development of Black students who attend a PWSPHS.  

The Need for Strong Collaboration With Black Families and Communities 

Forming educational leaders in a PWSPHS should prioritize practices that effectively 

engage Black families and culturally relevant community organizations. Key ingredients in 

sparking collaboration with Black families include examining policies and structures that may 

exclude and marginalize this very population from the educational process (Pennsylvania 
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Department of Education, 2022). In order to effectively collaborate and engage families and 

communities, Butler et al. (2023) suggest that educators can 

invite family and communities to co-create and amend operational policies during 

planning meetings (e.g., dress codes since not every family can afford clothes that meet 

the dress code, discipline policies, attendance, lunch menus, etc.) and invite families and 

communities to curriculum development meetings. (p. 20)  

To build connections with social organizations, a PWSPHS should examine local 

community organizations that exist, specifically those with close ties to the African American 

community. For instance, educational leaders of a PWSPHS can reach out to Jack and Jill of 

America (n.d.) to identify if there are functioning chapters within their suburban townships. Jack 

and Jill of America (n.d.), a historic social organization within the Black suburban community 

and beyond, has roughly 50,000 members and 262 chapters throughout the United States. 

Embedded within the programming of Jack and Jill of America (n.d.) are educational activities 

surrounding science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics. Seeking ways to 

collaborate with such an organization can not only provide access to community resources, but it 

can also forge partnerships and key stakeholders. 

Last, educational leaders of a PWSPHS should seek to collaborate with any of the nine 

Black Greek letter organizations that comprise the National Pan-Hellenic Council (n.d.). The 

National Pan-Hellenic Council is comprised of the following member organizations: Alpha Phi 

Alpha Fraternity, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Omega Psi Phi 

Fraternity, Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity, Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Sigma 

Gamma Rho Sorority, and Iota Phi Theta Fraternity. There are currently 172 active National Pan-

Hellenic Councils within 38 U.S. states, all of which have of alumni chapters that provide 
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scholarship and education-related programs (National Pan-Hellenic Council, n.d.). For instance, 

Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity (n.d.), a historic African American fraternal organization of roughly 

225,000 college-educated men, distributes roughly $1.2 million annually in student scholarships 

while also spearheading a variety of community-related programs surrounding education, social 

action, and business. Educational leaders of a PWSPHS should identify if these graduate 

chapters exist and then explore ways to possibly form a partnership or memorandum of 

understanding.  

Enhancing CRP 

Educational leaders should conduct annual diversity and equity audits of all course 

curriculum and policies to make sure that they are not culturally destructive. The researcher 

strongly advises partnering with local universities that are proactive in diversity, equity, and 

inclusion initiatives that can provide additional consultancy and/or professional development 

opportunities for staff. In addition, the counseling department within a PWSPHS should make it 

a point to educate itself on HBCUs and, if feasible, place such schools on their to-visit calendar.  

A core element of enhancing CRP is to improve the Black teacher pipeline. District and 

high school administrators should immediately implement think tanks to establish “grow-your-

own” teaching programs within their districts, specifically their high schools. An example of 

such a program is “Call Me Mister,” a Black male grow-your-own program based in South 

Carolina that was created to enhance the number of African American men teaching in 

elementary programs (R. Jones et al., 2019). According to R. Jones et al. (2019), this program 

recruits prospective teachers by offering them tuition assistance scholarships, loan forgiveness, 

and a variety of other incentives. Educational leaders at a PWSPHS should explore ways to 

partner with local universities to see if such programs can be created. To enhance participation 
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from the Black student population, district leaders should examine ways to embed 

mentor/mentee programs with their school’s BSU. This can include forming a partnership 

between the high school’s BSU and an elementary school within the district. Students of the 

BSU can travel to the elementary school on a monthly basis to mentor an elementary school 

student, thus forging a pathway to the teaching force.  

Finally, educational leaders of a PWSPHS must examine ways to cultivate and support 

affinity spaces within their buildings for Black students. This can simply include making sure 

that there is an active BSU that is funded properly and provided with the necessary resources that 

the club needs to function. This can include a regular meeting space and active facilitators. Last, 

it is important that the BSU can be a key asset to cultivating better culturally relevant practices. 

This can include having members of the BSU sit in on planning or curriculum development 

initiatives.  

