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ABSTRACT
African American rites of passage (ROP) have historically contributed to
adolescent gender socialization enabling Black youth to overcome the effects of racism
and oppression. ROP in the schools provide lessons in Black history, traditions, and
culture as they guide youth through the turbulent terrain of adolescence via the communal
“coming of age” process. This study examined adolescent girls’ experiences in weekly
ROP classes at Ella Baker Freedom Academy (EBFA) Charter School1 over the course of
one academic year and five months. EBFA is an African-centered Freedom School in a
northeastern city in the United States. This study employed ethnographic methods within
a Black Feminist/Womanist framework to investigate how rites of passage support
adolescent girls’ gendered ethnic identity, self-concept, and peer relations. This study fills
in gaps in the literature on ROP, focusing on the participants’ ROP experiences within
the intersections of adolescent identity formation, womanhood and sisterhood
empowerment, and culturally relevant gender socialization practices in school. Three
major questions guided the study: 1) How ROP classes supported adolescent girls'
intersecting and developing gender and ethnic identities; 2) How ROP classes supported
students’ female peer relations; and 3) How African values were utilized in ROP classes.
The study revealed the interconnected ways in which ROP supported participants’
developing gender/ethnic identities, and improved peer relationships, conflict resolution
strategies, and personal definitions of womanhood. The ROP classes supported students
by: a) developing a critical awareness of sexism, internalized oppression; i.e., colorism,
negative racial/gendered stereotypes about Black women and girls in U.S. society,

1

Pseudonym
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particularly those propagated through the media; b) building appreciation, esteem, and
respect in themselves and each other; c) cultivating positive academic identities through
healthy female peer relationships via critical dialogue, trust building, conflict resolution,
and empowering communications; d) developing personal standards for womanhood using
African-centered values; and e) revealing gendered passageways to womanhood and
sisterhood in intergenerational and emotionally safe spaces, and across school contexts.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Singing a Sacred Song in a Strange Land
What manner of education will provide African-Americans the voice to
sing the sacred liturgy of their own culture? What manner of education
will mold the African personality to thrive in a culture that has historically
demeaned its character, denied its existence, and coordinated its
destruction? How shall we sing our sacred song in a strange land? This is
the fundamental contradiction that stands before African-centered
pedagogy in the United States (Lee, 1994, p. 13, emphasis mine).
Black youth in every generation sing songs of freedom as they wrestle with
America’s promises and contradictions. Their songs signal hope, as well as the work to be
done by generations that will follow. African American rites of passage (ROP) emanated
from Blacks’ struggle for social justice, education, and identity. ROP provide Black youth
pathways of liberation from internalized oppression (Brookins, 1996). These programs
offer youth critical guidance as they travel with their “sisters” or “brothers” along gendered
passageways. ROP are programs that provide young people gendered racial socialization2

2

Socialization from an African-centered perspective refers to a holistic process of training
and healing the mind, body, and soul in preparation for human functioning in the family,
community, school and society. It is a process of inculcating youth with the necessary
values, principles, and correct historical and cultural knowledge to resist deracination,
overcome the effects of racism, and liberate human beings from oppression and ignorance
(Clark, 1992; Hilliard, 2000; Wilson, 1992). Effective gender socialization is rooted in an
awareness of equality, not necessarily sameness, and complimentary roles and
responsibilities among men and women who work interdependently to uplift and maintain
functional and organized families and communities. They are taught to work in an effort to
positively transform self and society (Akbar, 1998; Brookins, 1996; Council of Independent
Black Institutions, 1996; Hilliard, 2000; Lee, 1994; Wilson, 1992).
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in single-sex spaces via the inculcation of African cultural values3 (Hilliard, 2002;
Brookins, 1996; Butler-Derge, 2009; Hill, 2009; Warfield-Coppock, 1992).
Historically, rites of passage have provided Black adolescents with racial and
gender socialization (Goggins II, 1996; Hill, 1992; Warfield-Coppock, 1992; 1994).
Since the late 20th century, they have been offered in community organizations, churches,
and urban schools (Blumenkrantz & Gavazzi, 1993; Blumenkrantz & Goldstein, 2010;
Warfield-Coppock, 1992; 1994). ROP were designed to increase youths’ capacities to
traverse the turbulent terrain of adolescence (Blumenkrantz & Butler-Derge, 2009;
Goggins II, 1996; Hill, 1992; Mack, 2007; Warfield-Coppock, 1992), guiding youth in
gender development through an intergenerational and communal process of “coming of
age” (Alford, 2002; Butler-Derge, 2009; Goggins II, 1996; Hill, 1992).
Contemporary re-enactments of ROP commenced with 20th century Black
Nationalist ideologies that spawned a resurgence of Black community control over
schools and an Afrocentric education movement in cities nationwide (Ajirotutu &
Pollard, 2000; Murrell, 1999; 2002; Bush, 2004). The Council of Independent Black
Institutions (CIBI) of the 1970s and ‘80s and the Afrocentric charter schools beginning in
the 1990s instituted rites of passages as a primary means of socializing and empowering
Black youth (Ajirotutu & Pollard, 2000; Brookins, 1996; Bush, 2004; CIBI, 1996;
Goggins II, 1996; Lee, 1994; Lomotey, 1992; Warfield-Coppock, 1992; Wazuri
interview, 2011). Over the years, rites of passages have become a cornerstone of AfricanMyers (1988) identifies an overarching humanistic African worldview that recognizes
unity of spirit, body, and material reality. Karenga (1988) identifies the Nguzo Nane
identifies eight essential Principles including: 1) Heshima (Respect); 2) Umoja (Unity); 3)
Kujichagulia (Self-Determination); 4) Ujima (Collective Responsibility); 5) Ujamaa
(Cooperative Economics); 6) Nia (Purpose); 7) Kuumba (Creativity); and 8) Imani (Faith).
Hilliard (2000) articulates the ancient kemetic (Egyptian) principles of Djehuty and Maat;
i.e., truth, justice, harmony, order, balance, and propriety to all humanity.
3

2

centered education4, reflecting key tenets in African-centered pedagogy5 (Akoto, 1992;
Lee, 1994; Murrell, 2002).
A method of gendered racial socialization and empowerment, ROP programs
inculcate cultural values that inform youth about important roles, duties, and skills
required to function as an adult in American society, and most importantly, as highlyfunctioning members of the African American community. Youth are trained to use their
skills, talents, and education for community building, group uplift, and socio-political
empowerment reminiscent of Deweyian, DuBoisian, and Woodsonian philosophies
(Dewey, 1916; DuBois, 1903; Woodson, 1933; Warfield-Coppock, 1992). ROP offers
advanced education about African and African diasporan peoples’ history, traditions, and
cultural knowledge (Brookins, 1996; Goggins II, 1996). Literature on ROP identifies
formal and informal rites of passage, as well as school- and community-based ROP
programs that buffer the effects of racism and sexism among Black youth (Alford, 2002;
Blumenkrantz & Wasserman, 1998; Brookins, 1996; Butler-Derge, 2009; Goggins II,
1996; Hill, 1992; Lewis, 1988; Rodriguez, 2010; Warfield-Coppock, 1992).

4

In Afrocentric Infusion for urban schools, Asante and Mazama (2010) explain assumptions
that frame the purpose and guide the philosophy of Afrocentric education, including: “1.
Education is fundamentally a social phenomenon; it consists in socializing children. 2. To
send a child to school is to prepare the child for being part of a social group. 3. Societies
develop schools suitable to the societies. A white supremacist system develops white
supremacist education”(p. 4).
5

Murrell (2002) defines African-centered pedagogy as “…concerned with the acquisition of
self-determination and self-sufficiency for African people. It is ultimately concerned with
truth and the ‘African mission to humanize the universe’” (Murrell, 2002, p. 37). Lee (1994)
describes the need for African-centered pedagogy to repair the damage and restore the
psyches, spirituality, relationships, families, organization, life purpose, and functionality of
African descendants, diasporan peoples.

3

Purpose of the Ella Baker ROP Study
The interdisciplinary inquiries regarding gender and racial socialization practices
in secondary schools ignited my investigation into how ROP support girls’ identities in
terms of building self-esteem and definitions of womanhood, and empowering peer
relationships through sisterhood bonding and conflict resolution. I began researching
adolescent ROP considering the diverse influences on students’ identities as sources of
motivation for transformative thought and action (Jaha, 2003; Mack, 2007). I found a
burgeoning literature on therapeutic forms of adolescent male rites of passages (Hill,
1992; Brown, 2010; Derge-Butler, 2009), yet a dearth of research on school-based rites of
passage programs for girls (Lewis, 1988; Mack, 2007; Warfield-Coppock, 1992).
To understand the broader gendered contexts of these programs, I examined the
following literature on ROP: Alford, 2002; Gavazzi, Stephen, Alford, & McKenry, 1996;
Hill, 2002; Lewis, 1988; Warfield-Coppock, 1992; Mbiti, 1970; Van Gennep, 1908;
single-sex youth development and empowerment programs for girls (Brown, 2009;
Belgrave, 2004; Corneille, Ashcraft, & Belgrave, 2005; Sears, 2011; Rotherman-Borus et
al., 1996); gender and racial/ethnic identity development (Cross, 1971; 1991; 1995;
Helms, 1989; Ossana, Helms, et al., 1993; Marcia, 1966; 1993; Maher & Ward, 2002;
Phinney, 1989; Oyserman & Harrison, 1998; Rotheram-Borus, et al., 1996; Sellers,
Chavous, et al., 1998); and Black feminist theory (Collins, 1994; 2000; 2006; EvansWinters, 2011, hooks, 1983; 1992). Consequently, I was inspired to investigate how an
African-centered Freedom School6 deployed gendered socialization practices and ROP

6

Freedom Schools are after-school and summer programs designed to foster literacy and
numeracy skills with a social justice consciousness and purpose of education that engenders
personal and community transformation. Freedom schools were popularized during the
Civil Rights movement; the Mississippi Freedom Schools were designed to strengthen and

4

programs for girls.
This dissertation is an ethnographic study of the influence of rites of passage
classes on the ethnic and gender identities, values, and peer relations of young adolescent
Black and Latina 11th grade girls at Ella Baker Freedom Academy (EBFA) Charter
School in the northeastern United States. The goal of this study was to reveal multiple
stories of how rites of passage classes supported female participants’ identity and
relational development. The study sought also to disrupt objectified, pathological
representations of Black female student life. Ethnographic methods were used to observe
22 adolescent girls, seven of whom were participants interviewed throughout one
academic year and five months of the following school year. Throughout the study, the
ROP girls7 sang songs of freedom, resistance, rebellion, and restoration.
Research Questions
My observations, interviews, questionnaires, student work, and member checks
yielded multiple sources of data that addressed these research questions: 1) How ROP
classes supported adolescent girls' intersecting and developing gender and ethnic
identities; 2) How ROP classes supported female students’ female peer relations; and 3)
How ROP classes utilized African values to influence intersecting identities.
As an ethnographic study, I immersed myself in the field and visited EBFA 164
times and spent 206.5 hours primarily observing students. I held bi-weekly informal
interviews and two semi-structured interviews with seven students. I also interviewed and
observed school educators. In the following school year, I returned to the site to teach health
link Blacks’ literacy to political empowerment through voting, organizing, and activism.
Historically, Freedom Schools have struggled to provide a high quality, liberating education
for African Americans (Mickens, 2011).
7 “ROP girls” identifies the female student participants in the Ella Baker ROP Study.
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and wellness classes and continued to observe the students from afar. Seven months after
the study ended, I conducted post-study member check interviews with the participants.
Statement of the Problem
Race and gender have been interconnected among African American women
(Guy-Sheftall, 1995; Collins, 2000; 2006; hooks, 1981; 1983; 1994; Lorde, 1984).
Adolescent Black girls have been situated in a “triple quandary” in schools, society, and
education research as a result of “interlocking systems of oppressions” (Boykin, 1986;
Collins, 2000). Racism, sexism, and poverty have complicated Black females’ lives into
“multiple jeopardy” (Davis, 1983; King, 1988; Hill, 1999).
As American society enters the second decade of the new millennium, young
women of color from poor and working class families experience significant societal
forces, conflicting messages, and pressures. Obtaining empowering ideas about one’s
multiple identities is complicated by the contradictions that prevail in school and society.
Contemporary Black8, Latino/a, and multi-racial youth live knowingly and unknowingly
within these intersecting oppressions (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Collins, 2000; hooks, 1995;
Pike, 2010; Sears, 2011; Wise, 2009).
Racism and sexism have boldly re-surfaced in social science and popular culture.
For example, developmental psychologist Satoshi Kanazawa (2011) published an article
in the Scientific Fundamentalist entitled “Why Are Black Women Less Physically
Attractive than Other Women?” This study provides an example of rationalizing preexisting, historical archetypes, such as the dark-skinned, overweight, asexual, mammy.

8

Black and African American are used interchangeably, except during rare moments when
students self-identify with a particular term, or when Black ethnic groups are distinguished;
e.g. Black Caribbean or Black European.
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The tone of the racist, sexist tone of the article was replete with pseudo-scientific claims
based on statistical analyses of survey questions designed to ascertain the attractiveness
of various races. The author’s findings suggest that Black women are less attractive than
all other racial groups, and that Black men are more attractive than Black women.
Kanazawa (2011) claims that Black women are less attractive because of their
genetic mutational history, which predates all other racial groups. He reasons that the
production of more testosterone in Africans than other racial groups adds physical beauty
to men, but causes Black women to appear less feminine, and hence, less physically
attractive. This article was reminiscent of the racist (pseudo) scientific literature in the
19th and early 20th centuries that sought to justify white supremacy, slavery, racial
genocide, and Jim Crow. Similar rationales advanced notions of Black intellectual
inferiority in order to deny Blacks human dignity, full citizenship, and protection under
the law (Clark, 1992; Carruthers, 1999; 1994; Hilliard, 2000; Watkins, 2001; Wilson,
1992; Woodson, 1930). Figure 1.1 highlights the multi-scalar and fluid nature of
intersecting oppressions in the lives of Black women and girls.
RACISM-SEXISM-CLASSISM
affects each layer in society
Black Women/Girls, Family
(Micro) Internalized
Oppression
Media, Music Video
Controlling Stereotypes
(Meso)
Forces, Welfare Policies,
Health care (Macro
structural)

Figure 1.1 – Interlocking Systems of Oppression
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Adolescents respond consciously and unconsciously to these racist and sexist
messages. They internalize the after-shocks of intersecting oppressions, regardless of
seeing more Blacks on television, gains from Civil Rights legislation and Affirmation
Action, and the election and re-election of the nation’s first African American president.
Despite incremental progress, societal contradictions about race/ethnicity9 and gender
abound (Collins, 2000). Color-blind racism and post-feminist discourse reject the
existence of racism and sexism, as well as the triadic oppression that confronts poor
Black women and girls (Collins, 2006; D. King, 1988; Evans-Winters, 2011). More
ostensibly, various forms of racism have been perpetuated through media portrayals,
images, and messages (Adams, 2012; Gogle, 2001; hooks, 1992). Color-blind and postfeminist discourses have perpetuated the myth that racism and sexism no longer exist
(Romack, 2011) and render serious interrogation of race and ethnicity as socially taboo in
contemporary times (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Wise, 2009).
Moreover, Sears (2010) defines identity as an individual and collective task. She
unapologetically calls on Black females to create safe spaces to engage in “identity work”
to buffer the effects of internalized and externalized racism and sexism. Personal and
collective healing and empowerment require vigilance, critical thought, creativity, and
introspection. There is a need to recognize cultural wealth in the Black communities
(p.7). Snow and Anderson (1987) frame identity as “a range of activities individual
engage in to create, present and sustain personal identities that are congruent with and
9

These terms are distinguished by national origin and racial categories. In this instance,
race is a socially constructed nebulous term used to identify a person by phenotypical
markers and ancestry. Ethnicity may or may not align with race in all contexts. Ethnicity
refers to national identity, and in many situations also becomes conflated with race as in the
case of African American and Black. For the purposes of this dissertation, I conflate these
terms, and only distinguish them when necessary; for example, in the cases of a Black
person of Caribbean, British, or American descent or place of birth or origin.

8

supportive of their self-concept” (p. 1348, qtd. by Sears, p. 7). Sears asserts that “identity
work contains an understanding of identities as socially constructed phenomena that
represent our positioning within the social hierarchy….identity is best understood as a
form of work, a production which is never complete, always in process, and always
constituted within, not outside, representation” (Hall, 1990, p. 222, qtd. by Sears, p. 7).
Sears (2011) discusses identity from the group level:
Key to identity work is the two-way push for change: Identity workers
seek to change both how individuals perceive and identify themselves, as
well as how larger society views the collective group. In many cases, the
outcome of identity work is the creation of a shared community and, in
some cases, a politicized collective identity. (p. 8)
The capacity of Black girls to fully value themselves must be supported in
schools, families, and communities, as policies and structural forces limit upward social
mobility and contribute to internalized oppression.
Popular political discourses have mythologized America as a nation that has
transcended race, using as evidence the large white voter turnout in support of President
Barack Obama. Wise (2009) reiterates:
…Not only does the success of Barack Obama not signify the death of
white racism as a personal or institutional phenomenon, if anything it may
well signal the emergence of an altogether new kind of racism… (p. 9)
Wise suggests that Whites re-define certain Blacks as those disassociated with
Blackness and Black culture. He identifies the spurious intentions of those who
promulgate “enlightened exceptionalism” in the ways that race and cultural identifiers are
removed from the exemplars. The study of Black girls’ experiences in school must take
into account racism and sexism, since White hegemony includes patriarchy; thus, a
critique of color-blind rhetoric should similarly extend to notions of post-feminism.
The victorious presidential election and re-election of Barack Obama present a
9

paradoxical America, a supposedly color-blind, post-feminist, racist-free nation that
continues to produce gendered racial/ethnic disparities in employment, health, the penal
system, and academic achievement (Alexander, 2010; Davis 1983; 1999; Feagin, 2003;
Fine, 2004; Orfield, 2005). This paradox reappears in the disproportionate rates of Black
female poverty, inadequate health care, and re-segregation in schooling and housing
patterns (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). These inequalities reflect American society’s
questionable commitment to racial and gender equality (Orfield, 2005; Tatum, 2007).
According to Collins (2006), color-blind racism is an enduring phenomenon that
contradicts the presumed gains of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements and is
maintained through silence and mythmaking, institutional practices and stereotypes. The
impact of this subtle form of racism on youth has been complicated by a lack of counter
political discourse, balanced media messages, and strong Black leadership (Collins,
2006). Racist historical accounts and deficit-oriented social science theories perpetuated
the ideas of White supremacy throughout various disciplines and institutions (Akbar,
1992; Collins, 2000; Hilliard, 2000; Watkins, 2001).
Colorblind discourses confound the critique and analysis of these triadic,
intersecting oppressions (Crenshaw, 1989; Wise, 2010). These narratives support
conservative policies focused on individual accountability by rejecting structural
explanations for Black women’s and girls’ lowered group status within the American social
hierarchy (Collins, 2006). By denying the existence of racism and sexism in American
society, post-racial and post-feminist discourses form pseudo meritocratic arguments that
blame individuals for failure rather than structural barriers (Collins, 2006).
Exemplary barrier breakers such as Michelle Obama and Oprah Winfrey have
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been used to celebrate the end of racism and sexism. While the accomplishments of
these two highly esteemed women signal tremendous gains in U.S. society, they also
point to the structural constraints that limit upward social mobility for most other
women of color. These exemplary women are used to dismiss the structural
explanations for persistent inequalities faced by Black women and girls who are
disproportionately poor, single mothers, facing health crises, attending low-performing
schools, and are the victims of violent crime (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1992; U.S. Census
Bureau, 2011).
Exemplars mustered fortitude and strength in the face of oppressive forces to
realize success. Yet, while many Black women and girls have overcome oppressive
dynamics and cycles of poverty, an increasing number of them comprise the working
poor (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Post-racial and post-feminist discourses have
perpetuated multiple silences on the persistence of racism, sexism, and poverty (BonillaSilva, 2006). These silences reflect major societal problems that adversely affect Black
female identity and relational dynamics; i.e., notions of “sisterhood.” Colorblind
discourses dismiss how structural forces contribute to Black girls’ multiple jeopardies.
Post-racial discourses oversimplify the causes of success and continued
challenges of Black girls; in fact, assuming the official end of racism with the election
of President Obama in the societal imagination impedes resilience and emotionally
safe passage ways for them (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Collins, 2000; hooks, 1995).
Extensive research on Black female resilience is needed to examine how Black girls
in predominately Black female spaces support each other in breaking through
imposed societal barriers and embracing broader notions of success. This study
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suggests that the development of sisterhood bonds may be a source of collective
power (Brown, 2009; Sears, 2010).
Often omitted in education research on Black girls are the ways that oppressions
have created conditions that spawned resilience, tenacity, educational attainment, and
social justice activism among youth (Evans-Winters, 2009; Sears, 2010). Also lacking in
education research on Black women and girls are the unique socialization practices
implemented to achieve empowerment. The goal of the Ella Baker ROP study was to
ascertain Black girls’ perspectives on how ROP supports their developing identities, and
help them to counteract controlling stereotypes (Collins 2000).
Recognizing Internalized Oppression
This dissertation examines the ways a rites of passage program for girls in an
African-centered Freedom School supports students’ identity development, and trains
them to recognize and counter multiple oppressions. EBFA endeavors to teach students
to apply their knowledge and skills to counter internalized oppression and create
liberation through personal and community transformation. Internalized oppression is a
major issue that youth empowerment programs, such as rites of passage, may enable
students to combat. Pyke (2010) asserts:
Despite sociology’s longstanding interest in inequality, the internalization
of racial oppression among the racially subordinated and its contribution
to the reproduction of racial inequality has been largely ignored, reflecting
a taboo on the subject. Consequently, internalized racism remains one of
the most neglected and misunderstood components of racism. (p. 551)
The first step to countering this issue in schools is to produce more empirical
research using a variety of methods and research designs to understand how it manifests
in individuals and groups. This information may enable schools, organizations, programs,
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and families to prioritize and fund youth empowerment programs.
Manifestations of internalized racism include: relational aggression, low selfesteem, teen pregnancy, violence, Black on Black crime, depression, or low academic
achievement, and have been framed as personal and cultural deficits rather than systemic
conditions that perpetuate these issues (Pyke, 2010; West, 1990). These social problems
are also maintained and obfuscated by color-blind and post-feminist discourses that delegitimize and suppress critical dialogue about racism and sexism. Issues related to
internalized oppression are significant since they are often the least recognized vestiges
of racism and sexism.
Furthermore, internalized oppression is frequently unnoticed. It is not addressed
at public hearings. It is not a proposed topic for school policy considerations. Educators
and researchers should identify ways to support healthy identity development.
Adolescent girls require support to develop critical analytical abilities needed to address
issues of racism and sexism. Stuart Hall (1986) defines internalized racism as “the
‘subjection’ of the victims of racism to the mystifications of the very racist ideology
which imprison and define them” (p. 26). Pyke (2010) cites examples of upper class
African Americans; e.g., Bill Cosby, Chris Rock, and Henry Louis Gates who denigrate
Black life and culture in preference of White patriarchal mores and standards. She
explains:
When we acknowledge the existence among people of color of
internalized racism (i.e., internalized White supremacy), we reveal White
domination in our society, for every mechanism of internalized racial
oppression contributes to the system of White privilege…every instance of
internalized racism among the racially subordinated contributes to the
psychic, material, and cultural power and privilege of White folks. Thus,
the study of internalized racial oppression is a study of the mechanisms by
which all Whites are racially privileged, including those with anti-racist
13

commitments. By investigating internalized racial oppression and focusing
an analytic lens on how it supports White privilege, the blame will shift
from the victims to the structure of racial inequality and those who are its
beneficiaries. Doing so will make it harder for Whites to deny White
privilege. (Pyke, 2010, p. 566)
I offer an extended quotation to illuminate the connections between racism, the
denial of racial privilege, and internalized oppression. Pyke (2010) references Aenerud
(2002) to suggest that she, like many White feminists, was not only racially privileged,
but had internalized White supremacist beliefs. Pyke asserts:
Our popular discourse does not permit a nuanced understanding of racism,
either one is or is not racist; there is little room for a more complicated
understanding of a subjectivity opposed to, yet complicit with racism. In
large part, this limitation has its source in the popular discourse depicting
racism as individual not structural. (p. 566)
Sexism, classism, and racism have infiltrated schools and the media. Schools
reproduce social hierarchies through policies, a hidden curriculum, and Euro-normative
cultural and socialization practices (Shujaa, 1994). Interlocking systems of oppression
transmit contradictory messages in educational discourse that calls for equity and
empowerment without articulating the means to attain either. “Interlocking systems of
oppression” in the United States have contributed to the historical silencing and
contemporaneous devaluation of Black women and girls in social science research,
political discourse, and popular culture as witnessed across the media (Collins, 2000;
2005; hooks 1992; 2000; Kelly, 2005). Black women and girls have been objectified and
pathologized in the popular imagination as stereotypes reinforce notions of inferiority. In
this view, Black girls are constrained by negative stereotypes and images and are not
identified as problem solvers, high achievers, and contributors in American society
(Waley-Jean, 2009; Fordham, 1993).
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Additionally, the consequences of racism and sexism include the objectification
of the female body and the paradoxical invisibility and hypersexualization of Black girls
and young women (McDowell, 2001). The American Psychological Association Task
Force on the sexualization of girls (2007) evidences the potential influence of the media
on girls’ self-concept:
Girls are major consumers of media and receive and engage with these
messages every day. According to Nielsen Media Research (1998), the
average child or teen watches 3 hours of television per day, and the
numbers are higher for Black and Latino youth….Massive exposure to
media among youth creates the potential for massive exposure to
portrayals that sexualize women and girls and teach girls that women are
sexual objects. (p. 5)
Harris and Hill (1999) explained that while late 20th century films feature Black
women more positively on the surface, they also projected subtly demeaning, sexist
stereotypes that are reinforced by female characters. She describes her respondents’
review of the movie “Waiting to Exhale” and “Set it Off,” as they experienced cognitive
dissonance: “realistic representation of life for themselves in the movie [and] were
disheartened to observe the subconscious debasing of Black women… [they] felt that it
also perpetuated the matriarch and Jezebel stereotypes…” (p. 196). The research above
suggests that the internalization of oppression occurs through repeated exposure to subtle
and explicit messages of inferiority and pejorative stereotypical images (Dickerson,
2001). Repeated exposure to objectified and inferior based messages often leads to
internalized oppression (Waley-Jean, et al., 2009; hooks, Paul, 2003).
Significance of the Study
Interrupting Mechanisms of Internalized Oppression
Rites of passage programs may enable adolescent girls to recognize and
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critique internalized and external oppressions. The recognition of multiple
oppressions may help Black and Latina girls to resist and counter the internalization
of racist and sexist messages often promulgated through media images and messages
(Adams, 2012; Collins, 2000; 2005; Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Several studies have linked
healthy racial and gender identity development to higher self-esteem, positive
academic identities, and healthy self-concept (Akbar, 1998; Brookins, 1996; De CuirGunby, 2009; Jones, et al., 2011). Other research has highlighted viable strategies to
interrupt the perpetuation of uncritical consumption of sexist and racist beliefs.
Belgrave’s (2004) research on the Sisters of Nia program, for example, found that
Black girls’ exposure to positive African cultural values heightened their self-esteem
and reduced relational aggression. Similarly, rites of passage programs endeavor to
boost self-concept and build conflict resolution strategies (Alford, 2002; ButlerDerge, 2009; Goggins II, 2007).
This study identified specific ways ROP classes at Ella Baker helped Black
and Latina students to effectively counter the effects of sexism and racism. This
dissertation fills in the gap in knowledge about school-based rites of passage
programs and how they supported these students. This study examined how ROP
disrupted the transmission and internalization of controlling stereotypes via
ethnographic observations of the participants. Black feminism as articulated by
Patricia Hill Collins (2000) and bell hooks (1995) provided a conceptual lens to
counter not only the effects of internalized oppression, but also the discourses that
maintain its obscurity. Black feminism and elements of Africana womanism,
hereafter noted as Black Feminism/Womanism, provided a critical lens for the current
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study to identify how interlocking systems of oppression disrupt healthy adolescent
socialization, identity formation, and relational development. Conversely, this
framework provided a lens to locate potential sources of support of the study
participants’ multiple identities in ROP.
Racism and sexism produce serious problems and social psychological
consequences that must be acknowledged and addressed using empirical research.
Although it is a difficult social problem to identify and address, internalized oppression
among Black girls deserves scholarly attention (Pyke, 2010). There is a need for serious
interrogation of what adolescent exigencies are, and how they become hidden behind the
veil of color-blind and post-feminist discourses. These discourses tend to eclipse
adolescents’ inquiry into their identities and experiences with racism, sexism, poverty.
Deepening the analysis of these triadic oppressions requires understanding the conceptual
frame of intersectionality. Collins’ (2000) Black feminist theory identifies the synergistic
qualities of intersectionality (race, gender, class) and presents them as a core assumption.
Colorblind racism ignores the existence of race, gender, and class privileges,
including the structural causes of inequalities (Collins, 2006). Collins (2006) argues that
today’s youth simultaneously hold on to the dreams of material success, equality and
democracy, and also recognize the gross economic, penal, and educational disparities that
persist. The danger in color- and gender-blind discourses is the presumption of a form of
equality that fails to acknowledge actual differences in gendered racial/ethnic
socialization needs among youth in varying developmental stages.
Notions of equality as sameness presume that everyone accesses a fair share of
equally distributed resources, education, and opportunity for upward social mobility.
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Similar ideas about equality have been used to dismantle Affirmative Action policies10,
delegitimize Black studies curricula at the secondary level, and subsume post-secondary
women’s and ethnic studies,11 thus re-defining them in the post-racial and post-feminist
discourses as separatist, divisive, and unnecessary (Davila, 2012; Orfield, 2005; Romack,
2011). Moreover, these discourses have been used to hinder the inclusion of racial and
gender socialization practices in many urban public schools (Boykin, 1986; 2005;
Hilliard, 2000).
In other cases, the recognition of racism and sexism combined with empowering
self- and group-affirming knowledge can buffer internalized racism, academic
disengagement, and threats to self-efficacy (Brookins, 1996). In this context, adolescent
youth are still identifying who they are, and their value to themselves and others. They
engage in a process of making sense of their intersecting identities. They engage
communally in an iterative process of moving in and out of childhood and adulthood as
they enact personal versions of womanhood or manhood.
The muting of the authentic existence of racism and sexism functions as a method
of maintaining, rather than mitigating oppression (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Pyke, 2010). The
silence surrounding race and gender oppression hinders serious interrogation of the ways
adolescents make sense of themselves and the societal, historical, and cultural influences
impacting their personal and social identities. Colorblind and gender-neutral discourses
mask the causes and synergistic qualities of these intersecting oppressions. It presumes
that there is little need to prioritize identity- related concerns. The continued silences and

10

Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin came before the U.S. Supreme Court regarding
rescinding Affirmative Action policies in college admission.
11 Arizona Ethnic Studies ban and several Black studies programs that have been either
subsumed or closed across the country serve as examples.
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uneasiness around issues of race and gender complicate healthy gender, racial and ethnic
identity development among adolescent youth (Belgrave, 2004; Brookins, 1996; DeCuirGunby, 2010). Recent discussions in Black feminist literature focus on women who have
internalized sexist ideas and have become unknowingly complicit in their oppression
(Pyke, 2010). How are Black females supported in school when they are confronted with
racism and sexism? How should they respond to sexual advances, or react when called
“chickenheads,” “bitches,” and “hos” (Morgan, 2000)? How have these “controlling
stereotypes” affected adolescent girls’ sense of who they are as developing Black women
(Collins, 2000)?
The Ella Baker ROP study sought to discover the role and practices of schools in
supporting Black and Latina girls’ capacities to evaluate stereotypes critically, and
counter ideas and images that interfere with positive, healthy, empowered notions of who
they are. I emphasize the voices of seven 15-year old, 11th grade girls. They courageously
shared their insights on how rites of passage influenced their notions of themselves as
Black and Latina girls en route to becoming young women. This study is the first of its
kind to generate data on students’ insights on how ROP influenced their ideas about
themselves as young women of color. The study also gathered data to gain insight into
the ways ROP assisted the participants’ relationships with “other sisters” in an urban K12 African-centered Freedom School (Collins’ term, 2000).
There is a need for continued research into culturally relevant pedagogical
strategies and youth development programs that create safe places for teens to reflect
upon their ethnic and gender identities personally and collectively. It is important to
understand the practices, pedagogy, and processes of youth development programs that
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prioritize ethnic and gender socialization. It is also important to understand students’
perceptions of the efficacy of these socialization practices in school. Within this context,
I wondered whether conflicting notions of ethnicity and gender emerge in the world of
girls of color? Are they colorblind? Have they, too, transcended race? In the Obama era,
how do young teens of color perceive themselves in the intersections of race, gender,
class and ethnicity?
In pursuit of understanding these questions, this dissertation examined Black and
Latina adolescent girls’ experiences in compulsory rites of passage (ROP) classes at Ella
Baker Freedom Academy (EBFA) Charter School, an African-centered Freedom School
in the northeastern United States. This study employed a Black Feminist/Africana
Womanist frame to investigate how the teachings and experiences in rites of passage
classes impacted the gendered ethnic identity experiences of the participants. The study
focused on the participants’ perceptions of their ethnic and gender identity and ROP
experiences as related to adolescent identity formation and culturally relevant
socialization practices in school.
It is crucial for young people to know who they are and their value to one
another as they critically engage in conversations about their identities. Identity
development is an intrapersonal process that is also highly social. Young people –
regardless of race and gender – make meaning about who they are in social contexts as
they filter the perceptions of other people’s thoughts and expectations about them.
These contexts reflect and reinforce societal, community, and family norms and values
in adolescent life (Erickson, 1968). Intentionally or unintentionally post-racial and post-
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feminist rhetoric obfuscates the process of identifying and meeting the socialization
needs of adolescent Black and Latino students.
The significance of the intergenerational cultural transmission of efficacious
socialization practices enters the conversation at this juncture, and asks the following
question: In what ways have contemporary Black cultural forms, traditions, values and
socialization practices, particularly in schools, transferred viable cultural values to Black
youth, and provided them with the mechanisms for analyzing and overcoming them?
With regard to urban education, colorblind and gender neutral discourses impede a
serious examination of the influence of micro-level experiences of racism and sexism on
students’ identity formation. The promotion of healthy identities helps to restore
historical knowledge, cultural pride and appreciation, rather than cultural homogeneity,
separatism, or the negation of self and others (Brookins, 1996; Hilliard, 2000).
Traditional schooling has failed to provide students with the necessary critical lens to
identify, confront, and ameliorate myriad forms of oppression and racism within
themselves and peer groups (Shujaa, 1994; Murrell, 2002).
The literature on rites of passage programs for boys are replete with strategies for
addressing identity and relational concerns through intentional socialization practices.
While the literature is sparse on girls’ rites of passage programs, there are youth
development interventions and after school programs that seek to provide girls single-sex,
gender empowerment experiences. More empirical research is needed to understand how
rites of passage programs socialize girls beyond traditional roles and toward
contemporary models of gender consciousness and empowerment, and support for
identity and relational development.

21

To illustrate, Lewis (1988) argues for the need to develop and implement rites of
passage for girls in order to assist them in becoming whole, self-accepting, ethnic group
affirming, historically rooted and culturally conscious young women moving toward selfactualization. Understanding how Black girls make sense of who they are to themselves
and others throughout multiple contexts is significant for educators and/or researchers. It
is important for schools to support policies, practices, and programs to support healthy
adolescent identity development (Brookins, 1996; Hilliard, 2000; Lee, 1994).
Moreover, the study of rites of passage programs in urban schools is one effort to
better understand how school policies, curricula and pedagogy intersect to support
adolescent female students of color in their identities and relational development through
gendered passageways to womanhood. This study on the influence of rites of passage on
girls’ gender and ethnic identities at Ella Baker Freedom Academy is unique since it
speaks to the extant gap of knowledge in the ways ROP influence Black and Latina12
girls’ developing identities, cultural values, and peer relationships.
Positionality: Coming of Age in a Not-So-Colorblind World
This study explored the internal and external social influences on Black and
Latina girls’ gendered passageways in a secondary, charter Freedom school. It looked at
how these ROP girls were socialized to recognize or ignore their racialized and gendered
selves in ROP. It also examined how they were socialized to relate to themselves and
each other in positive and empowering ways. My interest in ROP was spawned by my
identity journeys, as my raced, classed, and gendered status greatly influenced my
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There was one self-identified Latina among the 26 Black girls in the study. She expressed
pride in her African ancestors and felt very much a part of both Latino/a and Black
communities. I include her in general references to “Black girls” or “ROP girls” in the study.
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intersecting identities. They emerged at a time when the experiment of racial integration
in schools and society was still in its infancy.
My position spoke to the contradictions of being Black and an American, of
experiencing the irony of having a voice and being silenced, of essentially singing a sacred
song in a strange land. I felt that disconnect, the two-ness Du Bois (1903) conceptualized
as double consciousness. I felt split in the core of who I was as a Black girl of mixed
racial/ethnic heritage13, and in the silence and dismissiveness around my heritage, culture,
and history. I was lost in the silences and craved knowledge and recognition about all that
was not said or taught about the meaning of being Black in America.
Being born in the 1970s also allowed me to experience the contradictions of
integrationist discourse as a legalized avenue for cultural assimilation and an
“innocuous,” unrecognized last attempt at deracination. I was the first in my family to be
a full-fledged benefactor of the civil rights movement. I attended integrated private
schools in the 1970s. As a child educated in a predominately White private, Catholic
school, I knew I was different, yet deep down I knew I was not inferior. However, there
were moments of doubt. Driving through Fairfield, my father gave me a history of
racism in the city. I learned a lot about the past from reading Nikki Giovanni, Alice
Walker, and Lucille Clifton. I was exposed to Black literature, history, museum and
artifacts, and I learned that in spite of racism, I was a descendant of a great people. Yet,
there was also a consistent wrestling between self and group affirming knowledge and
experiencing the overwhelmingly negative images and messages propagated about
Africans and African Americans.
13

As an African American I also recognize my Cherokee and Seminole ancestors. My
maternal grandfather was of mixed African and Anglo-American ancestry.
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Slowly, during my older adolescent years I began to awaken and pay more
attention to gender issues, double standards, and gendered differences in social mobility.
My experience of coming of age was situated in a world that transmuted racism from
overt to subtle and well hidden. By the mid-1980s, Dr. King’s dream had simmered for
20 years in the collective American consciousness, just as White flight and bussing under
integration mandates policed urban school life. Yesterday’s world reflected a limited
multicultural consciousness dominated by a Eurocentric, racialized and gendered view of
the world and of Black women’s value and social roles.
Painful childhood memories resurfaced throughout the study. Frequently ignored
by White teachers, I became an observer of life and felt a double consciousness lodged
deep within me (Du Bois, 1906). I recall my refusal to return to Catholic school. The
intense feeling of disconnection and of not being “good enough” no matter how hard I
tried was overwhelming. In tears, I told my father why I had to leave in the middle of the
school year. He fully understood my pain and my urgency to leave. Although racism was
the cause, I did not know its name. Remembrances of being in camp with Black girls who
accused, “Oh, you think you cute cuz you light-skinneded” [sic] confused me. I recall
Black boys professing that lighter-skinned girls with “good hair” were the prettiest. I
wondered why girls were expected to get their hair pressed or relaxed and not the boys?
Why the Double Standard?
Months after the study concluded, I awoke with vivid memories of having my hair
straightened. I experienced the shame connected to having “nappy hair,” and the
humiliation of getting my hair pressed with a metal comb on the stove. The intense heat
relaxed my tightly coiled auburn hair. I recall the burning sensation I frequently felt at the
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base of my neck from the hot comb, and the sizzling sound of hair burning as smoke
released into the air. It had a familiar sickening smell, a combination of burnt hair and
grease, all of which pointed to a process of deracination, of becoming fictitiously and
barely White. This was a strange attempt among Black women and girls, an
assimilationist rite of passage into an acceptable Black femininity and womanhood.
Blacks with straightened hair assimilated better, although rarely completely, they
conformed more phenotypically to White women.
The hair branding confirmed the loss of power to define myself as a Black
woman. The hot comb symbolized the dehumanizing shame connected to the denial of
Blackness. It was inextricably conflated with constructions of whiteness as superior,
standard, human. Black femininity was equated with this loss of power of subjectivity, of
agency. I remember wondering why so many boys talked about beautiful women first
being “light skinned” with that “good hair,” which sported mixed racial ancestry. I
remember being described as pretty and light skinned, while darker girls were described
as dark-skinned, but pretty, suggesting that dark and attractive were exceptions, rather
than the rule. Disagreeing with those beliefs, I resisted internalizing them.
There was no public forum in school to discuss colorism and the shame of having
“nappy hair” rather than “good hair.” The acceptance of self-degradation and complicity
with colorism and white standards of beauty reflects the consequences of internalized
oppression. Hooks (1995) describes the onset of the Black Power and Black Studies
movements ushering in a new ethos and commitment to defying White supremacy and
standards of beauty by proclaiming “Black is beautiful.” There was power and healing in
that slogan. Yet, by the late 1970s, many traded in their Afros for chemical relaxers and
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those Black power messages were transmuted and re-inscribed White standards of
representation and standards of beauty. This paralleled a slowly rising Black middle class
whose cultural appetites were policed by corporate policies that reinforced White beauty
and aesthetic standards in a more conservative political climate.
In this context, developing a healthy identity as a Black girl was challenging, and
came at a cost. Healing from the battle scars of intersecting oppressions required a firm
understanding of my capacity to re-define myself beyond limitations and victimization.
Victims are no longer victims when they awaken to identify and fight oppression.
Developing a healthy gendered racial/ethnic identity within interlocking systems of
oppression was complicated, especially after travelling on several complicated and
conflicting pathways. This study allowed me to revisit the journeys of tackling
internalized oppression, and to revel in the triumph of freedom. My personal rites of
passage allowed me to re-define myself not as a victim, but as a survivor, a victor who
thrives in the hope of human liberation. My hope in equity and victory over oppression
fuels my scholarly activism.
Integration and civil rights allowed Blacks to attain legal first class citizenship
status, but at a price. The price was the final severance of Black culture from Black life,
and African- inspired identity from integration. Martin Luther King said, “We are
Negroes, we know nothing of Africa” (qtd. in Robinson, 2002, p. 216). This statement
suggests that American citizenship for African descendants came at a cost paid via a
process of deracination and assimilation. Black Nationalist movements arose to challenge
this unspoken severance in a new iteration of deracination. Black ideological frameworks
emerged to disrupt tokenism and cultural assimilation. It sought to preserve, at least on a
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rhetorical level, notions of Black definitions of self, cultural traditions, and ways to reorganize Black life, and empower and mobilize Black communities outside of the dictates
and cultural values of Euro-Americans. This was a last attempt to salvage vestiges of
Blacks’ “community cultural wealth.” (Yosso, 2005)
My position as a Black woman provided a peculiar lens to see and be in the world
as an observer and constrained participant. My lack of full awareness about my rites of
passage process paralleled the girls’ gendered passageways. It pointed to an important
realization about the power of Black feminist/womanist concepts embedded in a feminist
ethnography to permit me to have an agenda generating useful knowledge about directions
for empowering Black girls and the women who teach them. Through this process, I was
allowed to question my inner adolescent child about life at the intersections of race, class,
gender, ethnicity, and sexuality. Without strict allegiance to linearity, I could transport
myself through time and space to my own adolescent girlhood and unearth the tensions,
mysteries, fears, and fleeting moments of clarity and conscience.
I wrestled with making meaning of ROP, as did my study participants, as they
sometimes resisted the process of ROP. ROP required these 11th grade girls at Ella Baker
to practice recognizing and valuing each other as “sisters” in freedom school. This notion
of sisterhood was new for many of them and yet, simultaneously familiar in the context
of extended family relations in which cousins become “sisters” and friends become “like
sisters.” At first, the girls wrestled with ROP and “liking each other” long enough to
accomplish goals. I initiated the study without full awareness of my own issues of
identity. I entered with resolve that I was clear about who I was and I did not need rites of
passage to solidify my intersecting identities, particularly my academic identity as a
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burgeoning expert on adolescent girls. I entered as my informants had – with the outward
confidence that masked deep insecurity about safety in vulnerability and faith in the
process of resisting multiple oppressions.
My inner voice affirmed the girls in ways that my adult woman voice could not.
There were moments when only my inner child could truly empathize with my
informants, when space had to be created for Black girls to speak up, be seen, and be
heard. There were times I resisted consulting my inner adolescent to understand the
participants’ angst, seeming “disrespect,” and disengagement in class. Their fear of
vulnerability masked as disrespect and over confidence, mirrored my own resistance to
recognize my gendered passageway.
I found it difficult to frame the study within the language of qualitative social
science and meet conventional standards. The best I could do in this context was to
recognize the limitations of this form of academic scholarship, and allow for the
recognition of spirit and intuition while leaving it on the sidelines. The issue of framing
the study was more about revealing the ways my agenda of a Black feminist project
acknowledged the strengths and limitations of ROP from the perspectives of the female
participants. It was about acknowledging the strengths and limitations of my conflicting
roles as insider/outsider, Black woman, former girl, student and emerging scholar.
My pathway to the Ella Baker site did not signal the end of my journey, but a rite
of passage to experience alongside my study participants. I learned so much about myself
from them, and about the nature of adolescent identities and relationships in formal and
informal rites of passage. Most societies are replete with passage rituals along the life
cycle that identify movements and arrivals and most importantly, the journeys of going
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through processes rife with vulnerability and fears. As an ethnographer, I documented
how Black female students and educators engaged issues of identity and relationship
building in the context of school. I investigated how the participants and pedagogy
informed each other and revealed elements of Black female identity formation and
processes of meaning-making.
With the onset of the Ella Baker ROP study, I had already been influenced by
elements of Black Feminism, Africana Womanism, and African-centered theory. I grew
up as an inheritor of the Civil Rights, Feminist, and Black Power movements.
Throughout my life, I was more aware of race than gender. I was on a mission to liberate
myself and Black people from miseducation and the falsehoods perpetuated through
schooling and the hidden curricula14 about Black people, history, and culture.
My research agenda includes understanding the many stories of African American
survival. Trained as a social scientist and qualitative researcher in urban education, I
focus on understanding the efficacy in, and impediments to implementing sound cultural
socialization practices among Black students in urban schools. I felt connected to the
contiguous struggle of Black educators to create liberating pathways for generations of
Black youth. African-centered schools and Freedom Schools grew out of this exigency.
At the core of my interest in the identity intersections of race/ethnicity and
gender was my position as a mother of young and pre-teen daughters and a son. My life
paralleled my research agenda. Prior to this study, I had been continually searching for
a deeper, more authentic grounding in my own intersecting identities. I traveled many
roads to develop an authentic pride and understanding of my African heritage, and
14

Shujaa (1994) connects the hidden curricula as a vehicle of miseducation in schooling
and socialization for the purpose of socially reproducing inequalities in U.S. society.
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much longer passageways to realize my core identity as a living, soulful being with
unlimited potential, power, and presence. It took many instances of juggling multiple
identities that began in a world fixated upon maintaining or subverting race, gender,
and class hierarchies.
My positionality influenced the way I interpreted and utilized a Black
Feminist/Womanist framework during fieldwork and data analysis. I prepared myself to
glean pertinent contextual and discursive information from the school culture.
Conducting the study also required unveiling my positionality and transparency about my
areas of bias. My positionality as an African American woman and researcher was
situated in a non-essentialist African worldview and its evolving humanistic and
liberatory ontological and epistemological perspectives. My perspectives were inherently
connected to my epistemology and choice of utilizing ethnographic methodology. My
positionality impacted my African epistemological stance and methodological decisions
in the field; it also influenced my data analysis, as did the school culture and interactions
with my informants.
As a qualitative researcher/feminist ethnographer, the task was to enable the
participants to share the influence of rites of passage on their coming of age experiences.
My role was to allow my informants to articulate multiple narratives of who they are, feel
they should be, and dream of becoming as women of color, and as “other sisters” to each
other (Collins, 1998; 2000). In my role as observer/participant, I decided not be attached
to any outcome. I allowed the study to unfold, just as my life and other girls’ and
women’s lives had unfolded along conscious and unconscious pathways. The girls’
voices and insights coupled with my observations and analyses of them endured moments
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of allowing and resistance interpreted within our intertwined narratives.
Admittedly, I faced many challenges during data collection and analysis, in
terms of balancing multiple roles in the field as an observer and participant, as a
colleague of Sister Karen, the ROP facilitator, and advisee to the School Founder, Dr.
Fatima Deeds. The lives of many Black women scholars in the academy echoed mine,
torn between two worlds, confused by conflicting priorities, yet committed to all.
Another Black female doctoral student recently published an article that clearly
articulated my internal struggles, the angst and exhaustion associated with the mother/
scholar-balancing act. She confessed:
I am exhausted! It is exhaustion that overwhelms and overruns me because
of its deep-seated roots. Roots that make one question her presence in the
Academy while simultaneously questioning her ability to be a mother.
How is it that I can maintain my authentic voice within a space where my
experiences as a black woman are devalued? More importantly, how do I
do this while simultaneously working to develop and provide space for the
authentic voice of our two womanish girls? I am exhausted but I do want
to be well! (Sampson, 2012, emphasis mine)
Throughout the study and the writing of the document I refused to surrender to
exhaustion. Yet, I was also committed to being well. Wellness has also been linked in the
literature to the relationships between mothers and daughters who live between the
former worlds of their childhood “as girls,” and their lived realities as women (Pipher,
1994). This theme was echoed throughout Black feminist literature on the balancing acts
pursued by Black female scholars who are also mothers (Sampson, 2012; Collins 1996;
2000; 2005; 2006; Ward, 1987; 1996; 2007; Wallace, 1990).
My positionality was continually evolving, and was contextualized by my
ontological positions and roles as mother, Black feminist scholar, teacher, and cultural
worker. These interdependent and sometimes conflicting roles contributed positively to

31

my decision making around data collection and analysis. These intertwined, disparate
roles required intense preparation, communication, and multi-tasking. They had to be
managed, as did these multiple forms of data. I was fortunate to have a broad network of
support from my parents, other mothers, colleagues, mentors, and sister friends. These
interdependent networks combined with my active involvement and management of
diverse roles enriched the many phases of the study.
Organization of Chapters
This study has eight chapters. Chapter 1 articulates how the social context of
colorblind racism and post-feminist discourses limit Black women’s and girls’ lives to a
single pathological story, and create conditions in which their stories are rendered
irrelevant. In a social context in which issues of race and gender are assumed to be
equitable and former injustices wholly corrected, it becomes very difficult to justify
focusing on “minority” populations and their unique community cultural wealth and
perspectives in social science research (Yasso, 2001). Post-racial and feminist discourses
deny the existence of racism and sexism found, for example, in media projected
stereotypes, and in more subtle forms (Collins, 2006).
Post-racial and post-feminist rhetoric dismiss the cultural and gender specific
needs adolescent Black and Latina girls have in the second decade of the 21st century
(Collins, 2006; Sears, 2010). These discourses de-legitimize programmatic support
designed to help adolescent youth to effectively counter negative external images and
messages. This perspective undermines ethnic/racial and culturally specific programs and
pedagogies aimed at empowering youth of color. Adolescent youths’ gendered ethnic
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identities and relational dynamics in urban schools are worthy of continued research
enabling educators to support their students’ healthy identity and relational development.
This study examines how adolescent Black and Latina girls negotiated their
multiple intersecting identities while navigating interpersonal relationships in everyday
school life (Brown, 2009; Evans-Winters, 2011; King, 1988; Collins, 2000). Their voices
silenced by those who speak for them (Sears, 2011). They are often forgotten and
rendered irrelevant in social science research (Evans-Winters, 2011; Paul, 2003). The
Ella Baker ROP study filled part of the gap of knowledge about poor, working class
Black girls’ experiences in a school-based rites of passage program.
Chapter 2 presents literature that clarifies what we know, do not know, and need to
know about Black girls’ identity and relational development and educational experiences in
urban schools (Evans-Winters, 2009). The literature includes empirical research as
previously mentioned on rites of passage programs, adolescent identity development, and
single-sex youth empowerment programs (Belgrave, 2004; Corneille, Ashcraft, & Belgrave,
2005; Sears, 2011).
In Chapter 3, I discuss major theorists who have advanced Black Feminism and
Womanism. I explicate how I integrated relevant concepts especially as articulated in
works by Collins (2000), hooks (1992), Hudson-Weems (2003), and Helms (1989) to
foreground Black and Latina girls’ voices and their perspectives on the ways ROP
supports their developing identities and peer relationships. This conceptual lens allowed
me to foreground their voices and focus on understanding the benefits and limitations of
rites of passage classes, including the ways they supported and challenged the girls’
gender socialization. The aforementioned areas of socialization are important for
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educators to consider, given the plethora of research that links healthy ethnic and gender
identity to academic achievement (Phinney, 1992), positive relational outcomes, and
heightened self-esteem (Belgrave, 2004; Brookins, 1996; DeCuir-Gunby, 2010).
In Chapter 4, I describe my early experiences in the field, including scenes,
people, and the cultural milieu of EBFA. I include pilot studies that set the stage for the
research design from pilot research on Afrocentric cultural acceptance in another high
school rites of passage program. Rich sensory descriptions of the people, places, and
experiences on site are also included. Finally, key aspects of the school’s mission,
demographics, and cultural milieu, as well as an overview of ROP lessons and activities
are described.
Chapter 5 explains the methods and rationale for methodological decisions. This
includes the perspectives of African-centered methodology (Reverie, 2001) and feminist
epistemology as a feminist ethnography (Mayan, 2009). I also explain the approach for
data analysis through heuristic coding and subsequent code reduction processes that led
to an interpretation of the findings. In general, there is no master narrative about the
aspects of ROP that definitively influenced girls’ intersecting identities. The study
analyzes the girls’ identity and relational experiences. There were many diverse,
unexpected and sometimes contradictory reflections on how ROP did or did not influence
the participants’ identities; however, there were many common themes about aspects of
ROP that influenced the participants’ peer relations and definitions of womanhood.
Chapters 6 and 7 present the study findings. I interpret the themes from coded,
analyzed data, and frame their significance to the research questions. Emergent themes
revealed that the participants perceived ROP as an emotionally safe place to discuss and
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resolve peer-related conflict, learn how to make good decisions, and become more
aware of their value and need to respect and appreciate themselves and each other. ROP
was a liberated site to for engaging in “identity work” (Sears, 2011). Participants stated
that ROP classes helped them to appreciate the sisterhood of female peers who are
considered “other sisters,” and to lean on them for support. The data revealed that ROP
supported the participants’ identities, relational attitudes, and behaviors through open,
honest dialogue, activities, and lessons on combating internalized oppression, sexism,
low self-esteem, and stereotypes.
In this way, the findings reveal that rites of passage classes and processes across
school contexts often provided a place to reinforce messages of self-esteem, cultural pride,
and self-efficacy. The ROP classes allowed female students to engage in open, meaningful
conversations about girlhood concerns, including support for growing friendships,
constructive peer relations, and understanding externalized and internalized oppressions.
Participants offered insights into how they interpreted empowering and disempowering
messages and images in media, literature, and society about women and girls of color.
These classes heightened adolescent girls’ capacity to produce counter narratives
to negative archetypes and “controlling stereotypes,” thus helping them to define
themselves in the context of a “sisterhood” collective (Brown, 2009; hooks, 1994; 2000;
Collins, 2000).
A provocative theme in my observational and interview data was the confluence
of “sisterhood” and “womanhood” identities. The participants frequently described how
ROP encouraged them to appreciate themselves and each other, and to use their agency to
define the kind of women they wanted to be. Study participants revealed thematic
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patterns of “sisterhood” and “womanhood” as supportive of their personal and social
identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Fluid identities emerged and furnished study
participants with renewed sources of strength. In contrast, several participants disagreed
that ROP served an empowering function supporting their intersecting identities and peer
relationships. These negative cases, while few, identified key areas in need of growth in
the Ella Baker ROP program. The school founder, Dr. Fatima Deeds, emphasized the
need for more rigorous competencies in ROP that scaffold lessons consistently, reflect
developmentally appropriate tasks, and provide measurable goals.
Chapter 8 presents conclusions, implications, and recommendations for urban
education policy, practice, and Black Feminist/Womanist theory. Informant responses
suggested that the Freedom School context enabled rites of passage to support them and
that ROP reinforced the Freedom School ethos. This chapter also underscores the
philosophical paradox of Ella Baker as a Freedom School committed to liberation from
force and oppression, yet situated in a compulsory K-12 public charter school. The Ella
Baker ROP program brought to the surface realistic challenges educational institutions
face when attempting to structure and implement compensatory, yet compulsory
empowerment programs.
In terms of implications, Ella Baker’s mission was to furnish students with a
holistic academic and socio-cultural program that trained students to use their academic,
cultural, and political knowledge to evince social justice in U.S. society. This study
fueled many stories in a Freedom School context that could not be fully understood
through a single, master narrative. Study participants’ stories represented a diversity of
views, hopes, and expectations about their emergent womanhood. They described how
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ROP influenced their vision of who they desired to be as women in their present and
future lives.
To that end, participants discussed how they navigated their personal and
social identities that sometimes intentionally diverged from “controlling stereotypes”
(Collins, 2000). They shared the difficulty associated with creating stronger
sisterhood bonds. They appreciated their Freedom School for teaching them about
their history and the importance of African cultural values. An unyielding spirit of
determination glowed in my informants’ eyes. Their voices generated findings that
heighten our understanding about the richness and complexity of Black girls’
educational experiences. Their voices highlighted how ROP supported their emerging
identities, burgeoning appreciation for sisterhood, and self-definitions of womanhood.
These findings were significant because they identify ways for educators to use
culturally supportive socialization practices to empower women of color to be selfdefined agents of personal, community, and global transformation.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This chapter frames what we know, do not know, and need to know about how
rites of passage programs support adolescent Black girls’ gendered ethnic/racial
identities. There is a need for greater clarity on how these programs and interventions
meet this population’s cultural and socialization needs in urban schools. This chapter
focuses on examining literature that helps to contextualize the myriad influences on
Black girls’ socialization experiences and intersecting identities. First, I explore what we
know about adolescent rites of passage programs generally and especially for Black girls.
Secondly, I investigate the evolution of racial and ethnic identity development to
contextualize the relationships between rites of passage and adolescent gendered identity.
Below is a visual image of how the research questions connect to these bodies of literature.
Herein, I discuss the landmark studies in racial identity development by Cross, Sellers, &
Chavous (1998), Phinney (1989), and Helms (1986), which led the way for more nuanced,
multi-dimensional, and expanded developmental studies on race, ethnicity, multi-ethnic
groups, and women of color. These studies have contributed to contemporary notions about
adolescent ethnic identity formation (Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin, & Lewis, 2006).
The relevance of ethnic identity to self-concept, efficacy, academic achievement, and
schooling experiences is also explored. These insights lead to a closer examination of the
role, socializing function, and transmission of African cultural values in ethnic identity
formation.
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Figure 2.1 provides a visual display of how the literatures connect to, and inform the
present study.

Adolescent Female School-Based Rites of Passage
(ROP)
GAP IN RESEARCH
LITERATURE

Adolescent Female Gendered Ethnic Identity Development
Racial Identity Models (Linear to Multi-Dimensional)
Helms' Womanist Identity Model
(Ossana, Helms, et al., 1993)

Cross, 1995; Phinney, 1994;
Sellars et al., 1998

Black Girls' Resilience, Identity Work, Empowerment in Single
Sex Youth Programs
Belgrave, 2004; Evans-Winters,
2005

Sears, 2011; Brown, 2009

RQ #1

•How do ROP classes support
adolescent girls' intersecting
and developing gender and
ethnic identities?

RQ #2

•How did ROP classes support
female students’ same sex peer
relations?

RQ #3

• How did ROP classes utilize

African cultural values?

Figure 2.1 – Connecting Literature to the Research Questions (RQs)

Exploring Rites of Passage (ROP)
It is important to note that ROP are based on African-centered thought and
practice, which have roots extending far beyond America’s shores (Mbiti, 1970;
Goggins II, 1996). Rites of passage traditions are rooted in antiquity and find
contemporary expression as resistance to cultural genocide or the preservation of
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cultural tradition and memory in generations of Africans throughout the diaspora
(Goggins II, 1996; Hilliard, 2000). From an African worldview, human life stages are
less linear and more cyclical in nature than in western societies (Mbiti, 1970; Nobels,
1986). Warfield-Coppock (1990; 1992) explains the five stages of the life cycle from an
African spiritual perspective:
birth (passage from the spiritual world), puberty (passage from childhood
to adulthood), marriage (passage to communal and interdependent living),
eldership (passage to the stage of wisdom), and death (the return to the
spiritual world. (p. 472)

Rites of passage have existed throughout human cultures worldwide
(Blumenkrantz & Wasserman, 1998; Mbiti, 1970; Van Gennep, 1908). They are often
designed to assist youth in making the transition from childhood to responsible
citizenship or membership in a particular society, culture, and/or community (Van
Gennep, 1908; Mbiti, 1970; Warfield-Coppock, 1992; 1994). This stage of life is
honored and often earned through successful completion of a series of rituals,
socialization activities, and traditional observances (Butler-Derge, 2009; Hill, 1992).
In African societies, for example, elders and adults guide the process and ensure that
the children, often in same gender groupings, experience the pain, joy, and challenges
that adult life will bring after crossing over (Akoto, 1992; Warfield-Coppock, 1992).
The history of the ancient Kemetic (Egyptian) people, often referred to as the
ancient Egyptians, recorded the practices and philosophical foundation for the first
human rituals marking various stages along the life cycle (Carruthers, 1999; Clark,
1992; Diop, 1974; Hilliard, 2000; Mbiti, 1970; Nobles, 1986). Van Gennep (1908),
generally recognized for having coined the term “rites de passage,” helped
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researchers to conceptualize and compare the ways in which people use initiation to
mark the different times, stages, roles and expectations of new adult members in
particular societies (Van Gennep, 1908; Grimes, 2000).
Most traditional adolescent ROP have formalized rituals and cultural practices
that mark specific physical, mental, sexual changes that demarcate a transition from
one stage of life to another (Hill, 1992; Warfield-Coppock, 1992; Van Gennep, 1908).
They are often designed to assist the youth in making that great leap from childhood
to responsible citizenship or membership in a particular society, culture, and/or
community. Rites of passages exist within diverse cultures around the world and
serve specific social functions (Mbiti, 1970; Van Gennep, 1908).
Earlier anthropological studies on rites of passage emphasized their role in
social identity development (Van Gennep, 1908). Mbiti (1970) articulated the purpose
of the initiation as providing the transmission of knowledge, values, skills, and secrets
that are necessary for cultural survival. The rites of passage as a regular part of most
traditional African societies empowered youth to successfully make the transition into
functional adulthood. They understood their role and responsibilities, in addition to
the expectations for males and females, for marriage and childrearing, and integration
into society (Mbiti, 1970).
In this way, rituals that mimick some adult situations allow youth partial
exposure to the range of emotional, mental and cultural experiences to be faced in
adult life. Referring to van Gennep’s metaphorical theory of rites, Grimes (2000)
states, “these turning points [as]… moments of intense energy and danger, and ritual
is the primary means of safely navigating the rapids” (p. 103). Once separated from
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the community to endure her communal rites, she is expected to overcome situational
challenges in her initiation, and re-enter the community anew. She leaves her
childhood behind and re-enters the collective as a woman in her new adult roles.
Contemporary ROP in Urban Contexts
More recent research also investigates the adaptation of traditional ROP in
various contemporary15, urban contexts in the U.S. (Warfield-Coppock, 1994) and abroad
(Rasing, 1995). Rasing (1995) wrote an insightful ethnography on Bemba girls’ initiation
rites in the Zambian Copperbelt within the context of an urban Roman Catholic
community. Her work on a contemporary adolescent rites of passage ceremony
demonstrated more traditional initiation rituals and practices that were not significantly
altered by the urban, Catholic context. This transitory stage of life is most often honored,
as same-gendered groupings of males or females successfully complete a series of rituals,
socialization activities, and traditional observances. For example, in African societies,
elders and adults guide the process and ensure that the youth’s initiation exercises mimic
aspects of adult life. A teenage girl may go through initiation rites that cause her to laugh,
cry, think critically, and manifest certain shared values (Van Gennep 1908; WarfieldCoppock, 1992).
Many African-centered community- or school-based ROP initiations in the
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It is important to note other adaptations of traditional ROP, which include civic- and
community-based organizations, such as the Boys and Girls Clubs, YWCA and YMCA, Girl
Scouts and Boy Scouts of America, among others, provide similar character development
training and relationship building activities and lessons. These clubs provide gender based
socialization and rituals designed to promote morals and civic involvement, and personal
and collective responsibility. The Greek letter sororities and fraternities in colleges and
universities are sex-based initiatory social organizations. They refer to each other as
“brothers” and “sisters” in the sense of building fictive kinship relationships with the
purpose of meeting the goals and mission of the organization.
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contemporary urban American context have diverged from traditional initiation practices
(Warfield-Coppock, 1992). A salient aim of ROP in contemporary American contexts is
to inform youths’ sense of who they are as African descendants in America (Hill, 1992).
The ROP literature establishes a set of general criteria that were utilized to contextualize
the ROP girls’ ethnic and gender identity perceptions (Brookins, 1996). They have been
adapted to fit the purposes and socialization needs of urban Black adolescents in order to
build youths’ decision making capacities, knowledge of self, African history, Africancentered cultural values, and resiliency (Brookins, 1996; Butler-Derge, 2009; Hill, 1992;
Warfield-Coppock, 1992; 1994; Wilson, 1992). Hill (1992) describes the Africancentered rites of passage as a:
transformational process that functions as a prelude to a metamorphosis, to
manhood, [to womanhood,] to adulthood, to wholenesss. Wholeness
reflects self-knowledge, personal mastery, and an African-centered locus
of control. The African-centered locus of control places descendants of
Africans in the center. It proceeds on the basis of the question, “Is it in the
best interest of African people?”

