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This critical arts-based qualitative study explores the sociocultural contexts and 

the impact of race and gender that influence the engagement of high-achieving Black 

women in K-12 out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs. Twelve high-

achieving, 18–24-year-old Black women from New York, Georgia, Honduras, and North 

Carolina are represented in this study. Using online platforms, the participants engaged in 

individual interviews, one of two offered focus groups, and two artistic reflection 

activities in the form of letter and original poetry writing in response to prompts. Critical 

Poetic Inquiry (CPI) informed the methodological approach for data collection and the 

presentation of findings, while Critical Race Theory (CRT) served as the theoretical lens 

by which the data and findings were analyzed. Together, CPI and CRT anchor this study 

in a justice-oriented effort to deconstruct notions of academic excellence associated with 

Black women, and to interrogate the influence of OST programs. The stories disclosed in 

this study suggest (1) there is a need for increased racial representation and decreased 

exploitation at the expense of acknowledging humanity; (2) personal development and 

coping with racial and gender-based dissonance is facilitated through engaging peers with 

contrasting yet complementary disposition; (3) two - and tri - generational support from 

parents and grandparents with prior education and higher socioeconomic status lessens 

hurdles in engagement; (4) high-achieving Black women contend with adultification at a 

young age as they experience the intersectionality of their race, gender, and 



socioeconomic status; (5) and racial insensitivity and significant life events give way for 

activism, self-expression, and trauma bonding. Together, the findings of this critical arts-

based qualitative study reveal the imperative for educators, practitioners, and researchers 

to deepen understanding of the contexts impacting high-achieving Black women, and to 

work to disrupt systems related to race and gender as they navigate academic enrichment 

opportunities. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Academic Talent Development Today 
 

In a United States (U.S.) educational system where academic talent and 

advancement is assessed through standardized tests and policy-making gatekeepers, out-

of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs have emerged alongside traditional 

school obstacles associated with lack of funding, low resources time constraints, or the 

need for alternative meeting space to provide quality educational services. Inherent in this 

phenomenon of academic stratification is the manifestation of perceived winners and 

losers, and a burgeoning fault line marking the widening achievement, excellence, and 

opportunity gaps that have been well documented (Chambers, 2009; Ford et al., 2008a, 

2008b; Ford & Whiting, 2016; Gallagher, 2015; Miller & Gentry, 2010; Tabron & 

Chambers, 2019; Wiggan, 2014). OST academic enrichment program campaigns may 

range from free to fee, and they are often pitched to families, educators, and 

administrators in a commercialized fashion. It is not uncommon to see these programs 

bear slogans like “find your place here,” however it is important to note that “here” can 

look and feel differently based upon the diverse identities of students and families 

participating in such programs.  
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For the students on society’s perception of the high-achieving side of excellence 

and opportunity gaps, as well as those who may be characterized in schools as 

“academically gifted,” one may assume they may not need additional OST academic 

enrichment due to their proficiencies in school. With this in mind, when considering the 

experience of high-achieving students seeking to be challenged academically beyond 

traditional school settings, a question worth asking as it relates to academic talent 

development through OST programs is, “What is the purpose of advancing one’s 

placement?” Said differently, “What has a purposeful quest to advance one’s place 

meant?” Despite the plethora of research highlighting benefits such as learning the 

degree of one’s above grade-level proficiency, I believe answering the latter question 

through a critical arts-based qualitative study could more directly acknowledge the 

motivations, costs and benefits associated with high-achieving students pursuing, and 

exceeding idealistic intellectual heights, especially when accounting for the context of 

their race, gender, and sociocultural background.  

Statement of the Problem 

“In our formation of problems, we must make clear the values that are really  

threatened in the troubles and issues involved, who accepts them as values, and by whom 

or by what they are threatened” (Mills, 1959, p. 130).  

Not without controversy, the term gifted, and the question of who is gifted has 

been at the forefront of educational debate both within, and outside of schools. Though 

the terms high-achieving and gifted are not synonymous, these terms are sometimes used 

interchangeably when referring to students engaged in rigorous academic enrichment 



 3 

programs in school and out-of-school. The National Association for Gifted Children 

(NAGC) contends giftedness is demonstrated by documented performance or 

achievement in the top 10% or rarer, and can manifest in multiple domains, including 

intellectual, creative, artistic, leadership, or in specific academic fields (n.p.). Though 

multiple domains are highlighted, the predominant debate has been focused on general 

cognitive ability (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018). Because a major focus in educational 

settings has been on intellectual giftedness and academic high-achievement, tension is 

also seen in the debate regarding influences on institutional or personal advancement. In 

the discussions around how this is possible, points of tension have been the extent to 

which giftedness is innate, fixed or developmental, and the nebulosity of who is 

considered gifted. Along the continuum of achievement are high-achieving students, who 

score in the top 25 percent of their peers on nationally normed standardized tests (Tabron 

& Chambers, 2019; Weiner, 2007) and/or students who may be enrolled in honors 

programs (Griffin, 2006). Nevertheless, when looking at the demographics of students 

enrolled in these programs based on race, the classroom composition often tends to be 

disproportionately White in comparison to students of color. This begs the question 

regarding what may influence this phenomenon. As such, it is important to turn to history 

related to giftedness and high-achievement, and the background of individuals who may 

have influenced its concept. 

The birth of gifted education can be marked by the seminal and controversial 

ideals of early theorists like Lewis Terman (1925), who associated “giftedness” with high 

IQ, and promoted a narrative that genetic characteristics like the “gifted gene” could only 
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be active in dominant White society (Cumings Mansfield, 2015, p. 10; Ford & Whiting, 

2016, p. 121; Reis & Renzulli, 2010, p. 308). Though many scholars (Baldwin, 1987a; 

Jenkins, 1948; Witty & Jenkins, 1934) have admirably attempted to expose Terman’s 

(1925) flawed and discriminatory claims that informed the beginning of gifted education 

as a field, the residual impact infused in the analysis of intelligence testing of the past 

continues to playout through the results of high stakes testing, deficit thinking and 

educator bias in academic enrichment programs today.  

An analogous example of the residual impact of undermining the potential, 

ability, and intelligence for culturally diverse communities is seen jarring federally 

funded data from the National Center for Research on Gifted Education (NCRGE). 

Specifically, the data reveals that students who receive free/reduced-price lunch, who 

speak English as a second language, and who are from racial and ethnically minoritized 

groups are 250 percent less likely to be identified for, and in, gifted and talented 

programs even when they demonstrate comparable levels of achievement and aptitude as 

their non-minoritized peers (Hamilton et al., 2018). This exposes the problematic nature 

surrounding gifted education, which is not just connected to identification, but also why 

the perceived need to stratify intelligence even exists. Regarding these dynamics, one 

should call into question not only how systems related to socioeconomic class, race and 

ethnicity may contribute to excellence gaps, but also how talent is, or is not being 

developed among high-achieving culturally diverse students.  

Considering the controversy associated with the original notions of giftedness, 

Mills (1959) warns, “Rather than ‘explain’ something as a ‘persistence from the past’, we 
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ought to ask, ‘why has it persisted?’” (p. 154). Heeding this, it is important to not explain 

away concepts, like who is gifted or high-achieving, but to instead, ask the right type of 

questions to get to the root of the issue. In fact, the better question for educators, 

administrators, students, and families to ask is, “Why should one engage in advanced 

academic programs that are fundamentally exclusionary?” To answer this question, it is 

important to acknowledge the extent to which neoliberalism exists in academic programs, 

given that neoliberal approaches are seen in the degree to which there is a polarization 

and concentration of resources for the elite, dominant or those in power at the expense of 

others. Levinson et al. (2011) define domination as, “The condition in which some people 

are unfree, unable to realize their full human dignity in society, and unable to have fair 

access to the basic social and material goods of a society” (p. 11). People are not 

inherently dominated as being unfree, inhumane, or unable to have fair access. Rather, 

dominance and the act of domination, is a condition that is applied by those in power, in 

dominant culture, leading to a chokehold on potential, humanity, and the freedom of 

access. Indeed, there is a critical need to address hegemony, or systems of dominance that 

can manifest, especially in advanced academic enrichment settings.  

Whether it is the structural make-up of tailored academic services based on 

dominant views of intelligence for particular populations, the issues associated with the 

phenomenon of gifted education are sometimes de-emphasized by those who advocate 

for the benefit of traditional school rigor or OST academic enrichment programs for 

gifted or high-achieving students. Adding to the narrative regarding the benefit of 

summer enrichment, Lee et al., (2015) share, “Summer programs, particularly residential 
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ones, may play a significant role in fostering the healthy social and emotional 

development of participants, enabling them to use and identify multiple sources of social 

support beyond their families” (p. 275). Relatedly, Out-of-school programs that have 

mentorships help students develop into accomplished adults (Subotnik et al., 2011). 

Though Lee et al. (2015) provide a beacon of hope for students who attend summer 

residential enrichment programs, I would argue that it is important to look at the 

demographic of the students in their study, which included 5.5% African American, 4.6% 

Hispanic, 0.6% Native American/Alaskan Native, and Other (3.7%) among only 63% 

Caucasian, 22.7% Asian (p. 269). These statistics make me question the degree to which 

sense of belonging may be felt by students of color, and particularly, those who identify 

as Black or African American. Considering the disparities seen in the lower participation 

rates of high-achieving Black and African American individuals in OST academic 

enrichment programs, notwithstanding their gender, this study focuses primarily on Black 

women within the Black and African American community.  

My interest in focusing this study on high-achieving Black women, specifically is 

related to my own former engagement in OST academic enrichment programs as an 

adolescent, and because I have worked professionally as a practitioner for such programs. 

Specifically, I have seen first-hand the sparse percentage of Black female representation 

in OST summer residential programs that primarily admit high-achieving students based 

upon their standardized test scores and gifted education program teacher referrals. While 

OST programs can range from online, afterschool, weekend, and summer experiences to 

name a few, I believe the necessity to address the experiences of high-achieving Black 
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women is three-fold. First, this effort is in the service of understanding programs and 

practices that may hinder or show promise for social change and success for traditionally 

minoritized communities. Second, this study is in service to countering systems of deficit 

thinking that suppress and undermine efforts of advanced learning for Black women, and 

the persona of who can have academic excellence. Third, this study is in service to 

amplifying the voices of high-achieving Black women that are often drowned out due to 

disparate representation in advanced academic enrichment programs, as seen in the 

minimal racially diverse composition in Lee et al. (2015)’s study. The past and present 

issues related to discrimination and inequity suggest a system of education designed 

without minoritized communities in mind, or a system intentionally created to undermine 

minoritized communities. The amalgamation of these needs underscores the social justice 

focus of my study as I seek to raise awareness about the experiences of minoritized 

students, and in particular, Black women, in OST programs.  

Making the claim that underrepresentation is an issue, Ford (2014) warns, 

“African American and Hispanic students are denied access to school programs that are 

essential to reaching their academic, intellectual, and economic potential and that hold 

promise for closing achievement or excellence gaps” (p. 143). I would argue that before 

assuming the programs are ‘essential’, we must first understand what happens in the 

programs beyond the doors of access that may impact high-achieving Black womens’ 

short-term experience and long-term trajectory. Even if a Black student successfully 

enters a so-called ‘essential’ program, they must still contend with the residual effects of 

history. Gallagher (2015) captures my thoughts when he shares, “There have been 
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various suggestions that programs for gifted students may serve as a haven for upper-

middle-class white students and thus may qualify as a new and more subtle form of racial 

and ethnic discrimination” (p. 64). I believe that gifted education and academic 

enrichment programs focused on talent development serve as a double-edged sword in 

that they offer opportunities for some students at the expense of cutting off others, which 

compounds systems of racism across the educational spectrum. As such, there is a need to 

investigate, interrogate, and dismantle educational enrichment disparities by making 

quality educational enrichment opportunities available for more students universally, 

regardless of a gifted label.  

What happens - or does not happen in schools has a direct influence on how OST 

programs are structured and experienced. In fact, other issues associated with disparities 

in access and engagement in academic equity and excellence are associated with 

standardized tests and accountability movements that may not be culturally responsive to 

racially or economically diverse communities. These shortcomings reveal how vital it is 

for educators, administrators, and policy makers to reevaluate whose interests are being 

served and whose interests are being overlooked in advanced education initiatives in 

schools, as well as in OST programs and to address problematic manifestations if a 

dominant group’s interest is being served at the expense of a minoritized group.  

Regarding opportunities to engage in OST programs for high-achieving students, 

Olszewski-Kubilius and Lee (2004) claim, “Wide-ranging benefits of each type of 

program have been proposed…although only a few of these effects are well documented 

empirically” (p. 157). Therein lies the need for more studies that investigate not just the 
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characteristics of what the benefits of out-of-school enrichment programs are, but also the 

characteristics of who stands to benefit in programs promoting academic excellence. 

Wiggan (2014) suggests that one way to contribute to research in academic excellence is, 

“To invigorate student achievement discussions by viewing students as knowers, and in 

particular, adding the voices of high performing African Americans to the achievement 

discourse” (p. 489). Nevertheless, while Olszewski-Kubilius and Lee (2004) and Wiggan 

(2014) attest to the alleged benefits OST enrichment programs and the need for 

promoting further research on high performing African American students as “knowers,” 

from my review of the literature, later outlined in Chapter II, few studies directly address 

high-achieving Black women and their retrospective reflection of the social, cultural or 

historical context that impacts their engagement in OST programs.  

I believe failure to acknowledge sociocultural context, as well as the impact of 

race and gender, nullifies student achievement discourse, especially when the statistics 

and the dark history of gifted education shared in this chapter acknowledge how students 

of color, and particularly, Black students are often at the center of educational inequities 

and undermined academic potential. Considering this, within this dissertation study, I 

explore not only the negotiations high-achieving Black women may experience when 

engaging in OST programs, but the extent to which their participation in these programs 

may be a solution to the problem of equity and excellence gaps, or contributory. 
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Research Questions 

Question 1  

 What are the social, cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or hinder 

the engagement of high-achieving Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic 

enrichment programs? 

Question 2 

 In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences of high-achieving Black 

women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs?  

Introduction to Type of Study 

This critical arts-based qualitative study incorporated Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) 

as a methodological approach and Critical Race theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework 

to gain a deeper understanding about the sociocultural experiences of high-achieving 

Black women who have attended OST programs. The concepts of CPI and CRT in 

relation to this study will be further introduced later in this Chapter. Collectively, this 

study involved 12 semi-structured one-on-one interviews and two focus group interviews 

that lasted approximately 90-minutes each, as well as two artistic reflection exercises in 

the form of letter writing and original poetry writing. A total of 12 adult participants 

between the age of 18-24 engaged in this study, and each self-identified as being a high-

achieving Black female who participated in K-12 OST academic enrichment programs.  

I was fortunate to have regional representation of participants from New York, 

North Carolina, Georgia and Honduras, with expressed racial diversity as Black and 

Latinx, and OST academic enrichment experiences ranging from a combination of free or 
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fee-based afterschool, online, weekend, summer commuter and summer residential. At 

the time of the study, participants were either students in undergraduate colleges or 

universities, preparing to begin their first semester of graduate school (PhD Program and 

Medical School), or solely working full-time. The overview of recruitment, selection, 

participants backgrounds and strategies for communication are outlined in Chapter III, 

which contains a detailed overview of the methods used in of this dissertation study. 

Regarding sequence of data collection, I conducted 90-minute one-on-one 

interviews with each of the 12 participants. At the conclusion of the interview, 

participants were provided a prompt to “write a letter to their younger self” as a means to 

reflect on their experience and provide their younger self with life lessons on how to 

navigate OST academic enrichment environments in the context of their race and gender. 

To ensure participants had adequate time for reflection to write their letter, they were 

asked to write their letter asynchronously rather than during the semi-structured 

interview, and to return their letter to me electronically within five days.  

Next, participants were invited to engage in a focus group with other participants 

in the study. In preparation for the focus group, the invitation included the prompt for the 

second artistic reflection of this study, which was to “write an original poem” about their 

experience in OST academic enrichment programs as high-achieving Black women and 

to describe the impact of race and gender in those environments. The invitation to the 

focus group session included guidance regarding the various types of poems, formatting 

styles, tips that could be integrated into their original poem, and a reminder that they 

could refer to the first artistic reflection, “letter to their younger self” if they needed a 
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point of reference for their second artistic reflection. Participants were asked not to write 

their original poem before the focus group. Instead, I noted that the prompt was provided 

in advance to help them have a frame of reference for what to expect and to provide time 

to reflect in preparation for our time together.  

Two 90-minute focus groups were held to accommodate schedules, and 

participants were asked to attend just one of the sessions. A total of eight out of 12 

participants were able to make it to the focus group, which led to four participants in each 

session. Each focus group included a semi-structured group interview, a revisit of the 

poetry writing prompt, time for participants to write their original poem synchronously, 

the opportunity to recite their original poem aloud to each other, and time to process their 

thoughts aloud until the focus group concluded.  

The culmination of the four-pronged approach to data collection anchors the 

distinctive attribute of this critical arts-based qualitative study, as seen in the way the two 

artistic reflections where strategically threaded between the two types of interviews with 

the goal of opening portals of understanding beyond traditional text. To that end, within 

the data analysis and presentation of findings, visual representations were created and 

featured in data analysis Chapters IV and V in a manner that combined images and words 

from the original letters, original poems, and found poems from the participants’ 

interview transcriptions. Finally, I added descriptive terminology to the title of the letters 

and poems that consistently led with the phrase “voice of [insert word or phrase].” These 

multi-modal methodological applications, characteristic the methods of Critical Poetic 

Inquiry are in service to capturing the essence of the distinct voice and polyvocal energy 
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of high-achieving Black women in this study. An in-depth sharing of the themes and the 

accompanied voice of the participants are shared in more detail in Chapters IV and V.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this critical arts-based qualitative study is to direct attention from 

not just access, but to entry and engagement considerations for high-achieving Black 

women in out-of-school time academic enrichment environments, and to explore social, 

cultural and historical contexts that impact their experience. I also investigate the role that 

race and gender may play in high-achieving Black womens’ experiences in OST 

environments. It is my hope that this approach will inform an increased understanding of 

what their sense of belonging, and sense of place meant as high-achieving Black women 

in OST academic enrichment programs. 

Significance of the Study 

When Black students have inadequate resources and opportunities, it sets them up 

for an uphill battle for overcoming educational, social, and economic disparities. In 

describing the difficulty in continuing one’s pursuit of academic excellence through the 

college pipeline, Ford and Whiting (2016) remind us, “The pipeline is being primed for at 

least 10 years, as many gifted programs begin in the second grade” (p. 122). As a critical 

researcher, I am interested in the implications that manifest due to the presence of 

pipelines and how the absence of opportunities for universal academic enrichment 

impacts those who are excluded. In their achievement gap study on how “starting-line 

disparities hamstring educational mobility,” Wyner et al. (2007) found, “Among first-

grade students performing in the top academic quartile, only 28 percent are from lower-
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income families, while 72 percent are from higher-income families.” It is important to 

note, these examples are regarding school-based academic enrichment, where many 

students spend most of their waking hours. Hence the need to consider the impact of OST 

enrichment programs as parents or guardians of varied cultural backgrounds may turn to 

those programs to supplement their student’s regular school curriculum.  

Introduction to Methodological Approach: Critical Poetic Inquiry 

Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) as a methodology, and its relevance to this study is 

to be a vehicle for making known the expressed thoughts and needs of high-achieving 

Black women. To further explain CPI and its applicability to this study, I turn to poet-

researcher, Davis (2021), who situates CPI as a culturally relevant method for learning 

ways civic identities may be constructed through spoken word poetry. Davis (2021) 

claims, “Critical poetic inquiry, distinct from poetic inquiry and literary poetry, is the 

process of using poetic devices to critically analyze a research inquiry to advance 

movement toward relevant forms of justice and produces research poetry as a product” 

(p. 116). Of the traditional ways poetic inquiry has been applied to studies, this study 

incorporates 1) data analysis of existing poems and reflective letters relevant to the study, 

2) poetic transcription, also known as found poetry from interview transcripts, and 3) 

representation of poetry and artistic reflection letters as data (Bishop & Willis, 2014). 

Collectively, the arts-based strategies of CPI as a method have a direct correlation to the 

depth and breadth of data collected and analyzed.  

Critical Poetic Inquiry is polyvocal and poly-mobile, in that there is a 

multidimensional quest to move beyond one-way or two-way dialogue and toward larger 
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social action. CPI as a methodological approach to this study promotes advocacy toward 

a justice-oriented effort to amplify the voice of high-achieving Black women that may be 

faint in literature associated with OST academic enrichment programs, and to disrupt 

mono-dimensional understanding of what their articulation of inclusion, sense of 

belonging, unique context impacting their outlook meant in those settings. 

As stated earlier in the introduction to the study, the sequence of participant 

engagement was first their individual interview, followed by a prompt for writing a letter 

to their younger self on their own, then an invitation to participate in one of two focus 

groups where participants were prompted to write their own original poem during the 

focus group session. Assigning the letter writing exercise after the individual interview 

was purposeful, in that the letter added a written perspective to add an additional layer of 

understanding to the verbal interview, and the letter writing was not confined by 90-

minutes, but instead allowed for at least five days for participants to process their 

thoughts and memory. Relatedly, the letter prompt was intentional in the pursuit of 

adding a dimension of communication, like reading words from a time capsule of past 

experiences in comparison to present-day retrospective reflection. Participants were 

challenged to shift beyond first-person communication as seen in the interview, but rather 

to write to their “younger selves” in third-person terminology. Relative to CPI, the first 

artistic reflection exercise of letter writing was meant to contribute to a multi-dimensional 

understanding of the participants’ experiences and provide a disembodied avenue for re-

constructing culturally relevant guidance and lessons learned around navigating OST 

programs in the context of race. 
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Opportunities for the application of CPI occurred again during the focus group 

experience, as I guided participants through open dialogue with each other, and by 

providing space for writing their own original poem about their experiences as high-

achieving black women as they engaged in OST programs. To further provide scaffolds 

of support in preparation for the focus group, the prompt and supporting materials about 

the various structures and styles of poems were provided in advance for participants to 

review. In addition, I reminded participants that they could reference the drafted “letter to 

their younger self” if they thought it could help them recall their OST engagement 

experiences to generate more content for the second artistic reflection exercise of poetry 

writing during the focus group.  

The endeavor to have participants in this study write letters, poetry and recite their 

own original poem in the company of other participants during the focus group was 

undergirded with the goal of not perpetuating the marginalization of others, but rather to 

bridge the worlds of imagination developed through poetry as a liberating means to 

expose and expand worldviews of the participants and those who may hear their story. 

More discussion of CPI’s incorporation and applicability to this study will be shared in 

the methods within Chapter III, in the data analysis Chapters IV and V, as well as in the 

final analysis and conclusion Chapter VI of this study.  

Introduction to Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework was infused into this 

study to increase understanding of the perspectives of high-achieving Black women in 

OST programs as it relates to the interrogation of race as a social construct and broader 
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systemic issues of racism. CRT challenges individuals to know that discriminatory 

outcomes that emerge from dynamics of power and dominance in society are not a 

coincidence, rather, they are due to racism that persists in society today. The six central 

tenets of CRT range from the permanence of racism, counter-storytelling, interest 

convergence, whiteness as property, critique of liberalism, and the notion of 

intersectionality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998). To acknowledge 

systems while also not having high-achieving Black women be defined by them, 

throughout this study I intentionally referred to them based on their assets first, like high-

achieving, versus leading with any deficits like low-income. Similarly, I looked for ways 

in which the participants of this study engaged in counter-storytelling about how society 

perceives their achievements and pursuit of academic excellence, and how they depicted 

the varied aspects of their intersectionality.  

I provide more background about CRT in methods overview in Chapter III of this 

study, and in the final discussion Chapter VI, I explore the degree to which the six tenets 

of CRT are connected to the analysis and findings Chapters IV and V. Collectively, CRT 

anchors this study to theoretical meaning-making and systemic roots associated with the 

practical experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST programs.  

Complicating the Label Gifted and Talent Development 

As a former practitioner in the field of gifted education and its associated OST 

academic enrichment programs, I have learned that different audiences do not prefer the 

use of the word “gifted” due to connotations related to only academics, or only for a 

particular demographic group. I personally do not prefer to use the phrase “gifted” to 
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detour from misunderstandings, the subjective and exclusionary nature of the label and to 

remain focused on general high achievement. Consequently, there is a need to further 

investigate educational disparities that may be anchored to this term and determine ways 

to dismantle inequities by making more academic enrichment opportunities available for 

students universally, regardless of a gifted label. 

As an extension and evolution of gifted education, researchers have used talent 

development, a term also used in business, arts and athletics, as a framework toward 

educational equity for students with high academic potential. Aiming to re-envision the 

rationale for advanced education, Olszewski-Kubilius et al. (2018) argue, “A talent 

development model acknowledges that without learning experience that elicit interest and 

potential, the talent of many students goes unrecognized and unrealized” (p. 129). As 

seen in this statement, there have been efforts to distinguish between the phrases that may 

be an attempt to detach from the nefarious early days of identifying certain students as 

“gifted.” Nevertheless, I would contest that talent development is not more equitable and 

is just as exclusionary as gifted education if there are arbitrary designations for whose 

talent can be developed.  

The talent development framework does not fix the issues of inequity in gifted 

education, but rather, shape-shifts the problematic tendency to place certain students into 

a nebulous ranking of potential. Davis (2021) claims, “Criticalists call for action-oriented 

research efforts that not only chronical social inequities but also participate in confronting 

and disrupting them to achieve a more equitable society” (p. 115). As I apply criticality to 

complicate the terms gifted and talent development, while also considering my own 
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experiences from being a practitioner in the field, I believe that school-wide enrichment 

with culturally responsive differentiated curriculum delivery based upon pace, and no 

labels is a more just path toward equity.  

Sociological Implications of Out-of-School Enrichment 

  Some families may seek academic enrichment opportunities for their student 

outside of the confines of the school day and location, however, is important to note the 

sociological implications of participating in OST enrichment programs. The mere 

offering of such programs and the participation of families in them implies the attribution 

of value and productivity in removing of a student from their traditional learning 

environment as an attempt to better them in a way their previous environment could not. 

Seeking to engage in OST programs could also unduly suggest there is something wrong, 

inadequate, or deficient in traditional, or near home programs. These inferences may 

impact educator, parent and students by having them assume learning can only happen 

beyond their means.  

I have seen first-hand how OST programs may indeed help with supplementing 

resources and curriculum not offered in a students’ current school during my time as a 

practitioner in K-12 serving OST programs. For example, I believe these programs can 

also perpetuate capital and capitalism, where value is produced and attained by the few 

that participate. In the end, for those who engage in out-of-school time enrichment 

programs, there is both a perception and reception of advancement in society.  



 20 

Positionality and Researcher’s Identity 

When I was a child, I always wondered why my parents, who were divorced and 

low-income, chose to drop me off at a distant elementary school rather than simply 

letting me take the bus with my friends to our neighborhood school. I would learn later 

that my parents worked hard to identify a school outside of our assigned area they felt 

would expose me to what they viewed as better education. They applied, and I got 

accepted into a gifted and talented (GT) magnet elementary school. I have often 

pondered, “What factors led my parents to send me to this educational opportunity? In 

what ways, if at all, did my parents exercise privilege through this choice despite being 

from a minoritized background?” My mother claimed she sent me there because it was 

the mid-point of where she and my father lived and, according to her, “The principal was 

a member of our church and was well-respected in the community.” In fact, I believe the 

unstated quality my mother did not say aloud was, “The principal was a woman who 

looked like us in hue and was from the community we knew.” Reflecting on this, I am 

reminded of Khalifa et al. (2016), who found that when principals have visibility and 

advocate for community issues, they gain increased buy-in, trust, and positive 

interactions between school and community. This may have been the case in my 

situation. 
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Young, Black, and Gifted Poet 
 
 
Figure 1.1 The Perpetual Student 
 

 
 

I wish I could confidently align with the order of identity shared in Nemiroff and 

Hansberry’s (1999) book, “To be Young, Gifted and Black” – a framing of positionality 

so evocative that it inspired the likes of singer, song writer, Nina Simone to place this 

declaration to the tune of a song. In my view, being a student at a gifted and talented 

(GT) magnet school was an afterthought. I literally identified as being a student, solely, 

not as being gifted and talented because of my environment. The older I got, I began to 
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shift from identifying as just being a student, and I eventually began to realize how my 

skin color, associated with Black racial identity, and how my female gender, followed by 

my identity as a poet - influenced my academic engagement. While in the 3rd grade at 

that GT magnet school, I wrote my first poem in a classroom assignment focused on the 

cycles of the moon. I remember comparing the crescent moon to the smile of the fictional 

Cheshire cat from Alice and the Wonderland, and I enjoyed the idea of weaving literary, 

artistic and terrestrial science into my budding lyrical prowess. Arts-based activities were 

a welcomed blend to help me define and defend the world I came from. Being absorbed 

in the flow of poetry helped me forget about the belatedness of my home and school 

positionality. I have written original short poems like this capture the essence of my 

resolve:  

Product of a broken home – when life seemed bad  

I – found my words through my pen and my pad. 

As an adult reflecting on having attended a gifted and talented (G/T) magnet elementary 

school in the U.S. south, I have been shocked as I grapple with the fact that I did not 

understand what the letters G/T meant until I became a professional practitioner in gifted 

and talented education. In the summers between elementary and high school, I passed the 

time by playing basketball and writing poetry, and it was not until my junior year that I 

engaged in OST academic enrichment over the summer, in the form of the Upward 

Bound Trio program.  
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Black and Low-Income 

My understanding of talent development was limited, yet closely tied to musical 

fine arts, given my father’s annual involvement with his fraternity’s musical talent hunt 

competition for youth in the community. In high school, I was steered into honors, rather 

than advanced placement (AP) courses, and it was not until I enrolled in a predominantly 

White institution (PWI) for my undergraduate education that I realized Trio programs 

were for low-income students with high potential. While my most salient identities were 

being a light-skinned Black woman, admittedly, identifying as being low-income was not 

necessarily something I actively thought about until I left home and stepped into college 

where I received a federal Pell grant to help pay for school.  

As I reflect on my (mis)education and revelations, I am reminded of progressive 

philosopher and critical scholar, John Dewey (1897) who shares, “knowledge of social 

conditions, of the present state of civilization, is necessary in order properly to interpret 

the child’s powers” (p. 77). I have often wondered, where I would be in life had I 

continued my talent development through out-of-school enrichment programs over my 

summers? Likewise, to what degree did my race, gender, class or social surroundings 

impact what others thought about my potential, my giftedness, or how I personally 

thought about my achievement? Simply put, when I think about what my place meant 

among other high-achieving students, I personally identify with students and families 

who learn about educational opportunities after the fact.  
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Balance as Practitioner and Researcher 

This study is particularly close to me because I identify as someone who has 

attended an OST academic enrichment program, and because I have served as a 

professional practitioner for one. I have seen directly how students have been positively 

impacted by these programs, watching them break out of their shell through the social 

growth opportunities offered when being with other intellectual individuals. I have also 

seen the amazing careers they may step into as alumni of the program. Because these 

experiences have left an impression on me as a practitioner, I have grown to view these 

programs as experiences that can influence students in their formative years of 

development, as well as how that influence can positively, or negatively go in many 

directions. In fact, this feeds into my ambivalence about some of these programs, 

particularly if the programs are predominantly White, with students and families from 

higher socioeconomic backgrounds. What would high-achieving Black female students, 

like me, feel like if they were in these programs as an adolescent? I cannot help but 

wonder about the impact on students in their formative years with these demographic 

considerations in mind.  

To temper any accolades that I could give to OST programs, the field of cultural 

foundations challenges me to acknowledge the problematic nature of hegemonic systems 

or structures that reinforce inequality. OST academic enrichment programs perpetuate the 

cycle of defining and cataloguing intelligence, marketing how it manifests, and who can 

consume or access it. Collectively, this commercialization of education can either overtly, 

or inadvertently counter the very noble quest to close academic excellence gaps and 
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disparities. When I reflect upon my positionality as a former practitioner in OST 

enrichment programs, I experience a tension in the liminal space between my 

professional career and the path of a researcher in cultural foundations thinking critically 

about what can be done to move in the direction of a socially just world. I characterize 

this liminality as a porous, transitional state where I can acknowledge relations between 

one or more things. As a former practitioner in OST enrichment programs, a prior 

participant, and a researcher of them, I must acknowledge the unjust features of programs 

when the financial cost of some of the programs, the criteria to participate, and the 

demographic make-up of the program all contribute to inequalities in educational 

attainment and/or aspirations across race, gender, and socioeconomic status.  

In this tense liminal space, I have had to acknowledge that it is okay, and 

necessary for me to question my actions and inactions, and what I say, and do not say to 

ensure I provide an authentic reflection of my experience and learnings throughout this 

study. Sharing about experiences that shape my perspective is just one step in the 

direction of stating the obvious yet jarring reality of being a practitioner in an out-of-

school time enrichment program. Applying a cultural foundations lens to the work I do as 

a practitioner helps me to see that towering over any good that I can see in these 

programs are additional implications that further not just the achievement gap, but the 

“recievement” gap. In other words, OST academic enrichment programs can sustain 

systemic cycles of some individuals receiving more advanced education than others.  



 26 

Critical Reflexivity in a Qualitative Study 

As I reflect on my minoritized identity as a Black woman, practitioner, aspiring 

critical scholar, and poet-researcher conducting an arts-based critical poetic inquiry on 

high-achieving Black women, I am aware of the importance of considering how aspects 

of my positionality influence my research endeavors and analysis. Acknowledging that 

the starting point is me, Bentz and Shapiro (1998) claim, “Mindful inquiry springs from 

the lifeworld of the researcher” (42). Critical reflexivity, or “Always keeping yourself 

honest about getting real” (Levinson et al., 2011, p.14) was essential as I navigated this 

critical arts-based qualitative study. In my role as practitioner in the field of gifted 

education and talent development, I have constantly worked to evaluate where I stand in 

complicity of upholding or dismantling hegemonic processes that negatively impact 

women, students of color, and individuals from low-income backgrounds.  

As I consider my life world and reflexivity, Behar’s (1996) concept of the 

vulnerable observer connects very well to what I experience as a Black woman doing 

research, specifically as it relates to the tension between “being biased’ or being viewed 

as “someone who has a personal axe to grind” when sharing about the experiences of 

other racially minoritized individuals (p. 11). I am mindful that when making myself 

vulnerable as a researcher, I must understand participants are “only interested if one is 

able to draw deeper connections between one’s personal experience and the subject under 

study” ... “Leaving unscrutinized the connection, the intellectual and emotional, between 

the observer and the observed” (Behar, 1996, pp. 13-14). Behar’s (1996) thoughts 

reassure me that it is okay to be honest when connecting one’s own subjectivity and 
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positionality to the research, but one must do so tactfully as not to obstruct the core goals 

outlined in my research inquiries. Therefore, I employ reflexivity by scrutinizing and 

exposing my voice’s connection to the chosen methodologies and the research at hand.  

 Good examples of researcher reflexivity can be found in Richardson’s (2013) 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) qualitative study on critical hip hop feminist literacies, 

and Certo’s (2015) interpretive study analyzing poetry writing and performance among 

fifth grade classroom students. I have been intrigued that in both cases, the researchers 

adopted an observer-participant approach to the way they engaged research participants 

in artistic expression of their identity. In discussing the observer-participant approach, 

Richardson (2013) shares, “I returned to the girls to ask for clarification of issues or 

language to be sure I understood their comment” (p. 332). Similarly, Certo (2015) goes a 

step further, sharing, “I was not a distant observer, but an actively engaged researcher, 

educator, and poet. I revealed my identity as a poet through my introductions, dress, and 

readings of my poetry” (pp. 54-55). Certo’s (2015) approach not only inspires me as a 

researcher to be transparent and participatory with those I am researching, but it also 

reminds me that sharing about role and positionality is not confined to a research article, 

but it needs to be shared with the researched as well.  

As a researcher, I understand I am walking within a landscape influenced by 

various life worlds. Bentz and Shapiro (1998) describe life worlds as, “based on lived, 

embodied relationships located in time, place, space, history, and the natural 

environment. All social research is about aspects of life-worlds, and therefore, is 

responsible for the condition of the life worlds it affects” (p. 42). The lifeworld that I 
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connected the most with in my study is high-achieving Black women, and this study 

offers a critical exploration into their experiences in OST academic enrichment programs 

in a manner that can assist with identifying tools to disrupt forms of discrimination. 

Lorde (1980) shares, “The future of our other may depend upon the ability of all women 

to identify and develop new definitions of power and new patterns of relating across 

difference” (p. 123). Thus, this study has the potential to provide a paradigm shift by 

helping to define new language of engagement across diversity.  

Terminology and Language 

Bentz and Shapiro (1998) highlight, “The importance of clarifying concepts 

before proceeding with an investigation” (p. 13). To ensure readers understand terms 

used throughout this dissertation, I want to share definitions of the following terms:  

• Academic Talent Search: Talent Search refers to programs that identify and 

assess gifted children with above-grade-level testing and provide subsequent 

educational services matched to their tested abilities (Subotnik et al., 2011).  

• Achievement Gap: This phrase can reflect the ways racial test score gaps have 

been characterized in traditional societal narratives. 

• African American and Black: “Black or African American” refers to a person 

having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa. 

• AIG: Advanced and Intellectually Gifted Program. 

• AP: Advanced Placement Program. 

• AVID: Advanced via Individual Determination Program. 
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• Educational Debt: Offered as an alternative to achievement gap because it 

represents the larger, historical factors influencing issues of racial disparities in 

educational attainment as a means to address the long-term underlying problems 

in our nation’s education systems (Chambers, 2009, p. 420; Ladson-Billings, 

2006, p. 4).  

• Enrichment Programming: Can take place in a single session lasting a few 

hours to 3 or more weeks of residential programming in the summer. For 

maximum impact, this programming has to be designed to meet the specialized 

needs of academically advanced or gifted students (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 

2018, p. 73).  

• Excellence Gap: Refers to the disparity in the percentage of low-income students 

who reach advanced levels of academic performance as compared to high-income 

students, but it can also be seen in other populations beyond low-income students 

(Jack Kent Cooke Foundation, n.d.a). 

• Gifted and Talented: Individuals who give evidence of high achievement 

capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or 

in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily 

provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities (National 

Association for Gifted Children). 

• Giftedness: The manifestation of performance or production that is clearly at the 

upper end of the distribution in a talent domain even relative to that of other high-

functioning individuals in that domain., Giftedness can be viewed as 
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developmental, in that in the beginning stages, potential is the key variable; in 

later stages, achievement is the measure of giftedness; and in fully developed 

talents, eminence is the basis on which this label is granted. Psychosocial 

variables play an essential role in the manifestation of giftedness at every 

developmental stage. Both cognitive and psychosocial variables are malleable and 

need to be deliberately cultivated.” (Subotnik et al., 2011, p. 3). 

• High-Achiever: Enrollment in the Honors Program was used as the characteristic 

that defined students as “high achievers” because of the rigorous academic 

standards required to gain admission to the program (Griffin, 2006).  

• High-Achieving: students who score in the top 25 percent of their peers on 

nationally normed standardized tests (Tabron & Chambers, 2019; Weiner, 2007). 

• High-Income: Students whose family income distribution (adjusted for family 

size) are above the national median or top half (Weiner, 2007). 

• High-Potential: individuals from low-income families who scored in the 70th 

percentile or above on a standardized assessment or who were recommended by a 

teacher, but who have not previously been identified as gifted in traditional means 

(Miller & Gentry, 2010).  

• Hispanic: “Hispanic origin can be viewed as the heritage, nationality, lineage, or 

country of birth of the person or the person’s parents or ancestors before arriving 

in the United States. People who identify as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be 

any race” (U.S. Census, n.d.). 