 The researcher recommends a further exploration of the key pull factors that bring Black 

alumni from a PWSPHS back to similar education settings to work as a professional, whether 

that be as a teacher, administrator, support staff member, or coach. For those purposes, further 

research can center around a phenomenological study of Black alumni of a PWSPHS who are 

current educators in a PWSPHS. A question to consider would be about what led to a Black 

person’s decision to return to a suburban district as an educator. 

 As mentioned in the limitations section of this study, the researcher pulled data from 

Black alumni; however, it would be advantageous to add to the educational field literature that 

examines the lived experiences of current students of a PWSPHS. In the same light, the 

researcher is interested in examining ways in which predominantly White suburban middle 

schools impact the racial identity of Black students. Conducting a similar qualitative study within 
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the middle school could provide additional insight on how to provide a more culturally enriching 

experience for Black students not just in high school but also in middle school. 

 Finally, the researcher is extremely interested in future research surrounding the impact 

of HBCUs on the racial identity development of Black alumni of a PWSPHS. The researcher is 

both an alumnus of a PWSPHS and an HBCU, and this has manifested in a peaked interest on 

the impact of HBCUs and whether they enhance or hinder the racial identity development of 

Black alumni of a PWSPHS. 

Conclusion 

 This study was established to examine the extent to which attending a PWSPHS impacts 

the racial identity development of Black students. Through the lived and shared experiences of 

Black alumni of SHS, the researcher found that Black students attending a PWSPHS face 

constant threats to their racial identity. These threats come in the form of racist encounters with 

peers and staff, microaggressions, implicit biases, curriculum, and policies that do not uplift 

Black culture as well as teachers and other staff members who are not reflective of their race. In 

encountering threats to their racial identity, Black students seek race-based affinity spaces within 

the school building, rely on advocacy from their parents and families, and make efforts to 

connect with aspects of their culture that are not being taught in the school buildings. The 

experiences that Black students encounter in a PWSPHS do not lend to the strengthening of a 

critical consciousness that into adulthood may be of assistance in helping to navigate a racialized 

society. To better support Black students in a PWSPHS, educational leaders must prioritize 

professional development around CRP for all staff, conduct diversity and equity audits of their 

policies and procedures, and examine ways to forge stronger partnerships with Black families.  
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Recruitment Flyer 
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Appendix B 

Google Form Registration  

Dissertation Participation Registration 
 
Topic: To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban Public High School Shape the 
Racial Identity Development of Black Students? 
 
Dear Potential Participant, 
 
My name is Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., and I am a doctoral candidate at Arcadia University (Glenside, PA) in 
the Educational Leadership program. My dissertation study is seeking to investigate the extent to which 
attending a predominantly White suburban public high school shapes the racial identity development of 
Black students. For this study I am seeking individuals who:  

• Racially or ethnically identify as Black/African American 
• Alumni of SHS 
• Graduated from SHS at any point prior to 2020 

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project, which will include a one-time 45- to 60-
minute interview (in person and or virtual). In-person interviews will be held at Arcadia University and 
those done virtually will be conducted via the Zoom platform. A second opportunity to participate in a 
small focus group (virtually) will also be offered to all participants. As with the individual interviews, the 
focus group should run no more than 60-90 minutes. Selection for the focus groups will be randomly 
selected from the pool of participants who agree to participate. 
 
This study involves minimal risk to participants’ physical and psychological well-being that is no greater 
than one would encounter in everyday life. Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may 
decline to participate without penalty. You may also withdraw from this study at any time without any 
consequences. If you choose to withdraw during the study, your data collected up to that point will be 
destroyed. If you decide to withdraw after completing this study, you may contact the student researcher 
or faculty advisor. 
 
Please note that if you are a current employee of Sunnyside School District, you will be contacted by 
Brian Wallace, my proxy, who will both schedule and conduct your interviews. 
 
The researcher will not use your personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. 
Also, the researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the study 
reports. Data will be kept secure by password protection and data encryption. Data will be kept for a 
period of at least 5 years, as required by the university.  
 
This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other appropriate members of the Arcadia 
University community. The dissertation that results from this work will be published in hard copy and 
will be housed at Landman Library on campus.  
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to email at dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com. You may also 
contact my committee chairperson, Dr. Bruce Campbell at (215) 572- 2170 or campbellb@arcadia.edu.  
 
