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Title: Creating STEM Momentum: Culturally Relevant Leadership and Hispanic Girls in High 

School T- STEM Programs in the Southwest Border Region 

Abstract 

This case study research identified culturally relevant leadership practices that influence the 

outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls in Texas Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Math (T-STEM) programs in a School District in the Southwest Border region.  

Educators have a social justice responsibility to challenge the inequitable social, cultural, and 

political constructs in their schools and districts and address the unique needs of students who 

represent underserved racial, ethnic, and cultural groups. Administrators in this study 

acknowledged the hegemonic structures and barriers they and their students face and share some 

of their strategies and ideologies for school improvement and equity. Suggestions are made on 

how to implement culturally responsive and sustaining leadership that can spark and sustain the 

interest of Hispanic girls to continue their pursuit of higher education and careers in STEM 

fields. 
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Introduction 

Our nation’s future hinges on our ability to prepare our next generation to be internationally 

competitive and innovators in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM). The United 

States is facing an educational crisis in that students are not equipped or prepared to join a 

workforce that requires strong STEM skills (Arroyo, 2017; Blackburn, 2017; Diamond et al., 

2020; Estrada et al., 2016). In Texas, more companies are joining forces to work with schools 

and communities to change this downhill trajectory. Programs linking local organizations, 

companies, and schools are challenged with co-creating a more equitable future with our diverse 

student population where disproportionate numbers of women and students of color are engaged 

and employed in highly competitive STEM fields (Armstrong et al., 2017; Card et al., 2017; 

Domann, 2017; García-Peñalvo, 2017; Guy et al., 2019). 

The 21st Century has demonstrated a continued shortage of women in the fields of 

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) as well as numbers of girls participating in 

STEM programs and activities across the country and worldwide (García-Holgado, 2019; 

García-Peñalvo, 2019; Lindemann et al., 2016; O’Brien et al., 2020). This generated such 

campaigns as “Educate to Innovate” created by President Barrack Obama in an effort to expand 

STEM education and opportunities for underrepresented groups to include girls and women. As a 

part of the America Competes Act of 2007, billions of dollars in federal funding earmarked 

specifically for STEM and STEM education reform efforts included: 1) Race to the Top; 2) 

Investing in Innovation; 3) Educate to Innovate; and 4) STEM P-16 partnerships (Baxter, 2010). 

In the race for federal STEM funding; Texas was one of the few states that did not apply for 

these federal funds. One reason was that Texas had already developed an extensive STEM 

network of schools and centers that dated back to 2005. 

Texas responded to the nation’s call to increase the STEM talent pool when governor, 

Rick Perry, issued Executive Order RP 53 to create the Texas-STEM (T-STEM) initiative under 

the auspices of the Texas High School Project (THSP) (Office of the Governor, 2005). Initially, 

the T-STEM project was funded with 180 million dollars from a public private consortium 

consisting of contributors from the Texas Education Agency, federal funds, the Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation, the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation, the Communities Foundation of Texas, 

educators, and others (Texas Education Agency, 2005). As part of the initial requirements for 

receiving grant funding, each T-STEM Academy had to adhere to the T-STEM Blueprint which 

addressed seven areas of reform: 1)Mission-Driven Leadership; 2) T-STEM Culture; 3) Student 

Outreach, Recruitment and Retention; 4) Teacher Selection, Development and Retention; 5) 

Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment; 6) Strategic Alliances; and 7) Academy Advancement 

and Sustainability.  In 2010, the T-STEM project consisted of 51 T-STEM Academies, 7 T-

STEM Centers, and the T-STEM Network (Dee Chambliss, THSP Program Officer, personal 

communication, August 5, 2010). 

Although the participation and success of females and males in STEM courses generally 

begins on equal footing in Grades K-6, there is a trend that females participate in STEM courses 

less as they progress through Grades 7-12 (Brown, Ernst, Clark, DeLuca, & Kelly, 2017). 