• IB: International Baccalaureate ® Program. 
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• Intersectionality: the way sexism, racism, classism, ageism (and any -ism) 

intersect in lived experience, bringing awareness to the varying degrees of 

oppression in layered structures of power (Villaverde, 2008, p. 55).  

• Low-Income: Students whose family income distribution (adjusted for family 

size) are below the national median or bottom half (Tabron & Chambers, 2019; 

Weiner, 2007). 

• Minoritized Students: Students who have experienced mistreatment, and face 

prejudices that are enforced upon them because of situations outside of their 

control. 

• Myth of Meritocracy: a belief suggesting that people who demonstrate high 

performance through hard work and individual effort in formal education can 

achieve positive future outcomes (Carter, 2008, p. 2).  

• Out-of-School Time (OST) Enrichment: Unique experiences that engage and 

challenge students at a pace of learning and intense focus and study in the talent 

domain which is necessary for growth commensurate with ability, and are very 

different from what they encounter in their traditional school setting; Often 

offered during summer, school break, and weekend programs (Miller & Gentry, 

2010; Olszewski-Kubilius, 2007, p. 13; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018, p. 71). 

• Predominantly White institution (PWI): Institutions of higher education in the 

U.S. that historically and currently are comprised of a majority of White students, 

faculty, staff and administrators. 
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• Race: A social construction which changes over the course of time due to 

historical and social pressures (Omi & Winant, 2015). 

• Receivement Gap: “Offered as an alternative to achievement gap due to its focus 

on structure, not students, and inputs instead of outputs” … “inspiring a deeper 

and more nuanced discussion of factors that influence student achievement and 

distort the achievement of African American students” (Chambers, 2009). 

• Students of Color: Nonwhite students. 

Conclusion 

Olszewski-Kubilius et al. (2018) warn that, “No talent is developed in the absence 

of appropriate opportunities, training, or coaching” (p. 17). This critical arts-based 

qualitative study is focused on the experiences of high-achieving Black women who have 

engaged in talent development through OST academic enrichment programs. 

Acknowledging how the experiences of high-achieving Black women intersects with the 

long-standing debate of what constitutes quality education in U.S., this study draws 

attention to the nature of OST academic enrichment programs, and how they must attend 

to subjectivity as well as the historical, political, social, cultural and economic context in 

which students live. More importantly, this critical arts-based qualitative study 

contributes toward tenets of CRT, like counter-story telling on assets rather than deficits, 

and through acknowledging the intersectionality of identities of high-achieving Black 

women who engage in OST academic enrichment programs.  

This chapter introduced the need to explore the experiences of high-achieving 

Black women in OST academic enrichment programs, the significance of this a study, 
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Critical Race Theory as the theoretical framework, and the ways in which I worked to be 

self-reflective regarding the positionalities that influence my work. Unlike many studies 

on high-achieving Black women, this critical arts-based study incorporates a Critical 

Poetic Inquiry (CPI) methodological approach, laying the groundwork for a creative and 

thought-provoking analysis of the participants’ experiences in a way that should 

encourage K-16 educational systems to develop programs, initiatives, and policies that 

will contribute to their success. Finally, this research supports the confluent efforts of 

educators, community-based organizations and colleges and universities to facilitate 

pathways of advanced learning, guided by differentiated instruction while also addressing 

the social and emotional needs of students for the sake of engagement and retention. In 

the next chapter, I highlight what is known from a review of literature related to the field 

of gifted education and talent development, as well as high-achieving Black students and 

OST academic enrichment programs.  
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CHAPTER II 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I examine the literature on the field of gifted education which 

provides various angles to investigate the experiences of high-achieving minoritized 

students in OST programs. With the goal of adding to the body of literature focused on 

access and equity in advanced learning programs, I draw attention to core bodies of 

literature closely related to my research on high-achieving Black women and OST 

programs. To start, I provide a critical look at gifted education in the United States. Then, 

I explore how notions of giftedness and gifted education have evolved over the years. 

Next, I interrogate how a shift from gifted education to talent development has been 

incorporated as an alleged more inclusive strategy to address equity and excellence gaps. 

Following that effort, I investigate what is known about the academic, social and cultural 

experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST academic enrichment programs. 

Finally, I focus on OST programs in general, exploring their impact and key components.  

A Critical Look at Gifted Education in the United States 

Scholars within the field of gifted education have had varied views regarding its 

defining qualities and values. Renzulli (2012) claims, “The field of gifted education is 

based on the almost universally accepted reality that some learners demonstrate 
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outstanding performance or potential for superior performance in academic, creative, 

leadership, or artistic domains when compared with their peers” (p. 150). Taking a 

different stance, Ford (2013) asserts, “As historically and currently operationalized, 

gifted education represents such a program or vehicle for promoting inequities” (p. 143). 

These two reflections come from individuals with different gender and racial identities, 

drawing attention to the varied viewpoints and sociocultural context that informs what the 

field is, and what it is capable of doing. These varied viewpoints shed light not only on 

the influence of one’s placement in society, but also to how scholars contributing 

knowledge to a field of education may interpret differently its purposes and outcomes. 

Because of the varied views regarding the field’s purpose and outcomes, it is not 

uncommon for educators, administrators, parents, and politicians to ask, what is the point 

of gifted education and talent development? Oftentimes, the response varies along the 

continuum of individuals advocating for the inclusion - or the elimination - of such 

programs. Mainstream news outlets drew more attention to this debate when the New 

York Times published a summary of a report entitled, Making the Grade II: New 

Programs for Better Schools (Shapiro, 2019). The report featured a committee’s 

proposed recommendations to Mayor Bill De Blasio of New York to eliminate gifted 

education services from New York City (NYC) public schools, citing the problematic 

nature of having academically selective schools composed of majority White and Asian 

children parallel to non-selective schools predominantly composed of Black and Hispanic 

students. Being the largest school system in the country with over 1.1 million students, 

many individuals across the country eagerly awaited Mayor Bill De Blasio’s response to 
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the report, which represented the reemergence of a long-standing debate regarding 

perceptions of what is quality education, locations where one can access it, and who has 

access to it. Likewise, because NYC’s gifted program applications begin as young as age 

4, this scenario draws attention to how “excellence gaps start as early as kindergarten and 

continue to widen through high school and college” (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018, p. 

67). In response to the New York Times report, past president of the National Association 

for Gifted Children (NAGC), Sally Krisel (2019) claimed:  

 
While we share Mayor de Blasio’s concern about “reducing inequality” in 
classrooms, eliminating gifted programs will not level the playing field. In fact, 
the children whose families cannot afford to send them to private schools or 
supplement their education with extra-curricular opportunities are hurt the most 
when gifted programs are cut. (para. 2) 
 
 

Krisel’s (2019) statement on behalf of NAGC challenges policy makers to consider the 

residual impact of removing - rather than creating - opportunity. Shifting from Krisel’s 

resolve, I would argue, “Why are not advanced learning academic opportunities available 

universally to more students?” When communities may be absent of free opportunities, 

families with the financial means may turn to paid ones. According to data collected by 

the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation: 

 
High-income households spend $8,000 per year more on education and 
enrichment than do low-income households, a gap that’s nearly tripled since the 
1970s. This adds up to a $100,000 spending gap over the course of a child’s early 
childhood, primary and secondary school career. (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018, 
p. 67) 
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Acknowledging these contemporary issues in education, it is important to consider how 

political debates and structural dynamics fuel the cycle of neoliberalism, which is defined 

by the constant re-allocation of power to the wealthy. It is also worth noting how this 

cycle seeps into the demographic composition and worldviews represented in today’s 

schools and subsequently, within OST programs. Making a claim for the role of schools 

in addressing the excellence gap, Renzulli and Reis (2019) state:  

 
The recent controversy over the elimination of gifted education programs in New 
York City’s public schools must be viewed in the larger context of the role that 
schools need to play in changing world conditions, career development 
opportunities, the job market and the ways in which we can better prepare all of 
our young people for happy and productive futures. (para. 1) 
 
 

I contest that it is not simply the role of schools or OST programs that we should draw 

attention to, but we must also consider the reality experienced by the students in such 

programs. The neoliberal underpinnings within the field of gifted education in the U.S. 

throughout history have made it an ongoing struggle to find ways to nurture high-

achieving students, especially students from traditionally underserved populations.  

When thinking about the politics associated with high-achieving Black women 

and their talent development, an assumption often made by liberals is that there is an 

achievement gap, and that these students can be liberated or free if we can close the gap. 

Saltman (2018) warns, “The achievement gap presumes that the norms of knowledge 

measured by tests, which are in fact class and cultural group specific (largely white and 

professional class), should be understood as universally valuable” (p. xviii). I believe this 

is paradoxical, yet very important to consider because “closing the gap” endorses 
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alignment with dominant norms. At the same time, there is also the issue of exposure, and 

how someone can expect others to align with something that they have not been exposed 

to. In the effort to re-envision the rationale for advanced education, Olszewski-Kubilius 

et al. (2018) argue, “A talent development model acknowledges that without learning 

experience that elicit interest and potential, the talent of many students goes unrecognized 

and unrealized” (p. 129). The shift in focus toward talent development today running 

parallel to gifted education programs of the past is a budding area worth interrogating to 

see the degree to which this approach toward equity and excellence can serve more 

students.  

Plucker and Peters (2017) state, “When advanced achievement and closing 

excellence gaps are not considered educational priorities, it should not be surprising that 

high-ability students and their education receive relatively little attention” (p. 16). The 

narrative in NYC public schools’ challenges society to prioritize the need to address and 

close equity and excellence gaps. Consequently, this is a significant time to embark on a 

study that examines the experience of high-achieving Black women in OST enrichment 

programs to help inform the educational agenda as families and students may seek to out-

source additional enrichment.  

Constructions of Giftedness for Black Students 

Literature related to gifted education and talent development primarily focuses on 

identification and access, with attention to inclusion and retention as secondary 

endeavors. Regarding access, students of color are identified for these programs 

disproportionately in comparison to White students, thus impacting the number of Black 
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women who may be in such programs. According to the U.S. Office of Civil Rights 

(OCR) within the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE), in 2013-2014 there were 

approximately 3.3 million public school students in gifted and talented programs. When 

considering the cross section of this number by race, able-bodied-ness and language, this 

constitutes 58.2% White, 18.0% Hispanic and 9.9% Black, 2.4% students with 

Disabilities under IDEA, and 2.4% English Language Learners (ELLs). Comparatively, 

beyond formal gifted and talented programs, there are 3.4 million high-achieving students 

who come from low-income households (Wyner et al., 2007). These numbers reveal 

lower access to rigorous academic enrichment programs not just based on race, language, 

and able-bodied-ness, but also socioeconomic class and perceived cognitive ability.  

An additional concern regarding high-achieving Black students is lower 

engagement as seen in lower retention in talent development programs. Even when 

engaged in rigorous academic enrichment programs, students from minoritized 

backgrounds are more likely to drop out of advanced courses and gifted programs 

compared with their White peers (Ecker-Lyster & Niileksela, 2017, p. 81; Ford, 2014). 

This lower engagement prior to, and beyond entry into these programs likely contributes 

to the limited studies focused on Black or African American students and their unique 

experiences in gifted education (Henfield et al., 2008, p. 433). Still, I contend there are 

multiple nuances that may influence engagement in academic enrichment opportunities 

when placing into context the intersectionality associated with one’s background.  

One way to address underrepresentation and lower engagement of high-achieving 

students is to acknowledge what measures are being valued in the definitions of 



 

 40 

giftedness and achievement. At the most basic level, Renzulli (2012) claims, there are 

two types of giftedness:  

 
The first is called high-achieving or schoolhouse giftedness, referring to students 
who are good lesson learners in traditional school achievement. The second is 
creative productive giftedness, referring to the traits that inventors, designers, 
authors, artists, and others apply to selected areas of economic, cultural, and 
social capital. These two types of giftedness are not mutually exclusive, but the 
distinction is important because of the implications for the ways in which we 
develop gifted behaviors in educational settings. (p. 151).  
 
 

Of these two types of giftedness, high-achieving or schoolhouse giftedness is most linked 

with academic behaviors versus thoughts. Paralleling the underrepresentation and lower 

retention of high-achieving students of color in rigorous academic programming today, I 

turn to history to explore how this disparity may have manifested or persisted in the past. 

Applying a critical lens to the history of gifted education and talent development projects, 

I consider context around how certain conceptions of giftedness have been created. Who 

or what is missing as it relates to the topic of concern, and who or what informed the 

meaning? Finally, I share how influential leaders may inform the placement of value on 

the notion of gifts and talents.  

Reminding the field of its historic roots, while cleverly exposing its weeds, 

Cumings Mansfield (2015) describes, “Terman, the ‘father’ of gifted education, and 

Hollingworth, the ‘mother’ of gifted education, were public proponents of eugenics and 

used their privileged positions in academe to forward their pseudo-science” (p. 10). To 

draw further attention to the often-whitewashed language of the reality of the times, I 

highlight another quote by Terman (1916) to purposely be critical of the critical (Macedo, 
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2007), rather than ahistorical. With the boasting of pride and prejudice, Terman (1916) 

informs society of the limited potential he sees in the gifts and talents of students of 

color. Foretelling how his work might impact the future of the educational field, he states:  

 
The writer predicts that when this is done there will be discovered enormously 
significant racial differences in general intelligence, differences which cannot be 
wiped out by any scheme of mental culture. Children of this group should be 
segregated in special classes and be given instruction which is concrete and 
practical. They cannot master abstractions, but they can often be made efficient 
workers, able to look out for themselves. There is no possibility at present of 
convincing society that they should be allowed to reproduce, although from a 
eugenic point of view they constitute a grave problem because of their unusually 
prolific breeding. (Terman, 1916, p. 92)  
 
 

Terman’s (1916) statements relate greatly to what Kendi (2016) characterizes as “racist 

ideas.” These ideas are upheld historically when false notions of human genetic and 

geographic distinction are endorsed (Smedley & Smedley, 2005, p. 17, 20). Likewise, 

Terman’s (1916) claim that one’s status or condition is associated with their innate 

capabilities by birth, contributes to the colorblind ideology frame of “naturalization,” or 

the tendency to think of circumstances as a natural occurrence (Bonilla-Silva, 2018). In 

response to individuals communicating with colorblind ideology, Goyette (2017) shares, 

“There is much more genetic variability within racial groups than between them” (p. 

115). When naturalization, racist ideas and deficit thinking are left unaddressed, it 

contributes toward negative socialization within education (Johnson, 2015, p. 15). As 

such, it is imperative for scholars and educators to understand the impact their verbal and 

nonverbal influence can have on the self-efficacy of students of color regarding academic 

achievement.  
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Joining Cumings Mansfield’s (2015) resolve to remain critical of the future, 

considering the past, Ford and Whiting (2016) speak on how these racist ideas still 

resurface today. They state, “In our current adaptation/adoption of Terman’s flawed 

methods, then as now, many qualified minority students are simply underrepresented in 

gifted education by virtue of their underrepresentation in test-taking opportunities” (p. 

121). In short, it is important to consider how historical oppression in the form of racist 

ideas, naturalization and deficit thinking may inform public perception of giftedness and 

talent development for students of color, and in the case of this study, Black women.  

In this section, I have provided an overview of the various ways giftedness as a 

construct has been defined and applied to students of color. While this current study 

focuses on high-achieving Black women, I noted how it is important to take steps to 

move beyond access issues related to disparate engagement in gifted and talented 

programs, and instead to also focus on engagement. Additionally, I referenced the issues 

associated with racist ideas that were offered by seminal individuals in the field of gifted 

education, and how some of those thoughts may still impact academic excellence and 

achievement conversations for students today. In speaking about her frustrations 

regarding research on the ways Black students have been affiliated within narratives of 

academic achievement, Ladson-Billings (2014) shares, “It was clear that there was no 

language of academic excellence associated with African American students” (p. 76). 

This observation is startling and needs to be improved.  

With the goal of fostering increased cultural responsiveness among students, 

families, administrators, and educators, my study is focused on factors that impact the 



 

 43 

participation and persistence of high-achieving Black women who attend OST programs. 

In the section that follows, I investigate how the talent development model has been 

suggested in literature to foster an alleged, more inclusive narratives around addressing 

educational opportunity, achievement, and excellence gaps.  

Toward Talent Development for Equity and Excellence 

Despite early influences on the definition of giftedness related to biology, 

eugenics and nature, there has also been an argument that high intelligence is 

developmental and included by nurture and access to opportunities to grow. Likewise, 

beyond solely focusing on cognition, or intelligence, Renzulli and Reis (2010) suggest, 

“Current research has expanded to include a multidimensional construct of giftedness that 

incorporates a variety of traits, skills, and abilities which are manifested in multiple 

ways” (p. 308). A clear shift from just IQ is apparent. Expanding the definition of 

giftedness to noncognitive gifts and talents, Renzulli and Reis (2010) share: 

 
Gifted behavior consists of behaviors that reflect an interaction among three basic  
clusters of human traits—above average ability, high levels of task commitment,  
and high levels of creativity. Individuals capable of developing gifted behavior 
are those possessing or capable of developing this composite set of traits and 
applying them to any potentially valuable area of human performance. Persons 
who manifest or are capable of developing an interaction among the three clusters 
require a wide variety of educational opportunities and services that are not 
ordinarily provided through regular instructional programs. (p. 308) 
 
 

The focus on talent development has been a framework explored to promote equity and 

excellence in gifted education. Morgan et al. (2015) elaborates on how talent 

development has become a means to shift attention not just on the student and their 

capabilities, but also to the educators, families, and others in society. They point to 
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Boykin who presented a Talent Development Model which asserts that all students can 

learn to achieve high standards when expectations are held by stakeholders and when all 

stakeholders assume responsibility for student success and personal development 

(Morgan et al., 2015, p. 598). Echoing appreciation for this adjustment in educational 

approach, Ford (2013) suggests, “Talent development holds much promise for recruiting 

and retaining gifted Black and Hispanic students” (p. 41). Nevertheless, the issue that 

remains is the fact that just as race is socially constructed, so too are the interpretations of 

giftedness, talent, high-potential and high-ability are socially constructed labels attached 

to students as well.  

There have been many pioneering gifted scholars of color who have contributed 

thoughts on giftedness and talent development for high-achieving students of color 

(Baldwin 1987a, 1987b; Frasier, 1991b; Ogbu, 2004). Known for her contribution of 

multicultural perspectives toward giftedness, the late Dr. Mary Frasier (1991b) framed 

her response to the common question regarding whether to employ definitive strategies 

for identifying gifted students of color. She shares: 

 
The answer has to be “Yes and No.” Yes, if adopting this perspective would result 
in a distillation of the essence of the giftedness construct across all groups, 
regardless of race, creed, gender, socioeconomic status, or handicapping 
condition. No, if this perspective yields varying constructs that are applied to 
certain groups and not to all gifted students. Business cannot continue as usual! 
(p. 21)  
 
 

Overall, when seeking to serve high-achieving students of color, and among them, the 

focus of this study on Black women in OST programs, scholars have suggested it is not 

favorable to label the student, but rather to clarify the goals of the work that can address 
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the whole student. Renzulli (2012) suggests, “We should label the services necessary to 

develop high potentials rather than labeling the students as gifted or not gifted” (p. 151). 

Jointly, these concerns underscore the need to combat stereotype threat and the tendency 

to typecast students across different backgrounds. 

Talent Development and Notions of Privy 

Though talent development was a general topic of focus for the Father of 

Education, Horace Mann (1848), over a century later academic talent development was 

re-visited by a Black scholar of a similar name, Horace Mann Bond (1959) – father to the 

late civil rights leader, Julian Bond. Addressing the limitations of Mann’s (1848) 

idealistic claim that education would help “Obliterate the factitious distinctions in 

society” (p. 3), Mann Bond (1959) noted the importance of adding the historical context 

of race and social class to notions of talent development. In his crafty scholarly work 

juxtaposing the concept of “Talent and Toilets,” Mann Bond (1959) revealed national 

data from the 1950s demonstrating the higher likelihood of talent identification of 

national merit scholars in state districts occupied by families with more toilets and more 

professionalized occupations. Mann Bond (1959) states:  

 
When one classifies the occupations of the parents of the high school seniors who 
won National Merit Scholarships in 1956, according to the socio-economic 
classes arrived at by the United States Census, there is additional proof that one 
may expect to find "talent" among the kind of people who live in houses that have 
modern "three-and-four-holers;” but little "talent" among those who live in "no-
holers" or "one-holers,” ancient or modern. (p. 5) 
 
 

Horace Mann Bond’s boldness in considering how historically, talent development can be 

associated with privy, or privilege - both with knowledge and/or the private outhouse 
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toilet(s) - draws parallels with modern day scholars who are also attentive to 

socioeconomic perks or barriers influencing access to quality academic enrichment 

programs. Indeed, just as Horace Mann (1848) is integral to discussions on public 

education, over a century later, Horace Mann Bond’s (1959) canniness in challenging the 

strategies of academic enrichment programs is still relevant today.  

In considering the academic field of cultural foundations, Goyette (2017) states, 

“Education as an institution validates certain types of knowledge over others” (p. 6). This 

type of validation in gifted and talented academic enrichment programs can manifest 

through basing admissions requirements upon standardized tests, recruitment based upon 

socioeconomic status or zip code, and through using arbitrary parameters to classify a 

student’s talent and potential. This can contribute to what many schools refer to as 

tracking, or sorting students based on particular social or educational outcomes.  

This former literature suggests it is vital that scholars and educators to be mindful 

that the way education is purposed can serve as a scale for comparison and can influence 

one’s life trajectory based upon how individuals “measure up” to dominate standards. In 

other words, educational settings, including out of school academic enrichment programs 

have the potential to sort students, which can intentionally, or unintentionally create and 

reproduce social stratification. The take home lesson is talent development, as it pertains 

to education, has been historically focused on serving those of the dominant society, so 

efforts to incorporate this framework for traditionally minoritized populations need to be 

critical, intentional, and targeted for those who have not had as much privy, or privilege.  
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Sociocultural Experiences of High-Achieving Students of Color 

Historical Pursuit of Advancement Through Literacy  

While this dissertation study is about high-achieving Black women, my research 

contributes to bodies of literature focused on high-achieving students of color, or non-

White individuals given their underrepresentation in gifted and talented academic 

enrichment programs. Researchers have incorporated various umbrella phrases like 

Racially, Ethnically, and Linguistically Diverse (RELD) or Culturally and Linguistically 

Diverse (CLD) to describe this student population (Ecker-Lyster & Niileksela, 2017; 

Ford, 2014, Siegle et al., 2016). To provide a deeper understanding of high-achieving 

students of color, and what their sense of place, and sense of belonging has meant in 

education, I explore occurrences in U.S. history that may have an influence on their 

pursuit of educational achievement. Though I characterize this student population as non-

White, I focus this section on Black students given they represent a core group that 

experienced slavery on U.S. soil. Likewise, I use the phrases Black and African 

American interchangeably to describe this group.  

Within U.S. History, the experience of Black individuals has been characterized 

by enslavement and oppression. Describing how academic achievement was shunned in 

the past, Spring (2011) states:  

 
Literacy was a punishable crime for enslaved Africans in the South. However, by 
the outbreak of the Civil War in 1860, it is estimated that 5 percent of slaves had 
learned how to read, sometimes at the risk of life or limb. Individual slaves would 
sneak books and teach themselves while hiding from their masters. Sometimes 
self-taught slaves would pass on their skills and knowledge to other slaves. James 
Anderson quotes a former slave, Ferebe Rogers, about her husband’s educational 
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work prior to the Civil war: On his dyin bed he said he had ben de death o’ many 
a nigger cause he taught so many to read and write. (p. 121) 
 
 

Based on this aspect of U.S. history impacting Black individuals, they had to deal with 

the reality that pursuing academic achievement was outlawed, risky, and even deadly. In 

connecting this history back to critical pedagogy, hooks (2010) reminds educators that, 

“Enthusiasm for lifelong learning is promoted by critical thinking” (p. 188). Thus, it is 

worth asking, “If other students have been afforded this enthusiasm without suppression 

for centuries in advance, how can talent development and the love of learning be 

promoted for Black students if they historically had to conceal their quest for critical 

thinking and literacy?” This is a critical question that informs the need for research on 

how high-achieving students of color can confidently reveal - rather than conceal - their 

academic talents, in a manner where they can be liberated, not limited in learning. 

Centuries later, it is fascinating to consider that students today may have 

witnessed and perhaps been influenced by the first ever Black President and First Lady of 

the United States (U.S.), Barack and Michelle Obama serving two-terms between 2009-

2017. They were two high-achieving graduates of Harvard Law School. Sadly, despite 

seeing examples of this embodiment of academic achievement in the highest seat of 

office, systems of power rooted in social inequality have remained intact due to the 

continued presence of racist ideas. Speaking on how history can impact a Black student’s 

embodiment of excellence, Perry et al. (2003) claims: 

 
The task of achievement, I would argue, is distinctive for African Americans 
because doing school requires that you use your mind, and the ideology of the 
larger society has always been about questioning the mental capacity of African 
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Americans, about questioning Black intellectual competence. (Perry et al., 2003, 
p. 5) 
 
 

High-achieving Black students face the difficult task of going against the grain of what 

others may think of their capabilities. They are often met with rejection before they even 

begin. Though on the continuum of harshness, this questioning of ability may seem 

harmless, it can still fester a sense of belatedness or weariness in students because of 

being reminded of one’s social positioning (Levinson, 1997, p. 16). Relating this to 

academic enrichment programs, Cooley et al, (1991) warns, “Placement in a 

predominantly white gifted program could compound this problem, if it strengthens the 

black student’s perception that there is an intrinsic association between giftedness and 

majority race” (p. 167). In the sections that follow, I analyze emerging themes in the 

literature that inform how others may have viewed high-achieving students of color and 

high-achieving Black women with regards to their gifts and talents. 

Combating Deficit Thinking: Asset-Based Approaches 

Within my scholarly research on high-achieving students of color in OST 

programs, terms like “low-income,” “economically disadvantaged,” “at-risk,” and “high-

potential” have been used to describe this population (Hodges et al., 2017; Kaul et al., 

2016; Miller & Gentry, 2010, Rinn, 2006; Scarbrough, 2017). Many of these terms reflect 

deficit thinking, rather than asset-based attributes assigned to these students. Deficit 

thinking represents the antithesis of quality or value, and this lack of value placed on 

high-achieving students of color has been considered one of the primary reasons why 

underrepresentation in gifted education and talent development programs exists and 
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persists today. Ford et al. (2011) believe, “Social inequality is at the heart of deficit-

oriented paradigms” (p. 240). It is this type of thinking that views racially, ethnically, 

economically, and linguistically diverse (RELD) groups as mainly responsible for their 

own school problems, academic failure and social outcomes, while turning a blind eye to 

structural inequalities and systemic inequities that influence these groups (Ford et al., 

2011, p. 240). Put differently, unjustifiable blame for underachievement is on the 

oppressed, rather than on the systems that do the oppressing. Henfield et al. (2008) state, 

“Such perspectives focus on students’ shortcomings to the exclusion of their strengths” 

(p. 435). Again, we find there is more weight focused on the person, and not the program.  

Some researchers have worked to add to the narrative on scholarly underserved 

students using cunning phrases such as “overlooked gems” or “diamonds in the rough” to 

describe what they call, “The raw potential of low-income gifted students who are 

underrepresented in programs for gifted students” (Kaul et al., 2016; VanTassel-Baska & 

Brown, 2007). Though phrases like “overlooked gems” and “diamonds in the rough” 

have been used to portray high-achieving students of color as hidden in plain sight, when 

looked at from a critical lens, these phrases expose the culpable dismissal of minoritized 

students, juxtaposed with exotic intrigue in one fell swoop - or I would state, one failed 

swoop. 

The late scholar and activist, Dr. Alexina Baldwin (1987b) called for critical 

attentiveness to the diamond and gem metaphors associated with gifted students of color 

years ago. She warns: 
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The intersection of the four words—undiscovered, diamonds, minority, and gifted  
establishes a focal point from which one can view the loss of value to the world, 
our country, and the individual when attention is not given to the discovery and 
nurturance of the minority gifted child. (p. 271)  
 
 

I believe Baldwin’s (1987) urge for individuals to stop using phrases that inadvertently 

sustain and perpetuate deficit rhetoric is still relevant today. More attention needs to be 

placed on how high-achieving students of color are characterized to help disrupt the cycle 

of deficit thinking. Informing literature on equity and excellence across decades, Baldwin 

(1987) and Ladson-Billings (2014) argue in favor of leading with scholarly 

characterizations focused on assets rather than deficits. As urged by Ladson-Billings 

(2014), it is important to “help scholars see African American students as agents in the 

classroom worthy of both study and emulation” (p. 76). I believe to remain critical of the 

critical need to address equity and excellence gaps, we should consider the impact of 

what is stated, and not stated, as well as how and why certain narratives about racial 

subgroups are amplified. 

Racial and Gender Identity 

Research on high-achieving students of color is often tailored to examine African 

American and Black students, with the majority of exploration focused on males (Dancy, 

2014; Graham & Anderson, 2008; Rose, 2013), while there is limited research that 

focuses exclusively on the experiences of high-achieving female students (Dodd, 2004). 

These findings reveal that research on this topic has a gaze toward African American or 

Black individuals, and the paucity of research solely on women and or on other 

minoritized ethnic identities including gender-non-conforming, and LGTBQIA students 
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of color may be an opportunity for future research. In this section, I highlight 

observations as it relates to my review the literature on high-achieving Black men and 

Black women.  

Speaking about talent development, Dancy (2014) asserts, “Public enjoyment of 

black male talent and genius in music and entertainment concurrently survives with 

modern-day police and neighborhood lynchings of unarmed black males” (p. 477). This 

public gaze on talent reminds us of the sad juxtaposition of public praising and public 

hazing when a Black male is high performing. How can educational programs help to 

fortify high-achieving Black male students to be able to withstand discrimination in 

society? I believe it is important to acknowledging the crucial formative years Black male 

students experience before college. Speaking on the need to cultivate the connection 

between pre-college experiences and higher education professionals, McGowan (2016) 

claims, “Student affairs educators should counteract pre-college assumptions about the 

formation of interpersonal relationships among African American men and identify how 

they are applying racial identity development theories” (p. 11). I take this to mean K-16 

educators developing programs both in and out-of-school must be culturally responsive 

by account for multiple contextual factors that may influence a students’ racial identity as 

well as their academic identity. In this way, they can be more intentional versus 

assumptive as it relates to the interpersonal dynamics in the educational environment.  

Another consideration is high-achieving Black male students’ transition into 

higher education environments. For example, Harper (2009) claims, “Even high-

achieving Black male collegians are met with suspicion from professors who doubt their 
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intellectual competence as well as White peers who pass them over in selecting group 

members for collaborative work” (p. 700). It is unfortunate to consider how the 

undermining of their academic capability might follow Black male students from K-12 

and into college. Together, Dancy (2014), Harper (2009) and McGowen (2016) provide 

insights into the issues high-achieving Black male students face with accessing rigorous 

education and with engaging in sustained ways. To summarize their findings, high-

achieving Black men experience issues with being overlooked or questioned. Thus, it is 

imperative for programs that focus on formative years of students – like OST programs – 

to understand what students may go through prior to engaging in such programs, and how 

to not perpetuate societal suspicion of their capabilities.  

As it relates to high-achieving Black women, a question worth asking is, “How do 

Black women negotiate their identity development within PWI settings while navigating 

the intersections of race and gender?” In a study of Black female students in leadership 

positions at PWIs, Hotchkins (2017) found that, “Participants used buffered leadership to 

create distance between themselves and perceived racial and gender microaggressions 

through avoidance” (p. 149). This is troubling because this study suggests high-achieving 

Black women are essentially hiding or suppressing their gifts and talents to decrease the 

likelihood that their race or gender is called into question. This avoidance is different 

than Black men, because not only was their race and gender not recognized or celebrated, 

but their high ability was also suppressed.  
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Racial and Academic Identity  

 “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where 

they will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character” 

(Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.). 

While it may be easy to focus first on phenotypical characteristics associated with 

race and gender, it is important to look beyond the surface to consider the unseen and 

unshared dynamics that impact the academic engagement of students of color. In their 

study of the hidden challenges for African American students in gifted programs, 

Henfield et al., (2008) found that “all students considered gender to be the least difficult 

of the identities (i.e., gender, race, and giftedness) to manage - further illuminating the 

significance of race and giftedness as they relate to the educational experiences of these 

students” (p. 436). This study reveals that beyond gender and socioeconomic class, a root 

challenge that Black students may grapple with is how to navigate their racial and 

academic identity.  

My study explores both how high-achieving Black women navigate their identity, 

but also the extent to which they may negotiate aspects of their identity while in OST 

programs. An example of this negotiation can be seen within Chang’s (2016) self-study 

on “undocumented intelligence,” where he troubles the notion of smartness and the 

negotiations students may engage in to embrace, or contest societal perceptions of 

smartness. It is remarkable how high-achieving students of color experience a warring 

tension with being characterized as smart.  
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One may wonder, where is the source of this tension coming from? Cooley et al., 

(1991) suggest, “Because academic achievement and giftedness are often associated with 

the majority culture, high ability black students may face a dilemma in trying to reconcile 

their abilities with their minority status” (p. 167). In other words, high-achieving Black 

students experience a sense of two-ness, very similar to the double-consciousness shared 

by the late W.E.B. DuBois. Chang’s (2016) and Cooley et al.’s (1991) observations relate 

directly to Wiggan’s (2014) study exploring oppositional culture theory, are most notable 

for the ways students reconcile their high-achieving abilities through suppressing aspects 

of their cultural identity. I believe this sense of two-ness should be embraced as a super-

power, not viewed as a problem. Hence the need for my study, which investigates the 

degree to which OST programs can contribute toward a positive talent development 

orientation.  

In his research on Black excellence in honors programs, Scott (2017) reiterates, 

“This goal cannot be achieved if educators are not proactive in achieving it or changing 

the status quo” (p. 113). It is imperative to acknowledge how achievement, excellence, 

and motivation influence high-achieving Black students. Through examining the 

motivation of nine Black high-achievers engaged in honors programs at a large public 

university, Griffin’s (2006) qualitative study challenges mono-dimensional deficit 

frameworks by ultimately finding that self-determination theory, socio-cognitive theory, 

and attribution theory cannot individually explain the motivation of these Black high-

achievers. In other words, no one-size-fits-all, one-dimensional theory is effective with 

these students.  



 

 56 

Griffin (2006) discovered that a multidimensional framework that incorporates all 

three models and that highlights internal and external sources of motivation best accounts 

for these students’ experiences. In pairing Griffin’s (2006) study with Scott’s (2017), 

these findings suggest there continues to be an opportunity for future research to consider 

creative ways to facilitate meaning and understanding between high-achieving Black 

students, other students, their educators, and larger society in a manner that will help 

promote a transformative experience for all involved. These research findings underscore 

the vital nature of this current critical arts-based qualitative study, and more about the 

creative nature ways of facilitating meaning making will be shared Chapter III’s methods 

overview. In the next section, I highlight research regarding OST programs, and the role 

these programs may play in addressing the needs of high-achieving students of color. 

Out-of-School Time (OST) Academic Enrichment Programs 

“Out-of-school enrichment is defined as unique out-of-school educational 

experiences that engage and challenge students” (Miller & Gentry, 2010, p. 596). 

Olszewski-Kubilius and Lee (2004) propose that some examples of special programs for 

such out-of-school enrichment include, “Accelerated or advanced instruction, or 

interdisciplinary courses in venues such as distance-learning programs, mentorships, 

internships, summer or weekend programs, study abroad programs, and contests and 

competitions” (p. 157). These programs can vary in length, but “typically last from 1-3 

weeks and may be residential or commuter” (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018, p. 74). 

Colleges and universities often partner with parents, community-based organizations, and 

schools to by hosting talented students on their campus.  
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Research suggests receiving higher numbers, or “doses” of appropriate 

educational experiences correlates with increased levels of educational and occupational 

achievement (Wai et al., 2010). Nevertheless, how can educators determine the 

appropriateness of interventions most impactful and cost-effective for high-achieving 

students, especially if they come from diverse backgrounds ranging across race, gender 

and socioeconomic status? “Pull out programs and those utilizing resource rooms are 

limited by the amount of time the children spend in them and by the availability of well-

trained teachers to lead them” (Enerson, 1993, p. 169). Confronted with the potential 

limitations on school space, time and agenda, OST academic enrichment programs may 

be a place where families turn to develop the talents of their students.  

Some students may engage in OST programs as a result of being involved in an 

academic talent search. For high-achieving students, the Talent Search, “Refers to 

programs that identify and assess gifted children with above-grade-level testing and 

provide subsequent educational services matched to their tested abilities” (Olszewski-

Kubilius, 2015, p. 111). Running in tandem with these programs are Federal TRIO 

programs which among its eight core initiatives, also facilitates a Talent Search that 

“Identifies and assists students from disadvantaged backgrounds who have the potential 

to succeed in higher education” (U.S. Department of Education, n.d., para. 1.). Whether 

for high-achieving or high-potential students, the talent-search model has been the basis 

for numerous outside-of-school programs as well as some in school programming 

(Subotnik et al., 2011, p. 27). A common goal of out-of-school time enrichment programs 
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is to foster opportunities for students to grow in academic domains like how an athlete or 

musician student may seek to enhance their skills and talents through practice.  

OST Academic Enrichment Programs: Who is (Really) Served? 

Often, OST academic enrichment programs claim to serve academically talented 

individuals. While the blanket term, “academically talented” may appear to be an 

inclusive phrase, I believe that the population served in OST programs may be narrower 

and more exclusive than what meets the eye, particularly if it is fee-based for 

participation. For fee-based programs, it should come as no surprise that if the average 

cost of a three-week long, summer residential enrichment program at a college campus is 

over $4,500, these programs are likely not a financial strain for families with higher 

household incomes. Similarly, from my experience as a former OST program participant, 

afterschool and weekend OST programs may incur not only a weekly or month to month 

fee on top of anticipated household bills, but also require an additional investment of time 

to and from said program. In looking at decision making based upon household 

economics and educational attainment, “Researchers found that parents’ education was 

strongly related to their children’s adult education attainment” (Goyette, 2017, p. 2). 

Considering these dynamics at play, the high-achieving, or academically talented 

individuals served in OST programs may likely come from upper middle class or elite 

households with parents who have capitalized on access to continued education. 

Now, I consider the linkage between academic talent and socioeconomic class in 

the United States, which will help illuminate how the two are unfortunately still tethered 

to racial dynamics despite efforts to use colorblind language to remain distant to racial 
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rhetoric. “In 2013, the median net worth of whites, $141,900, was about thirteen times 

that of blacks, which was only $11,000. This represents the largest gap in black-white 

wealth since the late 1980s” (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 49). Similarly, Reeves (2017) shares, 

“Upper middle-class families have become greenhouses for the cultivation of human 

capital. Children raised in them are on a different track than ordinary Americans, right 

from the very beginning” (p. 36). Connecting this to OST programs, it is essential to note 

how colorblind terminology is used to justify or categorize target populations. 

Distinctions such as full-pay versus financial aid students, clustering of marketing to 

certain zip codes, and claiming the expanding selective processes would be to “water-

down” the program are all examples of color-blind terminology associated with OST 

academic enrichment programs.  

OST Academic Enrichment Programs: What Might be Gained?  

Notions of summer loss or gain, big fish-little pond, and lower stakes educational 

opportunities have been explored by researchers seeking to consider the benefits and 

detriments of student engagement in summer learning programs. For instance, in their 

study on short-term effects of summer programs on academic, general and emotional 

stability self-concepts, Makel et al. (2012) found that, “Being a big(ger) fish in a little 

pond is associated with higher ASC,” or academic self-concept. Extending beyond the 

self-concept to explore practical impact, summer enrichment programs are associated 

with positive performance outcomes (Hany & Grosch, 2007). Similar numbers are 

reflected in Makel et al.’s (2012) study when disaggregating the racial demographic data 

and the lack of mention of racial differences beyond the participant demographics. These 



 

 60 

findings in core bodies of research on out-of-school time enrichment programs for high-

achieving students suggest the voice of students of color is very faint, and more research 

is needed to amplify their perspectives, including the viewpoints of high-achieving Black 

women as it relates to this current dissertation study.  