Thank you, 
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Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., MEd 
 
* Indicates required question 

1.What is your first name?* 

2. What is your last name? * 

3.What was your maiden name (used during your high school matriculation)? Please enter 

N/A if this does not apply to you.* 

4. What is your gender?* 

5. Do you identify racially or ethnically as Black or African American?* 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes 

No 

6. What year did you graduate from SHS?* 

7. Please provide a contact phone # to reach you.* 

8. Please provide a contact email.* 

9. Do you currently work for the SSD?* 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes 

No 

10. During your matriculation at SHS, were you involved in any school sports or school-based 

extracurricular activities (clubs)? If so, please list the ones you participated in. If no, then 

simply list “none.” 
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Appendix C 

Proxy Confidentiality Agreement 

Research Topic: To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban Public High 

School Shape the Racial Identity Development of Black Students?  

This Nondisclosure Agreement is made effective as of _______________________, by and 

between Ross T. Hamilton, Jr. (Researcher) and _________________________ (Proxy).  

The researcher has requested and the Proxy agrees that the Proxy will protect the confidential 

data and information disclosed within the researcher’s dissertation research study. Confidential 

information includes the real names of participants, statements made during their interview, and 

locations identified for this study.  

The proxy acknowledges and understands that this confidential agreement has been developed to 

maintain the confidentiality and trustworthiness of the researcher’s dissertation study.  

Please sign below: 

_____________________           _________________   ________ 
Print Name (Researcher)                 Signature (Researcher)                           Date 

 
 

_____________________           _________________   ________ 
Print Name (Proxy)                          Signature (Proxy)                            Date 
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Appendix D 

Participant Selection Confirmation Email 

Date 
 
To {Enter Participant’s Name}: 

Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in my dissertation research. This qualitative 
research study is seeking to “identify the extent to which attending a predominantly White 
suburban high school shapes the racial identity development of Black students.” For this study I 
will conduct interviews of individuals who: 

• Racially identify as being Black or African American 
• Alumni of SHS 
• Graduated SHS at any point prior to 2020 

 
The interview process will last no more than 45-60 minutes and will be conducted online (via 
Zoom) and or in person at Arcadia University; please email me your preference. The next 
important step is to set up your interview time; please click to schedule your appointment.  
 
Please note that if you are a current employee of Sunnyside School District, you will be 
contacted by Brian Wallace, my proxy, who will both schedule and conduct your interviews. 
 
Lastly, please read and sign the attached informed consent form. You can scan and email it to 
dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com  prior to your interview. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., MEd 
Doctoral Candidate 
School of Education 
Arcadia University 
dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com 
 
ATTM 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

mailto:dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study 

To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban Public High School Shape 
the Racial Identity Development of Black Students?  

 
Dear {Participant},  
 

My name is Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., and I am a doctoral candidate at Arcadia University 
(Glenside, PA) in the Educational Leadership program. My dissertation study is seeking to 
investigate the extent to which attending a predominantly White suburban public high school 
shapes the racial identity development of Black students. For this study I am seeking individuals 
who:  

• Racially or ethnically identify as Black/African American 
• Alumni of SHS 
• Graduated from SHS at anypoint prior to 2020 

 
I would like to invite you to participate in this research project which will include a one-

time 45- to 60-minute interview (in person or virtual). In-person interviews will be held at Arcadia 
University and those done virtually will be conducted via the Zoom platform. A second 
opportunity to participate in a small focus group (virtually) will also be offered to all participants. 
As with the individual interviews, the focus group should run no more than 60-90 minutes. 
Selection for the focus groups will be randomly selected from the pool of participants who agree 
to participate. 

Please note that if you are a current employee of Sunnyside School District, you will be 
contacted by Brian Wallace, my proxy, who will both schedule and conduct your interviews. 

This study involves minimal risk to participants’ physical and psychological well-being 
that is no greater than one would encounter in everyday life. Your participation in this study is 
voluntary, and you may decline to participate without penalty. You may also withdraw from this 
study at any time without any consequences. If you choose to withdraw during the study, your data 
collected up to that point will be destroyed. If you decide to withdraw after completing this study, 
you may contact the student researcher or faculty advisor. 

The researcher will not use your personal information for any purposes outside of this 
research project. Also, the researcher will not include your name or anything else that could 
identify you in the study reports. Data will be kept secure by password protection and data 
encryption. Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 years, as required by the university.  