A central goal of African-centered education is to socialize Black youth through
cultural value acquisition and empowerment. Rites of passage denote forms of initiation
designed to assist boys and girls during the transitory stage of adolescence, as they move
along the life cycle en route to adulthood.
In the contemporary urban American context, Warfield-Coppock (1992) credits
the cultural Nationalist, or Pan-African movement of the 1960s and 1970s as the
“impetus for the revitalization of the concept of alternative education and rites of passage
programs for Blacks” (p. 474). In 1970, many independent schools united to form the
Council of Independent Institutions (CIBI) and they have supported the ROP as a
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“graduation or transition process.” African-centered/Afrocentric charter schools that
serve upper middle and high school grade levels in several cities have also adopted ROP
as part of the pedagogy, educational process, and graduation requirements.
Warfield-Coppock conducted evaluative research on 20 African American ROP
(1992; 1994). These programs reflected community, familial, therapeutic, government
agency, and religious based rites. She described how these programs heighten youths’
capacities to confront racism, manage hostile environments, and develop racial pride. She
explains that the “adolescent rite of passage is a supervised developmental and
educational process whose goal is to assist young people in attaining the knowledge and
accepting the responsibilities, privileges, and duties of adult members of society”
(Warfield-Coppock, 1992, p. 472).
Counseling psychologist and rites of passage expert, Keith Alford (2002),
conducted a qualitative study using strategies of grounded theory on a select group of
African American males in an ROP. These boys were exposed to Afrocentric values in a
variety of workshops. The following themes were revealed in his study: 1) “the
importance of giving back what you learned [in ROP to others]; 2) family solidarity and
cultural interconnectedness; 3) condemnation of violence and unproductive behavior; and
4) reverence for the Creator” (p. 15).
Lance Brown (2000) conducted a quantitative study on the effect of cultural
interventions on young males in a therapeutic based ROP. He developed the ROPES
scale to measure the validity of the ROP in producing positive behavior changes and
ethnic esteem. His statistical analyses revealed that only on certain measures did the
ROPES test show any statistically significant changes due to the participants’
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involvement in the ROP. His study showed little empirical evidence to substantiate the
efficacy claim of the program under investigation. His ROPES measure, reported as
highly reliable, failed to distinguish the impact of the ROP between participants and nonparticipants (Brown, 2000).
Warfield-Coppock (1994) contends that ROP are needed today to address the
holistic needs of Black youth. These programs constitute a fundamental source of youth
socialization. The acculturation activities that occur in the ROP context facilitate the
maturation and proper development of adolescent cultural pride and identity. The need
for African-centered socialization practices in school has been well articulated in the
works of A. Wade Boykin (1986; 2004); Asa Hilliard III (2000); Carol D. Lee (1994;
2005); and Jawanzaa Kunjufu (1984). They describe the centrality of the Black male and
female socialization project in the goals of African-centered education. Socialization
practices are considered necessary aspects of adolescent/youth development. WarfieldCoppock’s (1992) work, like many other broad-based studies on ROP, offers limited
feedback on the efficacy and goals of school-based ROP.
Shirley R. Butler-Derge (2009) wrote an instructive book for educators entitled
Rites of Passage: A Program for High School African American Males. This text
attempts to provide an understanding of the key components of ROP for young males.
She provides readers a lens for analyzing and appreciating the benefits of ROP and
provides a context for Black people’s cultural needs and quest for liberation in a racist
society. She highlights the ROP programs of African educators and administrators who
want to provide Black youth with culturally rooted, holistic educational experiences. In
many ROP, facilitators inculcate children with major principles from Maulana Karenga’s
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(1988) Kwaida philosophical system and the principles of Maat.
Butler-Derge (2009) provides a historical frame for African ROP practices that
have been preserved throughout the disapora. She alludes to historical and contemporary
research that explores the cultural themes, practices, and procedures of ROP. She also
refers to Dr. Joseph L. Henderson’s definition of ROP, used by Mensah (1999) who
defines ROP as:
A developmental process through which individuals in a group experience
breakthroughs in their psyche and are enabled to discover and act upon who
they are and what they were born with, but have been lying dormant, until
there breakthroughs. A breakthrough [by] his definition is a major psychic
achievement that enables further spiritual development in a person. (p. 10)
(Butler-Derge, 2009, p. 20)
Additionally, she references Hilliard III (1986), and Kunjufu (1984) to frame the
significance of ROP in the contemporary urban school context. She describes the need for
ROP to confront White supremacy, and counter the grim realities of public school life for
many African descendant children. These children, she suggests, are still enduring the
consequences of racism, frequently found in the curricula, the educational structure and
school policies, the classroom, and the juvenile justice system (Shujaa, 1994).
Additionally, Butler-Derge (2009) discussed the effects of racism in schools that
precipitated the disproportional expulsion and suspension of Black males compared to
disciplinary actions involving Whites or Asians. She writes that Dent concluded that,
“…the public schools are no different from any other American institution, as many
educators believe in the negative stereotypes of Black men” (p. 6). She includes
Kunjufu’s (1986) research, which supports Dent’s report on Black males. Kunjufu says,
“’People don’t realize that what happens to boys in school between the ages of 9 and 13
will determine whether they go to college or jail and how much income they will earn
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in years to come’” (p. 7). In this context, ROP increased Black males’ capacities to
confront racism in school. ROP cultivated the cultural resources, resiliency and
capacity of Black children to develop positive ethnic, gender, and cultural identities
(Hill, 1992). She suggests that these programs also enhance students’ critical thinking,
moral development, and decision-making (Alford, 2002).
Furthermore, Butler-Derge (2009) connects the negative impact of denigrating
racial stereotypes and discrimination to the need among children to see positive racial
images and experience positive messages. She adds that children need to be exposed to
the best forms and attributes of African cultural values and practices. She gives a cogent
discussion of the problem on macro and micro levels in ways that necessitate the
infusion of ROP in schools. She focuses on three ROP within their respective schools,
including Browne Junior High School in Washington, DC, and Rufus King International
Baccalaureate High School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She examines the conditions and
implementation of the ROP, delineating the goals, activities16, procedures, initiation and
naming ceremonies, and research performed on them.
However, Butler-Derge (2009) lacked critical commentary on the existence of
sexism in society and its consequences in the lives of men and boys. Her research on
male adolescent ROP did not include a thorough analysis of the cultural norms and roles

16

The activities at Rufus King International fell into thematic units including: a module on
African history; family history (genealogy and creating family trees to infuse the value of the
elders and ancestor veneration); spiritual practice; cultural awareness and life journey
cycles of birth, death and rebirth; understanding life changes, time lines; challenges and
overcoming them to spur breakthroughs; male-female responsibility; classroom
cooperation; and creative writing and storytelling (p. 24-25). Other cultural awareness
activities included journal writing, knowing and honoring the Black National Anthem, and
The Seven Principles of Kwanzaa (p. 27). These children also went on a Black college tour.
They experienced a naming ceremony that equipped them with new attributes to realize in
the next phases of their life journey.
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attributed to men and women, boys and girls. There was a lack of critical interrogation of
the role of sexism in the Black community and abuse of women in male/female
relationships. There was little discussion about how male gender socialization
interrogates definitions of manhood and enactments of masculinity compared to
constructs of femininity.
Need for Transformative ROP
Grimes (2000) argues that the absence of compelling, transformative rites of
passage in contemporary American society results in depravity and deviancy. He suggests
that this oversight leads to an underdeveloped socialization and lack of moral/ethical
direction. The lack of intentional socialization to honor the period of transition produces
unhealthy identity, role conceptualization, and social development. Grimes affirms the
significance of a more compelling rites initiation process. He argues that there is a need
for society to understand the greater role initiation plays in effective and long lasting
character development and socialization.
Brookins (1996) added that …rarely have competencies [in academic contexts,
alone,] led to a healthy identity for African American youth” (p. 399). Proponents of
African-centered schools argue that the lack of formal and informal intergenerational
transmission of empowering cultural values that historically functioned as buffers to the
effects of living in a racist, segregated society has contributed to Black-on-Black crime
and maladaptive personal, interpersonal, and socio-cultural functioning (Akbar, 1998).
The research suggests that rigorous academic programs combined with compelling ROP
heighten socialization and the successful internalization of cultural values. Across
generations, U.S. Blacks have passed down effective methods of covertly and overtly
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confronting racism and white supremacy, including self and group-protective factors
against the internalization of notions of inferiority (Akbar, 1998; Brookins, 1996;
Warfield-Coppock, 1992).
While not all Black families participated in this protective form of
intergenerational transmission of cultural values, Black churches, schools, and other
cultural and gender-based organizations functioned predominantly as socializing agents
in Black society prior to integration (Brookins, 1996; Leary, 2005). Brookins (1996)
explained that while many African American families assisted their children with positive
socialization practices, other “…families may not provide their children with the social
and psychological competencies needed to cope with the oppression and racism
associated with their racial status” (p. 398). After Brookins (1996) described the
consequences of unsuccessful youth socialization practices; i.e., teen pregnancy, school
drop outs, prison, membership in gangs, and unemployment, he asserted:
Collectively, these divergent socialization experiences are the means
through which African Americans learn to interpret and negotiate social
reality. As a consequence, self-concept development for African American
youth is a process of developing competencies in, and commitments to,
the areas of family, peers, school, community, and career while filtering
this information through a complex set of ecological experiences. (p. 398)
The village concept was kept alive during most of the African presence in the
United States. This concept energized socializing functions that contributed to the eraand context- specific exigencies of the time.
Racial Identity Development
In order to conceptualize the impact of ROP on the experiences of the girls in the
Ella Baker study, racial identity development is examined in addition to identity
development research on girls of color, with a focus on gender identity formation in
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Black girls. William Cross Jr., author of Shades of Black, wrote a critical analysis of
landmark research studies on Black identity from the early to mid-20th century. His
analyses of these studies underscored the contributions of Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s
studies on Black identity. A discussion of the Clarks’ contribution is included because it
illuminates scholarship that focused on Black identity formation and its impact on
children in segregated and integrated school environments and communities. The Clarks’
work also produced testimony that impacted the landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision
to outlaw segregation in public schools. Their studies evidenced how all human beings
are psychologically damaged by racism and segregation.
Cross (1991) explicated the significance of the Clarks’ findings and their
contribution to historical research on Black identity. He also included a critical analysis
of their research methodological strengths and limitations. Of importance here are the
more nuanced and richer perspectives Cross brings to the discussion of the genealogy of
scholarship on Black identity development, beyond the generalized “Black self-hatred.”
The various forms of individual and group Black identity are more complex and contextdependent than originally believed during the first half of the 20th century (Parham,
1989).
Initially, Cross (1991) traced the roots of the ideas in Kenneth and Mamie Clarks’
Doll and Clark coloring tests back to the works of the Eugene and Ruth Horowitzs’ Show
Me tests in the early 1930s. The Clarks’ Doll studies (1947, 1950) gave evidence of Black
children’s strong capacity to recognize racial differences (Negro v. White) and wishful
racial preference to find positive physical, social, and personality characteristics with
Whites. Cross (1991) related his findings using the perspective of SC (self-concept) = GI
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(Group Identity) + PI (Personality). Cross (1991) also points out that the Clarks (1950)
Doll test revealed contradictions to the popular notion of Blacks’ poor self-concept
reflected in a racial preference for Whites. He contends that negative identity became a
“well-documented trend of empirical studies on Black identity by 1954 and an accepted
‘fact’ by 1960” (1991, p. 50). He asserts that between 1939-1960, “Black children
(compared to whites) tended to be out-group oriented and were considerably attracted to
symbols representative of the white perspective” (p. 51). Cross comments that the Clarks’
perspectives were aligned with E. Franklin Frazier’s notion of Negro self-hatred, rooted in
deficiency in the culture and societal oppression. Furthermore, Nobles (1983) criticizes the
Clarks’ interpretations of the findings, and explained that their research only reinforced a
“psychological profile of Black people’s innate and/or conditioned inferiority” (p. 71).
Cross (1979) devised five stages to represent the evolution of Black racial
identity, from self-loathing to self-loving and universal human empathy. As an example
of the impact of the genealogy of Black identity research, he described the key ideas of
Stage 1 of the nigrescence model:
Stage 1 (the Pre-encounter stage) depicts the identity to be changed. A state
of deracination, similar to the notion of the ‘colonized,’ or Carter
Woodson’s ‘miseducated Negro,’ is said to transcend class lines, making
potential converts of poor and middle-class Negroes. Like other observers of
nigrescence in the early 1970s, I assumed that Negro self-hatred was an
established fact; consequently, my model, and every nigrescence model of
the time, implied that the average Negro Americans was ‘self-hating and
deracinated,’ and thus very much in need of identity change. (p. 158)
Scholars at the time ascribed to a pathological depiction of Black racial identity
development. Yet, over time, Cross and others produced studies that documented much
more diversity in Black identity than was previously thought. Additionally, the element
of gender in most of these earlier studies was obscured and de-emphasized in the study of
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racial identity construction. In stage 2 (the Encounter stage), Cross (1979) suggests that
discomfort exists when one is confronted with new interracial ideas or experiences that
challenge the “old world view and identity” but that person is “still resistant to radical
change.” The person has an “encounter” that “dislodges someone from his or her old
world view and identity, thus making them receptive (vulnerable to conversion).
Stage 3 (the Immersion-Emersion stage) “depicts the intense period of transition
when the convert is attempting to destroy the old identity and at the same time
experiment with and move toward the new identity.” (p. 158) Stages 4 and 5
(Internalization and Internalization-Commitment) reflect the internalization of Black
pride and a matured view of the systemic causes of racism, and a commitment to
challenge oppression while retaining balanced feelings of “Black pride, self-love, and a
deep sense of Black communalism” (p. 159). Since Cross’s (1979) study, ideas about
Blackness have evolved, transformed, and become more nuanced in scholarly and
popular literature. Black women who were not originally central to these discussions
became concerned about how they and younger girls were forming their racial politics
and ideas about racial and gender identity. Black women’s identity concerns departed
from Black men’s and White women’s theorizing. I discuss this later in this chapter and
more extensively in Chapter 3, Theoretical Framework.
Ethnic Identity Models
Jean Phinney’s research on ethnic identity extends the adolescent identity
development research of psychologist E. Erikson’s (1968) and Cross’ stages of racial
identity research, and builds on the works of Marcia (1966; 1980), and Waterman, (1985).
Phinney (1989) contends that understanding stages of ethnic identity is significant since it
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is “implicated in the overall adjustment of minority group adolescents” (p. 38). She
explains that although research shows that teens of color do not differ significantly in selfesteem from White youth, “concern remains that the failure of minority adolescents to deal
with their ethnicity could have negative implications, such as poor self-image or a sense of
alienation” (p. 39). Phinney (1989) also used a linear model based on Marcia’s work to
describe stages of ethnic identity development:
1. Diffuse: Little or no exploration of one’s ethnicity and no clear
understanding of the issues
2. Foreclosed: Little or no exploration of ethnicity, but apparent clarity
about one’s own ethnicity. Feelings about one’s ethnicity may be positive
or negative, depending on one’s socialization experiences.
3. Moratorium: Evidence of exploration, accompanied by some confusion
about the meaning of one’s own ethnicity.
4. Achieved: Evidence of exploration accompanied by a clear, secure
understanding and acceptance of one’s own ethnicity. (p. 38)

Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI)
In contrast, research by Sellers, Chavous and others has provided new
perspectives that challenge linear racial and ethnic identity developmental models.
Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, and Smith (1997) created the Multidimensional
Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI) to measure the concepts of racial centrality and
ideology. They challenged the validity of progressive racial identity stages along a
continuum that lead to an optimal state of internalization of racial pride. Sellers et al.
(1998) defines racial identity as "that part of the person’s self-concept that is related to
membership within a race," rather than an optimally achieved racial identity (Sellers, et
al., 1998, p. 11).
The MMRI offers a phenomenological approach to what race and racial identity
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mean to individuals, emphasizing self-perception as opposed to objective criteria in
determining whether one is racially identified (Sellers, et al., 1998). Similarly, the model
does not endorse a definition of what it means to be Black. Race centrality is an
important component of the self-concept. Race and gender relate to Black and Latino
girls’ self-concept and the perceptions of the influence of ROP on their developing and
intersecting identities.
Black Adolescent Female Development
Female adolescence is a sensitive time in the life cycle, filled with self-doubt,
sexual exploration, parental separation, and school-related angst. Students experience
new social pressures and address issues related to gender and sexuality (Evans-Winters &
Esposito, 2010; Collins, 2006; Kaplan & Cole, 2003). It is a time when adolescents need
additional guidance and understanding from the adults in their lives (Warfield-Coppock,
1992; 1994). The voices of these female ROP participants may guide future scholarship
regarding strategies for devising cultural interventions that help children develop cultural
pride, gender consciousness, peer relationships, and ethnic/racial identity in school.
Lewis (1988), author of Herstory Black Female Rites of Passage, discussed the
ways in which rites of passage build Black female resilience. In the spirit of Ladner’s
work, Lewis invokes the subjectivities of girls by focusing on their thoughts and
reflections. She explained how informal rites of passage strengthen girls’ ethnic identity
knowledge and capacity to choose positive avenues in school, home, and the community
during times of conflict, trial, and temptation. Her work delineates the stages of
adolescent females and resilience, linking them to positive teen-adult relationships. She
also articulates the importance of Black women supporting Black girls.
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Lewis (1988) surveyed African American adolescents in early, middle, and later
adolescence, articulating the difficulty of interpreting their understanding of who they
are as Black females. As they leave earlier childhood, turmoil and self-doubt emerge –
a wrestling that peers and parents frequently witness. From pre-adolescence, onward
young girls often choose peers with whom to socialize, and they shift between peer
groups and parents. Lewis (1988) describes the parent/adult-teen tensions that arise at
home and school for many girls who are expected to act as mature and responsible
adults, but are also expected to follow rules and protocols that maintain their status as
older children. Issues of sexuality play a dominant role during this stage.
Lewis contends that Black female adolescent development is distinct from other
teen girls because of the cultural markers, expectations, confusions and contradictions in
American society. Structural and micro-level interactions regarding racism, racial
stereotypes, sexism, gender role, and esteem issues impact the lives of Black women in
unique ways. Although most teen girls wrestle with cosmetics, hair, body image, clothes,
boys, peer relationships, school, and the pursuit of academic success in varying degrees,
Black girls process cultural gender and racial/ethnic expectations in unique culturally
influenced ways.
Lewis (1988) suggests that African American girls often ask different questions
than girls from other ethnic groups due to their race, gender, and class. When making
decisions about boys, priority, friendships, clothing, and music, Black girls must use
culturally contextualized lenses from which to gaze in order to see, feel, and understand
their world. They must define what works, what is acceptable, and how to meet or resist
externally derived expectations.
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While Black girls’ exigencies may not be very different from White middle
class girls, their status may inform their methods of responding to them. Their personal
experiences and upbringing also contribute to intra-racial, intra-class differences. Lewis
(1988) does not analyze intra-racial and class distinctions in her discussions of
adolescent Black female development. Their varied selves – emotional, physical,
intellectual, spiritual and cultural – conflict and coalesce in myriad ways depending
upon on the circumstances. Black teens frequently learn how to manage communication
issues and conflicts with the support of friends, peers, teachers and adult mentors, or
family members.
Lewis (1988) advocates that in informal rites of passages for Black girls,
domesticity as a part of gender socialization should not be avoided or ascribed pejorative
attributes. She explains that a Black girl should be socialized to value and embrace “the
duties and pleasures of the home and family” as a part of her gender role, conception, and
responsibility. She advocates gender role balance and avoids an oppressive return to the
“good ole days” when a woman’s work was never done, and rarely extended outside the
kitchen or laundry room.
While traditional feminists may disagree with her re-socialization of Black girls
on issues of domesticity, Black feminists’ examination of history informs more nuanced
notions of home and work life. Giddings (1984) suggests Blacks experienced greater
gender role balance than Whites as a result of enslavement. Slavery and racial oppression
re-structured Black life with the onset of the industrial era, urbanization, massive Black
migration to the North, welfare, declining jobs, and decades of pervasive unemployment
(Bell, 1987; Wilson, 1987). Black men and women functioned as dual workers who had
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to manage financial and domestic work in their families (Giddings, 1984; Hill, 1999).
Africana womanist and some Black feminists would not challenge a framework of
womanhood that embraces complementary relationships, duties, and roles.
Lewis’s work, while dated, offers a glimpse into the tensions in the worlds of Black
women and girls, as they seek to responsibly shape their daughters and other girls’
femininities, while advocating self-definition and empowerment. Hill (1999) argues that
Black mothers and mentors have typically socialized their “daughters” and sons to embrace
similar messages about hard work, independence, and not waiting for someone else; i.e., a
mate, to take up the slack.
Lewis (1988) describes the impact of media portrayals of Black women 25 or more
years ago when stereotypical media was in effect. After describing a seductive musk scent
ad with Black characters in a billboard situated in the Black community, she contends:
Confusion and contradiction-the stuff of which myths like ‘Jezebel’ are
made about Black womanhood-are paralleled in society’s messages
regarding youth. We live in a nation that can’t make up its mind about the
value or the role of young people. In the midst of society’s indecision
about its youth, Black female adolescents have still had to figure out
personal definitions of their sexuality… (Lewis, 1988, p. 12)
She refers to Ladner and Burgher’s work to support the overarching theme of
Black female resilience in spite of racism and sexism. She adds Ladner’s work to argue
that Black girls are heavily influenced by media images.
In contrast, Fordham describes female students at Capital High with similar
dilemmas as depicted in studies by Lewis (1988) and Ladner (1972). Yet, unlike Lewis’
depiction, Fordham captures the angst of “acting white” that invariably ruins the balance
between success and mediocrity. Fordham (1996) writes about some of her informants:
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The effort to retain a positive sense of the Black Self invariably leads-often
fortuitously – to a violation of most of what is considered virtuous and
meritorious in both the school context and the larger society. The
ambivalence and liminality also leads to allegations of acting white. (p. 313)
Lewis (1988), however, contends that the role of adults in the lives of Black girls
may make the difference. In Letha’s case, her mother helped her understand what it
meant to be “well rounded,” to be able to enjoy social and academic life. While the acting
White thesis was not interrogated here, she suggests that with proper gender socialization
“whiteness” is not equated with “goodness.” She suggests that responsible and morally
upright behaviors are components of a healthy Black identity. Regarding the role of
schools in assisting Black youth, she adds that along with concerned and competent
teaching and administrative staffs, there is also a need for extracurricular programs that
contribute to the success of students.
Womanist Identity Model
While Collins’ Black feminism offers a more macro-level theoretical framework,
Helms’ Womanist Identity Model has been used to deepen the analysis of girls’ and
young women’s identities (Wallace, 2009; Jones, et al., 2011). I use the constructs
generated from the Ossana, et al., study, which constitute the Womanist Identity Model to
examine via informants’ narratives how ROP contributed to shifts in personal and
collective perspectives of Black and Latina womanhood. Helms’ Womanist Identity
Model as utilized in the Ossana, Helms study borrow from Cross’ Stages of Racial
Identity development model to apply relevant stages to the ways Black women move
along a four-stage trajectory from outer-directed notions of Black womanhood, toward
empowered self-definitions.
In the Pre-encounter stage, Black women and girls often develop an uncritical
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support for societal messages about them. At the onset of the Encounter stage, new
experiences or information challenge external societal values and previous notions about
Black women. In the third Immersion-Emersion stage, there are two phases characterized
by an idealization of women and a rejection of externally derived sexist notions of
women. Women who experience new Encounters engage in a process of recognizing
sexism in the context of multiple oppressions, and re-define previously held conceptions
about themselves and Black women. This awakening tends to stimulate new questioning
of ideas about themselves as young Black women and their relationships with other Black
women and girls. The awakening stage of Immersion-Emersion provides a lens to also
identify the ways Black girls defy controlling stereotypes about their expected mistrust of
other Black girls and hesitancy to form close relations with each other.
In the final stage of Internalization, women develop the agency to self-define who
they are and want to be without necessarily identifying as “feminists” (Carter & Parks,
1996; Ossana et al. 1996; Moradi, 1996). New information and experiences in ROP and
in the Freedom School tended to influence the informants’ self-definitions of womanhood
and may lead them closer to internalization wherein they arrive at a place of contentment
and empowerment. My major critique of the Womanist Identity Model echoed Jones et
al. (2011), who asserted that much of the racial, womanist, and gender models fail to
account for intra-group differences.
Gendered Racial Identity Development
Jones et al. (2011) conducted dyadic focus groups inquiring into girls’ meaning
making around their racial and gender identities. There were questions that endeavored to
assess the levels of salience for gender, race, and “an intersectional gendered racial
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identity” (p. 532). Their study included girls from middle and upper middle class
environments, which differed from the socio-economic demographic descriptions of most
of the informants and 11th grade class sample in the Ella Baker study.
Concepts that were most useful from the Jones et al. (2011) study were the
following thematic findings. These conceptual findings supported the Womanist stages,
but without any sense of linearity or directional movement. Their findings advanced four
major themes: 1) gendered racial identity; 2) early awareness of racism; 3) beauty
standards; and 4) self-determination. I included these themes from their study to highlight
the significance of girls’ and young women’s perspectives that validated the
indistinguishable nature of a gendered racial identity, one in which race and gender are
inextricably linked. This theme that identified the early awareness of racism related to the
Encounter stage in the Womanist identity model. When informants identified the
influences on their identities they often discussed early awareness of racism and sexism
in American society. The informants described how issues such as standards of beauty,
manifestations of internalized oppression, and self-determination affected them in ROP.
These four stages helped to distinguish salient moments of girls’ ROP experiences, while
pointing to the possibilities of movement in consciousness as a result of exposure to ROP
messages. I used these specific areas to analyze the informants’ responses about the
influence of ROP on their identities.
Jones, Hacker and Hoxer (2011) refute the long-standing belief in adolescent
identity development research that Black girls tend to reach immersion and
internalization stages of racial consciousness earlier than Black boys. These researchers
critiqued the veracity of separate racial and gender identity formation as distinct
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developmental stages. They found that Black girls do not have disparate racial/ethnic and
gender identities, but rather a racial gendered identity.
During adolescence, ethnic and gender identity consciousness are crucial areas of
development, which increase in importance during latter teen years. Young teens
consider who they are and how others see them in varying contexts, including how they
are perceived ethnically and through gender; i.e., gender role and image expectations and
societal norms. Ethnic and gender identity concerns are fundamental aspects of
adolescence, emerging as a major impetus for resilience (Phinney, 1987). Numerous
empirical studies support the significance of adolescents’ ethnic identity formation and
development, including their influence on self-esteem and self-efficacy (Waterman,
1983), inter-ethnic relations and academic achievement (Ford & Harris III, 1997;
Phinney, 1987), value commitments (Waterman, 1983), and resilience (Evans-Winters,
2011; Ward, 1996; 2007). Much developmental research on adolescent ethnic identity
also reveals some gender differences (Parham & Helms, 1985; Phinney, 1987); in most of
these studies, gender differences were not clearly understood. In terms of the
relationships between racial identity and academic identity, DeCuir-Gunby (2011) argues
that research on the role of gender in identity formation is inadequate.
However, an important implication from studies that link healthy gender and
ethnic identity to academic performance is the need for additional research on Black
adolescent female identity development and resilience in school (Brown, 2009; EvansWinters, 2011). Educators need to better understand how and why girls, particularly
African Americans, express different influences, such as negative media and societal
stereotypes, regarding how they see, value, and conceptualize themselves and other Black
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women (Emerson, 2002; Waley-Jean, 2009). An empowered gender identity or gender
role concept can lead to greater motivation, engagement, and academic achievement
(Parham & Helms, 1985).
Countering Oppression and Controlling Stereotypes
Wallace (2009) asked young Black women about their sense of selfempowerment, feminism, and whether or not they felt oppressed. She sampled selfidentified Black women over 25 years old who were born in the U.S., and were “free of
noticeable mental or psychological disorders due to substance abuse or other conditions”
(p. 483). There were several strengths in the research design, such as the researcher’s
intentional focus on the actual life experiences of participants, rather than “Black feminist
thought from textbook knowledge” (p. 483). Her findings revealed that Black women
expressed a “natural attitude” relative to nine Black feminist themes that emerged among
the women, many of whom did not initially consider themselves “feminists.” Wallace
explained “the high degrees of personal empowerment and autonomy” among the women
were also balanced with “a strong value on family, childbearing and home” (p. 283). She
described how the majority of the women did not envision themselves as victims, “but
powerful beings that could create the changes needed to achieve their goals” (p. 283).
These insights suggest the power of the Black feminist frame and its capacity to
tease out deeper levels of meanings beyond common labels, such as “feminist,” and
instead, to be able to assign richer analyses on the perspectives of Black women and
adolescent girls. The findings provide insight into the need to research the impact of
intersecting oppressions on the lives of Black women from a Black feminist perspective.
The findings may still be relevant for a place to start investigating themes that may
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appear among the African American girls in the study.
The research on adolescent girls is unclear regarding the specific ways their
gendered racial and academic identities are influenced by intersecting oppressions, such
as stereotypes that reinforce racist and/or sexist beliefs. Some studies have found
differences in the developmental processes of identity among different racial and gender
groups (Parham & Helms, 1985; Phinney, 1992; Spencer & Markstrom, 1990). Other
media studies address the priming effects of gendered stereotypes on latter interactions
with members of social groups represented in the stereotypes, yet fail to address ways to
buffer adolescents from making negative stereotypical associations (Givens and
Monahan, 2005).
Several qualitative studies that highlight students’ voices are limited in their
analyses of the processes through which healthy ethnic and gender identities contribute to
improved educational experiences (Rotheram-Borus, Dopkins, et al., 1996; Shaffer,
Coffino, et al., 2007). Such accounts of girls’ ethnic and gender identity perceptions
reflect messages of resilience, as well as multi-layered messages reflecting the
internalization or rejection of negative ethnic and gender stereotypes and messages
(Brown, 2009; Evans-Winters, 2009; Fordham, 1996). For example, Black girls have
been described in the research as “mannish,” “loud,” resilient, and infused with selfesteem (Fordham, 1993). Recent studies have indicated that Black girls’ higher selfesteem may be due to their body image perceptions rooted in Black cultural norms and a
greater acceptance of fuller body shapes compared to White standards of beauty and body
image (Dickerson-Dorsey, 2007).
At the same time, Black girls’ self-esteem and self-concept are not centered
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solely on body image, but include intra-racial issues of colorism and lowered selfefficacy. Colorism and rejection of an African American standard of beauty among
Black women and men is rooted in internalized beliefs about the superiority of White
(EuroAmerican) phenotypes, skin color, and/or hair length and texture. Studies have
revealed that Black girls who are exposed to African American standards of beauty
reinforce pride in Black women’s natural features and hair type without attributing
superiority to white beauty norms (Shorter-Gooden & Washington, 1996; Waley-Jean,
2009; Robinson and Ward, 1995). Hooks describes the onset of the Black Power and
Black Studies movements ushering in a new ethos and commitment to defying White
supremacy and standards of beauty by proclaiming Black is beautiful. There was
power as much healing in those statements. But by the late 1970s, many traded in their
Afros for chemical relaxers and those Black power messages were transmuted and
thus re-inscribed White standards of representation.
It has been well established in the scholarly literature that Black women and girls
have been disproportionately targeted for, and exposed to negative “controlling
stereotypes,” social welfare placements, and policies that reinforce archetypes and
lowered social status (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1992: Schiele, 2009; Evans-Winters, 2009).
However, Black girls do not simply respond to structural forces of inequality, they are
also resilient (Evans-Winters, 2009), and carve out of challenging environments social
networks, empowerment programs, economic resources, and mentoring opportunities
(Brown, 2009). The specific ways these programs and cultural interventions support and
influence their lives are not clearly understood across studies.
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Alternatively, Rodriguez (2010) used quantitative methods to measure the impact
of a female ROP on Black and Latina teenage girls. Her findings supported positive
effects on young women who were exposed to messages about drug and alcohol
prevention and abuse. The study showed statistically significant findings for participants’
mean scores on tests that measured differences in substance abuse and classroom
behavior. Overall, the author argues that Black teens’ exposure to cultural interventions
in the ROP positively influenced their attitudes in the areas measured including ethnic
identity, school related attitudes, classroom behavior, and attitudes about drug abuse. A
major limitation of quantitative studies on ROP is the lack of diverse, detailed
perspectives from the participants. More qualitative data may offer balance and more
thorough understandings of how particular practices in ROP support their participants.
Leadbeater and Way (1996; 2007) edited two seminal pieces of contemporary
research on adolescent Black girls with research articles from some of the leading voices.
They write, “Identity development is for all adolescents a process of self-evaluation that
involves weighing one’s own goals, ideals, beliefs, strengths, and talents against future
visions of what one could be” (Leadbeater & Way, 1996, p. 3). They take note of the
changing social landscape in the 1990s, but also reiterate, like Collins (2000), that Black
working class and poor women have historically worked and continue to work while
needing childcare. Economic situations seriously impact their quality of life, but also
invoke resiliency in women and girls of color and their families.
The research on urban, working class Black girls reveals that they have inherited
mixtures of personal, cultural, and familial strengths that spawn resiliency, and a
disproportionate share of institutional inequities, with limited access to resources. I argue
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here that a major problem surrounding research on Black girls is that their voices are absent
in the scholarly dialogue, with notable exceptions appearing in the works of Sears (2011),
Brown (2009), and Evans-Winters (2009). Research on Black girls often fails to include
their voices in the scholarly exchange and meaning making process of ideas (Brown, 2009).
Thus, Black girls are written about, included in experimental studies, and theorized about
in terms of how external influences and stimuli, literacy, and other programmatic outreach
interventions impact their lives. The issues and subjects surrounding the lives of Black girls
typically exclude their insights. Leadbeater and Way (1996; 2007) frame the discussion on
the pitfalls of “stereotypes of despair” that re-direct opportunities for empowerment, and
glorify pathology. Those types of reports tend to blame the victim, characterizing them as
sexually irresponsible, unwilling to work, or hooked on drugs. They explain that those who
are able to overcome these challenges are either heroic or resilient, as those who are able to
beat the odds, “rather than as resisting prevailing stereotypes” (p. 5). They assert that policy
decisions cannot rest upon stereotypes because they will only help to perpetuate them and
the conditions that spawn them. They assert that collectively “we must reach for knowledge
beyond those stereotypes and join these girls in resisting them” (Leadbeater & Way, 1996,
p. 10).
Researcher Janie Ward (1990) conducted a study of girls of color at the Emma
Willard School. During interviews, she found that the girls were very aware of their
double-jeopardy status, areas for personal growth, and the need to employ resistance
strategies. She wrote:
The process of being and becoming black provides young women with
three essential opportunities for growth. First, there is an opportunity for
role negation-the repudiation of both race-and gender-based stereotypes.
Second, there is an opportunity to create a new personally defined identity
66

on one’s own terms. And third, when opportunities for leadership are
provided, there’s a chance to effect change in one’s social environment by
developing and pursuing one’s personal commitments. (Ward, 1990, p.
228; also quoted in Paul, 2003, p. 53)
Paul (2003) argues that Ward’s third finding evidences Janet Helms’ (1990)
notion of women as moving from an externally derived and influenced self-perception to
one that is shaped inwardly. This perspective on the need for gender socialization is
captured here, “Women’s healthy gender identity development involves movement from
an externally and society-based definition of womanhood to an internal definition in
which the woman’s own values, beliefs, and abilities determine the quality of her
womanhood” (Ossana, Helms, & Leonard 1992, p. 403 qtd. in Paul, 2003, p. 53). Their
perspectives support the benefits of single-sex group socialization programs in school.
Paul’s recommendation for school adults is to attend to girls’ needs, listen to their voices,
and teach them “to cope with multiple oppressions and concomitantly still succeed” (p.
86). Girls, she argues, need to know who they are, be firmly rooted in their African
American history, and encouraged to resist negative peer pressure and maintain a strong
academic identity (Paul, 2006; Evans-Winters, 2011).
Ward (1996; 2007) conducted qualitative research studies on how Black parents
and teens from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds talk to each other about “generational
differences in perceptions of racial matters, racial identity, gender socialization, and racerelated moral development” (p. 243). Her studies on Black girls and mothers unveiled
significant insight on the ways Black children talk to parents and others about their
challenges. Black teen girls described strategies for empowerment and resistance, as well
as compensating methods that revealed needs for adult and peer support. She used an
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integrative cross-participant analysis to compare participants’ responses regarding racial
socialization in African American families.
Hence, Ward’s comparative analyses discovered that the girls were encouraged to
speak freely in their own voices and “on their own terms” (p. 244). Compilations of
participant responses reflected empowering survival strategies designed to confront
instances of racism, sexism, social class, and/or injustice. Ward categorized participants’
responses as “narratives of resistance.” She noted that not all resistance strategies are
psychologically healthy or liberating, and may manifest as “resistance for survival”
strategies (Ward, 2007, p. 245). Resistance for survival strategies were described as:
Transient, crisis-oriented, and short-term solutions that Black teenagers
adopt in an effort to endure the stressful effects and consequences of their
subordination. These survival strategies are often evoked in reaction to
Black girls’ sense that they are being attacked, demeaned, or psychically
wounded and are evident in attitudes and behaviors that stem from anger,
fear, or guilt. (p. 245)
She includes other manifestations of resistance for survival strategies as
“Black-on-Black violence, the quick fixes of substance abuse, overeating, and
irresponsible sexual behaviors….adopted by African American girls in this culture”
(p. 245). These compensatory strategies of resistance are viewed not to be in the
youth’s long term best interest.
Furthermore, Paul (2003) contends that single-sex groupings utilized in
community programs allow girls the opportunity to focus on gender-related issues in
order to “engage in the hard work of identity exploration and character building” (p. 71).
Unlike the latitude afforded community programs to use single-sex grouping, some
experimental schools, including a Milwaukee all-male academy and Afrocentric public
schools were met with legal challenges. Conversely, school-based ROP allow women and
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girls to promote single-sex socialization in ways that incorporate group and personal
mentoring, collective peer problem solving, and decision-making (Helms, Ossana, Helm,
& Leonard, 1992).
Furthermore, Belgrave’s (2004) work evidences the positive influence of African
values in single-sex empowerment programs for girls. Her work on the “Sisters of Nia”
program for middle school Black girls, in particular, has greatly contributed to
understanding the importance of instilling positive cultural values that emphasize
personal worth, reduced relational aggression, and increased self-respect. The African
values taught in activities and lessons activated in many girls a noticeable change in
opinions about themselves and their relationships with others.
In the chapter “Making Homes,” Pastor, McCormick, and Fine (1996; 2007)
devised a two-year qualitative study wherein they observed and interviewed eight middle
and high school girls from working-class backgrounds. The girls were of Afro-Caribbean,
Latina, and Jewish American ethnicities. One of the researchers, Jennifer McCormick,
“tutored students and conducted poetry workshops over a two-year period” at the City
University of New York Graduate Center, during seven summer sessions (p. 17). They
focused on the girls’ interactions, writings, dialogue, and perspectives on topics related to
race and gender. The researchers examined the constructs of social individuality,
collective identity, and home-making.
They looked at how these girls perceived racism and sexism in society and
understood ways to resist them in everyday life. Hooks’ work in “Homeplace: a site of
resistance” formed the conceptual foundation for examining how girls can be nurtured in
safe spaces as they confront a variety of oppressions. Pastor, et al. (1996) alludes to
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hooks’ conceptualization of homeplaces:
By nurturing their own families in the belly of white racist oppression, by
creating spaces where family members could connect with each other and
reaffirm their sense of collective pride and spirit, Black women helped
build a revolution within their communities….the stable home places that
these women nurtured gave Blacks a strong base from which to organize
politically during the 1960s. (hooks, 1995, qtd., p. 18)
The authors devised a four-pronged argument about urban girls that do not fit the
Ericksonian normative model. Their scholarship produced key themes of empowerment
from the girls’ voices, as well as a theoretical framework that assists in the analytic
interpretation of thematic patterns of girls who have the freedom to resist and speak.
First, they argue that nonwhite urban girls cannot “simply pursue autonomy, freedom and
independence as Erickson (1968) theorizes” since racism, classism, sexism, and “cultural
hegemony profoundly interfere” (p. 15). Secondly, these youth of color have fortitude.
They have transformed challenges in urban life into coping strategies rooted in what
hooks calls a “critical consciousness” (Pastor, et al., 1996, p. 16). Thirdly, they assert that
these girls use this critical consciousness to confront racism and sexism in a White, maledominated world. Fourth, they argue that the benefits of this critical consciousness are
expressed in the girls’ individual behaviors, at the expense of collective action.
Their findings revealed that while many of the girls are creative, resilient, and
have begun their journeys of awakening and becoming critically conscious, they are also
less apt to organize politically around crucial issues of importance to them. The authors,
alluding to Fine and Macpherson’s (1995) work suggest that young women of the 21st
century are “hungry for an ‘us’” (p. 30). Many urban girls of color they suggest are
unprepared to forge close relationships with their female peers around topics related to
social justice. The girls in their study reflected upon their identities and resistance to
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oppressions in their poetry and critical dialogue. These authors argued for caring adults to
guide their resistance within the safety of homeplaces.
Absent in research on urban girls is how their developing critical consciousness
contributes to forming alliances with other girls, and how those alliances target social
injustices. It is suggested that individual awareness of oppression or social injustice
devoid of critical collective consciousness and activism perpetuates disempowerment.
The authors explain that the girls “…construct individualistic strategies for
accommodating to the contradictory needs and desires of family, friends, and school,
while resisting the offensive boundaries that are constructed against them because of their
race, gender, class or culture” (Pastor, et al., p. 16).
Pastor, et al. (1994) present the notion of homeplaces as safe havens to wrestle
with personal and social issues individually and collectively, and directly linked to a
major assumption in African-centered pedagogy and the goal of ROP. The Africancentered worldview emphasizes the communal expression of ideas and collective action;
working in service to others is a socio-political act that requires collective action and
critical consciousness. Their study linked the goals of African-centered education, theory,
and pedagogy to rites of passage.
In terms of Black feminism, hooks’ conceptual foundation of homeplaces and safe
spaces guide my interpretive framework for the examination of racial/ethnic and gender
identity perceptions in the ROP classes. The extent to which the girls’ agency is preserved
and their perspectives protected by liberated space will also be examined in the study. This
theme of homeplaces can also be extended to an examination of internalized oppressions,
mistrust between Black women and girls, and colorblind racism prevalent today.
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Empowerment Program (GEP)
Sears’ (2011) recently celebrated ethnography, Imagining Black Womanhood:
The Negotiation of Power and Identity within the Girls Empowerment Project, offers a
clear example of a Black adolescent female youth program dedicated to empowerment
and building Black women’s and girls’ relationships. Sears uses an Africentric17
Womanist lens to research girls in the Girls Empowerment Project (GEP), which began in
1993, and provided a single-sex environment for Black girls in an after school program to
engage in personal and collective identity work. Sears explored “how GEP’s
organizational context mediated stereotypes of Black womanhood and structured how
women and girls worked with and against each other to imagine and construct authentic
and respectable femininities” (p. 3). Her work presented the voices of Black girls related
to the tensions and contradictions inherent in the process of identity work – work that is
designed to help them negotiate their challenges and conflicts, and identify areas of
agreement and cause for celebration.
Through common hip hop cultural ties, the girls and women engaged in
meaningful conversations around issues of respect, sexuality, self-definition, decisionmaking, and representation. During key moments, the girls identified the significance of
learning about Black history and racism, and understanding the stories of powerful Black
women and men who sacrificed their lives for them to be free to “be and “do” Black
womanhood” (p. 103). Empowerment was not easily engendered according to Sears, as
Black girls in GEP wrestled against intra- and inter-generational and organizational
conflicts, as well as their internalized notions of relational behavior. She notes:
17

Africentric is the term Sears (2011) uses to refer to cultural values and perspectives
associated with an African worldview; i.e., ontology, cosmogony, and epistemology. The
term is not necessarily synonymous with Afrocentric/Afrocentricity.
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Yet empowerment did not proceed as expected within this organization.
Instead of a multigenerational alliance, the women and girls often
appeared to struggle against each other. That is, class and generational
differences, often made visible via public dance performances such as the
community talent show, created conflicts that at times paralyzed the
organization and made empowerment seem illusive. (p. 3)
Her work also discussed how girls and women define themselves and their
expectations of each other within an Africentrist womanist context. This was exhibited in
the ways Black girls and women activated, and in some instances, discovered their power
during their poetry performances Kwanzaa Program, Black History and Women’s
History Months’ celebrations, or multicultural community celebrations.
Sears (2011) articulated the womanist perspective through the voices of GEP staff
women. They framed womanism from the work of Alice Walker and others who
articulated a unity of purpose among Black women and girls, which focused on their
issues and empowerment, rather than the oppressive forces of male domination. There
was no conceptualization of an “us” versus “them” gender struggle or exclusively male
dynamic. Rather, they focused on having women and girls work collaboratively to
empower them, “teaching them that they can have the tools they need,” working together,
recognizing and honoring the ways they are different from men, making themselves
visible through voices, and “checking out where girls are in a political, almost
antagonistic way” (p. 72). GEP staff synthesized this Africentric womanist framework,
enabling them to re-interpret their identities by practicing and internalizing six
Africentric core principles: recognition of the Creator, ancestral veneration, respect for
children, complementary male and female relations and honor for the feminine
principle’s worth and value to themselves and each other, and the development of “Know
Thy Self GEP values reflection” to instill critical thinking and reflexivity (Sears, 2010, p.
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68). These women and girls negotiated power in the context of GEP’s hierarchical
structure in which there were struggles, resistances, relinquishing, and negotiating for
power, especially in moments of reflection, self-definition, and group decision-making.
Sears’ (2010) study showed that Black girls in her GEP program found new sources of
inspiration and motivation. The girls were engaged in consistent conversation, activities,
and debriefing sessions.
Sears’ (2010) ethnography revealed the ways women and girls wrestled with
relational power and self-definition through creative expressions and interpersonal
communication. In the GEP model, girls challenged stereotypes and internalized
oppression using Africentrist values and modes of thought and behavior which were
introduced in the after school program activities. In this program, they practiced
resistance to forms of patriarchy, whether from essentialist Afrocentric ideas or White
capitalist patriarchy. The girls surrendered to themselves and one another, and expressed
healthy relationships to sexuality and their bodies as demonstrated through their poetry,
creative arts, and dance. Their empowered creative expressions resisted entrapping the
Black female in invisibility and their bodies to hyper-visibility frequently fueled by
media stereotypes (Sears, 2011). The GEP program illustrated how women and girls
navigated relational struggles. It also helped the girls to confront the divisive role of
negative beliefs about female peer interactions.
Sears’ (2010) ethnography contributed to my thinking about how women and girls
in single-sex programs negotiate power and programmatic goals. The book helped me to
better conceptualize how Black girls and women negotiate and celebrate sources of, and
impediments to relational power. While the ethnography did not go deeply into how the
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girls’ peer relationships enabled them to combat internalized oppression, it did highlight
the need for Black girls’ relational empowerment. Sears’ work contributed to my study
on girls in ROP at Ella Baker by illuminating the key issues of Black women and girls in
a single-sex empowerment program from an Africentric womanist perspective.
Resilience and Black Girls
Similarly, Evans-Winters (2009) work contributed to my work on ROP by
forwarding a richly contextually ethnography on the ways Black adolescent girls from
lower income families navigated issues of school, home, and community life within an
unequal social structure regarding power, presence, and resilience. Her book Teaching
Black Girls was a three-year ethnography investigating the roles of family, community,
and school play in African American girls’ academic achievement. She observed
informants in their natural environments, at home, in and after school, and engaged in
extracurricular activities in an effort to understand how students “cope over time” (p. 77).
She identified the ways Black girls navigated structural impediments and consequences
in their school and home life.
Evans-Winters (2009) revealed the socio-cultural resilience factors in the ways
Black girls used familial and fictive kinship social relationships and networks to buffer
the potential pejorative outcomes associated with race, class, and gender inequality.
These socio- cultural factors allowed girls to reduce a variety of stressors, such as
strained parental relationships, tensions with teachers, and disappointments. Poverty was
a continual factor that tended to exacerbate other problems. Even as one of the girls
momentarily internalized notions of inferiority, engaged in risky behavior, or lost her
confidence, she refused to give up. And during those moments of boredom with middle
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school fatigue or death of a loved one, most of the girls found a place within their social
and cultural milieu to remember to stand.
Evans-Winters (2009) made effective methodological decisions in the field,
allowing the girls to tell their stories. The informants revealed how race, ethnicity, and
gender and social class inequalities confound upward mobility, yet are not deterministic.
The girls took courageous steps to blur Eurocentric normative cultural distinctions
between family, community and school. Each segment proved helpful in the lives of
these African American girls. Important resilient factors include desire to lead, selfdetermination, and sisterhood support, which Evans-Winters called “gender specific
support” (p. 119).
In this way, these girls were far from perfect, but their stories revealed how their
resilience was cultivated through mentoring relationships with other Black women.
Extracurricular activities such as the JROTC “Scholar’s Cup18” reinforced values that
prioritized education and functioned as buffers for some of these girls. Evans-Winters
argues that the girls’ resilience was derived from the blurred lines of home, school, and
family, particularly as each female informant determined the best factors to choose for
themselves. She identified several protective factors including self-determination,
decisiveness, exclusionary, and discriminatory characteristics, which she emphasizes are
“not words associated with good students” or women (p. 123). In spite of setbacks and
challenges, many girls kept moving forward, repeating positive messages that they had no
other choice but to make it. Evans-Winters reiterates “…resilience is gender and cultural
specific as well as contextually bound” (p. 132).

18

An academic club.
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Evans-Winters’s (2009) ethnography was useful to articulate the nuances in the
relationships between structural influences and meso- and micro level influences. This
conceptual lens also tended to obscure the intrapersonal communication messages.
Girls’ self-talk was less prominent in the analysis. As I read her ethnography, I wanted
to learn more about the gendered support girls cultivated in their relationships with each
other. I wanted to know more about the process of Black girls figuring out how to stay
friends with each other, squash or resolve conflicts, and go to each other for “sisterhood”
support. Featured most prominently were issues related to girls’ relationship with adult
Black women, mentor, mothers, “other mothers,” and teachers. However, we need to
know more about the contextual factors for same-sex peer relationships and how they
mediate resilience. Evans-Winters notes five resilience-fostering attributes: being goal
oriented, valuing good grades, participating in school activities, low mobility, and
willing to seek help and resources (p. 133).
Another highlight of Evans-Winters’s ethnography was the richness of students’
voices describing their ability to navigate intersecting oppressions without being
consumed by them. Their vignettes also illuminate how these African American girls
maintained academic achievement through supportive, synergistic, and interdependent
dynamics in the home, school, and community programs. These social networks
function as buffers against structural forces manifested as poverty, high crime
neighborhoods, and racism, sexism, and classism (Evans-Winters, 2009).
In general, we know from the research that there is no monolithic Black
adolescent female experience, but many diverse ones. The research indicates that
wholesome, holistic, emotionally safe environments support varying dimensions of
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adolescent Black female identity. Ladner’s (1972) ethnography, for example, examines
the voices of poor, urban Black adolescent girls who willingly shared their stories about
coming into womanhood amidst economic hardships and discrimination. As imperfect as
they were, they revealed a perfect story of meeting and overcoming hardships with
resilience (Ladner, 1971). More recent ethnographies illuminate the economic, social and
political contexts that challenge and highlight the uncanny resilience of Black girls
(Evans-Winters, 2009; Brown 2009; Sears, 2011).
Yet, the picture painted by the research is very unclear. The issues relative to Black
girls’ experiences in school are general, point to different issues, and move in a variety of
directions. The Ella Baker ROP study focuses more broadly on the social context of Black
girls’ schooling experiences, of which identity formation is a part. We need to understand
through more case studies and ethnographies, the inner worlds of Black adolescent girls’
schooling and programmatic experiences. Their voices provide a clearer understanding of
how empowerment programs influence girls’ intersecting identities in beneficial and
transformative ways. These studies begin the conversation about the types of programs that
exist and the role rites of passage plays in school contexts. Very little work has been done
on female ROP programs, and much less on the way they influence and support girls’
healthy gendered ethnic/racial identity development.
The aforementioned studies offer insight into the nuances of Black girls’ issues,
challenges and perspectives during adolescence. Within communal, supportive spaces
Black adolescent girls are able to bolster their self-efficacy, identify communal supports,
develop social networks, and thrive (Ward, 2006). The research studies that foreground
Black girls’ voices unveil their exigencies, and allowed them to expose their innermost
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feelings and creative talents. In safe and caring spaces there were some Black girls who
learned about themselves, their history, and self-respect (Brown, 2009; Sears, 2011).
Some of them learned to respect others and were inspired to listen to them as they also
demanded to be heard (Brown, 2009; Sears, 2011). We need additional studies that
feature the voices of many more adolescent girls of color whose stories and insights could
paint fuller, more realistic depictions of the kinds of supports they need to self-define
personal notions of womanhood.
Dearth of Research on African American Female ROP
The preponderance of male ROP highlights the dearth of research on female rites
of passage, with Lewis (1988), Rodriguez (2010), and Dickerson-Dorsey (2007) as
notable exceptions. There is a lack of knowledge about how ROP influence adolescent
Black girls’ identity work and peer relationships in school. Lewis, for instance, focuses
on informal ROP and offers specific strategies to strengthen the intellectual, emotional,
and at times, spiritual, capacities of girls to successfully navigate adolescent issues. Mack
(2007), for example, provides formal guidance on African-centered ROP curricula for
adolescent girls and young women. She offers holistic direction for them to engage in
meaningful dialogue, critical reflection, ceremonial rituals, and relationship building
activities. She asserts that ROP allows them to realize the benefits of sisterhood, coming
together to share, learn, and grow in an extended supportive network. They can affirm
their identities and relationships with each other. Mack highlights how the program can
strengthen girls’ confidence and leadership skills. Although few empirical studies inform
this curriculum, it offers pragmatic guidance for ROP developers, such as preparation tips
and advice on pre-program needs assessment.
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In contrast, the Ella Baker ROP study incorporates girls’ voices to fill part of the
gap of knowledge about how ROP mediate girls’ school life, relationships, and identities.
This study examined the ways ROP introduced the notion of “sisterhood,” and
thus supported girls’ gendered peer relations. Understanding identity development in
adolescent girls is crucial for critical liberatory educators, and educational researchers
who are committed to serving the socio-cultural needs of diverse students in order to
enhance educational experiences and outcomes. A growing body of research emphasizes
the central role of identity in the formation of attitudes about self, peer relationships, and
schooling (Corneille, Ashcraft, & Belgrave, 2005). The next chapter explains key aspects
of Black Feminism/Womanism as the conceptual lens to best understand the participants’
perspectives of ROP.
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CHAPTER 3
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Introducing Black Feminism/Womanism
I designed this study using an interpretivist paradigm and a Black Feminist/
Womanist theoretical framework to make meaning of the data in relation to the research
questions. I primarily drew from theoretical concepts from Collins (2000; 1994) and
hooks (1992; 2000). I also utilized some concepts from Critical Race Feminism (EvansWinters & Esposito, 2005), Hip Hop Feminism (Morgan 2000; Peoples 2008), Africana
Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 2000) and Endarkened Feminist Epistemology (Dillard,
2012). The aforementioned perspectives are extensions of Black Feminism. Critical Race
Feminism was influenced by Critical Race Theory (Bell, 1978; Crenshaw, 1989; 1993;
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Figure 3-1 presents a visual display of the Black
Feminist/Womanist pathways that provide the conceptual lens used in this study.

BLACK FEMINISM
(Collins, 2000; 2006;
hooks, 1995)

BLACK
FEMINISM/WOMANISM
(Collins, 2000; EvansWinters, 2005; EvansWinters & Esposito,
2009; hooks, 1995)

AFRICANA WOMANISM
(Hudson-Weems, 2003;
Walker, 1983)

Figure 3.1 – Dimensions of Black Feminism
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I culled key concepts from these branches of Black Feminism/Womanism that
enabled me to synthesize a viable Black Feminist/Womanist standpoint. Deriving a
blended conceptual framework was useful during data analysis. Each Black Feminist
theorist grounds her particular brand of feminism in consonant core assumptions, such as
privileging Black women and girls’ voices and focusing on their issues, histories,
strengths, and struggles. I focus on the conceptual assumptions that unify, rather than
distinguishing factors, as noted in areas such as nomenclature, foci, priorities, and
liberation strategies.
Secondly, this chapter includes a discussion of African- centered theory. Although
I introduced different African-centered theorists with varying perspectives, they all
recognize an African worldview and epistemology (Akoto, 1992; Asante & Mazama,
2010; Hilliard, 2000; Lee, 1994; Nobles, 1986; Murrell, 2002). I focus on the unifying
concepts in the African worldview as articulated by Myers (1988), Nobles’ (2008), and
Hilliard’s (2000) socialization discourses of SBA and HKA (Deep thought to Righteous
action). I end this chapter with a critique of essentialism often found in Black Feminist
and African-centered theories.
Black Feminism in Historical Context
Theoretically, Black Feminism emerged out of the silences experienced by abuses
inflicted upon Black women worldwide. Black Feminist thought was formally presented
to Black female scholars and activists in the 1970s. Yet, the genealogy of Black feminist
themes and activism predates this by over a century, as women of African descent spoke
up to protect the humanity and civil rights of Black women in of education, politics, law,
government, and employment through the 19th and 20th centuries. Women who are the
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historical markers for the emergence of Black Feminism and Womanism include Harriet
Tubman, Sojourner Truth, Francis E. W. Harper, Ida B. Wells Barnett, Mary Church
Terrell, Mary McCloud Bethune, and Anna Julia Cooper.
Hull, Scott, & Smith (eds. 1982) explicate that Black feminist politics “sprang
from the shared belief that Black women are inherently valuable, that our liberation is a
necessity… because of our need as human persons for autonomy” (p. 15). The first and
second wave of Black feminists, grounded in the works of many of the aforementioned
revolutionaries, emerged as scholars, poets, social activists, and writers. Many key Black
feminist ideas can be traced to the works of Angela Davis, Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith,
Nikki Giovanni, Alice Walker, Gloria Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, Toni Morrison, June
Jordan, Audre Lorde, and bell hooks. These women helped to foment the study of Black
feminism as a separate framework to focus on the liberation struggles of women of
African descent throughout the world.
Second Wave Black Feminists gathered to articulate the goals of Black Feminism.
A portion of the Black Feminist statement from the Combahee River Collective states:
We believe that the most profound and potentially the most radical politics
come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end
somebody else’s oppression…We also often find it difficult to separate
race from class from sex oppression because in our lives they are most
often experienced simultaneously. (Hull, Scott, & Smith, 1982, p. 16)

This statement emphasizes the intersections of race, class, and gender concerns
about which future Black feminists would direct their scholarly attention. hooks (1992),
for example, proclaimed that:
Collectively, Black people and our allies in struggle are empowered when
we practice self-love as a revolutionary intervention that undermines
practices of domination. Loving Blackness as political resistance
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transforms our ways of looking and being, and thus creates the conditions
necessary for us to move against the forces of domination and death and
reclaim Black life. (p. 20)
Using a Black Feminist framework to investigate 11th grade ROP girls’ ethnic and
gender identity perceptions may signal other important domains that influence adolescent
identity development; e.g., spiritual or metaphysical dimensions, which are often
attributed to the holistic nature of the African world view (King, 1994; Myers, 1988).
Collins’ (1994) chapter, “Defining Black Feminist Thought,” wrestles with
competing definitions of Black Feminism. She analyzes various Black Feminist conceptual
notions and describes who can speak as Black Feminists. Several arguments underscore the
extent to which biological, material, or cultural determinants qualify persons to identify as a
Black Feminist or appropriate Black Feminist concepts for analyses or activism. She
describes several dimensions of Black women’s standpoint to clarify agreements on the core
values and issues that converge in the global struggle against racism and sexism.
Terborg-Penn (1986) challenges notions of Black women’s inability to confront
racism and sexism and Black women being too inferior to resist internalizing both.
Collins acknowledges that the United States is structured to disadvantage Black women
on matters of race, gender, and class; experience and consciousness distinguishes Black
women from others’ societal privileges. She compares Scott (1985) and de Laurentis’
definitions of consciousness in a footnote:
Scott (1985) defines consciousness as the symbols, norms, and ideological
forms people create to give meaning to their acts. For de Laurentis
(1986)… consciousness is a particular configuration of subjectivity …
produced at the intersection of meaning with experience….Consciousness
is grounded in personal history, and self and identity are understood within
particular cultural contexts. Consciousness…. is never fixed, never
attained once and for all, because discursive boundaries change with
historical conditions. (p. 584)
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This feminist consciousness advances theoretical constructs to collective action and
active strategizing that produce safe and empowered spaces for Black and Brown women
and girls.
Black Feminist thought – while critiqued for lacking a clear definition without
essentialism - offers a robust lens to view oppression and gendered pathways toward
freedom. This disruption can be seen in the cultural and economic shift toward creating
consumer economies and declining economic structures (sequestration and austerity
measures in Europe), not eased by globalism (Davis, 1983). There are other imbalances
in U.S. society that mirror the consequences of a culture that prioritizes things over
human relationships, individualism over collaboration and shared responsibilities, and
independence over interdependence (Davis, 1983). These values have resulted in
dysfunctional families, school decline, and corporate greed. Black Feminism and Critical
Race Feminism offer harmonizing constructs that can be used to advance humanistic
principles dedicated to freedom from oppression with foci on equitable human thriving in
harmony with other life forms.
In Feminism is for everyone (2000), hooks championed a liberating form of
feminism that welcomed everyone regardless of age, race, gender, sexual orientation, or
status, to create a world that liberates everyone from oppression with a prioritized focus
on women and girls. This form of feminism is closely aligned with broader notions of
human liberation, one that supports life, innovation, and new ideas of freedom without
the harmful effects of capitalism and globalism. A feminine revolution in the 21st century
requires a liberating consciousness, with girlhood studies that give voice to those
rendered unimportant until they have buying power. This conception empowers the
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“feminine” outside of essentialist role limitations to connect women, men, girls and boys
to each other, and to the earth without oppression, exploitation, and greed.
Collins’s (2000) articulation of Black Feminist thought from a United States
historical and societal context articulated three key areas to use in critically analyzing
ethnographic discourse: 1) ethic of caring; 2) foregrounding of Black girls’ voices and
perspectives; and 3) accountability to Black women and their communities being
researched. Denzin (1997) critiqued Collins’s pursuit of a Black Feminist voice as
situated in the oppression of western society. It is a “voice of survival….not a pure voice;
it is a voice that has had to make do with those few resources the culture has made
available to its members. Already shaped by what it opposes….” (p. 67). His criticisms
are not entirely unwarranted, as Black Feminism, like most feminisms, politicize the
countering of positivist epistemological and ontological assumptions and claims about
what counts as knowledge and what should be foregrounded in issues of beingness. Black
Feminism, from Collins’ perspective however, embodies a poignant framework to
continue the work of the African foremothers to protect and create safe, non-patriarchal
spaces for their daughters. Purity, like, objectivity, is not the goal of Black Feminism.
Collins (2006) discusses the evolution and devolution of Black Feminism from the
1970s and 1980s through today. The radical Black Feminist ideology was co-opted by
political shifts that promoted and projected through the media ideas that women had
shattered the glass ceiling and penetrated most levels of corporate America, with individuals
who rose to vice-presidents of corporations, directors, entrepreneurs, etc. From tokenism
and affirmative action to equality, Black, Brown and White women were touted as free,
equal, and unencumbered by child rearing. Maternity leave was a request of the past for
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many White women who benefited most from affirmative action policies, allowing
husbands to stay home and help take care of the children.
While White women benefit from white skin privilege in the midst of varied forms
of feminism, Black women cannot escape their double bind. Black women have been
stereotyped as sexually irresponsible, unintelligent, poor decision makers, and unattractive
according to 20th century, Western European standards (Townsend, 2011). After all, Black
women have been stereotyped as bad mothers, sexually promiscuous; e.g., video vixens,
and unwilling to work; e.g., welfare mothers whose children are born from various baby
daddies. Yet, these projected stereotypes of Black femininity and womanhood eclipse
structural contributors to social conditions, as well as the resilient ones. It is about
capturing moments along a continuum that spirals in and out of awareness of oppressive
societal structures and how those dominant messages in media, schools and other
institutions vie to influence and ultimately control the mind, thereby one’s individual and
group’s actions.
Collins (2000) depicts those who struggle against patriarchy by deconstructing “the
conceptual apparatus of the dominant group” (p. 582-583). She writes, “In contrast, other
women internalize the controlling images and come to believe that they are the stereotypes…”
(p. 583). These women become complicit to sexism by default, victims to patriarchal
structures and consequences. A core issue in this study alludes to the ways ROP disrupt the
patterns of internalized oppression on psychological, emotional, and socio-cultural levels.
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Africana Womanism
In Africana Womanism, links are not directly made between White and Black
women, but intra-racially between Black people with common intersections and
experiences of oppression. The focus in the Africana Womanist project is on
foregrounding women’s voices throughout the diaspora who are interested in global
Black liberation from a non-hierarchical perspective that will liberate Black people from
gender and racial oppression. In this way, Hudson-Weems (2003) contends that a major
difference between Black feminism and Africana Womanism is the recognition of
Africanisms, contiguous West African cultural values that have morphed due to contact
with Western values and culture, but have not been entirely obliterated.
Hudson-Weems (2003) and Dove (2003) advance an Africana Womanist
framework that also recognizes ontological sources of holistic healing of character,
liberation, empowerment of family and individual in West African cultural values. Other
authors such as Cynthia Dillard have advanced Womanist notions about racial and gender
identity and their intersections. Africana Womanism promotes a theme of
complementarity between the sexes (Dove, 2003; Hudson-Weems, 2003). Their
articulation of Africana Womanism forwards a more pan-African women’s liberation
agenda that links Black women and men’s oppressions, and politicizes a unity of purpose
between Black women and men, and Black boys and girls, in a more collectivist
orientation (Dove, 2003; Hudson-Weems, 2003).
Black Feminism/Womanism – My Standpoint
Black Feminism/Womanism provided the overarching theoretical framework in
the Ella Baker ROP study. It functioned to identify, contextualize, and illuminate
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themes in the girls’ messages and responses, and to interpret the study’s findings. I used
a Black Feminist and Womanist lens to highlight the participants’ sense of agency, and
privilege their experiences in ROP. This conceptual lens provides the foundation for
understanding Black women and girls’ voices, issues, and perspectives. This framework
furnished another avenue to ascertain how ROP contributes to girls’ notions of who
they are as Black females learning to navigate these “interlocking systems of
oppression” (Collins, 2000). The Black Feminist/Womanist lens also enabled me to
identify recurrent themes in the girls’ ethnic and gender identity perceptions, and
elucidate insights used in coding and analyses.
My utilization of Black Feminism/Womanism promotes proactive leanings for the
uplift and variegation of Black girls’ voices on behalf of bolstering their capacities to
navigate a world designed without their empowerment and socialization needs in mind. I
also contend that girlhood studies are connected to the evolution of Black Feminist
(Collins, 2000; hooks, 1992), Womanist standpoints (Hudson-Weems, Walker, 1983),
Critical Race Feminism (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2005), Hip Hop Feminism (Morgan,
2000), and Hip Hop Pedagogy (Brown, 2009).
To that end, Africana Womanism, like Black Feminism, provides a formidable
platform to engage in research on Black women and girls whose shared oppressions with
“third world” women and exploited men in capitalist societies deserve recognition
among education researchers focusing on globalism and the social contexts of schooling.
Africana Womanism and Black Feminism politicize the socialization and rehumanization projects in sync with the philosophies of Black liberation movements.
Both perspectives advance the goals of protecting, preserving, and advancing a fully
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liberated and re-organized Black humanity. Black girls and women have historically
struggled to survive and thrive in a society structured with disadvantages to their upward
mobility. Black Feminism as a macro-analytical framework captures the ways American
Black women and adolescent girls experience “interlocking oppressions” in western
society. My Black Feminist/ Womanist standpoint recognizes the social construction of
race, class and gender norms; however, it also recognizes the multi-dimensionality of
human life. We are whole beings spirit and flesh, historically situated, evolving through
time and space.
Evans-Winters (2005) extracted key components from Black Feminism/
Womanism and post-modernism to highlight the factors that promote or inhibit Black
girls’ resilience in the U.S. and the diaspora. Her work integrates key assumptions from
both theoretical perspectives to create a multi-focal, non-essentialist cultural lens focusing
on the contexts and expressions of individual and group sources of empowerment and
resilience. Evans-Winters’ utilization of the post-modern lens liberated Black feminist
assumptions from the tendency to rely on essentialist cultural expressions.
Conversely, a Black Feminist lens liberates post-modernism from its tendency to deemphasize race and increase the focus on class conflict and power. Black Feminism shifts the
focus on the balance of race, gender, and class conflicts, to the experiences of Black women
in the U.S. and throughout the diaspora. Black Feminism/Womanism focuses on the effects
of White supremacist assumptions and related racial and gendered inequities on Black
women’s/girls’ ethnic and gender identities. Alternately, Dilliard’s (2011) notion of
Endarkened Feminist Epistemology captures more relational aspects, connecting holistic
notions of mind, body, and spiritual dimensions of a collectivist oriented African humanity.
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Her work calls for action to resolve social, interpersonal, and intrapersonal problems by
eliciting African cultural and spiritual roots.
Affirming Black Feminist /Womanist concepts such as loving Blackness and
reclaiming Black life might contribute to empirical knowledge about the efficacy of
African-centered socialization practices used in ROP and other youth development
programs (hooks, 1992, p. 20). Additionally, Black Feminism/Womanism provides ways
to frame multiple sources of identity and what influences them. As a heuristic it
foregrounds girls and women’s stories and captures their dreams, angst, and selfdefinitions. It offers theoretical constructs to identify the structural impediment to selfactualization and group transformation.
In this way, African American girls’ perspectives on how their ROP experiences
impact their ethnic and gender identity perceptions can be highlighted. Using Black Feminist
concepts, a culturally sensitive frame may guide the analysis of how participants ignore or
wrestle with identity-related contradictions and shifting interpretations of concerns, such as
the degree to which they feel “valued.” I use this conceptual frame not to advance political
ideologies, but to create safe, empowered spaces for identity work and the documentation of
diversity and complexity within Black adolescent girls’ school lives. These agents become
the liberators of oppressive methodology and interpretive paradigms.
The lack of Black female agency furthers the distortion of Black girls’ reality
(Evans-Wright & Esposito, 2009). Those prevailing notions may also hamper empirical
work on Black female adolescent identity development research; less frequently
examined is their resistance and resiliency (Collins, 2000). Black women and girls with
healthy identities have fought back, survived and thrived (Collins, 2000). ROP and other
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cultural interventions have purportedly aided Black girls in developing an empowering
identity (Warfield-Coppock, 1994).
As U.S. society moved from overt racism to a subtle, colorblind version, Black
Nationalist movements and Afrocentric philosophies have come under attack. Collins
(2006) writes that Black Nationalist factions today have become “watered-down” and
fragmented “along social-class lines and subject to manipulation and abuse by individual
opportunists” (p. 11). She argues that the context of the new racism has produced
political realities shaping notions of culture and identity (Collins, 2006). She explicates
the irony of the push back against Black Nationalist aims and its continued proliferation.
She states:
Projects for self-definition, the portion of Black Nationalist projects
devoted to values, culture, and new Black identities not only survived the
challenges of the new racism but seemingly flourished within the
increasingly conservative racial climate in the United States, where cultural
arguments that explained class inequalities rose in importance. (p. 11)