Because of the lower enrollment of students of color in summer academic 

enrichment programs, Olszewski-Kubilius and Lee (2004) shift their gaze to describe the 

benefits for economically diverse students. They claim: 

 
For all gifted students, but particularly for special groups of students such as  
economically disadvantaged students, being with intellectually stimulating and  
emotionally supportive peers through special educational programs such as 
Saturday or summer programs can be a way to ameliorate the effects of poverty or 
isolation, augment social networks and obtain increased social support. (p. 156) 
 
 

In his qualitative study exploring the construction of educational advantage outside the 

academic year, Scarbrough (2017) found Students with low SES backgrounds experience 

more loss in reading than students from higher income backgrounds, while loss in math 

over the summer is universal across backgrounds. This finding proposes that students 

from lower income backgrounds may experience positive academic outcomes in reading 

when engaged in out-of-school enrichment programs.  

  Adding to the literature about socioeconomic status and race are various 

university-based research efforts analyzing the OST program interventions for 

traditionally underserved students ranging from Project EXCITE and Project PROMISE 

to name a few. For instance, the implementors of Project EXCITE, which emerged at 

Northwestern University’s Center for Talent Development, with a focus on academically 
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talented third through eighth grade Hispanic and Black students from low-income 

backgrounds, propose that OST programs have social, academic and affective benefits for 

children and parents (Lee et al., 2009). Elaborating on the study’s findings, Kaul et al. 

(2016) state the following about Project EXCITE:  

 
Their research examined students who participated for 6 years in more than 400 
hours of summer programs, Saturday classes, and afterschool science and math 
enrichment programs. Additional services included tutoring and services to 
support parents.… Academic benefits include increased knowledge, skills, and 
interest in subject content leading to better preparation for future academic 
endeavors. Social benefits include positive peer support for achievement, and 
affective benefits include increased confidence, perseverance, and enhanced self-
perception as an achiever. (pp. 85-86) 
 
 

Given Kaul et al.’s (2016) study has a focus on the dose of multiple years and hours of 

participation, this dissertation study adds to the literature pertaining to the experiences of 

high-achieving Black women across the scope and type of OST program domains and the 

degree to which their experiences align with the outcomes of former studies.  

As I reflect on the research regarding various “projects” that have been set up to 

investigate best ways to reach traditionally underserved communities through OST 

programming, I grapple with the concept of linking these students with concepts like the 

“projects,” especially as I consider its association with U.S. government housing that is 

sometimes perceived as dilapidated and on the margins of society. My dissertation study 

shifts from thinking about “children of the projects,” and instead considering viable, 

sustainable, culturally responsive universal enrichment programs that can contribute to 

development in a manner that is not limited by timetables or location of a “project.” 
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OST Academic Enrichment Programs: Toward Inclusion 

When considering educational institutions, Jack (2016) argues that cultural 

sociologists and education scholars must examine undergraduates’ acquisition of cultural 

capital beyond early childhood socialization (p. 13). This statement drives me to think 

about how college programs seeking top talent and quality programming for students 

from diverse backgrounds may refer to pre-college OST programs to inform their 

programming models as well as other factors that may influence their academic 

trajectory. In Morgan et al.’s (2015) study on comprehensive approaches to increasing 

high school graduation rates and college enrollment of urban economically disadvantaged 

youth. They state: 

 
Perna (2002) in her review of the literature identified 11 ideal components of a 
pre-collegiate intervention program. Parental involvement, rigorous academics, 
inception by the eighth-grade level, college visitations, and intent of college 
attendance were felt to be the most critical in program implementation. (Morgan 
et al., 2015, p. 598) 
 
 

Hodges et al. (2017) extend additional thought to Morgan et al.’s (2015) reference of 

ideal components of pre-college OST programs, attesting, “In an enrichment program 

that does not rely on students having many prior opportunities to learn, identification 

procedures can be more inclusive” (p. 205). The sociocultural context that I brought to 

my OST program as a high-achieving Black woman was that I grew up in a low-income 

household with a single-mother who courageously opted out of college to work and 

contribute financially for her mother and siblings. As I reflect on Hodges et al.’s (2017) 

and Morgan,et al.’s (2015) research in relation to my lived experiences, it is vital to 
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recognize the degree to which Black adolescents may have parental involvement in their 

educational pursuit, access to transportation to OST academic enrichment experiences, 

and varied awareness of college or high-paying career opportunities. Taken together, if 

diverse families have interest in OST programs, administrators leading the recruitment, 

admissions, and program model processes must account for the sociocultural context 

related to its participants’ mixed exposures.  

In this section, I provided an overview of what is known about OST programs by 

sharing how they have emerged within the educational sphere of enrichment 

opportunities to supplement traditional schooling. I then unpacked the demographics of 

who is typically served in fee-based summer residential programs, as well as components 

of all OST program types that may lend toward more inclusivity. The research shared 

compelled me to think deeply about the following questions: What has a students’ sense 

of place and belonging meant in these settings? Who stands to benefit, and who stands to 

be disadvantaged with the existence of fee-based or non-fee-based OST academic 

enrichment programs? And simply put, What is the point of it all? These are all critical 

interrogations I was left with after engaging in this literature review process.  

Conclusion 

In this Chapter, I shared four core bodies of literature that inform the topic of 

high-achieving Black women and OST programs. I began by interrogating the socially 

constructed definition of giftedness in relation to Black students and students of color 

generally, and secondly, I investigated how the concept of talent development has been 

introduced as a framework to foster equity and excellence in advanced learning 
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programs. Third, I explored what is known about high-achieving students of color and the 

intersectionality of their identity specifically regarding Black boys and girls. Finally, I 

unpacked how OST enrichment programs have emerged to supplement traditional school 

learning, and their defining characteristics in relation to diverse students.  

This critical arts-based qualitative study seeks to contribute to the literature 

around academic talent, excellence, and achievement as it relates to the experiences of 

high-achieving Black women who have engaged in OST academic enrichment programs. 

When considering the extent to which their sociocultural context, race, and gender, 

impacts their OST program participation, the analysis and findings in this study inform 

efforts to ensure high-achieving Black women’s academic pursuit and voiced talent is not 

objectified or stultified, but rather edified and amplified. In the next chapter, I outline the 

methodologies and research design that I employed for this study. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

Introduction 
 

To begin this chapter on the methodologies used in this study, I share the findings 

from a pilot study where I interviewed high-achieving students of color about their 

experience in out-of-school time (OST) programs when they were young. Through 

reflecting on the findings, I disclose how my experience with the pilot study influenced 

the structure of this current dissertation study. I then expand upon how this study is 

grounded in a critical theory paradigm while also elaborating on the epistemological 

approach. Next, I elaborate on the critical arts-based qualitative research design that 

employs Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) as a methodology and Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

as the theoretical framework. Short biographies of the participants are introduced in this 

chapter as I share about my recruitment strategy, participant selection criteria, followed 

by an overview of how I sought to establish trustworthiness, and communicate the 

benefits of the study to the participants. Finally, I conclude this chapter by discussing 

how the data collected in this study through critical arts-based qualitative research 

methods can be essential to gaining a better understanding of the experiences of high-

achieving Black women who have attended OST academic enrichment programs.  
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Research Questions 

Question 1 

 What are the social, cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or hinder 

the engagement of high-achieving Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic 

enrichment programs? 

Question 2 

 In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences of high-achieving Black 

women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs?  

Results of Pilot Study 

Agee (2014) shares, “Well-crafted qualitative research questions can address 

sensitive topics and pursue issues that are of importance to a field of study” (p. 440). For 

years, the topic of race and how it impacts education has been a sensitive discussion point 

in the field of gifted education and talent development initiatives. Aligning with the 

overarching goals of a qualitative inquiry social justice course I took in Fall 2018, I 

received IRB approval to engage in a qualitative research pilot study.  

For my pilot study, I engaged in individual interviews with two first-year college 

students from the same private university in a southeastern state within the United States 

who both learned about my pilot study from my flyer sent to through university’s Black 

Student Union email listserv. The target population for my pilot study was high-

achieving women of color who attended out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment 

programs during their K-12 experience. Both participants identified as high-achieving, 

Black and Latinx, respectively, and they both attended OST summer residential programs 
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at universities, one during their sophomore year, and the other in their junior year of high 

school.  

After the individual interview, I provided a prompt for each participant to engage 

in an artistic reflection that entailed them “writing a letter to their younger self” about 

what they wish they had known prior to participating in their OST program. In the 

prompt, I also encouraged them to share lessons they would like to share with their 

younger self in order to navigate aspects of their race and gender in the OST program. 

The interviews happened in the setting of the university library during final exams 

concluding the semester. I was fortunate to see that participants desire to write their 

artistic reflection letter in my presence at the conclusion of the interview. I presumed this 

was to refrain from extending the timing of their letter writing into the studying they 

needed to do for finals. I sat silently as they on average completed writing their letter 

within 15 minutes.  

For the pilot study, I employed a participatory paradigm position, where the 

“primary voice manifested through self-reflective action” and where secondary voices 

also were illuminated through the “presentational form” of short stories or letters 

(Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 101). The multimodal methods of an interview followed by an 

artistic reflection exercise for data collection allowed me to foster a broad understanding 

about high-achieving students of color and their personal stories. 

The artistic reflection exercise and the product of what was shared in the 

participants’ letters stood alone as a powerful representation of the hindsight awareness 

they had as they recalled their experience as high-achieving Black women in OST 
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academic enrichment programs. Following a detailed process of manually transcribing 

and coding data from individual interviews and the artistic reflection letters, the findings 

of my pilot study were summarized into nine themes distributed across the three research 

questions that guided this study.  

In response to research question one regarding, “What are the perceived 

motivations to participate in OST enrichment programs,” the following themes emerged: 

(1) independence and (2) an appreciation of rigorous special instruction. Themes that 

related to research question two regarding, “What are the social, cultural and historical 

context that hinder or nurture engagement in out-of-school enrichment programs,” the 

following themes emerged: (1) overcoming financial hurdles, (2) co-existing with White 

elite, (3) cultural insensitivity, (4) how racial and gender composition matters, and (5) 

adapting to mainstream and losing sense of self. Finally, for the third research question 

where I asked participants, “What do you think of when you hear the concept of giftedness 

and smartness” the following themes emerged: (1) certain people or topics were not 

deemed as academic, and (2) feeling not smart enough or second-guessing ability. 

Overall, the participants voiced that they felt they lost their sense of self, or active 

engagement in the program as students of color, by not opening up as much to their peers, 

and by not embracing empowerment for other aspects of their intersectionality, such as 

their culture, race, heritage while in their OST program. 

Through personally reflecting on the identified themes from the data collected in 

my pilot study, I feel the methodological approaches served well in contributing to 

dialogue around the motivations, costs and benefits associated with high-achieving Black 
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women pursuing and exceeding idealistic intellectual heights. In addition, the pilot study 

experience informed the updates I made to the research design incorporated within my 

current dissertation study, which included (1) narrowing my research population from 

high-achieving students of color to high-achieving Black women (2) providing time for 

participants to write their artistic reflection “letter to their younger self” in their own 

space and time away from the location of the individual interview, (3) adding a focus 

group opportunity for multiple participants to express their experiences together, and (4) 

adding a poetry writing about their experience as a second way for participants to engage 

in artistic reflection. Heeding lessons learned from the pilot study, an overview of the 

research design for this current dissertation study is shared in the section that follows. 

Research Design 

To offer a critical lens and analysis of the participants’ experiences, I situate this 

study within the broader literature on gifted education, talent development, equity and 

excellence gaps, and high-achieving students of color. Through incorporating a critical 

arts-based qualitative approach to the research design, I explored the social, cultural, and 

historical context that shapes the experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST 

programs. With these contextual factors in mind, the results of this study provide a 

unique perspective around what the participants’ sense of place meant in OST programs 

as it relates to their race and gender.  

To facilitate this study, I hosted one semi-structured, individual interview with 12 

adult participants between 18-24 years of age that lasted no longer than 90 minutes. 

Because this research study occurred amid a global COVID-19 pandemic which 
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constituted the U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC) to apply travel restrictions and 

social distancing requirements, for compliance and for the safety of the participants, all 

engagement and interviews for data collection were conducted virtually through phone, 

email, video conferencing, and digital shared document platforms. 

During each interview, I spent time with participants asking a series of questions 

about their experience as a high-achieving Black woman who has attended one or more 

OST programs (see Appendix F). After the individual interview, I invited each participant 

to engage in an artistic reflection in the form of a letter writing exercise where they were 

prompted to draft a “letter to their younger self” about what they wish they had known 

prior to attending their OST programs, as well as any lessons they hope to share with 

their younger self if they had the chance (see Appendices G, H, and K). Next, participants 

were invited to participate in one of two scheduled focus group sessions that lasted no 

more than 90 minutes (see Appendix I). During that time, I hosted a small group of 

participants and had them answer open-ended questions to generate dialogue around the 

impact of race and gender on their engagement in OST programs (see Appendix J). The 

last portion of the focus group session was dedicated to having the participants reflect 

deeper through a poetry writing prompt whereby they wrote independently, and then 

recited to the group, their own original poem about their OST program experience (see 

Appendix J).  

Providing a term for the lessons I sought to learn in this current dissertation study, 

Johnson asserts, “Epistemology is the study of knowledge and how it is that people come 

to know what they know” (as cited in Ardovini-Brooker, 2002, para. 3). In the next 
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section, I share an overview of how I entered this study by investigating the way belief 

systems are influenced by history and dominant viewpoints engrained in present day 

knowledge. Likewise, I disclose the ways in which I sought to deconstruct preconceived 

perceptions of high-achieving Black women through this critical arts-based qualitative 

research study.  

Paradigm/Epistemology 

“Epistemology is the branch of philosophy that investigates the basis of 

knowledge claims, or the grounding of knowledge” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 32). Often 

within gifted education, academic talent development efforts, and out-of-school time 

programs, epistemologies are informed through standardized tests, national norms, and 

arbitrary admissions requirements. Kincheloe (2008) warns: 

 
The worldview and epistemology that support standardization reforms assume 
that absolute forms of measurement can be applied to human endeavors such as 
education. The teaching and learning processes, advocates of standardization 
believe, are sufficiently consistent and stable to allow for precise measurability (p. 
14).  
 
 

When applying this to requirements to enroll in advanced educational programs, it is 

important to remember there is never a neutral perspective and there is never an absolute 

one either.  

To shift from positivist viewpoints or concepts that are perceived as absolute 

truth, this critical arts-based qualitative study was guided by a postpositivist and post-

structural paradigm, where causality is viewed as a mutual-shaping process. Through the 

postpositivist researcher approach, I adopted the standpoint of conducting research 
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among people by learning “with” them, rather than conducting research “on” them, and 

in this way, I sought to embody a “learning” role rather than a “testing” role (Ryan, 

2006). With this dissertation study, I applied a critical research orientation. Key 

highlights from these bodies of work are discussed below. For instance, Steinberg and 

Cannella (2012) assert:  

 
The need for critical research - research that is both rigorous and activist, that has 
the potential to inform both policy and practice and, at the same time, to empower 
both researcher and participants alike - to be taken seriously is long overdue. (pp. 
2–3) 
 

 
Indeed, the task of a critical researcher is guided by the need to be willing to do the 

work. Critical research is dynamic and transformative, not just for the researcher, but for 

the individuals being researched and those learning about what unfolds. In this way, the 

research can become radicalized in the efforts toward equity and social change.  

 As a researcher seeking to employ criticality to the process, I understood I had the 

opportunity and challenge of facilitating engagement with students who have varying 

backgrounds, identities, and expectations. To embark on this quest, I was reminded of 

Hytten (2018) who claims, “This work entails keeping alive powerful histories of social 

justice struggle, and consistently and conscientiously working toward becoming ‘decent’ 

in the most expansive sense of the word” (p. 100). As I applied this endeavor to my 

critical arts-based qualitative research efforts, I worked to remind myself to find ways to 

acknowledge how far society has come, the work that is still left to be done, and to 

understand that each incremental movement forward is better than not moving at all. I 

believe the resolve to focus on becoming ‘decent’ can help researchers and practitioners 
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to stay grounded, resisting the feeling of becoming overwhelmed when acknowledging 

the monumental task of disrupting historically exclusionary systems of power, while also 

not perpetuating inequality. 

Critical Poetic Inquiry 

Within this critical arts-based qualitative research study, Critical Poetic Inquiry 

(CPI) is the methodological framework used to represent and analyze the narratives of the 

participants. As shared when describing the research design, this study incorporated 

individual interviews with the 12 participants, two artistic reflection activities in the form 

of letter writing and poetry writing, and the opportunity to attend one of two focus group 

that where were attended by 4 participants each (see Appendices F, G, H, I, and J).  

As a precursor to the more evocative effort of CPI, poetic inquiry was applied to 

this study as a methodological approach in 3 ways. First, I investigated the meaning, 

lessons, admonition, and recommendations that could be gleaned from the participant's 

letters and original poems by "analyzing existing, relevant pieces of poetry - as shared by 

the participants in their original poetry writing exercise" (Bishop & Willis, 2014, n.p.). 

This was seen in the ways I accompanied each letter, or poem with my commentary and 

analysis Chapters IV and V regarding what could be inferred or learned from the 

participants’ two artistic reflections.  

Second, I referred to the participant’s words from their interview transcripts to 

engage in poetic transcription of their disclosures about what their place meant in OST 

programs. Also known as found poems and data poems, poetic transcription, "Refers to 

the way in which researchers transform their participants' interview transcripts into 
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poetry. The poems are created by extracting and often juxtaposing selected phrases from 

the transcripts and creative presentation and punctuation use is employed" (Bishop & 

Willis, 2014, n.p.). Applying this method to the transcribed data, I worked to connect – in 

a constructive way – the participants’ commentary into found poems from their own 

words (see Appendix M). Third, I endeavored to represent poetry as data in the analysis 

and presentation of findings throughout Chapters IV and V using the data that was 

collected from the original letters and original poems as well as the found poetry from the 

interview transcriptions (see Appendices J and K).  

Throughout this dissertation study, I worked to turn the notion of “placement” - as 

it relates to academics, socioeconomic status, geographic region and association with 

gatekeepers - on its head by extending the gaze toward what each participant’s “sense of 

place meant” in OST academic enrichment settings. By using the term “what their sense 

of place meant,” I am referring to the participants’ degree of emotive sense of belonging, 

awareness, outlook and aspiration that they may associate with their OST academic 

enrichment program experience.  

To preserve the potency and tone of the participants’ voice, I purposely did not 

incorporate my own words into the participant’s found poetry, letters, or original poems. I 

did, however, replace the real names of the participants and the names of OST programs 

they referenced with pseudonyms, and I also collated a summative word or phrase for the 

title and subtitle for each visual representation of the letters and poems illustrated in 

Chapters IV and V of this study. For consistency, I worked to ensure each visual 

representation title led with the phrase “voice of [insert word or phrase]" to encapsulate 
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the tone, energy and overall message the participant appeared to be sending based upon 

the content. Likewise, in my endeavors to learn more about their “sense of place” in their 

OST program, each sub-title in the visual representations for the individual participants 

led with the phrase “what her place meant.” Together, the title and sub-titles were 

provided to capture the essence of what participants communicated through their two 

artistic reflection exercises and in the found poems from the interview transcriptions.  

My effort to go a step beyond traditional poetic inquiry and toward critical poetic 

inquiry (CPI) was demonstrated in the ways I constructed the found poems, added 

evocative titles as the naming convention for the letters and poems, and in the way I 

embedded the letters and poetry data into visual representations. Describing the various 

reasons researchers turn to visual materials to present their findings, Rose (2016) shares it 

is due to “a claim that research conveyed in the form of images can reach more 

audiences, and different kinds of audiences, than the usual academic research output of a 

paper in a scholarly journal or a chapter in a book” (p. 331). In short, sharing research 

through images can help reach more diverse audiences, to evoke thoughtful meaning 

making of the participants’ narratives, and to illustrate the investigative nature of my data 

analysis of the participants’ original poems and letters created during the data collection 

process. This effort to promote critical consciousness and evocative thought is 

characteristic of critical poetic inquiry. 

CPI is relevant to this study in many ways. To advance movement toward relevant 

forms of justice for high-achieving Black women, CPI serves as a postpositivist, post-

structural, and liberative research approach for data analysis to foster solidarity and 
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understanding as it relates the participants’ sociocultural experiences in OST programs. 

Describing the freedom facilitated through poetry, Neilson (2008) shares, “Lyric inquiry 

is marked by the willingness to let go, and with the recognition that aesthetic writing is 

the inquiry. Impact, in other words, can be achieved with resonance as much as with 

report” (p. 94). I believe that incorporating critical poetic inquiry can help amplify the 

voices of traditionally minoritized students in a polyvocal way that can creatively 

resonate with the majority, mainstream in both delivery and content.  

Görlich (2019) explains, “The poetic inquiry method entails the ‘condensing’ of 

the interview transcripts based on open analytical questions that inform the condensing 

process” (p. 406). My research questions represent the open analytical questions that 

informed my condensing process during the data analysis stage. Augmenting the 

participants’ voice while also preserving their tone required tact. As such, I sought to 

promote a better understanding of what each participants’ sense of place meant while in 

their OST program by using a three-layered, polyvocal approach that applied (1) 

participant perspectives, (2) my analysis as a researcher, primarily through adding a 

summative title or description of the meaning I was able to glean from their words, and 

(3) considering how their practical narratives connect to the theoretical framework of 

critical race theory. In the section that follows, I share more about how Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) was used to anchor theory to the practical experiences shared by the 

participants to increase understanding.  
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Critical Race Theory 

This study is grounded by Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a theoretical 

framework. CRT emerged in the 1970s, stemming out of the legal studies arena due to 

frustrations with the “Slow pace of racial reform in the US” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 10). CRT is relevant to this study on high-achieving Black 

students due to the years of anti-literacy movements, suppression of academic 

advancement and the questioning of the intelligence of people of color throughout history 

(Cumings Mansfield, 2015; Spring, 2011; Terman, 1916). CRT is also helpful for gaining 

an understanding of the structural arrangements that yield higher levels of Black student 

engagement in OST programs. Echoing the frustrations of slow racial reform in 

education, Ford (2014) claims this phenomenon decades after Brown vs. Board is not 

merely by happenstance, but rather, this form of “human-gatekeeping” is impacted by 

deficit thinking about African American and Hispanic students’ culture, intelligence, and 

academic potential (p. 146). Similarly, Harper et al. (2009) remind us, “The systemic 

subordination of African Americans was grounded in erroneous assumptions and 

judgments that were generated and subsequently cemented into the educational system; 

thus, creating later challenges for this population in their pursuit of higher education” (p. 

404). Together, these annotations from former literature speak to the residual impact of 

how inequitable systems suppress the pursuit and persona of academic excellence.  

CRT is guided by six central tenets, which range from the permanence of racism, 

counter-story telling, interest convergence, whiteness as property, critique of liberalism, 

and the notion of intersectionality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 
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This study explored the degree to which these tenets manifested during the reflections of 

the participants regarding their lived experiences as high-achieving Black women in OST 

programs. Applying CRT to this study was essential for calling out seemingly subtle 

systems of discrimination within education and society. CRT challenges dominant 

ideology about the intellectual abilities of students of color; and the centrality of 

experiential knowledge of people of color (Hargrave, 2015, p. 354). Taking this stance is 

imperative, because no matter how covert or overt discrimination is cloaked, if left 

unchallenged, it can still lead to the same negative outcomes.   

Within the theoretical family of CRT is Critical Race Feminism (CRF), and 

aspects of this branch of CRT were also considered in this study. “A CRF lens asserts 

that the conception of a Black woman’s lived experiences cannot be understood without 

acknowledgment of the interconnected roles of racism and sexism on her historical and 

current existence” (hooks, 1981; Patton & Ward, 2016, p. 332). CRF was helpful for 

understanding issues high-achieving Black women face at the intersection of their race 

and gender because though they are minoritized in those two identity areas, their 

experiences are different from Black men and White women. According to Ardovini-

Brooker’s (2002) notion of standpoint theory: 

 
Standpoint feminists believe that not all perspectives are equally valid, complete,  
discovered, or even heard by the use of traditional research methods, and that it 
tasks the standpoint of the oppressed groups, i.e., people of color, women, and 
homosexuals, to recognize systems of oppression and privilege. (p. 6).  
 
 

Related to this, Collins (2000) claims Black Feminist Thought represents “the ideas 

produced by black women that clarify a standpoint of and for Black women” (p. 37).  
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While this study was primarily anchored in CRT as the theoretical framework, I found it 

worth noting that together, CRT and CRF may help to emphasize characteristics that are 

not just phenotypical, but also implicit or structural when considering what makes the 

experiences of high-achieving Black women unique and distinct in comparison to others. 

This blended consideration of visible and invisible systems of power was helpful for this 

study on OST academic enrichment programs and provided a distinctive lens to view the 

stated experiences of high-achieving Black women.  

Recruitment Strategy 

My recruitment efforts for this study were impacted by at least two major social 

instances. One happened to be the onset of a global COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic 

that necessitated shelter in place mandates across various states based upon guidance 

from the U.S. Center for Disease Control (CDC). To align with regulations to mitigate 

the spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus, I was sure to include in my recruitment 

commentary to gatekeepers and prospective participants that the individual interviews, 

focus groups and two artistic reflections would be facilitated virtually online, rather than 

in-person (see Appendices A, B, C). The second major dynamic impacting this study 

involved ongoing social unrest due to police brutality on unarmed U.S. citizens of color, 

and resultant protests across the country. Cognizant of these factors, I altered my 

recruitment strategy to begin after the peak of the emotionally charged protests and civil 

rights demonstrations.  

My recruitment strategy involved working to target recruitment sites in the 

southeast region of the United States (US). These sites ranged from private and public 2-
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year and 4-year colleges and universities, including but not limited to predominantly 

white institutions (PWIs) and historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). I also 

reached out to leaders of honors programs, branches of federally funded TRIO programs, 

merit scholarship programs, and community-based organizations (CBOs) that provide 

academic enrichment for high-achieving students. 

  Snowball sampling efforts were employed after I began meeting study 

participants and gatekeepers through recruitment efforts who eventually connected me 

with additional prospective participants in their network who were eligible for the study. 

Speaking on this qualitative research approach, O’Dwyer and Bernaur (2014) claim 

snowball sampling “may be useful for researchers who are studying elements (individuals 

or clusters) that have unique attributes that are of interest to the researcher but who 

cannot be recruited for a study through sites or pre-existing environments” (p. 7). I was 

pleased to see how my recruitment flyer (see Appendix C) was forwarded across 

listservs, blogs, and through email. The most effective strategy appeared to be when 

gatekeepers sent personalized email messages to prospective participants in their 

network, advocating for my study while also copying me on the message so I could reach 

out directly to their contact. Resultantly I managed to recruit and engage 12 total 

participants for this study. 

 Table 3.1 provides context regarding the 12 high-achieving Black female 

participants in this study, and a description of the OST programs types they attended 

ranging from afterschool, online, weekend, and summer commuter or residential. While 

on average, all OST academic enrichment program types had at least one study 
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participant, four participants attended the same afterschool program non-concurrently at a 

CBO local to them, and this coincidence was the result of snowball sampling. Three 

participated in a national academic talent search OST program with admission based 

upon their above-grade-level standardized test scores, and two engaged in the same 

afterschool program offered through their gifted and talented magnet school.  

 
Table 3.1 Participants’ Overview 
 

Name Age Race Gender Place of 
Birth 

High-
Achieving 
Status 

FREE OR 
FEE-BASED 
OST Program 
Types 

Year(s) 

Kinza 20 Black Female NC IQ Test  
Grade-Level 
Acceleration 
AIG, 
Academic 
Talent Search, 
Honors 
Graduated 
High School at 
age 16  

FEE-BASED 
$80 one-time 
registration 
Talent Search 
 
$200-$500 
Online & 
weekend  
 
$1500-$4500 
Summer 
Residential 

4th-10th 
Grade  

Tamika 20 Black Female NC IQ Test, AIG, 
K-8 Public 
Charter Gifted 
School, 
Honors, AP  

FREE 
Afterschool  

K-8th  
Grade 

 

Gail 19 Black Female NC K-8 Public 
Charter Gifted 
School, 
Subject-Level 
Acceleration 
(Math) 
Gifted Private 
High School  

FEE-BASED 
$250 per month 
Afterschool, 
Weekend 
 
$3,000 per 3- 
week session 
Summer 
Residential 
Domestic & 
Summer 
Commuter 

3rd-6th & 
8th-11th 
Grade 
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Misty 21 Black Female NC AIG, Gifted 
Magnet 
School, 
Honors, AP, 
Self-Published 
Poetry Book at 
Age 16 

FREE 
Afterschool  
& Weekend  

6th-8th  
Grade 

Rebecca 23 Black Female GA AIG, Gifted 
Magnet 
Elementary 
School, 
Academic 
Talent Search, 
Subject-Level 
Acceleration  

FEE-BASED 
$80 one-time 
registration 
Talent Search 
 
$3,000 
Summer 
Residential 
Domestic 

10th 
Grade  

Chenelle 20 Black, 
Latinx 

Female Honduras AIG, 
Elementary 
Salutatorian, 
High School 
Valedictorian  

FREE 
Afterschool, 
Weekend & 
Summer  

9th -12th 
Grade 

Audre 21 Black Queer 
Female 

NC AIG, Honors, 
Early College  

FREE 
Afterschool, 
Weekend, 
Summer  

9th-12th 
Grade 

Ella 24 Black Female NY AIG FREE 
Afterschool, 
Weekend, & 
Summer  

9th-12th 
Grade 

Phillis  21 Black, 
Latinx 

Female NY AIG, AVID, 
AP 

FREE 
Afterschool & 
Weekend 

9th-12th 
Grade 

Lola 19 Black Female NC AIG, IB FREE 
Summer 
Residential 
Abroad, 
Afterschool, & 
Weekend 

9th-12th 
Grade 

Constance 20 Black Female NY AP FREE 
Afterschool, 
Weekend 

12th 
Grade 

Lenora 23 Black Female NC Honors, Early 
College  

FREE 
Afterschool & 
Weekend 

9th-12th 
Grade 

 
Note: NY, NC and GA represent two-letter state abbreviations for New York, North Carolina and  

Georgia, respectively. 
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Participant Selection Criteria 

The specific criteria for selection and participation in this study were to (a) 

Identify as being an adult between the age of 18-24 years of age; (b) Self-Identify as 

Black or African American; (c) Self-Identify as having attended one or more OST 

academic enrichment programs anytime during their K-12 education; (d) Self-Identify as 

being high-achieving through meeting one or more of the following conditions: (1) they 

must have been formerly or currently identified as gifted based on federal or district 

eligibility criteria recognized by the K-12 school they attended (e.g., standardized test 

scores, teacher referral into gifted programming in Math and/or English Language Arts); 

(2) they must have been referred to advanced-level courses (e.g., Advanced Placement, 

Honors, International Baccalaureate) by teachers and/or school counselors (see 

Appendices A, B, C, D, and E). Having participants who identified with one or more of 

the criteria helped me have a spread of high-achieving Black women in the study who 

may or may not have been formally identified by their school as gifted, which was 

helpful for learning the degree to which their experiences were similar or different. 

Data Collection Procedures 

It is worth noting the unprecedented times associated with this study, given it was 

executed in the middle of a global COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic, and in the midst of 

national strife due to police brutality associated with the killing of Black individuals, 

resulting in numerous demonstrations, protests and marches at the state and national 

level. As alluded to in the recruitment strategy, these occurrences and the associated 

emotional toll influenced the timing of recruitment, cadence of communication, rapport 
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building with participants, may have played a role in what was shared by the participants 

during the data collection process in the study.  

As shared in the research design section of this chapter, participants in this study 

engaged in an individual semi-structured interview, followed by an artistic reflective 

letter writing activity, then participants were invited to engage in one of two offered 

focus groups with fellow participants in the study that involved a second artistic 

reflection opportunity in the form of poetry writing (see Appendices A, B, C, D, E, G, H, 

and I). In total, I conducted 12 individual interviews with all 12 participants, received 10 

reflective letters following the interview, and conducted 2 focus groups with 4 

participants each based upon their availability, yielding 8 original poems. Overlapping 

work commitments or unexpected occurrences contributed to 2 participants being unable 

to engage in the reflective letter writing exercise, and 4 participants were unable to 

participate in the focus group. Thus, I encouraged any participants who missed the focus 

group due to work or other competing commitments to submit their original poem to me 

days later if able, which increased the total number of original poems to 9 collected (see 

Appendix L). Figure 3.1 provides a visual representation of the type of data collected in 

this study across the number of participants. 
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Figure 3.1 Number of Participants Across Data Collection Opportunities 
 

 

 

During the individual interviews, I encouraged participants to reflect on moments 

they had not thought about in a while (see Appendix F). I spent considerable time on the 

question regarding the different types of OST programs they participated in because the 

answer(s) to that question laid the foundation for all subsequent questions and reflections. 

Following the initial individual interview, participants were prompted to engage in an 

artistic reflection activity that involved “writing a letter to their younger self” (see 

Appendix G). Participants were provided at least five days to write and submit their 

letter, and to help their writing, I provided them a short writing prompt to share with their 

younger self what they wish they had known when they attended their out-of-school 

enrichment program. Beyond responding to general interview questions, my expectation 

was that each participant engaged in the artistic reflection activities. Though two focus 

groups were scheduled to accommodate the varied availability of the 12 participants, they 
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were only required to attend one of the focus groups. A total of 8 participants engaged in 

one of the two offered focus group, which amounted to 4 participants in each session.  

The focus groups purposefully occurred following the individual interviews and 

letter writing reflection to provide a culminating event atmosphere for the original poetry 

writing activity and so participants could have an opportunity to join a community of 

multiple high-achieving Black women to amplify their voices together about their similar, 

yet distinct experiences. When scheduling the virtual focus group interviews, I was sure 

to create separate calendar invitations for each participant to join the same virtual focus 

group meeting room, marking the meeting as private on our calendar. I also created 

separate digital documents accessible to only the individual participant and I to house 

their original poem. The digital document contained the poetry writing prompt and a 

space to write their poem, and I reiterated to participants that the poem would be written 

during the focus group, not prior. Making the digital documents available to the 

participants prior to the interview was helpful to put them at ease with what would be 

expected during our time, while decreasing the likelihood of technical difficulties or the 

time lapse of real time document sharing.  

In each focus group session, after facilitating an open question and answer session 

that helped ground everyone’s experiences, I led participants in an artistic reflection 

activity to write their own original poem about what their sense of place meant as high-

achieving Black women in OST academic enrichment programs as it relates to their race 

and gender (see Appendix J). To orient the participants to the possibilities of their poem’s 

structure, I guided them through the writing prompt, which featured descriptions and 
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examples of various poetic structures and writing styles, including, but not limited to 

sonnet, free verse, acrostic, ekphrastic and epic poems. I reminded the participants that 

their reflective letter was a primer to help them begin reflecting about their past in 

creative ways in preparation for the original poem exercise and that they could feel free 

to reference their letter if they needed inspiration. When ready, which was on average, 

within 15 minutes of independent writing in their respective digital document, each 

participant recited their poem aloud to each other, followed by a group debrief and 

closing thoughts. At the conclusion of the focus group, I informed the participants that 

the shared digital document that was only viewable to them individually and I, would 

remain available to them should they desire to make any edits to their original poems.  

To accurately portray the information shared with me, I requested of the 

participants permission to record their interview sessions, and their artifact documents of 

their reflective letter and original poem were collected electronically by email or shared 

digital document platforms (see Appendix E). I treated the content within the recordings 

with a high degree of confidentiality. The digital recordings and digital documents were 

collected and stored within “Box,” a secure virtual platform for storing data. Likewise, 

tangible data, like the digital recorder was locked in a secure location. Because the 

participants’ voice or face may have potentially been identifiable by individuals who 

heard or saw the recording, I let them know confidentiality for things they said in the 

recording could not be guaranteed, however I would try to limit access to the recording 

and collected material. I reminded participants that I planned to use the data gathered for 
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analysis and reproduction in my dissertation and academic publications which would all 

be made publicly available to them.  

Overall, the individual interview and the artistic letter writing activity were 

critical primers to the focus group because the participants’ initial reflections and 

notations in their letter writing artistic reflection were built upon during the original 

poetry writing activity. Together, these multimodal strategies of data collection added 

richer context to the data analysis and the resulting research findings that are shared in 

Chapters IV, V, and VI.  

Establishing Trustworthiness 

To establish trustworthiness in my study, I included in my initial correspondence 

with participants the informed consent form, which highlighted my personal background 

as a former student who attended a gifted and talented elementary school, being an 

honors track student who engaged in federally funded programs like Upward Bound and 

being a Pell Grant recipient while I was an undergraduate in college (see Appendix E). 

By leading with my personal connection to the research topic, it was my hope that the 

participants would recognize my intersectionality and that I too identified as a high-

achieving Black woman.  

To build rapport with each high-achieving Black female participant, within our 

individual interview, I began by asking them about their family background and 

upbringing, significant life events that occurred during their program participation, and 

other details that were salient to them as individuals who attended OST academic 

enrichment programs during their K-12 experience (see Appendix F). Throughout 
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Chapters III, IV, V, and VI of this study, I used a pseudonym for each student, their OST 

academic enrichment program name, as well as for their college or university to protect 

their anonymity. To help prepare the participants for the artistic element of the research 

design, I disclosed my hobby of writing and reciting poetry in my free time. In light of 

being in the midst of a global COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic, I worked to ensure 

participants were comfortable engaging in the interview process by interviewing each 

participant virtually. Immediately following each participants’ individual interview, we 

exchanged mobile numbers and I endeavored to correspond with them periodically 

throughout the data analysis process to check in, and to ask clarifying questions. 

I took on an inquirer posture of “passionate participant” acknowledging my place 

as a “facilitator of multivoice reconstruction” (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 101). Reflecting on 

the voice of the participants the way they preferred, I asked follow-up questions during 

and following the interview to clarify their statements. These were all strategies for 

building trustworthiness that I found helpful to incorporate throughout this study. 

Benefits to Participants 

There were several benefits to participants in this study. First, participants were 

notified that their participation would assist me as a researcher, as well as other educators 

and administrators in K through 12 educational systems, and higher education in better 

understanding the relationship between racial identity, and the social and cultural 

engagement of high-achieving Black women in OST enrichment settings. Second, I let 

them know they would have an opportunity to reflect and share about themselves in a 

creative and cathartic way. And finally, I informed them that they would be taking an 
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active role in helping to increase awareness of their unique experiences for other students, 

families, educators and administrators. Collectively all 12 of the participants leaned into 

the opportunity to share their personal stories. 

Introduction to Participants 

Many of the participants’ pseudonyms were inspired by how their personal stories 

correlated with the arts, thought leaders or other influential Black women. For instance, 

one participant named Phillis, who is a self-proclaimed “artistivist,” or arts-oriented 

activist, and slam poet, was named after Phillis Wheatley, the first African American and 

second woman to publish a book of poems. Misty, who was a self-declared creative, 

published poet at 16, dancer, singer, and theatrical performer was named after trailblazing 

ballet dancer, Misty Copeland. Audre, who self-identified as queer and an educator, was 

named after late New York poet laureate, Audre Lorde. And Ella, who was often pulled 

in by her afterschool OST program as a peer educator to be a speaker for safe sex 

education and planned parenthood workshops, was named after the late civil and human 

rights activist, Ella Baker. The following subsections contain brief biographies of the 12 

high-achieving Black women who participated in this study gathered from their 

individual interviews. 