Research has shown that females and males earn similar grades in middle and high school STEM 

courses; however, females’ self-efficacy in STEM academics is lower than males’ (MacPhee, 
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Farro, & Canetto, 2013).  It is important to note that there are barriers that discourage female 

participation, including their own negative perceptions of their abilities in STEM (Weber, 2012), 

implicit stereotypes of gender association with STEM fields (Lane, Goh, & Driver-Linn, 2012), 

and cultural biases and restrictions (Zuga, 1999). According to a study by Weber (2012), both 

males and females performed equally in STEM subjects, used STEM-based resources, and 

participated in after-school activities to an equal degree; however, males perceived that they had 

higher capabilities in STEM subjects than did females. All of these factors can have a direct 

effect on how few women choose to study a STEM discipline in college and go into the 

workforce in a STEM field and may have direct correlation on some of the challenges Hispanic 

girls may face when they choose to pursue programs in science, technology, engineering, and 

math (STEM). Unfortunately, gender stereotypes and false beliefs persist despite actual abilities. 

Teachers can play a pivotal role in shifting these perceptions, and there are a variety of tactics 

that can be employed to foster a positive and gender-neutral classroom environment (Brown, et 

al, 2017; O’Brien et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2018). 

Administrators themselves are influenced by the dominant culture and are subject to the 

same kind of hidden curriculum about discipline and control that teachers and students 

experience (Gordon & Ronder, 2016). Like teachers, they not only experience but also 

reproduce, sometime unwittingly; conditions of hierarchy and oppression, in particular by 

fostering complaint thinking instead of critical reflection (DiBella et al., 2016). Consequently, 

administrators should be concerned with increasing the intellectual STEM capital of Hispanic 

girls, developing the P-20 STEM pipeline, and contributing to increased student achievement in 

math and science. This could serve as a framework for creating positive school climates that are 

safe and supportive and assist in developing a clear vision and mission that incorporates a culture 

of collective trust and responsibility with responsiveness and reflection in order provide 

continuous improvement while overcoming discriminatory practices experienced by 

marginalized students. 

Culturally responsive leadership in STEM fields 

As the nation’s population transitions to a majority minority by 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2004), it is imperative to consider the human capital development of minority students in STEM 

fields. As a group, minorities have traditionally been underrepresented in the science and 

engineering disciplines (National Science Board, 2007) with less than 10% of the science and 

engineering jobs held by minorities (National Science Foundation, 2008). In addition, even 

though women constitute over half of the post-secondary students, they represent only 25% of 

the science and engineering workforce (National Science Foundation, 2008).  Furthermore, a 

disproportionate number of women and minorities opt out of science and engineering majors 

before completing their degrees (Ohland, Zhang, Thorndyke, & Anderson, 2004). This silent 

epidemic of underrepresentation of minorities and women in STEM fields (US Department of 

Education, 2003; Whalen & Shelley II, 2010) highlights the reality that American education is 

unequal and bleak for many (Blanchett & Mumford, 2005; Beachum & Obiakor, 2005). Some 

authors (Ford & Webb, 1995; Hilliard, 1992) even suggest that the underrepresentation of 

culturally diverse students in rigorous education relates to efforts to perpetuate school 

segregation and white hegemonic practices. As such, studying educational leadership practices in 
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implementing the goals of STEM schools is critical to understanding and improving equitable 

access for Hispanic girls (Lindemann et al., 2016; Lopez, 2020). 

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to identify culturally responsive leadership 

competencies that positively influence the outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls 

in Texas Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (T-STEM) programs in a school district in 

the Southwest Border region. Recent analyses indicate that during the next five years, major 

American companies will need to add a total of nearly 1.6 million employees to their workforce: 

945,000 who possess basic STEM literacy and 635,000 who demonstrate advanced STEM 

knowledge (Business Roundtable & Change the Equation, 2014). Other data suggest that at least 

20 percent of U.S. jobs require a high level of knowledge in any one STEM field (Rothwell, 

2013). Even outside of the traditional STEM job sector, there is a need for STEM competencies 

and skills. To further understand and unpack this significant issue as well as fill a gap in the 

literature, the main research question for this case study research was: How do culturally 

responsive leadership practices of administrators influence the outreach, recruitment, and 

retention of Hispanic girls in high school T-STEM programs in a school district in the Southwest 

Border region?  

Significance of the Study 

The increasing emphasis on culturally relevant, responsive, and competent leadership in schools 

is a necessity as the percentages of school children representing a diversity of racial, ethnic, and 

linguistic populations increase in the United States (Horsford, Grosland, & Gunn, 2011). 