Collins explains:
[the] Nation of Islam and Black studies programs in higher education
[which overtly espouse] Afrocentric philosophies constitute two nationally
visible organizational sites for Black cultural nationalism. With their
emphasis on Black identity and culture, these projects maintained their
strength via the seeming failure of racial integration… (p. 11)
While on one level, Collins’ (2006) assessment bears some empirical validity. It
is only a partial rendering of the diversity of Black Nationalist pursuits. ROP programs,
for example, have functioned historically as a holistic means of socialization that
stretched far beyond the notion of interventionist problem solving for individuals in
need of help. To the contrary, ROP have retained Black Nationalist passion to establish
Black community control over Black life, identity, and institutions including schools.
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They were the ideological breeding ground for bridging the cultural and historical
knowledge gaps among Black youth. Collins argues that these cultural exigencies were
fulfilled by Black Nationalist ideological development and intergenerational
transference of Black Nationalist aims. These institutions taught youth how to resist the
psychic and cultural impact of White supremacy.
There have been contiguous streams of Black Nationalism and African-centered
thought that reflected an African worldview emphasizing cultural self-determination,
self-sufficiency, and an honoring of Africa and African/African American culture. This
view pre-dated the Civil Rights Movement and subsequent backlashes to integration.
Rather, in small pockets across the North and South ideas that resisted White
supremacy and championed African cultural awareness and history remained. Carter G.
Woodson, Marcus and Amy Garvey, Malcolm X, John Henrik Clark, Jacob Carruthers,
Edward Robinson, Asa Hilliard, Linda Myers, and Barbara Sizemore among others,
pushed for the preservation of Black/African cultural knowledge, identity, esteem
building, and self-reliance.
Moreover, the pursuit of a healthy identity may strengthen a young teen to believe
she has the power or intellect to resolve an issue. This empowering identity may
strengthen a teen’s belief in her ability to make healthy sexual choices, perform well in
school, or inspire her to follow her own path, rather than the crowd. Identity development
is a major part of an African-centered socialization program. It is crucial for young girls
to know who they are in a society that projects them as less than capable of achieving.
Adolescent Black female agency may enhance students’ motivation to achieve in
school and other areas of life. Adolescent identities may be informed by African-centered
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(humanistic-holistic) values attained through rites of passage processes. Positive identity
development may also enhance girls’ critical analyses related to messages and images
that are psychologically harmful. These values also contribute to the formation of an
interdependent “sisterhood” identity in ROP.
Controlling Stereotypes and Intersecting Oppressions
Past sapphire, jezebel, and mammy stereotypes have morphed into contemporary
video vixen and baby mama stereotypes. These stereotypes are projected through media
outlets, TV, magazines, and the Internet in ways that propagate “controlling images”
(Collins, 2000, p. 85). Collins (2000) suggests that socializing institutions such as
“school, news media, and government agencies” also reproduce “these controlling
images” (p. 85). Black girls’ voices are rarely heard. These characterizations inhibit
agency and promote the objectification of Black life, limiting the capacity of Black girls
to define for themselves, and determine characterizations of their own reality. They are
the producers and perpetuators of urban pathology.
Collins (1990) describes the “interlocking systems of oppressions” that adolescent
girls face from media-generated stereotypical definitions of the Black female self (p.
205). Black girls and women are frequently projected as angry, as “hoochies,” “bitches,”
or loud-mouthed sapphires (Littlefield, 2008). Cultural consciousness acknowledges the
complexities of race, gender, class, and sexuality” (p. 120). Collins (2000) argues less for
a united front by Black feminist scholars, but rather to uncover the multiplicity of ways
Black girls and women experience empowerment, disempowerment, even within
allegedly safe spaces. In this sense, safe spaces:
constitute one mechanism among many designed to foster Black women’s
empowerment and enhance our ability to participate in social justice projects.
94

As strategies, safe spaces rely on exclusionary practice, but their overall
purpose most certainly aims for a more inclusionary, just society. (p. 110)
She asserts that these spaces were not designed to be a “way of life,” but a
strategic moment in which the sacredness of Black womanhood, and I would argue,
Black female identity formation, could take place without considering outsiders.
ROP are allegedly safe spaces for adolescent girls to experience their physical,
emotional, psychological, spiritual and academic journeys (Butler-Derge, 2009;
Warfield-Coppock, 1992). These programs purport to aid youth in honing or acquiring
new coping strategies and empowering competencies for dealing with their issues. They
are designed to heighten youth’s African-centered competencies and to navigate the
vagaries of adolescence en route to adulthood. Yet, the question that Collins brings to
mind is whether these safe spaces do as they purport, and if so, to what extent and in what
specific ways. How do they fail to accomplish their stated objectives in the self-definition
and consciousness raising processes? These inquiries reveal thematic markers in
adolescent identity formation.
In this way, Black Feminism/Womanism offers more nuanced and culturally
balanced modes to examine Black female life in ways that allow for diverse perspectives,
particularly from those not afforded power and status in American society. Ostensibly,
Black girls reflect disempowered groups that have been historically oppressed and
discriminated against (Fordham, 2009). Black women have fought to create space to
engage and interpret the world from their own perspectives. Black Feminism afforded
new ways of viewing Black female life, away from deficit notions, to a balanced
interrogation of strengths.
In the American academy of the 21st century, one could argue that based on the
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increase of Black women with doctorates, the barriers have been eliminated for Blacks’
upward mobility. Yet, others could also argue that the earning power of Black families
has diminished despite individual progress (Collins, 2000). However, there has been a
continued need to legitimize academic spaces to present diverse perspectives and
versions of Black and Latina female life (Fordham, 1993). Women and girls of color can
and should interpret their own experiences without penalty or cultural comprise.
The Ella Baker ROP study documented how the participants deal with race,
gender, and ethnicity. How will they, as African American girls, connect ROP lessons to
race/ethnicity issues as presented through the contexts of prevalent media depictions and
messages? Black Feminist ideas concretize cultural abstractions and illuminate cultural
silences. Issues pertaining to rape, coercion, lesbianism, and challenges to paternalism
clearly explicate gendered silences and shame. Black Feminist thought makes explicit the
hidden oppressions in American society (Davis, 1993). Collins (2000) suggests that the
most dangerous aspect of “controlling images” is their “hegemonic” nature which is
“taken for granted… [and] virtually impossible to escape” (p. 90).
However, with concerted efforts to bring these issues into full awareness by
inculcating a Black Feminist/Womanist standpoint, Black girls may begin their own
healing processes relative to identity formation. There is a need to understand how ROP
girls demystify controlling images, stereotypes, and colorism, if at all. How does the ROP
context facilitate girls’ wrestling with their multiple identities? Are safe spaces created
for the ROP girls to identify, admit, or discuss internalized racial and gendered feelings
of ethnic inferiority or sexual inadequacy? Will these ROP girls explore the causes of low
self- and gendered ethnic/racial group esteem?
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Confronting Colorism and White Standards of Beauty
Black Feminists have furnished key concepts to confront and dismantle White
supremacist ideas such as colorism. Collins (2000) writes, “long standing attention of
musicians, writers, and artists to this theme reveals Black women’s conflicted feelings
concerning skin color, hair texture, and standards of beauty” (p. 90). Toni Morrison’s
Bluest Eye (1970) is an exemplary narrative of the horrible consequences of internalized
oppressions. As self-pride and consciousness develops in Black women, ROP advocates
argue that internalized racial inferiority is slowly dismantled. White supremacy becomes
threatened when Black women take charge of defining themselves based on their own
cultural agency and awareness.
Colorism disrupts the formation of a positive racial and ethnic identity and pride.
As a divide and conquer tactic, it functioned to maintain and perpetuate a racist social
system. Standards of beauty based on White phenotypical norms broke many Black
female bonds. Anti-African sentiments have created social systems and cultural beliefs
that privileged Black girls with lighter skin, longer, straighter hair, and keener European
features. Black women who were mixed or came from racially mixed ancestry were taken
out of the field during slavery and placed in slaveholders’ homes.
During that time, White women were considered the standard of beauty.
Similarly, within the slave society hierarchy, lighter skinned Blacks who were mulatto or
descendants of racially mixed parentage, were also considered closer to the White
standard of beauty, and were therefore, elevated above darker Black women (Myers,
1988). They were assumed to be lighter than field hands, and therefore, considered
“better,” cleaner, smarter, considered trustworthy, and more capable (Leary, 2009;
Myers, 1988). This intentional separation of enslaved Africans and their descendants left
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brutal marks on the psychological health of Blacks, as well as in the unconscious racial
development of Whites (Leary, 2005; Myers, 1988). The impact of colorism can also be
seen in the aforementioned “doll tests” (Clark, 1947).
Third Wave Black Feminism
Third Wave Black feminists grew up during the Hip Hop Era and can identify
with some of the subtleties of colorblind racism, colorism, controlling stereotypes, and
the struggles around sexuality and sexual options for women that were sources of silences
among women who came of age in the 1960s and 1970s. Women who came of age in the
1990s and in the first decade of the 2000s comprise this third wave. Ruth Nicole Brown’s
(2006; 2007; 2009; 2010) scholarship on third wave feminism, Critical Hip Hop
Feminism, fills in the gaps found in 2nd wave Black feminism in ways that contribute to
our current understanding of 21st century Black girls. This includes learning about their
ways of knowing and thinking about a host of issues; e.g., freedom, oppression,
male/female relationships, and the turbulent issues of teen life. Her theories on Black
girls’ studies and issues add strength to the core Black feminist themes, and as such, Hip
Hop feminism is a contemporary extension of Black feminism. I utilized these conceptual
frameworks to answer my research questions on the ways rites of passage classes
supported adolescent Black and Latina girls’ gender and ethnic identities in terms of self
and group esteem, respect, value, and appreciation.
Wallace (2009) produced a qualitative study to test whether and to what extent
Black women had a “natural attitude” embracing Black Feminist consciousness. She
sought to explore her belief that “Black feminism is a ‘natural attitude’ among Black
women because of their unique experiences with oppression” (p. 282).
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Using Schultz’s theoretical notion of “natural attitude,” Wallace interviewed 15
Black women 25 years or older to ascertain their self-perceptions, psychological and
social conditions related to race, sexuality, and everyday conditions. She described the
uniqueness of her study since there have been “no studies that have empirically tested
how Black Feminist consciousness, as part of the ‘natural attitude’ of Black women
impacts the social and psychological conditions of their lives” (p. 283).
In her theoretical essay, Gwendolyn Pough (2000) exclaimed, “Love Feminism
but Where’s My Hip Hop.” She describes that members of the 3rd Wave grew up listening
to Hip Hop and wrestling with its own “demons” (p. 94). She discusses love struggles
between men, women, and the music they shared. She poses the notion that 3rd Wave
feminists cannot ignore the influential role of Hip Hop or its many nuances and attributes.
Her theoretical essay illuminates the key themes inherent in much of the 3rd wave Black
feminist literature. Her insights are critical for an informed discussion on Black
adolescent female identity formation relative to myriad influences; i.e., Hip Hop culture,
rap music, sexual and racial oppression, and controlling stereotypes. She writes:
A new direction for Black feminism would aid in the critique and
exploration of the dialogue across the sexes found in rap music and hiphop culture. Black Feminists such as dream Hampton, Tara Roberts, Joan
Morgan and Elisa Davis have begun to explore the relationships between
love and Hip Hop. Rap music provides a new direction for Black Feminist
criticism. It is not just about counting the bitches and hoes in each rap
song. It is about exploring the nature of Black male and female
relationships. These new Black feminists acknowledge that sexism exists
in rap music. But they also recognize that sexism exists in America.
(Pough, 2000, pp. 94-95)

She asserts that sexism in rap music and popular Black culture are not made in a vacuum,
but reflect broader concerns about oppression in American society (Pough, 2000).
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Other writers, such as Tricia Rose, author of Black Noise, examine the impact of
Hip Hop on the lives and social consciousness of Black youth. A form of sexism within
gangster rap music, especially, in the 1990s and early 2000s, promoted the subjugation
and oppression of Black women and girls sexually and socially. She highlights the vocal
expressions of Black female rappers and their counter discourses. She also discusses the
ways in which some were frequently pressured to become complicit in their own
degradation, while others actively resisted within Hip Hop culture, and in spite of it.
Based on extensive ROP research and programmatic literature, I presume that
identity issues and perceptions will arise at during the 11th grade ROP classes. It is
reasonable to assume that many Black girls, as any other teens, need guidance as they
consider who they are among these competing identity options (Lewis, 1988; WarfieldCoppock, 1994). Black adolescent girls, like any other group of teens, require continual
affirmation of their self-worth, value, and competence. ROP literature points to the need
for continual socialization to support Black girls’ adolescent development.
The Ella Baker ROP study examined to what extent the ROP facilitates girls’
identity development and empowerment. Do these programs heighten girls’ capacities to
hold their heads high with knowledge of self, cultural pride and self-love? The ROP girls’
stories must be heard in order to answer these inquiries. I listened to study participants
who shared how they felt about themselves and each other in ROP. Black girls whispered
and at times cried out for guidance, and at other times in rejection of direction. Those
voices were reminiscent of a line in Audre Lorde’s poem, “Of course I am afraid, because
the transformation of silence into language and action is an act of self-revelation, and that
always seems fraught with danger’ (1984, 42)” (Quoted in Collins, 2000, p. 104). Lorde
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(1984) describes the importance of transforming “silence into language and action” (Qtd.
in Collins, 2000, p. 104).
As Collins (2000) asserts, it is entirely possible for Black girls to arrive at
autonomy without promoting “separatism,” which is rooted in fear. In that regard,
separatism feeds a disconnected individualism that is not in alignment with the Africancentered values of self-control, interdependence, and communalism. A healthy sense of
autonomy “comes from a position of [inner] strength” that affirms self-competency, selfknowledge, and self-respect (p. 37).
From a Black Feminist standpoint, an autonomous person may experience selfactualization. This autonomous person may more fully appreciate and accept others. She
may have a greater capacity to transcend the particular and understand the universality
and diversity of the human experience. Female ROP may offer a holistic approach to
ethnic identity development, and socio-political awareness within the program’s
activities, readings, and discussion formats. This framework transcends ideological and
dogmatic prescriptions for Afrocentric cultural values and depictions.
Rather, it permits the preservation of the agency of the ROP girls. Normative
standards of teen development based on empirical research focused primarily on White
youth’s experiences, values, issues, and cultural realities may be insufficient as a standard
used to measure or judge Black female adolescent development. Black girls deserve to be
studied as subjects and definers of their own experiences. They should have the
opportunity to speak with their own voices, and from their own standpoints. To date,
there is limited empirical research that privileges the voices of Black adolescent girls in
order to establish their own perspectives and insights. As such, there is a dearth of
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knowledge about girls’ experiences in school-based ROP. In addition, there is a limited
amount of research from a Black Feminist standpoint on the impact of culturally relevant
pedagogy and practices on students in urban schools, particularly students in Africancentered schools.
Evans-Winters (2005) extracted key components of post-modernism and Black
Feminist/Womanist to highlight the factors that promote or inhibit Black girls’ resilience.
Her work integrates assumptions from both theoretical perspectives to create a multifocal, non-essentialist cultural lens equipped to focus on the contexts and expressions of
individual and group sources of empowerment and resilience. Evans-Winters’ (2005)
utilization of the post-modern lens liberated Black feminist assumptions from the
tendency to rely on essentialist cultural expressions.
While theoretically rich with possibilities for deepened analyses on oppression,
postmodernism also presents several analytical challenges from Black Feminist/
Womanist and African-centered perspectives. Postmodernism tends to elevate the
individual within constructivist and relativistic assumptions, which at times undermines
the benefits of a collective cultural consciousness supportive of freedom from racialized
gender oppression. Conversely, Black Feminism/Womanism can halt post-modernism’s
tendency to de-emphasize race in exchange for class, focusing instead on the
intersectionality of race, class conflict and power. Collins’ articulation of Black
Feminism, from my perspective, more powerfully and effectively shifts the focus on the
balance of race, gender, and class conflicts in the lives of Black women and girls in the
U.S. and throughout the diaspora. While she speaks most pointedly to Black women’s
issues, she provides a valuable lens to explore the issues Black women use to influence
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girls’ identities. Also, since the study focuses on adolescents’ conceptions of
womanhood with the assistance of adult Black women teachers, I deemed Collins’
perspective most useful.
Black Feminism focuses on the effects of White supremacist assumptions and
related racial and gendered inequities on Black women’s/girls’ ethnic and gender
identities. Pertinent Black Feminist and Womanist foci on Black women’s histories,
contributions, and intersectional issues broadened the conceptual scope of possibilities,
and contributed theoretically to the expansion of studies on Black women and
adolescents. Studies produced by Carter and Parks (1996), Ossana et al. (2002), Jones et
al. (2011), Moradi (2005) offer more specific conceptual lenses to examine adolescent
Black female identity development. I used methodological and theoretical refinements
from these studies to construct the Ella Baker study. Ossana et al., four stages of Helm’s
Womanist identity development theory combined with Moradi (2005) and Jones, et al.
(2011) work which provided a more robust analytic lens to analyze meso- and microlevel interactions in the ROP classroom. Yet, the benefits of a more refined micro-level
lens offered by the Womanist model lacks a girlhood focus. The gendered identity
themes were generated from responses from adolescent girls, as well as young women in
their twenties.
I searched through Black girlhood studies by Winters-Evans (2009), Sears (2010),
and Brown (2009) to unveil other important Black Feminist girlhood themes that could
be used to frame and analyze data in the Ella Baker Study. Black Feminism as theorized
by Collins and more global, complementary notions of Womanism as articulated by
Hudson-Weems are invaluable conceptual foremothers to contemporary frames such as

103

Hip Hop Feminism and Critical Race Feminism. I chose to utilize the four stages of
Womanist identity model to identify informants’ perceptions of the ways ROP influenced
their identities in terms of movement of consciousness from societal stereotypes to
personal definitions. I attempted to use these concepts to identify how their ROP classes
influenced their developing gendered and racial awareness of Black womanhood and
sisterhood relations.
My incorporation of Black Feminist/Womanist principles produced insights on
identity and explicated structural intersections of multiple oppressions. Black
Feminism/Womanism also offered a values-based analytic framework that detaches from
essentialist assumptions. Rather, I used the aforementioned principles and the school’s
African-oriented/humanistic and critical liberatory “freedom school” cultural values to
talk about the ways the girls engaged in conversations about what kind of women they
envisioned themselves to be, and the difficulties in being an adolescent young woman in
high school striving to get an education.
These teens endured multiple, intersecting contexts as they pursue a high school
diploma and learn more about themselves as women, while living amidst the cultural
influences of hip hop, the political exigencies of Obama’s re-election, and their personal
strivings. At Ella Baker, girls are pursuing deeper understandings of who they are, can be,
should be, and what roles they can play. While I agree to an extent the postmodern
exhortation to dismantle essentialism and master narratives of individual and group
experiences, it is significant to acknowledge the ways that Blacks teachers and students
grapple with, reject, and support pervasive cultural values.
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There are voices in the wilderness that proclaim how “Black girls rock” and
triumphantly traverse multiple, intersecting oppressions. Members of the Black Girls
Rock BET show series and movement illuminate their resilience and the inherent power
of this population to create opportunities for success for themselves and others. In this
sense, the Ella Baker ROP study sought to understand how rites of passage classes and
processes supported and influenced girls’ capacities to re-negotiate the meanings of
controlling stereotypes, and other instances of racism and sexism.
It is important to understand how an awareness of the implications of controlling
stereotypes perpetuated in the media, schools, and society impact adolescent female
identity development. How the study’s participants process stereotypical messages and
images may provide important insights for understanding how this ROP influences their
identity development. Self and group empowerment may emerge from interactive, critical
dialogue, activities, and reflection on the impact of controlling stereotypes within or
outside of the ROP context. The manner in which controlling stereotypes are dealt with in
ROP classes may point to strategies for the cultivation of personal resiliency, or reveal a
proactive resistance to counter these images. This study seeks to interrogate how the ROP
girls make sense of who they are in the midst of conflicting challenges and triumphs. This
study may shed light on how these participants make sense of who they are (in terms of
ethnic and gender identity) when exposed to controlling stereotypes before, during, and
after any awareness of them.
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African-oriented/humanistic values support cooperative, rather than individual
accomplishments to serve the best interests of the group above individual success. These
values supported at EBFA tend to reinforce intergenerational kinship, students’ learning
and working collaboratively and noncompetitively. Without essentialist baggage, these
values have been instituted in the school mission and structure without cultural or
biological determinism. These values have been linked to strategies to combat oppression
and preserve or restore human dignity, found throughout freedom struggles, namely
African American and global African Diasporan struggles for freedom, equality, and
human rights but have often persisted in response to a contiguous legacy of oppressive
social conditions and factors, namely, racism and discrimination.
In this sense, cultural survival requires a heightened prioritization on family bonds.
Since cultural values are not deterministic, people have agency to change and not accept
values and modify or form new values. Human experiences are not disconnected from
cultural values and persistent patterns, which may be transferred or altered over time.
Blacks’ cultural values are undoubtedly diverse as well as patterned, and have been
impacted by socioeconomic and policy changes over time. EBFA used African-oriented
cultural values to undergird their school mission, curricular, pedagogical, and socialization
practices. Consequently, I used these cultural values to compare and contrast how students
perceived the benefits of rites of passage in terms of gender and ethnicity/race. Values such
as purpose, faith, and self-determination were contrasted with more “Eurocentric” value
attributions such as independence and individualistic goals and pursuits.
As discussed earlier, I used a blended perspective culling from Collins, 2000 and
hooks’ 1994 critique of media and societal images and ideas about Black women’s
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lowered status and push to liberate women and girls impacted by internalized oppression.
I also incorporated key features from Africana Womanism as articulated from HudsonWeems (2001), who extends issues of gender oppression beyond the African American
woman’s experiences.
Interestingly, Black Feminist/Womanist epistemology as a holistic framework
accounts for “interlocking systems of oppression” in identity formation (Collins, 1990,
p. 205). Africana Womanism focuses on the goals to actualize harmonious gender
relations. This notion rooted in an African worldview, also articulated in the West
African cultural and spiritual cosmology and ontology, emanates from values of
complementarity and balance.
For this study, I used a Black feminist epistemology in addition to Womanist
themes to focus on how Black women and girls have been institutionally disconnected
from values that promote harmony and sisterhood relationships in American urban
schools. These two distinct, yet complementary frameworks offer holistic lenses to
understand multiple forms of oppression, and perhaps more importantly, avenues for self
and collective liberation and empowerment. In the African-centered Freedom school
studied herein, female rites of passage opened the door for critical dialogue on these
issues of oppression and strategies to evince personal and communal freedom.
African-Centered Theory
African-centered theories and philosophies have been conceptualized by many
scholars, including Asante (1990; 1994); Asante and Mazama (2010); Hilliard (1997);
Karenga (1988); Nobles (1986); Murrell (2002); and Myers (1993), among others. While
the African-centered framework is not monolithic, key concepts transcend the
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philosophical distinctions and, instead, undergird contemporary African-centered
education in the United States. There are three major commonalities across most Africancentered/ Afrocentric theories. First, the postmodern notion of privileging and centering
the African voice, history, language, cultural ideals, and perspectives is a common thread.
A Pan-African idea that Blacks throughout the world have suffered economically,
culturally, emotionally, spiritually, and physically due to White supremacy, racism, and
capitalism transcends other philosophical distinctions found among various Africancentered theorists. Most African-centered/Afrocentric standpoints reflect broad PanAfricanist principles aimed at confronting and/or correcting racist/White supremacist
versions of history, culture, representation, and economic subordination in order to
empower or heal African and African descendant peoples throughout the diaspora.
Concomitantly, the African worldview frames the ontology, epistemology, and
axiology of human life, goals and directives, to restore Maat; i.e., truth, justice, harmony,
order, balance, and propriety to all humanity. Thirdly, another overarching goal found
among most African-centered/Afrocentric theories is to uphold the documentation and
preservation of Black life, artifacts, aesthetics, history, culture, and accomplishments.
Additionally, where appropriate, these theorists promote the production of new or
relevant knowledge that values and protects current and future African humanity.
Afrocentricity, as conceived by Molefi Asante, is defined as “a paradigm based on
the idea that African people should re-assert a sense of agency in order to achieve sanity”
(Asante’s website, Afrocentric Idea, para. 1). Dr. Wade Nobles, a notable Afrocentric
scholar, defines Afrocentric, Africentric, or African-centered:
interchangeable terms representing the concept which categorizes a quality
of thought and practice which is rooted in the cultural image and interest
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of African people and which represents and reflects the life experiences,
history and traditions of African people as the center of analyses. It is
therein, the intellectual and philosophical foundation which African
people should create their own scientific criterion for authenticating
human reality. (Website)

Alternatively, several educational theorists have utilized this framework to
develop African-centered pedagogy and curricula for K-12 teachers, cultural
interventions, and youth based programs (Lee, 1994; Kunjufu, 1984; Murrell, 2002).
Murrell (2002) explains that “the other implicit meaning in the phrase African-centered
knowledge-in-practice is the emphasis on the notion of a community of practice as the
framework for understanding the appropriate mix of the cultural, familial, and social
foundations of a child’s education” (p. 61).
Lee (1994) describes the need for African-centered pedagogy in order to generate
the power to confront racism in schooling practices, and to restore holistic health in
African children. A properly implemented African-centered pedagogy can repair the
damage and restore the psyches, spirituality, relationships, families, organization, life
purpose, and functionality of African descendants, diasporan peoples. A dynamic, nonmonolithic African cultural character retains the folklore, historicity and ontological roots
that have remained consistent with various African diasporan people (p. 296).
Lee (1994) extracts from Karenga five propositions to contextualize Africancentered thought: “1. the divine image of humans; 2. the perfectibility of humans; 3. the
teachability of humans; 4. the free will of humans; and 5. the essentiality of moral social
practice in human development” (Lee, p. 296). Lee asserts that Karenga (1983)
underscores the urgency to address social issues and concerns in the African American
community. Murrell also reiterates these characteristics in his conceptualization of an
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efficacious African-centered pedagogy. She also outlined seven key African-centered
pedagogical principles for “a relevant praxis” that:
1. Legitimizes African stores of knowledge; 2. Positively exploits and
scaffolds productive community and cultural practices; 3. Extends and
builds upon the indigenous language; 4. Reinforces community ties and
idealizes service to one’s family, community, nation, race, and world;
5. Promotes positive social relationships; 6. Imparts a worldview that
idealizes a positive, self-sufficient future for one’s people without
denying the self-worth and right to self-determination of others; and 7.
Supports cultural continuity while promoting critical consciousness.
(Lee, 1994, p. 297)
Lee posits that a dynamic, non-monolithic African cultural character retains the
folklore, historicity and ontological roots that have remained consistent with various
African diasporan people (p. 296). In addition, Karenga (1983) underscores the urgency
to address social issues and concerns in the African American community through
African- centered education. Karenga’s Kwaida philosophical system is comprised of
several constructs. The most often referenced principles include the principles of MAAT,
and the seven Nguzo Saba principles.
Furthermore, Kwame Akoto (1992) adds substantive depth to understanding the
vital role of culture in Black education. He defines culture as:
the totality of values, beliefs, and actions that characterize a people. Culture
consists of behavioral patterns, symbols, institutions, and values of a
society, and is unique to that society. It is the spiritual, ideational, and
material composite that distinguishes one society from another. It shapes
and is in turn shaped by events in the realm of the spiritual…There are no
culture-free or values-free human endeavors…culture is that composite of
socially and historically determined behaviors that nourishes and thereby
defines the intellectual and spiritual parameters within which the human
individual develops and exists. (p. 13)
Akoto frames the keys to a transformative African-centered education. The
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African worldview has been conceptualized as integrative and humanistic
(Akoto, 1992; Myers, 1988). It promotes values such as communal interdependence,
spirituality, and holism.
Critique of Black Feminism and African-Centered Theory
Avoiding essentialism in discussions of African-centered values and Black
feminism can be very difficult. Evans-Wrights critiques Collins (2000) similarly for
essentializing the life experiences of Black women without taking into account more
individualized differences among Black women and girls across time and social class. I
also saw too little theorizing on girls’ identity related experiences in school from most of
the 2nd wave Black feminists. Hip Hop feminists and critical race feminists have tended
to focus on out of school empowerment programs (Brown, 2009). Alternately, EvansWinters advances a post-modern Black feminist perspective that presumes individual
autonomy, agency, and diversity among and between women and girls from similar
socio-economic class and situational factors. The post-modern rejection of essentialism
informs this study by helping me to avoid the pitfalls of cultural essentialism, and to
remain open to the diversity of voices and perspectives that exist within a non-monolithic
group of Black girls and women.
I forward a similar critique about African-centered theory. The cultural values and
experiences of African diasporan peoples have morphed and continue to be influenced by
changing societal dynamics. Changes in social contexts and cultural landscapes,
urbanization, unemployment, and integration, along with broader economic and political
shifts have impacted Black life over time. The evidence, while controversial, tends to
point to positive effects among Black youth exposed to African cultural values (Belgrave,

111

2004; Corneille, Ashcraft, & Belgrave, 2005; Brookins, 1996). These values have been
found to support Black identity development more than hinder it (Akbar, 1994; Brookins,
1996).
I also recognize the debate in the literature about how some interpretations of
particular Afrocentric ideologies have been used to limit the agency and power of Black
women in some “Afrocentric” and/or male dominated cultural organizations (Collins,
2000). Collins (2000) and hooks (1995) assert that some Afrocentric ideology and
brands of Black Nationalism support male domination over women’s lives and capacity
to define for themselves Black womanhood. In contrast, Myer’s (1988), Dove (2003)
and Hudson-Weems (1998) advance a more nuanced perspective on African-centered
thought that promotes complementary male and female relationships recorded in
histories of gender dynamics in Black families (Giddings, 1984; Hine, 1994). While
these theoretical tensions will not be remedied in this study, is important to recognize
that Afrocentric/ African-centered philosophies are not monolithic, as there are many
interpretations. This study recognizes the capacity of African-centered values and an
African worldview to work in concert, rather than against, Black women and girls’
agency and transformative pathways.
In the next chapter, I examine the core features of Black Feminism and Africana
Womanism conceptually and in relation to the methodology. I advance an
epistemological and methodological rationale for conducting a feminist ethnography.
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CHAPTER 4
PILOT STUDIES, EPISTEMOLOGY, AND CULTURAL MILIEU
This chapter begins with my positionality and the way it has been shaped by a
Black Feminist epistemology. I describe how my positionality as a Black woman in
America has colored my experiences and meaning making in the school context. I
discuss the relevance and application of Afrocentric methodology in the current research
design. I then explain the Black Feminist epistemology used.
Secondly, I describe my research journey in brief by presenting the findings from
a pilot study conducted two years before the Ella Baker ROP Study at the Adinkra
Henne Charter School19 (AHCS). The AHCS pilot study provided the impetus to
conduct further research on female ROP programs.
Thirdly, I narrate my entrée into the site and early interactions with the Ella Baker
school founder, staff, and narrate my immersion into the field. I describe in greater detail
the vision and mission of EBFA as a college preparatory K-12 African-centered Freedom
School. I vividly depict the school and include relevant information from school and
student demographic data. Lastly, I describe the cultural milieu of the school and provide
a context for my entrée into the world of rites of passage at Ella Baker Freedom Academy
Charter School.
Pilot Studies & Field Work Preparation
Two years before the Ella Baker ROP study, I conducted an ethnographic pilot study
with 12 tenth grade girls in a rites of passage program (ROP) at Adinkra Henne

19

pseudonym
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Charter High School20 (AHCHS). As a participant observer, I used ethnographic
methods to observe and interview the adolescent girls for 12 weeks. I interviewed
three of the girls to gather more in-depth information about their views of the rites
of passage (ROP) and their knowledge of Afrocentric cultural values. The study
investigated students’ perceptions of their rites of passage experiences, and the
relationship between their home values and the African cultural values taught in
ROP classes. Issues related to Afrocentric identity were also investigated.
There were four key findings about the role and influence of rites of passage in
the lives of the female participants: 1) It created a safe space for the female participants
to communicate about their issues and personal concerns; 2) It allowed them to receive
instruction on the purpose of rites of passage and the Afrocentric ethos; 3) It provided
guidance on how to apply Afrocentric principles in their lives; and 4) the study gleaned
insights into emergent stages of Afrocentric-buy-in (ABI).
Over the brief span of observations I witnessed participants become more
willing to express and identify with Afrocentric values and African aesthetics. By the
remaining weeks of the ROP pilot research, students showed a pronounced excitement
about the culminating African naming ceremony activity. ROP participants
demonstrated several competencies, which included the application of certain Africancentered principles to address relevant teen issues and using them to effectively resolve
conflict. These interrelated findings revealed that after exposure to Afrocentric history,
values, and aesthetics, students gained more knowledge, awareness, and interest in
African-centered principles. However, Afrocentric “buy in,” while positive, was not
20

The pseudonym used for the Afrocentric charter high school in which the pilot study took
place. This school was not associated in any way with Ella Baker Freedom Academy (EBFA).
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immediate, nor consistently linked to achievement, as noted in other studies
(Ginwright, 2000; 2004).
Interview data revealed that some students expressed greater appreciation for
Afrocentric values. I used these findings to support the need for additional research on
socialization and identity processes for African American girls in urban schools, and the
potential benefits of rites of passage programs for this population. This pilot study
strengthened my confidence as a Black woman researcher willing to engage in research
on Black women, girls, African values and identity development. The findings provided
the impetus to design the Ella Baker ROP Study.
Piloting Interview Protocols for Ella Baker ROP Study
After IRB approval in June 2011 and before the commencement of the study at
EBFA, I informally piloted my interview protocols. I coordinated a group of three 11th
grade girls who were not in the EBFA Rites of Passage study to provide feedback on my
questionnaire and interview protocols. On three different occasions I held informal group
interviews with adolescent friends and family members21 to garner feedback on the
comprehensibility of the language used in the protocols. I reasoned that testing the
comprehension and efficacy of the questions on a similar population of Black girls would
heighten the validity of the protocols, and improve the qualitative “reliability” of the
responses among the actual participants. The point of this mini-project was to increase
the internal validity of my inquiries.
The participants and I met at a popular local café for our first visit. I clearly stated
the goal of my dissertation project and my reasons for requesting their feedback on the

21

One of the girls was my niece, and the other two were her friends.
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protocols. I disseminated copies of my IRB approved interview and focus group
protocols and asked them to give me individually written and collective oral feedback on
the protocol questions. They appeared a little anxious and tense. I tried to suppress
sounding professorial or fake as if mimicking a Black urban Philadelphian accent with
very dated slang. Instead, I eagerly asked them to say what teens like themselves say to
each other. Of course, as I predicted, they heartily laughed at my awkward sounding
request for them to give me a crash course on Black teen life and “lingo.”
Over a lot of good food, laughter, and fun, these adolescent girls shared popular
slang, cultural norms, styles, and ideas about girls and male/female interactions. The
mood changed as they finished eating and began to read the protocols and ask clarifying
questions. They offered insightful commentary on what words were confusing or not
known. While with them I reminisced about my former students at Adinkra Henne22 who
taught me the meaning of “drawlin.”23 A lesson I learned from one my 12th grade
students who yelled, “You so drawn!” in defiance after I assigned more reading. I did not
know what the term meant, and I stammered trying to repeat the term, albeit
unsuccessfully. They laughed at me, and in slight embarrassment I laughed at myself.
The adolescent girls who sat across from me at the table chuckled in amusement as I
recounted the story.
Although this small group of girls did not translate my research protocols into
street slang, they improved my understanding of how they used language and social media
as interpersonal communication methods. Their insights also helped to simplify, clarify,
22

pseudonym

23 According to

the Urban Dictionary website, the descriptor slang term drawlin and drawn
denote a person who is acting up or going too far. It is a term used mostly in the
Philadelphia area.
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and refine the interview questions, making them more age-appropriate and culturally
synchronized. As Brown and Weems (2008) suggest, those moments of cultural exchanges
and immersion occur in and through language contexts and constructs.
Acts of linguistic assimilation, resistance, or repression are mediated through
culturally imposed norms and expectations of being, for example, “loud girls” or quiet,
shy ones (Fordham, 1993; Smitherman, 1998). Black youth are heavily invested in
language, thereby creating worlds for themselves, and spaces for inclusion and exclusion
as insiders and/or outsiders. I sought to learn more about Black girls’ diverse and
nuanced discourses. Becoming more of an insider occurred by using my time to listen
and observe my participants and affirming their creative linguistic power.
During my interactions with EBFA study participants, I realized how important it
was to consider the ways Standard American English norms signal differences in class,
distribute power and opportunities for diverse communities, and are disrupted in ways
that re-constitute power, role, and status. These linguistic factors are significant when
conducting intergenerational research on African American youth (Smitherman, 1998;
Weems & Brown, 2008). Piloting the protocols helped me to refine the language used in
them in preparation for use during informant interviews, which are discussed in greater
detail in Chapter 5, Methods of Data Collection and Analysis.
Entrée into the EBFA Site (September 2011)
I was fortunate in my capacity to gain access to the EBFA school site, in part due
to having had positive experiences with the school founder, and having worked
previously in African-centered schools. Upon written request to Dr. Fatima Deeds, the
School Founder and Head of School, I was allowed to conduct the study. She reviewed a
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copy of my IRB approved consent forms, protocols, and parent letter introducing them to
my research. With a look of critical curiosity in her eyes she did not hesitate to inquire
about why I wanted to do research on rites of passage at her school. I thought for a
moment before answering, and considered this moment as an opportunity to explain why
I think rites of passage is under-researched and may contribute to our understanding of
the importance of including culturally empowering socialization and identity
development practices. I shared my interest in rites of passage as a possible solution to
the dearth of effective socialization practices in schools. She paused only for a second,
and quickly nodded affirmatively and sincerely.
As the fall approached, I began to record my experiences at the site. Approaching
Ella Baker on early fall days left me frequently in a surreal mode. Grey skies and rain
drizzles greeted me as I approached the old grey building. I often walked toward the
school building in rain, clouds, and sunshine. There were many moments I closed my
eyes and held onto memories of warm mornings with only intermittent clouds that
unveiled sparkling blue skies punctuated by bright sunshine, and wished away the cold
and wind.
Often, I walked briskly and jovially along the sidewalk toward the school. I
smelled familiar odors emanating from bits of car exhaust or damp leaves that had been
blown into a pile. There was little grass, and even fewer trees near the street that led to
the steps of the school, and trash was strewn randomly around, tumbling in the wind. In
front of me was a street that roared with cars that heralded only short moments of silence
and horns blowing, racing off to anywhere. The hustle and bustle paralleled a widened
corner where unsmiling Black and Brown women walked with babies and elementary
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school children who were hurriedly pulled along toward the bus line. I held the mixed
emotions of gratitude and empathy toward working class mothers who often had only
inconvenient options.
Each encounter, walking quickly toward the Ella Baker Freedom Academy school
building, felt similar to the last. I peered at everything with high intensity from the
graying and aging textures of sculpted Catholic inspired artwork on the building to the
double red doors. With each glance, whether at a row of cars or over-used, compact,
parallel row homes, I soaked in un-quelled urbanity. I glanced quickly inside cars and
saw the familiar diverse randomness of the working class life of teachers and residents:
old mail strewn across seats, old baby car seats, and a toy or two on a passenger’s seat, or
a clean and shiny one that was obviously the source of someone’s pride. There were oilstained marks on the asphalt where cars re-visited their homes in the evening. Inside
those familiar spaces, I often parked my car. I thought about the socioeconomics of the
working poor and so-called working class, the realization of lower middle class life is not
well distinguished. On many occasions I noticed grass struggling to grow through the
concrete, and I reminisced on Tupac’s rose that grew in those cracks and imagined the
resilience embedded in the hearts of young men and women at this school. Which ones in
my study would decide to reach their dreams in spite of ever-present challenges?
After spending hours observing while walking or slowly driving on unknown
streets while risking getting lost, I began to gain a sense of Westford neighborhoods,
many of which give Fairfield its urban flavor. I imagined the ways socioeconomic
conditions influence family and community life. A working class person on this street
may or may not be able to go on vacation, since finances often dictate whether one can go
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or how one goes on vacation. I later learned from my informants that several informants
grew up in neighborhoods reminiscent of the Wakefield school community. My
informants described their parents’ commitment to their education connected to a desire
for them to have a better life.
Paying attention to my surroundings shifted my focus as an ethnographer to
document a slice of everything. I noted the usual walk up to the school building in this
field note:
... I turn right to face the school I approached two sets of stairs toward a
massive set of red doors. A moment after pressing the button I heard a
very soft click that unlocked the door. I took another deep breath
preparing my mind to fully engage this study on adolescent girls in rites of
passage. (Field note, 9/13/11)
As those red doors closed behind me, I entered the building that opened into a
small, open office. A polite woman sat at a desk and answered phones and facilitated
signing people in. I kept noticing how dim the room was. Brown doors, floors, and walls
colored most of the space. Sister Carey was the point of contact for scheduling updates
and to make appointments with the Head of School and Founder. In another field note I
describe the first few days of the journey:
Before class started: got there calmly on time; pleasant ride; feel positive
and slightly anxious, but ready, prepared for this leg of my journey.
Catholic church on right; cars; a few people hanging on side street; corner
store; approached church looking for Ella Baker sign. I see steps found it!
Yeah! (Field note, 9/13/11)

At the bottom of the walls on the opposing wall was a bright green that contrasted
the green, red, and yellow emblem of Ella Baker at the top center of the wall. Once I was
in the school, I saw a familiar face and felt relieved.
In the following section, I describe my interactions with Dr. Fatima Deeds, the
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visionary founder and Head of School whose face often greets newcomers at the
elementary or secondary school entrances. I share the importance of Dr. Deeds’ vision in
the context of Black liberation via the implementation of community-based, Africancentered schools and Freedom Schools.
Dr. Fatima Deeds, EBFA Visionary Founder and Head of School
The evolution of the vision of Ella Baker Freedom Academy as a year-round
K-12 Freedom School took place deep in the heart and mind of Dr. Fatima Deeds.
Standing on the shoulders of many women and men who fought for freedom in a
hostile world, Dr. Deeds would evince the dream of a Freedom School, the first of
its kind in the country. In many interviews and informal conversations over the
years I learned a lot about Dr. Deeds’ background and extraordinary vision. Several
school leaders and teachers praised Dr. Deeds as an effective and highly regarded
educational leader. She developed an expertise in culturally relevant pedagogy,
African-centered education and Freedom schools. She was a major curricula
developer for the city’s freedom schools and worked many years building a
formidable infrastructure for multiple organizations that supported the freedom
school vision.
Dr. Deeds a middle-aged veteran educator grew up during the era of
segregation and lived in Fairfield. Her family understood the terrorism of White
racism levied against Black humanity. Having a Garveyite mother contributed to
commitment to challenge oppression. Dr. Deeds dedicated her life to education,
servant leadership, and group determination of Black people and others who were
oppressed. She grew up marching and mobilizing the community to resist racism
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and dismantle the vestiges of northern segregation in Fairfield24.
Dr. Deeds’ vision materialized into Ella Baker Freedom Academy, the first K12 African-centered freedom school of its kind in the world (Mickens, 2011). This
veteran teacher and administrator from Fairfield, PA, understood clearly the exigencies
that envelope urban schools. The school opened four years before the EBFA Study
began. The school charter was birthed out of her life story as much as the historical
need for this city to provide better educational options for children of color. The school
charter was birthed out of her life story as much as the historical need for this city to
provide better educational options for children of color. She instituted an integrated
Freedom School and highly rigorous academic curricula rooted in an African cultural
humanistic ethos, social justice imperatives, cultural empowerment, intergenerational
service learning, character development, and critical awareness of global issues. She
explained in formal and informal conversations that the redemptive principles of social
justice undergirded the learning and teaching experience.
My professional relationship with Dr. Deeds was auspicious, at moments
delightful because I enjoyed listening and learning, as she too loved teaching through
storytelling. I felt free from the anxiety of wondering if I belonged in the space or
whether my requests to do research would be rejected. However, there was an
underlying question of whether I could maintain my researcher status in the midst of a
mentor and colleague in a comfortable and supportive environment. There was mutual
respect and a kindness that felt similar to aunts and nieces, and mothers and daughters.
We were in fact members of a larger, extended family of those interested in the
24

Fairfield is a pseudonym for the Northeastern American city where the school was
located.
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liberation and educational uplift of African descended people, of poor and oppressed
peoples; part of a larger human family of conscious people who cared about human
freedom and empowerment.
I thought frequently about the purpose of the Ella Baker ROP Study and the
kind of contribution it would make to our understanding of African-centered Freedom
Schools. This work is an outgrowth of the many realized and undermined visions of
Black people to protect and enact their human rights to educate their children. Ella
Baker is situated in that vision as much as this study. That said, it is important to note
that I am not a cheerleader for the school. This vision of better quality education for
African Americans does; however, recognize the attempts to provide quality
education, in greater or lesser degrees, for a historically disenfranchised group. This
study adds an important dimension to the contiguous struggle of African Americans to
establish and maintain educational institutions for themselves in hostile environments.
The study is aligned with African ontological, epistemological, and axiological
exigencies that support the vigilance and protection of African descendant humanity
and institutions designed to uphold it. The next section describes EBFA’s school
mission, ethos, and overarching goals of African-centered education and the
exigencies within the historical African American educational freedom struggle.
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EBFA School Mission
The school mission and related information found in charter documents were
drafted with minor revisions onto the EBFA website. A bold mission statement appeared
on the webpage against a green and black backdrop:
Ella Baker Freedom Academy Charter School is a college preparatory
community based K-12 freedom school that empowers its students to take
their rightful places in the world as educators, leaders and agents of change.
Ella Baker Freedom Academy (EBFA) builds on the Freedom School Junior
Servant Leader model to establish a public charter school that brings together
high school servant leader scholars with elementary school scholar activists
to increase literacy and numeracy levels throughout the community, promote
respect for scholarship, servant leadership, conflict resolution, personal,
social, and environmental responsibility.
Using the essential components of the Freedom School model, EBFA
engenders in its students, staff, and community a love for learning, respect
for scholarship, pride in heritage and a commitment to personal and societal
transformation. At Ella Baker, learning is done in a safe family oriented
setting, where children and adults of all ages will teach and learn from one
another. By propagating the adage, “each one / teach one,” Ella Baker
Freedom builds inter-generational learning communities in which each and
every person is responsible to learn in order to teach, and teach in order to
build a better world. (EBFA Charter Annual, 2011-2012)
This college preparatory curricula promotes shared values with the Fairfield
Freedom schools model including: purposeful and rigorous scholarship, cultural
continuance, cultural democracy, social action, intergenerational egalitarian teaching and
learning community, community involvement, familial involvement, servant leadership
conflict resolution, and values-based socialization. The charter emphasizes the following
socialization components:
Cultural Continuance: In order to properly socialize students to become
fully actualized conscious, caring, contributing members of their
communities, educators must combat the hegemonic domination of popular
cultural trends (e.g. violence, individualism, materialism, consumerism,
hedonism, white supremacy, misogyny). To resist, it is imperative that
students be grounded in their own history, culture, and the best traditions of
their people. Through developing pride in heritage and sense of purpose,
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scholars will be empowered to resist assimilation or enculturation by forces
that are antithetical to the full actualization of their humanity.
Servant Leadership/Conflict Resolution: Just as every student can and
must learn, in the Freedom school model, every student must be equipped
to teach and lead in order to establish safe and healthy relationships,
families, communities, and societies characterized by peace and justice.
The Ella Baker Freedom Academy model builds servant leadership by
engaging youth in reflection, leadership, conflict resolution, team building,
and curriculum training. Ella Baker Freedom Academy scholars and
servant leaders are provided with continuous opportunities to mentor,
teach, organize, lead, and experience themselves making a difference in the
“real world” with “real people”….
Values-Based Socialization: In order to meet the broader goals of
socialization, Ella Baker Freedom Academy adopts a culturally based value
system that insures that the “Ella Baker Freedom School Way” [EBFS
Way] guides the behavior of staff, scholars, servant leaders, community
members and parents. The EBFS Way operationalizes elements of
traditional value systems as embodied in the ethical code of Nguzo Nane25
and the Kemetic Principles of Djehuty and Maat and will be inculcated
through a system of rites, rituals, and responsibilities….In contrast, the
Principles of Maat govern individual character development… consistent
with the following virtues: Order, Balance, Harmony, Righteousness,
Truth, Reciprocity, and Justice. (EBFA Charter Annual, 2011-2012)
EBFA’s rites of passage program is a method of cultural continuance and
restoration of a cultural code of ethics. It is subsumed under servant leadership and
physical education, as well as a method of socialization that promulgates core cultural
and freedom schools values. It is important to understand the demographics and academic
profiles of the student body in order to explore the relationships between the school
mission, socialization exigencies, and cultural milieu.

25

“These pivotal values are further reflected in a defined code of conduct known as the
Nguzo Nane, which governs community interaction and provides the foundation for
building a healthy harmonious community. The Nguzo Nane identifies eight essential
Principles. They are: 1) Heshima (Respect), 2) Umoja (Unity), 3) Kujichagulia (SelfDetermination), 4) Ujima (Collective Responsibility), 5) Ujamaa (Cooperative Economics),
6) Nia (Purpose), 7) Kuumba (Creativity) and 8) Imani (Faith).” (EBFA Charter Annual,
2011-2012)
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Student Demographics and School Data
After the study began, I requested from Dr. Deeds access to information about the
school, and she obliged by offering charter school documents and reminding me about
the school newsletters. I read internal documents and school district information about
EBFA. I researched the school’s history and trends in student demographics and
achievement using school documents, website information, and external documents from
the school district and newspapers.
The elementary school was tucked away in a lower working class neighborhood of
mostly Latino/a, and African American residents. The secondary school serviced students
who come from similar socioeconomic demographics common in Wakefield26. The high
school was located on a major thoroughfare that cut across the northeastern part of
Fairfield27 City, Pennsylvania. With a total student body of approximately 400 students,
the school boasted of a 93% attendance rate and a 250-person wait list. Similar to scenes
in “Waiting for Superman” and “Lottery,” Ella Baker maintained long waiting lists, as
many other reputable urban charter schools. While Ella Baker services families in lower
socioeconomic brackets, some have crossed over into the hailed middle class and choose
to send their students to a safe, culturally affirming, humanistic learning environment.
Eighty-one percent of the student body receives free or reduced cost lunch
(Charter Annual, 2010-2011). With a 21- member instructional staff, 90% of the teachers
are certified. Forty-two students receive special services, excluding those identified as
mentally gifted. Seventy percent of the students are from Westlake28 neighborhood,
which is a part of the larger Wakefield community in Fairfield city.
A pseudonym
A pseudonym
28 A pseudonym
26
27
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Wakefield is a historically working class community that “has many strengths and
faces many challenges” (Charter Annual 2010-2011, Executive Summary, p. 2). The
strengths of this community include its diversity, exemplified in culturally diverse
schools, neighborhood organizations, and small businesses. Economic decline, witnessed
in the reduction of business, rising rates of crime and unemployment, present some major
challenges of this community.
The majority of the students are African American at 92%, with 8% Latino/a, and
less than 1% self-identified as white, Asian, or multicultural (Charter Annual, 20102011). In terms of gender, the school was rated 55% male and 45% female (U.S. News
and World Report). It had a burgeoning immigrant population from Africa and the
Caribbean, including families from Nigeria, Gambia, Somalia, Jamaica, Haiti, Trinidad,
and Cape Verde (Charter Annual, 2010-2011). There was a bastion of Euro-American
ethnic groups whose predecessors laid roots in this area during the early to mid-20th
century. Their descendants remained alongside more recent Latino/a ethnic groups from
Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, and Colombia (Charter Annual, 2010-2011).
The Fairmont Independent Education paper highlighted nationally and locally
recognized student achievements and awards, including:
1st place and Special Award in the Carver Science fair, 2009-2010; 2nd
place, Carver Science Fair and Special Award, 2011-2012; Kids Grow
Expo Awards, 2009-2010, 2010-2011, 2011-2012; 1st place, citywide
Reading Olympics, 2011; 1st place, citywide Reading Olympics, 2012,
regional winner, Black History Bowl, Lincoln University; PCCY Picasso
arts grant.
Their points of pride included:
International service projects (75% of seniors travel abroad to Ecuador,
Jamaica, Dominican Republic, Gambia); media literacy symposium;
oratorical contest; service learning and social justice projects including
… Books Over Bars… and Student-run Health Fair…
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EBFA’s academic program offered a rigorous blend of AP, honors, and specialty
courses including: AP courses in English, literature and composition, honors statistics,
honors environmental sciences, and dual enrollment with community college for social
science, humanities, and the arts, and Spanish as a foreign language course. Their
activities and special programs included the Ella Baker Scoop newspaper, teen court,
student council, spoken word, martial arts, gardening, and fashion design/recyclable art,
according to an independent Fairmont education newspaper. The school also offered
African drumming, voice, and instrumental music classes; visual arts and media literacy
instruction; dance and choir instruction and performance; and school plays. The school
expanded their sports teams over the years to include girls’ and boys’ baseball,
basketball, cross country, and soccer clubs. They differed in terms of gendered sports in
cheerleading for the girls and flag football for the boys.
Among the upper secondary grades, there appeared to be a trending decline of
Latino/a students. I witnessed a declining Latino/a population29 among students as they
matriculated from 9th through 11th grade. Rosia30, my Latina informant, attributed the
declining Latina/o population to be a result of cultural disconnection. There was not
enough recognition of Latino/a culture, traditions, and history. Rosia said that while she
learned about her African roots and was proud of that, she felt that some of her Latino/a
brothers and sisters came from families that did not recognize their African heritage.
While Rosia celebrated her African ancestry as a mixed Puerto Rican and Dominican

There was a pattern of declining Latino/a numbers found in the ROP questionnaires in
the students’ self-descriptions of their ethnic identity.
30 A pseudonym of the Latina student informant
29
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student, she also wanted more recognition and integration of her indigenous Taino31 roots
and traditions in the curricula and overall school experience.
Cultural Milieu at EBFA
Understanding the cultural milieu of the school required immersing myself in the
school context. I desired to understand the study participant’s nuanced beliefs, thoughts,
and feelings about the school generally, and ROP more specifically. My early visits to
EBFA heightened my familiarity with the students and immersion into the school culture.
In this section, I describe my early interactions with the students at EFBA. In
May 2011, I attended EBFA’s annual “Sisterhood Night Up,” a culminating overnight
ROP activity for girls who were soon to complete ninth grade. This exploratory miniproject allowed me to observe over 25 15 year-old Black and Brown32 girls who had
experienced at least one year of rites of passage classes. The overnight was designed to
help the girls bond with each other and their facilitators. The ROP facilitator and two
other teachers, who the female students seemed to like and respect, functioned in the
roles of “other mothers” (Collins, 2000).
I sat in corners and off to the side very slow to engage and be involved, because I
knew that I was a guest invited to give a workshop, and I wanted to observe without
being in the limelight. I witnessed important relational and “initiation-type” interactions
during the nightly workshops that aided in the further conceptualization and development
of the study. The girls appeared to enjoy the facial workshops, in which they learned to
care for their skin using nourishing foods such as oats. They were excited to take the
Taino refers to the tribal name of the Indigenous peoples of several Caribbean islands,
such as Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic.
32 This term connotes persons who self-define culturally or ethnically, or appear
phenotypically as Latina, Indigenous, multi-racial, or non-white.
31
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square buckets to the sink and fill them up with warm water in anxious anticipation of the
next phases of the facial experience.
The guest speaker, a doctoral student and colleague, facilitated the workshop. She
spoke with ease and excitement as their big sister and “muse” (Urban Girls, 2007). The
girls responded very well to welcoming the young, Black and Latina facilitator and
graduate student. They listened intently and mimicked her moves as she took the oatmeal
moisturizing soap mixture and smoothed over one of the girl’s faces. She explained to
them the importance of using non-irritating products, eating right, and lowering stress
with deep breathing and meditation. She talked about caring for the face as another
important aspect of caring for the whole self. Girls bounced from session to session
through the night, and ate and talked and fussed as early morning approached. The poetry
workshop on father/daughter issues appeared very engaging, as I observed many girls
waiting anxiously to participate in the session.
During the closing talk, adult women mentors, “muses” and other mothers offered
departing words of wisdom and inspiration. There were recapped sayings and familiar
metaphors and thematic verses re-echoed. Sisters and women spoke of restoration,
forgiveness, and empowerment as Sisters Night Up came to a close. The early morning
ritual emanated symbolic messages of release and re-commitment. Participants received
scraps of paper to write down negative behaviors that they commit to give up; hence, the
release. The girls circled up around a bonfire and one by one, dropped their notes into the
fire. The burning of those notes with negative habits or behaviors symbolized its
destruction and the restoration of uprightness in the symbolic purification ritual.
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Their first year of rites ended with a message of new beginnings in the somber
closing circle in the chilled dewiness of dawn. Sisters Night Up culminated with a diverse
group of women and girls who bonded through liberating experiences of commitment to
be and do better for themselves and each other. In a safe, intergenerational space, they
decided to lean on each other to prompt maturation for the upcoming year of rites. They
were there to heal their wounds and repair their brokenness as much as they were there to
celebrate power in adolescent girlhood. They were there to re-envision womanhood as
releasing the power of a re-defined femininity. Several girls informally shared with me
the cathartic feeling they had when they released a problem or memory that inhibited
their growth, confidence or joy. Finding the place to release one’s voice moves
disengaged girls to those ready to relinquish their silences. To become critically reflective
about speaking up about what they need in adolescent girlhood is an act of
intergenerational engagement that transforms socialized silences into powerfully agentic
voices (Taylor Gilligan, and Sullivan, 1995). They released in tears, smiles, and smirks in
the beauty of their diversity they endured until the sun rose, the ritual ended, and the girls
and adult female teachers, mentors, and workshop leaders departed.
Rites of Passage Begin with Rites of Separation
During a preliminary interview with Sister Karen, the ROP facilitator, I received a
detailed overview of what the previous two years had been like for these upcoming 11th
grade girls. The theme for the rites of passage classes was building self-esteem and ethnic
pride, and avoiding all forms of violence in relationships. A community and youth
development organization was invited to facilitate 16 lessons with the girls on building
healthy relationships and avoiding inflicting violence upon young women. The lessons
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were designed to help the girls understand the difference between healthy and unhealthy
relationships. Holistic health, sexuality, feminine hygiene, and wellness are topics of
discussion. The facilitator initiates lessons and activities to help the girls understand how
to make healthy choices and remain committed to making positive decisions. The girls
learn about goal setting, empowerment, and self-determination.
For example, a personal development project included dream mapping which
entailed creating future goals through visual representation such as collages. This
visualization exercise is designed to strengthen their self-efficacy and goal setting by
encouraging them to map out what they want to manifest in their lives. They talked to
each other about their visual props that represent their goals and how they plan to
accomplish them.
In addition, the students experienced feminine health and hygiene workshops
related to sexuality and women’s reproductive health issues. These workshops assisted
the girls in understanding decision-making processes for choosing or avoiding engaging
in sexual activities. The workshops helped adolescent female students build their capacity
to make responsible decisions with the guidance of other adult women who care about
them. Adult rites of passage facilitators bring in trained experts to discuss healthy sexual
options, such as abstinence and using protection during sex.
They used their journals to express their feelings and insights about what they are
learning, and their dreams and hopes. In the beginning of the rites of passage classes,
students “circle up” and use affirmations to set the tone and introduce the theme for the
session. Students participated in rites of passage classes to build self-esteem and cultural
pride, and experience ethnic and gender identity development.
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Sister Belinda, a history teacher and mentor who supports ROP at the school,
described the rites of separation:
…the first parent meeting rites of separation ceremony so it’s the very first
day of school the 9th grade group comes in doing different activities. We
introduce them to it, and this is the prep work they need before we take
them to the overnight camp that we take them to and we spend 2-3 days
team building activities. They do book reading activities; summer reading;
academic activities; it’s kind of like an initial socialization into what
[being at Ella Baker] is all about. The parents come the students are all
dressed in black and we take them through…Even when parents come into
this meeting they don’t know what they’re experiencing. ‘I like this I’m
excited’ parents may feel once they’re in the school and their
responsibilities… (Interview, June 7, 2012)
As that group of ninth graders completed their closing ritual in preparation to
enter the school year as a properly “socialized” 10th grader, the incoming ninth graders
would soon experience their first rites of passage activity. At the beginning of the school
year, incoming ninth graders participated in rites of separation, in contrast to the Sisters’
Night Up! The rites of separation is an annual ritual that engages family and staff to
commit to supporting the new class of young men and women who are dedicating
themselves to taking on the school mission and culture of EBFA.
It was a ritual designed for incoming freshmen to symbolically cut the ties to
their past as middle school children and form new bonds to the EBFA staff and the rules
and guidelines that reflect an EBFA scholar. As new arrivals with high school status,
they heard from the school founder, ROP instructors, teachers, and guest speakers about
taking up the baton of the Ella Baker Freedom School way. They were exhorted to
embody a new set of value-driven behaviors, goals and practices that would prepare
them for success. They were encouraged to cast away their former immature and
obstinate ways, in order to begin the self-transformation journey as servant leaders.
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Dr. Deeds articulated the rites of separation experience, its transformative power,
and the expectation of rites of passage at EBFA:
During the rites of separation they [the students and facilitators] go away
for a few days at the beginning of school year….when they come into 9th
grade they spend a day with us…at the end of their day with us…. they go
away with their teaching team (two nights) Shona and Wolof will go to the
Poconos camp ….the next year’s 9th grade went to girl scout camp, Camp
Laughing Waters, which was damaged by a hurricane…The fact they start
off with freedom school training model they can’t come here without
doing that with teaching team and get Ella Baker indoctrination – this is
who we are; Ella Baker you coming to the school is premised on getting
through those 3 days… (Interview, January 25, 2012)
She reasserted her warnings, “if you think you’re gonna tell a teacher off” or get
into a physical altercation,” think twice, “cause you can’t go here” (Interview, January
25, 2012). Dr. Deeds admitted that the freshmen initiates evolved into servant leaders
during campfire meetings where “teary children are confessing things and sharing things
about themselves and really acknowledging that this is gonna be a really different place”
(Interview, January 25, 2012). She sighed, then shrugged her shoulders slightly and
smiled when describing students with preconceptions:
…these ideas about what high school is gonna be and we throw it out, take
them into nature, not pledging them, but [giving them] sessions involving
the text they were asked to read; solve problems on trust walks; trust
building exercises; learn the protocols, libation and Harambee. They come
back to represent those lessons during their first Harambee, the morning
circle, from the Teaching team and Dean and immediate administrators
from day one they discover that this is gonna be different… that they’re
learning to be sisters and brothers from the beginning… and they won’t
have another one like it until 12th grade rites of transformation. And as
right now I’m not sure what that’s gonna look like beyond their
international service project and [their] bonding experience [during]
Sisters’ Night UP! (Interview, January 25, 2012)