Kinza 

Seated on her living room couch under two framed black and white photographs 

of the Eifel tower that she took on her former trip to France, Kinza joined me for my first 

video-based one-on-one interview. She wore eyeglasses and had a stunning sisterloc 

hairstyle cascading to her shoulders. Kinza is the oldest of three from a college-educated, 
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two-parent family in North Carolina. She identifies as a high-achieving Black woman 

who grew up with parents’ involvement in the religious group, the Nation of Islam (NOI). 

After taking an IQ test as early as kindergarten, Kinza attended a Montessori elementary 

and middle school where she engaged in above grade-level course work and was 

identified as Academically and Intellectually Gifted (AIG). Grade-level acceleration in 

middle school contributed to her enrollment in public high school at age 13 where she 

partook in AP courses, and soon after, graduated early to enter college at the age of 16. 

Prior to graduating, Kinza participated in arts-based afterschool programs such as piano, 

city arts councils, and summer residential programs, with one hosted at a Private 

Historically Black College or University (HBCU) in North Carolina, and the other OST 

program was hosted at a Private Predominantly White Institution (PWI) in Georgia. 

Beyond her immediate family, Kinza describes her grandfather as having a PhD in 

chemistry, and proudly proclaimed she comes from a family of entrepreneurs who have 

had exposures to HBCUs and the Divine 9 Pan Hellenic historically African American 

Greek letter fraternities and sororities. Harnessed with her bachelor’s degree at the age of 

20, Kinza alerted me she begins her PhD program in computer science at a public PWI in 

North Carolina in the Fall semester, a few weeks following our one-on-one interview.  

Tamika 

Twenty-year-old Tamika is the only child of a single parent home and grew up in 

North Carolina in the company of her mother and grandmother. During the time of her 

video-based one-on-one interview, occasionally, Tamika double-checked minor details 

regarding her upbringing with her mother, who was in the background, yet out of camera 
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view. With the additional support of her aunt and two cousins, Tamika shared she had 

strong maternal support and was growing to learn more about her father who has a 

younger daughter that she works to foster a relationship with. Tamika engaged in an IQ 

test to attend her gifted and talented K-8 school and travelled daily between 30-40 

minutes by car given no busing routes from her home to the school. Tamika’s primary 

out-of-school time enrichment program was the afterschool program at her gifted and 

talented school, partly due to her interests, and to accommodate her mother’s work 

schedule. Within her OST program experience, Tamika engaged in competitive spelling 

bees, chess club, and mock trial. Capitalizing on the resources and programs offered 

through her school, Tamika reiterated to me that she engaged in these programs in lieu of 

summer programs due to them being included in the school structure and because there 

were no associated costs for participation.  

Gail 

Nineteen-year-old Gail is the older sister to her brother, and from a college-

educated two-parent household in North Carolina. Gail describes her family and 

surroundings as multicultural as characterized by her father’s Panamanian roots and Navy 

veteran background, and her mother’s Indian friends. Within K-8, she attended a racially 

diverse gifted and talented charter school, which required her IQ test score for admission. 

Upon entry in kindergarten and every year thereafter, she enrolled in accelerated Math 

and Science courses, as well as languages like Mandarin and Spanish, and eventually 

transitioned to a private day high school where she took Chemistry in ninth grade earlier 

than her peers and continued with several honors and AP classes. Her out-of-school time 
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enrichment program experiences ranged from attending Test Prep Zone, an afterschool 

math and reading tutoring center throughout the academic year in 2nd-6th grade, to 

participating in a university-based commuter program focused on law, and two summer 

residential programs focused on leadership, free enterprise business, as well as college 

readiness. Gail has worked professionally for at least two of the OST programs she 

attended, and a college student at a school in Kentucky.  

Rebecca 

Growing up in Georgia, Rebecca, age 23, has a total of five siblings, four of 

whom are half-siblings. She comes from a two-parent home where her mother, is a 

physician who attended private colleges and medical school, and her father works in real 

estate and attended an HBCU. In elementary school, she attended a themed elementary 

school focused on discovery where she was involved in pull-out programs apart from the 

standardized curriculum. When in fourth grade, she took above grade-level work by 

joining the fifth graders in their classes and field trips. She engaged in a magnet middle 

school and was identified as gifted and talented by an Academic Talent Search program 

where she took the SAT in the 7th grade. Her OST programs ranged from summer 

residential experiences at colleges and universities focused on medical field and weekend 

programs focused on the natural sciences. At the time of our individual interview, 

Rebecca was amid her first week of orientation for medical school.  

Misty 

Born and raised in North Carolina, Misty, a published poet by the age of 16, 

dancer, musician, song writer, and actress, describes herself as growing up with a family 
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who is really involved in education. From her mother, who is a teacher, her father, a 

telehealth aid worker, and to her grandfather, who has held roles such as superintendent 

and assistant professor, twenty-one-year-old Misty characterizes her younger brother as a 

“little boy genius,” stating “I think it’s just all in the family.” Taking above-grade level 

material since Kindergarten, Misty shared her education experience has always been 

marked by the progression between AIG, honors, AP, and IB courses. She attended an 

arts-based magnet middle school where she was one of the few students selected to 

participate in a world-famous dance company’s out-of-school enrichment program, as 

well as a city theatre program where she garnered her skills afterschool and over the 

weekend. Prior to attending her IB high school, she noted a seminal Sister Circle Summit 

weekend program experience that helped forge her path of confidence as a Black creative 

and future entrepreneur. At the time of the interview, Misty was attending her HBCU, 

following in the footsteps of her HBCU college-educated parents and grandparents.  

Chenelle 

Born in Honduras, Chenelle and her family moved to New York when she was 

around the age of six, delaying her formal schooling until the first grade. Her mother, a 

home health aide attendant for the elderly and her father, a carpenter, both stopped their 

schooling during middle school to join the workforce and help their family economically 

prior to leaving Honduras. Chenelle conceptualized high achievement as receiving good 

grades, so throughout her time in public schools in New York, she strived not only to 

receive honor roll, but to also be what she phrased, “top notch,” as demonstrated by being 

identified as salutatorian in elementary school and valedictorian in high school. As the 



 95 

oldest of five siblings, Chenelle describes herself as a darker skinned Latinx Black female 

and the first in her family to attend college as a first-generation college student. As the 

sights and sounds of a toddler were seen and heard in the background during our 

individual interview, Chenelle highlighted her experiences in OST programs as ranging 

from afterschool performing arts dance, The Wisdom Collaborative, an 8 year-long 

college readiness program with afterschool, weekend and summer commitments that 

helps students get to and through college, and a summer internship experience the Strides 

Project, helping school students with literacy skills. Each OST program admission cost 

was covered in full based upon her family’s household income level and multi-step 

application process, and transportation was the responsibility of the participant. From 

these experiences, Chenelle claimed these experiences helped affirm her interest in 

becoming a teacher, which is what she was in college for as a junior at the time of the 

interviews.  

Audre 

Audre, age 21, is from North Carolina and identifies as a high-achieving queer 

Black woman and resonates as being a first-generation college student. Her mother 

received her associate’s and is a certified nurse assistant, and her father does not have a 

large presence in her life. In elementary school, she was identified as AIG. She was 

admitted into a school of arts program but did not feel comfortable in the environment, 

opting to unenroll and instead enroll into a public school in the area. Within the public 

school, she took honor’s classes before she was eventually admitted into an early college 

high school after receiving a recommendation by her OST program. Her OST program 



 96 

was the Scholar Launch Center, a non-profit organization that hosts afterschool, weekend 

and summer experiences focuses on college readiness from high school and two years 

into college. During her participation in the OST program, her mother was imprisoned 

during her junior year, and despite her grandmother getting sick, her grandmother worked 

to help her through her schooling until her mother was released. She did not tell the 

Scholar Launch Center until they read about it during an exercise of writing a personal 

statement for college. Audre eventually transitioned to a private HBCU in North Carolina 

and at the time of the interview, she had graduated from that university and was in 

Mississippi for a national organization preparing for her first week on the job teaching 

high schoolers. 

Ella 

From the moment she responded to my recruitment email letting me know my 

research focus “was dope,” I knew Ella would be a participant who would not shy away 

from expressing to me how she really felt. Joining the online individual interview from 

her home state of New York, before asking if she could enjoy a beer during our chat, 

Ella, who was 23 at the time of the interview, reflected on her educational experiences in 

New York prior to venturing to North Carolina around the sixth grade. Ella has traveled 

to multiple cities, following her mother as she transitioned jobs ranging from corrections 

officer to security. Her mom had her at the age of 19, received her bachelor’s and 

Master’s in criminal justice and at the time of the interview, was in her last year of her 

PhD program. Referring to her father as a “sperm donor,” he dropped out of high school 

and eventually got his GED but was not in her life. Ella’s high-achieving status 
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throughout her schooling was noted as having a plaque made in her name for a Catholic 

school she attended in New York and involvement in honors programs as she transitioned 

to North Carolina. Ella engaged in an OST program called the Scholar Launch Center, a 

non-profit organization that hosts afterschool, weekend and summer experiences focuses 

on college readiness from high school and two years into college. As a result of 

participating in her OST program that focused on college readiness, she received a full-

ride academic scholarship to attend a private PWI in North Carolina and at the time of the 

interview, she was working as a manager over a nurse unit in a New York hospital.  

Phillis 

From the lobby area of one of her five jobs, 21-year-old Phillis joined me for her 

interview late in the evening as she wrapped up the final hour of her shift. Situated in her 

home state of New York, the job she was working at the time of the interview was with 

previously incarcerated youth who were either on parole or receiving additional services, 

and now live in the local housing projects. Phillis’ other four jobs ranged from retail, 

working for the New York education system, serving as a school aid, and teaching at a 

nonprofit performing arts company that does socially conscious theatre where she was 

formerly a student. Her childhood was marked by growing up with her non-English 

speaking grandfather who was a sugar cane farmer from Puerto Rico, her grandmother 

who did one year of college but did not finish due to helping her military veteran siblings 

through PTSD and attending night school college with her mother who had her at age 22. 

Her college educated mother teaches special education, and Phillis shared she does not 

know her father well. Phillis’ middle school experiences were marked by being pulled out 
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of class to do advanced curriculum, and she was also in an AVID advanced placement 

program. She went on to take AP courses in high school where she got involved in OST 

programs focused on theater arts. As an unassuming self-professed artistivist (art activist) 

and Black Creative, Phillis engaged in art-based activities as a coping mechanism to 

navigate bullying she experienced for being half Black and Latinx, and that journey led 

her to be one of few students in her school selected for the Alexander Hamilton Arts 

Initiative, where she did extensive research on a character and then created a theatrical 

piece around the character. She chose Phillis Wheatley, the first published Black poet in 

the United States, and her artistic talent and accomplishments have led her to open up for 

the Broadway play, Hamilton, along with other special appearances with New York 

politicians, sharing poetry in front of 20,000 people at a Women’s March, and First Lady 

Michelle Obama’s initiatives. Upon high school graduation, she engaged in two years of 

Psychology in college before the college she attended shut down, leaving her to focus on 

her current five jobs.  

Lola 

Nineteen-year-old Lola is the youngest sister of two older brothers and is from a 

single-parent household where her mother is her primary caregiver. Her mother has 

worked in the warehouse industry stocking equipment and has her high school diploma. 

Her Father was not really in her life, has other children and she is not sure if he has his 

high school diploma and believes he works in plumbing and construction. Lola attended 

public schools in North Carolina and was pulled out of classes after being identified as 

AIG, and as she transitioned between middle school and high school, she was involved in 
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the IB programs. Her experience in OST programs ranged from attending a multi-

weekend program for women in STEM at a private HBCU when she was in middle 

school, the Scholar Launch Center over afterschool weekends and summer, and a summer 

abroad enrichment program in Ghana before graduating high school. While navigating 

her enrichment program experience as well as her IB program, Lola was an active 

Cheerleader and held two jobs to help financially. Upon graduation, Lola entered a 

private PWI in the District of Columbia to begin her bachelor’s degree, and at the time of 

the interview, she was entering her junior year.  

Constance 

From her residence hall room on the campus of her private HBCU in North 

Carolina, twenty-year-old Constance, a resident advisor, described how the start of her 

senior year was going in light of COVID-19, and reflected on her upbringing in her home 

state of New York. As the only child, Constance grew up in a single-parent home with 

her mother and Aunt and identifies as a first-generation student. While her mother began 

college courses, she did not graduate beyond her high school diploma, and her father was 

not in her life. Constance went to a public school throughout her K-12 schooling in New 

York, up until her junior year where her mother wrote a proposal to transfer her into a 

private predominantly White private K-12 school situated in a Jewish community. While 

there, she was enrolled in multiple AP courses and described having a tough time 

adjusting to the environment due to racial tension with the school’s “headmaster,” the 

majority of the students having established relationships since the school served K-12, 

and since the school was in a secluded, predominantly White, Jewish area. It was not 
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until her senior that Constance’s mother enrolled her in her in an OST program focused 

on college readiness called College Bound Initiative over the weekends, and she also 

participated in an afterschool test prep program for the Regent Exam for History.  

Lenora 

At the time of the interview, Lenora was 23 years old, and working professionally 

at her college alma mater in a department in student affairs, navigating the nuances of the 

COVID-19 global pandemic. Born and raised in rural North Carolina, Lenora described 

herself as growing up in a single-parent household with her mom though her mother, a 

schoolteacher, got married and then divorced during her elementary and middle school 

years. Her biological father was not in her life, and the people she described as having a 

big influence on her educational aspirations were her grandmother, who has two degrees, 

and her mother has three degrees. Her home district middle school was predominantly 

Black with gang activity, so her mother moved her to an all-white Christian middle 

school. Eventually, Lenora transitioned to an accelerated high school at an early college. 

After competing for Poetry Out Loud competition at the school and regional level she 

received student of the week at her school and this drew attention to the recruiters for 

Launch Center, an afterschool, weekend, and summer program focused on college 

readiness. After an interview process, she was accepted into Launch Center and engaged 

in that OST throughout high school and at least two years into college. While she was 

engaging in her OST program, beyond experiencing divorce, Lenora was an active 

cheerleader, and she was heavily involved in her church, in which she shared her internal 

struggle to balance her spiritual development with her college and career development. 
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Lenora also recalled defining moments in her life that were linked to national news, most 

notably the election of Barack Obama when she was in middle school and the killing of 

Trayvon Martin when she was a senior in high school. Overall, Lenora’s interview 

responses provided examples of how she bucked against the scripted processes of life, as 

demonstrated by providing replies that did not necessarily walk into the path that I paved 

for potential She described herself as following the rules and aligning with cookie cutter 

processes, but when she was older, she was operating even more empowered.  

Data Transcription and Analysis 

After conducting 12 individual interviews and two focus groups with 4 

participants each, I utilized a software called Temi to transcribe the interviews. Though I 

needed to make edits to the transcripts for any inaudible words, and to replace real names 

and locations with pseudonyms, I found the Temi software to be fairly accurate in 

capturing the participants’ stories and perspectives. I then looked across the interviews, 

letters, and poems to note repetitious and variant words and phrases in each transcript.  

Of the three ways I incorporated critical poetic inquiry into this study, I applied a 

critical arts-based method of critical poetic inquiry in my approach to 1) data analysis of 

existing interviews, poems and reflective letters relevant to the study and 2) poetic 

transcription, also known as found poetry from interview transcripts to analyze the 

transcription data (see Appendices K, L, and M). The start of my data analysis process 

began with listening to the recorded interviews, reading the transcripts, and repeating that 

process several times until the tone and text from each participant began to unveil 

significant messages. Next, I engaged in poetic transcription, a poetic inquiry approach 
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that uses the found poetry, or actual words of the participants, transforming their 

interview transcripts into poetry.  

I was sure to refer to the words of the participants written by participants during 

the artistic reflection activities of letter writing after their individual interview, and during 

the original poetry writing during the focus group session (see Appendices K and L). 

Once I completely read through the transcribed data, I went back over the highlighted 

text that evoked emotion, displayed metaphors, discussed race, gender, achievement, or 

calls to action, and cut and pasted every excerpt into a separate document. To identify 

themes that emerged in response to the data collection, I engaged in an inductive coding 

process in my review of the transcriptions, which involved me searching for words or 

phrases line by line to understand the data, and to see what goes together to create 

categories of topics shared. When reviewing the transcription data, I coded as many 

common words or associated phrases so that I did not miss anything due to assumptions 

based on my positionality, and I also ensured I had evidence for my interpretations of the 

data, as seen in the quotes shared with me in the interview process.  

Critical poetic inquiry (CPI) is characterized by, “Analyses that encompass 

nuances, ambiguities and contradictions, which the researcher presents through poetic, 

evocative and polyvocal texts” (Görlich, 2019, p. 403). CPI served as a complimentary 

vehicle to communicate interpretations of the emotion and perspectives of the 

participants regarding what a sense of place has meant for them as high-achieving Black 

women who have attended OST programs. Affirming the value using creative forms to 

help unveil deeper understanding of lived experiences, Glesne (2015) claims, 
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“Interpretive purposes focus on understanding how things work in particular settings and 

how people make meaning of particular occurrences” (p. 40). Within this study, I sought 

to apply CPI as a methodology to help add emphasis to the participants’ storytelling. 

Vincent (2018) shares, “The mode of poetry, the act of writing poems or analyzing 

through poems, is represented in the literature as a way to expand perspectives on human 

experience” (p. 51). In this way, poetry served as a tool, paving pathways for 

understanding while reviving palpability of humanity for each participant as it relates to 

who they are as Black women, not simply what they can do as high achievers.  

A characteristic of CPI is to incorporate multiple voices that can be examined 

with reflections from participants, the researcher, and theory (Prendergast et al., 2009). 

My application of CPI served to triangulate of the data collected from the one-on-one 

interviews, focus groups and artistic reflections of the letter and poetry writing (see 

Appendices K, L, and M). Collectively, these CPI approaches to data analysis helped me 

in the effort to explore the intersectionality of identity and the context of place, and it also 

assisted in providing a creative and evocative way to showcase the study’s findings. 

As I approached the task of making meaning of the data collected in my study, I 

was reminded of Brown and Strega (20015) who attest, “The term data in its origins 

means ‘gift.’ From an anti-oppressive perspective, we see data as a gift that participants 

bestow, and we work to respect those gifts and treat them ethically” (p. 27). As such, 

within each interview with participants, and in my review of the artistic reflections, I was 

sure to maintain an appreciation of the emotion-filled gifts of data shared with me in 

verbal and written form.  
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Presentation of Findings 

To align with the critical social justice and critical poetic inquiry aims of this 

study, as well as my desire to amplify the voices of high-achieving Black women, I 

selected critical arts-based qualitative research methods to draw attention to specific 

words and phrases shared by the participants. This intentional triangulation occurred 

through the individual interview, the participants’ own letter writing and original poetry 

writing during the focus group, as well as incorporating found poems from their interview 

transcriptions (see Appendices K, L, and M). While two of the three ways I incorporated 

CPI into this study occurred during the data transcription and analysis stage, the third and 

final way I employed CPI was through the representation of poetry and artistic reflection 

letters as data. 

Because of this, my presentation of findings includes direct excerpts from 

dialogue with each participant and their reflective letter and original poetry responses and 

found poetry to address each research question while also elaborating on the emerging 

themes. In addition to coding and thematizing the findings, I generated visual 

representations using a platform entitled, “Canva,” to combine images and words from 

the original letters, original poems, and found poems from the participants’ interview 

transcriptions. Finally, to reiterate the distinct voice and energy from of each participant 

as seen in their artistic reflection, I assigned a descriptive phrase for the title of the letters 

and poems displayed throughout the findings and analysis in chapters IV and V. 

This study is significant because it unveils representation from multiple types of 

OST enrichment programs, participants from various socioeconomic backgrounds, and 
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participants who have engaged in diverse academic and post-graduate career paths. There 

was not a geographic focus to the recruitment efforts in this study. The high-achieving 

Black female participants’ stories shared in Chapters IV and V provide deeper 

understanding and increased awareness of their academic, cultural, and social experiences 

they have had in OST programs. I analyze these stories using a critical poetic inquiry 

(CPI) and critical race theory (CRT) lens, paying attention to how these stories both 

contribute to perspectives regarding how they navigated these environments when 

accounting for their race and gender. As I coded and analyzed the data, numerous themes 

emerged, thus, I designate a chapter to each research question. Regarding high-achieving 

Black women in OST programs, Chapter IV reveals the social, cultural and/or historical 

contexts that nurture and/or hinder the engagement and Chapter V reveals the extent to 

which race and gender impact their experiences.  

To maintain participant anonymity, I alter identifiable information, including 

names, and their associated educational institutions within the data analysis chapters. I 

also feature their artistic disclosures shared in the study, in the form of their original 

reflective letter and original poem as well as found poetry compiled from the 

transcription of participant interviews (see Appendices K, L, and M).  

Conclusion 

Outlined in this Chapter was the research paradigm, methodological and 

theoretical frameworks, research design, site selection, participant selection, recruitment 

strategy, data collection procedures, data analysis, trustworthiness, the benefits of this 

research to participants, and a prelude to how findings are presented (see Appendices A, 
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through M). Also, I debuted the detailed biographies of the 12 high-achieving Black 

women who participated in this study. In the chapters IV and IV, I present data analysis 

of and research findings, which include themes and stories regarding what the 

participants’ place meant in OST programs as it relates to their cultural, social and 

historical context, as well as their race and gender. In Chapter VI, I offer my overall 

analysis of this study, which includes ways the participants’ narratives connected to 

critical poetic inquiry and critical race theory. I also share more detail on the thematic 

findings that address the two research questions, an overview of CPI and CRT 

connections to the participant narratives, as well as implications for research and practice. 

Finally, I reflect on what it has meant for me to do this work as someone who also 

identifies as a high-achieving Black woman, a product of a gifted and talented magnet 

school, OST programs and a practitioner who has worked at one. It is my hope the results 

of this study will foster deeper understanding of the needs and experiences of high-

achieving Black women participating in OST programming.  
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CHAPTER IV  
 

SOCIAL, CULTURAL, AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT IMPACTING  
 

HIGH-ACHIEVING BLACK WOMEN IN OST PROGRAMS 
 
 

Introduction 

 Foolish of me to think the paths of the participants would only cross if they met 

each other in their focus group session. To the contrary, the confluence of the 

participants’ journeys occurred again in the data analysis phase of this dissertation. One 

of the most astonishing aspects of this study was hearing the vivid recounting of events 

that shaped the adolescence of the participants. Regarding themes associated with 

research question one of this study, the cultural contexts that hinder or nurture 

engagement were parental structure, educational background and socioeconomic status, 

as well as the degree of multi-generational influence and educational exposures. The 

social contexts were the participants’ strategic savvy to attend and navigate expectations 

while also balancing of commitments, as well as their peer group experiences marked by 

comparison, camaraderie, and perception. Finally, the historical contexts that hindered or 

nurtured engagement included significant life events, trauma bonding, and critical 

consciousness racial insensitivities related to U.S. slavery’s afterlife in present day 

society. Table 4.1 outlines how the themes, as well as the amplified voice of the 

participants from their artistic reflections from letters and found poems (see Appendices 

K, L, and M) that aligned with the themes.
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TABLE 4.1 Themes Related to Sociocultural Context that Address Research  
 
Question One 
 

Research Question 1: What are the social, cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or 
hinder the engagement of high-achieving Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic 
enrichment programs? 

Contexts 
that Hinder 
or Nurture 
Engagement 

Themes Theme-Related Collective Voice from 
Participants’ Artistic Reflection Letters and 
Found Poems on What their Place Meant in 
OST Programs  

Cultural 1. Parental Structure, 
Educational Background 
and Socioeconomic 
Status 

Voice of Resilience 

Voice of Trust 

2. Degree of Multi-
Generational Influence 
and Educational 
Exposures 

Voice of Honesty 

Voice of Futurism 

Voice of Obligatory Autonomy 

Social  1. Strategic Savvy to 
Attend, Navigate 
Expectations, and 
Balance Commitments 

Voice of Exhaustion 

Voice of Self-Care and Self-Control 

2. Peer Group Experiences 
Marked by Comparison, 
Camaraderie, and 
Protection 

Voice of Authority 

Voice of Belonging 

Voice of Endurance 

Historical  1. Significant Life Events Voice of Great Awakening 

Voice of Reality 

Voice of Reassurance 

2. Trauma Bonding and 
Critical Consciousness of 
US Slavery’s Residue 

Voice of Optimism 

 
 
 When considering the themes that emerged from the research methods, I am 

reminded of Hesse-Biber and Piatelli (2012) who warn, “Assuming commonality based 

on a single dimension of identity is detrimental to the project of deconstructing power 

relations and co-constructing knowledge” (p. 499). While themes in Table 4.1 represent 
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common threads of dissonance or resonance between the participants, throughout my 

engagement in this study, I knew the approach to capturing the themes must account for 

the participants’ distinct background and allowing for multiple ways to extract 

information as they retrospectively recall their OST engagement. In this way, the value of 

triangulation through multiple CPI research methods was laid bare, as a viable means to 

deconstruct power relations and to co-create knowledge based upon the dimensions of 

context related to the experiences of the participants. 

Individual Interviews and Artistic Reflection Letters  

One of the baseline methods I used to triangulate the data was through individual 

interviews, which was the first step in my face-to-face engagement with the participants 

(see Appendix F). The interview questions ranged from having the participants describe 

their family background, in what ways they identify as being a high-achieving student, 

and how they learned about their OST program opportunity. I then asked about the type 

of OST program(s) they engaged in, what a typical day in their program(s) looked like, 

and the social engagement they had among their peer group, OST educators and staff. To 

learn more about the cultural and historical context that shaped their experience, I 

inquired about significant life events that happened in their lives during their 

participation, and how they would define the word “culture.” For further reflection, I 

encouraged participants to use their personal working definition of “culture,” and to use 

that definition to frame what the most rewarding and challenging experiences were in 

their OST program as it relates to their culture, compared to their traditional school 

setting (see Appendix M).  
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To close the individual interview, I asked participants to describe the academic, 

cultural and social programs or activities they currently engage in, and to what extent 

their time in OST programs influenced their current decisions. Finally, participants were 

encouraged to articulate recommendations they would make to individuals running OST 

programs to improve the experiences of high-achievement Black women, and why. By 

the end of the individual interview, and in email correspondence following the interview, 

participants were informed that the next step in their engagement in this study was to 

respond to an artistic reflection prompt to write a letter in 3rd person to their younger 

selves about what they wish they had known when they participated in their OST 

programs, and lessons learned that they wanted to share (see Appendix G). Participants 

who were able sent their letters back to me within five days of their individual interview, 

and each letter served as a time capsule, chronicling their guidance to their adolescent 

self-navigating OST programs as Black women. Altogether, participants were reminded 

their letters could be a great reference point as they entered original poetry writing during 

the focus group in the last phase of this study, which is described in depth in Chapter V.  

Throughout this study, I incorporated phrases like, “sense of place” and “what her 

place meant” within OST academic enrichment programs, as seen in the sub-titles in the 

visual representations of the poems and letters displayed in Chapters IV and V. When I 

used these phrases, I was referring to the degree to which high-achieving Black women 

voiced a sense of belonging, inclusion, as well as emotional development, aspiration and 

outlook as they recalled their OST program experience. There are many factors that 

influence eligibility, admission, and participation in OST academic enrichment programs. 
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These range from auditions, exams, SAT or ACT test results, financial ability, educator 

referrals, and access to resources in one’s rural, suburban or metropolitan areas. While 

these elements are often associated with academic, socioeconomic, and geographic 

placement, this study looks at placement by instead considering what high-achieving 

Black women’s’ sense of place meant while they were in their OST program.  

 Poetry serves as a vehicle for self-expression, with the goal of facilitating cultural 

awareness and authentic engagement. Throughout this chapter, I present a poetic 

compilation the transcribed responses of participants in the study as each of them 

reflected on how their sociocultural background has shaped their quest for high-

achievement and their engagement in their OST program(s). The found poetry and 

participants’ letters to their younger self (Appendices I and M) set the stage for 

unpacking the answers to Research Question One of this study: What are the social, 

cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or hinder the engagement of high-

achieving Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs? 
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Figure 4.1 Acrostic Found Poem: Voice of H.I.G.H. A.C.H.I.E.V.I.N.G. 
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Within the acrostic found poem, “Voice of H.I.G.H. A.C.H.I.E.V.I.N.G,” (Figure 

4.1) the 12 participants shared personal context for how they defined high achievement 
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(see Appendix M). Notable in the responses was that success equals higher education, not 

necessarily in the institutional sense, but in the philosophical aspect of going above and 

beyond the status quo. Meritocracy reigned supreme, as they voiced a desire to strive to 

align with visual victories as an outcome of competition as seen in bulletin boards. In 

addition, their definition is marked by comparison of what they perceived as a good or 

bad hierarchical position of being “pulled away” into separate learning settings.  

Cultural Contexts that Hinder or Nurture Engagement 

Theme 1: Parental Structure, Educational Background, and Socioeconomic Status  

A core question at the forefront of understanding the participants’ experiences in 

OST programs was first learning what prompted their interest in participating. 

Understanding the participants’ family structure, socioeconomic and educational 

exposures was key in revealing what may have influenced their engagement with their 

OST program. To offer a snapshot of the sociocultural context, Table 4.2 outlines the 

participants’ household composition, socioeconomic status, parent’s highest level of 

education, and the types of courses they took in their OST program when they were 

adolescents. The final column to the right displays the participants’ highest level of 

education at the time of their interview.  
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Table 4.2 Participants’ Sociocultural Context During Out-of-School Time (OST)  
 
Program 
 

Name Income 
Status 

Household 
Composition  

Mother 
Education 
Level 

Father 
Education 
Level 

Courses and 
Content taken 
in K-12 OST 
Program 

Participant 
Education 
Level 

Kinza Middle-
Income or 
Upper-
Middle 
Income* 

Two-Parent 
 

Master Bachelor 
 

Engineering, 
Entrepreneur-
ship, Arts 
Counsel, Piano 

Bachelor 
PhD Student 
in Computer 
Science 

Tamika Low-
Income 
 

Single-
Parent 
With 
Grandmother 

Master Not known Mock Trial, 
Chess Club, 
Play and 
Musical 
Theater, 
Spelling Bees 

College 
sophomore 
 

Gail Upper-
Middle-
Income 

Two-Parent 
 

Master Bachelor College 
Preparation, 
Law, Mock 
Trial, Free 
Enterprise 

College 
sophomore 

Misty Middle-
Income 

Two-Parent Bachelor Bachelor Business 
Etiquette, 
Creative 
Writing, Dance, 
Private Voice 
Lessons 

College 
junior 

Rebecca Upper-
Middle-
Income 
 

Two-Parent Bachelor 
and Doctor 
of 
Medicine 
(MD) 

Has degree, 
yet type not 
known 

SAT in 7th 
Grade, 
Medicine, 
Lucid 
Dreaming 
Research, 
College 
Preparation, 
Museum of 
Natural History 
Programming 

Bachelor 
 
MD Student 
 

Chenelle Low-
Income 
 

Two-Parent Middle 
School 

Middle 
School  
 

Networking, 
Business 
Etiquette, 
College 
Preparation, 
Community 

3 Years of 
College 
Classes 
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Service, Global 
Warming 

Audre Low-
Income 
 

Single-
Parent 
With 
Grandmother 

Associate Not known Writing 
Workshops, 
ACT Prep, 
College 
Preparation 

Bachelor 
 

Ella Low-
Income 
 

Single-
Parent 
With 
Grandmother 

Master and 
PhD 
classes 

Not known Writing 
Workshops, 
ACT Prep, 
College 
Preparation 

Bachelor 
  

Phillis Low-
Income 
 

Single-
Parent 
With 
Grandparents 

Bachelor Not known Talent 
Competitions, 
Theater Arts 
Education 
Program, 
Institute of 
American 
History 
Institute, 
Christian Camp, 
ROTC 

2 Years of 
College 
Classes, no 
longer 
enrolled at 
time of 
study 

Lola Low-
Income 
 

Single-
Parent 

High 
School  

Not known Private HBCU 
Women in 
STEM 
Program, 
Science 
Projects, 
College 
Readiness 
Program, 
International 
Baccalaureate, 
Trip to Africa, 
Children’s 
Rights and 
Equality 

3 Years of 
College 
Classes 
 

Constance Low-
Income 

Single-
Parent 

High 
School  

Not known College 
Readiness 
Program, 
Regents, SAT 
Prep, Skill 
preparation  

4 Years of 
College 
Classes 
 

Lenora Low-
Income 

Single-
Parent 

Bachelor Not known College 
Readiness 
Program, 

Bachelor 
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Spoken Word 
Poetry Program  

 
Note: All participants self-reported socioeconomic status. The participant self-reported  
 
that they believed their family income was either middle or upper-middle-income.  
 
 

Cultural capital represents the level of information or knowledge one may have 

that impacts their advancement in society. With this in mind, Table 4.2 displays a small 

glimpse of the educational cultural capital compared to the social class of household 

figures who may influence access and engagement of high-achieving Black women in 

OST programs. Young and Young (2018) claim, “Parents often provide the cultural 

capital necessary to gain access to the more exclusive afterschool programs and summer 

camps. In our society, people gain cultural capital as their level of education and income 

increases” (p. 185). Thus, when analyzing the information captured in Table 4.2, the 

circumstances associated with the participants’ background, upbringing, and exposures 

provide a plethora of perspective into the cultural elements that could affect engagement 

in OST programs.  

When reviewing Table 4.2 of the 12 participants, Constance, Lola, Chenelle (3) 

had parents who did not pursue a college degree. The remaining 9, Lenora, Phillis, 

Audre, and Misty (4) had parents whose highest education level was an undergraduate 

degree, while Kinza, Rebecca, Tamika, Ella, and Gail (5) had one or more parents who 

also obtained a Master’s, Doctorate degree, and/or coursework. Together, the data 

regarding highest level of education suggests that the acquisition of education beyond 

high school may have increased the capacity of educational cultural capital the 



 118 

participants’ parents were able to bestow on them, that is, the resources that could have 

shaped their outcomes or their family’s strategic efforts to gain awards associated with 

educational advancement. Reeves (2017) asserts, “The more valuable education becomes, 

the more useful it is as a tool for class reproduction” (p. 65). Still, this mono-dimensional 

assessment of educational acquisition falls short of gaining a deeper understanding of 

other contextual factors influencing the participants’ OST program engagement.  

To investigate the phenomenon proposed by Reeves (2017), beyond the influence 

of parental education levels on OST participation, I also explored the context of their 

household make-up and socioeconomic status. Among the participants, Kinza, Gail, 

Rebecca, Misty, and Chenelle (5) grew up in a two-parent household. Of the 5 

participants from two-parent households, Rebecca and Gail (2) self-reported an upper-

middle-income socioeconomic status while they were in OST academic enrichment 

programs, Misty (1) identified as being middle-income, and Kinza (1) expressed she was 

not sure but believed her parents were either upper-middle-income or middle-income, and 

Chenelle (1) on the other hand identified as growing up low-income where both parent’s 

highest level of education was middle school. Of the 5 participants from two-parent 

households, Kinza and Rebecca (2) graduated with their Bachelor’s degree and were 

beginning the first semester of their doctoral degrees in Computer Science, and in 

Medical School at the time of the study, respectively. Of the remaining three participants, 

Gail and Chenelle were active sophomores, and Misty was an active junior.  

In contrast to the 5 participants from two-parent households, Lola, Constance, 

Phillis, Ella, Tamika, Lenora, and Audre (7) disclosed they grew up in a low-income, 
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single-parent household with their mother with no close relationship or recollection of 

their birth father having a college degree. Of the 7, Phillis, Ella, Tamika, Lenora and 

Audre (5) shared they have a mother who obtained at least one college degree, while 

Constance and Lola (2) had a mother whose highest level of education was a high school 

diploma and defaulted to taking on multiple jobs. Mirroring or breaking the cycle of their 

parent’s background, all 7 of the participants from single-parent households matriculated 

to college. At the time of the study, Gail, Misty and Constance (3) were in college as a 

sophomore, junior and senior, respectively, and Ella, Lenora, and Audre (3) had 

graduated from college and were working full-time. Phillis (1) had a unique circumstance 

in that she was no longer pursuing her bachelor’s due to her University closing, and in the 

meantime, at the time of the study, she shared that she was working five jobs.  

Analysis of the participants’ household dynamics reveals a higher correlation 

between two-parent households having upper-middle income and middle-income 

socioeconomic status, whereas participants who grew up in a single-parent household 

were likely to self-report that they were from a low-income socioeconomic background.  

It is noteworthy that despite the 12 participants’ household composition, their 

socioeconomic status, and their parent’s education level, these factors did not thwart all 

12 of them from securing access to OST academic enrichment programs, and at the time 

of the study, all 12 participants had matriculated to college. Thus, context that nurtures 

engagement is demonstrated parental perseverance, whether it be through their academic 

background, financial wellbeing, or efforts to supplement or off-set any lack in resources. 
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Cultural capital is associated with the commodity of accumulated of supplemental 

education beyond traditional school, and undergraduate and graduate education beyond 

postsecondary education. The data suggests that having the personal and financial support 

from one or more educated adult figures gave way to nurtured engagement through early 

and frequent OST program exposures for participants. Acknowledging commodification 

through education, OST academic enrichment programs could either perpetuate racial 

inequities that contribute to the education gap and class reproduction or disrupt social 

class reproduction if strategic efforts are focused on access and inclusion.  

Because OST programs are also linked with social stratification and commodification in 

education, there is a need to focus on what the potential gains and losses are for engaging in such 

programs. To help get to the root of how to best serve high-achieving Black women, the 

data collected in this study, as seen in Table 4.2 revealed that the intersectionality of race, 

gender and socioeconomic status influenced many other aspects of the participants’ 

academic and career trajectory. In the effort to demonstrate the stark contrast yet similar 

outcome of academic engagement in comparison to their parents, I turn to Kinza and 

Phillis’ story, two participants who landed in different trajectories despite their OST 

program engagement.  

Kinza, age 20, was raised in a two-parent, college-educated household of whom 

she self-disclosed was either middle- or upper-middle-income, and Phillis, age 21, grew 

up in a single-parent, low-income household with her college-educated mother. At a 

young age, both were identified by their respective primary schools as being 

academically and intellectually gifted (AIG), and subsequently they were pulled out of 
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general education classes to take above grade level courses, a trend that continued as they 

entered high school honors and AP programs. Nevertheless, a few differentiating factors 

across the intersectionality of their race, gender, and socioeconomic status were at play in 

their academic engagement and upbringing. Kinza noted her family being highly 

involved in visiting her school if she was not academically challenged, working to ensure 

that her educators did not undermine her potential as a young Black girl. Kinza’s recalled 

her two parents investing their time, finances and social capital in her academic 

development, be it through having her participate in a range of afterschool OST programs 

like piano lessons and arts councils, to fee-based OST summer residential programs in 

North Carolina and Georgia taught at universities at an above grade-level pace by content 

experts. These various academic exposures as well as grade-level-acceleration led to 

Kinza graduating high school at the age of 16. At the time of the study, 20-year-old Kinza 

graduated from undergrad, and was preparing to attend the first semester of her Computer 

Science PhD program.  

By contrast, Phillis shared that though her mother was an advocate for education, 

her mother worked various jobs, often deferring to her non-English speaking 

grandparents to assist with transporting her to and from her non-fee-based after school 

and weekend OST enrichment programs. varying from poetry-oriented talent 

competitions, theater arts education programs, and the Institute of American History to 

name a few. Realizing the limitations of her mother’s availability, financial constraints, 

and her grandparents’ language differences linked to Latinx heritage, Phillis felt obligated 

to take more authority than adults in her life as she endeavored to stay engaged in OST 
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programs. Despite hurdles related to her race, gender, and socioeconomic status, Phillis’ 

exceptional abilities as a spoken word poet led to her receiving awards, exclusive 

recognition and connections to influential others ranging from political dignitaries, 

philanthropists, Broadway stars, and activists. Nevertheless, the limitations on family 

involvement, be it because of cultural norms, time or finances led to Phillis going through 

the motions of her OST engagement by being exposed to many, yet a feeling of being 

alone regarding support at home. In the years following her OST program experiences, 

Phillis shared that she had completed two years of college in New York before it closed 

unexpectedly, and at the time of the study, at the age of 21, Phillis shared was working 

five jobs.  