Administrators should be motivated to take action and be responsible for realizing that “good” 

instructional behaviors may differ from one cultural group to another. They have to understand 

the interconnectedness of power relationships and cultural relationships in schools, and how 

power relationships marginalize some cultural groups (Gordon & Ronder, 2016). STEM learning 

fosters skills and growth mindsets among all students that lead to lifelong learning and 

opportunities for postsecondary and career success, while expanding access to rigorous STEM 

courses. There are challenges to innovation but there must be more targeted starting points upon 

which key stakeholder groups, including policymakers, researchers, educators, and industry 

leaders, as well as the broader public, can build. 

According to the STEM Ed Coalition (2010), reform in STEM, intellectual capital 

development is critical to the nation’s ability to remain globally competitive. It is imperative to 

understand ways that culturally responsive leadership practices in T-STEM schools in the 

Southwest Border Region can influence and close some of the gaps between higher education 

requirements, standardized state assessments, and the demands of critical thinking skills requisite 

in STEM fields. 

Children, families, teachers, and school leaders bring varied cultural assumptions, 

perspectives, experiences, and expectations to the school environment, and as a result, 

“subcultures” in schools often develop naturally around content areas, grade levels, and among 

educated and students who share specific values not fully held by the larger group (Brooks & 

Normore, 2010). Administrators can help students understand the relevance of STEM to their 

lives and to see the value in addressing issues that better their own lives and the lives of others.  

There is a need for continued research and the development of strengthened culturally responsive 
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leadership practices in the area of STEM that address the needs of diverse student populations in 

particular Hispanic girls  that were less likely to aspire to pursuing STEM pathways in high due 

to gender stereotypes and biases (Schuster & Martiny, 2017). 

Theoretical Framework 

This study looked at how the culturally responsive leadership practices of administrators 

influence the outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls in high school T-STEM 

programs in a school district in the Southwest Border region. The epistemologies, attitude, and 

assumptions of administrators concerning race and culture, and their implications for learning 

influence the outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls to the high school T-STEM 

program was also considered. The foundation of and theoretical framework for this research is 

Critical Race Theory as the goal of our work as scholars is to challenge white hegemonic 

practices, particularly in educational leadership and administration, by offering counternarratives 

through critical research.   

This research critically asses the authenticity of school leaders and their relationships 

with Hispanic girls in T-STEM schools to identify culturally responsive leadership practices that 

uplift these underrepresented students.  A goal of Critical Race Theory is to challenge existing 

epistemologies and transform the relationship among race, racism, and power and includes the 

following tenets: racism is ordinary and inherent in our society; our system of white over color 

ascendancy serve important purposes for the dominant group; races are categories that society 

invents, manipulates, or retires when convenient; the dominant society racializes different 

minority groups at different times in response to different and self-sustaining needs; and the 

notion of a unique voice of color (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). The specific culturally responsive 

leadership practices that contribute to sustainable change in the outreach, recruitment, and 

retention of Hispanic girls to the high school T-STEM program and what district/campus policies 

and/or procedures promote or hinder the outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls to 

the high school T-STEM programs. 

Review of the literature 

As a part of the America Competes Act of 2007, billions of dollars in federal funding earmarked 

specifically for STEM and STEM education reform efforts included: 1) Race to the Top; 2) 

Investing in Innovation; 3) Educate to Innovate; and 4) STEM P-16 partnerships (Baxter, 2010). 

The complexities of today’s world require all people to be equipped with a new set of core 

knowledge and skills to solve difficult problems, gather and evaluate evidence, and make sense 

of information they receive from varied print and, increasingly, digital media. The learning and 

doing of STEM help develop these skills and prepare students for a workforce where success 

results not just from what one knows, but what one is able to do with that knowledge. Thus, a 

strong STEM education is becoming increasingly recognized as a key driver of opportunity, and 

data show the need for STEM knowledge and skills will grow and continue into the future. 

Those graduates who have practical and relevant STEM precepts embedded into their 

educational experiences will be in high demand in all job sectors. 