These moments of resistance, acceptance, and awakening were seen repeatedly
in the developmental rituals. Sister Belinda shared her observations:
…The first parent meeting rites of separation ceremony so it’s the very
first day of school the 9th grade group comes in doing different activities;
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we introduce them to it; and this is the prep work they need before we take
them to the overnight camp that we take them to and we spend 2-3 days
team building activities; they do book reading activities; summer reading;
academic activities; it’s kind of like an initial socialization into what it’s
about. The parents come the students are all dressed in black and we take
them through the process… [The students are expected to] leave behind
[their] childishness… (Interview, June 7, 2012)

Parents at the pre-school year information meetings discovered the high
expectations placed on them to stay involved in their children’s lives while at EBFA.
At these sessions, parents ascertained school expectations, rules, the mission, and
students’ requirements, such as the homework and zero-tolerance violence policies.
They also learned about the purpose, competencies, and activities in rites of passage. I
attended one of those sessions and parents asked many questions. The sessions helped
parents to decide whether to continue the application process or rescind their
acceptance into the school.
Harambee Opening Ritual for Student Body and Instructional Staff
Immersing myself in the school context compelled me to attend Harambee circle
and libation in the morning, and community meetings on Fridays. In Harambee morning
circles, high school students form a circle to connect with peers and staff. They give and
receive messages, acknowledgements and calendar-related reminders. There were
announcements and recognitions, birthdays, and teachers who praised stellar work. One
of the most important rituals during Harambee is the pouring of libation in Angalia33
pose. Students lead libation in a ceremonious, non-religious honoring of ancestors.
Students then transition to a ritualistic performance of chants and cheers. I noticed
33

Angalia pose is an African-inspired traditional stance used as a protocol for all students
and staff during traditional ceremonies; e.g., libation, certain rites of passage, honoring of
elders and guests. Everyone stands and places their right arm over their left with their
hands open and placed downward against the chest toward the tips of one’s shoulders.
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that students enjoyed the familiar rhythmic chants, the oohs and aahs of movement,
stomping and clapping. An 11th grade scholar shouted the lead: “Ella-Baker is red hot!”
The students repeated, “Ella-Baker is red hot!” A familiar recognition resounded in
repetitive chant: G double O D J-O-B, Good job! Sung against a backdrop of interspersed
rhythmic claps - Good job! Good job! The chant ended with an expressive shout with a
stomp - GOOD JOB! These freedom calls and chants are reminiscent of the contiguous
African inspired aesthetics within evolving African American and popular cultural
experiences. In an ambience of ancestral reverence and in honor of the school and the
role they accepted, students somberly recited in unison:
We are the servant leaders and intellectual warriors of Ella Baker Freedom
Academy Charter School.
We shall always remember the sacrifices of our ancestors –
Those who were taken from their land
And those whose land was taken from them.
Because we stand on the shoulders of a mighty people
We shall build mighty shoulders on which others can stand.
We pledge to develop good habits of the mind, body, and spirit
We pledge to continue the legacy of the freedom fighters before us.
We understand that we exist because others have made it possible for us
and because others have made it possible for us, we will make it possible
for others. (EBFA Charter Annual, 2011-2012)
A Day in the Field
Walking up the steps from the basement where Harambee is held to the second
and third floors, an observer will see deeply rich brown steps and walls covered with
African motifs and symbols of freedom, images of civil rights leaders and unsung
activists, and unnamed groups of teens who confronted racism and rendered prizes
known only in their later years. Martin and Malcolm appeared on opposing walls on
separate floors, Ella Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer greeted you upon entrance into classes
in English and Global Interdependence. I recorded my experience:
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Walking up the stairs, black and white African symbolic print and shapes
decorate walls; life size picture (bust size) of Malcolm X quote by any
means necessary as I ascend the third floor. (Field note, 9/27/11)

The faces of Anna Julia Cooper, Langston Hughes, and Leon Sullivan look
approvingly slightly above the students’ heads in the media literacy class. Charles Drew,
Madam C.J. Walker, Mae Jemison, and Bessie Bount Griffin shroud the walls in
chemistry class.
Visiting classrooms afforded me the opportunity to absorb the mission of the
school via the images that pervaded the open spaces of classroom and hallway walls
covered in splashes of green and yellow, black and red on other floors, purple chairs,
black desks and old outmoded science labs inappropriate for secondary level chemistry.
These images, plastered outside and inside doors and offices, told a story of hope in the
possibilities of self and societal transformation, of leadership and intergenerational
purpose. Classrooms were frequently set up in small group style or tables that formed an
open U shape which often facilitated dialogue, while retaining attention on the instructor.
Liberating the classroom design was notable. The space facilitated student engagement
and an openness free from the traditional institutional style. Challenges to the banking
system, as Freire (1970) instructed, offered possibilities to transgress, as hooks suggests,
those subtle and ostensible hierarchies.
Yet, the African value system was deeply ensconced within the school culture,
and it fostered students’ inner control. School pride was evoked in school traditions such
as libation, chants and cheers. These values drove the socialization practices, and
functioned synergistically with the freedom school mission. They were intertwined and
offered definition and direction for engaging in the school culture. Sustaining the pursuit
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of human freedom through critical socio-cultural and intellectual engagement was the
goal of the school culture. This pursuit was exercised daily by Black and Brown servant
leaders in intergenerational spaces who worked to mobilize action on behalf of elder folk
in poor communities.
Students recited the school pledge, replacing the pledge of allegiance to the
United States flag, yet not in defiance of it, nor in an air of disrespect. The African values
directed ritualistic protocols via prioritizing and re-directing allegiance to self, ancestors
and contemporary leaders, in an effort to revitalize the cultural life preservers for an
oppressed people. The Anglia pose required during libation and in honor of the school
founder, school administrators, and guests, functioned similarly to re-directing the
school’s attention to values that preserve African humanity, which had been violently
uprooted and displaced in legal terrorism, disgracing democracy for over four centuries.
Angalia accompanied the act of remembering. These African-oriented, humanistic values
prioritized freedom and responsibility for the formerly dispossessed, ignored, and
rejected. There was also a tone of embracing human diversity and liberating spaces for
Latino/as in ways that underscored their Indigenous ancestors’ experiences as oppressed
via colonization and acts of genocide.
I wrestled with whether these African values promulgated an ideology. On one
hand, the African images and Black historical personalities retained a non-ideological
space that spawned a fluidity of meanings. Contemporary images of success in a postcivil rights era adorning the school doors and walls prompted an acknowledgement of
change. They evoked movement into a liberated present toward a more liberated future
accomplished through human will and consciousness of a sustainable human freedom.
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Those women and men did not live in oppression or freedom in vain, but in an everpresent commitment to change for the elevation of human consciousness.
There was a subtle message in these images that spoke directly to my purpose for
studying identity empowerment practices in urban schools. These images evoked a story
of remembrance of who we are collectively, while inspiring students to see themselves in
the faces of the great ones. On what level could these young people be inspired to answer
their existential questions? Could these images inspire any of them to recognize and/or
challenge controlling stereotypes or illusory beauty standards? The images evoked
curiosity about the Black self via the depiction of positive and empowering images that
inspired new ways of conceiving the self; subtle challenges to racist and sexist notions of
limitations steeped in the lie of inherent or cultural inferiority.
These freedom fighters captured in images of soldiers and “soldierettes” had
symbolic power to liberate the space for consciousness and reflection. They prepared
students literally upon entering the class, and figuratively – as students who would enter a
future world for which they were to some degree responsible for transforming. I
wondered if these images re-directed students’ attitude and role in fulfilling the freedom
school mission; in terms of shifting their focus and behavior from mediocrity toward a
standard of excellence with transformative power. Could these unchartered pathways
offered to students through cross-curricula and enculturation practices in rites of passage,
for example, lead students to evince freedom for themselves and others? Could this
school’s mission prepare them to charter racial transcendence through consciousness of
oppression? These inquiries pervaded my thoughts as I engaged students in the space.
In my field notes I often captured the setting and mood of class before it started:
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Pleasant faces looked back at me. Colorful kente cloth adorns the table and
accents the beautiful African symbols and artwork on walls; beige, green and
red, and yellow; decorated class; black images; ancestors beloved by so many
of us in the movement. Ralph Bunch on the left with Lena Horne and
Langston Hughes; Lorraine Hansberry; Maps of the US and world map
Africa staring at me. A sign pops out, “Class of 2013!” on the side wall, and
near the teacher’s desk another message appears: “Dreams are not something
to wait for; they are something to work for…. Our Data Wall on blue
background kente cloth borders around each sectional on wall. Shout outs –
(Black English vernacular speech welcomed here I thought). Writing cues
Topic Sentences; be more descriptive; write for success; reading strategies;
diction, tone, allusion, genre, primary source, secondary source, bias.
On the back wall on opposite side of the room a sign in the middle of a bluecolored poster paper: Shona Nation Big Goal 11A. Other messages
illuminated the wall: We are college ready (sign on white sheet of paper);
College bound; Freedom Fighters. The border on the back wall read, “Learn
from the past, live in the present, plan for the future.” And, “Excuses stop
here” greets you at the door. (Field notes, September 13, 2011)
During Harambee circle, many names of freedom fighters reverberated through
the basement. I wondered whether those names meant anything to these young people. I
looked into their eyes, awaiting some clue. I found sparks of remembrance, resistance,
and acceptance. Over time, however, I saw some young people who exhibited
awareness, a gentle stillness or openness to fully engage in the libation and
cheer/chanting rituals.
“Let’s circle up!”
I witnessed similar awakenings during the opening circle. Many girls, however,
expressed annoyance at having to participate in the daily ritual of repeating familiar and
at times disingenuous affirmations such as “We are happy…We are smart…We are
here… We are healthy…We are beautiful” (Field notes, September 13, 2011)
I documented several instances of this disingenuousness, especially during the
earlier months of the study. Slowly over time, however, when a student moved into
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“unconscious” behavior, a peer would repeat sarcastically the opening circle affirmation.
Annoyance may have been worth the price of focusing everyone’s energy around
establishing the rites of passage space as safe, sacred, and positive for developing
womanhood and sisterhood. There were diverse sentiments. I recorded in my field notes
several moments where students expressed genuine affirmations such as “We are
able….We are resilient….We are college bound….We are healthy….” (Field notes,
December 20, 2011).
Many students sounded like they meant those affirmations. There was always a
student or two whose disengagement manifested in rejection of the ritual. I watched
them closely for signs of change. At the end of the class, there was a closing chant in
rhythmic song: “We are excellent sisters (sisters repeat: we are excellent sisters) and
getting better every day (getting better every day) we are excellent sisters (sisters repeat:
we are excellent sisters), and getting better every day (getting better every day). Ase,
ase, ase. All that occurred in between opening and closing circles constitutes the heart of
the study reflecting the dynamic ways rites of passage class prepared adolescent girls for
adult life. Chapter 5 describes in greater detail the pilot study and its influence on the
research design, rationale for using feminist ethnography as the primary method used in
data collection. It is here that the process of field observations, interviewing informants
coding, re-coding, and analysis of the coded data occurred.
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CHAPTER 5
METHODOLOGY, METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
This chapter explains the relevance of African-centered methodology, and the use
of feminist ethnographic methods of data collection and analysis to conduct the study. In
addition, I elucidate how multiple forms of data produced evidence that addressed the
research questions. I used qualitative methods, including ethnographic observations,
students’ in- class assignments, interviews, and questionnaire data to answer research
questions. I explicate what I did methodologically to answer those questions in alignment
with Black Feminist epistemological assumptions. I describe how I used a Black
Feminist/Womanist framework to guide methodological choices in the field, as well as
the coding and code reduction processes in preparation for data analysis.
Additionally, I discuss in the data analysis section how the participants’ rites of
passage experiences influenced the meaning making of their evolving and intersecting
identities as young American women of color. This analysis included my meta-meaning
making process; i.e., the ways I made sense of how the participants interpreted their
experiences in rites of passage. Herein, I integrated my observations and interpretations
with participants’ responses during data analysis.
For the sake of clarity and organization, I describe the steps I took during data
collection and analysis. Within those time frames of data collection, meaning making
occurred in ways that informed methodological steps. I included interview protocols,
data analyses charts, and code reduction reports in the Appendices. I also discuss my
rationale for the methodological decisions made during informant selection, data
collection, and analysis using relevant tenets in feminist ethnography.
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Afrocentric Methodology
Ruth Reverie (2001) developed an Afrocentric methodology that incorporates the
ethical pursuit of cultural and political liberation of Black people into the research
process. It echoes the core tenets of traditional qualitative research methodology as
articulated by Hess-Biber & Levy, 2006; Denzin, 1997; and Hammersley, 2013. It
diverges from most qualitative methodology by focusing on African phenomena. It
legitimizes the restoration of African cultural values, traditions, and worldview. It
supports transformative research on the pedagogy and socialization practices of Black
and Brown youth. As Carol Lee (2005) suggests, liberating indigenous traditions and
forms of knowledge end multiple oppressions and restore justice. In this way, I envision
this study extending Reverie’s work and contributing to the development of an Africana
Feminist methodology.
Reviere’s (2001) Afrocentric research epistemology provided key insights that
supported, and in some areas, contrasted with feminist and critical ethnography. In
summary, Reverie provides five Afrocentric methodological canons34 that support the
assumptions in feminist ethnography used in this study. The first canon, Ukweli, is
defined as the "groundedness of research in the experiences of the community being
researched" (p. 267). These experiences are not only privileged, but are the "ultimate
authority in determining what is true and, therefore, are the final arbiter of the validity
of research about their lives" (p. 267). She argues that in the modernist, and
interpretivist Eurocentric framework, objectivity takes precedence over the knowledge
construction and ultimately, the voices of the members of the community researched.
34

She proposes five canons: ukwelik kujitoa, utulivu, ujamaa, and uhaki based on Molefi
Asante's Afrocentric principles of Ma'at and Nommo (Asante, 1987, 1990).
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The researcher's positionality plays a crucial role in the interpretation and evaluation of
African phenomena, as well as the critique and analysis of collected data. Reverie
challenges manifestations of exploitative power relations and theoretical positions that
preserve inequity.
Reverie’s (2002) canons prioritize the insights gained from communal,
collaborative knowledge generation and interpretation. The expert knowledge in
Afrocentric research is not centered on the researcher, but on a synergistic relationship
between researchers' interests and the voices of those being researched. The researcher
must depend on two other sources for useful data and guidance in the interpretation of
data. The first source is his or her own experiences that are pertinent to the subject of the
inquiry, and the second is consultation with the wider community for guidance in the
interpretation of data (p. 269-70). The last canon reminds the researcher that in the
construction of the research design, fairness must penetrate all components of the
research process. There should be an ethic of integrity and positivity, "encouragement
and maintenance of harmonious relationships between groups" (p. 269). I see this
construct as integral to the research process and ethos. While the African-centered
scholar should offer healthy critique for improvement, clarity, or truth, he or she must
avoid the pursuit of discord based on vanity and ego.
Similar to critical and feminist epistemology, Reverie’s Afrocentric methodology
reminds researchers to transcend individual components of phenomena for a more
holistic analysis that preserves indigenous cultural knowledge and worldview. She
promotes situating phenomena historically, contextually, using community-generated (or
indigenous) ways of knowing. This paradigm privileges research on African descendant
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people, in particular. It fosters empowerment and promotes proactive cultural and
political resistance to oppressions. This framework considers how the community context
mediates and/or contributes to data analysis and findings.
From a critical perspective, this methodology tends to limit the range of cultural
expressions, experiences, and expectations. There were some features to Afrocentric
methodology that produced a strong reliance on overgeneralizations without an
articulation of specific methods of data analyses. There was a focus on making rhetorical
arguments about the degree of cultural locatedness of the discourse. From a
postmodernist Black feminist perspective, this view is problematic in propagating static
notions of cultural alignment and location in support of an unspecified nationalist agenda.
Evans-Winters (2009) incorporated post-modern thought into the Black
Feminist/Womanist framework to promote greater flexibility in the analysis of Black
women and girls’ experiences in school. Collins (2006) argues similarly in her critiques
of some forms of Afrocentrism regarding their tendency to carve out an essentialized
Blackness based upon traits, beliefs, and traditions that are used to judge cultural
congruence or authenticity.
However, an important benefit of Afrocentric methodology is that it reinforces the
epistemological assumptions in Black feminism in centering Black participants as
subjects, whose voices have been historically marginalized in Western scholarship.
Another benefit of Afrocentric methodology is the persistent call for research to protect
the human dignity and integrity of those researched and to level power relations between
the two in non-hierarchical relationships designed to produce freedom. This latter
principle is not limited to Reverie’s methodology, and can be found in the assumptions of

145

critical and feminist epistemologies as well. The limitations of the methodology,
therefore, necessitated the expansion of my methodology to rely on postmodern versions
of Black feminism and the incorporation of critical feminist ethnographic methods.
Working within a critical and Black Feminist/Womanist epistemology, I used a
non-essentialist Black feminist theoretical framework to design the study and guide
methodological decision-making. Conceptually, Collins’ (1990) development of a Black
feminist theory gave voice to the “matrix of domination” found in the race, gender, and
class dynamics within “interlocking systems of oppression” (p. 205). Addressing the
failure of feminist theory to adequately address these interlocking forces, she asserts,
“The existence of a self-defined Black women’s standpoint using an Afrocentric feminist
epistemology calls into question the content of what currently passes as truth and
simultaneously challenges the process of arriving at that truth” (pp. 205-206).
Traditional Ethnography
Creswell (2003) explained that “the intent of ethnographic study is to obtain a
holistic picture of the subject of study with emphasis on portraying the everyday
experiences of individuals by observing and interviewing them and relevant others…” (p.
200). He advises bounding the study by addressing the research site and setting, the
actors as informants, the events that occurred in the everyday and “making sense of
critical events and issues that arise,” and paying attention to processes that occur
(Creswell, 2003, p. 201).
Furthermore, Creswell (2003) explains that the ethnographic research design
“emerged from the field of anthropology, primarily from the contributions of Bronislaw
Malinowski, Robert Park, and Fraz Boas… (p. 200). Traditional ethnography was rooted
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in the cultural and socio-political exigencies of the early 19th and 20th centuries, which
included European imperial and colonization expansion, exploration, and Christian
missionary work. European expeditions required cultural knowledge of the “other” in
order to penetrate “primitive” worlds not yet “discovered” by White males. Rejecting the
earlier anthropological impetus in ethnography that tended to frame the study of the
“primitive” and unknown from a racist Eurocentric perspective, I used more
contemporary ethnographic methods to understand a group with whom I was familiar and
an insider, and for whom I was also an unfamiliar outsider.
Why Feminist Ethnography?
Feminist ethnography is an appropriate methodology for the Ella Baker Study
since the research questions address how adolescent girls interpret the influence of ROP
on their gendered ethnic identities and peer relations. I include two extended quotations
by Skeggs (2001) who clarifies the feminist ethnographic project. These features of
feminist ethnography undergird my methodological choices in the field. Skeggs notes:
I define ethnography as a theory of the research process – an idea about how
we should do research. It usually combines certain features in specific ways:
fieldwork that will be conducted over a prolonged period of time; utilizing
different research techniques; conducted within the settings of the
participants, with an understanding of how the context informs the action;
involving the researcher in participation and observation; involving an
account of the development of relationships between the researcher and the
researched and focusing on how experience and practice are part of wider
processes. This is why feminism and ethnography can suit each other. They
both have experience, participants, definitions, meanings and sometimes
subjectivity as a focus and they do not lose sight of context. (2001, p. 11)
Skeggs (2001) adds, “…what is relevant to note is the repositioning of ethnography
from colonial method to liberatory strategy. It is the deployment rather than the
methodology itself that makes the difference.” (p. 11) Skeggs (2001) elaborates:
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…just like any feminist research, the ethnographer maps out the physical,
cultural and economic possibilities for social action and meaning. For
some feminists the desire is not just with the interaction between the
structure and agency at the site of the social, but it is to enable participants
to establish research agendas, to enable women participants to have some
say in how they are studied. Ultimately, I would argue ….that feminist
ethnography is about understanding process, and to do this, it has to occur
across both time and space. (p. 3)
In this way, I used ethnographic methods to observe the rites of passage classes and to
gain access and valuable insights into the participants’ perspectives of their ROP
experiences.
To delimit the scope of this project, I used Mayan’s (2000) definition of a focused
ethnography since it best equipped me to gain insight into how the ROP classes supported
the participants’ ethnic and gender identities, notions of sisterhood, and womanhood
development. She explains:
… a more targeted form of ethnography [that] is led by a specific research
question, conducted within a particular context or organization among a
small group of people to inform decision-making regarding a distinct
problem. Compared to traditional ethnography, it is more time limited.
Participant observation is often conducted at particular times or events, or
not at all…. As in traditional ethnography, an analytic technique is often
content analysis. (p. 39)

Ethnographic methods are generally performed when there is an interest or focus
on participants’ “behavior and interaction” (Warren & Karner, p. 117). Applied
ethnographic research is “concerned with understanding socio-cultural problems and
using these understandings to bring about positive change in communities, institutions, or
groups” (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, p. 6). Since ethnography requires socio-cultural
investigation, multiple individuals must be observed with a focus on documenting
cultural patterns (Gilligan, 1982). Culture in this sense “consists of group patterns of
behavior and beliefs which persist over time…” (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, p. 21).
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I used a critical feminist ethnography to foreground challenges to oppression and
assumptions. Mayan (2009) asserts that:
Feminist ethnography, a form of critical ethnography reveals the social
inequalities between genders that are inherent in the culture or social
setting under study. Feminist ethnographers, by linking women’s
experiences to broader structures of social power and control, explain how
these structures of social power and control, explain how these structures
reinforce existing social images of women. (p. 40)
I used other qualitative data-gathering methods that supported data derived from
ethnographic observations, including interviews, member-checking focus groups,
questionnaires, and school documents. I included formal and informal interviews to
deepen my analysis of observations generated in the field over time. I dismantled
traditional notions of power differentials between myself as researcher, and those
researched, by lessening hierarchical or neo-colonial relationships. I eliminated my status
as the authoritative “knower” and “known” usually afforded to researchers.
Instead, I positioned myself as the student of the participants during the data
collection and analysis processes. I emphasized participants’ voices and resisted the
dehumanizing tendencies to “other” those with lesser status and authority. In this way, I
invoked greater parity in the researcher – participant relationship by including
participants as partners in the data gathering and data analysis processes. I incorporated
member check focus groups to allow the participants to contribute to the production and
verification of findings toward the end of the study.
This approach enabled me to liberate oppressive language in discursive spaces,
and young women’s voices, and challenge the status quo. The process of discursive
liberation is not static or essentially bound by members of particular cultures or groups.
To illustrate, the term womanhood has been historically invested with patriarchal norms
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and role expectations for what women should and could be. Yet, I re-framed the term
womanhood to reflect the ways the ROP classes and participants challenged traditional
roles and expectations, and critically reflected on their visions of themselves as evolving
young American women of color who are exposed to issues of oppression in ROP, and
grapple with who they are and how others define them.
Research Questions
This articulation of research methods begins with a rationale for the study’s
research questions. These inquiries were based on missing links in the literature on Black
female adolescent gender and racial identity development or a gendered racial identity as
a part of their social identities (Thomas, Hacker, and Hoxha, 2011; Hoffman, 2006; Jones
and Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Tajfel, 1974). The following research questions are situated
in the constructs on Black women and girl themes synthesized from a large body of
literature on this population. These heuristics included: countering negative or essentialist
stereotypes; experiencing White standards of beauty and colorism; cultivating agency as
women (womanhood); empowering girls’ same and opposite sex peer relationships, and
collectivist orientations with other women and girls (sisterhood).

RQ #1

•How do ROP classes support
adolescent girls' intersecting
and developing gender and
ethnic identities?

RQ #2

•How did ROP classes support
female students’ same sex peer
relations?

RQ #3

• How did ROP classes utilize

African cultural values?

Figure 5.1 – Research Questions
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Question #1 - Intersecting Identities – Gendered Ethnic Identity: How did ROP
classes and processes in the school context support study participants’ intersecting
identities as young women of color?
In other words, I inquired about the ways ROP helped the girls make sense of who
they are as Black and Latina young women. The current research on Black girls, as
mentioned previously, strongly supports that they see themselves as Black and female
simultaneously. Thomas et al. (2011) pointed out that depending on the context, Black
girls may foreground race or gender, but that each rendering implicitly includes notions
of the other. In other words, within varying situations or contexts where race or gender
may be more salient, Black girls’ notions of each are not mutually exclusive and integrate
both as inseparable parts their identities (Hoffman, 2006; Jones and Shorter-Gooden,
2003; Shorter-Gooden and Washington, 1996; Thomas et al., 2011).
Subsidiary research questions #2 and #3 were related to research question #1, yet
they teased out two distinct areas of influence on the girls’ intersecting identities – peer
relations and African values contextualized in Freedom School.
Question #2 - Peer Relations: How did ROP support study participants’ female
peer relations?
This inquiry grew out of the literature on Black girls that addressed how their
intersecting identities are usually influenced by peer interactions. Other peers’
expectations, opinions, and perceptions of female students are also very influential.
(Evans-Winters, 2011; Brown, 2009; Thomas et al., 2011; Sears, 2011; Ward, 2006)
Question #3 - ROP and African Values: How did ROP utilize African cultural values?
This inquiry attempted to elicit information about the process through which
students acquire support in ROP. There is literature on ROP and cultural interventions
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with Black girls that suggest African cultural values and an African worldview informs
the methods of cultivating intersecting identities, sisterhood bonds, and empowered
notions of womanhood (Belgrave, 2004; Dillard, 2012; Sears, 2011; Thomas et al., 2011;
Myers, 1988).
Forms of Data Collection
I chose to use ethnographic methods to address all of the research questions. This
method allowed me entrée into the social, cultural, and gendered context of the ROP
classes and school in a naturalistic setting (Mayan, 2009). Ethnographic interviews
allowed me to focus on specific informants and learn more about their opinions and
perceptions of what was influencing or supporting them in their identities, peer relations,
and application of African values. I gained more specific and direct information, which is
the function of the ethnographic interview.
In addition, I wanted to glean insights from the informants on other issues and
perceptions that might not emerge in the classes. The formal and informal interviews
allowed me to ask follow- up questions about what occurred in class. Informal
conversations with informants also allowed me to gain immediate feedback on the
classes. Semi-structured interviews allowed me to ask questions on my protocols to elicit
information to answer the research questions.
I stayed in the field for 15 months, which included the time frame for data
collection from September to June (10 months) and follow-up/clarifying work and
additional immersion in the field (5 months from September 2012 to January 2013). I
employed five data gathering strategies: (1) ethnographic data collection in the general
school life and in ROP settings; (2) facilitator and student interview data; (3) students’
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class work; (4) member checking focus groups; and (5) ROP questionnaires35. The school
documents were integrated into the previous chapter, which described the site, school
ethos, and cultural milieu. Those documents provided demographic facts, academic
overview of student achievement, curricula, programs, and school culture. Below is the
data summary log of the time I spent immersing myself in the field, observing and
interviewing informants.
Table 5.1 – Data Summary Log
RECORD
A. Observations

DATA SOURCES

ROP 11, 9-10

50

60

Other Classes

28

35

5

22

Students (7) Semi-structured

14

16.5

Students (14) Informal

50

60

8

12

30

20

11th grade

1

1

9th - 10th grades

2

2

11th grade

3

2

9th - 10th grades

2

2

(January 2013) 12th grade

1

Adults (4) Semi-structured
Adult Informal
C. Questionnaires

D. Member Checks

Post-Study
Member Checks

# HOURS

Classroom

School Events & Context
B. Interviews

# SITE
VISITS

TOTALS

164

206.5

The students’ class work was minimal and offered no divergent insights into what

35

The ROP Questionnaires for grades nine through 11 were disseminated in March 2011.
The results from the 11th graders (only) are discussed further in Findings chapters.
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I was observing. Much of the class work was completed and presented in class, and was
therefore included in field notes. Usually, I mentioned students’ class work in the field
notes as I observed informants. Often, I asked the informants if I could see their work
after class ended. I included any insights from what the girls were doing in the classroom
in field notes or memos. In brief, I routinely cleaned up field notes and memos to
facilitate readability and clarity before analysis.
I collected, for instance, students’ womanhood poems, Adinkra symbol flags, and
exit tickets. While these data were minimal, they supported what I observed in the field
and discovered in interviews. The students’ ROP lessons on self-esteem and womanhood
provided the impetus for the artifacts I collected. I compared students’ exit tickets with
member check data and found that they reinforced the same messages36.
I collected ethnographic data in classes and various school contexts an average of
seven to ten hours per week at EBFA37. Classroom visitations and school context
observations typically averaged 6-9 hours per week. ROP classes met weekly for each of
the three grade groupings (9th through 11th). At the beginning of the 2012 school year, I
spent additional hours immersing myself in the general field to gain insight into the
school culture. In addition to ethnographic field observations, I conducted several formal
and informal interviews, and held member check focus groups.
According to ethnographic conventions, I wrote highly detailed field notes with
thick descriptions of the setting, participants, lessons, interactions, and background
observations of students, typically during ROP (Hess-Biber & Levy, 2009; Hitchcock &
36

There is a discussed of exit tickets later in this chapter during the discussion of memo
check data, and in Chapter 5 Findings.
37 For more information on the way I spent my time in the field view my site visitation log in
Appendix A.
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Hughes, 1989; Siedman, 1991). For rich depictions and fuller understanding of the school
context, I also observed students during other co-educational classes; Harambee and
opening libation; lunch; and school events; e.g., community meetings, Black History
Bowl and oratorical contests (Hess-Biber & Levy, 2009; Hitchcock & Hughes, 1989).
Lareau & Shultz (1996) advise transcribing field notes immediately after being in the
field for accuracy in notetaking, depictions, and efficiency.
In addition, I paid strict attention to what girls said and did, including what they
chose not to share about themselves, during ROP, and with others. Identity formation is
rarely a static, isolated experience with only one level of definitive meaning (Brookins,
1994; Helms & Parham, 1992; Phinney, 1994). It is a process associated with fluid
perceptions, ongoing analyses, and continually evolving and negotiated meaning making
(Evans-Winters, 2009; Beauboef-Lafontant, 2009).
In August, there was preliminary data gathering via informal interviewing of the
Founder /Head of School and ROP facilitators. I announced the study at the first and
subsequent ROP classes and requested participants. I delineated the benefits and risks for
participating in the study and explained the IRB process designed to protect the research
subjects. I used it as an opportunity to instruct the participants about the significance of
ethical research practices and the tremendous benefits gained when studies are conducted
appropriately with sound procedures for privacy, confidentiality, and subjects’ overall
protection. Sister Karen, the ROP facilitator and programmatic administrator, echoed
similar sentiments and shared her experiences working on her research projects. She
expressed the importance of supporting research designed to help schools like theirs do
their jobs better through the generation of knowledge.
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Purposive Sampling Procedures (September 2011 through November 2011)
Purposive sampling of informants occurred in the field from September 2011
through November 2011. The female participants were purposefully sampled based on
the following criteria: 1) they successfully completed their ROP classes in 9th and 10th
grades; 2) they self-identified ethnically as Black, African American, or Latina; and 3)
they reflected some level of demographic diversity especially in terms of student
engagement and academic achievement. The sample included all of the girls in the 11th
grade class in order to capture a diversity of girls in those criteria. There was no 12th
grade at the time of the study.
The goal was to discover which girls reflected demographically varied levels of
academic achievement, classroom engagement, and family background in terms of SES
and parents’ education level. It was important to hear from students who vary on these
dimensions since they reflect the diversity of highly engaged, moderately engaged,
reticent, or unengaged students in the class. Purposive sampling procedures were used to
secure key participants in the study. All potential participants were 11th grade female
students in ROP. To participate in the study, students were required to turn in signed
consent and assent forms.
In this school context, ROP was compulsory and students earned a grade based
on the ROP curriculum and contributions to the session, as evidenced by attendance,
projects, and classroom discussions. Much research links the benefits of a healthy
ethnic identity to a greater tendency to perform well academically. Madyun and Lee’s
(2010) research describes the positive contributions of social identity on learning and
cognitive processes. Similar studies connect the influence of positive ethnic and gender
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identity on academic achievement. This research indicates that healthy social identity,
inclusive of racial or ethnic, gender or sexual identity, contributes to improved
academic achievement and literacy experiences (Madyun & Lee, 2010; Ward, 2007).
Over three months, I recruited for informants whose parents were asked to sign
IRB approved consent forms granting me permission to audiotape the students during
interviews and focus groups. Twice a week over the first three months, I made
announcements after our opening affirmation circle. I typed up a general
announcement that I glanced at or read verbatim to make sure I did not miss any
pertinent information. I also clarified risks and responsibilities including my role and
training as an ethical researcher.
It felt strange to talk to these 11th grade girls at first. I scripted notes to ensure
that I followed my IRB instructions. Initially, I believed that I had to establish my
credentials as a bona fide researcher. To some girls, I probably sounded fake, foreign, or
clinical. I asked myself, had I “othered” or distanced myself, rather than appeal to them
using a more relational manner or colloquial language? I later attempted to bring it “down
to earth,” and recruit students in a more assured way. In those endeavors I hoped to
invoke in the girls a sense of safety with me, even though I was a stranger to them.
Clearly, the purpose of recruiting key informants was to have a select group of
girls I could follow during the school day and ask in depth, specific questions to clarify
what I observed in the field. The informants offered weekly insights about what was
occurring during ROP. Initially, I tried to recruit 12 student informants from the 11th
grade sisterhood class using a sampling matrix based on academic achievement and
engagement criteria. I decided instead to improve my spiel and share more of the benefits
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of participating. I explained the intellectual benefits; in this way, I hoped to appeal to the
intellectual and career related curiosities of the students. I offered informants future
assistance as they prepared their college applications in 12th grade.
Another concern was justifying my having 11th graders as informants rather than
a mixture of informants in ninth and tenth grades. I rationalized that the 11th grade
informants may be more mature and experienced since they were older and had already
experienced two full years of rites activities. As students around 16 years of age, they
may have had more teen-related experiences that link to ethnic identity perceptions and
related topics discussed in the ROP classes. I believed the 11th graders may have
developed more insights on issues related to racial stereotypes, such as the strong Black
woman (Beauboeuf, 2009), or other gendered developmental concerns, as these issues
become growing concerns in middle and later adolescence (Arnett, 2001; Beauboeuf,
2009; Lewis, 1988; Brown, 2008).
Data Confidentiality and Consent Procedures
Regarding implementing ethical research methods, there was nothing ostensible in
the research design or interview/focus group protocols that posed any physical, mental or
emotional harm to the students. The protocol questions sought to ascertain students’
opinions about themselves in seven youth identity influence domains. The inquiries in
each domain are posed as open-ended, non-threatening questions designed to elicit
truthful responses. I prefaced the inquiries with a general statement about the goals of the
study, the research questions, and appreciation for their willingness to participate in the
study. I stated repeatedly that they could stop the interview process at any time without
any penalty, or negative impact on their grades or reputation.
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In addition, a random numerical identification system was used to identify names
and any other characteristics of, or comments made by the ROP participants. The names
of all of the participants were not disclosed at any point before, during, or after the
conclusion of the study. I audio-recorded interview sessions and transcribed them. During
transcription, I matched the ROP participants’ identification numbers with a pseudonym
that protected their anonymity. I reinforced to the participants during each interview,
member check interview or focus group the importance of maintaining each other’s
confidentiality and anonymity. I emphasized that they should not share the information
discussed in our meetings outside of the focus group. However, I also reiterated that I
could not control the flow of information disclosed among them outside of the focus
group. I assured them that I would not disclose their names or any identifying
information. I protected their anonymity and confidentiality by using random ID numbers
and eliminating all identifiers on audiotape, student work, and in transcripts.
After all of the consent forms were turned in and confidentiality protocol systems
in place, I conducted two semi-structured interviews using IRB approved protocols38 for
each informant. I also spoke informally to them over the course of the year. During the
informal conversations I asked their opinions about different issues relevant to ROP,
often stemming from the interview protocols.

38

Protocols appear in Appendices H, I, and J.
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However, events in the field did not turn out as expected. Ironically, after ten
informant recruitment announcements over two months, I abandoned meeting with
Sister Karen to rank students on dimensions of engagement and academic proficiency
to determine the best informants. Instead, I accepted students who wanted to be
involved in the study. Sister Karen and I talked frequently in informal contexts about
the informants’ levels of engagement and academic achievement, including any
pertinent interpersonal issues.
I soon realized that not all was lost due from not proactively gaining diverse students
as informants. My informants who were self-selected provided diversity in other areas not
considered initially, but proved to be very useful. They differed in their socioeconomic
background, religion, place of residence, personality, dreams for their futures, and most
important, their visions for womanhood. Even though most of the student informants were
engaged, held school leadership positions, and performed average to high academically,
their responses in interviews and observations were diverse.
I conducted numerous informal interviews over the course of the semester and
two major semi-structured interviews for most of the informants in November and in
April using some of the questions from IRB-approved interview protocols. The first
interview was to garner initial feedback on the influence or lack thereof of ROP on the
girls’ ethnic and gender identities. The second interview was intended to capture
similarities and differences in responses to the same questions over time.
The protocols sought to elicit information on the informants’ views regarding how
ROP helped, supported, or influenced their intersecting identities, conceptualized as
appreciation, understanding and/or knowledge of themselves as young Black and Latina
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women. The major research question relates to the ways the girls think about themselves
and each other in varying degrees and specific contexts. This overarching research
question was related to subsidiary research questions that address three sub-topics: 1)
controlling stereotypes around issues of gender, sexuality, and confronting, where
relevant, issues of intra-racial experiences with colorism and white beauty standards; 2)
same and opposite peer relations; and 3) African cultural values.
The major research question related to the subsidiary research questions
concerning how study participants’ intersecting identities influenced, or were influenced
by the aforementioned sub-topics. During semi-structured interviews I asked questions
from the interview protocols. Appendices H-J provide the interview protocols designed to
elicit information to address the three research questions. The second kind of interview
data was derived from informal interviews. I elicited evidence of student perceptions of
ROP in relation to intersecting identities. In much of these interview interactions I asked
about the efficacy of the hot seat activities as well. These inquiries addressed students’
peer relations, success or lack thereof during conflict resolution, and how Africancentered/Freedom School values impacted their capacities in these areas (peer relations,
notions of sisterhood, and womanhood development).
I spent time with informants and other students at lunch, during community
meetings (e.g., Trayvonne Martin rally), and other school venues and events (i.e.,
Sisterhood Days, harambees during morning circle and libations). During those
interactions, I documented their announcements, recognitions, wisdom sayings,
behaviors, attitudes, ripostes and outbursts.
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These inquiries derived from the interview protocols functioned to stimulate
conversation, gain immediate feedback, do follow up, or gain clarity from prior
conversations. These inquiries culminated in data that was coded and placed in code
families according to the types of responses given. I documented the kinds of responses
gleaned from interview transcripts of my informants at two time periods: early-mid
study (September–February) and later study (March–June). I held semi-structured
interviews with the informants between November and December. Throughout January
and February, I continued with informal conversations and held semi-structured
interviews in March with each of the informants again, according to their availability
during school hours.
Qualitative interviews generally function to gather “biography and accounts”
rather than what is generated from ethnographic methods (Warren & Karner, p. 117).
After collecting extensive ethnographic data, pertinent additional inquiries emerged for
clarification or verification of information. Interviews focused on specific questions that
were generated or inspired by the observational data collected in the field. I gathered data
through in-depth facilitator/administrator and student interviews.
I conducted several semi-structured individual and small group interviews with
the students using questions from IRB approved protocols. I conducted a total of 12 semistructured student interviews among the 7 informants (5 informants were interviewed
twice for 30 minutes each) and two informants were interviewed once (45 minutes each),
totaling 11.5 accumulated hours of semi-structured student interviews. Each interview
ranged between 30 and 45 minutes. I spent substantive time informally dialoguing with
student informants during their breaks, during moments of down time during Sisterhood
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Day, or unobtrusively over lunch. My informal student interviews equaled 100 hours over
the course of the year. I did not audiotape informal interviews; I recorded students’
responses in memos immediately following them.
Building rapport and becoming a trusted participant observer of the 11th grade
ROP girls was essential to being perceived as a trustworthy insider/outsider. The second
set of formal interviews with key informants was held halfway through the study. The
purpose of the second phase of student interviews captured a fuller range of evolving
thought, changes in student perceptions, and insights during the socialization process.
Each set of student interviews was separated by approximately two months in order to
allow time to possibly capture new data, and to help determine the data saturation point.
Student Informants
This section describes the student informants and begins with field notes that capture
visual depictions of the diverse girls in the class. I gathered “insider” data from seven
informants who were 11th graders at the beginning of the study, and five adults. All
participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identities. I described participants
visually in field notes, similar to the one example below:
During the activity I observed that most of the girls have straightened hair;
one may have naturally straight hair (Latina). Two of them have extension
braids. Two other girls wore Kijabs (Muslim headdress). A couple of
students have tinted hair. Three others wear headbands often. Several girls
have shoulder length hair and some have shorter hair. One of my
informants’ is wearing a crocheted headdress. Another participant has big
hoop pink earrings. Most of the girls wear small earrings or none at all.
One participant appears to wear a curly weave or wig. Most of the girls are
thin to medium build and most of them appear to conform to most societal
standards of beauty, at least those deemed standard or acceptable in the
Black community. One quarter of the 26 participants, about 7 students,
actively participate and are for the most part engaged in class. They come
across as the most outwardly confident. Three of the girls appear to be
overweight. The ROP facilitator has very neat locks worn a little bit
163

passed her shoulder or in decorative styles. (Field notes, November 18,
2011)
All together there were seven informants: Erica, Rachel, Laura, Monica, Keisha, Rosia,
and Deirdra. I introduce them next.
Erica
Erica, a Muslim student, with style and a gracious smile, was one of the first
informants to return the consent forms who allowed me to formally interview her. She
had a bubbly personality, and she expressed directly and nonverbally genuine openness
to speak. Often, she wore knee length noir stockings and shiny pumps that clicked across
the floor tiles elegantly, her head always erect. She was kind, gentle, and also very blunt
with her peers. She raised her hand unabashedly and resisted reticence when she had
something on her mind. She spoke her truth in the raw, uninhibited, and self-assured.
There were other moments, however, that unmasked particular vulnerabilities and
concerns. Yet, there were concerns that remained unearthed and percolated only in her
inner world revealed to few. On several occasions, Erica directed me to the right
classroom when she saw me wandering down the hall. Even though she usually only
saw me on Tuesdays, when she saw me on other days she willingly answered my
questions, and freely “schooled” me about Friday community meetings or schedule
changes, such as modified early dismissal times on Wednesdays.
Rachel
Rachel was Black, of Caribbean descent, short and built rock solid like a former
gymnast. She was brilliant, and had a mouth that could go off at any moment. She was a
confident, outwardly self-assured young woman who embraced her capacity to awe her
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peers as much as irritate them. She could unsurprisingly go off on a fellow student and in
the next breath, clearly articulate the environmental consequences of global warming. Dr.
Deeds expressed her joy and relief at Rachel’s maturation over the year. She expressed
pride and smiled when talking about Rachel and the many possibilities that awaited this
go-getter woman who once struggled to play by the school’s rules. She wrote her own
script and followed the tune of her own song and beat of changing drums.
Without hesitation, one of the teachers confessed that Rachel could easily be a
microbiologist or a successful nail salon owner. She had courage coupled with a nononsense attitude. She offered no excuses. Rachel was focused on making things happen.
In the Freedom School’s Freedom Fighters jeopardy games, Rachel ranked first. Making
her mark, she had many faces and played many roles. She was as much the instigator of
drama as the problem resolver who could powerfully squash peer conflicts over the latest
gossip with words of wisdom. Either way, she was both complex and unpredictable; one
who would not resist grabbing attention at any moment.
Laura and Monica
Anyone observing could tell that Laura and Monica were as close as sisters. I
found out during an interview that they were actually best friends. They always sat next
to each other in class. Monica confessed to me that ROP only enhanced what their
friendship was about. She was not quick to give ROP the credit. She gave credit to her
mother and upbringing for influencing her goals and image of Black womanhood. I
would always see them together in the hallways and during lunch. They had similar
characteristics, but very different personalities. Laura was shy and frequently appeared
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uncomfortable to talk with me. I noticed Monica kept to herself when not around Laura.
Yet, Monica was a bit more talkative than Laura after the conversation got started.
Keisha
Keisha became an informant toward late October, at the height of students turning
in informant consent forms. I was truly thankful to get another potential informant. What
stood out most about her besides her flawlessly deep mahogany complexion and thick,
5’1” stature, was her tendency to look away from me when our eyes met in the early
months of the study. I felt some resistance to participating in the study, but after two
months, Sister Karen alerted me that she received her consent forms. I was surprised and
elated. I thanked her for being willing to be in the study. She was one of the hardest
informants to pin down for actual interviews. We informally talked only four times over
the course of the year and I formally interviewed her twice for 30 minutes. However, I
observed her closely and watched her grow in maturity and seriousness as a young
scholar. Her growth as a more self-assured student was the most amazing of all my
informants. During the media literacy conference, she and other group members led a
workshop on Black women and their hair.
Rosia
Rosia was a Latina from Dominican and Costa Rican parents who became
immigrants in the United States in their early twenties. As a fluent Spanish speaker, she
was an activist who fought for the rights of women and girls, especially against verbal
abuse and physical violence. She willingly approached me to join the study and offer the
perspective of a Latina who is also committed to preserving the rights of women of color.
She emanated a special confidence through her dedication to the cause of human
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freedom. She offered unique insights in the study about gender oppression and freedom
from stereotypes and patriarchy. She read a lot and brought a maturity, youthful
innocence, and intellectual sophistication to her approach to activism.
During our first chance meeting before class commenced, she asked me to be a
part of her new organization to advocate for the rights of women and anti-bullying. She
was easy to talk to, very open and focused, especially during class. She was engaged and
reminded me of my college students; she was mature with a tempered idealistic wisdom
that caused her to stand out. Similar to Erica in intellectual curiosity and maturity, she
was a young woman in many ways years ahead of her time. She wanted to raise
awareness about issues of violence against women and misogyny in society. I agreed to
assist in any way that I could. I, too, believed in her cause and I did not hesitate to tell her
so. We spoke from that time on regularly each week, informally, and during two semistructured interviews.
Deirdra
My last informant, Deirdra, was probably the most sought after informant hopeful
out of the group of 26. Although she took the longest to confirm as an informant, she
proved to be one of the most insightful. Her responses enriched the quality of the study. It
took so long to get the paperwork from her that I could not interview her until January.
Over the course of the study, I appreciated Deirdra’s participation and insights most
profoundly. She was articulate and had the courage to risk being blunt. Her outspoken
quality, unlike Rachel’s bluntness, was coached in clear depictions, rich layers of analysis
supported with concrete examples. I appreciated listening to her meaning making of the
multiple contexts that influenced their identities, namely her mother’s wisdom and
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steadfast example of independence, nurturing, and high expectations. I certainly
cherished getting her consent forms back, even though it took over a month. I made sure
we spoke after ROP class regularly. Our semi-structured interviews were fruitful, rich
with new ideas to explore and diverse gendered pathways to re-consider.
Adult Informants
Adult informants’ responses added clarity and insight into the role of ROP on the
ROP girls’ intersecting identities and peer relationships. As mentioned earlier, the adult
participants were all African American women, and they ranged from experienced master
teachers in their early thirties, to middle-aged veteran teachers with doctorates in
education. Adult participants included Dr. Fatima Deeds, Sister Karen, Sister Juanna, and
Sister Belinda. Each of them held official positions at EBFA.
Dr. Deeds
As noted earlier, Dr. Deeds was a highly credentialed founder and former teacher
with years of administrative and curriculum development experience. She was a nononsense, self-disciplined, ethical leader who demonstrated a sincere willingness to
sacrifice on behalf of building a formidable educational institution. She was always
working; even during smiles and chatter, the other parts of her brain were resolving
problems, clarifying goals, or preventing scheduling confusions. Often, we met by chance
in the hallway; the clicks from her boots and her dynamic presence were striking. I once
asked her casually, “How do you do it? You are here all the time.” She confessed to
sometimes working late into the night, putting in 16-hour days and also taking care of a
family member.
I conducted semi-structured interviews with the school founder twice totaling 3.5
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hours. We talked informally a few times throughout the year, which totaled no more than
three additional hours. She was extraordinarily busy and I was most appreciative that I
had that much time with her. A lot of the information gathered from her was used to
understand the school’s mission, structure, and integrative curricula. I also talked about
issues of gender and ethnic identities in the context of freedom school. Dr. Deeds clearly
expressed her passion and commitment as an educator. There was a cogent articulation of
her vision for this freedom school, which integrated rigorous and culturally relevant
academics, socialization practices, and community activism.
Sister Karen
Sister Karen had worked with Dr. Deeds in writing the charter. She had a terminal
degree in education and worked for many years as an informal educator and scholaractivist. The ROP facilitator manifested positivity and high energy. We met regularly on
an informal basis over lunch. She was open and calm in and out of the classroom. She
was a freedom school veteran and Afrocentric in orientation. She, like Dr. Deeds, was
totally committed to the restoration of Black and Latino/a communities. She was upbeat
and motivational with a meekness that was unrelated to weakness. However, students
initially did not seem sure of this, and frequently tested her with disruptive classroom
behavior during ROP classes, to no avail. “One mike, please, one mike,” was her notable
exhortation. While she appeared open on the surface, there was also a guardedness that
maintained professional boundaries. I recognized myself in her. I did not easily bear my
vulnerability in public.
Most intriguing were those moments when she allowed herself to be vulnerable
in front of her students. And it was in those moments that students developed a sense of
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empathy and connection with her. A sort of intergenerational bonding formed between
them in the classroom. In those rare moments, she opened up and shared aspects of her
personal life… she dissolved idiosyncratic annoyances and perceived power
differences, evoking common ground instead. Servant leadership was her area of
expertise, and source of pride and joy as a facilitator and administrator. We met on and
off site, either during lunch hour or during prep periods. I learned a lot about the
students’ school and familial life in those interviews. I learned more when we left the
school and traveled to Boston Market or some other restaurant in the area. She knew
the girls well and freely shared relevant information about their struggles, triumphs, and
areas of growth. She shared specific incidents the girls had with each other, and we had
an “aha” moment when we realized that most of their conflicts with each other were
over boys. I was able to garner well-rounded depictions of my student participants
through those informal conversations.
I conducted two semi-structured interviews with Sister Karen, the ROP facilitator.
Those interviews, one in late October and the other in late April, lasted 3.5 hours. I also
informally spoke with her over the course of the year for at least 20 hours. In my
interviews with Sister Karen, initially, I did not understand how the ROP lessons and
activities were connecting to bolstering the girls’ identities. While in her presence I
recalled having a hard time articulating what I really wanted to know from her about how
the ROP class functioned as a socializing agent. I wanted to better understand her
strategy for using culturally relevant pedagogy to engender notions of Black womanhood
and methods of arriving at “sisterhood.” In our interviews, we discussed some of the
challenges of articulating identity concerns and empowering adolescent girls’ sense of
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their value and purpose.
For instance, it was clear how the hot seat activity helped the girls with conflict
resolution. Yet, some of the lessons and activities were not as immediately relevant to
identity development. Over time, however, specific lessons on body image, sexism and
internalized oppression were purposed to strengthen the girls’ agency as self-defined
young women. There were lessons on confidence, decision-making, and gratitude were
also linked to their identity and character development. These lessons provided the girls
with strategies that facilitated stronger sisterhood bonds, and helped them to manage
moments of resistance. Over many conversations with ROP girls, I learned how those
lessons and activities motivated and challenged them on their journeys to womanhood.
Sister Belinda
Sister Belinda was an African American woman in her early thirties who taught
English and Social studies. She had been at EFBA for several years. She also assisted ROP,
particularly during the ninth grade overnight and Sisterhood Days, which usually requested
members of the female teaching staff to join the female students. Older than Sister Juanna,
she too, was kind, and very no-nonsense. Sister Belinda emphasized that many ROP
lessons were reiterated in other classes and often centered on gender issues and overcoming
sexism and racial oppression. Sister Belinda was very committed and even as students’
complained about her workload, I understood why they gave her the utmost respect. She
was fiercely committed to the holistic liberation of Black and Brown children.
I held one semi-structured interview with Sister Belinda for 1.5 hours. I learned
even more about the girls and her interactions with them during ROP Sisterhood sessions.
She gave me important insights into their relationships with each other, such as who were
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friends with whom, as was the case with Laura and Monica. I gained insights from her on
the ways she believed ROP influenced the girls. She described each informant and her
opinion on how ROP helped or failed to support them. Overall, she was very positive in
her explication of how ROP supported the girls in their confidence, maturation, and
decision making. She felt they gained more last year for some reason I could not ascertain
and she could not explain.
On every occasion I saw her in the hall, at the front desk, or in the basement
during Harambee, she consistently greeted me with a genuine smile. I asked her at the
end of the previous school year if she would not mind being interviewed for the study.
There was that smile again affirming her willingness to help me get it done. She had a
slight accent reminiscent of people from Chicago, “Sure, anytime ….uh, um, just let me
know, maybe after school.” For most of the year we only smiled. It was not until the end
of the school year of the study that I asked again about an interview. She finally
answered, “Okay, no problem, are you going to the overnight? Maybe we can do the
interview then.” I agreed to do the interview during the Sisterhood Night Up in May.
When they changed the date of the overnight it conflicted with previous plans. We ended
up interviewing in her classroom in June right before the end of the school year. What
stood out to me about my interview with her was her forthrightness about her sense of the
efficacy of ROP and the ways she felt it helped her students. We were supposed to have
another interview, but we ran out of time. She, too, was very busy with the girls during
school and in after school activities.
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Sister Juanna
Sister Juanna was a younger staff member who was also nurse and health and
wellness instructor. She worked there for two years. Juanna, a mother of a two year old
was in her twenties and was very easy to relate to even in her firmness with the students.
She revealed that she engaged girls on topics of interest to them. This drew them into
learning about safe sex, their worth and value, strategies to resist unwanted sex, and ways
to heal from abuse and sexual violence.
I conducted two semi-structured interviews with Sister Juanna lasting a total of
2.5 hours. The first interview with her was in November and our last interview was in
May. These interviews helped me to wrestle with the complexity of teasing out meaning
from ROP activities. Many days in the field I felt confused, poring over data incessantly
trying to make sense of it. I questioned myself about the significance of this study. I
complained about how much I was limited by it professionally, and more importantly, in
terms of what anyone else could learn from it. Was this important to anybody else?
My interviews with Sister Juanna helped me to make sense of ROP as an
opportunity to allow girls the freedom to engage in identity work. They were free to
release their stress and make sense of their lives in a safe space with others similar to
themselves. Sister Juanna clarified in her own personal testimonies and interactions with
students who have grown as a result of rites of passage the scholarly significance of this
research. Her insights also pointed to what much of the literature on Black girls reiterates
about the importance of allowing the girls to talk, while we listen and learn how to better
relate to them, rather than towering over them.
She kept repeated that she wished she had someone she could talk to, other women and
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girls with whom she could confide; a safe place where they could “just talk about their
issues in school” (Interview, May 17, 2012).
Sister Titi
Sister Titi was a young woman in her mid-twenties, and a recent MFA graduate
who worked at Ella Baker as the Media Literacy instructor. We developed a sisterhood
bond over the course of that school year. She was young and fresh out of the university
with her MFA. She was a brilliant and dynamic filmmaker. She was born in Canada and
sounded like she was from the Midwest; during times of extreme excitement a California
accent emerged. We met for lunch, or talked before or after class. I learned to appreciate
her insights as a woman who came of age during the 21st century.
She was the most liberal about issues of sexuality, and was completely open and
transparent, even among the students. In our interviews there was an unyielding
“rawness” in her sharply critical analysis of students’ gender relations and awareness.
Once she exclaimed to me informally after class was dismissed, “My God I was so
surprised at how extremely conservative and patriarchal the girls are…even
homophobic!” (Memo, November 13, 2011). Several of the issues on the image of Black
women in the media discussed in ROP were reinforced in Media Literacy class.
Sister Titi’s insights through informal conversations and interviews helped me to
see the students in a different light and to consider her perspective in my analysis. Also,
those interviews helped me to understand her desire to push the limits of the male and
female students’ gender consciousness, and to seriously wrestle with key issues around
homophobia, controlling stereotypes, and sexism relative to heightening media literacy.
Media literacy class was the key site where I saw ROP processes occurring; while they
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intended to be ROP, it carried out many goals in these free and open discourses on
identity development.
In Math and English classes, occasionally students had meaningful
conversations in which they wrestled with identity concerns in texts and produced
their own discourses about how those texts influenced how they see themselves.
However, the two sites that most consistently dealt with identity related concerns were
the ROP classes. The Media Literacy classes supported many of the identity related
themes, yet diverged in some respects from the values used to support and influence
their intersecting identities. There was very little discussion on working with a
collective consciousness or strategies for conflict resolution, for example. Sister Titi’s
class focused on heightening the students’ media literacy to empower them as more
critical and reflective consumers of a variety of forms of media. She taught them to
consider the ways in which their ideas about femininity and masculinity have been
influenced by repeated exposure to images and messages in their homes, in school, and
especially via media projections.
Undoubtedly, her openness embarrassed me at times. She was so free, I
thought often to myself. She was free in ways, perhaps, I hoped to be, yet I had not
since in many of her critiques I found myself also guilty – being conservative. In those
moments, the time between us was most apparent and the age distance grew longer
between the students and me. Moments of intergenerational shifting of consciousness
took place within me. At times I felt like an eavesdropping mother or auntie, and at
other times I felt a strong familiarity during my years as an older teen in the early ‘90s.
Most often, however, I was in between the worlds of my childhood and early
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adulthood and the world of second decade, 21st century youth. I surrendered to
unfamiliar slang with eagerness to use it in order to close the age gaps and be
embraced as an insider.
Data Source – ROP Activities
ROP activity descriptions are focused on methods in which data collection
occurred. ROP activities included: 1) those that addressed the importance of sisterhood
orientation through bonding and conflict resolution; 2) those that enhanced personal
attributes such as respect, confidence, and gratitude; and 3) those that engaged critical
issues of identity, oppression, and empowerment. An example of the first ROP activity
category was the hot seat activity. The hot seat was a time for “air clearing,” which
allowed the girls to ask authentic questions of each other to resolve conflict, clear
misunderstandings, and to build trust and bonds with through honest dialogue.
Notions of “being authentic” akin to “keeping it real” in contemporary hip hop
vernacular, were mentioned in ROP classes as a way to encourage the girls to be “real” or
keep it real, to reveal themselves and their vulnerabilities in a perceived safe space. The
girls in this socio-cultural context were asked to be serious and relinquish immaturity and
silliness that compromised the hot seat. Students were encouraged to ask probing
questions relevant to improving sisterhood relations and resolving conflict.
There were three major hot seat sessions for the 11th graders, two in ROP class in
October and November and one during Sisterhood Day in December. Some occurred
earlier in the school year, according to Sister Karen, to help the girls manage tensions and
conflicts with each other. The sessions helped to set the tone for “sisterhood,” which
required strategies for maintaining positive group regard and feeling good about each
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other in order to work collaboratively in ROP, and in other school programs such as
service learning projects. These sessions were socializing tools empowering girls to take
responsibility for their actions and interactions with each other. It was a moderately
effective strategy for helping the girls mature in their sense of self-competency by
recognizing that they are capable of resolving conflicts and forming fruitful same-gender
relationships. They practiced disrupting stereotypes such as “Black girls are catty,” and
commonly held negative beliefs that emerged in interviews and member check focus
groups. These negative messages included “I hate girls” and “girls are too much drama.”
In many cases, the hot seat sessions provided opportunities for girls to release
negative emotions and clear up miscommunications. The collective aspects of the hot seat
allowed female students to learn from those who used these sessions constructively. Most
of the informants shared with me that the hot seat activity was usually productive, but
occasionally incited more drama among the female students than resolved problems.
Eleventh graders were most critical of their hot seat experiences that year, particularly
when they compared them to previous years in ROP. Students who had positive
responses about the hot seat stated that they learned more about their fellow sisters and
appreciated them more. Some informants described instances where they assumed
negative things about their female peers, and after the hot seat session they understood
them better, generating empathy and compassion.
These ROP activities focused on building trust and faith among sisters, and
included the hot seat sessions and Sisterhood Day planning and activities such as the
confession game played while blindfolded. In the confession game, girls are asked
questions on various casual and more personal topics in an effort to release inhibitions and
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internalize trust through vulnerability. The sisters developed trust and Ujimaa, collective
work and responsibility, during the planning and execution of Sisterhood Day. I witnessed
less bickering and immature behavior and reveled in their positive energy and excitement
to embrace and enjoy their day. No men or boys were allowed in the session.
The second groupings of ROP activities comprised elements of womanhood
development inclusive of self- and group-concept identity. Memorable ROP classes gave
the girls opportunities to develop their own definitions of womanhood. They created
poems about the kind of women they wanted to be, answering the question, “How you
gonna wear your womanhood?” Additionally, some activities emphasized the importance
of African cultural values and integrating them in identity work featured in esteembuilding exercises, identifying personal attributes, and building confidence. The girls also
participated in the Adinkra symbol flags, classes on confidence and decision-making, and
the womanhood poems. Exercises sought to raise the girls’ gender consciousness and
ability to recognize and confront sexism and oppression. Lessons on internalized
oppression reinforced lessons taught in media literacy classes as well. For more
information, the Appendices (entitled Network View of ROP Processes) provide a visual
depiction of how the ROP activities functioned within ROP processes that cut across
cross curricula and classroom.
I asked informants what they learned about themselves after dynamic activities
such as the hot seat activity, the Adinkra symbol flag session, and the workshop where
students created womanhood poems (discussed at length in the findings chapter). I also
asked my informants for greater detail about their experiences in ROP overall, and how
being in ROP may have helped, hindered, or had no effect on their gender and racial
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identities. I contextualized the questions on the influence or support of ROP on their
identities in terms of self-respect, and valuing themselves. I was concerned with
understanding the informants’ assessment of the ways ROP has helped them critique and
respond to images and messages of Black women. I consistently asked my informants
questions about how the ROP values and messages compared to messages about Black
women and girls communicated by family members, in society, and in traditional and
social media.
This section describes the context of securing informants. I discuss how I
grappled with the feelings of rejection by students who declined and looked at me with a
“humph” of disdain or a quick roll of the eyes when I enter the room I wondered if they
would look at me and yawn, as some of them a week before, or if they would look away
and put their heads on the desk when I asked for volunteers to participate in the study.
To complete my goal of gathering informants, I appealed to Deirdre again. She
had a beautiful dark, chocolate brown complexion, ebony eyes, and slim build. She wore
her hair neatly pulled back or in a bun. She wore her uniform with style, well-ironed,
high quality cotton shirts and pants or skirts. I knew she had something to offer. I also
knew I had something to offer her and the other Black girls who wondered where I came
from, and why I was in their rites class every week. There were others who wondered
where I was coming from, so to speak, as I smiled at them with genuine affirmation and
sisterly or motherly love. Students tended not see their peers or other adults in their lives,
as “other mothers,” or “other sisters” without informal or formal rituals of interpersonal
interaction rooted in trust, and maintained high expectations.
I asked questions about their perceptions of the influence of ROP on their
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understanding of controlling stereotypes, sexism, racism, and issues of intra-racial issues
of colorism as manifestations of internalized oppression. I linked these inquiries about the
girls’ self-concept, self-esteem and other components of their personal and social
identities (Thomas, et al., 2011; Tajfel, 1974).
My inquiries usually addressed how the participants viewed the influences of ROP,
other school contexts, family, environment, and the media on gender norms and
expectations; i.e. “controlling stereotypes.” I asked informants whether ROP influenced
their choices to bond with girls as “other sisters,” resolve conflicts, and relate positively to
opposite gender peers. Similarly, I inquired about whether ROP classes supported,
reinforced or introduced new cultural values that they were willing to apply in their lives.
The EBFA rites of passage classes focused less on formally ritualizing the
consciousness raising and maturation processes, and more on engaging them in dialogue
that penetrated the deeper levels of adolescent girls’ personal concerns, conflict
resolution, and capacities to make tough decisions guided by cultural values. Sister
Juanna shared that those were not relationships Black women and girls developed
casually. I hoped with an intuitive knowing that in time, the girls would get used to me. I
suspected that the ingredients to earning young adolescent Black girls’ respect had
superficial and deeply rooted components. I had to fit an image of respectability, walk the
talk, and manifest utter confidence when I spoke with authority without any attitude of
denigration. I knew I had to respect them. Missing the mark in this area spelled certain
interpersonal failure.
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Reaching Saturation
W. F. Whyte’s (1955) classic ethnography of an Italian neighborhood in
Boston offered insights into determining the saturation point. Once the feel of the
setting and the data collected in the field becomes routine, the researcher has become
an insider. I became an insider in several instances on the site, or at least I thought. I
wrote the memo “fly on the wall” to describe the moment I realized that the students
were uninhibited when talking about sex with Sister Juanna. Sister Karen left so that
students in ROP could feel free to discuss any topics. I knew I had become more of an
insider, but not yet full-fledged. The information was not ordinary; however, it was
new and exciting. This was an indication that while I was feeling like a fly on the wall
since the students opened up to Sister Juanna in my presence in ways that they did not
for Sister Karen. As they engaged in intimate discourse about sex and sexuality,
relationships, signs of pregnancy and parental-child angst, I took in the details. The
following is an excerpt from a memo.
Once I became the fly on the wall, the girls felt free to talk around me as
Sister Mona, the nurse, was having very explicit conversations with them
about sex. She allowed them during one ROP class to talk about sex and
they did. I became a fly on the wall intentionally. I did not want the girls
to really know me at first. I wanted them to be themselves around me. I
wanted them to not allow my presence to affect their interactions. I felt
sure in December that this goal had been reached. Sister Karen removed
herself from the space intentionally to allow the girls to have heart to heart
conversation about hygiene, sex, signs and ways to prevent pregnancy, or
whatever topic they desired. And most of them wanted desperately to talk
about sex. They couldn’t wait for Sister Karen to leave. I felt so
uncomfortable because I did not leave. I couldn’t move and I thought I
would only leave if I were told.
So I stayed. I had to be there and capture their conversations, interests, and
most of all, preserve snapshots of my study participants being themselves.
I heard them, excited to engage Sister Mona, with hands raised, respectful
turn taking during dialogue, and another level of maturity I expected to see
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in Sister Karen’s class, but did not usually. They were finally in what I
would call an authentically emotionally safe space. They talked about their
issues freely, unabashedly, and in curious excitement. (Memo, April 1,
2012)

Three months later, I realized I had reached saturation. The students often noticed
me, but were unaffected by my presence. I was a welcomed and non-threatening insideroutsider by early April. There was no new information, no new insights. It was routine;
strangeness and newness dispersed into the ordinary. Clearly, only a participant gets an
invitation to conduct class. I agreed to cross the threshold from observer-participant to
participant-observer when I taught and was well received by the 10th and 11th grade
students during Sister Karen’s absence.
I closely reviewed three bodies of data to confirm saturation: 1) the researcher’s
observations of ROP classes; 2) study participant interviews – ROP student and
administrative and facilitator interviews; and 3) ROP literature about efficacy, curricular
goals, and expectations. In each of these data sources no new information was gleaned. I
found many patterns and code linkages to be further interrogated, but not a need for more
information. I was confident that the research questions had been answered in each body
of data in nuanced and at times, contradictory ways. Yet, the contradictions were
consistent throughout the data as much as the similar responses. The data became
repetitive and it was very that I had enough to answer my research questions.
Data Analysis: Coding Procedures
This section elucidates the rigorous methods employed to identify, define, and
examine codes and code families. I describe the ways code development and reduction
processes enabled me to manage and synthesize a priori and in vivo codes in an iterative,
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yet systematic process that led to answering the research questions. I extracted key
elements from grounded theory as articulated by Strauss (1967) and Strauss and Corbin
(1990) that were aligned with feminist epistemology, Black Feminist/Womanist theory,
and applicable to a focused ethnography (Mayan, 2009). I used open coding methods for
my ethnographic field notes and interviews. I created some in vivo codes to capture
nuances in the participants’ voices and experiences, and to heighten accuracy in data
representation. Examples of these descriptive codes were hating girls, hot seat, and liking
boys. Pursuing open coding procedures allowed the data to drive the meaning making
process during data analyses. I allowed the data to speak to me in ways that initiated at
sentence and paragraph levels anything related broadly to the research questions.
Some conceptual codes reflected an a priori theme that emerged from Black
Feminist/Womanist, Womanist Identity models, and Black girlhood literature, such as
controlling stereotypes and womanhood. For the purposes of this study, however, I reconceptualized the four Womanist identity stages into the broad ways these concepts
aligned with Collins’ and Jones, et al., (2011) major themes of confronting controlling
stereotypes, colorism, internalized oppression through developing subjectivity and selfdetermination to define, name and make meaning for oneself and in collaboration with
other sisters. I transmuted the linearity of the Womanist model while retaining the
essence of the stages as viable areas to emphasize in pursuit of understanding identity
development as more situational and contextual. I synthesized the core components from
the literature and codes that reflected the girls’ concepts, insights, and issues. I used these
codes to identify patterns and core themes in the data. A major theme in their responses
reflected the degree to which the girls demonstrated appreciation, esteem and respect for
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themselves and/or each other as “other sisters.” Demonstrating self and other appreciation
as Black and Latina women was also interpreted as an evolving womanhood and
sisterhood consciousness.
The a priori codes were derived from Black feminist, womanist, and Africancentered literature. A priori codes included controlling stereotypes, colorism, other
sisters, other mothers, home-places, self-determination, and intersecting identities. Open
codes refer to codes that describe what was occurring in the site and/or direct words used
by participants (in vivo codes). Open codes include sisterhood, hot seat, Adinkra, ROP,
confidence, sexism, internalized oppression. Internalized oppression is found in the
literature and was discussed in the ROP classes. The meanings attributed to the codes
overwhelmingly represented the ways the participants used or interpreted the concept or
experience. I refined conceptual and in vivo descriptive codes and used them to produce a
schema that I used to code the member check focus group transcripts and the
questionnaire data. In order to refine the codes, I used etic theoretical perspectives to
guide axial coding and deductive coding procedures. I extracted theoretical constructs
such as expressions that reflected controlling stereotypes, intersecting identities, and
internalized oppression to code data during the code refinement, revision, and conflation
processes. This strategy worked well and enabled me to whittle the massive number of
over 100 codes to a manageable size that more accurately reflected codes, sub-codes
(which were minimal), and code categories. These broad coding categories included: 1)
intersecting identities (race, ethnicity, gender); 2) cultural values; and 3) same- and
opposite-gender interactions.
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Education researchers including Creswell (2003), Mayan (2009), and Denzin and
Lincoln (1994) offered insights into the steps to guide data collection and analysis,
including specific guidelines of systematic coding. The first round of categorizing and
cleaning the codes consisted of merging similar or synonymous codes, renaming or
deleting unnecessary codes. Ethnographic data from field notes generated from multiple
school venues and contexts were used for comparison-contrast between what occurs
inside and outside of the ROP context. The data helped to interpret the impact of the ROP
sessions on the seven girls in the study.
I maintained conceptual and methodological memos, journalistic free writes, and
conceptual maps. Several interview and focus group protocols were utilized to gain
deeper insights into the girls’ ethnic and gender identity perceptions. I started coding
these data by hand and wrote more analytic memos in April. I later uploaded files into
AtlasTi6.2 to refine the coding process until I completed data collection in mid-June.
Ethnographic field notes, conceptual, analytic, and methodological memos, interview
transcripts, questionnaires, and member check transcripts were put into Atlas Ti program
for coding accuracy, organization, and efficiency. Since qualitative research employs an
iterative process, there was systematic reviewing of the coding schema, themes.
Secondly, I performed axial coding to link codes to each other in meaningful
relationships that lent themselves to causal or correlative relationships; e.g., gender,
ethnicity/race as manifestations of intersections; or conceptual process codes; i.e.,
womanhood development code families. The use of the open and axial coding methods
requires the reading and re-reading of data and the analytic process of grouping similar
ideas and processes, and building interrelationships in meta-meaning making analysis.
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After creating initial codable units, I engaged in revising and cleaning codes and code
families. The heuristics of countering negative or essentialist stereotypes; White
standards of beauty and experiences with colorism; cultivating agency as women
(womanhood); empowering girls’ same and opposite sex peer relationships, and
collectivist orientations with other women and girls (sisterhood) were used in rounds of
coding from open coding, to axial coding, to using priori categories for code reduction.
During the code clean-up process, related codes that addressed core topics found
in research questions and conceptual theoretical concerns also influenced the categories.
There were descriptive categories such as demographics of student participants and codes
that reorganized questionnaire responses to facilitate thematic coding. To assist with
initial coding organization, I pulled from the Creswell, 2003 suggested list of possible
code types, such as setting and context codes; perspectives held by subjects including
tracing my positionality and reflexivity via memos; process codes; activity codes;
relationships and social structure codes which were used later during the re-coding of
categories and finding linkages between codes and code families (p. 193). There were
codes related to tracing my positionality in the field and my reflexivity on relevant issues
spawned during the research process. I coded all data sources: field observations,
interviews, questionnaire responses, and member checks. I used open, in vivo and
descriptive coding initially. In second and third rounds of re-coding, I used my research
questions and conceptual framework to guide the axial coding procedures. (See coding
and code reduction reports in Appendices A-E.)
Coding categories emerged to organize codes and identify patterns and
divergences among them. Once coding categories were established, two meticulous
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sweeps of the coded data ensured the validity of the codes. I inspected the coded data
according to the code definitions. Once I revised the codes and code categories, paring
them down from 180 to 65 total codes (48 of those 65 codes represented study participant
data and 12 of them represented researcher positionality and reflexivity codes), I felt
more certain that the codes and code categories were accurate and clearly represented the
raw data.
For example, I merged race, racial issues, and racial profiling into a super code
family labeled “race related concerns. Codes were cleaned and properly re-assigned,
revised, or deleted as necessary. Codes were reduced via a three-step process informed by
ethnographic content analysis within and across data sources, including: observational;
individual and small group interview transcripts; member checks; and memos. These data
were coded on a paragraph level to account for context and ensure contextual accuracy of
code categories.
In this way, I also used these codes deductively as a guide to identify and
categorize other data. Selective coding refers to the identification of core theme or
storyline that weaves related themes together into code categories or code families as
referenced in Atlas ti6.2. I use the term code families to describe multiple related codes
including: Sisterhood Bonding; Intersecting Identities; and Womanhood. Codes that were
deemed similar and addressed the research questions were put into the same code
category. I include code definitions in the codebook (see Appendix A), which is an
abridged set of codes and code families that most directly addressed my research
questions. These network views generated from Atlas ti6.2, illustrate connections made
from students’ meaning making process and meta-interpretations.
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Figure 5.2 depicts an example of associations between code family and related codes.