This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other appropriate members 
of the Arcadia University community. The dissertation that results from this work will be published 
in hard copy and will be housed at Landman Library on campus.  

If you have any questions, please contact dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com. You may 
also contact my committee chairperson, Dr. Bruce Campbell, at (215) 572- 2170 or 
campbellb@arcadia.edu.  
 
Thank you, 
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Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., MEd 
Please sign below if you are willing to participate in the dissertation research project outlined 
above.  
Print Name          
Signature__________________________________    Date_______________________ 
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Appendix F 

Participant Selection for Focus Group Confirmation Email 

Date 
 
To {Enter Participant’s Name}: 

Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in my dissertation research. This qualitative 
research study is seeking to “identify the extent to which attending a predominantly White 
suburban high school shapes the racial identity development of Black students.” For this study I 
will conduct interviews of individuals who: 
 

• Racially identify as being Black or African American 
• Alumni of SHS 
• Graduated SHS at any point prior to 2020 

 
This small focus group (4-6 people) will last no more than 60-90 minutes and will be conducted 
online via Zoom. The next important step is to check your availability. Please click my Calendly 
scheduler to select all the dates and times that work best for you. A date and time will be selected 
based on the general availability of all participants. Please contact me if you have any questions.  
 
Lastly, please read and sign the attached informed consent form. You can scan and email it to 
dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com  prior to your interview.  
 

Sincerely, 
 
Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., MEd 
Doctoral Candidate 
School of Education 
Arcadia University 
646-206-2534 
dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com 
 
ATTM 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  

mailto:dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com
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Appendix G 

Informed Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study Focus Group 

To What Extent Does Attending a Predominantly White Suburban Public High School Shape 
the Racial Identity Development of Black Students?  

 
Dear {Participant}, 
 

My name is Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., and I am a doctoral candidate at Arcadia University 
(Glenside, PA) in the Educational Leadership program. My dissertation study is seeking to 
investigate the extent to which attending a predominantly White suburban public high school 
shapes the racial identity development of Black students. For this study I am seeking individuals 
who:  

• Racially or ethnically identify as Black/African American 
• Alumni of SHS 
• Graduated from SHS at anypoint prior to 2020 

 
I would like to invite you to participate in a small focus group (3-6 people) that will last 

no more than 60-90 minutes and will be conducted online via Zoom. The next important step is 
to set up your interview time; please click my Calendly scheduler to select all the dates and times 
that work best for you. A date and time will be selected based on the general availability of all 
participants. Please contact me if you have any questions.  

Your agreement to participate in a focus group means that you may be disclosing 
personal information or other sensitive information to other participants in the group. You are 
asked to not share with anyone else the identity of others in this group (in other words, to 
maintain their anonymity), to keep confidential what people say during the focus groups, and to 
not share what was discussed in this meeting with anybody outside of this group. Audio/video 
recording is not allowed, nor is the use of cell phones.  

There may be potential risks involved for the participants if other members should choose 
to disclose information from or about another participant. Although the researcher is committed 
to following procedures for maintaining confidentiality of participant identity, ultimately the 
researcher cannot control what focus group participants will choose to share or not share outside 
the parameters of the focus group meeting itself. You may opt out of the study now or at any 
time during the discussion if you feel uncomfortable with the topic without penalty. If you decide 
to participate, you indicate that you understand these risks and are willing to continue 
participation. At any time during the discussion if you feel uncomfortable with the topic you may 
choose to remain quiet or to discontinue your participation. 

The researcher will not use your personal information for any purposes outside of this 
research project. Also, the researcher will not include your name or anything else that could 
identify you in the study reports. Data will be kept secure by password protection and data 
encryption. Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 years, as required by the university.  

This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other appropriate members 
of the Arcadia University community. The dissertation that results from this work will be 
published in hard copy and will be housed at Landman Library on campus.  
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If you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (646) 206-2534 or e-mail at 
dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com. You may also contact my committee chairperson, Dr. Bruce 
Campbell, at (215) 572- 2170 or campbellb@arcadia.edu.  
 