It is estimated that in the next five years, major American companies will need to add 

nearly 1.6 million STEM-skilled employees (Business Roundtable & Change the Equation, 
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2014). Labor market data also show that the set of core cognitive knowledge, skills, and abilities 

that are associated with a STEM education are now in demand not only in traditional STEM 

occupations, but in nearly all job sectors and types of positions (Carnevale, Smith, & Melton, 

2011; Rothwell, 2013).The nation has persistent inequities in access, participation, and success in 

STEM subjects that exist along racial, socioeconomic, gender, and geographic lines, as well as 

among students with disabilities. STEM education disparities threaten the nation’s ability to 

close education and poverty gaps, meet the demands of a technology-driven economy, ensure 

national security, and maintain preeminence in scientific research and technological innovation. 

In recognition of the widening skills and opportunity gaps in STEM, the Obama 

Administration has initiated several efforts to motivate action. In 2010, President Obama 

announced the launch of Change the Equation, a CEO-led effort to improve STEM education, as 

part of the Administration’s larger Educate to Innovate campaign. In addition, under this 

Administration, the Committee on STEM Education (CoSTEM), comprised of several federal 

agencies—including all mission-science agencies and the Department—is facilitating a cohesive 

national strategy to increase the impact of federal investments in STEM teaching and learning. In 

2013, CoSTEM put out a Five-Year Federal Science Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics 

Education Strategic Plan. In January 2016, Obama announced a bold Computer Science for All 

initiative; and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), as reauthorized under the 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in December 2015, identifies all four STEM disciplines, 

including engineering and computer science, as fundamental components of a well-rounded 

education for all children. ESSA also includes provisions to promote local innovation and 

investments in what works to improve STEM teaching and learning.4 These are just a few 

examples of the focused attention being placed on STEM at the national level to generate change 

and improvement at the state and local levels. 

 Women’s representation is low at all levels of the STEM career pipeline from interest and 

intent to majoring in a STEM field in college to having a career in a STEM field in adulthood. 

However, in recent years there has been little change with regard to the presence of women 

faculty in STEM fields in spite of the increase of women with terminal degrees in these 

disciplines (Xu, 2008). Research has shown that the greatest influences on and determinants of 

success in STEM disciplines for women students is access to same gender role models. 

Additionally, reports indicate that same gender and same race mentoring often involves stronger 

psychosocial support that may yield better career outcomes (Rankins, Rankins, & Inniss, 2014). 

There has to be continued outreach programs in order to provide girls with positive images of 

careers in STEM fields. Outreach materials to include posters, flyers, and brochures of female 

role models are limited. Some argue that widespread success in technical fields of enquiry is 

evidence that there is nothing wrong with the status quo. There is dispute that every person 

should have equal opportunity to learn and work in a discipline he or she chooses. As long as 

women remain underrepresented in STEM, a substantial number of intelligent women are 

pursuing other careers therefore making the chances significant changes and solutions to human 

problems to occur (Blickenstaff, 2005).  The research indicates that reaching out to counselors is 

critical because they can provide a pipeline for female students to STEM programs so that 

instructors and administrators do not have to do all the recruiting directly. Instructors and 

administrators can provide counselors at their own schools and feeder schools with career 
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information and marketing materials that feature female role models on the job (Milgram, 2011). 

In addition to seeing these female role models, girls must also know that there can be a balance 

between work and life. 

Methods 

As policy implementers, school and district leaders must not only be capable of administering 

federal, state, district, and school-based politics and procedures but also must be equipped to 

discern and analyze the educational ideologies, philosophical assumptions, and political 

perspectives that both underlie and frame such policies and practices (Aleman, 2010). 

Knowledge-based economy is important in order to stay globally competitive (Johnsen, 2004). 

With the increase of minority populations in the country, the continued disparity of inequitable 

access to knowledge capital negatively affects the future of our economic prosperity.  

In order to identify culturally responsive leadership practices that positively influence the 

outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls in Texas Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Math (T-STEM) programs in a school district in the Southwest Border region, 

a qualitative case study approach was employed (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2013; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Stake, 1995). The case study method allowed researchers to view the 

comprehensive and multi-layered characteristics of real-life events such as group behavior, 

managerial processes and school performance (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). Data collection 

through semi-structured interviews (Ravitch & Carl, 2016) allowed the researchers to respond to 

the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic.  