When juxtaposing 20-year-old Kinza and 21-year-old Phillis’ experiences in OST 

enrichment programs and their trajectory after their engagement, there are stark 

differences between both of their educational outcomes. When accounting for the 

intersectionality of the race, gender and socioeconomic status, though they both 

contended with perceptions and expectations associated with being high-achieving Black 

women, both participants had polar opposite degrees of adult support and financial 

resources for their OST enrichment. Phillis and Kinza’s sharing of concrete examples of 

how they were either set up to succeed due to the presence of family affluence, level of 

education, and social capital, to the presence of – or constantly persevering the hurdles of 

the obligations they had to take on due to the lack thereof - emphasizes that gifted 

education and talent development only exacerbates the misconception that learning can 

only happen beyond one’s means. Together, these contextual factors related to the 



 123 

intersectionality of race, gender and socioeconomic status further underscore that 

education was never made to help capital, but the system is very well crafted for 

individuals to stay put in their social ranks.  

To layer more perspective in the effort to gain a deeper understanding of the 

experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST enrichment programs, I will now 

share the content of the participants’ letters to their younger self that they wrote as an 

artistic reflection exercise following their individual interview (see Appendix K). In their 

letter, the participants reflected on what they wished they would have known prior to 

attending her OST program as well as lessons they wanted their younger self to know as a 

high-achieving Black woman navigating those environments (see Appendix H). The first 

letter (see Appendix K) shared comes from Kinza, a 20-year-old from North Carolina 

who was preparing to enter her first semester in her computer science PhD program at the 

time of the study. Starting at a young age and through high-school, Kinza attended a 

series of afterschool and fee-based summer residential programs hosted on the college 

campus of a private HBCU in North Carolina and a private PWI in Georgia. The content 

of her OST programs ranged in focus from engineering, entrepreneurship, arts counsel 

programs and piano lessons. Kinza voices her the point of view as of one of the 

participants who grew up in a two-parent, college educated household.  
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Figure 4.2 Kinza’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Resilience 

 
Speaking to her cultural capital, Kinza specifically shares with her younger self, 

“You will have access to a variety of extra-curricular activities, including out-of-school 
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activities.” However even with that privy and access, she warns her younger self that the 

access will be accompanied with challenges. Kinza suggests that even with access to a 

plethora of OST programs, access does not nullify her identity as a high-achieving Black 

woman who will need to contend with encounters of negativity. Still, Kinza uses the 

letter to encourage her younger self to remain unmovable when faced with discomfort. 

By claiming “Every experience, even the negative ones, serves you,” Kinza 

communicates a voice of resilience, challenging high-achieving Black women to see the 

silver lining in the hypothetical clouds of life, and to seize opportunities to benefit or 

flourish from rainy realities.  

When layering this context with the type of OST program that participants 

engaged in, all but 1 of the 7 participants from single-parent, low-income backgrounds 

engaged in after-school programs rather than multi-week summer residential university 

experiences. This suggests that high-achieving Black women from single-parent, low-

income households may either defer to or restrict their exposure to afterschool programs. 

Thus, additional hindrances for participation in OST programs for high-achieving Black 

women, may be single-parent household status and low-income socioeconomic status. 

Lola represents the 1 exception among the 7 participants from a single-parent, low-

income background who participated in after-school, weekend, and a summer residential 

study abroad OST enrichment program. Her OST programs ranged from being hosted at a 

private HBCU focused on women in STEM, Science oriented projects, college readiness 

programs, International Baccalaureate, as well as a trip to Africa focused on children’s 

rights and equality. In her artistic reflection letter to her younger self (see Appendix K), 
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Lola describes how as a high-achieving Black woman, the art of trust was essential to 

nurturing her OST academic enrichment program engagement.  
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Figure 4.3 Lola’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Trust 
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Notable in Lola’s letter is her intentional lowercase symbol throughout her script. 

Her intentionality to not abide by traditional academic discourse further punctuated her 

oppositional approach to what she referred to as “the art of being a black woman,” the 

tension between aligning with what others deem as proper and being her authentic self. 

Rose (2016) claims, “Our sense of self is made through the operation of discourse. So too 

are objects, relations, places, scenes: discourse produces the world as it understands it” 

(p. 189). In other words, discourses, like what it means to be Black, and an academic high 

achiever, are socially constructed and have an impact on the way one views the world. 

Since discourses are seen as socially produced, and it has a role in shaping one’s view of 

the world, Lola’s letter to her younger self (see Appendix K) provides an avenue for 

igniting new and clearer discourse into understanding the world and one’s positionality as 

a high-achieving Black woman. Instead of focusing on the discourse of “The art of being 

a black woman,” Lola challenges her younger self to instead, “learn the art of trust,” 

claiming, “it’ll be your best secret weapon and your strongest armor.” Through 

weaponizing trust and categorizing it as a “secret,” and something to be equipped with 

amid a “mindfield,” Lola reveals how as a high-achieving Black woman, she will work to 

be prepared to combat and ambush tests that come from even her “closest relationships.”  

By sharing how she is mindful of those relationships that test whether she is 

“black enough” and “professional enough,” Lola acknowledges that beyond academics, 

she has gained an expanded notion of cultural capital through her awareness of societies’ 

varied expectations of achievement that rest beyond standard curriculum. Armed with 

this information and knowledge, Lola uses the letter to her younger self to stress that she 
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needs to be prepared for the battlefield of life “from all sides.” Bettez (2018) claims, 

“The more cultural capital you have, the more impact you have in creating or 

transforming fields” (Class discussion, February 6, 2018). Lola’s expanded notion of 

cultural capital demonstrates her awareness that beyond general education, as a high-

achieving Black woman, she must also be equipped with the resources and ammunition to 

combat hegemony, which is synonymous to the structures of power that manifest, so that 

she can cultivate the type of field that will enable her to trust, share and just be.  

Theme 2: Degree of Multi-Generational Influence and Educational Exposures 
 

While the previous section related to cultural characteristics as grounding context 

for the participants’ OST program experience, this section assesses characteristics related 

to the people who shaped their cultural upbringing. Noted in the participants’ stories were 

moments where they reflected on the influence of the presence, or lack of presence of 

various members of their family when they engaged in their OST program. They also 

shared how this impacted their narrative of either being “the first,” or “joining” others in 

their family who have already trailblazed a path forward in advanced academics. 

Specifically, participants were influenced by their first-generation college student status, 

having second-generation parent involvement, and third-generation grandparent 

involvement.  

Some of the women who did not have immediate family with former experiences 

in higher education described how it was difficult to navigate their OST educational 

environment or anticipate what was ahead due to their parents not having former 

exposures to that level of education. This is not to insinuate that their parents were 
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intentionally unsupportive of their education, but rather to acknowledge the absence of 

inherent social capital, or networking relationships among societal influencers that 

introduce or grant access and advantage. During their interviews, Audre, Chenelle, and 

Constance self-identified as first-generation college students. Of these participants, 

Chenelle engaged in networking, business etiquette, college preparatory, community 

service and global working focused OST programs. In the found poem below, which is a 

compilation of poetic transcription from her interview, Chenelle adds her voice of honest 

commentary about the role her family played in her educational enrichment (see 

Appendix M). The found poem is purposefully accompanied with imagery like a lie 

detector test to help readers understand how truthful and transparent Chenelle aimed to be 

in reflecting about her upbringing, despite how her reflection may be surprising to others 

given her high achievement.  
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Figure 4.4 Found Poem: Chenelle’s Voice of Honesty 

 

For a student like Chenelle whose parents did not directly influence her choices in 

educational enrichment, engaging in her own research and exploration guided her 

participation in OST programs. Though she grew up in a two-parent home, having 

parents whose highest level of education was middle school may have hindered 

engagement for Chenelle in contrast to other women from two-parent, college educated 

households. Nevertheless, she persevered, and worked to take on the adult roles of that 

parents typically take on, like looking at and signing her report card, as well as 

rationalizing her mother and father’s absence from parent-teacher conferences.  
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The structure of a two-generation family typically consists of the adult parent(s) 

and their child. In the case of Kinza, Misty, Gail and Rebecca, who grew up in two-

parent, college educated households, their parents actively encouraged their participation 

in OST programs. Speaking on being identified as a high-achieving student by an 

Academic Talent Search program that coordinated access to college entrance exams for 

7th graders, Rebecca discusses her parents’ approach to schooling. Describing her mother, 

Rebecca states, “She put me into the program for taking the SAT. I don't think I was 

looking for these different opportunities. It's just something my parents wanted for me.” 

Resonating with Rebecca’s reflection on her parents actively getting her involved in a 

variety of OST programs, Kinza shares: 

 
My parents always made sure that even if we weren't at school, like over the 
summer, we would have to do reading and math workbooks. So, we were 
participating in like summer programs. Some of them were like educational 
based. Some of them were like arts though. We always took piano outside of 
school either before school or after school. My parents always made the point that 
we were involved with extracurriculars whether it was sports or music or 
academic based stuff.  
 
 

An additional strategy for OST program participation was seen in the participants’ 

statements regarding the perception of the various genres of OST programs. Essentially, 

Kinza’s comments above reveal how she has disentangled specialized sports training and 

arts-based OST programs from being related to “academic based stuff.”  

Beyond quantity, participants also expressed how they participated in a multitude 

of categories of OST programs. While the perception of the link between sports, arts and 

education may have varied among the participants, a common thread in the strategy for 
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sustained participation in OST programs was seen in some of the families’ attempts to 

introduce their child to seemingly non-academic activities that ultimately have an 

academic bend. The excitement of play through sports, dancing, singing, and acting, 

coupled with formal training appeared to be factors that nurtured the engagement of high-

achieving Black women in arts-based OST programs. One example of this is seen in 

Misty’s artistic reflection letter to her younger self (see Appendix M). Looking to the 

future, and beyond any difficulties associated with being a high-achieving Black woman, 

Misty encourages her younger self to embrace opportunities to engage with fine arts 

content experts as they add to her proficiency in theatre, dance, and music academies.  
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Figure 4.5 Misty’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Futurism 
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In her letter to her younger self, Misty took the approach of sharing how 

futuristically, her involvement in arts-based OST programs would prove to be 

lifechanging and an exposure she would be thankful for later in life. Joining Kinza, 

Rebecca, and Gail, all from two-parent middle-income and upper-middle-income 

households, Misty reflects on her exposure to multiple types of academic enrichment 

programs. Misty claims that access to resources such as private voice lessons and 

routinely attending the local theatre program were not hard to come by, largely because 

her family put her in numerous programs to help explore her talents and break out of her 

shy shell. Misty shares how she was “struggling to fit in” while in her OST program, and 

how with time, she built up her self-confidence. Through it all, the main thing she 

encourages her younger self to do is to be a “true leader and step to the beat of your own 

drummer.” Overall, Misty’s letter, like her fine arts background, reflects an embracing of 

individuality as well as the family support associated with her coming of age OST 

program involvement.  

Over half of the participants described one or more of their grandparents as being 

instrumental in their OST journey, be it by example, through assistance, or motivation. 

The three core family members in three-generation grand families, a relationship also 

referred to as intergenerational triads, often include (a) the grandparent, (b) their adult 

child— the parent, and (c) their grandchild (Goodman, 2007, p. 356). Audre, Brittany, 

Kinza, Tamika, Misty, Lola and Ella, all spent time sharing about how their 

intergenerational triad influenced their sustained OST participation. Based upon the data, 

in most cases, grandparents served in a transitional role, filling any gaps in transportation 
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needs between school, OST programs, or home. Their grandparents also served as 

secondary guardian for the participants while their parent was occupied and provided 

reassurance where able as it related to academic pursuits.  

Beyond acknowledging their grandparents for their role in life transitions, the 

participants also revealed how they were influenced by the stated and the unstated 

attributes of their grandparents. For example, Misty shared how she spent summers and 

breaks in Bermuda with her grandfather who has a PhD when he would go there to work 

for Bermuda’s education system, and how her grandmother’s community connections 

helped guide her to participate in her Sister Circle Summit weekend-based OST program 

on college and career readiness. While not directly stated, while in her interview with me, 

Misty’s body demeanor and tone projected reverential pride and awe as she discussed her 

grandparents and how they shaped her OST academic enrichment program pursuits.  

Like Misty, Tamika also articulated the critical nature of her relationship with her 

grandparent, and how it nurtured her engagement. Describing the female support among 

her family, Tamika attests: 

 
My mom and my grandma are my biggest support systems in my life.  
I'm also really close with my aunt, my mom's sister and her two daughters.  
So, I have like a very strong, maternal influence in my life  
from all the women that I'm around all the time.  
 
 

Whereas Misty and Tamika describe the tag team approach between their grandparents 

and other family members who were either college educated or highly involved in their 

educational pursuits, Phillis’ was the only participant who spoke differently about her 
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grandparents. Specifically, Phillis’ grandparents’ highest level of education was the fifth 

grade, and they did not speak English. In her individual interview, Phillis spent time 

reflecting on the paradox of her mother’s high work demands and her grandparents’ low 

education. The contrast and limitations in Phillis’ intergenerational triad is shared further 

in a found poem from Phillis’ individual interview transcripts (see Appendix M), where 

she discloses the paradox of her mother’s high workload, and her grandparents’ low 

education essentially obligated her to be independent at a young age, and to 

operationalize her OST academic enrichment autonomously. 
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Figure 4.6 Found Poem: Phillis’s Voice of Obligatory Autonomy 

 

Synonymous to the Booker T. Washington adage, “Pull yourself up by your 

bootstraps,” Phillis was told by her family to “hush, go pray,” sharing that getting “extra 

help” … “wasn’t really a thing” as she engaged in her arts-based poetry afterschool 

enrichment program. This is a stark difference from Misty’s experience of being 

reassured by her grandparents’ education and guided by them into the direction of her 

Sister Circle Summit OST program about college and career readiness, or her time in 
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arts-based theatre, music, and dance lessons. Together, these examples are a few ways in 

which the participants shared how their cultural experiences back home influenced their 

OST program engagement in a manner that was casual autonomy versus obligatory. To 

summarize, supportive parents and grandparents, and their associated prior education 

nurtured the engagement of the participants in OST programs, while lack of support or 

education of guardians may have made it more difficult for participants to navigate their 

OST program engagement, seemingly on their own.  

Social Contexts that Hinder or Nurture Engagement 

Theme 1: Strategic Savvy to Attend, Navigate Expectations, and Balance  
 
Commitments  
 

OST academic enrichment type, topic of focus, cost, size, location, and the 

duration of the program, are all attributes that need to be accounted for to a better 

understanding of things that help or hinder engagement of high-achieving Black women 

in OST programs. As seen in Figure 4.7 below, when looking at program type and dose, 

or number of OST program experiences, the majority the participants, 11 total engaged in 

afterschool academic enrichment programs, while 9 participated in a combination of 

weekend, 4 attended summer residential and summer commuter respectively, and only 1 

participant engaged in online programs. On average, weekend events were day-long, after 

school weekday programs were 2–3 hours, summer residential programs were on average 

2–3 weeks long. The afterschool programs that were attended by the majority of high-

achieving Black women in this study were on average 2–3 hours in length daily, with 

some weekend and summer programming. While afterschool programs hosted at schools 
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may have been one semester long, or one year long at most, many of the OST afterschool 

programs offered by community-based organizations (CBOs) ranged from a multi-month 

to a multi-year commitment, with the longest ranging 6–8 years (high school and a few 

years into college). No matter the OST program type, a strategy was often associated with 

the high-achieving Black women’s’ participation. 

 
Figure 4.7 OST Program Type  

Note: All program types were domestic except one summer residential program. 
 
 

Young and Young (2019) claim the common barriers to Black student 

participation in OST activities is often, “The result of complex interactions between 

factors such as: (1) program availability, (2) the influence of gatekeepers, and (3) student 

interest” (p. 184). Emblematic in the participants’ personal attributes was their ability to 

overcome these three barriers, as seen in the types of programs they participated in, the 

varied gatekeepers of parents, educators and community members who enabled their 

participation, and their unique pathways of interest. Regarding gatekeepers, Misty, 
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Rebecca, Kinza, and Constance shared how their parent(s) or grandparents influenced 

their awareness of their OST program, while Phillis, Gail and Chenelle expressed how 

they researched the programs on their own, and self-advocated to receive discounts or 

full-ride scholarships. Recalling how one of her OST programs served as a portal to her 

engagement in another, Chenelle states:  

 
I actually got that opportunity through The Wisdom Collaborative. So, they paired 
me up with that organization. I never had to pay a dime out of my pocket for any 
of those opportunities. Um, and that was something that was always the goal. 
Cause I, I know my parents are not rich to be paying for me to do any activities. 
So, I always purposely looked for things that I knew that they weren't going to 
have to pay for.  

 

Chenelle, like many of the other participants worked to find ways to have the fees 

covered for the OST program they attended. Additionally, Chenelle joins Phillis, Lola, 

Audre, Ella, Lenora, and Misty given they all identified as being recruited by their 

educator or other staff from their school, or by external entities to participate in their OST 

program.  

While many of the OST programs were free of charge, others were fee-based, 

thus requiring financial aid, scholarships, or out-of-pocket expense in order to participate. 

For the 8 out of 12 participants from low-income family backgrounds, financial factors in 

OST engagement proved to be an obstacle in their OST program engagement. Miller and 

Gentry (2010) have explored how to develop talents among high-potential students from 

low-income families in OST programs. They claim: 

 
Our findings indicate that these students can benefit from these enrichment 
experiences when transportation is provided, a wide net is cast to ensure 
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inclusiveness, contact persons provide regular communication, and when small 
class sizes offer educational opportunities students may not experience in their 
schools. (Miller & Gentry, 2010, p. 618) 
 

 
All participants in this study shared that transportation was not provided by their OST 

programs unless there was a designated field trip or excursion. For the study participants 

who attended fee-based programs, the most common enrollment strategy was through 

fundraising money from family and friends or seeking substantial discounts. To cover the 

cost of her $3,000 summer residential program fee, Kinza shared that her family set up a 

“go fund me” page that covered nearly all the costs to attend, with the exception of travel. 

Rebecca, whose summer residential program was of similar cost sought financial support 

through scholarships and covered the rest of her expenses out-of-pocket.  

As alluded within Kinza’s description, another sacrifice that each participant had 

to make was transportation. For example, Tamika was admitted into her gifted and 

talented school through a lottery and commuted from her home down and back every day 

45–60 minutes to attend her afterschool enrichment program. Similarly, Chenelle took a 

series of city trains, while Audre took the city bus, rideshare services, or carpool to get to 

and from her afterschool academic enrichment program during weeknights, weekends, 

and summers. Comparable ingenuity to attend was made by Lola, Ella, Phillis, and 

Lenora with the help of their mother, grandparent(s) and aunts. Phillis describes her 

experience, which appeared to be a common pattern for the other women. Phillis shares:  

 
My grandfather would get up early and, you know, drop my mom off at work and 
then take me to a program and then pick her up from work and then come get me. 
Or when my mom would get off work, she would get me. And that's how it went 
for a long time.  
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It is evident from the participants’ joint responses that regardless of socioeconomic 

status, sacrifice and strategic savvy were needed for their engagement in OST programs.  

Finally, the participants strategized with their time management to work diligently 

academically to be considered for, or to sustain their engagement in rigorous OST 

programs. To do this, the participants were keen to convey that their high-achieving 

status did not simply happen overnight. They had to work for it, and had to seek out 

resources, and support. Tamika, Chenelle, and Phillis describe how they tried to 

overcome their struggles with Math through strategies such as late nights, consulting with 

family and applying extra time and energy to meet the standards. Their efforts to increase 

motivation and mobilization helped them navigate the expectations associated with being 

a high-achieving student. Phillis states: 

 
For the longest I didn't consider myself high achieving because I struggle with 
math. I always ask someone to help me with something. I always ask for tutoring. 
I always ask for extra. Um, and if I couldn't get it, because there were times when 
people just didn't service me. Um, in that sense, I just, I wrote about it.  
 

 
The endeavor to go the extra mile to gain assistance was also noted by Tamika, who 
shares: 
 

 
I remember, you know, always trying to do maybe the extra problems for math, 
going the extra mile for math in order to kind of like understand it. I guess that it 
was a challenge, but I learned how to seek out more resources. And I remember 
like sitting to my mom late nights, trying to work on those things. 
 
 

Describing her perceptions of what it took for her to receive and maintain good grades, as 

well as salutatorian in elementary school and valedictorian in high school, Chenelle 

reveals: 
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I'm not gonna sit here and say it was easy because for me it was really difficult. 
Um, something that a lot of people don't know about me is that I'm not like the 
most naturally smart person in the room. I have to sit down, and I have to read 
things, um, and kind of break it down to obtain that knowledge. And there were 
always other individuals in the same room that naturally caught onto things. Um, 
so some people they'll call that like a naturally gifted individual. And so, I was 
never that. A lot of people have this concept in their mind, like, Oh, that's so 
smart. But to myself, I never saw myself that way.  
 
 

Communally, Phillis, Tamika, and Chenelle’s recollections all demonstrated how doing 

extra work became a common routine. This led to a false conception that other students 

were “naturally gifted,” likely given they may not have known what other resources and 

supports their peers were accessing.  

Prominent in the interviews and focus groups was a consistent sharing about the 

balancing act the high-achieving Black women had to play between their involvement in 

OST programs in conjunction with other social commitments. Specifically, Phillis, 

Lenora, Kinza, Gail, Ella, and Chenelle all expressed how they worked diligently to 

balance school, religious commitments, work, and extracurricular activities alongside 

their participation in OST programs. Oftentimes, the need to balance commitments led to 

overextending themselves, exhaustion and attempting to meet the expectations of 

multiple people and priorities at the expense of self-care. Reflecting on her afterschool 

OST program focused on math and reading proficiency, Gail reveals: 

I would say I didn't like it. I mean, at first it was easy because you start a little bit 
below where you're supposed to be, but as we kept going, I don't know. I just 
didn't like doing the extra work, I guess. And then as I got older, I started doing 
more things. I was playing sports. I was doing more. I was in the musical at 
school and I just, it became too much. I just started not to like doing it because I 
just felt like I was doing too much. I guess I felt I was putting pressure on 
myself to try and do everything.  
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With bold text denoting her voiced emphasis during her interview, Gail’s resolve was 

that her OST program “became too much” while she was also trying to engage in school 

musicals, sports, and other activities. From Gail’s reflection, I am left wondering, “How 

much is too much?” For someone like Gail who came from a two-parent, middle-income 

household, hearing that “it became too much” for her left me curious to see if this was the 

same sentiment for her peers in the study who are engaging in enrichment without 

monetary costs. In contrast to Gail’s upbringing, Chenelle, came from a two-parent, low-

income household and was able to engage in her OST program with no monetary costs 

for entry. Despite accounting for the distinct socioeconomic backgrounds of Gail and 

Chenelle, both from two-parent households, the intersectionality of race, class and gender 

contributed to the similarity in both participants’ commentary about the quest to balance 

engagement in their OST program expectations and cultural commitments. The following 

found poem (see Appendix M) from Chenelle’s transcribed interview echoes a similar 

level of exhaustion with the pace of keeping up with the commitments associated with 

OST programs in machine like fashion.  
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Figure 4.8 Found Poem: Chenelle’s Voice of Exhaustion  



 147 

Like Gail, Chenelle shares how she realized she was “doing too much” in 

attempting to exert a herculean effort to keep up academically at the expense of her 

health and sanity. Whereas Gail articulates the balance between OST programs and 

personal commitments as uncomfortable, Chenelle describes the balance as teetering on 

unbearable, where she was burning herself out to the point “it was going to snap.” 

Chenelle discloses how she began to learn that being an “excellent student who has 90,” 

in grades may not be enough if she does not do other things outside of school to add to 

her resume. Coupled with that resolve was the feeling of “turmoil” she experienced when 

trying to adjust to transitioning to a new church, which impacted her academically. 

Within her recollection of trying to balance religious commitments with her OST 

program endeavors to boost her resume beyond good grades, Chenelle reveals how she 

eventually “became aware people don’t care.” Chenelle’s epiphany calls into question if 

there is value in OST programs beyond a resume checklist item, and the degree to which 

these programs acknowledged her competing commitments or provided supports with 

that in mind. Together, the examples shared by the participants validate how not 

adequately balancing multiple commitments and expectations associated with high 

achievement may hinder engagement in OST programs.  

One evening, five days after our individual interview, I received a series of text 

messages from Chenelle. The essence of her message captures this concept well through 

her practical approach to how she wrote her letter to her younger self (see Appendix K). 
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Figure 4.9 Chenelle’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Self-Care and Self-
Control 
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My effort to show the visual exchange of text messages between myself and 

Chenelle was intentional. As demonstrated in the example above, the visual image of the 

text message channels the energy of feeling as though one needs to respond instantly to 

messages delivered to them by others. The fact that Chenelle needed to resort to text 

messaging also highlights how she constantly feels pressed for time when trying to 

balance her various commitments. In her letter to her younger self, Chenelle highlights 

the need for high-achieving Black women to engage in self-care and to re-gain self-

control their life rather than being influenced or controlled by the dictates of others.  
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Chenelle’s letter amplifying the (voice of self-care and self-control is not about 

deficiencies in the willpower of high-achieving Black women, but rather the propensity 

for the will of others to be powered over them. In statements like, “everything you do is 

for your siblings” and “for too long you have shrunk yourself to accommodate for other 

individuals,” Chenelle describes the tendency to overextend, change herself, and perform 

to others’ expectations at the expense of one’s own wellbeing. Though noble, these 

behaviors spotlight the oxymoronic tensions of harming while helping, and the 

diminishing of self, versus the replenishing of self.  

Theme 2: Peer Group Experiences Marked by Comparison, Camaraderie, and 

Protection  

Most of the participants had racially diverse peer groups and tended to bond more 

with same gender peers while in their OST program. Ella, Chenelle, Lola, Lenora, Audre, 

Constance, and Phillis all described their afterschool enrichment program as being filled 

with predominantly Black and Latinx students, with a mixture of other cultural 

backgrounds and gender parity. In addition, Chenelle, Gail, Rebecca and Kinza disclosed 

that they attended not one, but multiple types of OST programs over the course of their 

K–12 experience. Describing her peer group exposures in OST programs she attended 

throughout middle and high school, Kinza shares:  

 
We mostly went to the same schools, like from sort of elementary to like middle 
school, but after middle school, like we went to different high schools and then 
we lived in different parts of the city. So being on campus and living with people, 
it was a lot easier to coordinate time to hang out and like have freedom to 
strengthen those relationships. 
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As seen in Kinza’s remarks, the convergence of peers in a new environment for a 

definitive period of time was appreciated. In prior studies on racial identity and 

womanhood among young high-achieving Black women, Marsh (2013) found that, “At 

the social, psychological, interpersonal, and institutional levels, students upheld a sense 

of their Black identity in educational settings while achieving academic success” (p. 

1233). Overall, acceptance, flexibility, and confidence emerged as key distinctions 

between OST programs and traditional school that all appear to nurture the engagement 

of high-achieving Black women. Phillis explains: 

 
I think that outside of school was way more accepting. Outside of school was 
more flexible. It was safer, it was more mindful, and it was structured differently. 
And in some ways, it didn't have structure, which made it better. I think in school 
settings we're so focused on a core curriculum that we forget that, you know, our 
students are experiencing certain things or they have questions about things that 
maybe don't involve the Pythagorean theorem, you know? Um, so yeah, I would 
say that outside programs are better. They're safer. And honestly, in some ways 
you learn more in there, because you can still learn about history and an arts 
program. You can just put it into the lesson plan differently. Um, so I felt like I 
learned more in those settings that helped me today as opposed to an academic 
curriculum in school.  
 

 
There was also a sense of intentionality with friend groups while in these settings in 

comparison to their traditional school setting as seen in the choice and manner of 

engagement with peer groups. The short duration of the programs provided both a 

focused time with these peers while also encouraging the participants to maximize the 

time. Misty and Constance recalled how they developed strong relationships with same 

gender peers who were in some way different from them in personality, race, and 
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demeanor, yet they all had a common interest through their OST program. Highlighting 

her peer group in her theater arts and dance OST programs, Misty describes:  

 
I have been able to get closer with [Jordan] through that workshop and then really 
solidifying my friendship with [Taylor] through that workshop, I think was really 
great social experiences, for me. And they’re both white. So, and that, that wasn't 
even a thought of, Oh, well we can't relate. Like we had something in common - 
dance. So, when you have something in common, it doesn't really matter. Nobody 
cares when you're 12 about what your race is. Like, that's like the furthest thing 
from your mind. 
 

 
By sharing her age, and the desire to focus on dance and theater arts with friends who 

have the same passion, Misty’s reflection captures the innocence of friendship cultivation 

as well as an embrace of escaping from things that come from racial undertones in her 

interactions. Describing the one high-achieving Black friend she had in her OST test 

preparation program who was more vocal than her shy personality, Constance adds: 

 
During that time, I would let people kind of walk all over me if I was doing 
homework or something like that, and they'd be like, “Oh, let me see this so I can 
just take it for the class.” Like I would let people do that type of thing. And at the 
time, I would think of it as me just like being helpful, but that wasn't the case. It 
was just like using me so that they can do their work. It was helpful in having 
somebody who didn't just sit and be like, well, I'll let you figure that out.  
 
 

In Constance’s case, her friend was helpful for ensuring her peers did not take advantage 

of her smartness by having her provide her answers for them. Through this, she gained a 

sense of authority and authorship over her intellect.  

Finally, Ella, Lenora, Kinza, Rebecca and Constance described how the boys in 

their OST enrichment programs were treated with more favor and popularity among peers 

and adults in comparison to them. This observation is consistent with former research 
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about social status of gifted and talented students enrolled in pull-out school programs or 

OST programs, as seen in a study conducted by Luftig and Nichols (1990) of 500 middle 

school aged students. Sharing how Luftig and Nichols’ (1990) study is relevant to 

research regarding perceived interpersonal competence and peer relationships among 

gifted and talented students, Lee et al. (2012) claim: 

 
They found that gifted boys tended to be among the most popular of the ability by 
gender groups, closely followed by nongifted boys and nongifted girls (who did 
not differ from each other in popularity). Gifted girls were found to be 
significantly less popular than their non-gifted counterparts and were the least 
popular of all the groups. (p. 92) 

 
 
While Luftig and Nichol’s (1990) findings correlate with the gender-based experiences 

shared by this study’s participants, their methodological approach did not include 

disaggregated data to highlight racial demographic differences. Nevertheless, as seen in 

the examples, we find this study’s participants grew from interacting with varied 

personalities within their OST programs. Constance’s letter to her younger self (see 

Appendix K) further describes the newfound voice of authority she gained from her 

social interactions with peers in her weekend and non-fee-based college readiness and 

afterschool college admissions test preparation OST programs.  



 155 

Figure 4.10 Constance’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Authority 
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The beginning of her letter is symbolic of a changing of the guard – shifting from 

being under the authority of her mother and grandmother “Smama” to operating under 

the authority of herself. With this newfound authority, Constance warns high-achieving 

Black women not to “dim their own light,” which harkens to their currents of power and 

influence. When Constance shares, “You know you best even though you don’t know 

yourself just yet,” she helps high-achieving Black women know they are the author of an 

unfinished novel of their own life.  

A common tendency in the participants’ reflections was a sharing about how they 

compared themselves to their peers to varying degrees. An interesting twist that 

manifested regarding social comparisons was the women comparing themselves 

personally versus interpersonally while in their OST program. For instance, Misty, Gail, 

and Chenelle all shared how they aimed to be a better version of themselves through their 

OST academic enrichment. Gail described how her fee-based afterschool, weekend, and 

summer residential OST enrichment programs focused on college preparation, law, mock 

trial and free enterprise, all felt less competitive in the sense of competing against each 

other. Instead, she characterized competition as something she did to compete with 

herself to do as well as she could. In her letter to her younger self (see Appendix K), Gail 

shares what she learned about herself socially.  
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Figure 4.11 Gail’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Belonging 
 

 

Like Kinza and Misty, who came from two-parent, college educated households, 

Gail discusses her privilege as a middle-class individual, sharing, “You have been 

fortunate enough to attend great schools and extracurricular programs.” Unlike some of 

the women, Gail mentions personal insecurity versus external pressures as the core thing 

she had to contend with when in her OST program.  
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Whereas some participants relaxed and tried to be less competitive in their OST 

enrichment program, others recalled how they compared themselves monetarily. 

Reflecting on her school-based after school OST program, Tamika states:  

 
I think being able to be at the school and have that option, I kind of like noticed 
I'm doing things within the school because that's where my family is at, you 
know, which is fine. Cause I still got a lot of enrichment, but you know, there 
were also other students who could maybe do more expensive programs or maybe 
they could do like programs that I couldn't always do, you know?  
 
 

Tamika’s reflection indicates her awareness of her family’s circumstance of having to 

leave her at school for extended periods of time afterschool while they worked. When she 

recalls how she “still got a lot of enrichment” in her free afterschool program, she ends 

her statement by claiming that other students may be at “more expensive programs.” In 

doing so, Tamika appeared to imply that having more money, and paying more money 

for an OST program may make the enrichment experiences of her peers better than hers. 

In similar fashion, Chenelle, who attended multiple after school OST programs with 

community-based organizations recalls:  

 
It actually made me realize that the way that we see the world is highly shaped by 
what we see around us. For me, that experience shaped the way that I see things 
socially, the way that I see things economically, the way that I see structures 
within our society. You know, I always thought I have it good, right. But then 
these, these students used to tell me, “Oh yeah, over the summer or over the 
weekend, I go to my private job and I go to a private Island, and my father owns 
this.” And I used to be like, wait, White people have these types of things? Or 
they used to go on trips every holiday, and travel all over the world. And for me, 
it was like, I don't do that. Like I don't leave [my city in New York]. When I have 
to go to [the Wisdom Collaborative], but that's about as big as it gets, or maybe 
I'll take a trip to [another city in New York] or something, but never that crazy. 
So, for me, just seeing the things that other people my age have - that was a big 
shock. 
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Chenelle’s reflection of her culture shock as she learned some of the realities of OST 

participants from higher socioeconomic backgrounds goes a step further than Tamika’s 

wonder of what their life might be like. Chenelle heard firsthand. Rebecca’s letter to her 

younger self (see Appendix K) offers a critical response to the tendency to compare 

oneself to dominant culture. In her letter, Rebecca reflects on her experience attending 

after school, weekend, and other fee-based summer residential OST program experiences 

focused on college preparation, lucid dreaming research, and museum of natural history 

programming to name a few.  
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Figure 4.12 Rebecca’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Endurance 
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Rebecca challenges her younger self to see through the clouds of comparison and 

into the systems by which comparisons are structured. Her letter to her younger self 

inspires the application of critical consciousness and endurance in OST programs. 

Rebecca addresses the significance of being a high-achieving Black Woman by sharing, 

“These experiences allow you to gain some opportunities that may have otherwise been 

closed off to you because of your position in the social hierarchy of the world.” Rebecca 

suggests that systemic hurdles have been set up to impede the progress of high-achieving 

Black women. This critical conscientiousness is intriguing to hear as she is now an adult, 

which leaves one wondering to what degree she had this awareness in her adolescent 

OST program participation years.  

Historical Contexts that Hinder or Nurture Engagement 

Theme 1: Significant Life Events 

Significant life events for the participants included political elections, teen 

pregnancies of peers, imprisonment of family, and death of friends or loved ones. Though 

these significant life events happened in the periphery of their OST program experience, 

each of these scenarios challenged the participants to grow socially and politically. When 

examining framing the outcomes of the sociopolitical development (SPD) of Black youth, 

Brown et al. (2018) share, “A number of Black youth learn the political nature of their 

identity within culture-specific OST programs. The SPD process occurs as young people 

engage in political thought and activism, developing critical parts of their identities” (p. 

687). In this current study, at least 5 of the participants (Tamika, Misty, Ella, Lenora, 
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Gail) referenced how the 2008 election of former US Senator Barack Obama into 

Presidency influenced their time in their OST program. Misty shares:  

 
Mind you, um, my fifth-grade year going into middle school, that was when 
Barack Obama became president. Being able to witness something like that was 
like, okay, well, if somebody that's, my complexion can get into something as 
high and prestigious as the White House, then, I'm sure I can go into these classes 
and do whatever it is that this instructor and this teacher wants me to do to the 
best of my ability.  
 

 
In contrast, Gail recalled that when former reality show producer and billionaire Donald 

J. Trump was elected President in 2016, it led to a Black Student Union sit-in and 

diversity awareness forums in her OST program. In both instances, the outcome of 

sociopolitical development (SPD) for the participants was both motivation and activism, 

which appeared to nurture their engagement. 

Audre, Lenora, and Ella described how they experienced for the first time, peers 

with pregnancy in their OST program. The participants noted how moments like that 

heightened their awareness of the ways their peers had to navigate the politics of 

attending their OST program during or after their peers’ pregnancies. Elaborating on her 

SPD during her afterschool OST program as a result of the way the program 

administrators responded to the pregnancy announcement of her peer, Ella shares:  

 
My friend got pregnant, I remember she's 16 crying and they're telling her, “you 
know, you're better than this,” but, well, who do you think she is? What makes 
her less than, because girls get pregnant every day. So, what is she ‘better than’, 
exactly? - Like what are you insinuating over there? Like elaborate. They always 
used to tell us, elaborate – “Can you elaborate?” Because I need more 
information, you know? So just not having that expectation because I feel like so 
many people expect things from Black women. 
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In sarcastic fashion, Ella repeats the words of her OST program administrators, 

challenging them to “elaborate” in the same way they often told other students to help 

them grow as individuals. This example demonstrates Ella’s ability to recognize the 

humanity and realities faced by her peer, and the suggested overlooking of that humanity 

and reality on the part of her OST program administrators. While not directly stated, the 

administrators’ comments like, “You’re better than this” suggested shame and 

disappointment rather than support and guidance. Ella noticed that the OST program 

administrators appeared to focus on the continuation of the OST program enrichment 

rather than a focus on helping her peer balance imminent parenthood. Collectively, this 

example speaks to the complex decision-making efforts that high-achieving Black 

women may have been faced with as they experienced significant life events. In her letter 

to her younger self, Ella reflects on her non-fee-based afterschool, weekend and summer 

commuter OST program focused on writing workshops and college preparation (see 

Appendix K).  
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Figure 4.13 Ella’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Great Awakening 

 

 



 165 

 
 

Ella begins her letter to her younger self by walking readers through the 

proverbial gates of unbelief high-achieving Black women may be greeted with as they 

traverse to and through their OST program. Rather than sleepwalk through their journey 

in these programs, Ella provides several examples of ways high-achieving Black women 

need to remain alert to see the multiple angles of perspective and reality, even if it may be 

surprising. In statements like, “don’t judge a book by its cover,” “…all skin folk aint kin 
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folk” and “Befriend people of other races…they support you more than the people you 

think will,” Ella reminds high-achieving Black women not to assume they will always 

resonate with homogenous race-relations, and she encourages them to see the potential in 

diverse environments. By sharing “networking is easier than you think, be you” despite 

when you “often find yourself uncomfortable,” Ella appears to offer OST programs as an 

avenue for what can be gained if one expands the boundaries of their comfort zone. 