INTERSECTING
IDENTITIES

CODE FAMILIES (CF)

CODES
Cut across CF =
Theme

CODE
ASSOCIATIONS

Developing
Womanhood

Appreciate,
Respect, Love,
Value Yourself,
Others

Hot Seat; Peer
Relations;
Communication:
"I" Statement

Figure 5.2 – Example of Code Family, Codes, and Code Associations
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Sisterhood
Bonding

Controlling
Stereotypes;
Decision
Making: Critical
Reflection

Figure 5.3 shows code family of male/female peer relations and associations with other
codes such as sisterhood bonding, familial relationships and female peer bonding.

Figure 5.3 – Network View: Male/Female Peer Relationships
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Meaning and Meta-Meaning Making
During data analysis, emic rather than etic perspectives were used to give credence
to the meanings derived from the study participants. Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) define
ethnographic analysis as the process of organizing, and explaining data in analysis (p.
73). They explain the intentional move in analysis from description, which centers the
ethnographic focus throughout the study to explain “why that is the case.” (p. 73). Denzin
(1997) articulated the following four criteria for interpreting epistemological claims of
cultural discourse or texts in social science:
…focus on the primacy of concrete lived experience, the use of dialogue in
assessing knowledge claims, the ethic of caring, and the ethic of personal
accountability. The works she quotes presumably embody these criteria.
They all arise out of the shared experiences of being black and female in
American culture, experiences grounded in racism, sexism, sexual violence,
economic exploitation, and cultural denigration. (Collins, 1991, pp. 22-23)
Additionally, feminist and critical ethnographic research methods suggest a
collectivist orientation to the generation of knowledge, and assessment and cointerpretation of data findings. Data analyses are coordinated, interdependent efforts
among members of the research community, experts in the field, and community ROP
experts. I asked students to participate in both aspects of the research process: knowledge
generation in creating forums for students to voice their opinions on how the ROP
classes, other courses, and adults (teachers, administrators, and parents) contribute to
their developing identities.
As described in the theoretical framework chapter, I used the four stages of
Helms’ Womanist Identity Model (used by Ossana, et al., 1992) to view possible
iterative or lateral movements within and across the four stages: Pre-encounter,
Encounter, Immersion-Emersion, and Internalization. I also consulted Jones, Hacker,
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and Hoxha’s (2011) analytic rubric to seek developmental components of girls’
intersecting social identities. The Thomas, et al., (2011) study identified four themes: 1)
gendered racial identity; 2) early awareness of racism; 3) beauty standards; and
4) self-determination. I used these themes as criteria for analyzing data. I used these
criteria and elements alongside Collins (2000) to analyze data where relevant, and
across data sources since these criteria most clearly addressed the issues that emerged
from these data.
Moreover, I used multi-criteria as appropriate to aid data analyses on multiple
levels. I did this to interpret as authentically as possible, the participants’ varied and
complementary voices. I sought to connect the participants’ responses to the literature on
Black adolescent girlhood. In this process, I found my own voice as well as the voices of
girls who initially had little notion that their answers to my research questions mattered.
The process of analyzing data from Black Feminist/Womanist perspectives allowed me to
link findings to micro, meso-, and macro-levels of analysis.
Since EBFA was grounded in African-centered values, the evolutionary
humanism of Black liberation, and a Freedom School ethos, the utilization of Black
Feminist and Africana Womanist frames made sense. ROP processes were comprised of
code families that identified ROP co-occurring across school contexts.
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Figure 5.4 illustrates the code links. High frequency code associations with womanhood
and teen issues appear.

Figure 5.4 – Network View of ROP Processes Code Family and Associated (Linked) Codes
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I carefully utilized constructs from these standpoints that offered the most
relevant lens to analyze the girls’ discourses. These lenses contributed to the ways in
which I interpreted data and engaged over time in the meaning and meta-meaning
processes of what occurred in the field. The early analysis of data, which was captured in
conceptual memos differed from post-study analyses. The later analyses benefitted from
the process of returning to literature, re-reading field notes and capturing early
impressions in memos. My later analyses clarified what I knew about the girls. As
findings became clear they also became more nuanced and less dichotomous. This will be
explained with brief examples shortly.
Toward those ends, I coded my memos in an attempt to be transparent about the
ways in which I analyzed events and data as an insider/outsider. I attempted to use etic
perspectives at a minimum so the voices were predominantly based on the cultural
realities of the participants, and less from my biases. The following section defines the
codes and code families used to prepare data for analysis. I include specific bodies of
literature consulted in order to define the codes and establish heuristics for analyzing data
and making meaningful thematic connections.
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Figure 5.5 highlights the positionality memos that I reflect my on- and off- site journaling
and analyses. Those memos were coded with a (-P) after the code to distinguish it from
student data.

Figure 5.5 – Network View of Positionality Memo Codes (Memos)
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Thematic threads emerged from connecting codes and code categories across data
sources. Codes that re-appear across code categories identify emergent themes and
evidence findings (Mayan, 2009). The codes that appeared across code categories formed
thematic threads. These thematic threads addressed the research questions and revealed
emergent findings about how ROP supported participants’ gendered identity, sisterhood
bonds and conflict resolution among peers, and developing sense of womanhood.
For example, a developing “Womanhood” theme was evidenced in a rites of
passage process that assisted girls in critically analyzing societal, media, and
community-derived depictions of Black/Latina women and standards of
womanhood. It also helped the students bolster their agency and subjectivity as they
devised their own definitions of womanhood. They began to think reflexively about
how they saw themselves in terms of roles, interactions with other women/girls (peer
relationships) and with boys/men (in friendships and intimate relationships). ROP
classes provided some guidance on becoming responsible, competent young women.
The coded data showed that ROP helped participants to form sisterhood
relationships and a sense of Womanhood.
Black Feminist/Womanist Conceptual Framework
Black Feminist/Womanist concepts were used to identify the key codes and
code categories. Black Feminist themes foreground the female students' voices and the
co-creation of knowledge between students, facilitators, and the researcher. Black
Feminist themes contributed to the way codes were defined and constructs framed
during the data analysis, including controlling stereotypes (Collins, 2000, 2005); issues
around the Black female body image (Bennett & Dickerson, 2001), and colorism issues
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around the normalization of White beauty standards and norms. I coded data related to
Black female adolescent developmental literature and Black feminist codes, including
Helms’ Womanist identity stages (Ossana, et al., 1992), Jones’ gendered ethnic identity
themes, and gendered themes from girlhood studies (Sears, 2011; Brown, 2010; and
Evans-Winters). In the following network view in Figure 5.6, the code family
intersections and identity/intersectionality point to womanhood, and affected areas of
social life such as controlling stereotypes.
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Figure 5.6 – Network View of Code Family (Intersectionality and Identity)
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Themes from girlhood studies extracted key concepts from Critical Race Theory
(Crenshaw, 1993; Bell, 1987; 1992; Ladson-Billing & Tate, 1995) and Black Feminism
(Collins, 2000; hooks, 1995)/Womanism (Dilliard, 2011; Hudson-Weems, 1983), and
tailored them to emphasize the concerns and voices of Black girls in the 21st century.

Code
Schema

Data Analysis:
Leads Findings

WOMANHOOD:
Agency to SelfDefine

INTERNALIZED
OPPRESSION:
Resist White
Supremacy

HOT SEAT

INTERSECTING
IDENTITIES:
Appreciate, Love,
Value, Respect Self

COLORISM:
Acknowledge
internalized
racism

CONFLICT
RESOLUTION

CONTROLLING
STEREOTYPES

SEXISM/RACISM:
Colorblind & Post Feminist Discourse

SISTERHOOD
BONDING:
Appreciate, Value,
Respect "Sisters"

Figure 5.7 – Code Schema
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Sentence Level Coding Example
This section highlights the procedures for coding data on the sentence level. For
example, data were coded bolded and in brackets: [Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value
Yourself, Others] [Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals] [Internalized Oppression]
[Confidence] [Controlling Stereotypes] [Maturing; Personal Growth; Being
Responsible]. The code family reflected a larger category consisting of smaller groups
of discrete, yet related data. Code Family: *Identity & Intersectionality. I generated
reports in AtlasTi to synthesize coded data into larger code families or categories of
related codes that are more closely aligned thematically or topically. Related code
families were conflated less frequently. The following figure shows a network view
illuminating the code Appreciate, value, respect self and others and other related code
connections. It is important to locate in the figure the numerous associations with
womanhood, sisterhood, and identity. These codes add nuanced meanings to
intersecting identities. The findings suggest that womanhood and sisterhood are also
interdependent aspects of identity.
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The following Figures 5.8 and 5.9 illustrate the code family and code
connections between families. In this instance, appreciation, respect, love, value code is
strongly associated with womanhood, gendered identity, and intersectionality.
Figure 5.8 focuses on the questionnaire data that coded for appreciation, respect,
love and associations with other codes are also strongly connected to gendered identity.
In these network views, there are relationships between how girls “feel” about themselves
(appreciation, love, respect etc.) and how they identify as Black women in a ROP
sisterhood in an African-centered/Freedom School context.

Figure 5.8 – Network View of Appreciation, Respect, Value Self and Others Code in
Association (Linked to) Other Codes
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Figure 5.9 – Network View of Questionnaire Question 1 and Appreciation, Respect,
Love, Value Self Codes

Triangulate Questionnaire, Memos, and Member Check Data
The purpose of adding the anonymous questionnaire as a method of inquiry and
member checking was two-fold. First, the member checks garnered participants’ opinions
of emerging findings. I wanted to confirm and disconfirm findings by consulting with
them. This method is aligned with the African and feminist epistemology and
methodology used in ethnography (Mayan, 2009). I used their insights to perform a metaanalysis of their rites of passage journeys at EBFA. I envisaged using these data to
ascertain how students perceived ROP as more or less helpful to developing positive
intersecting identities. I used the questionnaire, interview, and ethnographic data to
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triangulate study findings, and to look for disconfirming data. Data generated from the
questionnaires in addition to ethnographic and interview data helped to establish the
saturation point, and led to confirmation of emergent findings. The questionnaire also
identified key areas to generate participant feedback during member check focus groups.
I conducted an open-ended questionnaire for female participants in 11th grade
ROP classes; 18 of the 26 girls took the questionnaire (70% response). I assumed that the
girls who did not take the questionnaire were out of class for that day. I collected the
questionnaires and transcribed all of the respondents’ answers verbatim. There were eight
questions eliciting their perspectives on the helpfulness39 of rites of passage in eight
domains of possible influences on identity. Then I coded each question and response as
helpful in one of the eight areas of ROP that may have been helpful or not to the girls.
I also followed those procedures for the 9th and 10th graders. I used this data for
comparison and to paint a broader picture of the students’ opinions about rites of passage.
The school-wide questionnaire indicated that girls in grades 9th through 11th found ROP
to be overwhelmingly helpful in developing healthy gender and ethnic/racial identity.
Description of Questions on ROP Questionnaire*
*See actual questionnaire in Appendix F
The first question asks, “Have the rites of passage classes contributed to your
gender and ethnic identity in terms of your respect and appreciation for yourself as a
Black or Latina woman? If these classes contributed to your identity (respect and
appreciation for yourself), please explain why the classes were helpful. OR, if these
The questionnaire asked for responses about whether ROP was helpful to them in
the eight areas; i.e., gendered ethnic identity, understanding negative stereotypes;
female peer relationships; sexuality, etc. Helpfulness in this sense connotes offering
support.
39
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classes were not helpful, please explain why these classes were NOT helpful. The second
question inquired about how the ROP may have helped them better understand issues
related to negative stereotypes, images, and messages about Black and Latina women.
The third question asked how helpful ROP classes were in supporting positive
sisterhood relationships. This question attempted to elicit feedback on how, if at all,
ROP helped to support female-to-female peer communication and interpersonal
dynamics. The fourth question inquired how, if at all, ROP helped adolescent girls
communicate and interact with males (boys) in their lives. The fifth question asked
whether ROP was helpful in understanding issues related to sex and sexuality.
The sixth question asked whether ROP helped the participants to improve their
communication and relationships with other adults. The seventh question asked the
respondents to comment on the similarities or differences between their home and
school (ROP) values. The eighth question inquired about the helpfulness or lack thereof
of ROP positively contributing to their academic experiences.
I coded each question as a domain of influence and connected it to how ROP
supported the participants in each domain area, which included:
1. Gendered ethnic identity [Coded as appreciation, love, respect for
self and others as Black and Latina women]
2. Ethnic/gender stereotypes and sexism [Coded as (a) controlling
stereotypes; (b) colorism; and (c) sexism]
3. Peer relations [same code name]
4. Male peers (Coded as boys)
5. Female home/school cultural values [Coded home/school values]
6. Sexuality
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7. Adult relations/mentors [Coded as adult support/mentor]
8. Academic interest and/or achievement [Coded academics]
To gain a snapshot of the students’ positive (ROP was helpful) and negative
(ROP was not helpful) or neutral responses (no answer/I don’t know), see Table 5.2:
At-A-Glance Questionnaire data analysis, which displays the number and percentage of
respondents who answered each question on ROP as helpful, somewhat helpful, or not
helpful. The appendices provide the actual responses in each questionnaire. During
member checks, I asked the girls specific questions to help me understand negative
cases in which students were not at all influenced by ROP in one of the eight inquiry
domains on the questionnaire.
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Table 5.2 –At-A-Glance ROP Questionnaire Analysis
Angela Campbell Data Analysis Charts

Key:

ROP=rites of passage

Data Source: Coded Questionnaire Responses

Grade 11

NA= No Answer

EBFA

Sometimes=S

Negative =N

IDK = I Don't Know

n=
Question

N=

ROP

% ROP

n = S.

% Sometimes

n=Not

% Not

n = NA

% No

S. Helpful

ROP Helpful

Helpful

S. Helpful

Helpful

IDK

Response

Helpf
ul

1.Identity

18

13

72%

0

0%

5

28%

1

6%

N Stereotypes

18

13

72%

1

6%

2

11%

2

11%

3.Female Peers

18

13

72%

1

6%

3

17%

0

0%

4. Male Peers

18

8

44%

2

11%

9

50%

0

0%

5. Sexuality

18

3

17%

0

0%

11

61%

4

22%

Relations

18

6

33%

0

0%

9

50%

3

17%

7. Values

18

6

33%

2

11%

4

22%

6

33%

8. Academics

18

4

22%

0

0%

8

44%

6

33%

2. Resist

6. Adult
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Validity through Triangulation and Disconfirming Cases
Hess-Biber and Levy (2006) explain validity in qualitative research by drawing on
Kvale’s (1996) insights. These scholars contend that“…validity takes the form of
subjecting one’s findings to competing claims and interpretations and providing the reader
with strong arguments for your particular knowledge claim” (p. 62). They quote from
Kvale who writes, “’….validity is ascertained by examining the sources of invalidity. The
stronger the falsification attempt a proposition has survived, the more valid, the more trust
worthy the knowledge” (Hess-Biber & Levy, 2006, p. 62, qtd. Kvale, 1996, p. 241).My
validity procedures included several steps. First, I conducted three systematic sweeps of
the raw data to ensure coding accuracy. Creswell urges researchers to “clarify the bias” by
implementing procedures for validity. Secondly, I cleaned codes via merging synonymous
codes, deleting repetitive or unnecessary codes, and renaming codes. Thirdly, I instituted
validity procedures via member checks and a questionnaire for female ROP participants
and students in grades 9 and 10. I compared and contrasted 9th through 11th grade
questionnaire data, 9th through 11th grade ROP and other class field observations. I
analyzed 11th grade field observations with interview data. I guarded against making
statements that inaccurately generalized to all female students in ROP.
I conducted three member check focus groups (two with the 11th grade and one
with 10th graders) between March and May. I collaborated with students to confirm,
triangulate and attempt to look for divergent patterns in the emergent findings. This
method strengthened my validity by allowing those researched to participate in the coanalysis and meta-analysis of the potential research findings. The students offered
invaluable insight on each proposed finding, recorded on chart paper. Focus groups in
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social science research add another level of insight into previously generated data; i.e.,
from detailed field notes and interview data. These three data gathering methods
functioned synergistically to produce new insights upon closer analysis, critical dialogue
with the dissertation committee, and further discussion with participants. Focus groups
also tend to be “less structured, focusing…on the participants’ rather than the
researchers’ meanings and interpretations” (Warren and Karner, 2006).
Member Checks
I conducted separate member checking with informants twice. I conducted member
checks in a focus group format twice the majority of the study informants in April and May
2012. The individual member checking lasted 20 minutes for each informant. The focus
group lasted 60-90 minutes. I held member checks with four informants in January 2013
for 45-60 minutes per participant. This member checking focus group ascertained how the
participants interpreted the emergent findings. It captured the ways in which this select
group of ROP girls made meaning of their ethnic and gender identity perceptions
individually and collectively. During member checks, I garnered insights on the meaning of
the data from the perspectives of the participants. I shared my initial insights in an openended forum, and encouraged the participants to honestly share their own insights without
any judgment or critique from me. These open-ended prompts emerged from the data. The
focus group protocol is at the end of this section.
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The following network view Figure 5.10 depicts the member check document
files and related code associations.

Figure 5.10 – Network View of Member Check Data
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Unlike dyadic interviews, the focus group introduces a group dynamic of
processing information through collective and synergistic dialogue. First, this small group
was afforded the opportunity to debrief and reflect on their ROP experiences. They were
invited to discuss openly the relationships between adolescent identities and Africancentered themes and values taught in the ROP. It is a source of rich data that targets how
the girls see themselves after several months of participating in the ROP sessions. The
conversations in the focus group context aided me in identifying significant patterns
throughout the data, as well as in the final coding of the themes.
I enabled the girls to tackle major issues and coded themes that emerged in
transcripts and earlier interview data to date. The focus group data provided thematic
direction during the coding process. The focus group data helped me to ascertain when the
study reached the data saturation point. Focus group data generated contextual insights into
how the ROP socialization process influences the ROP girls’ identity formation.
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The Figure 5.11 network view shows how the questions and the associated code links
between them and other codes across data sources.

Figure 5.11 – Network View of Questionnaire Data Codes
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Post-Study Member Checks
The purpose of member checks with four informants (Rachel, Deirdre, Erica, and
Rosia) was to strengthen my validity procedures. I asked the informants to provide
feedback on the emergent findings. I also conducted these member checks to stay aligned
with a major epistemological tenet of feminist ethnography and African-centered
methodology, which is to embrace the idea of co-constructing knowledge with study
participants. I dismantled the hierarchical structure and infused humility as a researcher
who functions in the role of the listening student of those being researched. I allowed
myself to be taught by my informants. I also understood the balance required to accept
my responsibilities as a trained adult researcher with a developing expertise on Black
adolescent school girls, and to bring that reality to bear fully in meta-analyses. This
balance was an important step in clarifying the roles of researcher and those researched as
we co-constructed meaning together. What they shared about the influence of ROP on the
intersecting identities is discussed at length in Chapter 7.
During member checking, I actively sought out disconfirming data (Mayan, 2009;
Creswell 2003) throughout data analysis. I used the questionnaires and schooladministered ROP survey data to look for negative cases or statements that did not fit
regular response or observational patterns. Most of the negative cases were complaints or
no responses. Some students expressed that ROP had little to offer them, since their
families influenced them most. Students who tended to disengage during class expressed
the strongest negative cases. Alternatively, there were informants and other participants I
only observed who expressed negative cases around the limited efficacy of ROP to truly
support their respect, appreciation, and love for themselves.
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Negative Cases
I examined negative student responses across data sources to disconfirm
emergent findings in order to increase the rigor of data analysis and interpretation of
findings. The data was also analyzed using triangulation procedures. Hess-Biber and
Levy (2006) describe triangulation as using two different methods to address the same
research question “with the goal of looking for ‘convergence’ in research findings”
(Greene, Caracelli, and Graham, 1989, p. 65). I triangulated students' data generated
from 11th grade participants who answered the questionnaires and were observed or
interviewed. These data were more comparable and yielded strong convergent patterns
and few negative cases. The negative cases were not dismissed; they were grouped
together in a memo and analyzed to disconfirm, if possible, the convergent patterns
found during triangulation.
In addition, disconfirming procedures were included to strengthen the validity of
the findings and eliminate excessive reliance on a unilateral version of students' ROP
experiences. This procedure also disrupted the human tendency to skew and stereotype,
resisting the temptation to hold one story as truth. The questionnaire was used to offer
general and comparative information about students’ experiences in ROP. That data was
used to discuss the ROP program and to ascertain what students think about it and glean
as they matriculate through high school. Increasing my understanding of ROP from a
bird's eye view heightened my capacity to understand and interpret more fully the
students' responses, particularly concerning critiques of ROP as repetitive, boring and
less effective in supporting their gendered peer relationships.
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Furthermore, I reviewed related literature to strengthen my validity
procedures. Theoretical, philosophical, and/or experiential tensions were noted.
During this phase there was a concerted effort to assess whether the study had
reached a saturation point after an intense review of all data collected to date. The
weekly and monthly reports assisted with this process of combing through the data
systematically and with the refinement of research questions and guiding themes
relative to the ROP girls’ ethnic and gender identity perceptions. It was important to
triangulate the data with other data generated from ROP assignments, former ROP
lessons and facilitator/administrator feedback.
Reliability in this study refers to the internal validity of the findings as coconstructed between researcher and those researched. I held two member checks with
female students in 11th grade ROP classes to ascertain the degree to which they agreed
with my interpretation of their behaviors and discourse. The students had much to say,
and to a large extent their responses confirmed that ROP had some positive influence
on their identity formation in particular, nuanced ways, but that there was no magic
bullet or formula for how that occurred. It also occurred within a freedom school
context that reinforced freedom from various oppressions through self and group
empowerment undergirded by non-essentialist African humanistic values such as
strength in community, collaborative project-based learning, embracing difference, and
social justice.
Hess-Biber & Levy (2006) incorporated Neuman’s (2003) suggestions to
researchers who consider issues of reliability: “Is the data you gathered reasonable? Does
it fit together? Does your data add up? Is there consistency in your observations ‘over
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time and in different social contexts’?” (p. 67, qtd. Neuman, 2003, p. 288). David Karp
suggested that qualitative researchers pursue “analytical generalization” by offering
reputable members of the scholarly community and those who generated the data to offer
their opinions on the reliability of the findings (Hess-Biber & Levy, 2006). I provided
ample opportunities for the research participants and scholars to judge the findings. Their
critical assessments of the research in member checks, interviews, and informal
conversations substantiated the validity of the study findings.
In terms of aligning the ethnographic methods with the purpose of the study, I
presumed that identity formation was linked to other implicit and explicit images and
messages. The central goal of using ethnographic methods is to intentionally complicate
common understandings of everyday school - assumptions about identity concerns and
experiences of Black girls. As these tensions diminished and the strangeness in the school
context became normal, I realized that I reached the point of cessation using ethnographic
methods to collect data (Hess-Biber, 2006; Hancock & Hughes, 1989; Whyte, 1947).
Once I felt satisfied that I had reached saturation, which I discuss in detail later, I decided
to cease all classroom observations by the end of May 2012.
In summary, I used focused ethnographic methods within a feminist epistemology
and critical social justice impetus to analyze the data. I connected data to the research
questions on micro-, meso-, and macro-analytical scales. I analyzed how the findings
implicitly linked to ways to empower schools and communities. I included procedures
such as frequent on and off site memoing, maintaining separate field notes for journaling
and for observational descriptions to avoid projecting my thoughts onto participants. I
also used appropriate social protocols and scheduling timelines, such as avoiding
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infringing upon students’ class, break, and lunch schedules during the data collecting
process. I subscribed to critical feminist ethnographic tenets and Reverie’s Afrocentric
methodology, which call for researchers to abide by nonracist, non-exploitative ethical
principles that actually produce usable research findings that aid in the betterment of the
community to which research participants belong or serve.
Table 5-3 is a triangulation data summary report that provides a preview into the
findings chapters. This report captured key ideas that led to emergent findings that
addressed the study’s research questions. Chapter 6 presents the interpretation of findings
highlighting ROP girls’ voices.
Table 5.3 – Coding Report: Disconfirmed Cases & Emergent Findings
TRIANGULATE
Code Families: Codes generated from Atlasti6.2
IDENTITY & INTERSECTIONALITY
Appreciate, Respect Self & Others - Most girls found ROP supportive of gendered ethnic/
racial identity
White Standards of Beauty – Referenced once explicitly in these data “nappy hair” reference
PEER RELATIONS
Peer Relations & Communication
FREEDOM SCHOOL ETHOS
Freedom School Context
Member Checks: Same codes above. ROP supportive in those areas.
Disconfirm cases from Member checks
And Questionnaires: For a few girls family and other classes influence identity over ROP;
Some view gender and race separately and see ROP influencing gender over race.
Emergent Findings: ROP supports gendered ethnic identity, sisterhood, peer relations,
sisterhood bonding, peer relations, agency and defining womanhood for
themselves in a safe space and in relating with each other. Freedom School
ethos contributed to students' critical liberatory reflection on topics, identity
womanhood, sexism, and social justice for women/girls. Most students found
ROP helpful in terms of their grades (increasing their GPAs). Some found it helpful in other classes.
One student said ROP helped her resolve peer conflicts, which helped her to focus more on class
work. Students found ROP as an emotionally safe place to communicate effectively about gender
related concerns.
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CHAPTER 6
FINDINGS
Finding Sisterhood On and Off the Hot Seat
In the next two chapters, thematic findings are presented as integrated forms of
evidence to answer this study’s research questions. I report on selected data to exemplify
core themes that emerged after several rounds of coding and analyses. As discussed in the
previous chapter, I analyzed themes from emic and etic perspectives to facilitate metameaning making from Black Feminist/Womanist perspectives (Collins, 2000; Brown,
2009; Evans-Winters, 2011; 2009; hooks, 1994; Walker, 1983). The Ella Baker ROP
study findings addressed the research questions holistically, synchronously, and
integrally. It is important to note that each chapter is linked to the next, and is only
distinguished by salient or nuanced aspects of particular themes.
I offer specific evidence to illustrate how the data addressed each research
question, and to highlight thematic relationships. To review, research question #1
inquired about the influence of ROP on intersecting identities (gendered ethnic/racial
identity), while research question # 2 investigated the influence of ROP on student
participants’ gendered peer relations. Lastly, research question #3 asked how ROP
addressed African cultural values. The findings are woven into short vignettes that are
connected. It became clear that African values undergirded all of the findings. They
supported and helped to shape the development of a womanhood consciousness,
sisterhood bonds, and positive peer relations. Chapter 5 is distinguished by its salience on
the formation of a sisterhood identity by exploring issues that engender and/or inhibit
positive communication and respect between young women. The girls began the painful
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process of exploring negative beliefs related to controlling stereotypes about girls as
“catty” and female peer relationships as unnecessary. They manifested elements of
internalized oppression (sexism and racism) in moments of resistance to developing
sisterhood relations. Seven months after the study ended, informants reflected deeper on
the influence of ROP in their lives. They admitted that they forged new commitments to
resolve peer-related conflict positively, non-violently, and through critical dialogue. They
later realized that sisterhood was indeed powerful.
This chapter focuses on gendered pathways related to sisterhood development.
The findings address research question #2: In what ways did ROP support study
participants’ gendered peer relationships? The chapter is organized around how the girls:
1) demonstrated evolving patterns of resistance and acceptance of sisterhood in ROP; 2)
worked through resistance in their female peer relationships on the Hot Seat; and 3)
embraced sisterhood in interpersonal interactions on Sisterhood Day.
These major findings revealed, among many participants, that ROP positively
supported gendered relations in interactive activities and lessons about “sisterhood.” ROP
helped the girls to prevent and resolve conflict and form stronger relational bonds with
each other, especially during the Hot Seat and Sisterhood Day activities. Secondly, these
learning contexts increased female students’ awareness of the value of sisterhood
relationships as a source of individual and collective empowerment. While there was
evidence of some growth in the girls’ recognition of sisterhood as valuable, their ability
to demonstrate it as the year progressed was constrained by shifts in school priorities,
competing exigencies, and the curriculum and programmatic structure of ROP.

217

Evolving Sisterhood From Resistance to Acceptance
In several instances, girls talked and laughed as Sister Karen patiently called the
class to attention. For the first few months of ROP, she pleaded with the girls to calm
down and focus on class. For over half of the school year, it usually took six to eight
minutes to get everyone settled down to start the opening circle. I wondered why the girls
appeared bored and disengaged, clearly resistant to the class.
During one of the classes, Sister Karen called the class to attention, “Ago!40
Ago, sisters!” And more students than usual responded with Amay! Ago – Amay.
Sonia, a general ROP participant, asked the first question of class. Why are there Rites
of Passage?
Sister Karen: …We train our replacements. We don’t just teach for show
for something superfluous. We teach for after. We want to see the things
we’ve done to build you up, prepare you for the future, it’s a wonderful
thing… But before you leave there are things you have to do for yourselves
and the community of sisters; things that the sisters of Shona have been
able to get over… (Field notes, November 18, 2011)
After Sisterhood Day in December the girls calmed down, and demonstrated more
attentiveness, maturity, and engagement in class.
The first challenge toward building sisterhood relations was situated in the ebb
and flow of students’ moments of acceptance and rejection of ROP. In observational data,
it was clear that while many girls accepted ROP, other girls resisted the process of
coming together with same sex/gendered peers to discuss personal and social issues
related to being “sisters.” Sears (2010) explained that the discourse of “sisterhood” is
often evoked during times of conflict. Others, Lewis (1988), Brown (2009), hooks (1993;
1995) discuss the forming of sisterhood in home places which are safe spaces where
Ago! A West African call to attention with the appropriate response from those
present, Amay! (I’m listening).
40
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women friends trust and respect each other as they share personal issues such as healing,
crises, or celebration dealt with in the safe space of “family.” Some students embraced,
while others resisted, engaging issues about growing up into responsible, competent, and
confident women.
Moments of acceptance and resistance manifested in students’ negative attitudes
and behaviors such as constant joking, sidebar conversations during class instruction,
speaking loudly and rudely to each other, loud outbursts, or non-verbal sighs of boredom.
I asked the girls about these behaviors during informal interviews in the hallway,
lunchroom or classroom. Laura, in a mild mannered tone, discussed why she and other
girls at times manifested resistance to ROP. Her comments, like other girls, echoed
notions of immaturity and disengagement. There was an immediate lack of buy-in to
ROP and clarity about the benefits of sisterhood. She explained students’ perception of
the class, which seemed to lessen progress in the course. I asked her what causes
students’ disrespect and occasional disruptions, which she admitted diminished the
quality of the class. During this interview she explained:
Laura: My classmates are immature and disrespectful a lot and because of
that we don’t get a chance to get to those things yet. But it’s early in the
year still. In-group activities we don’t get to and we don’t get as far in the
discussion because in the beginning there’s a lot of talking. And what we
could be learning we’re not. So we could be learning a lot more about
ourselves. Last year [in ROP] we learned about the health sexuality and
OIC talked to us we talked about that and this year not sure what we’re
talking about this year…
ANGELA: What’s preventing more work from getting done?
Laura: Even though we are juniors there is not a lot of unity and respect for
each other… we can’t work together when we don’t respect each other…
there’s a lot of animosity in the class the teacher might not know about…
some kids immature; immaturity…and for the kids who want to learn…
we’re not sure what’s going on… (Interview, October 25, 2011)
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This passage reveals that students’ immaturity and perceived disrespect was not
only infectious, but contributed to disengagement. In contrast, Monica described
students’ disengagement as a consequence of ROP lacking a more dynamic and
organized structure. Monica expressed, “I think with ROP we been doing the same thing
for three years now, it’s getting boring same thing every year, we need to do exciting
things” (Interview, March 2, 2012). She clarified, “I don’t think it’s disrespect, it’s
boring…” (Interview, March 2, 2012). Laura in a quiet voice and gentle smile echoed
clarified these sentiments in our interview.
ANGELA: Is ROP useful?
Laura: Some think ROP isn’t a good thing; I don’t believe that. [Students]
don’t realize it now, ‘cause you got a lot of people thinking about right
now. So, you gonna realize years later the reason you did a certain thing
because of what you learned in your ROP class; but for now they’re not
thinking about the future.
Laura emphasized that students’ views of ROP are influenced by their status as older
adolescents who may be immature and focused on the here and now.
Laura: Starting a fight… I may wanna do that then fighting is on my record;
switch to different schools; you don’t get into the college you want; how
somebody think about right now; so I’m gonna fight her now; not thinking
about the long run; just thinking about right now. (Interview, March 2, 2012)
The girls’ present focus is characteristic of their adolescent developmental stage
and also linked to societal messages that promote immediate gratification. ROP classes
may not have communicated clearly to the girls that what they were learning was
intended for present and future benefit, which often required delayed gratification.
Remaining in the “now” was a safe space, while envisioning their futures and what it may
take to manifest them was daunting.
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Yet, even in those key moments of sharing and bonding, Laura and Monica
manifested differences without stating them, telling two different stories about who they
were and envisioned themselves to be. These distinctions in the kinds of women they
desired to become also colored their responses about the inherent value of ROP in their
lives. Monica shared that ROP was useful, but it was compromised by the immaturity of
the students and the lack of sisterhood bonding. She, more than Laura, blamed the
students for this breach, while Monica blamed the frequent canceling of classes and other
school-related disruptions as mitigating the power of ROP to help them more. Monica
and Laura expressed the impediments to maximizing the power of rites as a result of
poorly managed classes and students’ immaturity. Laura spoke disparagingly about some
of the Hot Seat41 activities. Monica mentioned that as long as the Hot Seat helped them to
figure out their drama it was good. She suggested that there were other times when
questioning on the Hot Seat became too intense and created animosity. Later in the
school year, Monica admitted that she appreciated ROP’s capacity to help the girls
resolve conflict. Throughout the year, girls wrestled with each other on and off the hot
seat in conflicts over friendships, boys, and miscommunication fueled by gossip.
In a memo, I captured some of the angst between the girls and Sister Karen that
may have exacerbated students’ disengagement with ROP. There were clearly
generational differences. There were differences in expectations, goals, and
understanding about the purpose of ROP. The main issue for some girls was immaturity
or disrespect. For others, Sister Karen was laid back and “too nice.” In my conversations
with Sister Karen, she stood firmly in her ethic of modeling respectful behavior. She was
41

As described earlier, the Hot Seat was an inquiry-based activity in ROP that stimulated
questions that were designed to clear the air and resolve conflict.
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also perceived as culturally different - Afrocentric. An excerpt from my memo reveals
my search beneath the surface of the girls’ disengagement in ROP.
Sister Karen dresses often in Afrocentric attire, and wears locks. She
embodies the values of freedom school, and worked in the freedom school
context for many years. She talks about those experiences when relevant.
She is perceived I think, as “different” to the girls, yet similar to myself in
many ways… in the ways that make her intriguing. But for the girls, Sister
Karen’s official role in the school generates angst in that she is a teacher and
administrator. Maybe her official role, cultural position, and/or age
difference widens the gap between them, threatening closeness, trust?
(Memo, March 2, 2012)
From my observations, Sister Karen appeared to demonstrate a sincere
commitment to give the girls space to articulate their concerns. There were moments
when certain students “acted out” and were respectfully reprimanded. She “begged” them
to listen, as she insisted calmly in a monotone voice, “heshima, sisters” “one mike, one
mike.” “Ago. Amay.”
Surely, the girls wanted Sister Karen to hear them and fully respect them.
Looking beneath the surface, I wondered if they perceived kindness as masking
dismissiveness in not recognizing their desires for more dynamism in ROP. Some
students criticized Sister Karen for not providing more structure and exciting activities
for them. The format was informal, sometimes unstructured and conversational.
I was not sure, so I remained open and attentive, listening, discerning relational
issues found also in what my informants were not saying. Did Sister Karen compound the
girls’ moments of resistance? As I saw in my pilot study at Adinkra Henne Charter
School, some of these girls had not bought into ROP. To understand this, I re-examined
the adolescent developmental literature, which suggests that most teens have a desire to
be treated as equals, as adults. They have a growing awareness of their movement toward
adulthood, and the rights and privileges afforded that new status (Marcia, 1966).
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Sear’s study on the Girls Empowerment Project, a single-sex program for girls,
revealed differences in age, generational status, class, and organizational positioning
influenced the distribution of power to define Black female respectability and femininity.
In this study, through dance and artistic performances, Black women and girls struggled
against the same external forces that spawned the creation of GEP. Older, middle class
educated Black women who were a part of the organizational leadership structure wanted
to constrain Black girls’ freedom. The women wanted to re-define femininity for the
youth without appealing to the girls’ buy-in. In contrast, the female leaders initially
projected constructions of femininity as opposed to the ways hip hop culture glorified the
body as a vehicle for sex and sale.
Yet, the girls’ alignment with middle class White cultural norms or Afrocentric
proclivities ran counter to the real world of these girls from the Bay Area housing project.
The girls who shook their booties on stage during the community performance set the
crowd afire, but alienated some of the Black women who were decision makers with
organizational power. The women perceived the girls as acting grown up and being
disrespectful. The tensions between Black women and girls mirrored power struggles that
also existed in society. I link this literature to my own reflections on the girls’ behavior in
ROP. Were they in fact disrespectful, or just resistant to a process that they did not
understand fully or were not inspired to join?
Resistance in the Air: “I Hate Girls”
The need for sisterhood bonding was most apparent when I first heard Sonia, a
tall girl who confessed in front of her peers in ROP, “I hate girls” (Member check, 3/12).
Many participants expressed their disdain about interacting with girls in compulsory ROP
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classes. Erica admitted in an interview, “… most of my friends are boys…girls got too
much drama” (Interview, March 2, 2012). Rachel expressed similar sentiments: “most of
my friends are guys” (Interview, November 11, 2011). Comments such as: “I don’t like
girls…” “Girls are too catty” are discussed in the literature on Black female stereotypes
and reinforced in popular culture. I heard a girl’s gum pop along with their exasperated
sighs about disliking other girls. Girls are just trouble seemed to be the attitude. Sister
Karen reiterated this observation, “Too many of our girls take pride in saying they don’t
like girls. They’ve fed into stereotypes or negative experiences…. So we strive to help
them value themselves and each other” (Interview, November 10, 2011).
One point raised during the later member checks was that female students learned
over time and through circumstances to “like” rather than to “hate girls.” Early in the
study it was clear that students’ disengagement in ROP was linked to emotional distress
about female bonding in a classroom conversational setting. The girls displayed
nonverbal signals of sighs and rolling eyes or constant sidebar talking when Sister Karen
attempted to teach lessons about the importance of “sisterhood.” Student participants
described adolescent female-to-female angst and competition. This data highlighted the
ways ROP classes and processes expanded their gender notions. Classes gave them
opportunities to work with each other, positively confront each other’s negative attitudes
and behaviors, and find resolutions.
Yet, this process revealed a paradox. The girls tried to avoid closeness, while
they yearned for deeper connection. I discerned this much later in the study as the
girls’ post study responses confirmed their appreciation for sisterhood in ROP. The
girls were afraid to be vulnerable with each other in the ROP context. While a safe
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space was created for them to reveal themselves, the girls were usually resistant, and
the exceptions tended to take the most risks. Laura shared a poignant story about her
experience of recognizing her need to bond with sisters after watching Tyler Perry’s
film “For Colored Girls.” She said:
that made us closer after we watched for colored girls it impacted a lot of
people at the same time it caused a confrontation; the boys got there and
some boys got in the room and the girls got upset with the girls who cried in
front of the boys…a lot of the girls reacted and put on a front in front of the
boys. Sister Belinda saw this and talked to us about it. How we can be
ourselves and stuff. At that time it brought a lot of girls closer. It helped me
to see that this person is impacted by this…. and I shared the same thing with
her; a family member going through the same things; it’s easier to connect
with someone who’s going through the same thing. (Interview, 5/1/12)

As this excerpt reveals, ROP provided a context for girls to liberate themselves
from external definitions and directives. They found a space among female peers and
adult women to share their truths, fears, and need for belonging. The fact that this
experience occurred in school echoes the holism of African cultural values that direct all
aspects of life, school included, to participate in the healing of all members of the
community. It takes a village can move beyond rhetoric and into action. These girls in
ROP were influenced to find value in sisterhood. They formed bonds through critical and
empathetic dialogue on shared trauma that they experienced, were told, or witnessed.
Women and girls established interdependent connections in ROP that allowed
them to bond, self-actualize, and reach collective goals. Student participants explained
that ROP helped them to deal with each other better and actually learn to appreciate each
other as “sisters” more. In the following interview excerpt, Deirdre in a reflective manner
replied, “ROP was positive. It gave us helpful things that stick to us if we grasp it. If you
really pay attention and listen 80% of the information can be useful in everyday life”
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(Interview, May 22, 2012). Our dialogue continued with a follow-up question:
ANGELA: Can you think of any examples?
Deirdre: Relationships with guys are very beneficial; and we forgot how
special we really are and that conversation if it stuck to you, [then] great…
(Interview, May 22, 2012)

Teachers also echoed the rallying sisterhood cry. Sister Belinda, a veteran teacher
and ROP mentor shared her perspective on the ways ROP helped the girls.
ANGELA: What are your reflections on this year’s ROP?
Sister Belinda: …I would say one of the most beneficial things is that the
ROP classes have given the girls a space and opportunity to attempt to
bond with each other in mature ways moving from their freshman year,
bickering and arguing about boys to now, in their eleventh grade year, I’ve
seen them facilitate conflict resolution, conversations, little meetings with
other young girls [with whom] they’re having challenges. They have had
some issues with each other. I think the ROP has given them positive
solutions in ways that they can see themselves as problem solvers with
other sisters and that it is important for sisters to talk to sisters about
problems and not go somewhere else to solve their problems and not go to
somewhere else to solve their problems (Interview, June 7, 2012).

In an earlier interview I asked Sister Juanna how ROP would have benefitted her.
With tears in her eyes in a moment of stillness, she confessed:
Sister Juanna: …for me, I would have made better decisions when I was
younger; and maybe [I] would’ve learned how to deal with things better
emotionally; I went through a lot. I would’ve been stronger at a younger
age; things I didn’t learn until out of high school; I’d be even more
powerful and be even stronger now; running with all that; share that with
other sisters I was with; so it would’ve made a positive difference…a
rites of passage would have helped me to balance that a little better….I
mean it though, I tell them (the girls) that Sister Karen cares about them.
(Interview, May 17, 2012)
In the middle of her confession she became visibly emotional, as her face turned
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slightly red, and her eyes filled up with tears, she grabbed a tissue and attempted to resist
shedding tears. She put the tissue up to her eyes and wiped them, cleared her throat and
kept talking about how powerful ROP is for these girls.
ANGELA: Have you seen any young people grow this year?
Sister Juanna: I’ve seen a couple of the young sisters grow. One of the
sisters had a bad attitude and she’s come a long way. One in particular
she’s changed a lot and interacting with her in ROP class is when I realized
she changed for the better. I would attribute a lot to the ROP. (Interview,
May 17, 2012)

In an interview, Laura explained early in the study what she enjoyed about the
same gender safe space of ROP.
ANGELA: What do you enjoy about ROP classes?
Laura: Getting away from the boys it’s easier to like be like real about what we’re
saying you know when you’re with boys you want to fall back and it’s easier to be
more connected with each other as sisters and we’re going through the same
thing. (Interview, October 25, 2012)
In this excerpt, Laura reveals schools experiences that are impacted by gender.
Girls from her perspective tend to feel safer, more connected potentially with girls than
boys in the classroom. She describes girls asserting themselves rather than falling into the
background. ROP then provided a context for some level of female empowerment.
In interviews, Rachel conveyed deeper meanings into the ways ROP activities
assisted the girls in bonding, as well as the ways facilitator-student interactions
sometimes undermined building closeness. She shared specific ways ROP could
improve sisterhood relations, especially by modifying the rules for hot seat and
blindfolding the girls in an effort to remove peer pressure during the trust building
exercises on Sisterhood Day.
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The ROP girls noted the inconsistencies between expectations for ROP and their
lived experiences in ROP. These tensions colored their perceptions of support that ROP
rendered to the girls in the areas of sisterhood bonding and peer relationships. These
dynamics were illustrated in the hot seat activities and in the participants’ perceptions of
emotional safety, openness, and engagement with the ROP facilitators, namely Sister
Karen, the chief facilitator, and Sister Juanna, the health and wellness instructor.
In the midst of despondency and disengagement, sparks of momentary interest in
the class topics and activities occurred. Out of nowhere a completely disengaged student
who is talking to someone next to her will raise her hand and comment as though she
were intensely listening to the entire class. Perhaps during their multi-tasking, they
understood enough of the class to participate. On another hand, some girls who were
regular talkers perceived the class as moving too slow or boring and in between
activities. The girls moved in and out of consciousness and maturity as most teens do,
especially when there was no perceived definite and consistent negative consequence for
misbehavior. The girls listened and participated in part when they felt they had to, and
many of the informants criticized the teacher for not coming down on them harder
during class.
Several girls blamed their peers for diminishing what they could get out of ROP.
The girls often treaded along a spectrum of mature acceptance and immature resistance.
Below are field notes illustrating the movement between acceptance and resistance
toward ROP and sisterhood. In an unassuming manner, we offered each other
unacknowledged “sisterly” support in our affirming nonverbal nods and smiles. The field
note below exemplifies the kind of relationship that set the foundation early in the study.
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ROP functioned in the lives of 11th grade female students as an emotionally safe
space to explore issues of identity, peer relations, and values. The participants often
deemed ROP as a safe venue, but not always. There were some differences in perceived
levels of “emotional safety” determined by which ROP instructor was teaching. Sister
Juanna was deemed by almost all of the girls as knowledgeable, trustworthy, and
relatable. She provided a very emotionally safe space to discuss all issues, especially their
favorite topic of sexuality.
African Values
African values supported the freedom school ethos in ways that encouraged the ROP girls
to link service learning and servant leadership to sisterhood. Being sisters who got along
and worked together revealed another dimension of a sisterhood identity. In the following
instance, Sister Karen told the girls, we are “…going to the soup kitchen…and we’re
going to do that also… want to hear from you all feedback from Ashante [9th grade class]
but want to hear from you…
A student named Gayle wore her gold hoop earrings and long braids with
highlights and kept talking to Lula. Sister Karen corrected Lula’s side bar
conversation. Lula responded about whoever she was talking about as if the
class had eavesdropped on her conversation:
…well, we’re not on speaking terms right now….” We went to a nursing
home and met the elders and we made them Valentine’s Day cards and they
said their grandchildren never did that for them…Sister Karen said, “I love
that….” Sister Monica announced, we made a quilt for them last year…
Sister Karen retorted, yes we did. She then asked the girls, “Ok, now, give
me three more ideas.” (Field notes, February 7, 2012)
These values also encouraged the girls to build their confidence and appreciate
one another. Over time, the girls’ interactions in ROP revealed an opening to participate
in ROP activities in deeper, more authentic ways. However, there were moments when
the girls also demonstrated a resistance to ROP classes and retreating on identity
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engagement. During interviews in which I inquired about the influence of ROP on their
identities and peer relationships, informants critiqued their peers in ROP for inhibiting
the flow of information about gender issues and to their ethnic/racial identities. In the
member check and interview data, students criticized their immature peers for engaging
in disruptive behavior and limiting what was accomplished in class.
Others criticized their peers for being ignorant and mitigating the power of the
Hot Seat. A few students expressed concern for the ROP instructor not structuring the
Hot Seat more optimally. Others shared that ROP facilitated greater sisterhood closeness
and male/female relationship advice. Clearly, students felt ROP offered a mixed bag of
influence and opportunities for learning about themselves as Black and Latina women,
and in terms of their relationships with each other.
Again, much of what students wrestled with was unarticulated fears and
insecurities about being a girl in relation to others girls. They were often the seen and
unseen motivators of behavior and agency. Students were continually asking and
answering -Who am I now? Who am I expected to be in this situation? And who am I
choosing to be in this situation? Through observations, much more information to these
inquiries was yielded above and beyond answers derived from interview prompts and
protocols. I watched and waited. I looked for signs, patterns, and mundane behaviors. I
interviewed periodically during the study so that my strangeness to them would disappear.
Hot Seat
Topics on the Hot Seat included jealously, misunderstandings, friendship, and
male/female relationships. Girls who did not enjoy the Hot Seat typically did not enjoy
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ROP. Negative beliefs and controlling stereotypes about girls as catty, disrespectful, and
untrustworthy were revealed through girls’ Hot Seat dialogue.
As I studied student code compilation data reports, I noted several instances of
sisters complaining about not getting along with each other and doubting the extent to
which the hot seat could ameliorate it. In several ROP classes, I observed the same girls
entering class rowdy, laughing aloud and talking to each other from across the room as if
it were recess. Sister Karen shared with me in an interview that quite a few of the girls
have not been able to work together due to peer conflicts.
During class, a student said that she felt it was unrealistic to expect them to work
in unison to reach a goal without being friends. She and others agreed that the Hot Seat
and ROP could not help them. Another student disagreed and shared that we can, and do
get things done whether we agree with each other or not. A student acknowledged that
getting along better improves how things get done. I listened to both sides. Sister Karen
listened empathetically to their issues and re-directed their focus to getting involved with
Sisterhood Day as a means to advocate for what they wanted to experience.
Sister Karen explained more to the sisters about the Hot Seat:
OK, so I wanted to give sisters of Shona a chance to modify the hot
seat…. I wanted to give you an opportunity to have a hot seat…. I told
you over and over again I see the growth and you all have learned a lot of
mechanisms to connect with each other… Ok, so the Hot seat is about
clearing the air…. Not about putting embarrassing you…When we’re
done with hot seat everyone’s cool…
Sister Karen: …you’re asking genuine questions…
Brielle: Start with “I” statements…get our feelings out and ask the
questions…
Sister Karen: ask clarifying questions…. Get clarity…
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Erica expressed a concern:
What if some stuff is personal that we don’t want you to know
Sister Karen: The hot seat is not about telling people’s secrets… and you
know the person doesn’t want the world to know….the other thing is I am a
girl… I’ve been working with girls a long time…. I was a sheltered child….
Saya: Why you think you better than everybody?
Deirdre: You really think that?
Saya: I’m serious!
Brielle (interrupting, awkwardly inquired in jest): Why you bite me?
Saya: You corny…
Another young lady sat in the middle of the Hot Seat. Sister Karen asked, “Why are you
always so loud?”
Saya: BECAUSE [shouted] it’s your fault Ella Baker made me loud! The
school made me loud or as loud…. I don’t know…. It’s your fault… [the
girls and Sister Karen laughs]

I remember wondering why Sister Karen asked that question. The question may
or may not have been taken jokingly. Saya laughed nervously and appeared slightly
embarrassed as she blamed her loudness on the school and Sister Karen. Perhaps the
question and response was light-hearted humor. I was not sure. Saya’s answer came
across as a passive aggressive “jab” to Sister Karen.
Saya: Ok, so can you ask me real questions…. I don’t think I’m better than
everybody
Sister Karen: Well it doesn’t have to be problematic
Brielle: ok I have HIV
Sister Karen responded: Don’t joke like that!
[Brielle sits back in larger circle]
Sister Karen asks, “Who’s next go, go , go, who’s next….. stomping to her
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own beat and made a cheer out of it….
Rhonda sat in the middle of the circle in the hot seat. She had on a blue
jacket, black sweats, and black sneakers. She looked nervous and looked up
at Lisa who asked the first question, Why you be acting all hood but
everybody know you a punk?
Rhonda: Cause I’m old. [And she shook her head dismissively at Lisa.]
Rawr (someone made a cat growling sound)
Rhonda: … she said I walk past her and don’t say hi… so you really think I
don’t like you?
Pradia interrupts and continues Sister Karen’s (get ready to do the Hot
Seat) cheer…. You have no choice, you have no choice to go…..stomping
her feet and moving her arms rhythmically as if music were playing and
there’s not. She moves as if she is dancing.
Sister Karen: When people are on the Hot Seat you either answer or decline
answering.
This first major finding underscores how sisterhood bonding and womanhood
consciousness occurred interdependently and not mutually exclusively. A growing
awareness of the importance of forging strong sisterhood bonds and peer relations as
a component of womanhood occurred in varying contexts in which issues of
sisterhood or womanhood were more or less salient. Many of the girls grew in their
understanding of the ROP’s role in helping them to develop an emerging womanhood
and sisterhood consciousness.
In an interview, Sister Belinda expressed the ways she believed ROP triggered
their confidence and supported their developing sisterhood identity.
I think that having a ROP classes and an African-centered curriculum helps
to develop confidence and I think that confidence is the one thing we really
foster in our children; without it they can’t do some of the things we do;
and maybe that’s why some of the other schools aren’t successful…. from
ROP questioning themselves what does it mean to be a women and who we
are and; you have to have confidence to say to another sister that I really
was hurt when you talked to me negatively and solve a conflict not the
norm you see around you yelling, screaming, hollering… something taught
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through the use of “I” statements and sisterhood conversations and helping
them sisters feeling comfortable to go to another adult sister…. you really
need to work on; pull your skirt down; be proud of the way you look and
help them genuinely and they’ll be comfortable going to that older sister
and asking questions or being open about things they’re going through
sexually…with that confidence they can do things they never thought they
could do…. (Interview, June 7, 2012)

Her responses illustrate how the girls learned through critical reflection and
African cultural values to embrace sisterhood over time and grafted these new values
into their notions of womanhood. The girls and women teachers reinforced the
importance of critical inquiry. Sears (2010), Brown (2009), Townsend, et al. (2011)
support the role of critical inquiry and analysis in the process of identity work and
relational engagement. Male and female youth need to be supported in the ways they
interpret societal messages and make critical judgments about the ways gendered
messages influence the way they see themselves, and construct notions of femininity
and masculinity. Critical reflection and interrogation through dialogue is also necessary
to inform behavioral norms and strategies for improving peer communication and
interaction.
In the next excerpt, Sister Belinda offered an example of how ROP and the school
context fostered confidence,
I saw them oratorical contest and speak in front of their peers; a group of
boys who won the heritage bowl; they believed; they had confidence that
they could do it. I think the ROP fosters that confidence in young people.
We haven’t mastered it; that confidence doesn’t totally jump into their
classes and work ethic within their classrooms; doesn’t necessarily transfer
into the classrooms directly but we’re working on it. (Interview, June 7,
2012)
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Neither ROP nor the Freedom School mission produced automatic positive
results. Students and staff had to buy in, work hard, and make miracles and steady
improvements happen each day with intention. There was a commitment among the staff
to realize the mission of self and interpersonal transformation. ROP supported critical
self- and societal-reflection. The messages of transformation motivated a closer look at
divisive and dehumanizing messages perpetuated in reality TV and some music videos,
for example. These messages promote values of individuality, competition, and
materialism, rather than African and more humanistic cultural values which encourage
holistic connections, interdependence, collaboration, and service learning. African
centered service learning reaffirms the links between learning and community uplift
(Imani, 2005). ROP provided students with viable strategies for employing African
values in re-imagining sisterhood and womanhood.
In post-study member checks, this point became more salient in that they?? the
significance of a collective sisterhood consciousness and using it to understand broader
and more personal issues of Black womanhood. The study findings specifically addressed
the way female student participants perceived the influence of ROP on their gendered
identities, gendered peer relationships, and African-centered cultural values. This process
of acquiring data to answer the research questions was certainly evolutionary, filled with
moments of doubt, challenges, and contradictions. The data provided a holistic depiction
of the girls’ testing versions of sisterhood, womanhood, and ways to enact both of them
during peer interactions. These constructs were not mutually exclusive, but often worked
in harmony with each other.

235

Sisterhood helped the girls to forge quality friendships and strategies to avoid
gossip and cliques, and instead to engender mutual feelings of respect. They were taught
to develop a sense of valuing female peers as significant to personal, academic, and social
development. Sisterhood bonds were developed through ROP activities that challenged
their former ideas about how girls “are” or aren’t.” In this next excerpt, Pradia and Trish
deal with issues of sexuality.
Pradia jumped up to sit in the middle of the circle. Trish asked Pradia: Are
you gay?
[There was a long silence. Pradia put her head done and then lifted it up and
rolled her eyes and starred at the ceiling then the floor, then at Sister Karen.]
Sister Karen on cue interjected quickly to Pradia: If you get to the point
where you don’t want to answer or talk to anybody about what’s going on
that’s ok. Is there something you been through that makes you so upset?
Pradia shook her head and said she doesn’t want to discuss it with us…
Sister Karen reinforced with the class: So, what’s the best thing to do when
you are in that place?
Sonia resisted: But this is our hot seat!

Sister Karen acknowledged to the girls that it was their Hot Seat, but everyone
has to feel safe. Pradia left the center since her time was up and another girl got in the
Hot Seat. Sonia’s commentary “this is our hot seat!” reminded the ROP facilitator that
the girls also had power and a right to evince their agency. This young woman demanded
that they have the power to conduct their hot seat without interference from the adult
outsiders. The girls’ display of resistance was a strategy of empowerment for them to
define the norms of interaction. This process allowed the girls to practice resisting
negative stereotypes about Black women and girls as unable to get along with each other.
The girls were learning to appreciate each other on and off of the “Hot Seat.” They
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worked collaboratively to problem solve, learned how to communicate properly to
prevent conflict and to understand empowering and self-defining strategies to positively
interact with peers and adult mentors.
Sears’ (2011) ethnography analyzed power dynamics between Black girls and
women in the Girls Empowerment Project. She revealed that between women and girls,
differences in age, class, and organizational positioning influence the distribution of
power. She argues that among Black women and girls there are internal power struggles
rooted in external social hierarchies, and thus mediated by age, class, and status. Yet,
Black girls' and women's relationships are not wholly defined nor determined by those
internal and external power relations. Sears argues that they are "not powerless- they are
agents that recreate, resist, and reshape the social terrain" (p. 8). Sears’ work underscored
how the in-group tensions among Black women and girls sometimes mirrored external
power dynamics seen in U.S. social hierarchies.
The girls in ROP in many ways were no different. The power to speak and define
respectability and femininity required continual negotiation between the girls and Sister
Karen. Participants in the Ella Baker study also struggled against the ROP facilitator with
manifestations of disengagement, disrespect, and resistance to going through the process.
The ROP girls were in a process of learning how to engage each other through
appropriate and respectful inquiry and dialogue. This process required practice and time.
Mastery did not occur overnight. The next excerpt illustrates this process as the hot seat
continued with Elana asking the next question:
Was I lying when I saw you kiss David?… sike, no I was lying….
Serena you shutting us out…. (Field notes, November 11, 2011)
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The girls continued asking and answering questions that ranged from silly to
serious. There were moments when emotions were stirred. Often, students engaged in
light-hearted humor as diversions from serious inquiry and difficult gender,
friendship, and human diversity concerns. Yet, there were moments that reflected
substantive relational concerns, such as miscommunications between friends or those
who desired friendship and missed having it. Marie sat in the middle of the circle.
She, too, looked scared, but was playing it off with giggling. Lisa asked:
…How did the earthquake in Haiti affect you?
Marie: I lost my grandfather, my two younger cousins…. My aunt….
They haven’t recovered their bodies….
Sister Karen interjected quickly, “Ok sistahs let’s send her some light and
love.”
The girls moved their hands in a circular motion and clapped. I joined them in the
expression. Laura asked a follow-up question:
Is there anybody significant others… dudes? At the school?
[The girls laughed. Marie shook her head and whispered, no…](Field
notes, December 6, 2011)
Deirdre asked a question: Anybody you’re interested in? How ‘bout that
boy who came here on Friday….
Another girl chastised her and said, Stop that!
A few girls made that familiar rawr (cat sound) that symbolized the stereotypical
“cattiness” of girls. A new girl entered the center and the inquiring session began.
Lisa asked another question: Is there anybody important in your life?
Tasha answered, not here.
Terrine asked Tasha, So what was a hard time for you?
In a moment of complete surprise, Tasha answered:
Well, at first I didn’t want to….But my mom made me get the abortion
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cause I wanted to be a doctor so she said having the baby would interfere
with reaching my goals…
Sister Karen interrupted her to inquire, “Are you ok?”
Tasha answered calmly: “Yeah it’s cool now” (Field notes, December 6,
2011).