Thank you, 
 
Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., MEd 
 
Please sign below if you are willing to participate in the dissertation research project outlined 
above.  
Print Name          
Signature__________________________________    Date_______________________ 
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Appendix H 

Interview Protocol for Participants (One-on-One Interviews) 

 
Date 

 

Start Time 
 

End Time 
 

Location 
 

Interviewer 
 

Interviewee 
 

 
Interview Protocol Script 
 
Introduce Good day, my name is Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., and I am a doctoral student 

in Educational Leadership at Arcadia University. In addition, I currently 

work as an AP at SHS. Prior to my role as an AP, I served as the first 

ADEC for SSD. Prior to SSD, I worked for 16 years as a high school 

social studies teacher. For transcription purposes, I will both record this 

interview and take personal notes. This video will be deleted upon 

completion of my research study. For transcription purposes, your name 

will be redacted and a pseudonym will be assigned.  

Introduction for 
Proxy 

Good day, my name is Brian Wallace, and I am a doctoral student in 

Educational Leadership at Arcadia University. Because you are an 

employee of SSD, I have been selected to interview you on behalf of my 

colleague  Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., a fellow doctoral student at Arcadia 

University and researcher for this study. A proxy, such as myself, is used 
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in any cases in which the interviewer is potentially in a position of power 

over the interviewee. To maintain further confidentiality, prior to 

activating any recording, I will ask that you turn off your video and 

change your screen name to a pseudonym.  

Purpose of Study The purpose of this study is to learn more about the experiences of Black 

alumni of PWSHS, particularly the extent to which attending such a 

school shaped their racial identity development.  

Definition of 
Racial Identity 
Development 

“Racial identity development in most theorized models highlights the 

dramatic changes adolescents face as they merge their individual and 

group identities to better understand their culture as well as the role of 

racism and oppression in their lives” (Sackett & Dogan, 2019, p. 173). 

Confidentiality • Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may decline 

to participate without penalty. You may also withdraw from this 

study at any time without any consequences. If you choose to 

withdraw during the study, your data collected up to that point will 

be destroyed. If you decide to withdraw after completing this 

study, you may contact the student researcher or faculty advisor. 

• The researcher will not use your personal information for any 

purposes outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will 

not include your name or anything else that could identify you in 
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the study reports. Data will be kept secure by password protection 

and data encryption. Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 

years, as required by the university.  

• This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other 

appropriate members of the Arcadia University community. The 

dissertation that results from this work will be published in hard 

copy and will be housed at Landman Library on campus.  

• If you have any questions, please feel free to email 

dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com. You may also contact my 

committee chairperson, Dr. Bruce Campbell, at (215) 572- 2170 or 

campbellb@arcadiau.edu.  

• Ross Hamilton state: If needed, you can call me at 646-206-2534. 

• Brian Wallace (Proxy) state: If needed, you can call me at 215-

450-5879. 
 

Ask Interviewee Do you have any questions?  
 
Interview Questions 

 

Purpose Questions 

Support Systems/Sense of 
Belonging 
(Foxx, 2021) 

1. Tell me about what your experience was like as a Black 
student at SHS. 
 

2. Describe the spaces at SHS in which your racial identity 
was both uplifted and celebrated. What was done in these spaces 
that made you feel this way? 
 
3. Tell me about the spaces at SHS where your racial identity 
was not uplifted and celebrated. What was done in these spaces 
that made you feel this way? 

mailto:dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com
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Racial Identity 
Experiences in Education 
Settings  
(Lu & Newton, 2019) 

4. Describe your interactions at SHS with your fellow 
classmates both in and outside of class. 
 
5. Tell me about your interactions with the staff members 
(teachers, administrators, general staff) at SHS.  

Nigrescence Theory 
(Cross, 2021; Sackett & 
Dorgan, 2019) 

6.  Tell me about how Black culture and race was addressed 
both in the classroom and throughout the building. 
 
7. How have your lived experiences around race while a 
student at SHS impacted your life today?    

 
8. Is there any additional information related to this study 
that you would like to share?  

 
Closeout Script 
 
Read the 
following 

Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in this study. Once the 
transcription has been completed, I will provide you with a copy for your 
review.  
 
Before we go, would you be interested in participating in a follow-up focus 
group around this study? This focus group will take place via Zoom and 
will include a total of 3-6 people who are Black alumni of SHS.  
 
If yes: 
I will use a randomized selection process of all participants who are interested; 
if you are selected then I will reach out via the contact information you 
provided.  
 