Finally, by ending with a “stay woke” salutation, she promotes a great awakening for 

understanding there may be three forms of education at play (1) happening first in an 

OST program’s curriculum, (2) the hidden curriculum of social norms high-achieving 

Black women must learn to navigate, and finally, (3) in the curriculum for educating 

others on aspects of their own identity.  

Sickness of a family member or friend, or separation from one’s parent(s) was 

another circumstance the participants navigated while in their OST program. Perhaps the 

most significant life event that occurred was the imprisonment of Audre’s mother 

between her junior and senior year of high school. After sharing how she and her single 

mother helped her grandmother overcome hospitalized sickness during her OST program 

experience in her non-fee-based after-school, weekend and summer commuter program 

focused on writing workshops and college preparation. Audre bookended her reflection 

of significant events by disclosing the following seven words: “…and then, my mom 

went to prison.” In the following found poem (see Appendix M), Audre describes how 

she eventually unveiled her secret about her mother’s imprisonment to the administrators 

of her afterschool OST program.  
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Figure 4.14 Found Poem: Audre’s Voice of Reality  
 

 

Like a snapshot of a picture, it was clear that Audre entrusted her OST program 

staff with confidential information, and she appreciated their candor. The ability of her 

OST administrators to use discretion, and to show care appeared to be factors that 

nurtured Audre’s sustained engagement in her OST program. 

In addition to sickness of family or friends, temporary separation of 

imprisonment, a more permanent experience of separation through death was another 

significant life event experienced by some of the women. Tamika had a great aunt who 

died of cancer and Lenora had a peer in her afterschool program pass away before his 

senior year. In her younger self about her time in her non-fee-based afterschool OST 

program focused on college and career readiness, Lenora reflects on how she coped with 
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significant life events through the village of support she formed during her OST program 

engagement (see Appendix K).  
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Figure 4.15 Lenora’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Reassurance 
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Harkening to the sense of community that can be formed through participating in 

OST programs, Lenora portrays a sense of hope that one may enter, but many, or “the 

village,” will follow. This relates to Ella’s statement regarding the networking that can 

take place in these spaces. Braided throughout her letter are moments of reassurance, 

reminding high-achieving Black women know “you know what you want” and “don’t 

second guess yourself.” In the liminal space of second guessing is deferring to others to 

“define how you view yourself,” to which Lenora, like Chenelle, reminds high-achieving 

Black women not to do. In cavalier fashion, Lenora lets high-achieving Black women 

know their “future is bright” and to “take life by the horns and soar!” This statement 

regarding horns and soaring acknowledges that the ride may require they brace 

themselves, hold on tight to what they know, and potentially rise above the current 

circumstance. In her letter, Lenora provides optimism and reassurance for what is on the 

horizon as a result of the OST program – a memory and reality that high-achieving Black 

women can experience independently and collectively with their newfound “village.”  

Theme 2: Trauma Bonding and Critical Consciousness of US Slavery’s Residue  
 

Trying not to constantly associate their peer bonding based on the trauma they 

faced as Black women was a theme that emerged in the participants’ responses. If trauma 

bonding did exist, it was not necessarily problematic, but rather tied peers to an increased 

understanding of the plight of high-achieving Black women. Discussing female bonding 

as one way to lead to recovery from trauma, Gallardo (2016) claims, “Gender violence 

ranks third of all psychological traumas to surface ‘into public consciousness’, along with 

hysteria and shell-shock” (p. 20). Gender violence was discussed by the participants as 
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taking shape in their lives in the form of sexual harassment, school policing, and other 

forms of symbolic violence from being ostracized as women of color. Phillis shares:  

 
Um, so the cool part about being in an outside enrichment program for me was 
building positive relationships with girls of color, um, that weren't based on being 
ostracized because we were girls of color. I met you because you're passionate 
about your community because that's a requirement to be in that program. You 
also had to have some kind of artistic skill. Um, so when I started to speak to 
these young women, we had common ground already that wasn't based in trauma 
that wasn't based in, um, being singled out. Like our conversations were at some 
point lighter, they were more productive and then other days they were a little 
more intense, but at least it wasn't trauma bonding, if that makes sense. 

 
 
The common ground shared by high-achieving Black women in OST programs was not 

only their interest in the topic of the program, but also their lived experiences of not 

feeling like they were the only ones who have witnessed, or experienced social inequity, 

racism, or sexism. By stating “Our conversations were at some point lighter” and “At 

least it wasn’t trauma bonding,” Phillis relays a sign of relief that she was able to feel at 

certain points in her OST program experience.  

I had an eye-opening experience when I joined Constance for her one-on-one 

interview. I was intrigued to learn about how negative experiences within her traditional 

school led her to seek affirmation and understanding through participating in an 

afterschool academic enrichment program. Describing the first few weeks acclimating to 

her private school that her mother worked hard to get her enrolled in, Constance 

explained how she hesitated to align with the norms in her new school, where peers and 

staff desired for her to address the principal with the salutation, “Headmaster” every time 

she began a sentence. While she did not intend to be disrespectful, Constance shared with 
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me she had a hard time calling her White principal “Master” because it made her think 

about slavery. Constance was drawing a correlation to past U.S. history where, “College 

presidents, many of whom were “slave masters,” used enslaved Black people as personal 

attendants and as house servants to maintain the president’s mansion” (Dancy, et al., 

2018, p. 182). As such, addressing her principal as “Headmaster” to her was 

demoralizing, unfathomable and tied to historic trauma in her Black cultural identity.  

While these examples from participants represent historical context that may 

influence high-achieving Black women prior to participating in their OST program, 

Kinza describes a challenging cultural experience in which she felt her racial background 

was not taken into consideration. Field trips and social events are customary in some 

OST programs, especially for summer residential college programs. Kinza described how 

she experienced racial insensitivity when attending a predominantly white summer 

residential program in Georgia. Kinza shares: 

 
This was my first time going to Stone Mountain. And one of the things that sort of 
irked me about that trip was like the fact that it was like, it's like a Confederate 
monument. And like the light show is basically a light show for the Confederate 
monument and so all of the Black students were like, “bro, I know y'all did not 
bring us out here to this Confederate light show.” Um, and we like told them 
about that. We had sort of shared sense of frustration with the whole light show at 
the mountain and like shared that collective sense of like the White people 
wouldn't understand why we are mad, but we understand why we're mad. I think 
the best part about that experience was like, not that feeling of being different.  
 
 

For Kinza, trauma bonding manifested through the “Shared sense of frustration” that was 

felt by “All of the Black students,” who questioned why they were brought to a 

Confederate monument light show. While she tried to make the most out of the field trip 
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experience, Kinza’s recollection of an event that was supposed to be filled with fun and 

laughter was instead filled with discomfort and confusion that her OST program 

administrators took her and her Black peers to a location that represented for her racial 

tension tied to the history of slavery. From Kinza’s reaction, it is evident that she 

expected the administrators to have considered her cultural and historical context before 

suggesting such an event. This situation was noted by Kinza as something that hindered 

her engagement in her OST academic enrichment program.  

The experience of being “selected” or identified by educators and administrators 

was a common thread in each participant’s story. Seeing something special in them was 

communicated as both a distinctive honor and a frustration. As it relates to the distinct 

honor, Misty, and Gail, who both grew up in two-parent, college-educated households 

with middle-income and upper-middle-income, respectively, describe the moment they 

were selected for their respective OST programs. Misty recalls: 

 
Mr. [Booker] was my tap teacher's name and he was the one that selected me to 
attend this workshop. And he's now gone on to do some really incredible things in 
Hollywood. I think he lives out there now. And the fact that he selected me to be 
one of the students to participate in the Alvin Ailey workshop, I thought was 
really incredible.  
 
 

As seen in Misty’s reflections, adult figures added additional validation to her selection 

for participation in her OST program. Similarly, the actions of adult figures may have led 

to a sense of symbolic achievement, as seen in Gail sharing about the excitement she had 

when seeing 100 on the bulletin board, reaching a milestone of upper middle school math 

proficiency by the fifth grade, and ranking higher in rigorous academic hierarchy in 
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comparison to her peers. These incentives and positive accolades boded well for the 

engagement of these high-achieving black women in OST programs.  

Nevertheless, while some participants felt a sense of symbolic achievement based 

on the actions of adult figures in their OST program, other participants recounted their 

memories of symbolic violence and trauma they experienced as a high-achieving Black 

woman. Examples of trauma linked to adult figures ranged from being bullied, 

ostracized, and policed.  

While some situations happened prior to, or in between their participation in OST 

programs, the participants articulated how those moments in their lived history gave them 

visceral reactions to some adult figures and influenced how they tactfully engaged or 

disengaged with others. Describing how she felt when being pulled out and selected to 

engage with other peers in OST programs due to her high-achievement, Phillis states:  

 
I didn't understand what I was being ostracized for because even though I was 
being separated because I read better, I was still being treated as less than because 
of how I looked. So, I didn't even understand for a long time how smart I was. I 
just felt like, like, I don't know what to do. Like I don't blend in with anyone here. 
There's always something wrong with my appearance and there's no way for me 
to work around it. So, what else is there to do? Um, so that's something that has 
definitely, I would say traumatized, like I don't want to sugar coat things. Um, it 
definitely traumatized me. It made me, um, kind of turn down certain 
opportunities that I shouldn't have growing up because of the insecurities that I 
developed because of the racism I was exposed to.  
 
 

As a Black, Latinx woman who grew up in a single-parent, low-income family, Phillis 

revealed her confusion, frustration and traumatization linked to the way she was treated 

because of aspects of her identity that preceded social acknowledgement of her high-

academic achievement. When describing the seemingly fixed phonotypical characteristics 
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associated with her race and gender, Phillis shares, “There’s no way for me to work 

around it… what else is there to do?” Phillis articulates the dilemma and difficulty of 

conforming to the preferences to mitigate ostracization, and the psychological battle scars 

she has endured in the process.  

Chenelle also disclosed the trauma she experienced as a result of policing in 

schools. While in one of her more predominantly White OST programs, Chenelle 

described how she was surprised that her White peers did not have a similar experience. 

In the effort to help her peers learn more about her lived experiences, Chenelle reveals 

how she went about explaining how she was policed by guards in her school to the peers 

in her predominantly White OST program:  

 
And so, these students, they went to school where that wasn't a thing where 
having scanners in schools was never a thing. There was a day where I went 
through scanning, like an airport. If you are scanning and they see something red 
pop up, you have to go to the side, and they have to physically scan your body. I 
had this guard who was literally patting me down with the wand, patting my body 
and making you feel uncomfortable and doing this publicly, where other people 
are seeing the things that this guard was doing. And I remember feeling, I felt 
harassed. I felt violated. I did not feel comfortable, not even within myself or 
within my skin. And so, having to go throughout my school day feeling that way 
was so terrible. And so, having those types of conversations with them was so eye 
opening for them. But it was great for me also because it gave me a moment to 
reflect, but also to share my story and share my experiences and show them, Hey, 
the things that you guys have, some of us don't have these things. 
 

 
In this example, Chenelle bonded with peers through describing her trauma. Though this 

may have been difficult for her to reflect on, she approached opportunities for storytelling 

as obligatory to help peers at her predominantly White OST program understand 

moments in her life where she had to push past embarrassment and discomfort to 
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preserve the same level of engagement in academics after that traumatic experience. 

Chenelle seemed surprised that being policed was not an expressed norm for her OST 

program peers. Phillis also experienced trauma as it relates to being ostracized by 

educators and being policed by guards during her educational experience. Phillis shares:  

 
My thing is poetry. I always write poems. That's been my coping mechanism 
since I was a kid. My teachers, they liked it. They gravitated towards it. But as 
long as I wasn't calling out issues in our country, it was fine. If I wasn't talking 
about my experience as a woman of color, it was fine. As long as I didn't bring 
gender, religion and politics and sex and all that stuff into it, it was fine. But, um, 
when I chose to do a poem about what I was experiencing as a freshman, you 
know, with peer pressure, with sex, with drugs, with, with gender and all this 
stuff, I got torn apart. I went up there, I did my piece. It was very peaceful. It was 
appropriate. Um, but it was honest. She called four security guards on me and I 
was very skinny and short at that time. Like you could fling me across the room if 
you wanted to, I could do no harm. Um, but she did call four security guards on 
me that day. And she did it in front of who was my father figure. I learned that my 
honesty and me confronting issues directly… that was a problem. Like you can't 
be Black out loud, I guess. Like when it's not in the form of entertainment, like on 
B.E.T., it's a problem, but I'm done rambling. 
 
 

Phillis’ experience shaped her attentiveness on racial treatment differences on behalf of 

those in power and leadership. Most disheartening was hearing how the very thing that 

Phillis gravitated toward for coping – poetry and spoken word – was viewed 

unfortunately as making her culpable for her self-expression. Policing of her thoughts 

happened with her educator and the policing of her body came from the security guards.  

Giroux (2006) defines the politics of disposability as one in which, “Entire 

populations are considered disposable, an unnecessary burden on state coffers, and 

consigned to fend for themselves” (p. 174). I believe his discussion of the politics of 

disposability is a helpful concept for illuminating and investigating the dismissal of Black 
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women’s bodies, as seen in Chenelle and Phillis’ traumatic experiences with security 

guards. Speaking on how judicial cases involving Black women receive little airtime in 

comparison to others, Patton and Ward (2016) claim, “Such non-recognition has 

detrimental implications for Black women who must operate in a society where their 

lives do not matter” (p. 331). While these examples of policing did not become legal 

matters, the lack of attention and emotional support for Black women’s wellbeing is 

problematic. Jointly, Chenelle and Phillis’ situation highlights how the social and cultural 

context of some of the women trickled into conversations they had with peers in their 

OST program, as well as their frame of mindset while engaging in the program.  

Tamika attended a non-fee-based after school enrichment program at her gifted 

and talented school. The content of her OST programs ranged from mock trial, chess 

clubs, musical theatre and other plays, as wella s spelling bees. Tamika’s letter to her 

younger self provides a brief snapshot of lessons she learned as a result of participating in 

her OST programs (see Appendix K). 
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Figure 4.16 Tamika’s Letter to Her Younger Self: Voice of Optimism 
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Consistent in each of the participants’ statements is a sharing of the seemingly 

honorary scars they have received as a result of their high achievement. Tamika attests, 

“It will all be worth it” when you “Sometimes feel defeated.” The light at the end of the 

tunnel offered by Tamika is the increased self-consciousness that she obtained as a result 

of her OST program experience. She shares, “You are developing cultural appreciation 

for others, your self-confidence is building, and you are cultivating a mindset of 

continuous growth and high expectations for yourself and those around you.” Tamika 

also gives ample credit to the experience she has had in her OST program for where she 

is today, sharing, “we have done ton of growing through the years and it can all be 

attributed to the experiences you are having now.” Overall, Tamika reiterates how her 

growth as a young adult is tethered to her experiences in her OST program.  

Conclusion 

To understand how to best support and serve high-achieving Black women, the 

cultural, social, and historical contexts that may hinder or nurture their engagement must 

be considered. This chapter featured critical poetic inquiry (CPI) as seen in the 

participants’ reflective letter to their younger self, found poetry from their interview 

transcripts, and through my in-depth analysis into what was shared throughout the 

individual interview and focus group interview processes (see Appendices K and M).  

Culturally, two-generation and tri-generational support from parents and 

grandparents, and their associated prior education nurtured the engagement of the 

participants in OST programs, while lack of support or education was seen to add more 

hurdles to their engagement. Within their sharing of cultural contexts in their lives, 
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participants amplified the voice of “resilience,” trust, honesty, futurism, and autonomy as 

features they encouraged their younger self to harness as they enter OST programs.  

Social contexts included the type and dose of OST program(s), interactions with 

administrators, and interactions with peers. Strategic savvy to attend, navigate 

expectations and balance commitments, and finding a sense of protection and belonging 

through peer camaraderie appeared to nurture engagement, while not adequately 

balancing multiple commitments, expectations, and peer comparisons was found to 

hinder engagement. Considering these social contexts, participants amplified the voice of 

self-care and self-control, authority, belonging, and endurance as qualities for their 

younger self to look forward to gaining through OST programs.  

Finally, historical contexts shared by participants included significant life events 

like teen pregnancy, political elections, and trauma such as incarceration, awareness of 

slavery, and death among friends or family. Racial and gender insensitivity, policing and 

silencing of self-expression hindered engagement, while opportunities for activism, 

expression, and trauma bonding with peers and administrators over grief or frustration 

nurtured engagement. The voice of great awakening, reality, reassurance, and optimism 

were most salient when sharing about historical contexts they want their younger self to 

be mindful of in preparation for OST programs. 

By in large, social context for the participants related to their “Peer group 

experiences” yielded the most narrative in comparison to their reflections on culture and 

history, which was also true in my previous pilot study. The findings suggest it is vital to 

attend to the interpersonal structures and supports for high-achieving Black women in 
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OST programs. In the next chapter, I engage further by interrogating the degree to which 

race and gender impacted the participants’ OST program experience.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

NAVIGATING RACE AND GENDER IN OST PROGRAMS 
 
 

Introduction 

In this Chapter, I share highlights from the focus group interview and the 

associated artistic reflections in the form of original poems provided by the participants 

as they recalled how race and gender impacted their overall OST program experience. 

Between the presentation of the findings, as seen in each original or found poem, I share 

my critical poetic inquiry into how their responses increase understanding of what their 

sense of place meant when in OST programs.  

As seen in Table 5.1, many themes emerged that address the impact of race, 

gender and general growth moments high-achieving Black women had in their OST 

programs. Regarding the impact of race, one theme was the feeling of exploitation in the 

place of credit and humanity, while another theme addressed how racial representation 

matters to facilitate a sense of belonging and identity formation. For the impact of gender, 

the books and the looks appeared to influence their personal disposition, beating the odds, 

and defying low expectations was another aspect of their experience. Likewise, the 

feeling of having to work twice as hard and overextend themselves with superhuman and 

superwoman-like engagement was also shared. Finally, participants acknowledged 

epiphanies they experienced during their OST program experience, like how getting 

information can help them get in-formation for earning power and legacy building for 
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their family. Likewise, they shared the pressure and stress they went through led to 

increased confidence and emotional intelligence. Attributes they claimed may “open 

doors” to future opportunities. 

 
Table 5.1 Themes Related to Race and Gender that Address Research Question Two  
 

Research Question 2: In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences of high-achieving 
Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs?  
Impact on 
Race and 
Gender 

Themes Theme-Related Collective 
Voice from Participants’ 
Artistic Reflection Letters and 
Found Poems on What their 
Place Meant in OST Programs  

Race 1. Co-Opted Culture and Exploitation in 
Place of Credit and Humanity 

Voice of Humanity 

Voice of Reciprocity 

2. Racial Representation Matters for 
Belonging and Identity Affirmation 

Voice of Confidence and 
Awareness 

Voice of Color 

Gender  1. The Books and the Looks Influencing 
Intellectual and Personal Disposition 

Voice of Aspiration 

 

2. Element of Surprise for Beating the 
Odds and Defying Low Expectations 

Voice of Validation 

 3. Working Twice as Hard – 
Overextending as Superhuman 
Superwoman 

Voice of the Hustle 

Voice of Achievement 

Participatory 

Epiphanies  

1. Get Information to Get in-Formation: 
Earning Power and Legacy 

Voice of Legacy 

 

2. Pressure Makes Diamonds: Confidence 
and Emotional Intelligence 

Voice of Reclamation 

 

Focus Group Interviews and Artistic Reflection Original Poems 

The focus group interviews provided an opportunity for the participants to join 

other peers in this study who also engaged in a range of afterschool, weekend, and 
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summer OST academic enrichment programs (see Appendices I and J). To begin this 

section, I lead with Vignette One, which captures what unfolded during the start of the 

first focus group of this study. 

Vignette One: When Preparation Meets the Unexpected 

 
On the day of my first scheduled focus group with the participants, I was in a 
hotel that had a business center. I decided to set up my laptop there in preparation 
for our focus group virtual video conference. Feeling a sensation of preparedness 
given I dedicated focused time over an hour before the interview, I opened all 
necessary documents like the interview questions and the artistic reflection 
prompt for poetry writing. I remember testing out the video and audio on my 
laptop and feeling ready to jump straight into the session.  
 
Nevertheless, a cascade of unexpected events occurred. As participants entered 
the virtual video conference room, I was startled by the blaring sound of a fire 
alarm that just so happened to go off in the hotel at the start of the interview.  
 
I thought sarcastically, “How convenient…what a coincidence.”  
 
Mustering up a smile in a moment of utter frustration, I asked the participants to 
wait for just a moment as I worked to relocate to a quieter space. I immediately 
exited the building, and after seeing absolutely no chair for me to sit on outside, I 
found an area on the curb that was away from others, and not facing the busy 
street of cars going by in the background. Adding to the frenzy and flustered 
feelings, when I attempted to unmute myself to proceed with the interview, the 
audio was not working for the participants and I to reciprocally hear one another.  
 
I eventually managed to access the hotel business center after the fire alarm was 
addressed, and despite the technical difficulties on my end, I was comforted and 
relieved when all participants patiently waited for me, and organically began 
casual dialogue with each other as I resolved my location and sound issues.  
 

 
The focus groups turned out to be profound. Within my observations of the 

participants gathered in clusters of four during the two scheduled focus groups, there was 

a stark contrast between their expressed excitement to open up to fellow peers in the 

study, and their expressed frustrations during the individual interview about being “One 
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of the only” or “One of the few” high-achieving Black women in their OST enrichment 

environments. Though we met through a virtual video conferencing platform, the focus 

groups seemed to generate a distinctive environment that was positively charged. The 

anticipation of the artistic reflection activity of poetry writing gave way to the 

participants feeling comfortable enough to release their emotions vocally in the group 

interview, then into written format as an original poem to reference, and finally, through 

spoken word when provided the chance to share their poem aloud to fellow participants. 

Overall, the focus group discussion, found poetry, and accompanying original poems set 

the stage for answering research question two of this study through the various themes 

and voices of the participants that emerged from this arts-based research (see Appendix J, 

L, and M). Question 2: In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences of high-

achieving Black women in OST programs?  

The first artistic reflection activity of letter writing following the participants’ 

individual interviews served as a bridge to connect to the focus group and second artistic 

reflection of original poetry writing. When participants submitted their response to the 

prompt of writing a litter to their younger self about what they wish they had known prior 

to attending their OST program (see Appendix H), I encouraged them to refer to their 

letter if they desired to recall their experiences during the poetry writing portion of the 

focus group. Another primer for the focus group was having each participant share their 

personal definition of “Culture” during the individual interview (see Appendix F). The 

effort to have participants share their definition of culture was purposeful, as I intended to 

set the stage for how participants thought about the impact of race and gender in their 
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OST program engagement. This Chapter begins with an acrostic found poem, Voice of 

C.U.L.T.U.R.E. (see Appendix M), that contains the participants’ self-reported definition 

of what the word “Culture” means to them.  
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Figure 5.1 Acrostic Found Poem: Voice of C.U.L.T.U.R.E. 
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Throughout the acrostic found poem, “Voice of C.U.L.T.U.R.E.,” the participants 

outlined the first things they think about when they think of the word culture. While 

Audre introduces the notion of intersectionality of race and gender, Lenora closes the 

acrostic poem by sharing her awareness of the systems and standards that establish and 

reinforce cultural engagement and understanding.  

After participants provided their personal definition of culture, I began the next 

phase of the interview process by encouraging them to consider - in what ways did their 

OST program support their culture? Saltman (2018) claims, “Self-formation happens not 

only in formal schooling environments such as schools but throughout culture” (p. 

23). To explore the degree to which self-identity was formed in OST programs, the 

sections that follow illustrate the participants’ responses to the ways their culture as high-

achieving Black women was impacted. Reflecting on principles of critical poetry inquiry, 

it is my hope that the poetic representation of the data will evoke a response in the reader, 

encouraging them to have in increased understanding of the sights, sounds and feelings of 

the participants’ experiences as high-achieving Black women in OST programs. 

Impact of Race on What Their Sense of Place Meant 

Theme 1: Co-Opted Culture and Exploitation in Place of Credit and Humanity 

To understand the ways in which race and gender may have impacted the 

experiences of high-achieving Black women in this study, I begin this section by 

highlighting a direct ask that one of the study’s participants had for OST program 

administrators, and that is to “humanize your participants.” This statement was made by 

Phillis, who at the time of the study was working professionally across five jobs in her 
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birthplace, New York. Leading up to the scheduled focus group, Phillis informed me she 

was trying to balance her multiple commitments, and that she unfortunately did not have 

time to engage in the letter writing exercise or focus group with poetry writing. Radiating 

through her text message, I could feel the visceral reaction of sadness Phillis may have 

had given her personal and professional background as a slam poet.  

Throughout her individual interview, in almost a naturally fluent and effortless 

manner, Phillis provided insight about her OST program experience with lyrically framed 

speech. An example of this manifested toward the end of her individual interview as she 

joined me close to 10pm in Eastern standard time while she was still at work. Her social 

justice-oriented poetic monologue is depicted in the found poem, Voice of Humanity (see 

Appendix M). 
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Figure 5.2 Found Poem: Phillis’ Monologue – Voice of Humanity 
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I sat in awe of Phillis’ fluent wordsmithing as she verbalized what she believed 

OST programs needed to do to best serve high-achieving Black women. As an award-

winning poet engaged in an arts-based, spoken word OST program, Phillis’ monologue 

was filled with repetition in statements, like “Humanize your participants,” which I 

bolded in the visual depiction of her statements with the similar emphasis she articulated. 

Toward the end of her monologue, Phillis reveals her awareness of a hidden curriculum 

that reinforces the systems of inequity by stating, “If you’re benefiting from a system that 

keeps you up here, when you shouldn’t be, if we’re on the same level, - you’re going to 

lose.” In this statement, Phillis demonstrates an understanding for why hegemonic 

processes are sustained. Finally, within the visual depiction of her statements, I added an 

image of two women of color. One with straight hair, and the other with naturally curly 

hair. This was purposeful as I tied this imagery to the balance Phillis repeatedly shared of 

how she grappled with whether to straighten her hair in alignment with dominant culture, 

or whether to wear her naturally curly hair. The image with fists raised high 

acknowledges her voiced desire to be empowered in her own skin, embracing her own 

humanity and quintessence of what it means to be a high-achieving Black woman.  

Within the two focus groups occupied by 4 participants each, the women self-

disclosed ways they personally felt OST programs may have co-opted or exploited their 

Black culture. Coupled with this acknowledgement, participants also expressed a shared 

desire to receive more credit in the form of a “thank you” for the culture that they bring to 

the OST program, and more credit for their hard work navigating academic and social life 

as high-achieving Black women. Kinza sarcastically shares:  
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Like, I don't know what White culture is. I only know the Black culture that 
White people have co-opted, but I don't know what culture looks like for them 
outside of them co-opting the experience and the things that Black people create.  
 
 

During the two focus group sessions, many participants echoed this sentiment, describing 

moments where they were called back as alumni of the OST program to share their 

testimonial experiences, and how they noticed their image and likeness was still 

populating the digital media and print publication brochures associated with the program 

long after their program participation. Ella and Lenora expressed frustration with being 

esteemed for their identity when it helps the OST program achieve the optics of racial 

and gender representation, however when they were struggling to find a job as adults and 

alumni of the program, there was little to no support. Speaking on issues of exploitation 

and co-optation among organizations, Giroux (2015) shares:  

 
An entire generation is being drawn into a world of consumerism in which 
commodities and brand loyalty become both the most important markers of 
identity and the primary frameworks for mediating one's relationship to the world. 
Increasingly, many young people, recast as commodities, can only recognize 
themselves in terms preferred by the market. (n.p.) 
 
 

While it is unclear if the OST programs knowingly or unknowingly incorporated the 

participants’ identity into their marketing and branding, it is worth noting how particular 

marketing strategies had residual impact on the participants. Lenora’s original poem that 

she wrote and recited during the focus group session is one example of how participants 

addressed their awareness of their co-opted culture, and the need for OST programs to 

tell them “thank you” instead of the other way around (see Appendix L).  
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Figure 5.3 Lenora’s Poem: Voice of Reciprocity 
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Taking a bold stance, Lenora demands reciprocity from her OST program 

administrators, demanding them to say “thank you, too” instead of always expecting a 

“thank you” from her as a result of attending. She begins her poem with the phrase 

“you’re welcome” and continues by sharing examples of how she helped the OST 

program achieve their mission, vision and values. She asserts, “You’re welcome for me 

believing in your vision” – sharing how they “reap the benefits” of her hard work. While 

Lenora reiterated her appreciation for her afterschool OST program, she also voices how 

she expects reciprocal appreciation from them. Lenora amplifies her voiced desire for 

reciprocity as a reparation for racial co-optation. During the focus group, there was a 

unanimous head nod and verbal expression from the participants as they agreed with 

Lenora’s desire for thank you, and credit. Chenelle states: 

 
We have this intersectionality of life, then we have to deal with so many issues 
because of the different aspects of us that make us minority or that make us seem 
as, as less than others. I've even heard of a lot of women of color that have come 
up with things and then other people steal it and then they got the credit for it. I 
think that if we give Black women of color the credit that they deserve, women 
won't feel like they have imposter syndrome. 
 
 

In her reflection, Chenelle outlines how the result of co-optation and exploitation can 

exacerbate the feelings of loss, unintelligence, imposter syndrome, and discreditation 

among high-achieving Black women. Using the word “steal” to describe how her Black 

identity is in many ways sacrificial, Chenelle draws attention to the need to be mindful of 

both acknowledging and maintaining the humanity of OST program.  

Similarly, Audre addresses the need for OST programs to consider the humanity 

of participants in a different way. Describing her afterschool OST program, Audre states:  
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A lot of people would really just like, look at Black women and think like strong. 
We shouldn't always have to be strong. Like we're like humans. So, we should 
have space to be vulnerable, have space, to be angry or have space to do whatever 
we want to do. And we don't necessarily always have to like to revert to like being 
like strong and like take in crap, like 24-seven. And so I think like when I'm at the 
center, I felt like I always had to be strong, which I guess, kind of goes back to the 
whole, not telling anyone about my mom, or only disclosing certain information. 
Like, critique the notions that we have about Black women. Because Black 
women are still like, among the most, un-regarded people - in America at least.  
 
 

Audre’s comment of being an “Un-regarded people - in America” correlates with the 

concept of anti-Blackness. Specifically, Dancy et al. (2018) claim, “Anti-Blackness holds 

that the Black is not a relational being but is always-already property” (p. 180). By this 

definition, Audre’s statement touches on how at times, she as a Black woman has felt 

engaged with as property and not as a person. In her comment about how this goes back 

to, “Not telling anyone about my mom,” Audre references the fact being treated as less 

than human is one of the reasons she attempted to keep the imprisonment of her mother 

to herself while she was participating in her OST program. Overall, Audre addresses the 

need for OST program administrators to understand Black women have emotions, and 

they need to be granted the same human space to process things just like other races. 

Collectively, these examples lay bare moments of anti-Blackness where the participants’ 

identity as Black women was not taken into consideration.  

Theme 2: Racial Representation Matters for Belonging and Identity Affirmation 

For numerous participants, racial representation, or its lack, influenced the degree 

to which they felt a sense of belonging and affirmation of identity while in their OST 

program. Describing a typical day at her PWI summer residential program, Kinza shares:  



 196 

I can only really think of like two other Black girls that were in the program off 
the top of my head.… most of the time, like I would eat with like the other Black 
students and hang out together. 
 

 
Similarly, Phillis attests:  

 
 
I barely saw people of color. And even though someone was of color, you got to 
remember that people can be white passing. So, you know, you play it off so that 
you can survive in the environment that you're in. Unfortunately, my hair was not 
allowing me to do that.  
 
 

In the examples above, the participants noted their keen awareness of the dearth of Black 

individuals in their OST program, as well as two strategies to survive in a predominantly 

White environment. The first, noted by Kinza was eating and hanging out with other 

Black students, and the second strategy noted by Phillis tensions she experienced being 

connected to her Black and Latinx roots as seen in her curly, natural hair texture, or 

being, “White passing,” a bend toward benefits she may receive from her light skin.  
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Figure 5.4 Kinza’s Poem: Voice of Confidence and Awareness 

 
 

In just 15 minutes allotted to her in the focus group, Kinza sketched her original 

poem in an “ABAB” rhyme scheme, where the first- and third-lines rhyme, and the 

second- and fourth-lines rhyme (see Appendix L). Kinza used four four-line stanzas to 

communicate a fresh perspective of positivity and optimism about what may be 

experienced in OST programs, hence the soft color palate in her poetic presentation. 

Speaking about the shield of “Confidence” and “Awareness” as armor to combat “Fear” 
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and “Negativity,” Kinza insinuates there are harmful forces in OST enrichment programs 

that need to be counteracted through knowledge. Kinza’s wordsmithing of making the 

philosophical (confidence and awareness) tangible (shield and armor) are ways she 

worked to empower high-achieving Black women to govern their future. Getting closer 

(warmer) to optimism and purpose versus letting a negative experience set them back 

further (colder) and distant to where they could be in life.  

Even if among a diverse peer group, when adding academic talent, some 

participants felt like they did not belong within their OST program. Disclosing her lacked 

a sense of belonging despite racial representation in her OST program, Chenelle states: 

 
It's weird because like I told you, a lot of the peers within [The Wisdom 
Collaborative], they looked like me. Right. But I felt like our education and the 
things that we experienced were so different. And so I often felt like I didn't 
belong there.  

 
 
Chenelle’s statement demonstrates that just as much as racial representation was 

important to her, the awareness of her high academic achievement in-comparison to her 

peers influenced the degree to which she felt a sense of belonging. In the section that 

follows, Gail’s original poem, “Voice of Color,” goes a step further by encouraging the 

embracing of one’s high-achievement and racial pigmentation (see Appendix L).  
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Figure 5.5 Gail’s Poem: Voice of Color 

 
 

Speaking on the ubiquity of Whiteness as normal, the canvas on which life is 

painted, and the empty passage where Black words enter. In her original free-verse poem, 

Gail articulates a reminder to have unapologetic pride and to see the beauty in one’s 

racial uniqueness as a Black woman when showing up in White spaces. Gail’s poem also 

elevates a sense of security to fight perfectionism and encourage risk-taking in how high-

achieving Black women “show up.” When Gail makes the statement, “Know you are 
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needed on this white page,” she provides an undertone to the notion of being both Black 

and a woman, which is not explicitly stated in her original poem. Connecting her 

experience to the other women’s poetic reflections, Gail’s statement of being “A pop of 

color” … “In a sea full of white” is similar to Tamika’s description of the “Yellow lego 

in an all blue set.” However, rather than being a disregarded or rejected piece, Gail urges 

high-achieving Black women to embody the belonging they may desire as they navigate 

their placement in academic enrichment programs. Though her poem is short, Gail’s 

hearty brevity speaks volumes, paralleling the feeling of few-ness in high-achieving 

Black women (present in the attendance of OST program), in her few words.  

Many of the participants also expressed how seeing people who looked like them 

in levels of power inspired them. One of the most vivid recollections was shared by 

Misty, as she reflected on the sights and sounds associated with the Sister Circle Summit 

weekend OST program. Describing the life-changing moment at an arts-based exhibit 

showcase that prompted her to publish her first book of poetry at age 16, Misty recounts:  

 
We get to the book section. That's where I really flourished. I asked one of the 
authors, I really, I really want to write a book myself and I just don't know where 
to start. What is the process?” And I just remember her sharing, “You start with 
what you feel, and if you want to write poetry, just get to writing, and however it 
comes out, let that story speak for yourself to show your work and that 
experience.” And I picked up her book, um, and she wrote down her name and her 
phone number. She was like, “I can put you in contact with my print publishing 
person whenever you come to that time that that's what you want to do. Give me a 
call and we'll set that up.” So that was a really great experience for me.  
 
 

Recounted her experience, Misty outlines how she was motivated by seeing a Black 

woman who was successfully self-published, and how she noticed increased social capital 
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can be associated with OST program exposure. Like Misty’s experience of feeling 

empowered after meeting with individuals of her race who were Black creatives, Gail 

elaborates on a moment she was challenged by a Black educator to pull extra creativeness 

out of her for a Black history writing prompt, Gail states:  

 
She just was like, “Gail, you should play someone different, not Rosa parks.” So, 
then she had me look up Ida B Wells, and do someone different that people don't 
know about. Looking back on it, I'm glad she did that because having those 
people, like in those higher, like the representation, like it pushes you to do 
something different. Cause if I was, you know, with my other teachers, they 
wouldn't have said anything. 

 
 
Adjusting to a warm tone when quoting her educator, Gail notes how she felt tenderly 

admonished to go deeper by her Black female educator. Similarly, Audre shares: 

 
The people who were like leading us and the people who were like teaching us 
about things, like a significant amount were Black women. And so, I think that 
was very helpful because I think it was very easy to be like, Oh, I want to do this 
work. The fact that The Center did have such a diverse staff, I feel like even if it 
wasn't in your like roots per se, there was always someone that you could see 
walking into this space, and looks like you, I think that definitely was helpful.  
 
 

As seen in the examples shared by Misty, Gail, and Audre, their experiences with Black 

leaders worked to pull something extra out of them. Seeing and engaging with Black 

educators and administrators served to nurture engagement in their OST program as 

participants were able to reach another level in their thinking.  
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Impact of Gender on What Their Sense of Place Meant 

Theme 1: The Books and the Looks Influencing Intellectual and Personal 

Disposition  

OST academic enrichment programs for these women represented a place where 

they could be vulnerable, make mistakes, and try new things as it relates to their gender 

identity. It was also a place where they could bond with other individuals who may be 

like minded with their academic pursuit and focus areas. Considering this, it is important 

to note the realities of womanhood that may manifest in these programs. Kinza, who 

attended two summer residential OST programs, recalls that at the PWI, “The students 

were constantly saying how easy it is for women to find boyfriends or husbands.” 

Correspondingly, describing the approach of staff at the HBCU, Kinza claims: 

 
They were really into like talking about teaching the guys about chivalry and stuff. 
And so, it was always a pain. Like the girls would walk on the side of the sidewalk 
and like everybody had to dress like business attire, like either suits or like slacks and 
a blouse, that type of stuff.  
 

 
Both the PWI and HBCU summer residential OST programs exposed Kinza to binary 

gender role norms, and how adolescents may be influenced to cultivate capital through 

planning to marry individuals who have garnered myriad educational enrichment 

experiences. By disclosing how this type of influence was, “always a pain,” Kinza reveals 

a level of resistance to the approach of OST programs extending curriculum into 

expectations of mannerism.  
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Beyond gender role norms, participants also made an appeal for OST programs to 

consider not only the enrichment content, but the personal context that may impact Black 

women. Ella shares:  

 
I feel like Black women have so much potential, so much potential, but it's like 
limited opportunities because of the color of my skin or because, like the texture 
of our hair, you know? I've been sexually harassed so many times it makes me 
uncomfortable and I'm only 24. I feel like being attractive sometimes has gotten 
you places as a woman, you know, and obviously not sleeping with anybody, but 
it has opened doors.  
 

 
Ella’s story illustrates how one’s face may determine what they were faced with. Ella’s 

situation as a Black woman being engaged with in stereotypical and sexualized way 

harkens directly to the Jezebel stereotype, which, “Characterizes Black women as 

hypersexual and insatiable and originated from slavery as a means to rationalize the 

pervasive sexual assault of Black slave women by White men” (Jerald et al., 2017). 

These contextual factors in Ella’s personal background regarding prior experiences of 

sexual harassment, or being asked about her hair, in her words, “on a daily basis” helped 

me to understand why throughout her interview, she referred to the need for “safer” and 

“welcoming” environments.  