My field notes illustrated movement in students’ comments from light to
serious and vulnerable remarks. They were all meaningful and purposeful, even in
their immaturity they were testing the waters of sisterhood. They asked silly questions
often out of fear or to see what would happen. They moved unexpectedly to serious
issues and found ways to build trust in the sisterhood circle where their secrets could
be shared with the vulnerable hope that they would be kept. They used those moments
to find spaces to reveal what was formerly hidden. The girls were in the process of
learning how to clear the air after tense issues were brought up, which inspired
working through them.
Becoming an empowered, responsible, and capable young woman required an
appreciation of self and valuing sisterhood. The hot seat was practiced in ROP classes
and prioritized on Sisterhood Day. Over a much longer period of time, the girls were
encouraged to confront their opinions about each other during the Sisterhood Day Hot
Seat activity. They applied communication and behavioral strategies to resolve conflict
and inquire about each other in ways that dissolved stereotypes and assumptions so that
they could get to know each other better.
Embracing Sisterhood on Sisterhood Day
During the Sisterhood Day which occurred during the half way point of the study,
it was clear that the girls “came around” to not only accepting sisterhood as a compulsory
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reality, but to embodying the role of “other sisters.” Student participants asserted their
thoughts about girls, and how they are portrayed in the media and in society with
narrative vignettes. Students’ responses derived from a variety of data sources,
interviews, questionnaires, and classroom observations punctuated the influence of ROP
on their peer relationships. Students’ questionnaire responses revealed that ROP was a
moderately positive influence in three relational areas: female-to-female peer
relationships, female and male peer relations, and relations with other adults. The 11th
grade girls in ROP expressed their thoughts in these areas.
Sister Juanna and I had the type of rapport where she demonstrated a willingness
to assist me in garnering information from the female students in ROP. She utilized exit
tickets to learn from students’ feedback from class. Below is a dialogue between us
negotiating the exchange of information after she finished teaching one of the 11th grade
ROP classes on sexual health:
Sister Juanna really liked the idea of the exit ticket and thought students should do
one after most classes to help provide feedback to the teacher about what’s going on with
them. It was helpful she was able to help a student who wrote about her loneliness on an
exit ticket. Sister Juanna shared a conversation she had with a female student in the 10th
grade ROP class:
I ended up having a personal conversation about an issue of being lonely…
you can be the only person you need she didn’t have a boyfriend was a
problem with being lonely. A lot of young sisters think you have to have a
man in your life. …if you don’t love yourself enough to have a real man
love you…. he’s the wrong one… and being alone isn’t a bad thing. And
she thanked me afterward… if it wasn’t for the exit ticket I never would
have known that…. (Interview, Sister Juanna, 5/17/12)
The coded student and adult data revealed the ways ROP supported students in
their identity development and relationships. ROP positively influenced students’ identity
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development through exposure to positive images and messages about Black
womanhood. There were encouraged to identify empowering female images and
accomplishments in their families and the community. Students also engaged in critical
reflection and dialogue on relational abuse, depression, sexism, and internalized
oppression. They participated in activities that caused them to ponder the consequences
of sexism and patriarchy, and its perpetuation in the Black community.
ROP gave the girls communication and behavioral strategies to resolve conflict
and develop healthy peer relationships. It revealed that ROP created safe spaces for
young adolescent women to practice: key communication skills; interpersonal
communication development; learning to talk about issues and resolve them as opposed
to resorting to acts of physical or emotional violence; and addressing a growing social
problem of bullying, aggressiveness, and violence among girls in school. ROP teaches
and reinforces ways to apply cultural values to strengthen their ethnic identity and pride;
enhance their self-esteem and group reference orientation (as Blacks and Latinas).
ROP heightened students’ capacities to utilize effective communication strategies
to articulate and resolve problems. Adolescent girls and women carved out a space to
explore and embrace the feminine in all of its manifestations. Throughout Sisterhood
Day, we absorbed and acknowledged feminine presence and power. This power was
intuitively regenerative as sisters shared in their Sisterhood Day survey feedback forms.
Sisters did not feel that the day went perfectly. While glitches occurred, they did not
detract from the spirit of Sisterhood Day. Some students expressed areas in need of
improvement without rejecting the positive components of the day. Their critique was
loving and pointed. A majority of students expressed a need to modify the hot seat and
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the trust building exercises to benefit from the exercises.
I observed the sisters struggling with their issues throughout the entire day. They
played the hot seat for over one and half hours. They benefitted from having diverse
female adults who offered advice and strategies for conflict resolution, and strengthening
friendships and intimate relationships. The girls described how much fun they had doing
Zuumba workout sessions. They said they enjoyed the camaraderie of sisters during
lunch. These ROP activity groupings were not mutually exclusive and often promoted
positive attributes among the sisters in synergistic ways.
Trust-building exercises prepared the young women to depend on each other in times
of need and to accomplish goals. I also asked Sister Karen to require her students to
complete exit tickets to reflect on what they liked and disliked about the class. These tickets
also garnered students’ insight on the parts of the class that contributed to understanding
themselves better as young Black women.
The ROP classes provided opportunities for socialization, cultural appreciation,
character development, confidence building, and leadership. The students often
participated in female bonding activities. For example, they played the Hot Seat game in
which each student has a piece of chart paper posted around the room with her name on
it. During this timed activity, students walk around the room randomly and write
questions on their peers’ sheets. After the timed part if the activity ends, the girls sit in a
circle and choose questions to answer aloud in class. This activity allows the girls to get
to know each other better and build peer rapport. Black female peers often refer to each
other, or are referred to as “sisters.”
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Lewis (1988) explains that there is an over exaggeration of media-promoted Black
female competitiveness and dislike that is not a part of traditional Black female
“sisterhood” relationships. She argues that before the 1960s when Black women referred
to each other as “sisters,” Black women called each other sister and responded to their
needs in this way. She referred to the Ashanti initiation system and familial female
relations with girls and women. These female peers are not necessarily physically related,
but they manifest close friendship that occurs in a situational context. These female
relationships between Black women and/or girls may also be described as “sisterhood”
relationships.
In this context, Black female peers may deal with issues similar to those in close
family and extended family settings. In several rites of passage activities, Black girls deal
with unaddressed issues or conflicts. Often, the girls generate closer bonds with each
other through bonding activities, inquiry, and dialogue. During the Hot Seat activity, girls
may practice conflict resolution and following directions, especially if an insensitive or
inappropriate question is posed. The facilitators help the girls practice communication
skills and conflict resolution. The rites of passage facilitator shared that the classes
provided a forum to discuss pertinent adolescent issues such as female peer and
male/female relationships.
However, recent research on Black women’s relationships with each other
complicates notions of sisterhood. Paul (2003) suggests that there has been a disturbing
trend of female- on- female violence and aggression. Paul (2003) cites Villarosa and
Wyatt’s work suggesting that Black girls’ competitiveness over a perceived limitation of
Black male availability reflects a part of their socialization. Mothers’ messages to their
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daughters are implicated in this divergence from traditional notions of strong non-familial
Black female “sisterhood” bonds.
The idea that the formation of sisterhood bonds could transcend the existence of
friendship reflects the fictive kinship concept of being members of the EBFA family.
They may not like each sister in the group, but the girls were expected to respect and be
responsible for protecting girls’ humanity on a mental, emotional, and physical level.
Students learned to cultivate an identity aligned with the freedom school mission.
Sisterhood Day is an annual event designed for young women in high school grades 9-11
this year. A hosting committee of upper level students worked collaboratively to decide
what fun and exciting workshops and activities they desire and who they wanted to
facilitate them. In student interviews, several informants alluded to the “hot seat” game
and how it helped them deal with their peer relational issues. They also described what
they learned last year from workshops on womanhood and sisterhood taught by teachers
they admired. They said they learned to place greater value on themselves. One student
said, “They taught us to respect ourselves and each other as sisters” (Interview,
11/15/11). The following excerpts illustrate the girls’ critical reflection of ROP and
insight into what they wanted out of ROP.
Sister Karen asked the girls, “So what are your thoughts about ROP?
Nadia said: We need to focus more on the positive instead the negative. …
like Zuumba was fun and made it positive…The hot seat got real negative

Brenda agreed and averred: But I think some of the issues got squashed so
it was a bittersweet kind of thing.

Sister Karen: The hot seat is not designed to be a happy go lucky kind of
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thing; it’s to dispel problems in our relationships to clear the air; to get rid
of the blockers.

Sister Karen’s advice to Brenda revealed the iterative nature of ROP as a process
through which students overcome hurdles and experience bittersweet, cathartic relief.
Other students complained about the students’ immaturity, seen as lack of readiness to
engage in the difficult process of identity work. These were students’ critiques of the Hot
Seat:
Tiffany: I didn’t like hot seat it was real immature; no maturity in there;
many girls wasn’t ready for that.
Deirdre: I wish we had a maturity spray
Monica: I didn’t think the instructions were clear…she snapped back with
attitude and it…. the reasons weren’t clear.
Sister Karen: I was thinking about that… so do you think instead of blank
index cards… pre-made statements with suggested comments
Deirdre: I think we should do that it gives it more structure and not street
cause if you come at me I’m a come at you street!
Monica suggested: I think we should do team building activity before the
hot seat give it time to let the anger go…
Francis said: Well I think Zuumba was fun!
Sister Karen: I was hoping people got into the dancing and enjoyed
it….How can we make the team building activity with the blind folds safe
for everybody…
Erica: I think we should have come up with our own.
Sister Karen: I gave y’all that option and y’all didn’t do anything with it;
no follow through did any one of you…I want us to train our
replacements… We need to know that you can take over this work… We
are training you to learn how to do this… you’re learning how to make
connections with sisters…
The purpose of ROP was crystallized in Sister Karen’s cry to preserve the legacy of
Freedom School via training the next generation of servant leaders.
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The next excerpt illustrates the way sisters built bridges of appreciation in ROP.
This passage identifies the types of engagement between sisters and Sister Karen as they
figured out the value of ROP. There was an open space for the girls and Sister Karen to
critique the efficacy of Sisterhood Day and ROP in general. They also had to figure out
the purpose and significance of sisterhood as they practiced how to be “other sisters” to
each other. Other sisters, in this sense, means being sister friends who care about telling
each other the truth and respect each other enough to be civility during interactions and in
relationship.
Sister Karen: I think you’re right make sure people place value on it and
not just take it like leaving school
Laura: What was different from last year?
Sister Karen: The first month y’all were gender separated and did a lot of
team building the first few days of school we took Wolof [10th grade
class/nation] away later; getting the whole class in place was one; taking
the facilitators away from instructions from administration….Dr. Deeds
didn’t want y’all to be behind in instruction; y’all didn’t get that chance;
Dr. Deeds wanted y’all to get all of your instruction; before that Shona
[11th grade class/nation]we started the school year; the other part; last year
we did a lot of team building sisters stayed.
Someone interrupted, asking, “So where’d the brothers [go]?”Sister Karen ignored the
sidebar and continued:
We were outside, cause y’all were complaining. But you were bonding
without knowing it! Y’all were sitting on each other’s laps; the beauty of it
was that because y’all all did it, not that it was easy or fun, we all put for
the effort and cause we did it worked; we have beautiful pictures with each
other; sisters in community with each other. You all wrote letters to the
sisters of Wolof and your reading about your wisdom that you learned and
gave it freely to the sisters of Shona and Ashante [9thgrade class/nation]
was just thrown in there.
Erica: It seemed like the hot seat was mostly about the boys.
Monica: The sisters need to build a better relationship with each other and
most of the conversation was about the boys, ‘cause this person mighta
talked about this person.
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Sister Karen: And you all complain about it; but those gender-separated
days really helped us! Remember y’all ate in separate spaces it was calm
but before there was a lot of the scandals… now the dramatics are down…
you’re not trying impress people… people able to be freer and a little bit
more authentic…
These excerpts revealed how ROP provided a space for critical reflection on its
efficacy and capacity to stimulate interest in strengthening female bonds in ROP. Sister
Karen reminded them of the decrease of “scandals” since ROP classes occurred. These
excerpts also indicated some relational benefits to same-sex classes. Girls learned to
focus on themselves, their collective and personal issues. They learned to strategies to
overcome “drama,” as they also wrestled with valuing the “sisterhood” process.
Questionnaire Revealed ROP as Supportive of Girls’ Identities
These three different data sources revealed similar statements about how ROP
was supportive of their gendered identities, and specific critiques of the ROP
class limitations. The participants’ responses on the questionnaire indicated that questions
#1, #2, and #4 generated the most positive and relevant responses that address the
research questions regarding the influence of ROP on their gendered ethnic identities. For
example, the first question identified positive gendered ethnic identity defined as having
appreciation, value, and a healthy esteem as Black and Latina women. That first question
attempted to capture the essence of having a positive gendered ethnic/racial identity.
Several students’ responses illuminate ROP’s positive influence on their identities as
Black and Latina women. The following highlights these positive responses from several
11th grade girls:



These rites of passage classes have helped me appreciate myself
as…black women…
Rites has made me realize that I am strong, intelligent black sister and
is capable of doing anything…
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Rites of passage class contributes to my gender and ethnic identity by
helping in our respecting myself and my… sisters and give more love
to my ethnicity…
Yes I believe this class has contributed to my gender and ethnic
identity. I[t] helped me realize that has [sic] a black young woman I
need to step up, take charge of my faith and be successful.”
(Questionnaire, 3/5/12)

The informants offered insightful and substantive responses about ROP. They
shared meaningful contributions, for example, about the student planning for Sisterhood
Day. Students practiced their servant leadership skills via strengthening their sisterhood
bonds. In a classroom observation, Sonia sat next to a close friend. They constantly
engaged in sidebar conversations. She admitted that she sent morning texts to her when
she expressed the choices she made during the decision making activity. She only spoke
overwhelmingly positive about ROP and its influence on her developing womanhood.
Contradictions and tensions ran throughout their behaviors, words, and levels of
engagement and transfer (at least in other classes). I recall this student making everyone
laugh when she confessed that she “…lies all the time.” In an interview with my
informant Laura, I asked several questions about the benefits and challenges of ROP. I
asked her to comment on whether ROP has influenced her:
Laura: Getting away from the boys it’s easier to like be like real about what
we’re saying you know when you’re with boys you want to fall back and it’s
easier to be more connected and we’re going through the same thing.
On many occasions, I asked Rachel about the role of ROP in influencing or
supporting her gender and/or ethnic identity. Throughout the year, her responses
remained consistently mixed, both positive and negative.
In other classes, the girls worked on Adinkra symbol flags. Rachel expressed an
insightful idea to Sister Karen:
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We should have a flag for each or a flag to pass down to other nations…
we’re making the symbols for other sisters.
Erica: Yeah, let’s do it for Move Up day? Yes something we want to pass
down Ashante and Wolof.
Sister Karen: you’re right we didn’t have much of one last year.
Karen: We can do a workshop talking about feminine health and hygiene;
Sister Karen: Ashe sister… get prepared to be the leaders of this… right
now I want you to be self-focused; so if you feel like Akoma is the best
symbol for the sisters of Shona cluster up on this side… cluster up on the
other side creating arguments about why we as sisters of Shona should
have that Adinkra symbol to represent us, and at the end we’re going to
vote…..Personal flags with Adinkra symbols?
Rosia: We don’t believe tolerance is a good thing to carry; let people walk
over you; I believe that Adinkrahenne42 is the best because Akoma, which is
patience and tolerance, is also affected in leadership you need patience and
tolerance, I believe Akoma is the best. I think like the heart definition is
basic and with this one there’s meaning behind it and it’s more meaningful.
Sister Karen: Can you be more specific?
Rosia: I think that is so basic to represent us as a whole; it’s more
meaningful to have to represent us… But I wanted to comment on what
Deirdre said… one of the qualities of a great leader is patience and
tolerance. I feel like when they hear patience and tolerance a woman who
is patience and tolerance remember patience and tolerance the patient
person can is the first step is the preamble patience is needed to and be
virtuous woman; women hold a lot of responsibilities we need as future
mothers of the world we need patience and tolerance…
So at this point if it’s anonymous you can change our vote Adinkra henne
and Akoma?
Sister Karen: May I have everyone’s attention please? Not your name or
anything just one of the two terms….
The girls recited the closing affirmation: “We are excellent sisters, we are
excellent sisters, and getting better everyday, and getting better
everyday…. We are excellent sisters…. Ashe, Ashe.” (Field notes,
November 15, 2011)

42

Adinkra symbol means
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These girls enjoyed the Adinkra flag activity and the process of working together
to decide on what symbols represented their group. The activity focused on the girls’
recognizing and affirming the attributes they possessed and/or desired to have as young
women. These African cultural values were not static, but situational and contextual. The
girls assessed the Adinkra symbols and thought deeply about how to internalize their
chosen attributes. They used these attributes to identify their cultural values and to
celebrate their personal and collective identities.
Through the Adinkra flag activity, the ROP girls engaged in a process of
becoming “other sisters” in an imperfect, but ever-evolving sisterhood. The girls
demonstrated an understanding of the importance of working with each other to help
design and organize strong workshops. In another class, Sister Karen expressed an idea of
using the Adinkra flag projects to raise money:
Let’s create a publication we can give to people or sell them as a
fundraiser. Sister Angela and I have worked for a writing academy and in
some ways you illustrated your poems I pictured the Adinkra symbols
along with your poems… So, what are your thoughts about letting others
read the things you’ve written? (Field notes, November 15, 2011)
I expressed my thoughts about the meaningfulness of this attempt at collaborative
brainstorming. Sister Keisha gave some insightful, substantive contributions to student
planning for Sisterhood Day. This was an example of students practicing their servant
leadership skills on behalf of fomenting (strengthening sisterhood bonds) (Memo,
November 15, 2011)
I interviewed Sister Juanna to understand more deeply what the girls were
experiencing in ROP and the support it played in their lives. I asked how ROP helped
them to resolve very personal and emotional issues. This facilitator strongly believed
that ROP greatly contributed to their growth. She gave me specific examples and
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situations wherein she believes their growth was greatly facilitated by lessons learned
in ROP; i.e., self-definition, tools for empowerment, decision-making, and conflict
resolution. In one of my memos I wrote:
Our interview yesterday was amazing! It enriched so much of what I have
been seeing, but needed further clarity on. It was also extremely helpful to
distinguish how ROP actually functioned in the lives of girls who have
relationships with her as the school nurse and counselor. Her insights
strengthened my understanding of more specific ways ROP (activities &
lesson content, but also in terms of structure as a safe space/forum for
open communication) benefits students. This more nuanced understanding
of how ROP functions in the students' lives really came out through this
informant interview. (Memo, April 22, 2011)
Observing the 11th graders helped me to better understand how ROP influenced
the girls’ capacities to appreciate the sisterhood bonding process over time. It also
enhanced how these girls could apply what they learned and experienced during the
sisterhood bonding process. Analyzing my observations of these girls’ experiences in
ROP and in our dialogue during interviews, I realized that the sisterhood bonding process
displayed in conflict resolution and decision-making reflected a significant construct
within the broader process of womanhood development.
This study produced evidence from adolescent Black girls’ voices that ROP
supported their increased ability to appreciate sisterhood relationships. The evidence
echoed Sears’ (2011) notions of externally promoted normative messages of
contentious Black girls who are unable or unwilling to form close bonds. Notions such
as “I hate girls” and “…girls are too much drama… that’s why my friends are guys”
resonated with the girls in ways that reinforced controlling stereotypes relative to Black
female relationships, particularly as represented in TV and film, and re-enacted in
social media (Waley-Jean, 2009). While ROP did not produce instant sisterhood
bonding, nor was it expected to, it did provide a positive and empowering space for
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female students to engage in dialogue about the benefits of sisterhood. They critically
reflected on ways to appreciate female-to-female interactions and engender supportive
relational bonds.
With much behavioral resistance in the classroom, these girls endured the rites of
passage as a process of learning and experiencing the power of gratitude for themselves
and each other. Through an ethic of caring consistently displayed by Sister Karen, the
facilitators, and the founder, the students were empowered to critically engage and reflect
upon ways to improve their sisterhood experiences in ROP. They were allowed to
critique their ROP experiences as evidenced in their school-administered ROP survey
after Sisterhood Day. Beyond their moments of resistance, the participants reflected
servant leadership principles in the forming of Sisterhood Day committees and active
engagement in ROP. Sister Karen’s leadership and modeling behaviors empowered the
girls to lead themselves and to embrace a sense of ownership that their ROP was truly
theirs. They formed workshops in which they could evince their agency and selfdetermination to represent themselves as members of a sisterhood collective.
The intergenerational context of Sisterhood Day supported women and girls in
celebrating sisterhood. Older women shared personal testimonies of female
empowerment. The 11th graders formed committees to enjoy each other’s company, and
engaged in activities they created and led. It was a day dedicated to themselves as young
women in pursuit of wholeness as “other sisters” with female adults who functioned as
truth-telling “other mothers” or extended family members. The influences of pseudo and
actual fictive kinship relations have been cited in the literature as playing a significant
role on identity (Hale, 2001).
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Students enacted “sisterhood” in how they communicated and interacted. They
squashed arguments, dismantled hierarchies and cliques, and chose to reflect positive
attitudes. They performed empowered femininities in ROP and other classes. They
enacted sisterhood and a burgeoning womanhood identity throughout the day as they
decided how they were ‘gonna wear their womanhood’ in role plays and skits on
Sisterhood Day. They dialogued about sexual decision-making in relationships in ROP
classes under Sister Juanna. While in the field, I compared the girls’ relationship with
Sister Juanna to Sister Karen and assumed they preferred Sister Juanna over Sister Karen.
I discovered a new insight from Deirdre. She shared that the girls respect both of
them and listen to them, but they would open up more to someone not at the school,
someone young who can relate to them culturally and as teens, but also someone who
does not know them well. The girls conducted hot seat activities with varying degrees of
success in order to resolve same gender/sex peer conflict. These conflicts centered on
quarrels, misunderstandings, and misperceptions, often accompanied by insecurities
about lost friendships, competition over boys, or fear of lost attention from them. The
girls also completed trust-building exercises in ROP classes, intended to promote faithful
bonds and trust in female peer relations as they struggled to enact sisterhood.
Excerpts from the post study member check confirmed the major findings
that addressed research question #2 on ROP’s influence on the girls’ enactments of
“sisterhood” and cultivation of positive peer relations. Rosia shared a narrative
about how ROP and Ella Baker boosted her confidence to write poetry and inspire
others to find their voices. The italicized words illustrate salient ideas and themes.
ANGELA: Huhm. So can you give me an example of how it helped you
form sisterhood relations? How has your experience in ROP helped you
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to be a better sister to a sister…?
Rosia: So this year…I felt like throughout that change I need to help
somebody go through this change. In 9th grade I saw somebody they
probably went through something I went through and I’m actually their
mentor I talk to her once in a while...what’s going on with you?
So…she’s a part of the community [LGB] as well and we talk sometimes
and she tells me and she gets picked on sometimes and I tell her just let it
go, because there’s always gonna be those cruel people who are going to
bothering you about who you are. And as long as you embody who you
really are it’s not gonna bother you….My theory is… we were oppressed
as a people so much that speaking in front of crowds, speaking for
yourself or even for your people…I will have the power and willingness
to speak and I always say it’s because we have the ancestry line that
connects those cold hard tough speakers those MLKs, Marcus Garveys,
all those speakers, they have to be linked to us cause some of us are
willing to do it. (Member Check, 1/15/13)
Clearly, Rosia made connections between ROP and a sisterhood identity that
reinforced a stance on social justice. She links empowerment gained in ROP classes to a
heightened capacity to confront bullies, using the power of speech, and recognition of the
ancestors to confront oppression. Countering negativity requires a commitment to making
connections to female peers and helping one’s “sister.” From her perspective, sisterhood
as an identity motivated critical consciousness about oppression and a sense of urgency to
restore the spirit of the ancestral freedom fighters.
The next post-study member check with Erica also confirmed the study findings
to research question #2, and yielded important perspectives on how ROP influenced her
ideas about relationships and sisterhood.
ANGELA: How has ROP helped you in relationships with other women?
Erica: It helped us to not always be in a competition with each other like
we are naturally. So we’re very competitive with other women… oh, she
has longer hair than me… Oh, I can’t give another woman her props… But
we learn in ROP how to do it. [ROP] enables you to give other women “the
right on” to other women, to say you look good… it’s not that way in the
street…you don’t have to fight over the “wrong look.”
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ANGELA: What ROP activities and lessons helped you understand this?
Erica: During sisterhood day we have a runway model and we say to each
other, “Go ahead girl,” “You look good girl,” “We give each other
props…” I thought I was looking good in my heels…. let’s encourage each
other…
ANGELA: That is great. (Member Check, 1/15/13)
This excerpt exemplifies the ways ROP created an environment for girls to
confront their insecurities, jealousies and fears through a process of appreciating
themselves and each other. While resistance often accompanied trust-building activities
and lessons on female empowerment in ROP, Erica shared that ROP helped her to resist
competing with her female peers and to embrace their commonalities and celebrate each
other. Erica’s insight countered prevailing negative stereotypes about Black girls’
inability to get along with other each other.
Obviously, not everyone did this or agreed that ROP supported sisterhood in this
way. In questionnaire data there were female students who did not attribute their capacity
to appreciate each other to ROP. A few other girls mentioned other adult mentors and
parents in their lives. Most, however, acknowledged ROP as a positive influence on their
relationships with their “other sisters.” I continued to probe:
Erica: I thought we were just doing an activity but oh, no… that’s why we
also do this. OH! So an older sister is paired up with the younger sister and
we talk about different issues like mentoring. So I thought we were talking
but it was more than that…. sometimes you want to talk about sex with
someone who’s 20 and it’s like, oh, so that’s the low down. (Member
Check, 1/15/13)
Erica expressed her realization:
We did an activity [wearing] make up [to] feel beautiful about ourselves…
we went over the hygiene thing…. I came here when I was a sophomore
and it was annoying, and I didn’t like it, and it was forced upon us… I see
them clearly it was actually a really good class…. we had it like 3rd period I
would ask my English teacher can I go with you? …You don’t know what
you have until it’s gone.
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ANGELA: What was annoying about it?
Erica: In the mindset I was in before I didn’t want to do it, be with a bunch
of girls and talk about sisterhood. There’s a limited amount of female
friends I have one friend who’s Keisha. I have more male friends I always
stuck to that. I didn’t like ROP cause I didn’t like to be in the room with
girls and I wasn’t friends with a lot of them…. (Member Check, 1/15/13)
Here is a rationale for not liking girls and the tone of pride in having male friends.
She also rationalizes why she and possibly others were resistant to ROP. Not liking to be in
the room with girls posed some kind of emotional threat. It took time away from ROP for
several informants to express their appreciation for “being forced” to be in the room with
girls and practice overcoming conflicts and finding a source of bonding, a potential
homeplace. Erica expressed missing ROP as well as those “ratchet girls” in her senior year.
Erica: I’m gonna kind of miss them in the ROP class the class about life
lessons. I’m gonna miss that, not having it….I’ve grown to love these
sisters… a year ago I did not say that? This is my perspective of some Ella
Baker senior girls they’re a little ratchet …
ANGELA: ratchet?
Erica: I mean a little out of pocket out [wild acting]. I’m a little
conservative and I like to stay back…. knowing your whole business… I
don’t want to know…. clearly I don’t have a poker face…. I’m judgmental.
I definitely agree with you ROP helped you. We see different examples of
different kind of women out there. There are different options out there you
choose the kind of women you want to be? You know, that bougie or
arrogant sister who makes a lot of money. We [11th graders] did a skit
where we were different types of women…the arrogant one, the real
African sisters, the real loose sister, I don’t remember the other ones…. Do
you want to be perceived in a certain way…. the arrogant sister, I’m better
than you type thing you realize that it looks cool on TV. I want to be that
sista… you really don’t… when you act it out people are perceiving
it…you can look at the sophomore’s face I don’t like her the real ratchet
one I don’t want to be the one perceived that way….. What do you want
other people’s perception of you… I don’t want to be that bougie, “ratchet”
out of pocket sister, I want my intellect to be out there I don’t want to be
known for the stupid mistakes… I want to be known as a righteous, loving
sister, not as a sister who looks at you judgmentally as I did in the past.
(Member Check, 1/15/13)
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Erica’s last comments on girls being “ratchet” or “over the top” evidenced the
intersecting themes of sisterhood and womanhood development on ROP. Erica was
serious about her education. She came from a home that prioritized it. By mid-12th grade,
she already received over a dozen college acceptance letters. ROP bolstered her
appreciation of sisterhood, and the freedom school ethos reinforced it.
Erica’s responses also showed how ROP helped the girls to consider the kinds of
“sisters” and women they want to be for themselves and each other. These constructs of
sisterhood and womanhood interacted synergistically, building girls’ self-concept and
esteem, collective consciousness around meanings of womanhood and strengthening
notions of female peer bonding; i.e., “sisterhood.” These constructs also functioned
independently in moments when the focus was more relational and pointed to building
collectivist identities around valuing the utilitarian function of sisterhood. They were
introduced to messages about supporting and trusting each other. Notions of sisterhood
bonding reinforced the girls’ application of African values such as ujimaa, collective
work, and responsibility. Their ROP activities, media literacy and service learning
projects supported collectivist identities rooted in African values. Who they were to
themselves and to one another required an appreciation of each other.
Most importantly, this value of collective work and responsibility pointed to the
historical legacy of oppression with persistent, contemporary issues of inequity. They
understood these recent disparities as a continuation of the historical legacy of
discrimination and stereotyping in need of redress. The freedom school ethos prioritized
the development of individual and collective cultural consciousness focusing on
liberating self and others in the midst of others. There was an acknowledgement that
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ameliorating oppression required group effort, and a critical group consciousness.
Sisterhood and womanhood enactments within the context of freedom school inferred a
focus on personal and collective freedom and transformation.
In my next member check with Sister Deirdre, she confirmed the findings and
offered perspectives on specific ways ROP supported notions of sisterhood and
healthy sexuality.
Deirdre: I can say ROP definitely did help us form sisterhood bonds…
once we started ROP in 9th grade I saw how a lot of problems could have
been solved if we participated in ROP seriously…. once 10th grade came
around we realized that ROP does help. Things like the hot seat… we didn’t
understand it after a year or so, it seemed like it fed into the drama… but
now I understand it was promoting clearing the air so that really made a
difference with the sisterly bonds… since our 9th grade year the sisters of
Shona have become a lot closer and conflict have been able to resolve
conflicts a lot easier than those like the 9th graders in Ashante…It would
have been a more useful tool we had a woman Sister Maria [an ROP guest
speaker on sexuality from New York] with us. She was the most useful as
far as sexuality goes and what it, means to be a woman and what it means
to be comfortable with your lady parts… she brought that understanding to
us and she formatted in such a way that we were comfortable but not too
comfortable so that we wouldn’t play cause she was absolutely serious
about it… (Member Check, 1/15/13)

Monica shared her insights regarding the influence of ROP on sisterhood bonding,
sexual issues, and the efficacy of ROP. While she confirmed the findings, her voice
articulated different concerns on these significant and related topics.
I think ROP has made me want to have sisterhood bonds… I don’t think
I’ve yet had those bonds… it makes you want to have that bond with a
female and a lot of people say oh I hang out with a lot of boys you still that
sister friend
ANGELA: …And what do you need that sister friend for?
Monica: There are things you can’t discuss with a guy [and be able to
relate] and give you advice and you can connect to it…. a girl, she’s more
connected to you and you feel more comfortable talking to her….Here’s
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where ROP fell short to me on sexuality until the community organization
helped us to resolve conflict. ROP was about resolving conflict with girls
like when the community organization helped in 9th grade with resolving
conflict we had scenarios to act out how ROP facilitated us understanding
conflict resolutions in those different ways.
ANGELA: How has ROP helped you?
Monica: It helped me to not feed into the petty stuff and to mature… I
understand if a girl says something if she doesn’t have the woman strength
to say it to you directly I had to learn from middle school if there’s no
confrontation you don’t need to get out of character… that’s what ROP has
taught me in the last three years.
ANGELA: How has it helped you in your peer relations with girls?
Monica: I’ve been hesitant to get too close to girls. There are other factors
that affect how I get close to people and not trusting people from childhood
experiences… ROP helped me to want to open up to a sister friend.
(Member Check, 1/15/13)
Monica admits here that ROP helped her to become emotionally and socially
prepared to develop “sister friend.” While students endured their ROP experiences, they
experienced the liminal process of moving between childhood and adulthood. ROP
provided adolescent girls in this liminal stage, assistance with the developmental
processes sometimes, unbeknownst to them, to help them manage sex and sexuality,
same and/or opposite-sex peer relationships, and broader macro level concerns such as
countering the internalizing oppression as a result of exposure to negative messages and
“controlling stereotypes” (Collins, 2000).
The findings reveal that ROP functioned as a place where girls can deal with same
gender/sex communication related concerns and foster stronger “sisterhood” bonds.
Students could struggle with issues of platonic friendship and trust between girls on and
off the Hot Seat. Students invoked the heshima, respect, admonition and are reminded of
the Maatic principles regarding avoiding gossip and having integrity. They were
reminded to resolve conflict and misunderstandings nonviolently, using effective
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interpersonal communication strategies and/or mitigation with trained adult facilitators.
ROP was an internal socialization mechanism designed to bolster girls’ sense of
intellectual, academic, socio-emotional, and socio-cultural and political efficacies.
Female students were engendered with an ethic of care and fictive kinship among the
“other-sisters.”
These students expressed that other adult female women of color supported them
as mothers, mentors, and facilitators. This dynamic can be seen in the following
interview transcript:
ANGELA: What did you learn in ROP about race or gender or both?
Rachel: What we learn?
ANGELA: Uh huh. Nodding affirmatively
Rachel: We, um get good negotiating relationship skills like interact with males
and say no and be respectful and hints about sex and being responsible things that
my mom could teach me at home, but she didn’t break down the information like
they do here.
A major implication from these findings is that ROP, with its imperfections,
provided a place that allowed the girls to discuss gendered issues of concern to them in
emotionally safe spaces among emergent “sisters.” This inquiry for many of them was the
most pervasive and enduring theme of the study invoked in ROP classes throughout the
year. Furthermore, the findings revealed that Black adolescent girls at Ella Baker were as
diverse in their goals, drives, and desires as any other group of girls. They had many
experiences in ROP that were mainly positive and evidenced ROP’s helpfulness. Chapter
Seven extends the conversation about the ways these girls crafted empowering identities
and self-definitions of womanhood in the midst of an emerging sisterhood.
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CHAPTER 7
FINDINGS
“How You Gonna Wear Your Womanhood?”
Chapter 7 explores the ways ROP contributed to the girls’ notions of womanhood.
It examines how their womanhood consciousness developed through sisterhood
interactions in ROP. This chapter also examines ROP girls’ critical analyses of
controlling stereotypes (Collins, 2000; Pyke, 2010). Over the academic year at EBFA, I
observed and interviewed informants in ROP, other classes, and school contexts and
asked them how ROP processes supported them in their intersecting identities. I framed
gendered ethnic identity as an appreciation of themselves as Black or Latina women.
Thematic patterns revealed the ways ROP supported the intersecting identities from a
position of gendered ethnic identity, in their roles as “other sisters,” and in their selfdefinitions of womanhood.
In addition, I examined how African values discussed in ROP informed the girls’
self-definition and strategies to disrupt internalized oppression. During this process, I
analyzed and interpreted data relative to African-centered cultural values in this Freedom
School context in terms of how students alluded to values that supported their
intersecting identities and notions of femininity in womanhood. I asked the ROP girls to
respond to American societal pressures on girls and women in gender roles, sexism, and
sexuality. The ROP girls gave feedback on the ways ROP supported their male/female
relational dynamics. Additionally, African values discussed in ROP contributed to the
girls’ positive gendered peer relationships. These findings suggest that African values
deepened the girls’ understandings of themselves. Lastly, I close the chapter with a
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discussion of the analogous borderlands of sisterhood and womanhood as implications
for new identity intersections.
African values strengthened students’ courage to define themselves as
valuable human beings because ancestors sacrificed and suffered without basic
human rights so they and future generations could enjoy them. These values
influenced intersecting identity dynamics beneath the radar of consciousness. I had to
look beneath the surface of the ostensible features of everyday ROP classroom life to
understand how these values functioned. I interpreted African cultural values as
conduits of womanhood and sisterhood.
These values functioned as a delivery system that facilitated girls’ personal,
cultural, and collectivist understandings of who they are to themselves and for each
other as members of this ROP sisterhood. The values did not automatically produce
transformative identity consciousness and collective activity. Rather, these values,
informed their choices and behaviors, influencing how these girls thought and felt about
themselves and ROP and other gendered spaces.
After meta-analyses on the role of values, it became clear that ROP reinforced
cultural values such as ujima, umoja, and kujichagulia that permeated the school culture.
The school established a tradition of recognizing an Nguzo Nane principle in classes
every month. This tradition supported the holistic vision of an integrated school curricula
and reflected aspects of the school’s socialization agenda.
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Intersecting Identities Emerge
Intersecting identities were most evident in newly found conceptions of sisterhood
and womanhood. These instances of girls and women coming together to address
adolescent female related concerns; i.e., friendships, resolving misunderstandings, trust
and bonding concerns revealed non-linear components, rather than stages, of womanhood
development. The girls were led by adult women and one another to carve out
meaningful sisterhood relationships as clear manifestations of an evolving womanhood.
Sisterhood and womanhood themes produced instantiations of identity awareness and
gender consciousness. The participants’ voices revealed how ROP inspired Black
girls’/women’s maturation and confidence as they enacted appreciation, respect, and
value for themselves and one another.
Notions of intersecting identities expanded beyond race, gender and class
concerns in a single class. Ideas of mutual inclusivity capture the co-occurrences of
participants’ responses about their intersecting identities as Black or Latina women.
These ideas, which will be evidenced in this chapter, were not mutually exclusive but cooccurring within the context of forming new intersections of sisterhood and notions of
womanhood. These findings emerged in data across school contexts, most often in ROP
and Media Literacy classes. Collectively, however, the students and informants
emphasized that ROP had some supportive influence on their identities, but the degree or
the specific ways it did that were not always clear.
One of the ways I endeavored to simplify the research question was to ask the
informants how certain ROP activities affected them in terms of their opinions about
themselves as Black and/or Latina women. The informants often expressed that the ROP
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messages were similar to positive messages communicated by their mothers or close
aunts. Others said that ROP activities and media literacy classes helped them to
understand issues such as internalized oppression, misogyny, sexism and violence against
women and girls.
Deirdre discussed womanhood in ROP, “I was watching my wife and kids and
Jay and Michael went to this couple therapy thing and they thought their relationship
was perfect until they went up there and they had to sit face an face and tell what they
didn’t like about each other Michael said I hate that you snore and I accept it and I
love you.”
She further expressed how loving members of your family are connected to being
a loving woman, mother, or genuine friend. In that sense, womanhood was understood
within intergenerational and role-situated intersections; i.e., mother and daughter or
friend. In the aforementioned analogy, the womanhood construct was linked to a girl or
young woman behaving maturely, facing fears and revealing vulnerability in order to
achieve a greater good such as resolving friend or marital conflict. In another example,
Erica explains ROP’s influence on her view of womanhood:
ANGELA: What is the ideal African American woman?
Erica: As an African American woman I think we should emphasize
education and have it in tact before anything else; don’t just take care of
kids….be that CEO; that principal; that doctor; go out and find yourself
before you start producing kids. They’re saying first know what you want
in life if you don’t know what you want in life how can you bring another
life into this world… before you say you’re gonna be a parent it’s a job
make sure you know what you want…. We’re not saying being a mom is
less…. It takes a lot of work; people are clear about what I just said and we
are told to think critically; think about ourselves and who we are, what we
want and carrying it strong.
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In this excerpt, Erica revealed that education is a key component of womanhood.
Her gendered ethnic identity highlighted her self-definition of the roles and
responsibilities of womanhood. She identified “carrying it strong,” as a construction of
femininity that embraces the power to define themselves as African American women
who can be CEOs, and/or mothers. The notion of carrying their womanhood “strong” and
as intelligent women was a core feature of aspirational and resistance capital (Yosso,
2005). Aspirational capital emerged in Erica’s idea of futuristic roles and resistance
capital in her articulation of transgressing gender boundaries.
Erica’s discourse resisted controlling stereotypes by uncritically accepting the
strong black woman image. On the other hand, the strong Black woman stereotype limits
the full range of human experience and possibilities. It frames difficulty and struggle as
weakness and as Lafontant-Beoubeuf argues, complicates Black women’s lives and wellbeing. Black women and girls do not necessarily need to replace one set of negative
myths with other superhuman myths that are counterproductive. Healing requires honest
dialogue and vulnerability, not the mask of strength that hides areas requiring help from
others. ROP provided an arena for girls to uplift extraordinary women, while engaging
topics of mental illness and depression which are growing issues in the Black community
that challenge the strong Black woman myth.
Sexism, Stereotypes, Internalized Oppression
ANGELA: Do the ROP classes deal with issues related to stereotypes and
sexuality?
Erica: ROP sexism talking about how we are viewed and the level that society
goes to keep women down, you know, lower…. [She hesitates momentarily and
then picks up the conversation] So let’s take strippers and so, um, talking about
there’s this two sides to this…. I’m not gonna judge; its frowned upon in society;
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it takes a level of confidence to do that; how women get bashed and slammed for
that; I think about sexism… (11/10/12)
In a prior ROP class stripping came up and students were highly opinionated about
a woman’s right to choose her line of business. Some girls wrestled with the meaning of
being free to choose and having the means to choose careers they truly desired, versus
those chosen in desperation. I inquired further:
ANGELA: So, what is sexism to you?
Erica: Gender described um [long pause]. Can I give you an example?
Only men can play football… that’s a sexist idea…. Women are just as
capable and just as able to do that job? It’s like racism? Separating by the
races; looking at differences between races to put one down and the other
up; saying that only certain races can do some things and the other race
can’t….
ANGELA: Any lessons in rites of passage that sparked your ideas on
identity?
Erica: We did an assignment about the Adinkra symbols the kind of woman
we wanted to be very different? We have love, look back; different
symbols meaning different things; it sparked what do I want to be…. As
I’m getting older…. I’ll be a woman…. I try to think about how can what
kind of path I can go down and be that kind of woman….I’m also a firm
believer that education is close to top priorities…
Erica shared that ROP supported her self-definition and reinforced her beliefs in
herself and education as a top priority. She suggests that the cultivation of the mind and
choosing one’s own pathway is stressed in ROP and reflects an important issue for Black
women and girls.
ANGELA: Anything else you’d like to share that could help me better understand
how ROP influences ethnic/racial identity and gender identity?
[At my old school,] it was always the same people during Black History month
they’d talk about MLK, Rosa Parks, no branching out to Queen Nzinga or Eleanor
Frances Harper…. That was annoying… And here [at EBFA] it was a beautiful
thing to hear about great Black leaders and Black women leaders, warriors,
rulers… But, my mom taught me my history too.…. At my other school they didn’t
put down slavery they just stated it like a fact. But my mom gave me that
knowledge that slavery was wrong…..
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ANGELA: Thanks so much for sharing your thoughts with me. (Interview,
11/10/12)
Clearly, ROP was not the only influence in Erica’s life, as her mother and
other adult women served as role models for her. What is important here is that the
history of Black women leaders was highlighted as important and reflected
important lessons in ROP.
African Values, Adinkra Flags, and Womanhood
During the Adinkra flag activity, Deirdre described which Adinkra symbols
represented her womanhood attributes and cultural values. With a leopard skin
headband she cleared her throat and raised her voice as if making opening remarks in a
formal speech:
OK, for my flag you can’t really see it only outlined it stands for….
Framed by greatness, leadership…. And love, safety and security why both
sides like that…. Ebon and Fenti Ebon….Adinkra Henni….and I have a
mixture of humility and strength and the spiderweb is creativity. (Field
notes, October 25, 2011)
Sister Karen gave her a soul clap and the rest of the class followed suit. Sister
Kyri said, “I have Adinkra Henni greatness, wisdom and leadership and I have Gianya.
Sister Karen asked her to explain why. She responded, “Because I think it’s important
to… stay on the right path.” My other symbol is for Patience and tolerance because I
have feminine qualities. Sister Karen said, “Let’s give her a soul clap.” (Field note,
10/25/11)
The class work reinforced the most positive statements about ROP, and as such
the data could not be evaluated apart from other data sources. The students’ projects and
poems in ROP reveal self-affirmative language. They shared how African cultural
symbols motivated deeper thinking about who they are and can be. It is implied here that
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they are engaging in identity work around connecting African values, communicated
through Adinkra symbols, to issues of self-worth, value, and empowering attributes.
From the above example, it was clear that the ROP activity on Adinkra symbols
provided the participants with opportunities to engage in self-reflexive acts, considering
their attributes, and value to themselves and one another. The Adinkra symbol activity
gave the girls an opportunity to learn about cultural meanings of West African
symbolism, and to apply those empowering concepts to themselves. The goal of the class
was for the girls to create Adinkra symbol flags that represented themselves in terms of
attributes they had or desired to possess. This activity allowed the girls to creatively think
about themselves in positive, self-affirming ways.
The Adinkra flag activity also functioned to allow them to see each other more
positively in community rather than in competition. They could all be great, have
beautiful cultural flags that symbolized who they were beyond the external gaze of media
and society. The activity helped them to see themselves using a vocabulary that
connected them to African cultural values and principles, and to one another as sisters.
Students often mentioned that ROP messages that influenced their sensibilities
about themselves to themselves and to and for one another occurred during the
Adinkra flag activity in which they applied the symbols’ meanings to themselves. The
values promoted during this activity introduced positive and empowering attributes of
femininity and womanhood. These attributes reflected African cultural values, which
helped to shape students’ enactments of femininity within an awareness of
womanhood. The Adinkra flag activity most directly illustrated the ways ROP directed
attention to African-centered cultural values. These African values contributed to the
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ROP girls’ choices about how to contribute or resist creating stronger sisterhood
bonds, and healthy male/female relations.
Identity and Controlling Stereotypes
Girls shared that ROP, while imperfect and lacking in some areas, supported their
self-definitions of womanhood, the development of sisterhood bonds, and countered
controlling stereotypes. Students' responses across data sources reinforced that ROP
offered effective strategies to heighten their gender consciousness, confidence, and
understanding of internalized oppression and sexism. They also declared that ROP helped
them consider what kind of women they wanted to be currently and in the future. They
said they learned more about why they should consider different paths toward
womanhood. Several participants admitted that they “didn’t like girls,” and it did not
make sense to focus so much on female peer relationships. Others countered those
notions, asserting that female peer relationships were important. When I analyzed data on
this point, I found that all of the informants believed that ROP cultivated sisterhood
bonding. In this way, sisterhood bonding facilitated conflict resolution, support, and
celebration of girlhood.
In two negative cases, for example, two informants expressed that they learned
more about themselves as Black and Latina women in 9th and 10th grades. Other
students disagreed and felt that 11th grade ROP was the year that revealed those issues in
a way they really understood. A student anonymously wrote in her questionnaire that
“Rites of passage does not really talk about sexuality as much of just how to love yourself
and help be your sister’s keeper” (Questionnaire, 3/5/12). The member checks offered the
strongest support for the ways students benefitted from ROP in their conversations about
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what it means to be a responsible, high achieving and successful Black woman.
In another example, Erica discussed how ROP generally supports ideas of
womanhood. I boldfaced the lines and paragraphs coded womanhood, gender role and
expectations, and sexuality. I illuminated major code categories such as Intersecting
Identity (gender, race, class); Sisterhood bonding; and Womanhood Development in order
to identify themes that ran throughout the transcripts and observations. The following
excerpt from interview data revealed how Erica interpreted the influence of ROP on her
notions of womanhood:
ANGELA: Hi thanks for meeting with me for the interview on how the
ROP classes are impacting you all. Tell me in your own experiences how
ROP classes contribute, if at all, to your ideas of womanhood.
Erica said: ROP helps me develop the woman the kind of woman I want to
be… we don’t have stable role models of what a woman should be so ROP
helps me decide what kind of woman I should be; the role as a woman.
ANGELA: What kind of activities helps you figure this out?
Erica: What, what kind of activities help you figure out issues like about
identity?
ANGELA: Yes.
Erica: Well we speak out and any specific issues we’re having now, so how
is it going to be in the future? I think about what kind of women I want to
be? A Nikki Minage, no a woman like my mom, yes. I think about why they
do they do. Why does my mom do what she does? In ROP and in media
too…we talk about it like when we did the womanhood poems. (Interview,
November 10, 2012)
Here Erica mentions the benefits of ROP in terms of womanhood development
through critical dialogue and activities such as crafting their own womanhood poems.
She references her agency in her right as a subject to choose for herself how she will
wear her womanhood. She articulates how there is critical dialogue about the role and
impact of media representations of other Black women and girls in real life, in
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stereotypical depictions via media projections; e.g, Nikki Minage. She suggests that ROP
offers opportunities for raising gender consciousness. ROP enabled them to envision who
they were at the time of the activity and who they dared to be as adults. They considered
defying negative stereotypes and liberating themselves from their control. The ROP girls
promoted their subjectivity around defining themselves and resisting uncritically
accepting negative views of themselves as Black and Latina girls.
In another exemplar from a coded interview transcript, Monica described the
benefits of rites of passage as strengthening her confidence to focus on women and
women’s issues. She said,
Because we were doing both African American and women the inequality of
women [Sexism] too and so I felt I should just do that one because in a sense
women are not equal to men still… but it really is (not equal) like money, jobs
how men make more than women…I wasn’t the only one…two other girls did a
poem about women I just feel like that class brought out my leadership… and I
thought that was great we could do that, you know, like sistahs. (Interview, April
25, 2012)
This example illustrates Monica relating the benefits of a critical gender
consciousness as a shared experience. In ROP it is evident that the girls are developing
notions of women as leaders who support gender equality. Monica suggests that the
opportunities for other adolescent girls to awaken to the consequences of sexism, and
consider in sisterhood community the deeper implications and ways to redress it. There is
an implication here about ROP supporting the development of a sisterhood consciousness
and camaraderie through critical engagement in female peer relations and broader
gender-related concerns. They were not vying for a position within a hierarchy.
There were other examples of a burgeoning sisterhood consciousness as a rite of
womanhood. The identity of womanhood and sisterhood advanced a collective
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consciousness about the importance of other sisters coming together to understand who
they are and who they are becoming as Black and Latina women. This collective
consciousness was not a monolithic construct, but one that posits the girls’ awareness of
how they can craft definitions of womanhood invested with power, authority, and
leadership among women.
These excerpts also depicted the ways rites of passage extended beyond the
limitations of the classroom and were transferred into other school contexts and life
situations. Their collectivist consciousness expressed in their comments affirmed a noncompetitive acceptance and appreciation of their shared feminine power, beauty, and
brilliance. They celebrated each other in ways that were not usually encouraged in
patriarchal society.
Later in the year, many girls in ROP showed greater comfort during conversations
about sexism and internalized oppression, as they made sense of their intersecting
identities. Rachel, responded to my question about ROP and ethnic identity: “I feel like
here in school they prepare us to handle things, like, uh, you know, like racism, sexism
they teach us what it looks like….” (Interview, November 10, 2011). She added, “rites
helped me realize that as a black young woman I need to step up, take charge of my faith
and be successful” (Interview, November 10, 2011).
Conceptually, identity can be elusive, and yet ever present in the ways it responds
to, and influences multiple dimensions of how we see ourselves, and our motivations in
every area of life. Identity constitutes so many parts of human life in domains of personal
self-talk, beliefs, and social spheres. Developmental theories explain the nuances of
evolving and iterative notions of identity in process. The study findings also support the
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Jones, et al. (2011) findings about the salience of gendered ethnic identity. The girls
discussed being “Black women” and mentioned the difficulty of disconnecting one
identity from another.
Also, the “gendered ethnic identity” construct illuminated the girls’ intersections.
It allowed them to articulate the oneness of their identities as Black girls/Black or Latina
young women who find it difficult to divorce their gendered status from their
racial/ethnic status. Yet, there was one informant who offered a nuanced understanding
of this intersection. The following excerpt was a typical response about the salience of
gender over race, with race implied yet present. It illustrated more deeply that neither
gender nor race functions independent of the other.
ANGELA: What were your ROP classes like last year?
Erica: The conversations were milder; more toned down; full blown; now,
though, at 16-18 you hear it raw. We’re gonna beat around the bush a bit;
this year this is what this looks like? It’s more it’s there in full….
ANGELA: Do the ROP classes deal more with issues related to
race/ethnicity, or gender or both?
Erica: Both I would say, but it [ROP class] is about 75% gender and 25%
race;
ANGELA: What issues do you talk about related to race?
Erica: What it means to be African American in society? Are we gonna be
shaking our butts like the girls do in the videos or are we gonna be
CEOs….
This excerpt identifies gender as a major focus with racial and ethnic implications
underpinning gender issues in ROP. The girls link gender to ethnicity even during
discussions where gender or race may be more salient.
Manifestations of identity appear in ethnic and gender esteem, self-concept, and
group pride. These components intersect and complicate notions about how identity
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works and are defined, as well as how it motives behaviors. Identity and its related
components are influenced by situational factors. Often, during interviews with students
and adults I had to use terms like confidence and self-esteem or address the girls’
behavior and academic performance as entrée into discussions about what factors
influence their intersecting identities.
ANGELA: Hi thanks for meeting with me for the interview on how the
ROP classes are impacting you all. Tell me in your own experiences how
ROP classes contribute, if at all, to your ideas of womanhood….
Erica: One topic we just starting discussing sex and how I honestly never
thought about it as a reflection of self-esteem a reflection of you; we didn’t
know or ever realize the dude you pick to marry; or date for a while are you
gonna talk to the only shorty….Or, respectfully, a young man [laughter].
(Interview, November 10, 2011)
The participants offered ideas that ran contrary to former perceptions that racial identity
preceded gender identity. However, the girls often failed to articulate clearly the idea that
race and gender were linked. Their expressions on face value illustrate notions of race
and gender as separate within their identities. Yet, listening on multiple levels, the
participants’ data revealed that over time they became more aware of how their
femaleness was a constant theme not submerged within racial awareness, but often most
salient in terms of how they framed the world. They also framed their femininity and
ideas of womanhood with an awareness of being Black or Latina women. They did not
divorce their racial identities from their gendered consciousness.
As Black adolescent girls and young women they saw themselves as both
inherently. The girls in my study recognized to some extent the taken-for-granted
dimension of Black female identity. Gender and race were difficult for them to separate
and tease out. Although Blackness was not as explicitly salient in the ROP classes during
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the 11th grade, a few informants began to realize that their race/ethnicity cannot be
extricated from their gender and vice-versa. The meaning making around womanhood
takes into account multiple identity-related components, as well as personal goals and
attributes. Womanhood development cannot be divorced from race, ethnicity, and class
dynamics. These Black and Latina adolescent girls were able to engage significant issues
around notions of womanhood in ROP, as seen here:
ANGELA: Did ROP influence your notions of becoming a Black
woman?
Deirdre: Yes what a woman fights for what a woman does to make sure
she’s educated… the whole entire school helps us to understand what a
real woman or man should be because we have so many role models.
ROP gives you to the tools to figure out what a real woman is, but you
have to figure it out for yourself.

The findings from the study illuminate the primacy of intersectionality, in that
gendered ethnic identity concerns, (at times indicative of race, racism, or sexism) do not
extricate one identity component (gender or racial constructs) from the other. This
finding supports Collins’ (2006) scholarship on the intergenerational impacts of
interlocking oppressions, especially on the hip hop generation, and Jones, Hacker, and
Hoxha (2011) study on gendered racial identity. These authors, who generated strengthsbased scholarship on Black girls and women, found that gendered racial identity is a
distinct social identity that cannot parse out race or gender from each other. This
intersecting identity recognizes the consequences of interlocking oppressions on
populations in need of institutional and personal empowerment.
Examining the data for over one year allowed me to express my perspectives on the
data as an insider and outsider, from privileged and constrained positions. As a Black
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woman and former adolescent Black girl, my opinions mattered, without superseding
participants’ perspectives. I maintained that the most relevant features of Black
Feminism/Womanism allowed me to see clearly the interplay between the influences on
African American adolescent girls and women. Black Feminism/Womanism also enabled
me to examine the ways girls have internalized American societal messages about Black
girls’ value and roles.
This framework also takes into consideration intersections of race, gender, class,
and sexuality within and between girls and women in the United States. I used this lens to
identify features in the societal messages and re-imagining of Black girls and women. It
also enabled me to be guided by the participants to deeply understand how internal and
external forces helped to shape girls’ multiple identities. Fictive kinship constructs such
as “other sisters” and “other mothers,” for example, recognize the persistent, yet
continuously evolving structures of cultural values, practices, and ontology.
As Schiele (2009) also suggests, values are ensconced within deep cultural
structures lodged in psychic, cultural and historical memories of a people. I acknowledge
this as a belief and theoretical assumption of Black Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 2000).
As such, I do not entirely subscribe to extreme relativism advanced in some versions of
postmodernism. Extreme relativism discounts the persistency and collective cultural
consciousness, imaginings, and strivings of a people who struggle through oppression
and find in their own ways, sources of liberation. The Ella Baker ROP addressed cultural
issues related to gender inequity, and gave voice to girls who were experiencing
liminality, a new, yet unknown awakening to gender consciousness as they move
between childhood and adulthood.
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Identity Work
Identity components appear internalized within us and are enacted outside of us.
As such, identities are negotiated in social and public spheres, and on intrapersonal levels
in the private sphere. Larger questions loom over this study in terms of what influences
the girls’ identities, and how their identities motivate action, values, and beliefs. This
study hopefully sheds light on the significance of schools proactively instituting supports
for all facets of adolescent identity work. I use the term identity work to refer to the
pursuit of knowing self, appreciating self and others, which requires internal and
interpersonal work (Sears, 2011). And in this sense work is not negative, but rather, a
positive endeavor that requires some degree of a collective consciousness that is critical,
reflective, engaging, and serious. The work requires an intergenerational understanding
of the myriad influences and assaults upon students’ sense of self and group regard.
The disempowering, hyper-sexualized gender constructs in contemporary hip
hop culture posed a problematic influence on girls’ and boys’ identities and relational
dynamics. Gender construct of acceptable and popular masculinity and femininity were
propagated through media, popular music, and hip hop videos. The objectification of the
female body and the construction of masculinity that is attached to young men’s ability
to “get girls” and control them, cause them to perform sexually. A woman’s pleasure
and worth are attached to her ability to please the male psyche, sexual appetites, and
ego. A woman’s complicity to sexism often occurs without agency. Her full humanity is
hindered in the discourse and imagery of hyper-sexuality and materialism.
Objectification dehumanizes women, as she becomes a sexual tool for men’s use, an
object of desire, a thing.
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I reminisced about the Tip Drill video by Nelli in his infamous video of a close up
shot of a Black woman’s butt protruding and shaking as a man slides a credit card in
between her butt cheeks. Her body and her being were reduced to a thrill for sale. Her
worth was attached to her desire for money, as in the case of a prostitute, and her worth
and value attached to her ability to exchange sex for money, sex for acceptance, booty
shaking in exchange for momentary stimulation. This functioned as a type of power that
ultimately disempowered a woman’s capacity to be truly self-defined and independent of
male constructions that require female dehumanization. This form of male dependency
upon female complicity with sexism is an issue that requires a safe space for deep
thought, quiet reflection, critical discourse and analysis. Countering acts of complicity
with misogyny and sexism requires open and honest dialogue about internalized
oppression in intergenerational same- and opposite-sex spaces. ROP allows girls and
women to tackle these tough issues. Co-ed spaces allow girls and boys to critically
analyze these issues and strategize on ways to counteract the psychic, emotional, and
physical gendered violence.
I was on the cusp between the second and third wave of Black Feminists and
Africana Womanists. I was trained by the second wavers. I maintained a comfortable
allegiance to those who brought to our consciousness the works of first generation Black
Feminist mothers. I also wrestled with feminism as these girls wrestled with confronting
sexism and external definitions of womanhood. I confronted issues of framing this work
and diverging from conventional social science, while committed to my training as an
ethnographer. I was both an African and an American, and yet confounded in some ways
by both identities. I was clearly engaging in a Black Feminist/Womanist project with an
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agenda to find out what supports Black female identity and relational development. This
agenda was anti-exploitation found in traditional social science research. As a scholar
activist, my project was rooted in critical emancipatory aims designed to produce
knowledge in support of poor and disenfranchised children and their communities.
Yet, as I was trained I also remained skeptical as a social scientist dedicated to
rigor and producing viable results. I kept a record of my experiences in the field via
memos and personal journals. Writing in stream- of- consciousness was a source of
salvation while working through ideas, and the difficult tasks of meta-communicating
through the making meaning process. I was among the third generation of Black
Feminists and Africana Womanists who sought to understand and engage the soon- to- be
fourth wave feminists among these young women at Ella Baker. I endeavored to make
sense of their womanhood amidst the contradictions of the media images and messages
about who Black women and girls are now. Who have we been? And who will we be as
soon as we are done wrestling? I wondered if ROP had anything to offer.
There were moments when I questioned whether I could make sense of the
organized chaos I experienced at times at the school site. I was the outsider who strove to
become an insider. I surrendered to crossing borderlands of conflicting dualistic roles and
statuses. We’ve been instructive enough for teen girls and young women today; have we
given this next generation enough fuel, enough evidence, enough inspiration to believe
and manifest the mantra “Black girls rock?” How? For whom? Are they rocking for
themselves and for the uplift of their own people, other youth, and humanity? How are
we rocking today? Have we defined the ways that we rock? Have we defined these
rocking ways ourselves? On February 11, 2012 Whitney Houston died; a legend and icon
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in her own lifetime. She was a member of the generation that birthed 3rd wave
feminists…. Yet, had she ever come to understand her own agency and power? …How
do young women and girls learn their worth, attributes, and personal power? How do they
discover and recover themselves; determine for themselves who they are? This is core to
the work of ROP.
Confronting Sexism
Among these girls was a resistance to conform to gender stereotypes and a
simultaneous tension about allowing men to function outside of traditional norms prior to
the 2000s. Sister Titi expressed her surprise about how “patriarchal,” she thought the girls
were. Yet, I was not surprised by the young women’s seemingly contradictory messages
of strong support for female sexual liberation, having the ability to choose what they did
with their bodies, and on the other hand, advocating for a stricter, more conservative
gender norm for boys and men, and an unquestioned standard of dress for women and
girls (Memo, October 13, 2011).
ANGELA: Do you think boys and girls should act a certain way? Be a
certain way?
Laura: You mean like when we talked about Rasco Dash and them?
[Giggling]
ANGELA: Uhm hm, yeah the differences in how these rappers dress now;
you talked about them the other day.
Laura: ... Now like my brother wears a small now he has to get another
size the shirt is one ‘cause they took all of them… I feel like it should be a
division between men and women… our generation is losing their
masculinity because their actions not just clothes. Boys are like, if girls do
it why can’t we do it… girls used to say if boys do it why can’t we do it
(boys) and I don’t remember boys ever saying that.
There were contradictions around gender constructions of femininity and
masculinity. The struggle here reflects her growing questioning of the status quo and the
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messages reflected in the media expressing freedom and oppression; finding sources of
liberation from past constraints and limitations, and a desire to maintain the sexual and
gendered order. She is struggling with growing up in a Caribbean household with strict
gender identity and communication codes and cultural norms, while feeling her desire to
resist and challenge them with her parents and teachers. She identifies as African
American as well as Caribbean. Teachers at Ella Baker applaud Rachel’s intelligence,
growing maturity, and emerging student leadership. They also comment on her struggles
with conforming to, and challenging rules, wrestling back and forth between societal
norms and peer influences that surround her. These concerns are deeply embedded in
cultural, ethnic, and situational contexts.
There was a “double standard” in the girls’ reasoning or a lack of full
understanding of how “far” women have supposedly come in terms of shattering
gendered norms of dress and communication - being able to be outspoken and confident
amidst men. There was a bit of confusion between the young men and women, especially
in the ways they understood what women have been “allowed” to do for themselves; i.e.,
stripping, and whether that’s an act of freedom/liberation or an act of desperation and
disguised economic oppression. Is it a lack of other options for making money outside the
patriarchal system that preserves men’s right to expect and finance their own sexual
pleasure through female bodily objectification? To what extent have they considered the
economics of female objectification? In a memo I inquired:
Where do these impressions come from? What mediated images influence
them to make these masculine/feminine links…. and what societal
messages reinforce this confusion about what it means to be and look
masculine or feminine? What influences their growing questioning about
gender norms? Where do young girls coming of age find comfort in
281

discussing and debating what makes sense and what doesn’t regarding
womanhood and manhood. ROP classes and processes become sites for
youth to wrestle with these issues, try on new ideas for size and discard
contradictory ideas or not…. They can ask each other questions about
double standards between men and women in ways that would never have
emerged during my coming of age. (Memo, October 13, 2011)

I expressed in the above memo my own questions about the ways adolescent girls
and boys make meaning of masculinity and femininity, and the way these gender
constructions influence their interactions with each other. It also indicated the way ROP
discussions emerged in other classes such as Media Literacy.
The ROP process of helping girls to become independent women deserves
rigorous research that uses feminist ethnographic methods to identify what is
perceived as supportive of their intersecting identities and peer relationships, and what
is not. I used this epistemological stance and feminist methodological process to
identify from the participants how ROP has empowered them to counter negative and
controlling images and messages that often impede girls’ agency to self-define and be
self-determined. They began to see themselves as capable of dismantling internalized
structures of gender oppression.
During ROP classes on internalized oppression, students and Sister Karen
discussed the implications of normalizing the unattainable notions of female body
perfection. Gender differences and double standards are frequently referenced in feminist
literature. For instance, the level of perfectability in male images tended to be less salient
when compared to female images (Dickerson, 2000). Sister Karen discussed the use of
digital re-touching technology to “perfect” women’s body image. She discussed how the
use of technology complicated issues of body image and oppression against women in the
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advertising/media world. During this class, the girls discussed Jean Kilbourne’s, (1999)
Killing us softly 3, youtube clip which is a critique of advertising’s influence and sexism.
They sell “values, images, and concepts” of normalcy, sexism, and values and tell women
“who we are and how we should be,” promoting flawless body types. Kilbourne argues
that women are dehumanized when featured in advertising that presents them as
dismembered body parts on display to sell products. Sister Karen charged the adolescent
girls to consider the degree to which they have been influenced by advertising.
They discussed Kilbourne’s scathing critique of the impact of advertising on
young women’s self-concept and body image in relation to Black and Brown women.
Attributes such as light or white skin color, blemishless complexions, perfectly sized
breasts, thin and tall body sizes are normalized images for women. These societal beauty
norms are difficult for most women to achieve, Black, Latina, or White. Yet, the young
people disagreed with Kilbourne’s description of the “perfected” body norms. Her voice
clearly articulated women’s demeaned and objectified status in American society.
Kilbourne (1999) announced:
It’s more true than ever that advertising is the foundation of mass media
advertising does sell products, it sells values, concepts of love, sexuality,
romance, success, of normalcy…Advertising tells us who we are and who
we should be…. What does advertising tell us about women the most
important thing about us is how we look – it’s important to be beautiful and
enormous amount of time trying to achieve this ideal and when we fail.
(Field notes, October 11, 2011)
The students focused on the fact that tall, less curvy norms of the 1990s have been
replaced with the short, hippy, “big booty” video vixen images. Sister Karen explained
that with the crossover appeal of Hip Hop and its global reach, more people have been
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exposed to new body type norms that Black women may fit. Here are a few exchanges
between students and Sister Karen:
A student opines, “Well, I have a big booty and I don’t care what other
people think!… Another girl chimes in, “…Like chests in certain people’s
opinion double Ds too big or too small; maybe people like little mosquito
bites. But my opinion is I think everyone has their own perspective of a
big butt…”
Dierdre laughed in response, “But you can’t fill out your close without
some….. [breasts]
Sister Karen: Even the judging about our bodies; describing ourselves as
“shaped weird” you can see how we’re bombarded with these images.
Erica retorted sarcastically, “I know right these images shown to us is not
a body…just a body small waist wide hips and boobs….They were long
curves and torsos long; long thin, now it’s about short and thick.” (Field
notes, October 11, 2011)

In ROP the girls contested images, examining the ways Black female bodies and
sexualities are made hypervisible commercialized, glamorized, and normalized for them.
These images pose new questions about themselves as they strive to be included and
“feel” accepted by peers and their communities.
However, Sister Karen explained that it was a new image; while it appeared
liberating, it also functioned to hold Black girls captive to a stereotype. She asked the
girls to consider what messages the images were sending to us and producing within us?
The new image is a hypervisible Black female body that superficially appears liberating
as her body parts shake during dance moves against the bodies of Black men who
exchange money for sex. Rachel disagreed and explained that Black girls could be in
videos and get paid without exploitation. Sister Karen asked the girls what these newly
acceptable body images say about them. What’s the message behind the big butt shaking
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and a man behind her throwing money at it, or in the tip drill video, the man grotesquely
sliding his credit card between her butt cheeks as they shake pornographically, causing
men to see her only as an object of his pleasure… a concomitant message being a
pleasure that she was giving after he, the customer, paid for it.
In another ROP class, girls discussed stripping; some likened it to prostitution,
others characterized it as liberated. Rachel championed the stripper as free and proud of
her body. Erica disagreed and shared that girls who strip have no pride. The notion of
shame emerged as the girls discussed these contested images and representations of Black
women and girls in poverty and those with higher social status, as well as those on TV,
video, and film. They discussed broader themes of the woman’s threatened humanity as
the female prostitute, for instance. The onus of female violence has been placed on these
women’s shoulders since they wanted it anyway. This idea reinforced the notion of the
whore as deserving of rape because that is her nature. She is “othered,” dehumanized, and
objectified (Collins, 2000; Dickerson, 2000; hooks, 1995). This has become another form
of female oppression. The girls went wavered in identifying the burdens of blame. Their
critical gendered consciousness awakened as they pursued dialogue on issues of gender
equity, societal and individual responsibility.
In an interview, Erica showed resistance to “butt shaking” notions of Black
womanhood often displayed in music videos. There is recognition that Black adolescent
women and girls have been pathologized in the media in ways that eclipse their resilience
and the identification of self-and socially produced strategies employed to buffer against
adversity. The following passage offers an example.
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ANGELA: Did you learn any information about sexism or racism this year?
Rachel: Racism we got in social studies. It was dealt with there. This year
we have global studies, global interdependence teaches a lot about sexism,
racism like we have in rites. How it is in society like sexism. Well, I feel
like here in this school they prepare us to handle things, racism, sexism
they teach us what it looks like. Stereotypes I feel like the school helps us
navigate those situations and have respect for ourselves….Rites just
focuses more on gender stuff, being a woman.