The participants were four administrators working in the T-STEM designated high schools in the 

district, chosen through semi-purposive sampling. These administrators volunteered and 

responded to an email invite sent through the district listserve. The interviews conducted with 

these school leaders were essential in gathering data about the behavior, perceptions and feelings 

of individuals regarding their educational environment while determining if culturally responsive 

leadership practices contribute or influence Hispanic girls in these T-STEM programs.  In 

addition to utilizing a digital recorder during the interview process, we utilized observational 

notes taken during the interview in order to be reflexive. Marshall & Rossman’s (2011) method 

of triangulation of sources was used and reflexive journaling was practiced in order to document 

the progress of the learning through this research study. Regular entries throughout the research 

process were made in order to record decisions and reasons for them, logistics of the study, and 

track any reflections (Yin, 2014). 

Findings 

The findings of this research support beliefs of critical educational change and research in the 

area of educational administration for creating positive school climates that are safe and 

supportive and assist in developing a clear vision and mission that incorporates a culture of 

collective trust and responsibility with responsiveness and reflection. In order provide continuous 

improvement while overcoming discriminatory practices experienced by marginalized students, 

this research looked at how culturally responsive leadership practices of administrators influence 

the outreach, recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls in high school T-STEM programs in a 

school district in the Southwest Border region. Principals shared their thoughts on culturally 
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responsive leadership, equitable representation of under-represented groups in STEM initiatives 

and coursework as well as their social justice based personal and school missions. 

There were three main themes that emerged from this research: 1. Promoting inclusive 

school environments, 2. Self-determination and community empowerment, and 3. Developing 

and sustaining culturally responsive teachers. The first theme of promoting inclusive, anti-

oppressive context demonstrated a need to practice an anti- oppressive stance and explicitly 

include a commitment to advocating for the inclusion of traditionally marginalized students. This 

theme aligns with Khalifa’s (2019) work in that leaders must be critically self-aware or 

knowledgeable about racism and other histories of oppression. The second theme of self-

determination and community co-empowerment showed that leadership in schools should 

happen in close collaboration with communities, and it should co-empower children and families 

through a shared leadership style where everyone was a part of the larger whole.  The third 

theme of developing and sustaining culturally responsive teachers and curricula showed the 

beliefs of the principals in fighting systemic racism and how the structure can and should be re-

worked to develop culturally responsive teachers, administrators, and community.  This is in line 

with Khalifa’s (2016) work on the importance to school and community climate and being an 

active anti-racist. 

To one of the principals, culturally responsive leadership was “doing what was best for 

all of their students, regardless of their background, their ethnicity, their race, and just making 

sure that we understand that a student is just as important as that student next to them.” To the 

other principals, it was about representation of all students in school activities and courses, 

“I'm very conscious of making sure that everybody's represented, particularly Hispanic 

females. I did most of my elementary in Mexico. So, I really didn't learn how to speak 

English until I was like 11. So, I'm very conscious of how I felt. I'm very conscious of 

being seen as an outsider. So that's always made me very conscious of making sure that 

everybody's represented right.” Success and equity were translated in terms of 

accomplishing espoused goals and providing pathways to leadership opportunities for 

students.” 

“I think when it comes to student success, I think the biggest thing is for students to be 

able to accomplish the goals and what they're set out to do. I'm a big proponent of not 

putting students in a box, but opening the frontiers and allowing them to choose, whether 

it is that they want to go to a post-secondary or join the military, that they're not limited 

by somebody else's advice or somebody else's choices.” 

“I do truly believe, especially in our STEM Academy, that it should be student-led. It 

should be run by students. We get to facilitate it, we get to open doors, but really the 

active participants should be our students.” 

Principals wanted to provide opportunities and a strong sense of responsibility for all of their 

students to be active participants in the process and adults needed to be open-minded and listen 

to student ideas. 
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“We are a student led campus. We listen to the needs of our students and when they say 

we want an aerospace program, we want a computer science program, we make it happen 

for them. And because of the community, I would say that a lot of the parents are pushing 

their sons and daughters to, to open up and to take those classes. So, we get their 

support.” 

“Student success to me is when you are excelling at things that you didn't think that you 

could do. Student success is when you challenge yourself to, to do something that you're 

not trained to do, to take on those challenges. The counter to that, to me, failure and I 

always tell my kids this is when you blame everyone else for your shortcomings. It's okay 

to fail a class. It's okay not to pay a bill. It's okay to, to fall every now and then cause 

you've got to get back up. But when we start blaming other people for things that you 

didn't achieve, that's when you failed. And so that's, that's my definition of student 

success. You take on the responsibility and you own it.” 