Revealing an instance that directly correlates with Ella’s claim about “opened 

doors” of opportunity because of one’s appearance, Phillis recalls: 

 
Sometimes when I do performances or I have speaking engagements, I have 
another Black girl with me, but we look different. So, colorism comes up because, 
you know, I may be easier to look at or less of a threat because I'm lighter than the 
Black girl I'm with. So, if they got dark skinned, 4-c hair and they're loud and 
proud about it as they should be, if I can come in here like this, they can come in 
there. It's just, it's, it's frustrating.  
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In her statements, Phillis describes how the barometer of Black looks favors lighter 

skinned individuals versus darker skinned individuals with 4-c hair, or tighter curl 

patterns akin to afro hairstyles. She was frustrated because she is aware that her lighter 

skin complexion made it more likely for her to advance through doors of opportunity than 

her darker skinned Black female peers. This phenomenon could breed resentment and 

perpetuate colorism and same-race discrimination – adding to the compounding 

contextual factors high-achieving Back women must contend with. Fusing the reflections 

of Kinza, Ella and Phillis, Rebecca’s poem addresses both an embrace of books and looks 

in a manner framed in service to Black women rather than societal norms.  
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Figure 5.6 Rebecca’s Poem: Voice of Aspiration 
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Almost like an extraordinary sixth sense, in her original poem written during the 

focus group, Rebecca describes the superpower of being young, gifted and Black (see 

Appendix L). While she does not explicitly use words related to race or ethnicity, her 

reference to reaching “your people,” and claiming “those curls will protect you” provide 

a small inkling of paying homage to her cultural background while also addressing the 

things she may have to contend with based upon her identity. Her poem is about 

influence, awe, potential and mentorship. When Rebecca asks, “Don’t you see what I 

see,” she works to norm others’ viewpoints to her lens or perspective as a high-achieving 

Black woman, and to see the possibility of the fiery potential energy to “twinkle” brighter 

and the possibility of shifting from bottled up potential energy to kinetic energy, to shoot 

for the stars, the moon – higher heights.  

Theme 2: Element of Surprise for Beating the Odds and Defying Low Expectations  

The success of the high-achieving Black women was often associated with 

striving for Whiteness. Likewise, the participants noted numerous moments where they 

felt as though individuals had low expectations for them and underestimated their ability. 

In particular, the phrase, “Beating the odds” surfaced coupled with notions of being an 

“Oreo” or “Acting White.” This resonates with early literature on the experiences of 

high-achieving Black students, as Ogbu (2004) describes what he calls the distinct burden 

of acting white that spread its roots during slavery. Ogbu claims:  

 
The burden of ‘‘acting White’’ before emancipation was how to comply with the 
White demand that Blacks should behave and talk like Blacks the way Whites 
thought that Blacks talked and behaved. It was not that Blacks should choose 
between behaving and talking the way White people actually behaved and talked 
and the way they themselves preferred to behave and talk. (p. 10) 
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Ella identified as someone who had been called an “Oreo” by peers due to her 

professional and adult-like approach to speech. When mapping Ogbu’s reflection on the 

historical underpinnings that may have influenced the coined phrase “Acting white,” Ella 

being labeled “Oreo” by her peers is only a revised casting of social labels that were 

assigned to Black individuals of the past, ranging from “accommodative slaves, 

rebellious slaves, clowns, tragic mulattoes, Black mammies and coons” (p. 10). Ella 

reflected on what motivates her to press beyond the delay of progress that can happen due 

to name calling moments, as she recalls her moments speaking with a prominent college 

coach affiliated with her afterschool OST program. Ella shares:  

 
Even at 18, I had a whole conversation with Coach “M.” Right. And it wasn't a 
forced like, Oh, I'm talking to this little girl conversation. It was like an educated 
conversation. They wanted me to speak at his Mother’s Day ball and talk about 
how the program has affected me. It's stuff like that, that I know would take me 
places. But then it's also like, sometimes you think about where you come from, 
like I'm from [a city in New York] at the end of the day. I remember coming 
home to an eviction notice on my door when I was seven, you know? So, it's 
stuff like that. That makes me go so hard.  
 
 

Noteworthy in Ella’s statement is a revisiting of how far she has come, from an eviction 

notice on her closed door, to now seeing an open door to speak at a prestigious event 

connected to a well-known college sports coach affiliated with her afterschool OST 

program. To a degree, she questions if someone who is from where she is from can 

succeed. She reiterates her frustration of being called “Oreo,” Black on the outside, White 

on the inside, but grounds herself by being reminded of her struggles and her ability to 

overcome. Likewise, Ella reflects on how the concept of “Oreo” and the ability to appeal 
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to White individuals is also associated with opportunities that could take her places. 

Thus, the internal conflict experienced was the degree to which one should oppose the 

“Oreo” concept or use its outcomes to their advantage. Offering a voice of validation for 

Black intellect that is untethered to Whiteness, Tamika’s original poem illustrates a 

resolve to defeat the internal conflict by embracing the fact that being you is “enough” 

(see Appendix L).  

 
Figure 5.7 Tamika’s Poem: Voice of Validation 
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Tamika’s original poem touches on the issues of undermining, silencing and 

rejection that some high-achieving Black women face. Describing the sense of place 

prescribed to her by others, Tamika states, “You belong over there” and “there’s no place 

for you here” representing the multiple brush strokes of doubt in one’s ability and the 

exclusion that high-achieving Black women may feel when in OST programs. As the 

background of her poem suggests, the colorful hue of her skin belongs among the white 

strokes of paint in the poetic image.  

In a study of high-potential students from low-income backgrounds and their 

experiences in Super Saturday OST enrichment programs, Miller and Gentry (2010) 

share how students, “Engaged in learning new concepts that are often not taught in a 

regular classroom because these concepts are two or more grade levels above their actual 

grade level” (p. 613). Given the inherent rigor in many of the OST programs, participants 

shared about statements that people would make that seemed to question their place as 

high-achieving Black women. Chenelle states:  

 
People kind of look at you like, “Oh, you beat the odds.” Oh, you're Latinx 
and you're doing these programs? or, Oh, you're a Black girl? Cause a lot of 
people don't even know that I'm Latina because of the color of my darker skin. 
When I would do these programs, they would say, you're so smart for a Black 
girl or, Oh, you're so smart for a Latino. Wait, you're the valedictorian of 
your class? How did that happen?  
 
 

Chenelle’s reflection addresses the myriad ways that society may make assumptions 

about Black women and their abilities. Summing up the shared sense of frustration up 

into one phrase, Phillis states, “I feel like there's too many elements of surprise for people 

when we show up to places.” In similar fashion, Kinza provides her own story of the 
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element of surprise she experienced when one of her OST program instructors 

undermined her capabilities. Kinza shares, “I graduated like seven in my class, even 

though I was two years younger than everyone, he was like, ‘and you blew my 

expectations away. Like I didn’t expect you to do as well as you did’.” Kinza went on to 

express how this incident was, “Still frustrating,” and how she gained the resolve that, 

“It’s sort of like accepting that that’s sort of the reality of the situation.” This difficult 

reality of being undermined led to many of the participants downplaying their abilities.  

Multiple women disclosed stories of downplaying their abilities as they compared 

themselves with others by shying away from participating in activities that spotlighted 

their high-achieving status. Specifically, Constance, Rebecca, and Lenora shared 

examples of times when they were either pulled out or singled out and how they 

responded by trying to downplay their abilities to not draw attention to themselves. 

Constance shares, “I know that I'm intelligent, but I had an issue with like projecting that, 

because I always felt like I was like doing too much if I did.” In this example, Constance 

was more concerned about being looked at as too intellectually grandiose. In a more 

specific example, Rebecca recalls how she intentionally deterred herself from advancing 

in her after school OST program’s spelling bee. Rebecca states: 

 
And I remember this specifically, because I had so much anxiety. They asked us 
to spell the word “tornadoes.” The plural version of tornadoes has the “e” and not 
just the “s” - I knew that, but I wanted to throw the spelling bee because, I did 
not want to go to the national level at all or participate in anything further than 
that. So, I threw it and I spelled it, you know, just with the “s.” Even before that, I 
remember when I was younger, my teachers would tell my parents “she knows the 
answer, but she just doesn't say it, or she doesn't raise her hand.” Like I said, I just 
didn't want to draw attention to myself.  
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The premeditated effort to dodge labels such as high-achieving also resonated with 

Lenora, who shared how she plotted to not attend an exclusive pre-college experience at a 

PWI that her afterschool OST program encouraged her to apply to. Lenora divulges:  

 
I had a plot. I got accepted, but I was scared out of my mind for a new experience. 
I acted sick so that I didn't have to go. And they were like, “you might not get 
in because you didn't go.” So then when I got in, I was like, “ha, I don't have to do 
what you told me to do to get in. Like, I can afford my own path and get to how I 
want to get to, like, it may not look like how you want it to look, but I did it.  
 
 

Following her personal gut feeling versus the advice of her afterschool OST program 

administrators seemed to be a chance Lenora was willing to take.  

Being one of the few Black students in rigorous academic classes is another factor 

that may have influenced the participants’ tendency to underestimate their ability. Siegle 

et. al (2016) reveal, “Although African American and Black students made up 16% of the 

enrollment in Algebra II classes, closely matching their representation in overall high 

school enrollment, they were only 4% of the students enrolled in Calculus” (n.p.). 

Describing her observations as someone who is talented in mathematics, Gail states: 

 
I was in algebra one, and I didn't know, like other schools were taking geometry. 
So, I thought, Oh, I'm in the lower, like the dumber math class. But then when I 
went to high school, I was placed into the algebra two class. And while everyone 
else was taking geometry, I was like, Oh, okay, I'm smart. I’m with the 
sophomores, I just thought I was, you know, dumb or I'm in chemistry, everyone, 
all the other ninth graders are in bio.  
 

 
Gail’s reference to wondering if she was in the “dumber math class” speaks to both her 

internalization of academic hierarchy as well as a concern for how educators, 

administrators and peers estimated her ability. Elaborating on a moment where she 
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received public recognition at her high school graduation by a Senator of her area 

regarding of her success in her afterschool OST program, Constance shares the following 

about her predominantly White peers’ reactions:  

 
He was like, well, I wanted to acknowledge one of the students. And there was a 
surprising kind of like look. They were like, Hmm, what are they doing and why 
is it being acknowledged so highly?  
 

 
The element of surprise evident through the look of her peers’ faces had the potential to 

silence versus celebrate Constance for her great achievements. To have this judgement 

placed on them from the periphery of their identity was perhaps one of the reasons they 

worked twice as hard to preserve proof of their high-ability as Black women.  

Theme 3: Working Twice as Hard - Overextending as Superhuman Superwoman  

When not fighting against expectations, participants were working to live up to 

expectations. This manifested in trying to prove oneself in targeted ways either for the 

OST program administrators, educators, and other peers, leading to an articulated a 

tension between overextending themselves in superhuman and superwoman-like ways. 

Chenelle’s original poem addresses the hustle she had engaging in OST programs in New 

York (see Appendix L).  



 213 

Figure 5.8 Chenelle’s Poem: Voice of the Hustle 

 
 
Using a narrative poem style of writing, Chenelle shares a story about a day in the 

life of her experience getting up and traveling to and from her OST program. While her 

Black and Latinx identity does not immediately jump off the page, her identity as a high-

achieving woman does. From the time she wakes up, she describes the task of finding the 

right clothing and adjusting her demeanor and stature, not “too tall,” and working to be 

“proper.” Her poem exudes self-talk, where her conscience pushes her to align with the 
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speed of the day, expectations of her environment, and through sacrificing sleep, time, 

energy, and breath. In the moment where the reader may wonder if the sacrifices 

outweigh the gains, Chenelle asks herself if she would engage in her OST program again. 

She partially commits in her reply, “I think I would” - citing “memories,” “relationships 

forming” and “learning, learning, thinking and growing” as the top things she gained 

from the experience. Overall, Chenelle shares how she gained memorable connections 

academically and socially from her OST program, but at the expense of lack of sleep, lots 

of time management, and being conscientious of how she was perceived by others.  

Efforts to work twice as hard in OST programs also resonated with Tamika who claims:  

 
You have to work a little bit harder to kind of be on the same level as some people 
in different aspects. I would always excel in English and language arts, but in the 
math area, I wasn't as up to par with everyone else. Just trying to level out the 
playing field, was the challenge that I faced. 
 
 

Here, Tamika acknowledges there is a game to be played, and there are perceived 

winners and losers. Whereas Tamika had her own notion of achievement, she realized she 

could never be “Up to par with everyone else” as the rules of the game constantly change. 

Tamika’s reflections about “the game” and Chenelle’s voice of “the hustle” 

accentuate the findings from Wiggan’s (2014) study on how high-performing African 

American students are often ‘playing the game’ of student achievement. Wiggan claims, 

“With varying degrees of differences, the students all had their own meaning of 

achievement. This implies that when educators and researchers impose a definition of 

achievement, it can be inconsistent with students’ own ways of understanding school 

achievement” (p. 487). This example demonstrates in former literature adds emphasis to 
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the statements of participants in this current story, whereby they contorted their notions 

of achievement to align with the standards of the educational game at hand in their 

schools and OST programs. Putting in extra work to try to be perfect on all academic 

aspects served as a way for Tamika to be ahead the curve of curriculum and prepared to 

compete in what she calls “the playing field.” Nevertheless, internalizing the perception 

that one needs to be on the same level as others only perpetuates the cycle of the game, 

leading to more innings, and an unending marathon of proving oneself despite having 

already embodied achievement.  

Speaking about being selected for her exclusive arts-based OST program, Phillis 

describes the frustration that comes along with constantly having to prove her abilities 

even after being admitted. Phillis reiterates:  

 
I have to work 10 times harder than some of the people I'm in here with because 
they can ride through life. I don't get to do that. I've worked my ass off to get to 
where I'm at. I have been publicly embarrassed. I've been degraded for no reason. 
So, for that to continue to happen after it's proven on paper that I have what it 
takes to be here is disrespectful. It's difficult because when you're a woman of 
color and you're trying to correct someone on a mistake, you're aggressive, you're 
being loud. You're being disrespectful. You're making a scene, but had I been 
White, it would've been a different story. It's a constant internal conflict because I 
know what's right.  
 

 
With a firm and direct tone as she spoke, Phillis highlights her awareness of the disparate 

perceptions of malice linked to vocal women of color versus acceptance if it were coming 

from individuals who are White. Failure to let her occupy the space of her OST program 

with the empathy that she worked just as hard, if not in her words, “10 times harder” than 

her peers was deemed as “disrespectful.” From both Phillis and Tamika’s reflection, 
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“respect” is a key characteristic needed in OST programs to nurture engagement of high-

achieving Black women. Without respect, engagement may be hindered.  

Similarities have been seen in former literature, where Graham and Anderson 

(2008) discovered “academically gifted African American male students” felt compelled 

to be “three steps ahead” as they navigated tensions between their ethnic and academic 

identity throughout high school years (p. 472). Noting how the participants’ reflections 

seem eerily similar, high-achieving Black men and high-achieving Black women may 

experience parallel pressures with regards to expectations of achievement. Reflecting on 

her observations of gender and race relations with a gaze on White women and men in 

her summer residential OST program at a PWI in Georgia, Kinza voices:  

 
Honestly, I feel like I probably have more issues dealing with the White women 
than dealing with White men. It's like White men sort of know their place in 
society at the top of the food chain. So, White women try to assert dominance in 
other places, especially over non-White people, particularly Black people, like 
they have to prove something. I'm thinking about like my engineering teacher in 
high school saying like, Oh, I didn't expect you to do as well as you did. But it 
was like only after I had graduated, and I was two years younger than all of my 
classmates and I was graduating number seven in my class and I had a full ride to 
school that I went to. Like, you wouldn't have given the same expectation to a boy 
in the same program. Like they could have just skirted by.  
 
 

In Kinza’s case, she tried to make sense of this phenomenon by considering the history of 

men gaining the benefit of the doubt and having access to more things including 

education in comparison to White women. By in large, the participants noted that their 

interaction with other White women was more complex and challenging in comparison 

than with White men. Thus, the effort to work twice as hard was at times in response to 
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direct resistance experienced from other women in their OST program, and frustration for 

how boys advancing with ease as they are greeted with a lower threshold of expectations.  

In stark contrast to Tamika, Kinza, and Phillis, Gail worked twice as hard without 

necessarily thinking about differential treatment related to race and gender. Gail shares:  

 
So I guess I was proud of myself doing that, but at the same time, I didn't put an 
emphasis on it because I was the only woman or Black person of color at my 
school. So, maybe I didn't think it was anything different than the, if that makes 
sense. 
 
 

As she completed her sentence, I could see the light bulb come on for Gail as she 

grappled with the degree to which she was aware of being the only high-achieving Black 

person. Her comments suggest that she may have suppressed that thought because it was 

a normal essence of the demographics that she was exposed to in her traditional school 

settings. Whereas Tamika, Kinza, and Phillis were very cognizant of the efforts to work 

twice as hard, Gail did so with humble perseverance. This difference illustrates who easy 

it can be to have an absent-minded pursuit of excellence. Ella’s original poem sets the 

stage for understanding ways participants internalized notions of achievement (see 

Appendix L). 
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Figure 5.9 Ella’s Poem: Voice of Achievement  
 

 

In an oxymoronic twist, Ella uses the shortest poetic frame of all participants to 

summarize how she has had to “work twice as hard, to be half as good,” making her 

poem reflect the essence of an oppositional knowledge project. By doing so, her succinct 

poem optically represents opposition to the tendency to over-achieve through verbosity 

and is most notable by what she decided not to share. In speaking about poetic discourse 

analysis, Rose (2016) reminds us, “Absences can be as productive as explicit naming; 

invisibility can have just as powerful effects as visibility” (p. 213). Thus, in the pockets 

of silence, Ella’s free verse poem brings to the attention of the reader the daily task she 

took on of not simply high achieving, but also, overachieving. In addition, by beginning 

her poem with the word “work,” Ella blends the institutions of school and occupation, 

demonstrating the pipeline between education and industry. Overall, Ella’s poem 
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illustrates the power of poetry to "synthesize experience in a direct and affective way" 

(Prendergast, 2009, p. 545). A task that for many can be difficult to achieve.  

As seen in Chenelle and Ella’s poem, in many of the cases the participants’ efforts 

to work twice as hard led to them feeling overextended in the process. Offering thoughts 

about what it means to be a high-achieving Black woman in OST programs, Lola claims:  

 
It's hard being a Black woman in these high achieving things because you have 
that much more to prove, trying to balance it all, but still remembering who you 
are as a person. It takes strength and it takes patience and discipline to actually 
learn it and go through it yourself. I'm Lola before I'm a Black woman. I'm Lola 
before I'm in this program or in that program as a high achiever. It's hard, but it 
can be done.  
 
 

In a vocal tone akin to a coach rallying the team for the game, Lola admonishes others to 

be cognizant of “still remembering who you are as a person,” and not losing sense of self 

through pursuit of academics or OST programs. Jointly, the participants’ poetic thoughts 

suggest the skillset of balancing the hustle, being motivated by one’s own internal 

understanding of achievement, rather than external influence, and expecting respect are 

characteristics that nurture engagement for high-achieving Black women.  

Participatory Epiphanies Regarding What Their Place Meant 

Theme 1: Get Information to Get In-Formation: Earning Power and Legacy 

Several participants outlined they had eye opening moments and take-home 

lessons they experienced as a result of participating in their OST program. One such 

epiphany was to get information to get in-formation, or in position for what is ahead in 

the future. Explaining her renewed understanding of why individuals pressured her to be 

involved in her various arts-based OST programs, Phillis states:  
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When you're a child, you're a child, like you don't comprehend how important 
something is until it's gone or until you've completed it. And you feel like, “Oh 
wow, I did that.” So, there were a lot of instances that I lived through the 
experience, but I wasn't living in it. Then as I got older and got exposed to more 
like traumatic events because of where I was from and what I looked like, that's 
when I was like, okay, now I see why there's so much pressure on me to be in 
these programs and to be a part of these things. Cause I need it.  
 

 
Sharing how she “lived through the experience” but “wasn’t living in it,” Phillis notes the 

ease of simply going through the motions of academic engagement without bearing in 

mind the relevance of those experiences to other events of life. With age, came emotional 

intelligence to grasp her OST program’s importance. Similarly, Tamika recalls:  

 
It really encouraged me to always seek out education, no matter if directly in or 
outside of your learning environments. It's important to go the extra mile, you 
never know what else you could learn that could affect you going on in the future.  
 
 

By saying “it’s important to go the extra mile” Tamika identifies OST programs as a 

supplement and additive to her general learning environment. While also acknowledging 

the mystique of unexpected growth. Similarly, Ella shares:  

 
This is my poetic side coming out, but as Black women, we have to shrink 
ourselves to fit in these boxes that I feel like society wants us to fit into. I always 
wanted to be someone that people take seriously. I just know that education holds 
weight, especially when you're in certain environments. We've talked about 
earning power all the time. I have family making minimum wage who have kids 
who are grown. I have the potential to be something great if I stay dedicated.  
 

 
Like Tamika, Ella recognizes the “weight” and benefit of advancing one’s education, yet, 

Ella also addresses the societal manipulation to fit in a box that Black women may 

experience amid their educational enrichment pursuit. Overall, the participants appeared 
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to share an awareness of focusing on their future and role modeling for their family. 

Illustrating this resolve is Lola’s original poem (see Appendix L).  

In her poem, Lola reveals the pressures she was faced with to rise to the 

expectations of others, most specifically, her family, the Black community, the female 

community, her educators and others who believe in her capabilities. Lola’s poem is 

laced with repetition in phrases that appear to be the most salient to her as she reflects on 

her experience in our OST program. Throughout her poem, the words “trust,” “hard,” 

“family,” and “legacy” were mentioned nine, eight, seven, and six times, respectively. 

The repetition of her using the phrase “the legacy of the family” at least six times in her 

poem exposes her understanding of the significance of her high-achievement and that her 

life is essentially history in the making. Offering tools to the reader, she lets them know 

they can overcome the hard times through establishing and building trust. Notably, her 

poem juxtaposes tough and promising aspects of engaging in OST programs, as seen in 

her coupled use of the words “hard” and “legacy.” Overall, trust and recalling the impact 

her high-achievement can have not just for her, but for her family and those who believe 

in her – appears be things that nurture her engagement in OST programs. 
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Figure 5.10 Lola’s Poem: Voice of Legacy 
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Theme 2: Pressure Makes Diamonds: Confidence and Emotional Intelligence 

 Another collective epiphany was seen in how participants discussed distinct ways 

they grew as an individual as a result of attending their OST program. For instance, many 

of the women shared an increased critical awareness as it related to confidence and the 

ability to speak up that they experienced because of attending their OST program. One 

example is in Kinza’s remarks about how she learned to navigate racial and gender 

microaggressions while at her PWI Summer Residential OST program. Kinza attests:  

 
No matter what environment that I'm in now, like I'm not about to kiss anybody’s 
behind or anything. That's what the experience showed me. I would make points 
to say, you're not about to just come at me any type of way. I don't care if you're a 
student here, you're a teacher here. I feel like standing up for myself and standing 
up for how I deserve to be treated as an individual was even more exacerbated in 
an environment mostly White.  
 
  

Beyond standing up for oneself in a reactive way like Kinza, other participants voiced 

how they learned to proactively speak up for themselves. Describing her personal growth 

in while in her dance and theater arts-based afterschool OST programs, Misty states:  

 
Being able to ask those questions in those programs and being around those 
different settings made me even today ask the same questions. So, I feel like that 
was something that I took from those experiences that I wouldn't have otherwise 
realized at the time.  
 
 

For Misty, being in her OST program gave her a place to explore her ideas with 

individuals she described as content experts in the fields of dance, musical arts, and 

theater. Being able to ask questions free of the potential of being graded and within a 

short-term enrichment program appeared to nurture her engagement. Both Misty and 
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Kinza learned to speak up and stand up for themselves – a skill they noted they use today. 

Signifying the growth orientation that could come out of OST program engagement, 

Constance’s original poem shares how she learned to reclaim her time and space.  

 Constance begins her original poem with three words, “out of place” to describe 

what her sense of place meant in her OST program, and she ends her poem describing 

OST programs as “one of many more opportunities to shine and glow” (see Appendix L). 

The way she bookends her poem and the content in the middle emphasizes the internal 

conflicts she experienced as a high-achieving Black woman trying to feel included within 

spaces and places of opportunity. 

Of note, throughout her poem, Constance places responsibility on the student in 

comparison to the administers of OST programs. In her statement, “So you think,” 

Constance hints at how she knows more as an adult than she did when she was an 

adolescent in OST programs, hinting at the growth mindset she has tried to infuse over 

the years in a manner that she may have found difficult while in the program. When 

Constance shares, “to think that you hide to strengthen others’ pride,” she speaks to not 

only to how she may have suppressed her excellence to boost the ego of her peers, but 

also how that transfer of energy may have diminished her “on the brink of a quick surge 

of success.” Overall, Constance’s poem encourages high-achieving Black women to not 

voluntarily suppress themselves, “underestimating” like a “bad hobby,” but rather to 

remember they are “more than qualified,” and to actively work to integrate themselves 

into what lays before them.  
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Figure 5.11 Constance’s Poem: Voice of Reclamation  
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I end with a thoughtful epiphany by Phillis, who describes not only how she 

extended notions of curricular learning through her rigorous poetic theater arts-based 

afterschool OST program, but also how she learned emotional intelligence and the hidden 

curriculum. Phillis declares:  

 
I became a better person through that afterschool weekend program. It was a 
healing experience, you know. In school, I wasn't really allowed to challenge or 
discuss emotional intelligence. So, any baggage that I carried, any trauma I was 
exposed to, it just had to be like non-existent because there was work to do. I 
always had to read this, write that, finish that math equation or whatever. It was 
always academic, um, which is not bad, you know, but what are you like if you 
have a degree, but then you have no emotional intelligence, like what are you 
doing, right? Like who are you really? So that was a difficult lesson for me to 
learn, but it was nice because I learned a lot about how what I've experienced due 
to racism and sexism, whatever phobias are out there has affected me and my 
interpersonal relationships and how I maneuver in life.  
 

 
Often, emotional intelligence is linked to a “soft skill” that is helpful for individuals to 

develop and apply in their personal and professional lives. Phillis identified emotional 

intelligence not necessarily as a soft skill, but as a direct and essential skill she needed to 

activate and use to navigate her “interpersonal relationships” and how she would 

“maneuver in life.” In using phrases like “who are you really?” Phillis’ reflection 

suggests that it would be a loss for individuals to go through their academic enrichment 

and not cultivate an emotional intelligence skillset, especially when working to navigate 

instances of racism and sexism. Hence, Phillis’ reflection serves as a helpful anchor to 

address the periphery skillsets high-achieving Black women may gain through their 

participation in OST programs.  
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Conclusion 

As high-achieving Black women matriculate into OST programs, it is imperative 

to consider how race, gender, inputs and context associated with their background may 

impact their personal and interpersonal experiences. To facilitate that understanding, this 

Chapter featured a critical poetic inquiry into the original poems written by the 

participants during their focus group session, as well as a found poetry in the form of a 

monologue by one of the participants who was unable to make it the session (see 

Appendices J, L, and M). As it related to the impact of race and racism, participants 

addressed issues of cultural coaptation and exploitation by amplifying their voiced desire 

for acknowledgement of their humanity, and reciprocal appreciation and recognition. In 

addition, participants expressed the notion that racial representation matters to facilitate 

an increased sense of belongingness. Signifying this resolve, participants’ original poems 

articulated a voice of confidence, awareness and efforts to embrace their racial color 

within the palate of White spaces.  

Regarding the impact of gender, a theme related to the books and society’s gaze 

on their looks influenced the participants’ intellectual disposition led to the amplification 

of the voice of aspiration, while another theme associated with an element of surprise for 

beating the odds led to the voiced desire for validation. Moreover, a theme manifested 

related to working twice as hard and overextending oneself as superhuman superwoman 

which led to participants expressing a voiced hustle as well as a constant exertion toward 

perceived notions of achievement throughout their OST program engagement.  
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Finally, the epiphanic reflections of the participants reveals a theme that the effort 

to get “information” and education could help them get “in-formation” for what is ahead 

in their personal and professional lives. Likewise, participants contributed to a theme that 

the pressure they were going through in OST programs as high-achieving Black women 

would ultimately make diamonds and increase their confidence and emotional 

intelligence. These themes were associated with voiced desire to focus on legacy, and 

reclamation of their time and their space among peers and administrators. Jointly, the 

artistic reflection exercise of poetry writing, and focus group discussions provided a 

window into the participants’ desire for credit, respect, belonging, and affirmation as they 

considered how their race and gender influenced their engagement in OST programs.  
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CHAPTER VI 
 

FINAL ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 
 
 

Introduction 

In this critical arts-based qualitative study, the stories, letter writing, original 

poetry writing and spoken word of the 12 participants served to shift ways of knowing 

about what their sense of place meant as high-achieving Black women in OST programs. 

This shift happened from a space of liminality to more constructive understanding about 

their experiences. This critical “project of deconstructing power relations and co-

constructing knowledge” as noted by Hesse-Biber and Piatelli (2012, p. 563) is 

underscored by Davis (2021), who asserts, “Poetry writing is an introspective, 

interpretive act of critical thinking that can foster the structure necessary for liberationist 

dialogue” (p. 115). By utilizing Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) as a methodological 

framework, and Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a theoretical lens to analyze the 

participants’ stories, letters and original poems, the results of this study add textured 

understanding and knowledge about how race, gender, and various sociocultural 

contextual factors have impacted the experiences of high-achieving Black women.  

Because there has not been widespread research focused on high-achieving Black 

women attending OST programs, and in a manner that employs critical arts-based 

qualitative approaches, the analysis shared in this final chapter serves to further their 

voiced and artistic reflections to provide thought-provoking discussions for more 
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meaning making of their experiences. To this end, later in this chapter recommendations 

for practice and research are provided as it relates to OST program reform with high-

achieving Black women in mind. 

The justice-oriented nature of the participants’ call to action for both their 

younger selves (and other high-achieving Black women) was depicted in their letter 

writing exercise, as well as in their response to this study’s second artistic reflection 

prompt for writing an original poem about “What their sense of place meant in their OST 

program” (see Appendices G, H, I, J, K, L, and M). The participants’ responses were vital 

to the social justice efforts needed to support their identity as high-achieving Black 

women in the context of their sociocultural history, race, and gender. Within this final 

analysis chapter, I revisit the ways in which my methodological framework of CPI and 

theoretical framework of CRT connected to the participants’ narratives. I then discuss 

further the findings that addressed my two research questions, and I share implications 

for practice and research in distinct sections. Finally, I end by reflecting on what my 

sense of place has meant as a poet-researcher, practitioner, and fellow high-achieving 

Black woman who has participated in OST programs. The following research questions 

anchored this study, and they are further addressed in this concluding chapter. 

Question 1 

 What are the social, cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or hinder 

the engagement of high-achieving Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic 

enrichment programs? 
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Question 2 

 In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences of high-achieving Black 

women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs?  

Critical Poetic Inquiry Connections to Participants’ Narratives:  

Evocative Representation 

The results of this study suggest that arts-based methods of CPI can set the 

atmosphere for participants to harness their emotions in at least two ways. First, 

participants disclosed the degree to which OST program participation led to feelings of 

affirmation and belonging, and secondly, the arts-based approaches provided a snapshot 

of the extent to which participants desired to disrupt or reconstruct narratives about their 

identity as high-achieving Black women. Like CPI, the theoretical framework of CRT 

offered various avenues to think critically about the data and findings in relation to 

history and systems of dominance. Together, the methodology of CPI and theoretical 

framework of CRT paved avenues toward a deeper understanding of how power and 

societal influences were produced and reproduced in participants’ identity development 

and engagement in OST programs. This portion of Chapter VI begins by providing a 

deeper discussion of CPI’s connection to the findings. Following this section, I share an 

in-depth overview of how CRT allowed for a critical examination of how the construct of 

race - interacts in nuanced ways in relation to the participants’ gender, socioeconomic 

status, geographic region, home life, the various interpersonal expectations of peers, 

parents, OST program gatekeepers, educators, and administrators.  

 



 232 

Vignette Two: What it Means to be a High-Achieving Woman and Black 
 

 
The effort to gain education did not come without strain.  
– A strain associated more with a bending of oneself, versus a breaking.  

Remaining intact  
As high-achieving, Black  
- and as a woman,  

- while also experiencing a separation from others who were Black and, in some 
cases, woman.  
Coming of age academically earlier and quicker than others.  
Like a first menstrual, a sense of accomplishment accompanied with discomfort.  
Is anyone watching the proof of my flow? Did anyone see – Me? 
Ready to birth the personification of dreams and possibilities.  

Remaining intact  
As high-achieving, Black 
- and as a woman. 

 
 
Vignette Two represents an original poem I wrote in my field notes to 

demonstrate my understanding of the participants’ reflections on the collective ways in 

which they defined high achievement in their respective individual interviews, and as 

shared in the acrostic found poem, “Voice of H.I.G.H. A.C.H.I.E.V.I.N.G.” in Chapter IV 

of this study (see Appendices F and M). As a researcher, who is also a poet, I applied 

Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) as a methodological approach for collecting their reflective 

letters to their younger self following their individual interview, their original poems that 

accompanied their spoken word recitation during the focus groups, and for presenting the 

data (see Appendices H, I, J, K, and L).  

Positioning CPI as a justice-oriented research tool, Prendergast (2015) states, 

“Critical poetic inquiry invites us to engage as active witnesses within our research sites, 

as witnesses standing beside participants in their search for justice, recognition, healing, a 

better life” (p. 683). My effort to engage as an active witness with participants manifested 
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in the ways I guided them in their artistic reflection exercises in the data collection stage, 

as well as in the ways I presented their original letters and poems and produced additional 

found poetry in the data analysis portion of this study (see Appendix M).  

In the same spirit as Bishop and Willis (2014) as they elucidate poetic inquiry, I 

perceive "Poetry as both art and data" (n.p.). In the effort to showcase the participants’ 

original letters and poems, as well as their poetic transcriptions or found poetry in 

evocative ways, I endeavored to display what I witnessed through active engagement 

with them, I created visual representations to capture the emotion of what they shared 

(see Appendix M). Fiore (2015) claims, “Spoken Word asks that students write about 

what is important to them” (p. 828). Heeding this, CPI was a vital methodological tool to 

help unpack the participants’ thoughts and showcase them in creative communicative 

ways. This endeavor served to acknowledge the credential of their lived experiences and 

humanity as high-achieving Black women and to discredit any stereotypical notions of 

their identity that may have not acknowledged their humanity as they pursued OST 

academic enrichment programs. 

Critical Poetic Inquiry Connection: Justice-Orientation 

Within this study, I employed multiple creative modes for amplifying the voice of 

the participants to ensure a polyvocal perspective was intentional in how each of the 

themes of their letters and original poems were shared. Likewise, as shared in my 

methods in Chapter III, I was deliberate in the ways in which I provided pseudonyms for 

each of the participants based upon how their lived experience related to other high-

achieving Black women in the arts, as well as thought leaders and other influential 
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individuals. To elaborate briefly on how CPI influenced Tamika’s pseudonym, I turn to 

my data analysis in Chapters IV and V, outlining what unfolded between her letter 

writing exercise after her individual interview, and the focus group, in which she joined 

with other study participants for the poetry writing exercise (see Appendices F, G, H, I, J, 

K, L and M).  

Convening the participants with other high-achieving Black women in the study 

led to an electric atmosphere where participants voiced their sense of empowerment to 

share more about their personal OST program experiences as seen in the group 

discussion, poetry writing and recitation of their poems. Bearder (2015) state, through 

empowering racially diverse students to share their poetic thoughts outwardly, through 

Spoken Word, “They are not just poets but social critics, shaping the discussion and 

culture of their school” (p. 246). Though the participants and I joined each other through 

an online video-conferencing platform, the emotive atmosphere of the focus group felt 

like we were having fireside chat over coffee.  

Admittedly, as I began the focus group with open-ended questions to help the 

participants get to know each other’s experience in OST programs, I was surprised to see 

Tamika become more vocal in storytelling than in her individual interview. Tamika, 

along with all the participants embodied CPI principles in their justice-oriented, 

polyvocal and evocative call to action for OST program administrators, and future high-

achieving Black women with interest in attending such programs. 

My heart was warmed to hear Tamika talk about specific forms of systemic 

oppression within the Black and female community, and ways she has worked to promote 
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culturally relevant discussions through hosting a book club with other young Black 

women. By the end of the focus group, Tamika was exchanging Instagram handles with 

her new acquaintances from the study and also invited them to join the book club she led 

if they desired. Tamika’s effort to organize and inform others in a grassroots style 

influenced me to give her the pseudonym name, Tamika, named after American political 

activist, Tamika Mallory, known for her leadership in the 2017 Women’s March for 

equal rights in Washington, DC.  

Gender and racial justice movements manifested throughout the participants’ 

reflections. The recruitment process and interviews with participants occurred in the 

summer of 2020, overlapping not only COVID-19 global pandemic, but also a time of 

intense racial reckoning over the deaths of unarmed Black individuals like George Floyd 

at the hands of police. Cognizant of the emotional toll this may have had on participants 

as they also grappled with untimely deaths and hospitalizations of loved ones in the midst 

of the COVID-19 global pandemic, it was evident that I needed to be sensitive to the 

mental health toll these social contexts had on the participants and their reflections. Davis 

(2021) asserts, “The Black Lives Matter Movement, Women’s March, #MeToo 

Movement, Dakota Access Pipeline protests, protests that followed the Pulse Shootings, 

and March for Our Lives are protests that countered the oppressive master narrative (p. 

114). The national protests and spotlight on societal disparities in criminalization seeped 

into the ways the participants reflected on their OST program experiences.  

CPI was also relevant in this study as a methodological framework for amplifying 

the participants’ narratives, especially as it connected to the sociocultural context that 
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influences their engagement in OST programs. Declaring the need for administrators to 

recognize the various forms of trauma and social stressors that impact the mental health 

of high-achieving Black women while they may be engaging in OST programs, Ella 

admonishes:  

 
Be cognizant of things that are going on outside of, you know, in the world that 
can affect their mental health, like mental health is important. It's something that 
we needed to talk about More. I need a mental health break because of Black 
Lives Matter movement - because Sandra Bland could have been me, you 
know what I mean? Like we said, about justice for Brianna Taylor, like there are 
so many things that I think about that don't even have anything to do with the 
work that I'll think about. Honestly, you can't just leave your life at the door 
when you walk in. So, it's just about making environments more welcoming 
for people like us and making it a safe space.  
 
 

By noting the untimely deaths of two Black women at the hands of, or in custody of 

police, Ella reiterates the need for OST programs to understand how she sees herself in 

those Black women. This mental picture impacts her mental health, and it is something 

that she desires OST programs to acknowledge so that she can feel as though it is “more 

welcoming” for people like her to have a “safe place” to engage. In summation, it is 

indicative for OST programs to address mental health, social and political awareness of 

things that impact Black women and provide counseling resources and solidarity 

messaging to establish and retain a thriving social and learning environment.  

When considering how this critical arts-based qualitative study contributes to 

creative approaches to addressing policies and pedagogy, I believe CPI as a method can 

provide increased understanding of high-achieving Black women who may be 
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participating in OST programs. Highlighting the revolutionary significance of artistic 

expression in critical pedagogy, Villaverde (1998) shares: 

 
Through art, youth must focus on how images construct realities that perpetuate 
power relationships, questioning references conveyed by the image and its form; 
the cultural values placed on the materials and methods of production of the art; 
and the aura created by the context or usage of the art, critically exploring cultural 
myths, social structures, and rituals as the media of power in society, none of 
which are ideologically neutral. (p. 203) 
 
 

Villaverde not only emphasizes the liberation that comes from sharing one’s personal 

narrative and journey, but she also how, “Honoring differences in race, class, gender, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and ability are critical to human understanding” (p. 203). 