Issues of patriarchy and sexism were rarely mentioned during my limited
observations of those classes. In one class, there was some discussion of
sexism/patriarchy in relation to its contribution to global poverty among women and the
suppression of their rights.
Throughout the data, I expected to see more links made to sexism practiced in the
United States. My interview with Rachel revealed that ROP as well as other sites in the
school were places where they deconstructed the effects and consequences of intersecting
oppressions. Rachel also evidenced that discussions of sexism alone or linked to racism
were primarily discussed in ROP. In ROP the impact of sexism, racism and socioeconomics were interrogated on a micro-level in ways that highlighted the deeply
personal effects on the girls, as was the case in classes on internalized oppression.
Deconstructing oppressions is a core feature and mission of Ella Baker. Their
mission as an African-centered Freedom School is to supply students with transferable
knowledge generated from integrative academic curricula, cultural socialization (rites
of passage), servant leadership and service learning to actively counter and transform
oppression into liberated social spaces. This mission and pedagogical framework
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occurs through interacting processes - one of which is rites of passage embedded
across the curricula.
Girls’ Identity and Male/Female Relationships
The data revealed the students’ perspectives on the supportive nature of ROP in
male/female relationships. ROP was not consistently identified as the only source of
influence on the girls’ developing identities, values, and interpersonal relationships. The
students cited their mothers, friends, Black female teachers, and mentors as also
influencing their identities. A few of the informants admitted to other influences, such as
media and music videos, on their self-perceptions of beauty, worth, and attractiveness to
boys.
In post-study member checks, Erica offered a perspective on the ways ROP
supported the girls’ adult and opposite sex peer relations. She also introduced issues that
stressed the importance of having a safe space among girls and adult women to discuss
how to deal with issues of abuse.
Erica: It definitely did dealing with relationships with the brothers it
definitely helped in that I don’t know having that kind of class shape a lot
of the relationships I have at Ella Baker someone who has a lot of daddy
issues pretty awesome…. I didn’t have any problems… daddy issues
shaped my trusting ability with mainly guys. When we have our
Sisterhood Days it’s definitely helpful I don’t have any particular issues
with the sisters we have the hot seat or anonymous most put their names
and sisters put their questions on sheet and put in a bucket at first people
are hostile and it stops a lot of the problems we had another one activity
where we talked about sex a junior in high school it’s fun to talk about
what’s acceptable not acceptable….
ANGELA: They’re willing to do anything to be in a relationship?
Erica: I know someone whose mom is in an abusive relationship. She’s in
a relationship and her boyfriend hits her and she thinks that’s ok cause you
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want to be loved and you want attention that you’re not getting it at home
the way you need it.
Erica: I have another friend her mom is in an emotionally, mentally
abusive relationships with her abusive male companion. She does the
same thing (get abused) by her boyfriend. The relationship you see your
mom go through you either learn or you live it.
ANGELA: How does ROP help girls understand these issues?
Erica: Sister Karen is straight forward and she says no one is supposed to
abuse verbal, emotional, make you feel, she’s very explicit about that… no
not maybe it should not happen and if it does get out of it… you know
explicitly that abuse from males is NOT ok. (Member check, 1/15/13)

Students like Erica expressed how ROP classes strengthened their self-concepts as
important individuals, since human beings deserve respect, equitable treatment, and
support when needed. ROP provided the girls with a place to engage in sensitive issues
such as abusive relationships and the importance of girls knowing their worth. These
messages inform girls’ identities, empowering them and increasing their sense of
appreciation, value, and self-respect.
Beauboef-Lafantant (2009) articulates the importance of women and girls
releasing themselves from the mythic “superwoman” standards when in need of
emotional support and physical help. Erica’s responses reveal that ROP supported
important critical conversations about self-love and self-respect. There were not many
conversations about abusive relationships or depression. The girls were clearly instructed
not to accept maltreatment or any kind of mental, physical or verbal abuse. The data
showed how ROP supported the participants’ realization of their value as women. ROP
strengthened their sisterhood bonding and peer relations, and womanhood consciousness.

288

In the following interview excerpt, I ask how ROP supports their male/female
relationships.
ANGELA: How has ROP supported your male/female relationships?
Deirdre: I don’t think we really talked about male/female relationships
much. I don’t think our class had that… whenever we had the hot seat
session it always seemed about some boy that two or three girls were
fighting over… We didn’t get that message that how you go about
addressing a certain situation having a boy involved… if we did get it I
don’t think it was strong enough…
ANGELA: Do you think Sister Juanna was effective?
Deirdre: Yes somewhat cause everybody was familiar with her I think it’s
very easy to take her words very lightly though because she’s our school
nurse she has many different hats in different people’s lives our comfort
with her hindered our conversations… she was useful she definitely did
help when it came to just talking about what it takes to be healthy and
safe….
ANGELA: It was close?
Deirdre: We didn’t get everything we could have
ANGELA: Unlike Maria [a guest speaker in ROP and trainer on
sexuality]?
Deirdre: Yes, Sister Maria she became tight within our circle… we missed
you…we didn’t see her a lot… they come to her for a range of things and
we see Sister Juanna all the time… they don’t talk about the mechanics of
sex.
ANGELA: Is that what you or other girls wanted to know about?
Deirdre: It seemed like it. (Member Check, 1/15/13)

Sister Juanna facilitated an intriguing ROP class in which an impromptu
conversation on Black male and female relationships surfaced. During the “free topics”
session, the girls talked about love, relationships and marriage. Some revealed their
confusion over the purpose of marriage, and a lack of faith and trust in loving and being
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loved by a Black man. Others discussed their desire to be independent, but also to be
prepared for the responsibilities of having a family and managing an intimate
relationship. Several girls resisted accepting Sister Juanna’s sentiments about the joys and
benefits of marriage. Keisha shouted, “I ain’t tryin’ be married to no man!” Another girl
confessed, “marriage isn’t about love…people don’t stay in love and they don’t stay
married” (Field notes, January 17, 2012). The girls overwhelmingly agreed with Sister
Juanna’s confession about the struggles of marriage.
Clearly, the ideas of love and marriage did not appear to be believable options for
them. They spoke as though marriage and love were unavailable to Black women. For
many of these girls who grew up in single parent, female-dominated homes and
communities, marriage was not realistic. There were “no Black fairy tales” to fortify their
faith in love and marriage, not enough examples of stable relationships to evoke hope in
marriage (Field notes, January 17, 2012). They seemed able to distinguish sex from love,
yet there was a paradox. The desire for being in love was tainted, but not completely
destroyed. Some girls noted that love might be attained through a sexual experience.
Their comments also seemed to reflect societal stereotypes about Black women not
getting married or remaining in stable loving relationships.
As they championed this independent “I don’t need a man” commentary, I looked
again beneath the surface and found that they are more afraid of marriage; fearful of the
disappointment of failure. Most images of Black families and relationships are abysmal. I
wondered if the girls might speak more positively about their desires for love, marriage
and security in family if they were clearly defined, modeled for them, and experienced by
the adult women in their lives. I described how I made meaning of the girls’ discourses in
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analytic memos and field notes. If Black women talked about loving themselves and their
men in ways that were empowering, productive, and non-violent, then Black girls might
remain positive and hopeful about their chances of experiencing loving intimate
relationships (Memo, January 17, 2012).
Additionally, the girls’ discontent and doubt generated comments such as “Can
loving a man really happen?” They wrestled with conceptualizing love and men’s
capacity to provide love and security in their lives. Several of the girls’ smiles soured.
They lowered their brows and struggled in dialogue. Keisha, a quiet informant, echoed
sentiments such as “I don’t see momma happy with her man… this new man, well, will
he stick around….” (Field notes, January 17, 2012). The implications here point to
perceived Black male shortages. Popular culture, entertainment and news propagate
limiting beliefs about available mates. Literature on this topic has fueled notions of Black
men as endangered and disproportionately unavailable to highly educated Black women
(Kunjufu, 1984). Other stereotypes of the Black male also support these limited notions.
ROP enabled girls to realize their power by recognizing oppression nationally and
globally. Sexism and patriarchy have become problematic for Black and Brown girls
worldwide. Black female sexuality has been for sale on and off stage; women have been
objectified as body parts sold for money. The girls discussed the ways these images
reinforce the dehumanization and systematic devaluing of women. In ROP, the girls
discussed stripping for survival among poor college students, teens from troubled homes,
and actresses and dancers trying to advance their careers.
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In another ROP class, Sister Karen read from Lacy Clark’s Celebrate Her Now
and read poetry and essay excerpts that stated the necessity of exposing Black girls to
positive pathways for identity and womanhood. In the poem, a young girl admitted that
her butt was her identity. An ROP girl admitted in amazement and connection with the
poem that her butt was her identity as well. After Clark’s poem, she admitted:
I never really thought about how conscious and my butt was getting
smaller and I was like what went wrong to make my butt smaller…. I’m
freaking out…My butt (everyone can see it) it is a big part of me, its not
my identity, but it’s a big part of me…. [laughing awkwardly, perhaps in
slight and delayed sense of embarrassment ] I didn’t realize it until I read
that quote and it reminded me of me (Field notes, October 4, 2011)
When I heard her confession, I was shocked. Later upon deeper reflection I was filled
with admiration for her courage to admit to her sisters that she, too, unknowingly had
“bought in” to these external messages of Black women’s sources of value. Internalized
oppression is deeply rooted in so many Black women. Left with more questions than
answers, I asked from where does the notion of a woman’s butt as a source of pride
derive? Who told women and girls their sexual organs locate the source of their selfworth and value? What role does the media play in reinforcing the dehumanization and
sexual objectification of women and girls, and the internalized oppression that
strengthens and perpetuates the oppressive nature of objectification? This particular ROP
class attempted to challenge these notions and re-direct the girls to think critically and
deeply about who they are and why they are worthy of respect, affirmation, and
appreciation. Girls often look for acceptance from others, especially boys and men.
Undoubtedly, this ROP class gave them permission to re-consider what makes
them valuable. In the presence of “other sisters,” these emerging women learned a
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valuable lesson about standing for equity and justice. Girls and women need to hear
these messages in school, empowering messages that they are inherently worthy,
acceptable, divinely feminine and inferior to no one. Girls must engage in identity work
as Sears argues in her work on African American female empowerment. Resilience
grows out of these messages of human worth and restoration residing in themselves and
the collective body of conscious women and girls who are willing to assist each other in
redefining themselves (AAUW, 1999; APA Task Force, 2007; Bettie, 2003).
The study participants engaged these topics and challenged traditional notions of
female chastity and sexuality, such as the good virgin and bad whore. In the literature
the asexual and masculine mammy and the overly sexual Jezebel were juxtaposed as
oppositional archetypes and constructions of Black femininities (Bogle, 2001;
Townsend, et al., 2010). Students watched the Kilbourne (1999) film, “Killing Us
Softly,” and they engaged in discourse about how White women and girls had suffered
and continue to suffer from sexism, as witnessed throughout the 1980s and 1990s of
rising eating disorders.
ROP girls shared their insights on sex and sexuality, and the degree to which ROP
supported them.
ANGELA: Did ROP help with sex and sexuality?
Monica: ROP is still too censored the sexual component needs so much
work… I understand you’re not promoting sex and parents may not be
comfortable just cause they have 50 kids in graduating when I came here
in 9th grade girls starting to have sex and then a domino effect a growing
number of pregnancy I think the reason is because it’s too censored…
there are 9th grade girls, 10th grade girls. 11th and 12th grade pregnant
girl… an informed girl can make an informed decision….
A friend of mine ended up pregnant and I was able to help her make a
decision about sex…. with the sisters I do not feel we’re being groomed to
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be- we’re being groomed to facilitate healthy sexual relationships telling
us but not teaching us! The community organization yeah, they’re for
suburban kids….African American kids get into an array of sexual things
they’re doing training…. we need an informed 3rd party person no insider
person from the free clinic, no, give it to us the way it is… Somebody
needs to come in here and give us the truth, the nitty gritty, … my 10th
grade year we had a gonorrhea and Chlamydia we had an outbreak and
people are coming in like that what could be walking around with… and
that’s my point… it’s touchy line… you don’t wanna…. just cause you’re
talking about it… I’d rather have an official come in here and talk about
sex than my girlfriends who told me about it and then I tried it.

Monica admitted that ROP was too censored when it came to teaching about
sex. She wanted more “nitty gritty,” the facts and the realistic issues, desires, and
concerns of urban girls in school. She juxtaposed urban students’ experiences sexuality
needs and interests to those of suburban students, and closed with emphasizing the need
for an official to come in and tell them the truth about sexuality and how to be safe as
sexually active young Black women. The girls desperately wanted to know more about
sex and sexuality.
ANGELA: If that 3rd party person came in here would you have listened to
her?
Monica: Yeah I think so. Some sisters we wouldn’t ask or raise my hand
about anal sex, in my heart I wouldn’t want Sister Juanna or Sister Karen to
think we’re having anal sex… We need someone who doesn’t know us, who
won’t know us to tell us things we really wanna know…. The OIC was
weak and they didn’t relate to our issues, and they didn’t pass out condoms.

They described the pitiful depictions of Black women’s relations with each other,
particularly on TV shows such as Basketball Wives and the Housewives of Atlanta. The
issue re-surfaced in ROP, as one young woman shared how much she loved the show
Basketball Wives until they discussed negative stereotypes of Black women on TV in
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ROP and Media literacy classes. She then noticed how ignorant and disrespectful the
characters acted toward each other. Their comments reflected their disdain for the Jezebel
and Sapphire stereotypes, which have morphed into the gold digger, “ho,” and video
vixen stereotypes. The image of the “ho” is reminiscent of Jezebel who appeals to men’s
sexual desires in exchange for financial security or status (Gogle, 2002). The gold digger
stereotype also perpetuates the notion of using sexuality as a means of exchange for
monetary support.
Colorism and Rejection of African American Beauty Standards
These stereotypes also fuel the perpetuation of White beauty norms; e.g., lighter
skin, straightened hair, and European phenotypes. These images also perpetuate distrust
and competition among Black women and girls for men and material resources. For
example, in another hot seat session, Jamina asked Francis, Why you so mean?
Francis paused for a minute, and then shouted, “Naw, you are
mean!….Why you take a long time[ to answer] …No, it’s like this it was
one day she was talking about somebody talking about their nappy, peasy
head…. She was talking about her… but she said her hair nappy like
Cora. I see faces…. I just think its jealousy and envy and I just can’t hang
with her….
Although rarely stated, I noted the self-negating insults of “nappy” or “peasy
head” surfacing in ROP. These terms, while often said in jest, also elicited negative
feelings, since it was commonly known that these are terms that evoke undesirable
features linked to Black women’s/girl’s hair. One of the key findings from Townsend, et
al. (2011) was the emphasis on girls’ ability to think critically and analyze negative
stereotypes and colorism. Their findings suggest that having strong ethnic and academic
identities without critical reflection of issues of colorism and stereotypes may not
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mitigate enactments of high-risk sexual behavior. The adolescent need for acceptance
from peer group members cannot be overlooked.
Bell hooks (1995) argues that the Black Power movement ushered in a strategy of
dismantling the lies of White supremacy that had been internalized by many Blacks via
colorism and rejection of African American standards of beauty. These self-negating
ideas were perpetuated through White supremacist ideology and maintained through
racism and gender discrimination. She explains:
Issues of skin color and caste were highlighted by militant black struggle
for rights. The slogan “black is beautiful” worked to intervene in and alter
those racist stereotypes that had always insisted black was ugly,
monstrous, undesirable. One of the primary achievements of black power
movement was the critique and in some instances dismantling of color
caste hierarchies. This achievement often goes unnoticed and un-discussed
largely because it created major unseen and usually undocumented
changes in the psyches of black folks, particularly those of us from
working-class and/or poor backgrounds who did not have access to public
forums where we could announce and discuss these changes. Coming of
age before black power, most black folks faced the implications of color
caste either through devaluation or overvaluation. In other words to be
born light meant that one was born with an advantage, recognized by
everyone. To be born dark was to start life handicapped, with a serious
disadvantage…. (hooks, 1995, pp. 120-121)
Historically, stereotypical images and messages have created racial hysteria and
justified racial discrimination. One of the rationales for the desegregation of public
schools came from the Clarks’ findings on racial identity (doll tests). Their work
contributed to debates in the literature about Black self-hatred and poor self-concept in
Black children who are exposed to negative stereotypes and racism. Current social
psychological and counseling psychological literatures discuss the harmful internalization
of negative racial messages from continued exposure to negative racial stereotypes. The
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literature suggests that adolescent Black girls who do not have positive academic, racial,
and gender identities tend to be more susceptible to at-risk behavior.
Townsend, et al., (2011) found, for example, that early adolescent girls who
embraced colorism also had attitudes that supported at-risk behavior (Townsend, et al.,
2010). Black youth need an education that strengthens positive self and group gendered
ethnic identity that engenders a critical consciousness challenging negative stereotypes
and beliefs in colorism and Black female inferiority. Conversely, whites who are
continually exposed to racist and sexist messages may be more likely to rationalize racial
prejudice and accept racial stereotypes at face value (Pyke, 2010).
Colorblind racism rationalizes social discourses that blame instances of privation,
low academic achievement, drugs, HIV, teenage pregnancy, and disproportionately high
unemployment among Blacks. This more subtle form of racism may be more insidious, in
that racial hierarchies are reproduced. Robinson calls this current phenomenon as
historical amnesia in that there is little to no acknowledgment of historical forces that
have also contributed to these unfortunate circumstances. This is why colorblind racism
is problematic and an impediment to developing healthy gendered, ethnic identities
among Black youth.
We must understand the interplay between systemic racism and sexism, mesoand micro-level aggressions, and oppressive beliefs that are internalized. The macro-level
structures influence how people are socialized and acculturated in their society,
communities, and homes. This is done through media, images on billboards, magazines,
social media and the Internet, and through traditional media outlets such as TV, film,
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movies, and advertisements. The meso-level aggressions appear in school policies and
structures that reproduce inequalities and diminish focus on character building and
cultural empowerment. Internalized oppression manifests as micro-level aggressions such
as those found in persistent Black female- to- female distrust and antagonism.
Not knowing who you are is analogous to not knowing where you are going. It is
crucial for Black girls to be empowered in school, with academic curricula and programs
specifically designed to support healthy identity and relational development. Given the
historical legacy of oppression and the denial of racial oppression rooted in colorblind
racism, it is crucial for schools to support the developing identities of Black youth.
Without knowing themselves, girls are unconsciously vulnerable to others defining who
they are. Without movement toward a more self-assured identity, youth are more
vulnerable to racism and sexism in society and the way it is translated through media
projected stereotypes. Black girls cannot leave choices about their identities to chance.
Nor should they leave definitions of themselves to others. They must do identity work, as
Sears (2010) suggests, and develop the critical awareness to stand firmly rooted in who
they are, wearing their womanhood with pride, a sense of themselves as priceless and
valuable to themselves and their communities. They must realize that they do not have to
engage in high-risk behavior to gain attention or to compensate for a lack of messages in
support of their social identities and gendered and racialized self-concept.
ROP at EBFA allowed the girls to re-think Black womanhood as a process that
involves understanding and practicing appreciating oneself and others. The gratitude
journal and opening circle of affirmation ritual were examples of practicing gratitude
through affirming the good, or the gratitude one wants to experience with others. The
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ROP lessons and activities reiterate the values of sisterhood and the agency inherent in
“wearing your womanhood.” Intersecting identities transcended my earlier predictions
about girls’ explicit consciousness around race, racism, gender and sexism.
Rather, this ROP moved the girls through a process of appreciating female-tofemale bonds. This burgeoning gender consciousness was not limited to ROP classes.
This gendered consciousness was cultivated explicitly and in the safest same-gender
space compared to other classes. Yet, awakening to womanhood occurred as a rites of
passage process across classes and school contexts, such as community meetings. These
themes were also bolstered within the freedom school ethos and school context. The
following passage illustrates how many girls felt about the ways ROP supported their
personal definitions of womanhood and relationships with female peers.
ANGELA: Hi and thanks for meeting with me to talk about the study.
Well, you know that I’m doing a study on ROP’s influence on your ethnic
and gender identity development. Today, I’m interested in hearing your
thoughts on…how ROP classes have helped you in general especially in
terms of becoming a woman, an African American woman.
Monica: …Last year we kind of did more on womanhood. The facilitators
taught us about how to have positive interactions with the boys. It was on
self-respect and how to relate to the boys and they gave us examples and
examples in the school if not outside there are strong examples of strong
women in the school and around the classroom like Dr. Deeds, Sister
Karen, Sister Juanna, Mama Rose, and Sister James. They did an activity
with us where we put our names and we had to write on an index card of
the women there and then the facilitators got in front of us an portrayed
what they saw about us - they acted it out - like the loud mouth girls, cause
girls can’t see themselves and see what they look like when they’re acting
out…. To not verbally talk but to see the things they were doing actions –
not knowing them personally what we see them as….She was dressed,
shirt up, mouthing off showing her body and dropping [like its hot] and
dancing and it was supposed to be characteristic of what was sexy what
they thought they were we saw trashy, ghetto, you may think that its sexy
to you but to somebody else u don’t see sexy…. A girl real mean acting…
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Some of us might have seen her as…..bougie, stuck up… a timid girl [who
lets] the mean girl walk all over her and push her around…
In this activity, Monica shared a womanhood activity that exposed them to popular
stereotypes of Black women and girls. There was the mean, loud mouth girl or sapphire,
the video vixen, who evokes a newer iteration of the Jezebel. Then there was the
“bougie” girl who is arrogant and mean, and she bullies people. This excerpt reveals the
power of critical analysis designed to strengthen girls’ capacities to develop empathy and
compassion for others. She reflected on the activity:
It was supposed to be people around the street showing us how we, girls
who do this, actually look… They told us our bodies are our temples…and
how boys will only do what you allow them to do to you….During
Sisterhood day there was different rotations, yoga, health, got back into the
school, hygiene, healthy food rotation. (Field notes, November 13, 2011)

These excerpts also convey how ROP provided activities to link the importance of
caring for their physical bodies with food and exercise. They were also advised to take
control over their bodies and emotions. The messages about boys reiterated themes of
self-determination. They bolstered the girls’ self-defined womanhood to resist unwanted
advances and internalization of negative stereotypes. Black Feminist/Womanist themes
support girls’ and women’s interrogation of Black female trauma and intra-racial
instances of sexism.
Wearing My Womanhood
ROP gave girls opportunities to develop individual and collective notions of
womanhood as connected and divergent from sisterhood. They critically reflected upon
and discussed how they were going to wear their womanhood. They talked about choices
and pathways that lead to different types of women; women who have varied priorities
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and values, life trajectories and chances. I identified stages of emerging womanhood
development in the context of female specific rites of passage. The notion of “wearing
your womanhood” was a recurrent theme that penetrated the discourses on a variety of
related topics.
The following excerpt exemplifies a core topic of the Ella Baker ROP study in
which the theme of wearing my womanhood guides the discussion. The following
discussion was taken from field notes.
The opening Sisterhood Circle began, ‘We are here…we are beautiful…
we are blessing… we are wonderful!... We are great!’ Sister Karen
announced, One of my favorite poems is entitled “How you gonna wear
your womanhood? The poem was from the book mocha, mocha by
Trapeta Mason. The book is an effort to inspire the young adolescent
women to define and visualize themselves as Black women. Sister Karen
walked over the CD and put on music for three songs as they wrote and
discussed their poems. ‘A chain poem is what we’re about to do… I’ll say
a part of my poem and the next sister will read another part and we keep
on going.’ A student asked, ‘Is it when you start and someone else
completes it?’ Sister Karen affirmed her saying, yes you will say what
kind of woman you want to be and then the next person will continue the
poem…. linking to each other in ways….’ She pointed her hands toward
the sisters seated as if drawing a line. Several songs played, “Waterfalls,”
“Superwoman,” Alicia Keys, and India Arie’s voice rang out melodiously,
“Because I am a Queen.” The students appeared engaged and ready to
begin. Sister Karen advised them, ‘Listen to the poem and think about how
you gonna wear your womanhood?
She recited the poem:
‘Some chicks wear womanhood on the seat of their panties… street style
respect…. Always a party in their drawers …but no one’s home upstairs…
some ladies wear their womanhood in alligator pumps, will do whatever
and whomever to stay on top independent ladies with financed lifestyles…
there’s party at the Dickey counter but there’s no one home upstairs…
But don’t know who they be forreal…. With both hands tied up there’s a
party at the rally so there’s no one home upstairs….storm into
womanhood, sharp tongue waging….’ She led the snapping to honor the
poem, and then she recited her own. ‘I wear my womanhood using my
brain and persistence to manifest my dreams…. Healing from my
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wounds…. In a cooperative partnership with my husband and family. You
all tell me at least 3 ways you will wear your womanhood.’ Heads were
bobbing to the music, and I noticed some girls next to me staring at my
fingers as I typed on my laptop. They seemed fascinated by my typing.
One young lady watched me closely and tried to glance over at my fingers
and then at me. I looked at her and smiled and directed her attention back
to the teacher with my head and eyes focused on Sister Karen (Field notes,
November 18, 2012)
In this excerpt, there were several images reflective of and in contrast to controlling
stereotypes. Evocative images of Black womanhood depicted a no-nonsense business
woman who was an independent, calloused and materialistic. In part, the descriptors
alluded to a Jezebel stereotype also found in the gold digger who will do whatever it
takes to make money and get what she wants. The next image evoked Sapphire’s
forcefully sharp, tongue wagging as a woman who will say what is on her mind without
deeper reflection or empathy, since “no one’s home upstairs” in this analogy. In contrast,
Sister Karen’s poem alluded to hooks’ notion of homeplaces and holistic reflection
emerges. In this example, the family and cooperative relationships emerged and located
where community cultural wealth resided (Yosso, 2005). The ROP girls shared their
womanhood poems:
Deirdre: I wear my womanhood with self-respect; a wife, a mother; and a
lawyer… oh, not a wife…”
Sister Karen: led the snapping [Ella Baker style]
Sister Karen: so we’re going to do this respectfully
A barely discernible voice echoed, “we are we’re doing it our way” and
more laughter and giggles ensued.
Keisha: I wear my womanhood … respectfully… I wear my womanhood
with power… I wear my womanhood with me, myself and I… I wear my
womanhood with the heavenly Father spiritually… Pride, cocky, and with
confidence….
Sister Karen: Ase, snapping… (Field notes, November 18, 2011)
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The girls asserted their agency and capacity to define themselves as self-respecting and at
times in conflict with traditional gender roles, as in the case of to be or not be a wife. The
students took control as their subjectivities emerged evidenced by a student’s interjection
“we are doing it our way.” They linked holistic aspects to Black femininities in
constructions of womanhood rooted in confidence, pride, and spirituality. Africana
Womanist lens located Black women and girls’ holistic connections to human and divine
experiences, liberating their present experiences in a communal, interdependent context.
These constructs were also seen in Rosia’s poem.
Rosia poetically announced with pride:
I wear mine with determination to succeed…. Reaching high for the skis
don’t paralyze my train of thinking… she never slept… the best possible
way I can….There’s a natural essence to your womanhood your expression
of your beauty and the reveal yourself to everyone it’s different from how I
do it. I reveal and wear my womanhood as a natural barrier… Virtue… the
way I speak, love… ready to fight for my own belief…. There are days true
beauty is not enough…. The way I wear my womanhood as I stand up today
tall, a speaker and a spiritual warrior
Deirdre continued: I wear my womanhood by respecting myself… being
the woman my mother taught me to be… by taking care of my business and
not caring about anyone else whose not on the same page of me… and not
letting negativity be a part of my life.

The students’ poems connected womanhood to confidence, pride, self-respect,
and responsibility. As Deirdre proclaimed her womanhood as “taking care of my
business,” she asserts resistance and self-determination to decide that negativity would
not be a part of her life. Study participants resisted the controlling stereotypes and use
their power to define themselves. They articulated power in choosing their paths as
leaders not as blind followers. Their words illuminated Yosso’s (2005) notions of
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resistant and aspirational capital. Their visionary poems resisted prevailing notions of
Black femininity and captured instead their aspirations for womanhood.
The following poetic excerpts also highlighted recurring themes of self-respect
and respecting the historical legacy of Black women’s strength in struggle.
Sister Mia: I’m gonna wear my womanhood on my heart and it’s mine and
you can’t have it… I’m gonna wear it with the strength it was giving to
me…. I respect my womanhood… I’m gonna wear the blood, sweat and
tears my momma shed… to raise the queen….it’s mine you can’t have it
respect it….
One of the students said, “ …ambitious, remembering my mother’s
struggles…
respecting my boobs and my vagina…I am being forgiving and in
remembrance of my grandmother I am not falling victim to alcoholism….

She illuminated respect for her body. She evoked emotional capacity to forgive and
through critical reflection she considers breaking the cycles of chemical dependency.
Another student asserted her self-determination and independence:
I wear my womanhood independently I want to wear my womanhood
happily…. I want to wear my womanhood and say look at her, look at
her… I want to be just like her one day…. I want to wear it but be like
me…. (Field notes, November 18, 2011)

As she admired other women, she retained her desire to be herself and wear her own
womanhood. These poetic excerpts illustrated the ways in which ROP girls moved from
resistance to embracing an ROP activity based on self-definition and critical reflection on
issues of womanhood through creative, poetic expressions. Their words evoked symbolic
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power to determine for themselves how they imagine themselves as women at present
and in the future.
The girls’ emergent womanhood themes were also reminiscent of girls in Sears’
(2011) Imagining Black Womanhood that described Black female adolescents in the Girl
Empowerment Project (GEP) and Brown’s (2009) Celebrating Black Girlhood. The girls
in all of these programs welcomed the opportunity to use creative artistic expressions
found in spoken word poetry to convey the meanings they attributed to their gendered
ethnic identities and personal definitions of womanhood. Through this creative activity,
poetry is used as a tool to engage in critical thought about counteracting stereotypes of
Black women and girls. It functioned to affirm their humanity as girls and emerging
women of color.
Rachel, an outspoken informant who fearlessly expressed herself during
interviews and classroom performances, often contrasted the potential of ROP to uplift
them as Black women with its limited ability to heighten the girls’ maturity. Rachel gave
mixed reviews about the influence of ROP on her racial/gendered identity. There were
ROP activities that she appreciated more than others. Her responses tended to favor ROP
when other classes or experiences in her life reinforced ROP messages. Her rawness
penetrated the interview.
ANGELA: So, what did you think about the womanhood poem activity?
Rachel: It was cool. I liked it. We got to see what kind of women we are…
ANGELA: Did it affect your understanding of being a Black woman?”
Rachel: Well, yes and no… I already know what kind of woman I want to
be and who I am…..but I liked making the poems. It kinda helped me put
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words to the ways I feel and wanna feel about me (Interview, October 25,
2011)
The womanhood poetry activity empowered the girls to consider attaching words and
meaningfulness to the kind of women they aspired to become. Toward the end of class, I
created a poem about how I wear my womanhood.
I wear my womanhood in new places unworn by insecurity, fears, and,
personal and societal ego… I wear my womanhood in divine
consciousness, healing, loving energy is her name…. I am her breathing
the essence of her life in and out, life and peace, I wear my womanhood in
my heart, mind, and womb… an intellectual warrior committed to selftransformation and extending that love to change the world…. I am a lover
of life … I wear my womanhood in the work of my hands feeding by
babies loving food that heals our souls…. (Field notes, November 18,
2011)

This theme of wearing my womanhood resonated with my purpose of bridging the
world of academe with a world in need of holistic knowledge to advance human
liberation. My poem echoed my intersecting identities as scholar, mother, teacher, and
cultural worker. The womanhood poem activity was self-reflexive and cooperative. The
womanhood poem led to the girls, Sister Karen, and me, finding a home place within an
emotionally safe gendered space. They shared visions of themselves and enacted an
empowered femininity that transgressed the controlling stereotypes, and invoked a spirit
of intergenerational support among sisters. The girls and Sister Karen re-imagined how
they would wear their womanhood in a powerfully vulnerable space of sisterhood.
The theme of wearing your womanhood echoed throughout the year in ROP
classes and on Sisterhood Day. During Sisterhood Day the girls decided to plan a
workshop and skit presentation that depicted divergent pathways for wearing your
womanhood. “Wearing your womanhood” evoked a core theme of empowerment and
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self-direction as girls envisioned themselves in the present and future. They talked about
the steps they needed to take to realize their personal definitions of womanhood. Would
they dress the part, talk the part, snap their fingers and roll their necks in archetypal
sapphire form?
Would they choose to wear their womanhood like the video vixen, the gold
digger, a contemporary cross between the archetypal jezebel and sapphire or the welfare
queen who takes pride in not working and having baby daddy drama akin to the frequent
story lines on shows like Jerry Springer? Townsend, et al. (2010) argued that buffering
Black girls’ identities must be coupled with capacities to critically analyze negative
stereotypes projected by the media. As girls rejected these stereotypical patterns of
womanhood, they made powerful decisions to be extraordinary women of color destined
for greatness. These steps pointed to a heightened womanist consciousness that dared to
confront societal expectations and negative sexist and racist stereotypes.
Many girls moved from Encounter stage to Immersion-Emersion stages as their
conscience caused them re-consider how they envisioned themselves as women who
define and empower themselves. In safe spaces, these girls recognized a conflation of
their gender and ethnic identities as proposed by Jones, et al. (2011). As the girls
embraced positive images and meanings about Black womanhood, the influences of
controlling stereotypes lessened. The participants’ responses highlighted iterative
moments of consciousness about gender empowerment and invoking the courage to selfdefine. The post-study data revealed moments of internalization as they expressed a
deepening of their agency and growing appreciation of sisterhood relations. In the
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Encounter stage, participants’ discourse reflected doubt about the existence of sexism or
racism until an awareness of the reality of external and internal oppression collided.
Over time with continued ROP activities and courageous conversations, many of
the informants shared a stronger resolve to freely self-define and determine their
destinies. Moments of internalized oppression pervaded the post study member checks in
ways that brought me and the girls to tears. I realized then that they were gaining
something powerful from ROP, which was difficult to identify in terms of themes for the
majority of the school year. It was not until the last few months of the study and
especially the post-study member checks that the student participants and I deeply
understood how ROP influenced and supported their identities and peer relationships.
The student participants also communicated the benefits of their courageous identity
work among “other sisters” in intergenerational spaces with “other mothers.”
Sears (2011) suggested from her research findings on the Girls Empowerment
Program (GEP) that intergenerational conflicts emerge as power struggles to be right or
to dominate. The adult women teachers at Ella Baker resisted the urge to go to combat
with the girls. While there were undoubtedly tensions such as those experienced in
moments with Sister Karen and to a lesser degree Sister Juanna, the girls and adult
women in their lives at school made their relationships work. Even in the midst of drama,
they expressed their discontent and recalled the one mike rule, the goals of the Hot Seat,
and the benefits of mediation. The participants’ discourses revealed more inclination to
perform identity work, rather than to resist it.
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Engaging the Borderlands of Womanhood and Sisterhood
“I’m a minority of a minority.” Gloria Anzaldua (1987) articulates the symbolic
significance of borderlands confronted by oppressed Chicana women and other women of
color. I include an extended quotation by Gloria Anzaldua (1987) to frame the significant
possibilities found in new intersections along the borders of sisterhood and womanhood
identities. Azaldua explains the nature of struggle:
The struggle is inner: Chicano, indio, American Indian, mojado,
mexicano, immigrant Latino, Anglo in power, working class Anglo,
Black, Asian-our psyches resemble the bordertowns and are populated by
the same people. The struggle has always been inner, and is played out in
the outer terrains. Awareness of our situation must come before inner
changes, which in turn come before changes in society. Nothing happens
in the “real” world unless it first happens in the images in our heads…
El dia de la Chicana
I will not be shamed again
Nor will I shame myself. (Anzaldua, 1987, p. 109)
The fear and distress associated with women who struggle for power, selfacceptance, and identity also runs along the borders of race, ethnicity, language and class.
These borders are analogous to the national borders between sovereign nations and those
powerful nations that assume the power to define those borders. These national struggles
existed in the lands that once belonged to indigenous Navajos and America’s power to redefine itself by extending its borders. Her symbolic analogy extends beyond physical
borders and asserts taking the power to define its borders.
Conversations with girls in ROP reveal that there are many gendered borderlands
to cross race, class, ethnicity, sex, gender and sexuality. There are others including
making friends with girls, finding the courage to self-define in spite of implications of
hetero-normativity in sisterhood relations and idealized notions of womanhood for
women of color. There was a range of ideals for Black women that often centered around
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themes of confidence, college bound, intelligent, independent, willing to lead through
service, and focused on social justice concerns. These ideas about womanhood crossed
the traditional borders of gender roles and options.
Yet, there was a reticence in the ROP about sexual orientation messages. They
were often corrective, exhorting a student to use appropriate language and not use sexual
orientation to insult another. I was pleased to have an informant who was willing to share
her views on the influence of ROP in her conceptions of emergent womanhood. The
interview transcript is rich in themes of agency and taking control of the power to define
her reality as a woman. She interprets the role ROP played in her evolution into the
woman that she is today. Nine months after the end of the study, she and others reflect on
the influence of ROP in their lives as women of color. Their responses indicate the ways
they conceptualize these intersecting identities and borderlands in school and in society.
In the following post-study member checks I asked several informants to offer their
views on the findings. The following excerpts address their views on how ROP
influenced their understandings of womanhood and sisterhood.
Rosia: I think that in itself ROP has been a marvelous type of experience. I
don’t think anybody in other type of schools have taken a class like that,
that actually gives you a chance to be raised in school; it’s kind of weird
you’re being raised you’re being taught how to be a woman or be a man in
a CLASS (emphasized word), and you’re really putting your perceptions
and your suggestions and your questions into it and you actually feel a
little comfortable and that’s what builds our relationships as brothers and
sisters and um, you know, the teachers when they get close to us that’s the
key it’s what makes us family.
We’re actually developing and we’re developing together and it’s so like
the teachers just say it, ‘oh, you resolve conflict like this and you know we
talk about female ROP and like, oh, remember hygiene, remember how to
use a Kotex how to use the wipe thing, the perfume and deodorant, and um
also the health classes, safe sex, and um, like don’t be pressured is not
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having something if you don’t want to do it… but you’re having those
conversations in school that you should be having at home …. But it’s
supported in school so it’s that balance if you don’t have it at home you
have it school and there’s that balance and I think that’s why we’ve
actually matured to the level that we have because we get these
conversations we get that have an assurity we’re gonna have those
conversations when the time comes so there’s no way you can go wrong.
Rosia takes pride in the liberating aspects of Ella Baker. She takes ownership of her
freedom school and its mission here:
…other schools we’re pushing to strive for AYP we want all our students to
all go to college no dropouts no suspensions… and stuff like that it’s much
more than that that here it’s creating…own leaders and models for our
communities and be leaders of the community and start different
organizations different memberships and all these other things and not only
is Ella Baker helping us to see the world in a much … it’s more I think this
should be changed cause it’s hurting a lot of people and I think I’m a part
of those people…and we can articulate things and we can make
connections to other people as well, and how it’s connecting to other
people as well. I need to change with you? And why should we care? Not
just say change… people say why change? We’ve grown to make
statements with just that statement everything is said and I think that
womanhood itself is the power of speaking. Because when you know how
to articulate how you feel and what you want and what you won’t tolerate
that is a true woman… A true woman says, No I’m not gonna accept this…

Here, Rosia ties her anti-violence activism with the identity of a “true woman”
who speaks for herself and upholds her power to define herself. Freedom is linked to
speech as a form of power and internalized Womanist identity. She continues:
So, they powered us and [drove] us and led us through this guide to show
us all these roads to go through and all the roads we need to block and say
no… and because now, by end of 11th grade we were taught how to say
no, in a respectful way, and it didn’t make us feel bad …that’s the
entitlement of womanhood in my eyes. … .so I think the concepts of
talking about stuff like that in ROP I think it’s probably like it needs to be
pushed on a bit more, it’s still transformed me I can tell anybody about it
it’s a beautiful transformation…. (Member Check, 1/15/13)
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Rosia describes ROP as an inspiring influence that spawns transformation. Rosia
continued to bestow upon me her wisdom and insight on ROP in words that I could not
have imagined or made up. It was amazing to hear her articulate the significance of ROP
without any prompting… she fluently described the influence of ROP on her intersecting
identities, using the language of Azundula as if by spiritual channeling her ancestors rose
up in her convictions. She spoke with lyrical precision and spiritual authority. Often
times I heard the spirit of Dr. Deeds and Sister Karen behind the force of her words.
ANGELA: Excellent. So this is your idea of womanhood evolving into
this performer this speaker. So you mentioned you’re a minority of a
minority. Will you explain that?
Rosia: Yes.
ANGELA: [we both laugh heartily] So if you don’t mind I’d like you to
speak to the way this minority status a Latina in an all-Black space and
wrestling with your own identity on the level of race and ethnicity, and
language, then on the level of challenging hetero-normativity um and
being an activist to protect the rights, the human rights of people in that
community in a school that is not necessarily designed for that
community; although you have said that Ella Baker is a safe enough
space for you to evolve here….
Rosia: So I’m a minority of a minority so how can that be? So, I always
use this in skeptical type of scenarios
ANGELA: Minority of a minority [we both laugh]
Rosia: When I say it here I mean ROP not only I’m Hispanic in an allBlack school I am also a lesbian in a heterosexual class how am I being
impacting so far.
ANGELA: How are you processing it?
Rosia: I think I’m being in a space like this for a reason. In political
science I actually wrote in my paper we actually talked about Bayard
Rustin and we seen “Brother Outsider,” a beautiful film, I love that film
so much, yeah so I wrote a paper on it and it actually um how he went to
protest to politics. But how I do things how I do a reflection paper is How
did I feel? How did he feel? And How do we feel? So yeah.
ANGELA: Uh uh!
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Rosia: WE felt this way, So WE felt this way cause HE felt this way… So
I was like, I’m very “dramatical” in my writings when Brother Yishayah
walked into the classroom and spoke the words out of his mouth and he
said, “This man was openly gay in a time that it was very different,” and
it touched my heart. I can relate to that I can understand how that feels
when you’re in a room in any type of school you feel apart and you feel I
can’t say that I am and you feel like that I am because these people are
gonna try to hurt me. I’m gonna be hurt mentally, physically emotionally
there’s a boundary line of hurt is going to happen and knowing that it
intimidates so your scaring yourself, intimidating yourself knowing
you’re gonna get hurt and that’s double fold… so I wrote all this like I’m
a minority of a minority in the classroom I sat there and thought how I
can relate to what he just said… and those simple words it’s just that fact
that I went in talking about I went in after only those few words for 3
paragraphs and not the film yet…. [she spoke as a true woman soldier on
the battlefield she announced with staccato rhythm with increasing
volume], “NOT THE FILM YET!”
She moved me to join in call and response mode!
ANGELA: I feel you, I feel you … You didn’t get started and Not the
film yet!
We’re talking simultaneously.
Rosia: I went in …
And we both laughed as we shouted,
Rosia & ANGELA: But not the FILM YET!
Rosia: Naw it’s not even YET, I’m not givin’ it to you YET cause this
man is a MARVELOUS man!

We both clapped our hands and smiled that knowing smile and repeated those
words to emphasize as Black and Latina women often do, as we said it louder together
feeding off of each other. We exaggerated those words in the Black cultural tradition of
making a significant point that should not be missed and must be remembered. There was
unity in our spirits, as reflected in African Womanism (Dove, 2003; Hudson-Weems,
2003) and Dillard’s (2002) Endarkened Feminist Epistemology. Rosia and I repeated the
profundity of Rustin’s freedom call synchronously charged us emotionally… so
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spiritually moved you must repeat it as in call and response reminiscent of the
communication dynamics in the southern Baptist and holiness traditions of the Black
church, we repeated and spoke louder each time adding comments about those few words
that sent her off into a frenzy of inspired writing.
This experience was an important moment for me as a researcher. Without any
cues, we were in the realm of spirit and intuitive feminine knowing transcending time,
space, age, place, and sexuality. Those differentiations that divide and segment elements
of U.S. society and our humanity were dissolved. As Dillard’s Endarkened Feminist
ways of knowing arose with power and overcame those distinctions. We were one in
mutual feeling and understanding of the power of her experience in a political science
class. It also communicated the power of integrative freedom school curricula to weave
across subjects a higher moral purpose for learning. The development of critical,
liberatory consciousness penetrated school life at Ella Baker. Students were strongly
encouraged to apply critical thought and analyses in their readings of literature and ability
to read the world (Freire, 1970). They discussed strategies to secure human freedom from
a variety of perspectives forwarded by Black female and male freedom fighters. As I
listened to Rosia’s insights on transformation illuminated the purpose of ROP and
freedom school.
Learning about oppression and freedom was intended to cause Rosia, me, the
students in ROP and the school to continue the freedom journeys of Bayard Rustin, Anna
Julia Cooper, Mary McLoud Bethune, Angela Davis, June Jordan, Audre Lorde, Ed
Robinson, Asa Hilliard, and Barbara Sizemore. That was a defining moment for me as a
researcher and a student of the research process in the field. I felt connected to each of
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my informants, to their dreams, critiques and the gaps that need to be filled by future
research. Rosia and I embraced a cultural consciousness on the level of spirit. Our
recognition of each other transcended differences in power, age, sexual orientation, and
transgressed linear time and space. I traveled with her as she became a witness to Bayard
Rustin’s pain and fierce courage to write, to live, to fight for human freedom. Inspired as
never before, Rosia “went in” after only a few words spoken by Brother Yishayah and
wrote three pages even before talking about the power of the film she said she loved!
Rosia continued as only this Latina poetess could.
Rosia: Yes I’m a minority of a minority. I’m learning Afrocentric history
and finally an Afrocentric history that relates to me my sexuality how this
surrounds me how this might impact me later on… I’m looking at my
outline for my research paper 2 windows up outline political scientist “I’m
going in” I’m feeling that emotions feelings of being in a place where you
don’t fit in and emotionally and I had wrote “Ripping down the colors of
pride” declaration of independence the pursuit of happiness… yes, I’m a
lesbian and I don’t care…
…we’ve learned in not just in ROP as women of color we have it the
lowest of the low not only are you a woman you’re black and Latina
you have to work 10 times as hard especially [compared to] a white
man. Knowing that in advance helped… we know that in college we
have to work 10 times as hard women and Black and Latina….we all
knew but now we know we were at the bottom of the totem pole but
we didn’t know to what extent.
ANGELA: What’s your take on ROP supporting your gendered racial
identity?
Rosia: I had the opportunity I took a class in women’s studies we
talked about that looking back at ROP we’re talking implied we’re
talking about women true for all women… always implied that women
of color issue or problem and we learned how to deal with them. I
don’t think you can separate one without the other…The bird cage in
my women’s studies class. You only see bird cage true… I’m a
woman… I’m a woman of color as you back up you see.
In emotionally safe spaces, Rosia was able to critically reflect on her experiences
in ROP and as a member of the Freedom School family at Ella Baker. Identifying the
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societal sources of oppression was symbolized in the term birdcage. She depicted
poetically the human need for freedom from “interlocking systems of oppressions”
(Collins, 2000). The themes of appreciation for ROP and sisterhood, and pride in selfdefined womanhood penetrate these vignettes within interview responses. They evidence
the ways in which time apart from ROP allowed her insights to take root. Her growth and
dynamism reflected her unique personality, but also allude to key ROP lessons and
themes of sisterhood, womanhood, and liberation deep within her soul.
Dr. Deeds in an earlier interview offered insight into how Ella Baker provides
emotionally safe space for diverse students to fully engage in a holistic educational model
that includes opportunities for identity work.
…Students at Ella Baker 25% have IEPs [Individualized Educational
Plans] and it’s a disproportionate number [with less resources per child in
charter school] who had IEPs and say you can do this basic urban
population…. cause we don’t have as many [academically] solid students
…. listen to the language they’re Ella Baker students [you can still tell
them apart] when they talked about people they talked about ancestors,
people who died…. freedom rides our ancestors said so and so…. as
brothers and sisters, listening to this language…these students have
actually “bought into” this way of thinking about who they are and who
the people are around them…. I look at how the students came in here
different middle school and had to be a lot tougher…. Yes Wolof and
Shona [classes] are still silly but they’re not as hard…. I saw the hardness
fall away…. I see the capacity for them to be sisters and brothers too….
They are affectionate, even though some sexual stuff is going on…. all of
the relationships with the opposite sex is not just about sex they can also
be on a level of acceptance across difference far greater here than in other
places like this one…. you can be clearly very special ed, and it’s not a big
deal – students here are not ostracizing each other or bullying each other
about that… [that’s the freedom school ethos]… It’s not a big deal…. you
can be gay/lesbian…. those are all the gay kids…. I’ve even seen the
brothers be brotherly affectionate with other brothers who are declared as
“gay” and you don’t see that in ordinary school. … Everybody gotta be
emotionally safe… There’s far more acceptance around difference when
people come in from other places where teasing turns to hurt….now
teasing is lighter and leads to them having fun… there is a level of civility
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toughness …. They are softer….. Even though they come from the same
socioeconomically disadvantaged place…
Angela: What do you attribute this to?
Dr. Deeds: The smallness of student population. Out of 44 eleventh
graders, we really know these kids. I’m not just a sponsor; I know every
child in Wolof and Shona. I think that rites and servant leadership very
important those two things might be the most important….
Sister Deirdre, my next student informant, shared her insights on how ROP
influenced her ideas about intersecting identities and the role of ROP in shaping her
understanding of controlling stereotypes and sexism. I use the next vignette to connect
the societal problem of internalized oppression to the empirical study of rites of passage
as a form of gendered ethnic socialization to a strategy to mitigate its effects.
ANGELA: What activities helped you to do that as far as womanhood?
Deirdre: Gosh it was so many there were so many exercises that Sister
Karen had us do. One of the things that ROP helped me to do was our trust
circles we also had sometimes read excerpts from books and try to pin
point what was good, or what it said and how it applied to different
women and try to define what a real woman is and compare them and
come to a concise definition of yourself.
ANGELA: was there a definition of womanhood given to you?
Deirdre: No they didn’t want to misguide us that there’s only one
definition of womanhood and it’s only one way, figures in the media and
really just raunchy and try to figure out how does that influence. They use
figures in the media to figure out what’s different and the media influences
our decisions about how to portray the average women.
ANGELA: How did ROP help you figure out your definitions?
The ROP activities helped to reflect on the kind of woman I wanted. I
never was the kind of girls that I was born a tomboy so I wasn’t influenced
by the media or TV about being a woman until I got here I developed the
ability to figure out what kind of woman I wanted to become…. Sister
Karen, Dr. Deeds, my facilitators… Sis Karen was more appealed to my
sympathetic side ‘cause I always saw her willing to help and sacrifice for
others.... I was always that way and combining those two spirits mine and
hers I’m very willing to give, but Sister Karen she can be too willing to
give…. and since there’s a balance that needs to be met and I figured her
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spirit of giving I found the balance in that.. Dr. Deeds spirit I’m taking
over… if I want it done right I need to do it…
She continued her story of the influence of ROP on her ideas of womanhood and ability
to confront sexism and oppression.
Deirdre: You need a center… everything won’t hit every point but ROP
class helps you get to center point with exposure to all of them in one
single class and not have to worry about a missing piece about yourself. It
brings all of it everything together. It enhances what you learn everywhere
else…. Sexism, racism, as far as sexism biases against women are
definitely strong and ROP helped us to get passed all that… You have to
love yourself and it picks at that and picked at your ability to love yourself.
ROP sums it up you need to love yourself and if nobody can accept you
for who you are than they don’t deserve you and you should be able to
know that… as far as sexism it tells you to move on it tells you how to
fight it in your own way the initial response is that you can riot about it,
you can speak about it, you can get on a podium and intensify it…you
have to learn to decipher what to internalize and what to fight against than
you’re kind of stuck.
Later in the interview, I asked her to tell me how ROP helped her to understand issues
related to sexism, racism and internalized oppression. Here are her responses.
Deirdre: ROP made us aware of sexism, racism and internalized being an
advocate no, some things have to be self-taught. I don’t think ROP helped
with that…
ANGELA: How did ROP help with knowing about the media’s role in
promoting negative stereotypes that affect us, what Patricia Hill Collins
called, “controlling stereotypes”?
Deirdre: ROP helped us to understand so many sisters at Ella Baker cut
their hair… short hair you don’t see a lot of that on TV like Rihanna… a
lot of girls go back and forth they have the ability to accept themselves…
they don’t talk to guys that can’t deal with the short cut the natural short
cut or weave you don’t’ see how defined my bone structure is with long
hair… more girls can see themselves more naked and it helped them
mature into the girls they are now… most of the girls at
Ella Baker love who they are…. I’m the type of girl who will cut my hair
off and if I’ve lost boys’ interest if you don’t like me I like me oh well….
You learned your beauty in your own way… accept yourself…. weave
cause it’s convenient… some girls she looks pretty with her weave ….
everybody can’t be me…. Tapered [wearing short natural hair], ….girls
are doing this for male attention… they’re on the track… you’re on the
way there…. other ethnicities can wear their hair, why not us? But my
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boyfriend hates it when I wear weave…
ANGELA: Why did you do it?
Deirdre: The first two weeks my hair is a convenient it’s their mask its’
their beauty [source of the beauty]… a year later I shaved it all off….
Locks are too permanent for me… I’m a Sagittarius …. I can’t be too
concrete in my appearance…

Deirdre talks about her hair, wearing it naturally or straightened, and maintaining
her security within herself. She also critically reflects upon her motives to wear straight
hair or not, and making choices to honor herself with or without her boyfriend’s approval.
There is a growing body of literature on the meanings Black girls and women apply to
their decisions to embrace or resist colorism (Wallace, 2009; Ward, 1996; Dickerson,
2001). Black feminist/womanist constructs support Black women and girls critiquing and
possibly resisting EuroAmerican beauty standards and body image. Hooks (1992; 1995)
links issues of colorism with white supremacy and internalized oppression. The desire to
be or look white to be found acceptable, beautiful, desirable and fully human are themes
found in several works by Black female authors. These themes were taken up in Toni
Morrison’s classic novel The Bluest Eye. Challenging psychological oppression of Black
women and girls deep thought that leads adopting standards more reflective of African
American aesthetic.
Deirdre and I engaged in dynamic conversations about issues of sexism, colorism,
and overcoming internalized oppression with regard to trying to model White standards
of beauty. Yet those last few moments with Deirdre were very emotional. She gave so
much of herself in this interview. I embraced our shared humanity as tears fell from her
eyes. I felt her genuineness and desire to just be herself, a beautiful, smart, loving young
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Black woman who wants to live a life of public service. She described ROP’s role in
cultivating and stimulating key features of her intersecting identities. ROP was a focused
aspect of developing healthy gendered ethnic identities and peer relations.
ROP’s Influence on Academics
Deirdre’s statement left an indelible impression on me. She articulated clearly that
ROP was not a magical solution or singular source of influence on their identities. ROP
was rather a transferable source of emotional and academic support. ROP reinforced the
freedom school culture and transmitted socialization goals in an integrated and
interdependent process that occurred across school contexts. ROP was an important
influence that supported the school’s mission to cultivate physical health and wellness,
albeit to a very limited degree. ROP contributed to the psycho-social and emotional wellbeing of adolescent girls en route to being competent, confident, purpose-driven women,
and dynamic servant leaders. Student participants strengthened sisterhood bonds as they
considered how they were “gonna wear their womanhood.” Deirdre linked her
womanhood to an academic identity.
ANGELA: So is there anything else you’d like to share about how ROP
helped you in developing sisterhood relations, womanhood, or ROP’s
influence on academics?
Deirdre: You know I realized I was smart when I was crying about people
not liking me… people saying, I want to be like Deirdre I have students
talk about you and how you carry I get admiration it’s a curse and a
blessing. I lost a lot of companionships because people became jealous of
me someone called me an elitist… a lot of girls don’t like me…. [she
began to cry].

Deirdre’s dilemma was her perception of not fitting in, and learning how not to
care about being called elitist. In her tears, she called upon her “people,” Dr. Deeds,
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Sister Karen, and other adult mentors at the school. She confessed to not being like the
other sisters. Her conversation was mature, at times scholarly, and she was articulate.
Deirdre had much insight and enjoyed thinking and talking deeply. She did not express a
need for a lot of friends. However, she was hurt over girls’ jealousy and people not
appreciating her. The pursuit of sisterhood was difficult and emotional. Without any
words, I could feel she needed a true and loyal sister friend.
Erica gave a positive yet uncommon response about how the hot seat activity and
other strategies for conflict resolution actually enhanced her ability to concentrate in
other classes. She shared her new discovery very thoughtfully, almost cautiously:
ANGELA: Was there anything that could’ve made ROP better?
Erica: That’s difficult… ROP is not academic like it’s gonna help you do
better in math because of math. But I can concentrate better on my math
test or I can concentrate better on reading this book because of what I ROP
teaches…it’s like free therapy.
Erica forwarded significant insight into the relationships between ROP and
academics. The connections between ROP and academics were not obvious and direct as
in learning academic content, but more subtle. ROP provided an avenue for girls to figure
out how to resolve their issues and diminish distractions that can impede learning, focus,
and academic engagement.
Some admitted that ROP reinforced what they already knew, but did not help
them learn anything new. For example, a student wrote in the questionnaire, “No, this
class did not contribute to my gender and ethnic because I never had problem with that”
(Questionnaire, 3/5/12). For the most part the negative cases did not substantially
mitigate the findings. They did however, contextualize the positive ways ROP
supported their identities and relationships. Not until the middle of the following school
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year did the informants begin to confidently share their appreciation for ROP.
Informants admitted that lessons were sinking in slowly but surely as they decided to
define what’s real, what’s right and what’s good for them. Dr. Deeds commented in an
interview on Erica and Rachel’s growing intellectual confidence at Ella Baker. She
said, “I can see how they are fully embracing this idea of this is who I am, I am
purposed to be a leader; to think critically; to analyze…” (Interview, January 23,
2012).
The ROP girls’ gendered passageways tested the waters of sisterhood and
womanhood. Their awakenings evoked a recognition of resistance to internalized
oppression and acceptance of a womanhood identity linked to self-determination, the
power to define herself and her truth, appreciation for sisterhood, challenges to
intersecting and internalized oppression, and academic achievement. These young
women blossomed as they pursued womanhood through sisterhood in the spirit of
Freedom School’s call for personal and collective transformation.
In an interview with Dr. Deeds, she elaborated on the role of ROP at Ella Baker.
She framed the school’s freedom school philosophy, and explained:
…We are not a culturally synchronistic school not assuming that our
families share our values and perspectives we are a school that
acculturates children [to think and do for themselves and each other using
their ancestors, history, and cultural resources as guides] …. I don’t think
every school has to be what we do…. you have to have schools that
provide options….Our job is to give them not just the academic and the
intellectual training the socialization and consciousness anywhere they go
they will emerge from this situation as servant leaders and that’s what
they’re supposed to do to create a better world… when they finish their
educational process I love my people. I’m a part of my people, and I want
to make a difference with my people and other people in need…I can see
how the [11th graders] have grown in their awareness of who they are and
their confidence. (Interview, January 23, 2012)
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She identified how the integrative freedom school model provides multiple and
interdependent avenues that support students academics and socialization. ROP was a
part of a larger acculturation process. She continued with another example:
I saw the panel discussion with Sister Belinda on Friday on the Freedom
Riders documentary. Students were serious, intellectually wrestling with
ideas and debating them with each other. Teaching students and adults
about what they learned from the documentary and the history, taking
questions from the audience and posing questions to the audience to see
how the [10th and 11th graders] engaged them…. You would have thought it
was a press conference….. They stood and asked the kind of questions
examining the ideological foundations of non-violent protest, examining
the origins of Hinduism and Buddhism and Ghandian-based theories of
nonviolence. They’re having this conversation about what do you think the
impact on this environment choosing to be violent or nonviolent … This
kids having intellectual discourse going on even the students who are
normally disengaged sat up and listened… (Interview, January 23, 2012)
From this interview and immersion into the academic life of ROP participants, I
found that ROP supported their academic identities in more subtle, yet significant ways.
Both cognitive and non-cognitive factors were supported in ROP, other classes, and
throughout the school culture.
Summary of Findings
ROP also supported the adolescent girls’ intersecting identities at EFBA in three
major ways: 1) strengthened their critical awareness of, and resistance to manifestations
of sexism, controlling stereotypes, Euro-American beauty standards, and internalized
oppression; 2) encouraged their appreciation, value, respect for and confidence in
themselves through empowering dialogue, self-reflection, exposure to Black female
identity themes in literature, and application of African-centered cultural values; and 3)
promoted their agency, intellectual confidence, self-determination, and critical reflection
about defining their womanhood. They envisioned themselves in the present and in their
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future as responsible, competent adult women.
These findings about ROP address the degree to which ROP supported the girls’
intersecting identities and utilized African cultural values. The findings revealed that
ROP was deemed as mainly supportive, and for some, ROP was less influential to the
girls’ intersecting identities. Most of the disconfirming cases were admissions from
students that ROP did not help them because they already knew the information or
examined stereotypes in other classes. I triangulated the data from questionnaires,
observations, and interviews to strengthen the validity of my findings. I thoroughly
searched through the data to find and analyze the negative cases.
Most of these disconfirming cases were not compelling enough to reject the
majority of the students’ positive assessment of the influence of ROP. However, the
negative cases point to potential areas of improvement for ROP. Students shared that
ROP could have been more structured, “less boring,” and more dynamic, such as bringing
in guest speakers and incorporating more kinesthetic activities. However, the students
affirmed that ROP assisted them in developing strong intersecting identities (selfconcept), defined as having an appreciation, respect, and strong sense of value for
themselves as Black and Latina women. Concluding remarks, interpretations of findings
and implications for policy, practice, and theory comprise the following closing chapter.
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CHAPTER 8
CONCLUSIONS
Revisiting the Problem
To contextualize the issues Black girls face in school, I share two extended
excerpts from Randall Robinson and Margaret Taylor Burroughs. They articulate how
slavery and racial oppression interrupted the transmission of African cultural values,
leaving a void in Black life. Randall Robinson (2000) articulates passionately how
slavery tore the continuity of Black culture, and systematically hindered its function as a
form of immunity. He writes:
Like slavery, other human rights crimes have resulted in the loss of
millions of lives. But only slavery, with its sadistic patience, asphyxiated
memory, and smothered cultures, has hulled empty a whole race of people,
with inter-generational efficiency. Every artifact of the victims’ past
cultures, every custom, every ritual, every god, every language, every trace
element of a people’s whole hereditary identity, wrenched from them and
ground into a sharp choking dust. For it produces its victims ad infinitum,
long after the active stage of the crime has ended.