One Latina principal acknowledged the challenges faced by her Hispanic students and took an 

asset-based stance on school administration and culturally responsive and culturally sustaining 

leadership, 

“Yes, there are definitely barriers for Hispanic girls. Like I said, I encounter them daily as 

a Hispanic woman. The greatest barrier is fear, many in the Hispanic culture don’t want 

their daughters to leave home to go away to college or even go to college because the 

family feels they shouldn’t leave the home unless they are getting married. We have so 

many gifted and talented girls in our school that excel academically and athletically but 

when they are given scholarships if it isn’t at UTEP many times their family doesn’t want 

or allow them to go. Now don’t get me wrong there is nothing wrong with UTEP but 

sometimes our kids need to be exposed to other things outside of this city. It only better 

equips them to deal with some of the challenges in the world. Grant you it is getting 

better but there is a constant battle that occurs and sometimes these girls miss out on 

opportunities because of this fear.” 

This principal described student success as the student achieving the goals students have set for 

themselves with regard to their academics, social, and future life. She indicated that as an 

assistant principal she is sometimes confined to the traditional indicators of student success 

which usually is measured by state mandated tests however, in working with students in the T-

STEM program, she has found that success can be measured in many ways such as improving 

their presentation skills, learning to work as a team to solve problems, thinking of ways to 

improve something that may be challenging, and learning to think outside the box. She felt that 

all students could achieve a level of success regardless of their ability or disability, racial 

identity, or neighborhood that they lived in. With regard to ensuring success for Hispanic girls in 

the T-STEM program, she shared: 

“For the girls in the T-STEM program, we have a mentor program. Each freshman girl is 

assigned a mentor since we are only in our second year they are assigned to a sophomore. 
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The mentors are charged with the responsibility of checking in weekly with their mentee. 

They celebrate birthdays, tutor, and encourage them to participate in activities. So far, the 

program seems to be really instilling confidence in the girls. The teachers we have in the 

program are also an integral part of the success of the students. Being in a STEM 

Academy, they are aware of the state and national data with regard to girls. We are a data 

driven district so there is a constant effort to put supports in place so that students can be 

successful. We do have challenges, but we continue to work toward ensuring that girls in 

the program are successful.” 

To her, culturally responsive leadership meant that as a leader you “acknowledge, respect, and 

celebrate the different variables that students bring to school. It may be their culture, values, 

traditions, etc. You find various ways to model the importance of diversity and encourage and 

empower your teachers to do the same as they work with students through instruction.” 

Analysis 

The rich cultural diversity of students and families represented in today’s U. S. public school 

system requires school leaders who possess the knowledge, skills, and disposition to work for 

and with diverse communities (Theoharris, 2009). Schools have been described as spaces of 

cultural conflict where different values, beliefs, and norms create discord and as spaces of 

cultural cohesion where educators and students create understanding and sustain harmony 

(Beachum & McCray, 2011; Horsford, 2010). In an effort to gather a better understanding of the 

themes and how to identify culturally relevant leadership practices that influence the outreach, 

recruitment, and retention of Hispanic girls in T-STEM programs in the Southwest Border 

Region, two theoretical frameworks were utilized. Critical race theory through the lens of 

culturally responsive school leadership provided insights into the intersectionality between the 

two theories allowing for a multidimensional view of oppressions and recognized that race alone 

cannot account for disempowerment. It recognizes the complex ways that intersectionality 

provides the opportunity to examine race, sex, class, national origin, sexual orientation and how 

their combination can influence various settings or systems of power. The cultural and racial 

identities of students and those who serve them have long continued to represent not only a 

demographic divide (Milner, 2007), but growing degrees of cultural mismatch, which occurs 

when student’s experiences incompatibility between their school and home cultures.  

 Culturally responsive school leaders are responsible for promoting a school climate 

inclusive of minoritized students, particularly those marginalized within most school contexts. 

