Challenging and reconstructing controlling images of Black women teachers in school
workforces: counter-narratives of agency, commitment, and resistance through

consciousness of Black feminist thought

Educational research examining the lived experiences and the value of Black women
teachers within the teaching workforce in England has remained under-explored.
Tereshchenko et al. (2020) acknowledges that “research has not attended to the impact
of nuanced inequalities that matter in the professional lives of teachers from different
ethnic subgroups” (2020, p. 22). Further, Bradbury et al. (2022) state “there is a lack of
research which examines the experiences of women of colour in teaching” (2022, p. 4).
The ways in which Black women teachers in England experience their school
workplaces as racialised spaces tend to be embedded and essentialised within broader
conversations about a much wider aggregated demographic of ‘minority teachers’ or
‘BAME (Black Asian and Minority Ethnic) teachers’ and is often highlighting their
oppression. Addressing the research vacuum specifically involving Black women
teachers, beyond the leadership lens, this paper provides a platform for 10 participants
at various stages of their careers to voice their racialised and gendered intersectional
experiences of working in English schools. Moreover, rather than contributing to existing
discourses on oppression and subjugation, its focus turns to positive counter-narratives
of Black women teachers and the benefits of their presence in school spaces. It utilises
the little used consciousness of Black feminist thought framework (Collins, 2000) to
create counter-narratives of success, activism, and navigational capital (Yosso, 2005) to
challenge dominant normative stereotyped views of Black women at work, which is
rarely found in literature. This paper, therefore, adds to the discourse of Black feminist
literature and provides an England-wide positive perspective of Black women teachers,
which is scarce. To answer the research question, ‘How do Black women teachers
successfully navigate and operate in white-dominated educational workspaces?’, this
paper presents the outcomes of interviews with 10 Black women teachers to
understand how they challenge normative assumptions of stereotypes or controlling
images (Collins, 2000) and oppression to form professional identities grounded in
agency, resistance, and commitment to enhancing social justice within their school
workplaces. Counter-narratives were produced by examining their personal stories
through the four lenses of consciousness of Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000), as a
mechanism to challenge and reconstruct prevailing stereotypes placed on Black
womanhood. Through the four lenses of self-definition, self-valuation, self-reliance, and
self-knowledge, thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2012) illuminated stories which
revealed how Black women teachers engaged in activities of personal empowerment,
despite facing racialised oppression and appropriated stereotyping within their schools.
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Inductively emerged themes illustrate examples of research participants championing
their own skills, qualifications and abilities, their commitment to young people’s
education and the teaching profession, utilising their agency for positive change, and
resisting the practices of normative group members which maintain Black women
teachers’ subordination. Black feminist research recognises the importance of enabling
participants to share their stories to create counter-narratives. Hence, narrative inquiry
methodology was utilised, which centralised the lived experiences of those who chose
to participate in this research. Narrative inquiry allows storied lives, which frame lived
experiences, to act as windows to comprehend individual’s social realities (O’Toole,
2018). Recruited through mutually known contacts who acted as trusted gatekeepers,
the participants met the criteria of defining as ‘Black or Black British’, ‘female’, ‘qualified
as a teacher’ and ‘working in a predominantly white school staff demographic’. Personal
stories were collected through unstructured interviews to provide participants freedom
to narrate their experiences how they wished to. Further, Osler (1997) notes, interviews
enabling Black women to share their personal stories can be painful as they recall
incidents of perceived oppression. Therefore, participants’ vulnerabilities were
considered in the university's ethical approval process to mitigate any emotional harm
and possible adverse effects of researcher/researched power dynamics. Each interview
was audio recorded and transcribed creating a rich and powerful dataset. To build
trusting relationships, researcher positionality was also considered in depth, with
assumed insider/outsider researcher positions interrogated, particularly as the
researcher is not ‘race’ matched (Vass, 2017). As Black women teachers can contribute
to the success of underrepresented learner groups, there are significant institutional
implications and benefits to increasing their representation at all levels and recognising
their value as staff members beyond stereotyped roles supporting behaviour and Black
History Month (Haque and Elliot, 2017). Recruitment and retention could potentially
improve with narratives which demonstrate how Black women teachers can thrive and
be agents of change for social justice. Reverse mentoring schemes can develop school
leaders’ racial literacy to drive for structural and cultural changes to create more
inclusive workplaces which

acknowledge the value of Black women teachers.

References

¢ Bradbury, A., Tereshchenko, A., and Mills, M. (2022) Minoritised teachers’ experiences
of multiple,

intersectional racisms in the school system in England: ‘carrying the weight of racism’,
Race, Ethnicity and

Education. DOI: 10.1080/13613324.2022.2069734



¢ Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2012) Thematic Analysis, in: Cooper H., Camic, P. Sher, K.,
Panter, A.T., Long, D

and Rindskopf, D. (eds.) APA Handbook of Research Methods in Psychology. Vol. 2
Research Designs:

Quantitative, qualitative, neuropsychological, and biological. Washington D.C.:
American Psychological

Association, pp. 57-71.

¢ Collins, P.H. (2000) Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the
politics of empowerment.

London: Routledge.

* Haque, Z. and Elliot, S. (2017) Visible and Invisible Barriers: The Impact of Racism on
BME Teachers.

Available from: https://neu.org.uk/media/2936/view [Accessed 6 October 2018].

* Osler, A. (1997) The education and careers of black teachers: changing identities,
changing lives.

Buckingham: Open University Press.

¢ O’Toole, J. (2018) Institutional storytelling and personal narratives: reflecting on the
‘value’ of narrative

inquiry, Irish Educational Studies, 37(2), pp. 175-189. DOI:
10.1080/03323315.2018.1465839.

e Tereshchenko, A., Mills, M., and Bradbury, A. (2020) Making progress? Employment
and retention of BAME

teachers in England. London: UCL Institute of Education

¢ Vass, G. (2017) Getting inside the insider researcher: does race-symmetry help or
hinder research?

International Journal of Research & Method in Education, 40(2), pp. 137-153. DOI:
10.1080/1743727X.2015.1063045.

* Yosso, T. J. (2005) Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of
community cultural

wealth, Race, Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), pp. 69-91. DOI:
10.1080/1361332052000341006.



Themes

Race, Equity and Social Justice