He continues:
Our children have no idea who they are. How can we tell them? How can
we make them understand who they were before the ocean became a
furnace incinerating every pedestal from which the ancient black muses
had offered inspiration? What can we say to the black man on death row?
The black mother alone, bitter, overburdened, and spent? Who tells them
that their fate washed ashore at Jamestown with twenty slaves in 1619?
(Robinson, 2004)
This loss of an empowered identity is reflected in West’s (1994) notion of the
nihilistic threat, a loss of purpose, meaning, and direction in life. These cultural
disruptions also produced strained gendered relationships. Similarly, Margaret
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Burroughs (1963) inquired about how to salvage Black children’s identity in her poem,
“What shall I tell my children who are Black?”
What shall I tell my children who are Black?
Of what it means to be a captive in this dark skin?...
Of how beautiful they are when everywhere they turn
They are faced with abhorrence of everything that is black…
What shall I tell my dear ones raised in a white world
A place where white has been made to represent
All that is good and pure and fine and decent…

This poem reveals how racism and White supremacy left African Americans
without full access to the power to define themselves and re-structure Black life. The
message is clear that only through truth-telling, the re-telling of history and the
revitalization of culture can Black people restore their identities and heal themselves.
Singing Songs of Freedom
The Ella Baker ROP study revealed the power in allowing girls to tell their stories. ROP
was a safe space that told girls in a variety of ways to prioritize the study of themselves as
individuals through their history and culture. ROP told them to appreciate and value
themselves, their ancestors and each other. Through truth telling and talking, the
authentic sharing and caring between girls and women, they embraced a process of selfdiscovery. The girls were introduced to a path of developing love for themselves. Along
their journeys, girls experienced moments of resistance and acceptance in ROP. It was
difficult at times. Yet, I was encouraged by their stories, because I heard echoes of truthtelling and yearning for home-places. I listened to stories rooted in fear, boredom, and
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questioning about the legitimacy of sisterhood. The ROP girls also had proud moments of
being their sisters’ keepers on Sisterhood Day.
African-centered institutions and some Freedom Schools provide rites of passage
(ROP) programs for Black and Latino/a youth to re-discover ways to recognize and
understand deeply these “interlocking systems of oppression,” and how to use their
intellect, applied knowledge, and collective consciousness to transform themselves and
each other. This ethnographic study at Ella Baker Freedom Academy Charter School was
concerned with understanding if and how ROP mediated issues of identity and peer
interactions for Black and Latina adolescent girls. Does ROP contribute to helping youth
of color identify and overcome internalized oppression? And if so, how specifically does
ROP influence healthy racial/ethnic and gender identity, and peer relationships in girls?
This study fills in the gap of knowledge about how ROPs support and empower
girls’ intersecting identities in secondary school. Students’ voices advanced knowledge
about new identity intersections found in some of their roles as “other sisters” in the
presence of “truth telling” other mothers (Ward, 2007). While ROP presented known and
unforeseeable challenges to the girls, all of the informants shared in post study member
checks that ROP was, in fact, useful. These adolescent girls interacted with each other to
pursue actualizing themselves as competent, confident, and empowered young women.
Revisiting Research Questions
The study’s research questions addressed three related areas: 1) the ways that
womanhood and sisterhood development occurred in ROP and across school contexts and
other classes; 2) how African values informed these ROP processes; and 3) how these
ROP processes, African cultural values and Freedom School ethos contributed to
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intended and unintended consequences that compromised the effectiveness of the female
ROP program at Ella Baker. The bulk of these findings also addressed research question
#3 on the influence of African cultural values on the participants’ identities as sisters and
young women of color at EBFA. While the role of African values was less explicit and
difficult to capture thematically during the first half of the study, these values grew in
importance and clarity as the study progressed, and thereafter.
Data analyses revealed the subtle ways African cultural values undergirded how
the participants made meaning of their identities through sisterhood and womanhood
constructs. These values were interwoven in the fabric of ROP. The findings support the
literature on the influential role cultural values play in gendered peer relations and
developing core identity components, including gendered ethnicity, academic, and group
regard (Boykin, 1986; 2005; Brookins, 1996; Cross, 1995; Ossana, Helms, et al., 1998). I
discuss how ROP synergized the girls’ developing appreciation for sisterhood and
womanhood at thematic intersections. The study participants along with my analyses cocreated the final interpretation of the findings according to the conventions of feminist
ethnography and African-centered methodology.
The study findings revealed important dynamics of sisterhood and womanhood.
Sisterhood bonding became a way to reinforce a key dimension of womanhood, namely
maturity and appreciation for self, other sisters and other mothers. Womanhood
development also required girls to take responsibility for developing their capacities to
define for themselves who they were as Black and Latina women, and who they were
determined to become. A mature sisterhood consciousness was required for these
adolescent girls to cross over and enter the tender realm of young womanhood. The
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girls recognized in post study member checks how much they needed and appreciated
ROP sisterhood.
ROP catalyzed awareness of multiple facets of personal, social, and academic
identities. By extension, ROP classes reinforced the Freedom School mission through
foundational African values filtered through courses and school activities. ROP and other
classes and school contexts fed off of each other. Rites of passage reinforced lessons
about self, community, and society in relation to gendered and ethnic identity
components; i.e., self-concept, self-esteem, and group regard (Sellers, et al., 1998).
Rachel and Erica suggested that ROP heightened their intellectual confidence and
capacity to focus on schoolwork, rather than peer conflicts. This yields powerful
implications about the benefits of ROP.
Implications for Policy
Post-racial and post-gender rhetoric and policies coupled with a national focus
on high stakes testing under No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Race to the Top have
contributed to this lack of will to meet the holistic needs of adolescent boys and girls of
color (Ladson-Billings, 2012). In the case of rites of passages (ROP) and other effective
single-sex classes and schools, boys and girls are separated in order to focus on healthy
gender identity development that promotes excellence in academics and positive peer
interactions (Streitmattter, 1999; Davis, 2008; 2010). Alternately, healthy racial
socialization in single sex school environments protects adolescent youth from
psychological harm, and also promotes resilience, academic achievement, and school
engagement (Cross, Parham, & Helms, 1998; Davis, 2008; 2010; Miller, 1999).
Schools can play a vital role in helping young Black girls and other ethnic minorities,
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as well as White lower and middle class girls to understand how their identities,
expectations for self and others, goals, aspirations, and capacities for resilience are
influenced by media portrayals (Adams, 2012).
Another strategy for meeting the needs of the whole child is supporting critical
media literacy so that students are prepared to decode lyrics and messages in music and
videos, and able to recognize sexism and racism. They need to know how to distinguish
between those messages and images that are life supporting and enhancing from those
that are demoralizing and dehumanizing. It is important for young people to be able to
comprehend multiple forms of oppression and strategies for liberation. They practice
using healthy communication strategies to articulate how they feel what they think as
they make sense of the images they see and music lyrics they hear.
Research suggests that urban girls from working or lower income families
frequently need additional socio-cultural supports to reinforce effective communicative
and behavioral strategies that may or may not be reinforced or taught explicitly as
expected norms in their environments (Leff, et al., 2009). How do values of nonviolence,
respect, maturity, and emotional safety support girls’ healthy identities and positive
interpersonal behavior? More questions remain and point to what urban schools are doing
about social and personal conflicts among urban girls who are overwhelmingly nonwhite
and poor.
What socialization strategies are being infused into curricula, youth
programming, pedagogy, school structure, and culture to aid urban girls during the
tumultuous teen years? The Ella Baker ROP study seeks to fill in the gap of knowledge
about how a particular single-sex rites of passage program functions as a method of
330

holistic socialization designed to support girls’ gender, racial, identity, cultural, and
relational development.
Illustrated throughout this ethnographic study were the power, possibilities, and
challenges of ROP from the perspectives of adolescent girls of color at Ella Baker
Freedom Academy Charter School (EBFA). Too many girls of color in school and after
school programs have not been sufficiently supported in critical identity work required to
critique and counter negative stereotypical messages and images about them in the media
and society. These girls, often from urban and poor rural schools, deserve to be supported
in re-discovering the beauty and power of their inner humanity, historical legacy, and
generational responsibilities. Black and Latina young women deserve to know who they
are, from whence they came, and where they are going, like any other group of young
people. They should be supported in their identity work first and foremost for themselves,
their families, and communities (Sears, 2011).
Challenging the residual internal and external effects of racism and sexism is
difficult, yet necessary work for African descendants and those whose ancestors have
been maligned and harmed by racial and gender oppression in the United States. The Ella
Baker Rites of Passage Study on adolescent girls of color has produced useable findings
that can assist educators and those who work with adolescent youth. Educators and youth
program facilitators should consider incorporating lessons and activities to cultivate
healthy social identities, including ethnic/racial, gender, and academic. Adolescent girls
benefit from critical conversations about sexism, internalized oppression, and
“controlling stereotypes.” Dialogue that counters external images and messages about
Black women and girls builds adolescent girls’ capacity to self-define. These critical
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discourses can often empower girls to counter the artificial boundaries of externally
defined standards of beauty and contested behavioral norms. Schools and programs
would benefit from creating emotionally safe spaces for youth to share their feelings,
insights, and talents with each other as “other sisters” and “other mothers” who are
empathetic guides and listening ears. The creation of an intergenerational context that
promotes healthy discourses between girls and women allows for the cultural
transference of lessons from those who have already experienced them.
Successful school-based rites of passage programs should be structured in a way
that clearly conveys its goals, objectives, priority, and relevance to members of the school
community - students, teachers, and parents. This may bolster additional support from the
participants and their families, and reinforce its significance and purpose in the youth’s
lives. The Ella Baker ROP occurred in a supportive, cross-curricula context. In this way,
a ROP or similar youth empowerment program would promote socialization objectives in
other contexts.
In contrast, some study participants did not find ROP helpful, even though many
did not recognize or value the benefits of ROP until months after the class ended. At that
point, they admitted in post study member checks that ROP positively influenced and
empowered them as emerging Black and Latina women. Many of the study participants
described ROP as supportive of their identities and relationships, but not the only major
influence on their identities, personal definitions of womanhood, or capacity to value
sisterhood. They said that sisterhood and womanhood development occurred
interdependently and across school contexts. What is most important for educators or
community members interested in developing a ROP to understand is that like any other
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program, without serious planning, organization, reflexivity, consistency, structure,
flexibility, and curricular rigor, it will run the risk of shortchanging girls. These
constraints warrant further investigation in future studies. Overall, these findings
highlighted the specific strategies that positively and negatively impacted the
participants’ intersecting gender and ethnic identities.
What Lessons Have We Learned from ROP at EBFA?
Surely, all girls, especially those whose voices remained suppressed, should be
encouraged to tell their stories as often as possible. They need to sing their songs of
freedom even in the midst of societal and school-related contradictions. Typically,
Freedom Schools, like traditional and community-based rites of passages, are voluntary
and sought after by its participants and supported by families. Ella Baker is the first
institution to transfer the Freedom School concept into a K-12 compulsory public charter
school. As such, a glaring paradox has emerged, in that it institutionally mandates
students to take ROP and accept the socialization process required for students to remain
enrolled and matriculate through grades successfully. The students at Ella Baker are
limited in their freedoms while they are simultaneously trained to liberate others.
Moreover, the students at Ella Baker are constrained by the structure of public
schooling under NCLB, yet they benefit from the charter school focus on cultural
liberation, personal and community transformation, and social justice. For many of these
youth, their parents choose Ella Baker because of its reputation as “safe” with decent
academics. The youth live between freedom and constraints to freedom. They were
allowed to engage in dialogue to resolve conflict, craft empowering intersecting
identities, and serve each other in a sisterhood collective.
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In addition, the ROP Program lacked rigorous competencies in the curricula,
experienced personnel challenges, and structural constraints due to intensive test
preparation and PSSA testing as a result of NCLB mandates. However, these challenges
did not diminish the overarching value of ROP, exemplified in the dynamic and articulate
voices of the informants. Their voices repeatedly exclaimed the benefits of ROP as a safe
space for girls with the help of each other and adult women allies to support their
concerns, issues, and gendered passageways toward womanhood. The girls’ voices
reminded us as educators of what is most important about gendered socialization
practices: that it allows them to wrestle with adolescent issues through critical dialogue
and intentional engagement.
Implications for Practice
From a broader perspective, this study contributed in significant ways to future
urban education researchers who strive to identify starting points for culturally relevant
and responsive curricula, pedagogy, cultural interventions, and related youth
development programming (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995). This study contributed to
what we know about the role of youth development programs and socialization practices
among Black youth in African-centered schools. It documented students’ perceptions of
their learning experiences, as well as the culturally relevant strategies used by Black
educators to promote character development, ethnic pride, and gender empowerment
among adolescent Black and Latina American girls. These practices support students by
strengthening their capacities to resist internalized oppression, and appreciate, respect,
and value themselves and their relationships with each other.

334

Moreover, the study participants helped to produce findings that confirmed the
role and significance of ROP in their lives. They shouted freedom chants and stepped in
African cultural rhythms, poured libation in ancestral veneration, and sang songs of
liberation. They learned about voting rights, political disenfranchisement, community
building through collective work and responsibility. They created projects exposing the
horrors of human trafficking, migration patterns, Jamaican drug trade, and poverty. They
worked hard, released their frustrations in childlike play, and received stern reprimands
and reminders of their greatness and generational responsibilities. They received high
academic honors. Their songs in freedom school illuminated social identity struggles,
academic persistence, and moments that unveiled resilience.
Paul Tough offers advice on what children need to be successful by focusing on
cultivating virtues such as “persistence, self-control, curiosity, conscientiousness, grit,
and self-confidence” (p. xv). His idea of the importance of students being challenged to
realize their capacities mirrors the goals of ROP. He writes, “And yet we know . . . that
what kids need more than anything is a little hardship: some challenge, some deprivation
they can overcome, even if to prove to themselves that they can” (p. 84). Effective ROP
requires the courage to grow emotionally, academically, and socially. ROP as a method
of socialization introduces the difficult inner work required to respect self and others,
lead, and transcend hardship. Ultimately, effective ROP may lead girls to use critical
thought to value themselves and their “sisters,” successfully resist internalizing
controlling stereotypes, and to wear their womanhood with pride.
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Implications for Theory
Iyanla Vanzant (2005) reiterates the need for the Black Feminist/Womanist
standpoint:
I don’t care what Black women’s bodies represent to America. I only care
what they represent to Black women. America has not included Black
women in its ideal of what is beautiful. And when they do, it’s a select few
of us….So it’s of absolutely no significance what America thinks of our
bodies. The problem is getting Black women to recognize that fact. (p.
239, emphasis mine)

The findings assert a clear message to educators and education scholars to simply
hear and heed the voices of young people. Adolescent girls are calling on “other mothers”
and other sisters to listen compassionately and lovingly, and to respond to them truthfully
and supportively. The student participants’ insights and perspectives reflect the power,
presence, and creative possibilities of Black and Latina girls in ROP. Rites of passage
classes provided emotionally safe spaces for them to engage in identity work and to be
open for guidance while also tuning into themselves for direction. Student participants
also learned to value sisterhood in ways that supported their self-definitions of
womanhood. They practiced trusting themselves and each other in rites of passage. They
engaged in critical reflection before reacting and fighting. They thought deeply about
making responsible decisions. Toward the end of the year, students chose increasingly
peaceful, nonviolent pathways, making “I” statements rather than accusations during the
Hot Seat in order to avoid unnecessary conflicts.
These students’ voices revealed lessons about the formation of sisterhood bonds
and the many ways they were inherently connected to the process of developing an
empowered sense of womanhood. Although sisterhood and womanhood dynamics were
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connected, they were also distinguishable. At certain moments, sisterhood was salient and
womanhood was inferred, but not explicitly mentioned. It appeared that womanhood and
sisterhood dynamics supported each other. Distinguishing sisterhood from womanhood
was a matter of situation, context, and salience since neither heuristic can be
disconnected from the other. All of the informants concurred that these findings were
indeed accurate. However, they described why they agreed with preliminary findings.
Participants shared their innermost feelings about how ROP gave them valuable life
lessons along empowered gendered pathways.
The Ella Baker ROP study highlighted alternative possibilities for meeting the
socialization needs of urban Black and Latina girls. This study revealed the myriad
perceptions of the influence of ROP on their intersecting identities, values, and peer
relationships. This study produced findings consistent with the extant literature on Black
and Latina girls in school and their socialization needs (Rotheram-Borus, Dopkins, Sabat,
& Lightfoot, 1996). A major finding revealed that Black and Latina girls who came
together in emotionally safe spaces were better able to critically reflect on issues of
importance to them and interrogate common angst associated with adolescence. Girls
wrestled with keeping and losing friendships, staying focused on academics, boys, and
issues of physical attraction and sexuality. They have lots of questions regarding identity
and who they are, who they want to be, and who they can become.
Student participants readily absorbed images in an effort to make sense of
themselves while they were bombarded with external renderings of Black femininity and
womanhood. They were enacting versions of womanhood and trying them on for size.
They were critical and bright and filled with dreams and hopes of who they are preparing
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themselves to be. During post study member checks, students admitted that they missed
ROP. They expressed that they needed other young women and elders to guide and
support their process of becoming. Through ROP, these students were guided toward
maturity. While not all of my students or informants re-fashioned themselves to become
responsible, many of them began to internalize a strong work ethic and compassion to
help others.
Students experienced ROP processes throughout their classes to cultivate an
atmosphere of intellectual growth wherein students are prompted to envision their
academic aspirations and future career possibilities. The girls in this study imagined
themselves in collective, safe spaces to determine whether their definitions of
womanhood made sense to others. They shared each other’s dreams as they dialogued
about how to realize them. They used critical reflection and dialogue to assess whether
societal representations of Black men and women were acceptable to them.
In those critical conversations, they aptly indicted oppressive forces and
demanded their dismantling. As they discussed how to overcome those impediments,
they were guided to re-imagine a world designed by them. Although not all of the girls
were seriously engaged in ROP, the ones who were ready used inspiration from ROP in
their academic life, organizational work, and personal goals. Those who were not as
serious may find themselves in deeper reflection of rites of passage later. In their
tomorrows they may remember a lesson to keep them on the right path.
Furthermore, the girls’ voices testify to the benefits of ROP and the struggles that
Ella Baker faced in providing a more consistent transformative experience. The student
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participants discussed negative stereotypes, sexism, and racism in terms of how they were
produced systemically within intersections of race, gender, and class. They also talked
about their interpersonal relationships in ROP and practiced strategies for resolving
conflict, albeit imperfectly, and at times exacerbating pre-existing issues. Yet, they
preserved their imperfect safe space to hash out their concerns. The ROP facilitators
encouraged students to critique their process, challenge what did not work, and to be
willing to organize to create something better in the future.
It was clear after talking with the girls one last time in post-study member checks,
that ROP empowered them with lessons for life that would be actualized over time, and
in iterative moments as life presents challenges. The girls confirmed the power of having
a safe space to talk, complain and figure out what in school life is important to them
without judgment and recrimination. Their voices offer us insight into the window of
their souls, which holds the key for any socialization practices to take root. It is in the
framework of Dillard’s (2011) Endarkened Feminism that acknowledges the existence
and significance of the spirit in human life as expressed in the lives of these Black
women and girls at Ella Baker.
What took root in their psyches was what made them “feel,” and compel them to
genuinely consider the meaning of the hot seat, the Adinkra symbol flags, or the gratitude
journals. What caused girls to feel connected to each other as “sisters” is what allowed
them to recognize the potential power of ROP’s lessons about true sisterhood and what it
takes to be a confident and competent woman in a society still crippled by racism and
sexism. The girls in the ROP study taught me more about the power of ROP than any
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book. It was what resonated in their hearts that provided the clues for identifying the
capacities of ROP and the ways it influenced their lives.
The most difficult implication to capture was the role ROP had in supporting their
academic lives and identities. During an interview I asked the informants how ROP
influenced their academics. A student shared an amazing story that made more sense after
I heard it echoed during the post study member checking. Erica shared that ROP did not
directly help her academically besides getting an A in the class, boosting her grade.
Rather, ROP helped her and others figure out how to not let their emotions and problems
with each other distract them in class. Porterfield’s (2013) dissertation study advanced an
important insight about how a welcoming visual culture supported Black girls’ sense of
freedom and “emotional readiness43” to learn. There was evidence to suggest that ROP
contributed to the girls’ “emotional readiness” to overcome the barriers to sisterhood and
learn about themselves as emerging women. The academic implications point to how the
influences of ROP being seen over time with heightened self-reflexivity.
Major areas of concern in the study included the ways in which socialization
practices in rites of passage classes and processes across school contexts instilled
effective buffers against the social psychological impact of racism and White supremacy.
Dr. Margaret Burroughs (1963) suggested that we, as teachers, parents and
scholar activists dismantle the vestiges of racism and White supremacy and tell our
children the truth of their wondrous humanity in all of its perfections, and imperfections.
While this is crucial for all groups, African American youth are disproportionately
negatively impacted by multiple oppressions.
Porterfield (2013) defined emotional readiness as “a state of affective clarity,”
free from disruptive emotional activities such as fear, anger, or boredom.
43
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In that spirit, it is critical to blend historical reflection and celebration about Black
humanity as full and complete, rather than inherently pathological. Burroughs encouraged
Black parents to resist raising their children to be dependent upon Euro-American
cultural standards or approvals, and to revisit their cultural values and traditions that
functioned as a cooperative protective shield in the lives and communities of the people.
This message left a burning question about identity and ways to arrest the perpetuation of
racism, sexism, and internalized oppression. Dr. Carter G. Woodson (1933) admonished
everyone to understand the Black contribution to America and world history, culture, and
civilization. Those stories are missing from not only the history books, but from the
fabric of our souls.
Understanding how this group of young women of color grew over time was the
focus of the project. Using elements of 2nd and 3rd waves of Black Feminism/Womanism,
the EBFA ROP study consulted the voices of Black girls to establish the impact of
adolescent rites of passage in their ethnic and gender identity formation (Brown 2006;
2009; Collins, 2000; Evans-Winters, 2011; hooks, 1996; Lorde, 1983). Findings revealed
that students incorporated their learning from various activities, lessons, and projects over
their years in ROP to understand themselves more deliberately and powerfully. I asked
them over the course of the year to reflect upon their years of ROP, other classes, and
across school contexts to paint a picture of how they have grown as young Black women.
How have they come to know, understand, and interrogate themselves as young Black
women? This inquiry was the driving force of the study. Through their voices, we better
understand how the freedom school mission influenced the interpretation and application
of African-centered values, and vice-versa.
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Students imputed onto their ethnic and gender identities the roles of scholar
activists and servant leaders. Ethnic and gender pride emerged within the context of the
school mission to liberate themselves and others, to practice the virtuous of patience and
nonviolence, to learn to authentically honor and respect themselves and others. They spoke
in ways that revealed the tensions inherent in becoming critical liberators whose purpose
for learning and teaching was to open up freedom spaces for those unjustly denied.
Limitations of the Study
This study may have several limitations that future research could potentially
resolve. Admittedly, this study was very narrow in scope and targeted a very specific
population through purposeful sampling of the African American girls in a school-based
ROP. That alone was not necessarily problematic, given the premises of a focused
ethnography. However, extending the scope of the study could have yielded findings that
reflect broader social influences on girls’ identities and peer relationships. Diversifying
my informant sample with 9th and 10th graders might have allowed more nuanced
information about how ROP may have influenced them or not. Since this study was not
aimed at producing generalizable results, it may provide strategies to enhance gendered
ethnic identity in adolescent girls of color in school, or insights for future research on
adolescent ethnic identity formation. There is also a need to better understand the
influence of ROP on students’ academic identities.
In a future study, I would improve the sampling procedures to attract wider
diversity among students, especially in terms of levels of engagement and academic
performance. Most of the informants were comparatively high to average in terms
of engagement and average-to-high in academic achievement. It may be useful to
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increase the number of sites to gather more ethnographic data of students in other
locales. To strengthen the study, I would look for more disconfirming data between
two or three samples of students over a longer period of time.
Looking Back to Move Forward: Reflections on the Study’s Significance
Over the course of the year, babies were conceived and born, girls cried and
fought with piercing words, and one early informant used her fist and was transferred out
of the school. ROP classes and processes offered these diverse girls pathways and
iterative reminders of who they are and assistance on actualizing who they want to be on
multiple levels, and in varied contexts. In the spirit of Paula Giddings (1984), I witnessed
student participants determining where and when they entered safe spaces in ROP.
During moments of safety in ROP, these girls privileged opportunities to consider their
value to themselves, their families, and to one another as worthy peers, and as “sisters,”
in the contiguous struggle for freedom.
Ultimately, these young Black women’s songs highlighted growth and resistance,
lessons accepted and rejected. They found their pathways with and without sisterhood
bonds, as well as through adult mentoring and programmatic assistance. And as these
powerful young Black women attested, with and without full consciousness, they arrived
at their own destinations, fashioned in the freedom school context by their own personal
and collective ingenuity. Student informants developed heightened capacities to consider
themselves uniquely, and in relation to others in multitudinous ways. They asked new
questions of themselves, and chose which queries to address, and which crises to
confront. They defined their victories and celebrated them on their own terms. They
interrogated ROP, its processes, and the freedom school mission. In harmonies and
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melodies they revealed the power, contradictions, and limitations of ROP in freedom
school. Through ROP classes and processes they re-conceptualized problems and defined
the tasks at hand to re-discover answers to their existential questions.
Undoubtedly, much happened this year and there were more stories than could be
told in one study. In resounding voices, they sang multiple songs of oppression and
freedom, complimentary and contradictory, of ethnic and gender identity commitments,
and experiences of confusion, stagnation, and developmental growth. They sang loudly
and at times, reluctantly, their songs in freedom school, a place that they exclaimed
ultimately facilitated their elevation as young Black women committed to its mission. A
mission purposed to utilize academic and analytic skills and critical liberatory
consciousness to identify, confront, and correct social injustice and varied forms of
oppression within themselves and society. A mission, these young Black women’s
testimonies revealed, exposed their potential, the best and the worst of themselves.
Conducting this study reaffirmed my belief that all students deserve opportunities
to do identity work in safe spaces, to make sense of who they are in community with
others like themselves without dogma, proselytization, or fear. I experienced with them
the challenge of managing the contradictions present in their lives. The girls’ growth
taught me how they developed deeper levels of appreciation, respect, and honor for
themselves and the humanity of others. The youth learned stories of their ancestors’
arrival to America’s shores. They learned to honor their own and others’ histories from
various perspectives. They crafted grounded identities rooted in the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ of
their existence, while considering ways to transform the meanings of their futures as they
transition to adulthood.
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Many of the informants’ testimonies and observations showed that a majority of
students endeavored to become conduits of the freedom school mission, and many
stumbled along the way. Theirs were not songs of a perfected freedom, but of a
transformative liberating self-empowerment that required Ward’s (1996) notion of “truth
telling” and a balance between quiet inner reflection, and being free and talking loud.
This was the hard work between ROP facilitators to be realized. These young adolescent
Black and Brown girls were expected to keep trying, keep forging forward, knowing that
the ancestral names they called would keep their memories strong and hearts committed
to liberation in myriad contexts. There were songs of lament and celebration, mundane
songs, Hip Hop lyrics and attitudes, and comedic ones as well. Young Black and Latina
women at EBFA were always singing, aloud with Lauren Hill and Jill Scott playing in the
background in class or in their silences. In celebration of sisterhood, they danced to music
in Zumba classes and in their hearts.
After gaining a second year to follow up with girls in the study, I observed them
from a different vantage point. They were maturing and still grappling with their own,
and others,’ queries of who they are, and whose they are… Many of these young women
embraced their gendered passageways to womanhood. They stayed on the pathways to
realize their worth, they questioned society’s definitions of them, they fought internalized
oppression to know and find respect for themselves. Yes, there were still others who were
left on the path searching. Their voices shone as diverse as the rays of the sun at twilight,
doubtlessly reassuring the ancestors that they are going to choose to make it. They sang
songs of freedom for themselves. Their voices identified a special ancestral song rooted
deeply in Dr. Deed’s vision for Ella Baker Freedom Academy Charter School.
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Closing Remarks: Transcending the Danger of the “Single Story”
As Black girls and women confront and overcome legacies of racism and sexism,
scholars must also play their part in generating knowledge about Black and Brown girls,
and those who have been systematically left out of human narratives, misunderstood in
society, misrepresented in the media, and under-theorized in education research. I firmly
believe that what we know about adolescent girls’ experiences in school must transcend
the dangerous limitations of the single story.
I was inspired to feature Black and Latina girls’ voices from a Black Feminist/
Womanist perspective after listening to Chimanda Adichie, an internationally renowned
Nigerian novelist, who shared the dangers of the single story during a Ted talk in 2009.
She emphasized how the single story is too frequently used to frame the lives of Black
people, and those who are marginalized and misrepresented in the media and society.
Adichie explained that the unintended consequence of having access to only one story of
childhood from a British or American perspective is that she did not know that girls like
her could exist in literature. African writers saved her from the danger of the single story.
Her exposure to only one single story from western classical literature formed her nascent
understanding of what constituted valid content in books. She gave no credence to her
own cultural reality as a Nigerian woman with beautiful kinky hair and dark chocolate
skin. She explained, “…how impressionable and vulnerable we are in the face of a story
especially as children” (Adichie, Ted Talk, 2009)
Adichie gave many examples of the dangers of the single story. She poignantly
emphasized, “So that is how to create a single story show a people as one thing, as only
one thing over and over again and that is what they become….It is impossible to
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talkabout the single story without talking about power.” She offered an Ibo noun, “nkali,”
loosely translated as to be greater than another” to describe the role of power in carrying
out the single story. She described how the “Nkali” principle influenced who tells the
stories, how and when they are told, and how many stories are shared. She explained that
due to America’s cultural and economic power, there were many stories and “I did not
have a single story of America….” She emphasized further,
… to insist on only these negative stories is to flatten my experience and
to overlook the many other stories that formed me. The single story
creates stereotypes and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are
untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story the only
story…. But there are other stories that are not about catastrophe [and] it is
just as important to talk about them. I always felt it is impossible to
engage properly with a place or with a person or without engaging with all
the stories of that place or that person…

Her closing remarks clarify the dangers of the single story:
The consequence of the single story is this: it robs people of dignity… it
makes our recognition of our equal humanity difficult, it emphasizes how
we are different rather than how we are similar….That when we reject the
single story when we realize that there is never a single story about any
place we regain a kind of paradise. (TED Global, 2009)

The single stories of Black girls are dangerous because they are not a
monolithic and powerless population. They are not all or mostly dysfunctional, loud,
hypersexual, and relationally aggressive, as many “controlling stereotypes” portray in
the media (Collins, 2000; Fordham Paul, 2003; Sears, 2011). Certainly, urban girls of
color do not behave, think, act, or experience school in the same way (Brown, 2009;
Erkut, Sing, Marx, 1996; Giddings, 1984; Lewis, 1988; Hale, 2001; Hill, 1999). They
are often resilient as they endeavor to manage school life within a barrage of
contested external messages and negative self-talk (Brown, 2009; Evans-Winters,
347

2009; Paul, 2003; Sears, 2011). Their school life is often impacted by a social context
of economic and political challenges, contested images and misrepresentations of
Black women and girls (Evans-Winters, 2009; Fine, 1993).
In spite of those travails, many Black girls fight their internal conflicts. They
wrestle with resisting and succumbing to stereotypes (Sears, 2011). Many are resilient,
while some unfortunately lose their lives. Those girls who do manage to define
themselves and wear their womanhood with pride often do so with the help of “other
mothers” and “other sisters” in their lives (Collins, 2000; Ward, 1996). The “other
mothers” refuse to give up on these girls, and they do not treat them as single stories.
This study revealed many ways Black women and girls discovered their home-places places that connected them to each other in new intersecting identities of sisterhood and
womanhood. The message of ROP was to help these girls find home within themselves.
Empowered with a transformative, critical consciousness, Black women and girls can
travel safely along gendered passageways singing sacred songs of freedom.
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APPENDIX A – Code Book
Please note that this codebook is abridged. It contains those codes and code categories
that were reduced after the second round of cleaning up, deleting, and revising codes. The
codes herein were deemed most relevant to addressing the study’s research questions. All
of the reduced codes are not listed herein.


Sisterhood day/Sisters night up rites of passage class activities designed to
foster closer bonds between young women in pursuit of promoting an ideal of
“sisters” or sisterhood relationships.
 Other Classes: ROP processes related to socialization and identity (Brookins’
ADPP framework) occurring in Media Literacy, chemistry, reinforced ROP
lessons
Hip hop culture
 ROP Activities/Lessons: Salient activities referenced in the findings included the
Hot Seat; Health biography; Adinkra flags; womanhood poems; classes on
gratitude around Thanksgiving season, Sisterhood Day, rap sessions on abstinence
and safe sex practices; broomstick (present/future) activity, lessons on sexism and
internalized oppression
 Hot Seat functioned as both a Code Category and Sub-Code The Code Category
captured all of the instances of the hot seat coded data) and the Sub Code
characterized specific instances of hot seat activities and peer
dynamics/interactions: Hot Seat – Conflict resolution and sisterhood bonding
ROP activity
 African values and cultural pride– Karenga, 1988, Nguzo saba/nane (selfdetermination, purpose, collective work and responsibility, faith, cooperative
economics); principles of Maat (Hilliard, 2000; Karenga, 1988; Lee, 1994) –
righteousness, faith, justice, balance, harmony, respect
 Sub Code: Health bio: Recording of self and family histories relative to family
members’ emotional, mental, physical health
 Boy codes: intimacy, communication, tensions friendships with them
(description; definition see coding dictionary) (Davis, 2008; hooks, 1992)
 Sex: sexual health, STD prevention, teen pregnancy
sexuality, orientation- heteronormative assumptions
 Sub-Code: Sexual orientation – lesbian, gay, bisexual, bi-curious
Conceptual/Analytical/Process
Please also refer to the following codes in the code and code family network
views, which were generated in Atlas ti in the appendices.
 Womanhood*: ideas related to forming a current and future gendered identity
around issues students’ identified as relating to themselves as young women
currently and in the future. It related to the ways they imputed meanings for gender
roles, expectations, and agency as Black and Latina women. Womanhood also
referred to archetypal and modern stereotypical images invoked by Trapeta
Mason’s poem How you gonna wear your womanhood? Alludes to ideas around
Black and African women in the US, globally, and world-wide challenging racism
and sexism to preserve the human rights of the oppressed (Beaubeof, 2009; Brown,
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2006; 2008; Evans-Winters, 2011; hooks, 2000a; 2000b; Sears, 2010; Wallace,
1990).
Internalized Sexism: issues related to the internalization of inferior beliefs
regarding the competency, value, or societal roles assigned to women.
Internalizing oppressive beliefs attitudes, feelings, or behaviors about or toward
women; or those who identify as female, or are gendered as such.
Internalized oppression*: issues related to internalizing beliefs or behaviors
related to the inferiority and victimization of a person or group due to race,
ethnicity, or gender. (hooks, 1995; Pyke, 2010)
Hating on girls and Competing for male attention*: girls’ conflicts with girls
often refer to areas of competition for boys who are highly valued or wanted;
There is a fear in many girls and women of being “rejected.”
Controlling stereotypes*: Collins’ notion of negative archetypes and stereotypes
(assumptions about Black women/girls) that essentialize them as inferior, amoral,
lacking diversity or depth among members of the group. (Collins, 2000; 2005;
Wallace, 1990)
Colorism*: Intra-racial concerns dealing with feelings of being rejected or
rejecting others based on meeting or diverging from Eurocentric standards of
beauty and value attributions rendered about racial phenotypes (Dickerson, 2002;
Sears, 2010). This code at times overlapped with controlling stereotypes and
standards of beauty (colorism) in terms of how they envisioned themselves
maturing into diverse types of women.
Race/Ethnicity*: issues that deal with social conceptions of race and ethnic or
national identity
Gender*: conceptualized as gender (sex) roles, expectations, and related issues
Socialization: conceptualized as a process of influencing character, behavior, and
identity through inculcating cultural values, worldview, or traditions (Lee, 1994;
Hilliard, 2000; King, 2005; Shujaa, 1994)
Sisterhood bonding*: referring to situations wherein girls interact and
communicate positively and foster closeness with each other; and in some cases
build friendships. There is a notion of creating “other sisters” among female peers
in school. (Brown, 2008; Collins, 2000; Lewis, 1988; Smith, 1983; McLean,
Taylor, Gilligan, Sullivan, 1996; Ward, 1996; 2007)
Agency; Subjectivity; Self-determination*: refers to participants’ subjective
consciousness and their willingness to define themselves, values and personal
concerns. This code speaks to seeing themselves as “subjects” of experience and
history rather than as objects. Notions of confidence and self-efficacy are related
to agency in that they address participants’ beliefs about their right to define,
determine, create goals for themselves. It also relates to their beliefs about their
competency to achieve something or do something that they envision. Being told
they are great and competent and realizing through team building activities that
they are competent and can choose to do great things and to be great. They are
told implicitly they can dream a world. (Dickerson, 2002; Evans-Winters, 2007;
hooks, 1993; 2000; Ladner, 1971; 1987; Lewis, 1988).
Controlling stereotypes*: Challenge negative media images and messages about
black women in the US and throughout the diaspora. On a micro-level this code
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challenged negative media images and messages about black women; ROP
sisterhood bonding activities challenged controlling stereotypes of women as
catty, and ideas many girls expressed such as “I hate girls cause they too much
drama… my friends are guys” (member check, 11th grade, 5/2012) (Collins,
2000).
Peer Relations*: referred to relationships with male and/or female peers in
school. This term consisted of communication transactions and interpersonal
behaviors (Gilligan, et. al., 1996)
Intersectionality and Identity*: This construct was conceptualized as
appreciation, respect, and affirmation for one’s self and group orientation as
Black (African American) and Latina women. This is a construct that relates to
many other codes. Intersectionality codes reflected the integrative nature of raced,
classed, gendered constructs that interacted synergistically, contextually, and
inseparably. Intersectional lens helps to illuminate salience between social
identity components (Collins, 2000; Thomas, Hacker, and Hoxha, 2011; Morris,
2007; Tajfel, 1974).
Safe space*: venue perceived by students as emotionally safe wherein they feel
assuredly they can reveal vulnerabilities without violation by peers, or
authoritative recrimination or retribution. (hooks, 1984; 1984; 1989; 1993)
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APPENDIX B – All Codes (Before Code Reduction)
Code-Filter: All
______________________________________________________________________
HU:
Atlas DissertationHU7.17
File:
[\\psf\Home\Desktop\Dissertation Field Notes\AtlasHU\Atlas DissertationHU7.17.hpr6]
Edited by:
Super
Date/TiANGELA:
2012-07-26 11:30:01
___________________________________________________________________

10th Grade Classes
9th Grade Class
Academics
Activism Social Justice
Activity in ROP
Adultery
African-centered Theory/Pedagogy
African Cultural Values/Traditions
Agency, Choice
Alcohol, Drugs
Announcements & Recognitions
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value
Yourself, Others
Aspirations
Baby Daddy drama
Behavior Negative; Immature
Behavior of Students-P
Behavior Playful, humorous
Black boys/men
Black Cultural Referent
Black History
Black Power
Black/African Diasporan History
Black/Latina/o History
Boy Drama
Boyfriend Issues
Chants & Cheers
Cheating
Circle Up
Civil Rights
Class Description
Class Oppression
Close Out
Colonization
Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals
Communication
Communication Texting, Facebook,

Twitter
Community Cultural Wealth
Community Meeting
Competition for Male attention "Hating
on Girls"
Confidence
Constructivism
Controlling Stereotypes
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection
Critical Pedagogy
Critical Race Theory (CRT)
Critique of ROP/ROP Facilitator
Cross Curricula
Cultural Poverty
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP)
Dating Issues
Decision Making
Depression
Description of participants
Description of Teacher
Dreams and Meaning
Drug Trade
Drugs/Alcohol
Early Theme
Educational Inequalities
Emotional Stress
Entrance
Essentialism
Ethnic Markers Verve
Ethnic/Cultural Markers
Facilitator Confession
Feminine Health & Hygiene
Femininity
Feminism/Womanism
Fortitude
Founder's Message
Freedom School Context-P
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Freedom School Context, Mission
Freedom School Traditions
Freedom/Liberation
Friendships
Front/Back stage Goffman
Gender Roles, Expectations
Genocide
Globalism
Goal of ROP Class
Gratitude
Harambee
Health & Wellness
Health and Wellness-P
Health Biography
Hierarchy
Hip Hop Culture & Critique: Music,
Dress, Speech
History
Home Life
Hope & Faith in Future Justice
Hot Seat
Identity Issue
Illness in family
Implications/Conclusions
Imprisonment/Penal Institution
Independence from Men/Male Attention
Intellectual Warrior
Intercultural Issue
Intergenerationality
Internalized Oppression
International Ambassadors
International Travel
Intersectionalities
Gender/Race/Ethnicity/Class
Intimacy
Latina/o Culturally Relevant/Responsive
Latina/o Informant
Leadership
Loss of Loved One
Loud Black Girls
Love
Male Student
Male Violence-Documentary
Manhood
Masculinity
Masculinity-Documentary

Maturing/Personal Growth
Media Conference
Media Creating
Media Critique
Media Critique-Documentary
Media Fair Use
Media Literacy classes
Media Literacy/Critique-P
Mental Health Issue
Methodological Choices
Misogyny
Money; Materialism; Mass consumption
Morals, Ethics
Music Video
Nihilism; Hopelessness; Loss of
Meaning
Nonviolence
Nubian Theme
Obama Era
Oppression
Other Classes: Chemistry, Math, EH
Peer Conflicts
Peer Relations
Pop Culture
Positionality; Reflexivity
Poverty
Power Dynamics
Protocols
Quesionnaire Responses Sometimes
Helpful-11
Question 1: Gendered Identity
Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial
Stereotypes
Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer
Relations
Question 4: Adolescent Male Peer
Relations
Question 5: Sexuality & Sexual Identity
Issues
Question 6: Positive Adult
Mentor/Teacher/Parental Relationships
Question 7: Home-School Cultural
Values
Question 8: Academically
Questionnaire No Response
Questionnaire Responses Helpful-11
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Questionnaire Responses Helpful 9-10
Questionnaire Responses Not Helpful-11
Questionnaire Responses Not Helpful 910
Questionnaire Responses Sometimes
Helpful-11
Questionnaire Responses Sometimes
Helpful 9-10
Race/Ethnic Issue
Racial Profiling
Racism
Reflection/debrief ROP
Relationships Marriage
Relationships Parental, Familial
Religious theme
Reprimand from facilitator
Resilience, Success
Resistance to ROP and/or Facilitator
Resistance to ROP and/or Facilitator-P
ROP Process Brookins' ADPP
Safe Space
Self-Esteem
Service Learning

Setting
Sex/Sexuality Issues
Sexism
Sexual Orientation LGBT Concerns;
Homophobia
Sexual Orientation LGBT Concerns;
Homophobia-P
Sisterhood Bonding
Sisterhood Day
Site descriptions
Spirituality/Religion
Statement of Problem
STDs & Prevention
Study Significance-P
Support Circle
Teen Issue
Teen Pregnancy
Tensions
Transfer learning
Trust
Violence/Abuse against women/girls
Womanhood
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APPENDIX C – Reduced Codes
Code-Filter: All
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Academics, Education-P
Academics; Education; College
Activity in ROP
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself,
Others
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself,
Others-P
Black boys/men
Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals
Communication
Controlling Stereotypes
controlling stereotypes-P
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection-P
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP)
Decision Making
Decision Making-P
Freedom School Context-P
Freedom School Standards, Goals, Mission,
Context
Health & Wellness
Home/School Values
Hot Seat
Intersectionalities
Gender/Race/Ethnicity/Class
Intersectionalities
Gender/Race/Ethnicity/Class-P
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being
Responsible
Media Literacy classes
Media Literacy/Critique-P
Methods and Theory-P
Money; Materialism; Mass consumption
Oppression
Other Classes: Chemistry, Math, EH
Peer Relations
Peer Relations-P
Positionality; Reflexivity
Protocols
Question 1: Gendered Identity
Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial

Stereotypes
Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer
Relations
Question 4: Adolescent Male Peer Relations
Question 5: Sexuality & Sexual Identity
Issues
Question 6: Positive Adult
Mentor/Teacher/Parental Relationships
Question 7: Home-School Cultural Values
Question 8: Academically
Questionnaire Demographics 11
Questionnaire IDK (I Don't Know)
Questionnaire No Response
Questionnaire Responses Helpful-11
Questionnaire Responses Not Helpful-11
Questionnaire Responses Sometimes
Helpful-11
Racism
Reflection/Critique/Debrief ROP-P
Reflection/Critiue/Debrief ROP
Relationships Parental, Familial
Resilience, Success
Safe Space
Safe Space-P
Setting
Sex/Sexuality Issues
Sex/Sexuality Issues-P
Sisterhood Bonding
Study Significance-P
Teen Issue
Teen Issues-P
Womanhood
Womanhood

369

APPENDIX D – Codes Hierarchy

Code-Filter: Abbreviated * Codes and Code Associations BOLDED to indicate
THEMES
_______________________________________________________________
HU:
Atlas DissertationHU7.17
File:
[\\psf\Home\Desktop\Dissertation Field Notes\AtlasHU\Atlas DissertationHU7.17.hpr6]
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Super
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_____________________________________________________________________Academics,
Education-P <is> Root
Academics; Education; College <is associated with> Academics, Education-P
Academics; Education; College <is> Root
Activity in ROP <is> Root
Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself,
Others
Communication <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Controlling Stereotypes <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Decision Making <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Health & Wellness <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Activity in ROP <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Black boys/men <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Communication <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Controlling Stereotypes <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Reflection/Critique/Debrief ROP-P <is associated with> Critical Liberatory
Inquiry/Reflection
Freedom School Standards, Goals, Mission, Context <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection <is associated with> Freedom School Standards, Goals,
Mission, Context
Home/School Values <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Hot Seat <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Black boys/men <is associated with> Hot Seat
Communication <is associated with> Hot Seat
Decision Making <is associated with> Hot Seat
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible <is associated with> Hot Seat
Peer Relations <is associated with> Hot Seat
Black boys/men <is associated with> Peer Relations
Communication <is associated with> Peer Relations
Decision Making <is associated with> Peer Relations
Relationships Parental, Familial <is associated with> Peer Relations
Safe Space <is associated with> Peer Relations
Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer Relations <is associated with> Hot Seat
Safe Space <is associated with> Hot Seat
Sex/Sexuality Issues <is associated with> Hot Seat
Sisterhood Bonding <is associated with> Hot Seat
Teen Issue <is associated with> Hot Seat
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Peer Relations <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Resilience, Success <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Safe Space <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Sex/Sexuality Issues <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Teen Issue <is associated with> Health & Wellness
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Hot Seat <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Peer Relations <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Protocols <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial Stereotypes <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer Relations <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Question 4: Adolescent Male Peer Relations <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value
Yourself, Others
Question 5: Sexuality & Sexual Identity Issues <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Question 6: Positive Adult Mentor/Teacher/Parental Relationships <is associated with> Appreciate,
Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Question 7: Home-School Cultural Values <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value
Yourself, Others
Safe Space <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Sisterhood Bonding <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others-P <is> Root
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others-P
Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value
Yourself, Others
Communication <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Controlling Stereotypes <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Decision Making <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Health & Wellness <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Activity in ROP <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Black boys/men <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Colorism; Beauty standards, ideals <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Communication <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Controlling Stereotypes <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Reflection/Critique/Debrief ROP-P <is associated with> Critical Liberatory
Inquiry/Reflection
Freedom School Standards, Goals, Mission, Context <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection <is associated with> Freedom School Standards,
Goals, Mission, Context
Home/School Values <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Hot Seat <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Black boys/men <is associated with> Hot Seat
Communication <is associated with> Hot Seat
Decision Making <is associated with> Hot Seat
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible <is associated with> Hot Seat
Peer Relations <is associated with> Hot Seat
Black boys/men <is associated with> Peer Relations
Communication <is associated with> Peer Relations
Decision Making <is associated with> Peer Relations
Relationships Parental, Familial <is associated with> Peer Relations
Safe Space <is associated with> Peer Relations
Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer Relations <is associated with> Hot Seat
Safe Space <is associated with> Hot Seat
Sex/Sexuality Issues <is associated with> Hot Seat
Sisterhood Bonding <is associated with> Hot Seat
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Teen Issue <is associated with> Hot Seat
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Peer Relations <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Resilience, Success <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Safe Space <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Sex/Sexuality Issues <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Teen Issue <is associated with> Health & Wellness
Hot Seat <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Peer Relations <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Protocols <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial Stereotypes <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect,
Love, Value Yourself, Others
Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer Relations <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect,
Love, Value Yourself, Others
Question 4: Adolescent Male Peer Relations <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Question 5: Sexuality & Sexual Identity Issues <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love,
Value Yourself, Others
Question 6: Positive Adult Mentor/Teacher/Parental Relationships <is associated with>
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Question 7: Home-School Cultural Values <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value
Yourself, Others
Safe Space <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
Sisterhood Bonding <is associated with> Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
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APPENDIX E – Code and Code Family Report
Code Families * Bolded codes show prevalence within families.
_____________________________________________________________________
HU:
Atlas DissertationHU7.17
File:
[\\psf\Home\Desktop\Dissertation Field Notes\AtlasHU\Atlas DissertationHU7.17.hpr6]
Edited by:
Super
Date/TiANGELA:
2012-08-10 11:16:05
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: *Identity & Intersectionality
Created: 2012-08-10 11:07:57 (Super)
Codes (14):
[Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others] [Colorism; Beauty standards,
ideals] [Controlling Stereotypes] [Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible] [Oppression]
[Question 1: Gendered Identity] [Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial Stereotypes] [Question 5:
Sexuality & Sexual Identity Issues] [Questionnaire Responses Helpful-11] [Questionnaire Responses Not
Helpful-11] [Questionnaire Responses Sometimes Helpful-11] [Racism] [Sex/Sexuality Issues]
[Womanhood]
Quotation(s): 360
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: Decision Making
Created: 2012-08-10 10:58:37 (Super)
Codes (4):
[Health & Wellness] [Resilience, Success] [Sex/Sexuality Issues] [Teen Issue]
Quotation(s): 220
_____________________________________________________________________
In another example, I feature two quotations from the Appreciate, respect, value self code; with key words
bolded that exemplified the code definition.
Report: 65 quotation(s) for 1 code
Quotation-Filter: All
Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others
P101: Field notes10.25Adinkra.rtf - 101:4 [Sister Deirdre) SR: leopard s..] (21:36) (Super)
Codes: [Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others - Family: Identity & Intersectionality]
[Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) - Family: Freedom School Mission & Context] [Intersectionalities
Gender/Race/Ethnicity/Class - Family: Identity & Intersectionality] [Womanhood - Families (3):
Gender Identity, Identity & Intersectionality, ROP Processes]
No memos

_____________________________________________________________________
HU:
Atlas DissertationHU7.17
File:
[\\psf\Home\Desktop\Dissertation Field Notes\AtlasHU\Atlas DissertationHU7.17.hpr6]
Edited by:
Super
Date/TiANGELA:
2012-08-10 11:16:05
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: *Identity & Intersectionality
Created: 2012-08-10 11:07:57 (Super)
Codes (14):
[Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others] [Colorism; Beauty standards,
ideals] [Controlling Stereotypes] [Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible] [Oppression]
[Question 1: Gendered Identity] [Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial Stereotypes] [Question 5: Sexuality
& Sexual Identity Issues] [Questionnaire Responses Helpful-11] [Questionnaire Responses Not Helpful-11]
[Questionnaire Responses Sometimes Helpful-11] [Racism] [Sex/Sexuality Issues] [Womanhood]
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Quotation(s): 360
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: Decision Making
Created: 2012-08-10 10:58:37 (Super)
Codes (4):
[Health & Wellness] [Resilience, Success] [Sex/Sexuality Issues] [Teen Issue]
Quotation(s): 220
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: Freedom School Mission & Context
Created: 2012-07-19 14:18:02 (Super)
Codes (9):
[Academics; Education; College] [Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection-P] [Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy (CRP)] [Freedom School Standards, Goals, Mission, Context] [Money; Materialism; Mass
consumption] [Oppression] [Question 7: Home-School Cultural Values] [Question 8: Academically] [Safe
Space]
Quotation(s): 269
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: Positionality, Reflectivity, Memos
Created: 2012-08-10 00:32:05 (Super)
Codes (18):
[Academics, Education-P] [Appreciate, Respect, Love, Value Yourself, Others-P]
[controlling stereotypes-P] [Critical Liberatory Inquiry/Reflection-P] [Decision Making-P] [Freedom School
Context-P] [Gender roles, Expectations; Empowerment-P] [Health and Wellness-P] [Intersectionalities
Gender/Race/Ethnicity/Class-P] [Media Literacy/Critique-P] [Methods and Theory-P] [Peer Relations-P]
[Positionality; Reflexivity] [Reflection/Debrief Benefits ROP-P] [Safe Space-P] [Sex/Sexuality Issues-P] [Study
Significance-P] [Teen Issues-P]
Quotation(s): 180
_____________________________________________________________________Code Family:
Questionnaires
Created: 2012-07-27 16:09:55 (Super)
Codes (17):
[Question 1: Gendered Identity] [Question 2: Negative Gendered/Racial Stereotypes]
[Question 3: Adolescent Female Peer Relations] [Question 4: Adolescent Male Peer Relations] [Question 5:
Sexuality & Sexual Identity Issues] [Question 6: Positive Adult Mentor/Teacher/Parental Relationships]
[Question 7: Home-School Cultural Values] [Question 8: Academically] [Questionnaire Demographics 11]
[Questionnaire IDK (I Don't Know)] [Questionnaire No Response] [Questionnaire Responses Helpful-11]
[Questionnaire Responses Helpful 9-10] [Questionnaire Responses Not Helpful-11] [Questionnaire Responses
Not Helpful 9-10] [Questionnaire Responses Sometimes Helpful-11] [Questionnaire Responses Sometimes
Helpful 9-10]
Quotation(s): 198
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: Relationships (Male/Female) & Female Bonding
Created: 2012-08-10 10:09:28 (Super)
Codes (9):
[Black boys/men] [Communication] [Hot Seat] [Peer Relations] [Question 3: Adolescent
Female Peer Relations] [Question 4: Adolescent Male Peer Relations] [Question 6: Positive Adult
Mentor/Teacher/Parental Relationships] [Relationships Parental, Familial] [Sisterhood Bonding]
Quotation(s): 262
_____________________________________________________________________Code Family: ROP
Processes
Created: 2012-08-10 10:17:16 (Super)
Codes (9):
[Activity in ROP] [Hot Seat] [Maturing; Personal Growth; Being Responsible] [Media
Literacy classes] [Other Classes: Chemistry, Math, EH] [Resilience, Success] [Safe Space] [Teen Issue]
[Womanhood]
Quotation(s): 297
_____________________________________________________________________
Code Family: Setting & Site Description
Created: 2012-08-10 10:51:24 (Super)
Codes (3):
[Protocols] [Questionnaire Demographics 11] [Setting]
Quotation(s): 94
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APPENDIX F – Rites of Passage Questionnaire
Rites of Passage Questionnaire
My name is Angela Campbell and I am a doctoral student in the Urban Education
program at Temple University. I am currently engaged in a research study that is
interested in what you think about the influence of the rites of passage classes on your
ethnic and gender identity at Ella Baker Freedom Academy Charter School. The purpose
of this questionnaire is to learn your views and feelings about your rites of passage
classes.
Demographic Information Sheet (students)
Name (optional): ______________________________________________________
Grade/Nation:_________________________________________________________
Age (in years): __________
How many years have you been a student at Ella Baker (including this year)? _____
Race/Ethnicity:

_________________________________________

Sex/Gender: _______________________
G.P.A. ________
In what part of the city do you live? __________________________
Please check the highest level of education that one or both of your parents received (if
known):












Elementary/Middle
School Diploma
High School Diploma
High School Diploma and
some college
G.E.D.
G.E.D. and some college
Associates Degree
Bachelor’s Degree
Master’s Degree
Law Degree
Medical Degree
PhD or EdD
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Please be specific in your opinions about the Rites of Passage Classes at Ella Baker
Freedom Academy.
1. Have the rites of passage classes contributed to your gender and ethnic identity in
terms of your respect and appreciation for yourself as a Black or Latina woman? If these
classes contributed to your identity (respect and appreciation for yourself) please explain
why the classes were helpful. OR, if these classes were not helpful, please explain why
these classes were NOT helpful.
2. Have the rites of passage classes dealt with issues related to negative stereotypes of
Black or Latina women? If so, how have the classes been helpful to you? If not, how
were the classes NOT helpful to you?
3. In what ways have the rites of passage classes helped you to interact with girls? If
these classes have not been helpful please explain why not?
4. In what ways have the rites of passage classes helped you to interact with boys? If
these classes have not been helpful please explain why not?
5. Have the rites of passage classes helped you to deal with issues of sexual identity or
sexuality? If so, how were the classes helpful? OR, if these classes were NOT helpful,
please explain why the classes were NOT helpful?
6. Have the rites of passage classes helped you to build more positive relationships with
adults (parents, teachers, mentors, etc.)? If so, please explain how the classes have been
helpful. OR, if the classes have NOT helped you to build more positive relationships
with the adults in your lives please explain WHY NOT
7. How do the cultural values taught in rites of passage classes compare to OR contrast
with the values you were taught at home?
8. Have the rites of passage classes helped you academically? If so, how have the classes
been helpful? OR, if these classes have NOT been helpful, please explain why NOT.

Great! This was very helpful. Thank you so much for your time. I look forward to sharing
with you the outcomes of the study at the end of the school year.
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APPENDIX G – Parental/Guardian Letter

September 2011
Dear Parent or Guardian,
I trust that this letter finds you well and eager for your daughter’s return to school for the 20112012 academic year. My name is Angela N. Campbell and I am a doctoral student in the Urban
Education program at Temple University. I am currently engaged in a research study that is
interested in what 11th grade girls think about the impact of the rites of passage classes on their
ethnic and gender identity. Rites of passage classes at Emma Baker Freedom Academy provide
students with different activities and lessons that help them to know, respect, appreciate
themselves and one another as young women. They learn to apply positive cultural values in ways
that help them to grow in character. Students have the opportunity to build self-esteem and
confidence as leaders.
Only those students with permission from their parents/guardians to be in the study will be able to
participate in the two student interviews and one focus group. During the interviews and focus
group, the participants will be asked to share what they think about the impact of the rites of
passage classes on their opinions about themselves as girls, and their ethnic identity. The topics
discussed in the interviews and focus groups are related to the students’ opinions about the
lessons taught in their rites of passage classes. There are also questions about outside influences
on youths’ identity such as the media.
As an ethical researcher, I will keep your daughter’s information confidential, and maintain her
privacy and anonymity to the best of my ability. I will not show or share the names of the girls
who participate in the study with anyone outside of the research team. I will not connect your
daughter’s name or other identifying information to any of her answers or information shared
during the interviews and focus group with anyone.
Your signature on the parental consent form means that you understand the following: Although
I, as the doctoral researcher, have placed safeguards to maintain the confidentiality of your
daughter’s personal information, there is always a potential risk of an unpermitted disclosure. To
that degree, all documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept
confidential, it is important for you to understand that records and data generated by the study
may be reviewed by Temple University and its agents, the study sponsor or the sponsoring agents
(if applicable), and/or governmental agencies, to assure proper conduct of the study and
compliance with regulations. You understand that the results of this study may be published. If
any data is published, your daughter will not be identified by name. All forms, including audio
recordings, will be kept in a secure location off site. Please note that your child’s participation in
this study is on a voluntary basis. Your child does not have to participate in this study if you or
your child does not want to. There is no negative consequence to your daughter not participating
in this study.
Thank you so much!
Angela N. Campbell
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APPENDIX H – Student Interview Protocol 1
Purpose: The purpose of student interview 1 is to get detailed background information about
students and to ascertain more about your perceptions regarding your ethnic identity, and your
experiences in your rites of passage classes at Ella Baker Freedom Academy Charter School.
Risks: There are minimal risks in this research project since most of the work is ethnographic
observation. During the interviews and focus group there are questions regarding their
perceptions of the influence of rites of passage classes on their ethnic and gender identities that
will pose no physical danger. In terms of emotional or psychological discomfort, there are no
questions that are beyond the scope and types of conversations, lessons, activities, and dialogue
that normally take place in rites of passage programs. You are strongly encouraged to avoid
answering any question that feels uncomfortable in any way. You are in no way obligated to
participate in this interview and you may end it at any point.
Benefits: You may benefit from the study by having an opportunity to reflect upon your rites of
passage classes in a way that helps the rites of passage facilitators to better understand the
relationships between cultural values, ethnic identity, and personal empowerment. Your insights
may contribute to understanding what happens in rites of passage classes, and possibly improving
them. Documenting the girls’ reflections on their classes may help the facilitators to become more
aware of how specific lessons, experiences, and activities influence the girls’ ethnic and gender
identity.
Personal Background
1. I’d like to start with some background information about you.
2. Will you tell me a little bit about yourself?
3. Does your gender, race/ethnicity have anything to do with any other areas of your life
– such as self-esteem, future goals or aspirations?
4. Rites of Passage Classes
5. Now I’d like to talk about your experiences in your rites of passage classes and issues
related to your gendered ethnic/racial identity.
6. What are you learning in rites of passage this year? Do you like what you are
learning? Why?
7. What African-centered values do you know? What do they mean to you?
8. Which African-centered values are discussed in ROP?
9. What is done in rites to help sisters better understand themselves as African
American girls?
10. What issues are discussed in rites that help girls understand who they are and what
their purpose is?
11. Will you tell me a little bit about your experience in rites of passage classes?

Great. This was very helpful. Thank you so much for your time. I look forward to talking with
you again.

378

APPENDIX I – Student Interview Protocol 2
Purpose:
The purpose of student interview 2 is to get more detailed and nuanced information about
students’ ethnic identity encounters, the influence of rites of passage on students’ ethnic identity,
and other societal influences such as the media or other cultural influences on adolescent
students’ ethnic identity.
Risks: There are minimal risks in this research project since most of the work is ethnographic
observation. During the interviews and focus group there are questions regarding their
perceptions of the influence of rites of passage classes on their ethnic and gender identities that
will pose no physical danger. In terms of emotional or psychological discomfort, there are no
questions that are beyond the scope and types of conversations, lessons, activities, and dialogue
that normally take place in rites of passage programs. You are strongly encouraged to avoid
answering any question that feels uncomfortable in any way. You are in no way obligated to
participate in this interview and you may end it at any point. Benefits: You may benefit from the
study by having an opportunity to reflect upon your rites of passage classes in a way that helps
you, other girls, and rites of passage facilitators to better understand the relationships between
cultural values, ethnic identity, and personal empowerment. Your insights may contribute to
knowing and understanding what happens in rites of passage classes, and possibly improving
them. Documenting the girls’ reflections on their classes may help the facilitators to become more
aware of how specific lessons, experiences, and activities influence adolescent girls’ ethnic and
gender identity development.
Ethnicity/Race, ROP, & Gender
1. Can you describe in general how you identify yourself racially and in terms of your
nationality?
2. What have you gained this year, if anything, from being in the rites of passage classes?
3. What does being Black or African American mean to you?
4. Why are classes on Black culture and history important? How is it relevant to
understanding yourself?
How do you feel, overall, about your ethnicity/race?
5.

Peer Influences on Identity
6. How do rites of passage classes help girls deal with boys in school and outside of school?
7. Does how you feel about yourself affect how you feel about boys in or outside of school?
8. Do you think that a person’s ethnic identity affects other people’s expectations of them?
Cultural Influences on Gender/Ethnic Identity
9. How do media depict African American women and girls?
10. Do you agree with these depictions as realistic or true?
11. Do you think that these images influence young girls today?
Standards of Beauty & Societal Expectations
12. What do you think about the way you look in terms of your hair, body build, and skin
color?
13. What do African American girls who you know think about hair and skin color issues?
14. What do you think people’s expectations are of Black girls?
Great! Thank you for participating.
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Appendix J - Faculty/Staff Interview Protocol
Purpose: This second interview is designed to gain a better understanding of the goals, curricula,
and instruction within the rites of passage classes. I also want to ascertain the impact of these
ROP classes on the girls’ ethnic identity development over the course of the academic school
year. You are not obligated in any way to participate in this interview. You may leave at any
time. A random number will be assigned to replace your actual names and descriptive
information to ensure that your identity is kept anonymous. What you share during our meeting
will be kept confidential and will only be used for dissertation research and future publication
purposes.
Risks: There are minimal risks in this research project since most of the work is ethnographic
observation. During the interviews and focus group there are questions regarding their
perceptions of the influence of rites of passage classes on their ethnic and gender identities that
will pose no physical danger. In terms of emotional or psychological discomfort, there are no
questions that are beyond the scope and types of conversations, lessons, activities, and dialogue
that normally take place in rites of passage programs. You are strongly encouraged to avoid
answering any question that feels uncomfortable in any way. You are in no way obligated to
participate in this interview and you may end it at any point.
Benefits: You may benefit from the study by having an opportunity to reflect upon your rites of
passage classes in a way that helps you, other girls, and rites of passage facilitators to better
understand the relationships between cultural values, ethnic identity, and personal empowerment.
Your insights may contribute to knowing and understanding what happens in rites of passage
classes, and possibly improving them. Documenting the girls’ reflections on their classes may
help the facilitators to become more aware of how specific lessons, experiences, and activities
influence adolescent girls’ ethnic and gender identity development.
What are your reflections on this year’s ROP?
What makes a successful ROP?
What improvements have you made to the classes?
What improvements do you plan to implement next year?
What African-centered values do you plan to focus on?
What kind of transformations in character, disposition/attitude and behavior can be
expected from the 11th grade ROP class?
7. How does ROP contribute to youth’s identity development?
8. How is ROP linked to healthy identity for female students?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Great. This was very helpful. Thank you so much for your time. I look forward to talking
with you again.
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