Such leaders also maintain a presence in, and relationships with, community members they 

serve. They lead professional developments to ensure their teachers and staff, and the 

curriculum, are continuously responsive to minoritized students. A number of studies have been 

conducted on culturally responsive teaching/pedagogy (Gay, 2010; Ghong, Saah, Larke, & 

Webb-Johnson, 2007; Weaver, 2009) in an effort to understand strategies teachers use to help 

their culturally diverse students learn without devaluing students’ cultural beliefs. This is 

paramount to developing culturally responsive school leaders and curricula. School leaders, in 

turn, are responsible for ensuring that their teachers are culturally responsive, and that the vision 
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of the school imbues cultural responsiveness (Khalifa, 2011; Murtadha-Watts & Stoughton, 

2004; Riehl, 2000). Educational administrators at the school and district level and building 

principals in particular are key to establishing and fostering the culture and climate of their 

schools, their epistemologies, attitudes, and assumptions concerning race, culture, and their 

implications for learning, must be an important part of the discourse concerning culturally 

relevant and antiracist education. 

Culturally responsive leadership influences the school context and addresses the cultural 

needs of the students, parents, and teachers. Culturally relevant leadership fosters an 

environment where students and teachers can learn in a manner that best fits them, and it 

emphasizes several propositions that ask educators to think about and practice their work a bit 

differently than is typically the case (Fraise & Brooks, 2015). Culturally responsive leadership 

influences the school context and addresses the cultural needs of the students, parents, and 

teachers. The participants acknowledged the importance of understanding the school community 

and being open to building relationships for the betterment of the school. Two of the participants, 

both principals felt it was paramount to open the school doors to the community allowing parents 

and professionals to come in and share in the learning experiences of students as a way to foster 

better opportunities for all. Both principals saw themselves as not only school leaders but 

community leaders. This kind of advocacy empowers students academically and socially by 

strengthening opportunities for families and communities (Khalifa, 2019). 

Knowledge-based economy is important in order to stay globally competitive. However, 

access to this knowledge capital historically denied to minority students in particular girls 

continues to flourish (Johnsen, 2004). With the increase of minority populations in the country 

the continued disparity of inequitable access to knowledge capital, negatively affects the future 

of our economic prosperity. 

Concluding thoughts 

This research revealed that school leaders in our context are aware of the importance of students 

being valued and feeling safe in the school learning community. This type of school environment 

makes students feel safe enough to be themselves and concentrate on learning in a culturally safe 

environment. There are so many diverse groups of students on a high school campus that for 

some students it may be hard to find a group or place to belong. Leaders combine knowledge 

with communication skills and openness to school personnel and families. They are visionaries 

who imagine a better world and work to change others’ beliefs and values tenaciously applying a 

combination of democratic and principal- initiated change (Gordon & Ronder, 2016). Schools 

reside in communities, in fact, many reside in the heart of a neighborhood. The study revealed 

that principals and assistant principals see themselves as part of these communities and therefore, 

community leaders, similar to Theoharis’ (2010) study that found that responsive school leaders 

used specific strategies to disrupt injustice, including changing school structures, 

professionalizing teachers, connecting with the community and families, and improving 

achievement of diverse groups. 
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To promote culturally responsive schools there has to be relationship building, 

persistence and persuasiveness, modeling, school-wide presence and communication, fostering 

responsiveness among others, and showing care for others. The participants shared that campus 

walkthroughs, conversations in the school and community with students, teachers, parents, and 

other community members, review of curriculum materials, lessons plans, student work, 

achievement date, and office referral data were vital to determining the pulse of the campus and 

ensuring success for Hispanic girls in the T-STEM program. 

Culturally responsive leadership requires the principal or assistant principal to make an 

effort to understand the teachers they work with, both on a cultural and a personal level. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy assumes that knowledge is co-constructed by leaders, educators, 

students, and community members and educators as they learn together in context. This has 

implications for the ways that culture shapes instruction and curricula, both formally and 

informally. navigate curriculum and instruction that addresses the diversity and required skills to 

enter the workforce. There continues to be debates concerning high stakes accountability in 

schools, school choice policy, race-conscious assignment plans, special education placements, 

the education of undocumented students, and funding for English learner programs these are but 

a few examples of the educational issues that have important implications for administrators and 

their ability to serve these diverse student populations in the school community. This research 

continues to fill a gap in the area of educational leadership and cultural responsiveness in diverse 

community settings that can be shared to encourage both further growth in the literature in the 

area and the creation of culturally responsive frameworks that better represent those most 

impacted by inequities in our school systems.  This work contributes to a major social justice 

issue in the field of education and the future representation of Hispanic women in the STEM 

work and research. 
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