If no: 
Thank you so much for your time. Have a great rest of your day.  
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Appendix I 

Interview Protocol for Focus Group Participants (Nonemployees of SSD)  

 
Date 

 

Start Time 
 

End Time 
 

Location 
 

Interviewer 
 

Interviewees  
 
 
 
  

 
Interview Protocol Script  
 

Introduce Good day, my name is Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., and I am a doctoral student 

in Educational Leadership at Arcadia University. In addition, I currently 

work as an AP at SHS. Prior to my role as an AP, I served as the first 

ADEC for SSD. Prior to SSD, I worked for 16 years as a high school 

social studies teacher. For transcription purposes, I will both record this 

interview and take personal notes. This video will be deleted upon 

completion of my research study. For transcription purposes, your names 

will be redacted and a pseudonym will be assigned.  

Introduction for 
Proxy 

Good day, my name is {state name}, and I am a doctoral student in 

Educational Leadership at Arcadia University. Because you are an 
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employee of SSD, I have been selected to interview you on behalf of my 

colleague, Ross T. Hamilton, Jr., a fellow doctoral student at Arcadia 

University and researcher for this study. A proxy, such as myself, is used 

in any cases in which the interviewer is potentially in a position of power 

over the interviewee. Upon completion of this interview, I will provide 

Mr. Hamilton with a written transcription of this interview; for 

confidentiality, your name will be redacted and I will assign you with a 

pseudonym. This video will be deleted upon completion of the study. 

Purpose of Study The purpose of this study is to learn more about the experiences of Black 

alumni of PWSHS, particularly the extent to which attending such a 

school shaped their racial identity development.  

Definition of 
Racial Identity 
Development 

“Racial identity development in most theorized models highlights the 

dramatic changes adolescents face as they merge their individual and 

group identities to better understand their culture as well as the role of 

racism and oppression in their lives” (Sackett & Dogan, 2019, p. 173). 

Confidentiality • As part of this group meeting, you may be disclosing personal 

information to other participants in the focus group. Please only 

use the assigned pseudonyms to address other members of the 

group, if necessary. Audio/video recording is not allowed. Please 

do not use cell phones. 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 174 

• We ask that participants respect the need for confidentiality 

regarding other participants’ identities and regarding what people 

say during the focus groups. There are potential risks involved for 

the participants if other members should choose to disclose 

information from or about another participant. 

• To maintain confidentiality of identities, upon the start of 

recording I will ask for all participants to change their name to a 

pseudonym. 

• You may opt out of the study now, or at any time during the 

discussion if you feel uncomfortable with the topic, without 

penalty. 

• If you decide to participate you indicate that you understand these 

risks and are willing to continue participation. At any time during 

the discussion if you feel uncomfortable with the topic you may 

choose to remain quiet or to discontinue your participation. 

• The researcher will not use your personal information for any 

purposes outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will 

not include your name or anything else that could identify you in 

the study reports. Data will be kept secure by password protection 

and data encryption. Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 

years, as required by the university.  

• This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other 

appropriate members of the Arcadia University community. The 



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 175 

dissertation that results from this work will be published in hard 

copy and will be housed at Landman Library on campus.  

• If you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (646) 206-

2534 or email at dissertationstudy2024@gmail.com. You may also 

contact my committee chairperson, Dr. Bruce Campbell, at (215) 

572- 2170 or campbellb@arcadia.edu.  
 

Ask Interviewees • I will now ask each of you to orally acknowledge your 

understanding of this informed risk and to identify if you would 

like to continue participating or opt out for this study without 

penalty. After indicating this, go through each person to confirm.  

• Do you have any questions?  

• OK, at this point we are about to start the recording. I will now 

need each of you to assign a pseudonym in place of your current 

screen name. Once this has been confirmed, start the recording 

feature.  

 
Interview Questions 

 
Questions 

1. In what ways has your high school experience shaped your current racial identity? 
2. Tell me about the experience that you had as a Black student attending SHS.  
3. Describe the safe places where Black students typically migrated to at SHS. 
4. What were the policies at SHS that either supported or hindered your racial identity 

development? 
5. Is there anything else that you want to share?  

 
  



RACIAL IDENTITY OF BLACK STUDENTS IN SUBURBAN HIGH SCHOOLS 176 

Closeout Script 
 

Read the 
following 

Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in this study. Have a great 
rest of your day. For confidentiality purposes and to maintain the integrity of 
this study, I ask that you do not share any of the comments made by members 
of this focus group.  
 
Have a great rest of your day!  
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