Speaking of the counter-hegemonic potential of arts-based approaches, Denzin and 

Lincoln (2008) claim, “Through performances, critical pedagogy disrupts those 

hegemonic cultural and educational practices that reproduce the logic of neoliberal 

conservatism” (p. 8). Just as a picture is worth a thousand words, the visceral reactions 

promoted through self-expression can penetrate siloed interpretations and open the door 

for more dialogue. It is my hope that CPI within this dissertation study and the 

opportunity for participants to engage in self-expression promote counter-hegemonic 

efforts and critical consciousness as high-achieving Black women as they reflected on 

how they navigated the hidden curriculum and habitus of social norms in OST programs. 

Critical Race Theory Connections to Participants’ Narratives 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) was applied as the theoretical framework to analyze 

the experiences of the 12 high-achieving Black women in this study. The six central 

tenets of CRT include the permanence of racism, counter-story telling, interest 
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convergence, whiteness as property, critique of liberalism, and the notion of 

intersectionality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998). When introducing 

CRT in Chapter I of this dissertation, I hypothesized that of the six tenets, I may 

anticipate the participants’ narratives to include counter-story telling as they sought to 

draw attention to their assets rather than deficits, as well as an acknowledgement of the 

intersectionality of their identities as Black and woman. Upon analyzing the data as 

presented in Chapters IV and V, I realized that I may have limited my expectations for 

the various ways the tenets of CRT would unfold within the participants’ stories and 

artistic reflections (see Appendices K, L, and M). Before I enter a detailed discussion of 

the findings, I highlight ways in which the six aspects of CRT connected to the 

participants’ narratives.  

Critical Race Theory Connection: Permanence of Racism, Whiteness as Property, 

and Critique of Liberalism 

Permanence of Racism 

One of the most significant tenets to note that was connected to the participants’ 

experiences was the permanence of racism. “Many critical race theorists and social 

scientists hold that racism is pervasive, systemic, and deeply ingrained” (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2013, p. 89). Offering insight into the varied ways sustained racism plays out 

in various systems of society, Kendi (2016) claims, that racist ideas stem from man’s, 

“Desire to explain the radical color differences” (p. 29). While scholars provide thought-

provoking considerations for why CRT is a relevant theory to refer to in the effort to 

understand the confluence of past and contemporary issues, the 12 participants in this 
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study offered just as powerful messages through their story telling and artistic reflections 

of racism’s presence in education. Misty, for example, highlights historical educational 

disparities associated with race that remain present today and are negatively impacting 

people of color. She attests: 

 
I personally know, just from growing up in a family of educators that there's flaws 
in our education system, there's holes a lot of times that leaves out our young 
Black girls – that leaves out our young Black men, and at least our young 
Hispanic girls and Hispanic men. And I feel like, if we really want to see progress 
in everybody speaking on progressive movements, it can start in the classroom. It 
just starts with what we have our young Black girls being involved in. Cause I 
think it's really gonna help shape and build a lot of character through that. 
 
 
Misty’s assertion that these educational disparities across race “Shape and build a 

lot of character,” speaks to how the permanence of racism seen in “flaws in our education 

system,” not only leave Black and Hispanic students behind, but they also influence their 

disposition and self-concept for good, or for bad. This statement coming from Misty is 

profound, given she was one of the five participants who grew up in two-parent, middle-

class, college educated backgrounds who provided her ample opportunities for OST 

program engagement. Despite her ability to access these programs, she still noted the 

significance of the permanence of race in society, see in the present-day educational 

system.  

 Offering insight into the ways racism recasts itself in new, permanent ways, 

Bonilla-Silva (2018) suggests, “Ultimately, the emergence of the new racism does not 

mean that racial violence has disappeared as an enforcer of the racial order. Rather, these 

incidents are portrayed as nonracial applications of the law” (p. 44). An example of how 
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seemingly nonracial applications of the law took shape for other participants in this study 

was seen in how Chenelle and Phillis were physically policed by security guards in their 

educational settings in a manner more degrading than their racially diverse peers. This 

data suggests that the perception of new racism simply sheds its old skin and shape shifts 

into a new form of hegemony, as seen in disproportionate policing of Black bodies in 

educational environments.  

Similarly, Kinza expressed her surprise in experiencing racial insensitivity when 

she was subjected to attend her summer residential OST program’s field trip to Stone 

Mountain to see a light show overlooking a confederate monument. Again, the 

permanence of racism’s post-traumatic residue was also seen in how Constance refused 

to call her principal “headmaster” like her peers and administrators insisted, because she 

objected to having a daily visceral reaction to salutations associated with the legacy of 

slavery and slave masters. In these ways, the CRT concept related to the permanence of 

racism was felt by participants in this study as they reflected on their experience in OST 

enrichment programs.  

Whiteness as Property  

Adding a description to the CRT tenet of Whiteness as property, Delgado and 

Stefancic (2013) claim, “Whiteness, it turns out is not only valuable; it is shifting and 

malleable” (p. 87). This notion of Whiteness as property is synonymous with idea of 

“Giftedness as property” coined by Cumings Mansfield (2015), and the embodiment of 

this was evident in the ways participants of this study worked to align with dominant 

White activities, expectations, and perceptions in their environment while participating in 
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OST programs. In other words, to be identified as a “high-achiever” or as “gifted” was 

often associated with being White or adapting to Whiteness.  

Examples of Whiteness as property manifested in the strategic maneuvers the 

participants employed to try to access White spaces and places that tended to have more 

quality and resourced educational programming. Common arguments associated with 

liberalism to justify the necessity for these hurdles include phrases associated with “the 

most qualified” which is “a meritocratic way of defending White privilege” (Bonilla-

Silva, 2018, p. 58). “White privilege refers to the myriad of social advantages, benefits, 

and courtesies that come with being a member of the dominant race” (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2013, p. 87). Whether they worked to assimilate with – or combat conforming 

to – dominant White culture at the expense of embracing their Black identity, this 

endeavor led to participants feeling of a sense of “anti-Blackness,” (Dancy et al., 2018), 

as they perceived their identity and intellectual property was treated as less than human in 

comparison to their White counterparts.  

Critique of Liberalism 

Within this study, the critique of liberalism intersected the five other tenets of 

critical race theory often. In the reflection above about Whiteness as property and the 

pursuit of meritocracy, the liberty and choice of individuals to participate in OST 

programs negates the reality that often, these “opportunities” are linked with a substantial 

cost, both financially and mentally. One common argument associated with this type of 

abstract liberalism is, “Rationalizing racial unfairness in the name of equal opportunity” 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 58). An example of a critique of liberalism within the 
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participants’ narratives can be seen in Tamika’s effort to acknowledge her awareness of 

systemic racism in school zone property lines and within the housing industry. 

Elaborating on the awakening she had as a long-distance commuter to her gifted and 

talented charter school that housed her afterschool OST academic enrichment program, 

Tamika shares: 

 
My thing would be the busing routes. I don't like the busing routes. I don't like the 
way States have been red-lined, that way students can only go to certain schools 
that are in their area because that doesn't offer equal opportunity for every 
student. 
 

 
Tamika’s reflection features her keen epiphanic awareness that not all liberties, systems 

and processes offer “equal opportunity for every student.” Bonilla-Silva (2018) claims 

White privilege is safeguarded “by supporting equal opportunity for everyone without 

concern for the savage inequalities between Whites and Blacks” (p. 58). While 

mechanisms for providing financial aid to students from low-income backgrounds to 

participate in OST programs, or availing afterschool opportunities for participation, the 

idealistic notion of liberalism was at odds with the lived realities of the participants.  

Critical Race Theory Connections: Counter-Storytelling, Intersectionality, and 

Interest Convergence  

Intersectionality  

The CRT tenet of intersectionality can be described as the “examination of race, 

sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2013, p. 57), 

while seeking to “ascertain complex permutations of race, class, and gender inequality” 

(Morris & Perry, 2017, p. 128). Intersectionality was depicted in the ways the participants 
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disclosed their income status as adolescents, whether they came from a two-parent, or 

single-parent home, if they were first-generation college students or had a college-

educated parent, as well as their regional location, gender, age, and how it may have 

impacted their safety and ability to access their OST academic enrichment program. 

Regarding intersectionality, Johnson (2015) encourages us to remember: 

 
How much encouragement and support students get from their teachers varies  
considerably by gender, race, ethnicity, and social class. They also vary in the 
backgrounds they bring to school, resources available at home and how much 
they’ve been able to develop their abilities and talents. (p. 74)  
 
 

This reminds me that every student is socialized to think and value certain things, but 

when they attend OST enrichment programs, they may be in an environment with other 

peers who are just as excited about academics as they are, and thus, they must figure out 

who else they are. The same can be said for ensuring OST program administrators are 

mindful of how the varied intersectionality of high-achieving Black women may impact 

their engagement in OST programs. Expressing her desire for a more conscious of her 

intersectionality, Audre shares:  

 
Just being like cautious of like how people interact with us is like very important. 
Cause like, to an extent, like there's this idea that we're the ones who are gonna 
like pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps. And like, we're the ones who are 
gonna make a way out of no way. And that shouldn't necessarily be like expected 
of us. We should be able to ask for help. People are like, “Oh, Black women are 
strong.” I think that there just needs to be a lot of learning in general about Black 
women in society. 
 
 

As a self-professed queer Black women and first-generation college student who 

persevered academically through her mother going to prison while she was in her OST 
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program, Audre emphasizes that the experience of Black women and public perception 

are often different. Delgado and Stefancic (2013) warn that “ignoring the problem of 

intersectionality, as liberalism often does, risks doing things by half measures and leaving 

major sectors of the population dissatisfied” (p. 64). Thus, there is a need to first be 

mindful of the differences across high-achieving Black women, and then to adjust, or 

differentiate approaches to engage them to promote a more inclusive and equitable 

environment that does not perpetuate institutional racism and stereotypes. 

Interest Convergence  

Interest convergence or material determinism is believed to occur with 

advancement and successes in addressing racism is likely to happen in the event it 

benefits White elites (Delgado & Stefancic, 2013). Within this study, the CRT concept of 

interest convergence was present in the ways the participants worked to meet certain 

standards which inevitably validated and reinforced dominant societies rationale for 

systemic educational processes and systemic racism. Noting her frustration of always 

working to converge her interests with dominant society in order to advance 

academically, Kinza shares:  

 
I feel like the issue that I experienced for the most part were symptoms of a 
system. It's not something where it was like: this policy made this part of my life 
difficult. Like, do I really need to take an IQ test to get into another class? Like 
surely there's another way. Do my parents really need to come to the school every 
time that I'm not being challenged? Um, surely there's another way.  
 
 



 245 

Kinza, like many of the women, called out specific examples of recognizing flaws in the 

educational system. Rather than willfully engaging in interest convergence, armed with 

this CRT awareness, Kinza endeavored to move forward with counter-storytelling.  

Counter-Storytelling 

I liken the CRT concept of counter-storytelling to the effort of revising a 

document. One way to think of it is as disputing a documented societal belief about one’s 

identity, expectations of behavior, abilities, and outlook. Another way to think of counter-

storytelling is not necessarily actively disputing, but rather opposing through inaction or 

disengaging. Finally, counter-storytelling manifests through raising awareness to clarify 

what the accurate story, depiction of identity, or behavioral engagements should be. 

Within this study, the CRT tenet of counter-storytelling was connected to the 

participants’ personal backgrounds and lived experiences, as well as in the ways they 

participated in this study. Kinza’s lived experiences outlined in Chapters III, IV, and V 

represent one way the participants’ personal background and lived experiences embodied 

counter-storytelling by pressing beyond society’s low expectations and creating her own 

path of perceived success. For instance, Kinza is an individual who graduated from 

college at the age of 16 and at the time of her interview, she was an entering PhD student 

at the age of 20. This is an example of counter-storytelling in the participant’s 

background versus what others may assume about their capabilities.  

The effort of going against the dominant grain to pull to the center the thoughts, 

values, and ways of being of those traditionally marginalized in a clear and clarified 

counter-narrative can also be demonstrated through oppositional knowledge projects 
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(Collins, 2016). CRT and the critical race feminism (CRF) concept of oppositional 

knowledge projects have in common the task of calling out instances when dominant 

interests are served at the expense of others. An example of the merged endeavor to 

embrace of their feminism and race - while also opposing dominant society’s 

expectations to assimilate - was seen in the ways participants in this study were incisive 

on preserving the essence of their Blackness throughout the way they interacted with 

culturally diverse peers. This resolve of the participants aligns with prior research on 

high-achieving Black women, where Marsh (2013) claims found that they “crossed 

cultural boundaries yet did not completely assimilate nor follow the path to racial 

agnosticism” (p. 1234). An illustration of standing one’s ground to embrace one’s Black 

femininity and racial identity can be seen in Phillis’ reflection, as she states:  

 
I think that was the first time that I understood my Blackness was being silenced. 
So, like my eighth-grade year I stopped blowing out my hair. - And I’m like, “Oh, 
wow, like this is coming out of my head. Like my hair is nice.” So, I felt good 
about it. And that's where the hoops come from. I was really like, I am black and 
that's it like, and I'm not going to debate about it. I'm not going to silence it. I'm 
not going to shape shift it. So, someone else can swallow it. I'm not trying to be 
palatable at this point in my life.  

 
 
Voicing how she decided to wear her large hoop earrings and stop going to the salon to 

“blow out,” or straighten, her hair, Phillis reveals the tangible and visible ways she 

preserved her internal, and invisible racial identity. In doing so, Phillis embodied an 

oppositional knowledge project whereby she no longer wanted society to dictate her 

racial representation.  
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Beyond illuminating their lived experiences shared in their individual interview 

and focus-groups, counter-storytelling was also put into practice by the participants 

through the manner in which they framed the content of their letters to their younger self 

about lessons they wish they had known as it relates to their race and gender, and in the 

way they crafted their original poems about what their sense of place really meant as 

high-achieving Black women in their OST program (see Appendices K, L, and M). For 

instance, the way Ella drafted her short and succinct poem, “Voice of Achievement,” 

which appeared in Chapter V (see Appendix L). Her poem mentioned her frustration with 

“working twice as hard to be half as good” and she confronted that frustration by doing 

just the opposite. In fact, Ella’s potent and deep commentary, notably only one stanza 

with 6 lines – and the shortest poem written among all the participants – served to counter 

the narrative that Black women need to be “working twice as hard” to succeed. Ella’s 

concise defiance and opposition of aligning with the status quo at the expense of her 

personal wellbeing was an example of an oppositional knowledge project and counter-

storytelling. Overall, by amplifying their various voices, the participants contributed to 

the effort to counter any socially constructed conceptions of who they are as high-

achieving Black women, and how they were impacted by their OST program experience.  

Discussion of Findings 

Introduction 

This study employed multiple methods, coalescing traditional practices of 

individual interviews and two focus groups, with arts-based methods such as letter 

writing and original poetry writing (see Appendices F, G, H, I, J, K, L, and M). Through 
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these means, 12 high-achieving Black women between the ages of 18–24 amplified their 

voice in unique modes of communication. As they offered their retrospective insights into 

what their sense of place meant when they attended OST academic enrichment programs, 

their narratives laid bare the various sociocultural context that may have nurtured or 

hindered their engagement as well as the degree to which race and gender impacted their 

experiences. Table 6.1 displays the full compilation of all themes associated with 

question one and question two of this study.  

 
Table 6.1 Full List of Themes Related to Data Analysis and Findings  
 

Research Question 1:  

What are the social, cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or hinder the engagement 
of high-achieving Black women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs? 
Contexts 
that Hinder 
or Nurture 
Engagement 

Theme Theme-Related Collective Voice 
from Participants’ Artistic 
Reflection Letters and Found 
Poems  

Cultural 1. Parental Structure, Educational 
Background and Socioeconomic Status 

Voice of Resilience 

Voice of Trust 

2. Degree of Multi-Generational Influence 
and Educational Exposures 

Voice of Honesty 

Voice of Futurism 

Voice of Obligatory Autonomy 

Social  1. Strategic Savvy to Attend, Navigate 
Expectations and Balance Commitments 

Voice of Exhaustion 

Voice of Self-Care and Self-
Control 

2. Peer Group Experiences Marked by 
Comparison, Camaraderie, and 
Protection 

Voice of Authority 

Voice of Belonging 

Voice of Endurance 

Historical  1. Significant Life Events Voice of Great Awakening 

Voice of Reality 
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Voice of Reassurance 

2. Trauma Bonding and Critical 
Consciousness of US Slavery’s Residue 

Voice of Optimism 

Research Question 2:  
In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences of high-achieving Black 
women in out-of-school time (OST) academic enrichment programs?  

Impact on 
Race and 
Gender 

Themes Theme-Related Collective Voice 
from Participants’ Artistic 
Reflection Original Poems and 
Found Poems  

Race 1. Co-Opted Culture and Exploitation in 
Place of Credit and Humanity 

 

Voice of Humanity 

Voice of Reciprocity 

2. Racial Representation Matters for 
Belonging and Identity Affirmation 

Voice of Confidence and 
Awareness 

Voice of Color 

Gender  1. The Books and the Looks Influencing 
Intellectual and Personal Disposition 

Voice of Aspiration 

 

2. Element of Surprise for Beating the 
Odds and Defying Low Expectations 

Voice of Validation 

 3. Working Twice as Hard – 
Overextending as Superhuman 
Superwoman 

Voice of the Hustle 

Voice of Achievement 

Participatory 

Epiphanies  

1. Get Information to Get in-Formation: 
Earning Power and Legacy 

Voice of Legacy 

 

2. Pressure Makes Diamonds: Confidence 
and Emotional Intelligence 

Voice of Reclamation 

 

The results of this critical arts-based qualitative study add further confirmation, 

clarification and contradictions to former literature related to high-achieving Black 

women’s’ experiences in OST programs. While the participants were grateful for their 

access and engagement in OST programs, and expressed their demonstrated growth 

during and as a result of their adolescent experiences in said programs. Incorporating a 

focus on their social, historical, and cultural background as well as the lens they bring 
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based upon their race and gender, the participants’ stories exposed the personal and 

interpersonal tensions they contended with as they traversed the continuum of being 

docile, driven, or dedicated OST program participants. Analogous to their shared 

experiences, the data also portrays their reflections in thought-provoking ways to reveal 

the importance of OST program administrators and educators to be cognizant and trained 

on how to support or counter preventable issues related to the various ways race and 

gender impact the experience of high-achieving Black women. In the following sections, 

I discuss the research question findings, and I will convey further analysis and 

examination around what can be learned from the data shared in Chapters IV and V. 

Social, Cultural, and Historical Context that Nurtures and Hinders High-Achieving 

Black Women in OST Programs 

Anchored by research question one, the data analysis described in Chapter IV of 

this study explored the various sociocultural contextual factors that either nurture or 

hinder high-achieving Black women’s engagement in OST programs. As their social, 

cultural, and historical experiences were unpacked, the participants’ stories, letters and 

poems were captured in visual representations to portray the context that impacts their 

engagement, and to provide a thought-provoking display of the findings (see Appendices 

K, L, and M). Jointly, the participants’ artistic reflections endeavored to help future high-

achieving Black women interested in OST enrichment programs, and the administrators 

who run them – to understand lessons they have learned as well as tips for how to 

improve the experience.  
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Two-Generation and Tri-Generational Cultural Influence 

Cultural background had a direct influence on the participants’ OST academic 

enrichment program experiences. The results of this study indicate that cultural context of 

having two-generation and tri-generational support from parents and grandparents, and 

their associated prior education nurtured the engagement of the high-achieving Black 

women in OST programs, whereas lack of adult support or education detracted from their 

engagement. The increased quantity of adults assisting the participants had a positive 

impact on their overall experiences. The current study’s findings echo prior literature that 

links supportive adult-involvement to sustained engagement in OST academic 

enrichment programs (Brown et al., 2018; Chambers, 2009; Hargrave, 2015; Henfield et 

al., 2008; Hodges et al., 2017; Kaul et al.; 2016, Lee et al.; 2015; Plucker & Peters, 

2017). When describing their respective cultural contexts, participants amplified the 

voice of resilience, trust, honesty, futurism, and autonomy as features they encouraged 

their younger self to harness as they enter OST programs. 

Shaped by cultural context, all 12 participants expressed that they engaged in 

three or more types of OST academic enrichment programs, either by the participant’s 

sincere interest, family necessity, or based upon their guardian’s expectations. Within 

Chapter II of this study, I provided a review of literature that highlighted ways in which 

OST program costs may be a deterrent to program OST program participation. This 

current study contradicts that argument, in that the participants of this study still found a 

way to actively engage in three or more OST programs ranging from free to fee based. 

Though participants engaged across OST program types, by in large, the most common 
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OST program type attended by participants was afterschool commuter programs (11), 

followed by weekend commuter (9), then summer residential (4), summer commuter (4), 

and finally, minimal online engagement (1). Despite the majority of the participants’ 

lower income upbringing, participation rates of the high-achieving women in this study 

were sustained primarily through afterschool program participation. In the implications 

for research section, I describe the need for researchers to investigate how and why 

afterschool OST program models focus on low-income students as a target population. 

Overall, the participants’ high involvement suggests there was an element of OST 

program-going-culture within each participant’s family background, and that afterschool 

programs, in particular, appeared to be the mode of OST program engagement that the 

participants’ parent or guardian used as baseline engagement, with any additional 

programs as additives based on their ability to participate. This was a profound 

observation that validates the need for this current study given it serves to investigate 

contextual factors impacting high-achieving Black women’s experiences in non-

traditional educational environments.  

The degree to which the participants’ OST program-going culture correlated to a 

college-going culture varied, and the likelihood was often influenced by generational 

context and social capital. Despite the composition of their household, four out of the 12 

participants indicated they experienced a period where their grandparent was influential 

in both supporting and contributive to the sustainability of their OST program 

engagement. Within Philp and Gill’s (2020) study on the impact of after-school OST 

programs on developing low-income youth interests, identity, and social capital, they 
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found, “Without adults providing encouragement, cajoling students into attending some 

activities or suggesting continued follow-up youth may not access opportunities, for a 

variety of motivational and affective reasons” (p. 22). Given most participants attended 

afterschool OST programs, the findings of this dissertation study corroborate the notion 

that to go a step beyond OST-program going culture to college-going culture, it is often 

impacted by adult-youth relationships. This suggests that parents, guardians, 

administrators, educators, and other community-based gatekeepers play a vital role in 

shaping the experiences of high-achieving Black women, hence the essential nature of 

this study, which outlines how to best support their engagement.  

Of the 12 participants in this study, four identified as coming from two-parent, 

middle-income households, with role models in at least one parent or grandparent holding 

an advanced degree of a masters or doctorate. Seven of the remaining participants came 

from single-parent, low-income backgrounds, and one participant came from a two-

parent, low-income household. Of the eight participants from low-income backgrounds, 

their parents’ highest level of education was middle school (1), high school diploma (2), 

associate degree (1), bachelor’s degree (2), master’s degree (1), and doctorate (1). The 

four participants from low-income backgrounds whose parent(s) did not have a bachelors, 

masters or doctorate all identified as being first-generation college students, and at least 

three of them participated in free OST programs that had a four-six-year commitment of 

mentorship that followed them into college.  

According to data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) for the year 

2020, the median weekly earnings of full-time wage and salary workers 25 years and 
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older by educational attainment equates to $1,457 for those with a Bachelor’s degree or 

higher, $917 for those with some college or associate degree, $781 for high school 

graduates with no college degree, and $608 for those with less than a high school 

diploma. Using this same BLS (2020) data to account for the cultural context of race 

across educational attainment levels, Black individuals’ weekly earnings were $828 in 

comparison to White individuals’ earnings of $1,058. When accounting for the cultural 

context of gender, Black women’s weekly earnings were $813 in comparison to Black 

men making $850, White women making $951 and White men making $1,163.  

Despite being a few years removed from the participants’ adolescent OST 

program experience, when mapping the BLS (2020a, 2020b) data onto the data and 

analysis from this current study related to the participants’ cultural context, I see a direct 

correlation to how the four participants from two-parent, college educated households 

may have experienced less financial constraints to attend fee-based OST programs in 

comparison to the seven participants from single-parent households, even when high 

educational attainment was present.  

This data validates the notion that promoting a college-going culture through OST 

academic enrichment program engagement could lead to higher earnings. Nevertheless, 

the compounding disparities associated with the cultural context of race, gender, 

socioeconomic status, and household composition – all unduly impact high-achieving 

Black women and their potential for higher weekly earnings as adults. Thus, this study 

suggests that for high-achieving Black women, advancing one’s place has meant that 
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despite their mighty efforts toward educational attainment, navigating deeply rooted 

systemic issues are an undercurrent to their OST program experience.  

The findings in this study contend with previous literature outlining OST 

programs as a solution to educational equity issues. To the contrary, based upon this 

study, I contend that OST programs may actually be contributary to achievement, 

excellence and opportunity gaps to the degree its administrators and educators are not 

mindful of – and set up outreach, access, enrollment services, curricular and co-curricular 

mechanisms to – counter the racial, gender and socioeconomic hegemony that 

disproportionately impacts high-achieving Black women. In the implications for practice 

section of this Chapter, I recommend avenues administrators and educators could pursue 

to address this issue.  

Socialization Through Adultification  

As discussed in Chapter IV, the social contexts that influenced the participants in 

this study included the type and dose, or number of OST program(s), as well as the scope 

of their interactions with administrators, educators, and peers. All 12 of the participants 

described various ways they applied their own respective strategic savvy to attend, while 

also navigating high-expectations and multiple commitments. Within the findings, I 

found it intriguing to see that whenever the participants acknowledged a good friend that 

they met at their OST program, it was often only one or two women. Likewise, except for 

one participant, the peers the high-achieving Black women connected with often shared 

with them a Black racial identity. This finding suggests that finding at least one peer they 

could connect with helped to ground the participants and nurture their engagement in the 
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OST program. As shared in the participants’ narratives, finding a sense of protection and 

belonging through peer camaraderie cultivated their engagement, while not adequately 

balancing multiple commitments, expectations, and peer comparisons hinder it. Cloaked 

with these social contexts, within their letter to their younger self, the participants 

amplified the voice of self-care and self-control, authority, belonging, and endurance as 

qualities to look forward to (see Appendix K).  

The biggest cross-cutting issue that I observed in the social context that 

influenced the engagement of high-achieving Black women was the noted frustration 

when adults in their life failed to consider their humanity both as young, aspiring youth 

who needed to process the rapid speed of life events in addition to their academic pursuit. 

Failure of adults to help them strike a balance as adolescence led to the issues of self-

care, exhaustion, and the need for endurance as shared in the participants’ artistic 

reflection letters (see Appendix K). Instead of acknowledging the contextual constraints 

of participants and age appropriateness, the participants described multiple times when 

they felt like prone to childhood adultification of them as high-achieving Black women. 

Burton (2007) describes adultified children as those who “precociously do the ‘heavy 

lifting’ in families (e.g., ‘parenting’ one's parents or siblings) with the intent of meeting a 

specific family need” (p. 331). Within this dissertation study, adultification was seen 

among participants from low-income backgrounds stepping up to performing behaviors 

their parent or guardian typically would, which aligns with Burton’s portrayal given 

adultification was often marked by receiving limited guidance in performing their tasks.  
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On the other hand, childhood adultification can also take shape at the hands of 

OST program administrators and educators through the way they frame expectations for 

high-achieving Black women. To frame this type of adultification, Toliver (2018) states:  

 
Socially constructed perceptions of Black girlhood often represent monolithic and  
stereotypical portrayals, a young Black girl who is independent, innocent, and 
childlike exists beyond the boundaries of common representation. Instead, this 
young Black girl exists in a space of alterity for various members of society. 

 
 
I believe that one-dimensional perception fails to acknowledge the asynchronous 

development in high-achieving Black women as it relates to their age and above level 

academic rigor, because their lived experiences are compounded by socially constructed 

stereotypes about their race, gender, and class. Describing the lack of empathy and never-

ending focus on academic seriousness from her OST program when another Black peer in 

her OST afterschool program tragically died, one of this current study’s participants, 

Lenora acknowledges, “Yeah, college earnings is important, but it's not everything until 

you allow for us to express ourselves in a way that we, I guess, deemed fit for ourselves.” 

Lenora elaborates: 

 
I think the one thing that probably could have been improved upon was when my 
friend died. Um, that's definitely a traumatic experience. And so, I kind of feel as 
if though, like we, as Black women are automatically given the label of strong 
Black woman, even at a young age, like we don't have the room to truly be like 
kids. Um, and so I think that in a way they can be so adult that sometimes the fun 
is, is taken out of it.  
 

 
Participants in this study voiced similar frustration for their unique traumatic 

circumstances or high expectations occurring during the OST program experience. This 
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type of adultification contributes to moments of being othered and robbed of the 

innocence that is often given to their White peers. While there may be a temptation to 

adultify high-achieving Black women due to perceptions of their intellectual capacity, 

administrators and educators within OST programs need to be cognizant of when this 

approach to recruiting, marketing and communications, fundraising efforts, curriculum 

development and program implementation. Further emphasis of these findings is shared 

in the implication for practice section.  

History’s Impact on Present and Future 

Within this study, perhaps the most visceral reflections were the historical 

contexts that influenced the participants’ engagement in their OST programs. Noteworthy 

in their narratives was how references to history of the past, present, and future were used 

to anchor what their sense of place meant as high achieving Black women. History of the 

past that appeared in their artistic letters and verbalized reflections included their 

awareness of slavery and its residue, and additional trauma related to incarceration, or 

death among friends or family. While some of the stated issues were post-traumatic, they 

were all still culturally relevant inputs and perspectives that the participants brought with 

them to their OST programs that informed their overall experience. When retrospectively 

thinking of how they felt during the present day of their OST program engagement, 

participants marked the moment by political elections, teen pregnancy, and social justice 

and civil rights movements that spawned from the untimely murders of Trayvon Martin, 

Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, and other Black individuals at the hands of U.S. police. 

Finally, history of where they see themselves in the future was noted in participant’s 



 259 

respective acknowledgements of being a “legacy of the family” and being reminded that 

“everything you do is for your siblings.” 

The results of this study reveal that whenever there was an insensitivity to the 

history of racial and gender discrimination, such as policing and silencing of self-

expression, the participants’ engagement in OST programs was hindered. Yet, when 

opportunities for activism, expression, and trauma bonding with peers and administrators 

over grief or frustration was available, these factors served to nurture the OST program 

engagement of high-achieving Black women. To capture the essence of the role history 

placed in their lives, the participants amplified their voice of great awakening, 

understanding the harsh reality of life, reassurance, and optimism were salient when 

sharing about historical contexts they want their younger self to be mindful of in 

preparation for OST programs. 

Throughout the data analysis in Chapter IV, I found that the participants’ 

constantly voiced desire for adults to acknowledge issues of resistance due to cultural 

insensitivity, and the need for historical recapping is imperative if one is to do the work 

of social justice. Borrowing from Cowhey (2006), a very warranted question I noticed the 

participants asking in their narratives was, how do we get down to the truth in history (p. 

140)? In the case of this study, the participants got down to the truth by revealing to their 

OST program peers, administrators, and educators the concrete moments when they felt 

systemic racism was perpetuated. For instance, Constance did this when rebutting the 

request to refer to the principal of her afterschool OST program as “headmaster,” and it 

also occurred when Kinza had to express her frustration to her summer residential OST 
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program administrators who somehow thought a field trip to Stone Mountain park with a 

lightshow on a confederate monument was somehow okay. It was through their activism 

of not passively engaging in their OST program, but rather addressing historical 

insensitivity head on – that high-achieving Black women in this study were able to press 

through difficult times in their OST program.  

Historical context was acknowledged in the curricular and engagement model of 

at least three OST program activities. One example occurred when Phillis was selected to 

recite the poem “On Imagination” by Phillis Wheatly, the first African American author 

of a published book, who also was a former slave. Another example occurred when OST 

program administrators sent a gift basket to Audre after learning about her mother’s 

incarceration or the death of a loved one in her family. And finally, attentiveness to 

history was applied by a Black female teacher who challenged Gail not to do an 

assignment about Rosa Parks, but to choose someone like Ida B. Wells, a Black 

American journalist and lesser-known name in U.S. and Black History assignments. 

Despite these examples, which were often facilitated by administrators of color, I found it 

disconcerting to see a dearth of acknowledging history on behalf of some of the OST 

program administrators and educators. Likewise, the task of making administrators aware 

should not be the responsibility of the participants. In the implications for practice 

section, I suggest recommendations to address this observation. 
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Impact of Race and Gender on OST Program Experiences of High-Achieving Black 

Women 

The second, and final research question of this study was explored further in 

Chapter V and aimed to address the impact of race and gender on the experiences of the 

high-achieving Black women participating in OST programs. By applying the data 

collected from artistically reflective letters to their younger selves, and poems about the 

impact of race and gender, the participants amplified their voice, or voice, represented in 

the thematic titles assigned to their writings (see Appendices K, L, and M). In particular, 

the voice of C.U.L.T.U.R.E., Reciprocity, Humanity, The Hustle, Color, Aspiration, 

Validation, Reclamation, Confidence and Awareness, Legacy, and Achievement was 

shared throughout Chapter V and showcased in evocative visual representations of the 

participants’ original poems and found poetry. Collectively, their voice highlighted topics 

that are critical to understanding, supporting, and empowering high-achieving Black 

women, especially when considering the impact of their race and gender in their OST 

program experiences. 

Intersectionality Matters 

Du Bois’ (1903) concept of double-consciousness, or “sense of two-ness” is often 

experienced by Black women at the intersection of their race and gender. Underscoring 

the need to address race and gender collectively, Morris and Perry (2017) share, “Race 

and gender are not simply discrete variables that can be taken apart and added together. 

Instead, the meanings and effects of race occur only through gender, and in turn, the 

meanings and effects of gender occur only through race” (p. 128). Nevertheless, so much 
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more was at play in the participants’ narratives as they described how they tactfully 

navigated their OST program experiences, giving way for a deeper look at multiple other 

aspects of their identity as seen in their personal intersectionality.  

 To address the intersectionality of identity in high-achieving students of color, 

Latz and Adams (2011) wrote a reflective article on social class and giftedness that 

proposes that students labeled as ‘gifted’ are twice oppressed because of the label, and 

the associations of giftedness, as well as the labels associated with their racial identity. 

They claim, “Critical differentiation, or a merger of critical pedagogy and differentiation, 

may become a step toward resolving this conundrum,” because it “requires teachers to 

enter into solidarity with their students through an understanding of students’ academic 

abilities and cultural backgrounds” (Latz & Adams, 2011, p. 782). This former literature 

connects with this present study, given the participants’ highlighted in their narratives 

issues that spanned beyond the traditional ways enrichment programs facilitate 

curriculum based on differentiated proficiency levels, but instead, participants called for 

educators of OST programs to update curriculum and activities to account for aspects of 

their multi-dimensional intersectionality. In other words, high-achieving students 

necessitate not only differentiation in navigating varied pace of academic course loads, 

but also critical differentiation through an attentiveness to how they are navigating with 

the intersectionality of their racial, gender, and class identity. 

 Emphasizing the need to remain awakened through critical differentiation and the 

contextual factor of colorism at play in her experiences with administrators and how the 

pressures of high expectations have impacted her, Ella shares:  
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You gotta stay woke out here. Like, I'm trying to think of how to say it. I'm like, 
There's just so much to unpack, you know, with colorism and being a Black 
woman and you know, people thinking that Black woman, you know, have all the 
answers, you know, and are pit bulls of society. I feel like I hardly mess up. I add 
a lot, but when I make that one mistake, I feel like the sky is falling. You know, 
that's how they make me feel. And I've had to like, literally take myself to the 
bathroom and give myself that pep talk. Like, please just try not to have 
expectations. Like this is a program for gifted people, everyone has bad days, you 
know everybody.  
 
 

Harkening to the theme of “working twice as hard – overextending as superhuman 

superwoman” seen in Chapter V of this study, within this example we see the need for 

educators and administrators of OST programs to be mindful of the symbolic violence 

that may be experienced by high-achieving Black women, as evidenced by the constant 

drip of unreasonably high-expectations. This type of extreme expectation in comparison 

to other racial identities can be perceived as disrespectful by high-achieving Black 

women. Describing the need for more training on respect across racial backgrounds, 

Kinza states:  

 
It's like in order to get any like semblance of respect, like you have to be a master. 
And like it's not even the respect that you deserved because it's not the same 
respect that you would give somebody who was like a White person who was an 
expert in that field. I would add like giving Black women room to not be perfect 
and to just like go into experiences to learn and to provide support for that. I 
really learned it like over the summer, but I think even looking back, it's probably 
been there in all of my experiences. 
 

 
A question is how can educators and administrators remix their curriculum? How can 

their pedagogical efforts and OST program processes, and training turn the tables of 

power structures or disengagement? I provide examples of approaches educators can take 

in the implications for practice section of this dissertation.  
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All 12 participants in this study identified as Black for their racial identity, and 

two participants identifying as mixed-race (Black and Latinx). Regarding gender, all 12 

participants identified as being female with one participant openly adding that they 

identified as queer. The data gathered from this study suggests that all the participants, 

regardless of Black and mixed-race expressed negative experiences of racism and gender 

related discrimination. Of note, the two participants who were of mixed-race reported a 

higher degree of being physically policed by security guards in their schooling 

experiences and reported a higher level of attempting to balance multiple competing tasks 

in comparison to other participants. This occurrence unfortunately aligns with previous 

research related to the ways in which Black individuals and women of color are 

disproportionately policed in various settings, including in educational spaces (Dancy, 

2014; Morris & Perry, 2017; Patton & Ward, 2016). When analyzing this phenomenon in 

the participants’ OST program experience, I connected the ways in which the participants 

of this study were treated to Giroux’s (2006) notion of “politics of disposability,” where 

through the context of their race and gender as Black women, the participants were left to 

“fend for themselves” (p. 174). This should never be the case. Heeding this, it is vital to 

ensure high-achieving women are availed supports to mitigate instances of 

misunderstandings in their conduct and to assist with their overall wellbeing and retention 

in educational programs.  

Representation Matters  

Startling in the participants’ reflections was the notable scarcity of Black 

educators and peers they were exposed to in their K–12 traditional school settings and 
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OST enrichment program settings. At one point in her interview, Gail claimed, “I think 

I've only had two Black female teachers.” To combat further instances of rare racial 

diversity, Constance describes her hopes for OST programs based upon her minimal 

exposures to diverse educators and peers. She states:  

 
Have way more diverse people into the programs because a lot of the times they'll 
have like one or two, just to say that they're culturally diverse. They need to have 
more of a diverse group of students in the program so that we can feel 
comfortable. And then have, I guess teachers or whoever's instructing have them 
to be diverse as well, because that makes an impact. Make it an effort to be more 
diverse and not just put like a sprinkle of a Black woman here and a Black man 
there, like make it more diverse because we're here.  
 

 
While Gail’s reflection simply noted her lightbulb moment of realizing the minimal 

quantity of Black educators, Constance’s reflection reveals how she, like other 

participants began to question the intentionality of OST program administrators, and if 

their intentions of putting a “sprinkle of a Black woman here and a Black man there” had 

her best interest in mind. Lola requests:  

If you have a board of people who are creating these programs, if you are 
targeting these programs to be for like women of color, especially minority 
groups, make sure that there's one person or couple of people who are of those 
identities so that they can give their input so that the students or the participants 
aren't thinking like I'm the only person. So if you're making programs for 
academic enrichment that are targeted towards specific groups, you should be 
having people who are similar to them in all aspects of it so that their voices are 
insured to be heard and represented in program making, mentorship, all of that 
kind of stuff. 
 
 

Accompanying the participants’ disclosure of their awareness of the paucity or dearth of 

Black educators, they often connected female gender representation to their reflection. 

Ella shares:  
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Representation matters. I know we hear it. Listen, at this point, you don't even 
gotta be Black, just get somebody other than White and Asian women at the table! 
Like it is so important to have the people making the decisions to have that same 
life experience as the people that they're making decisions for. Like what will 
make the environment more welcoming. You know?  
 

 
An oddly intriguing juxtaposition surfaced in my review of the research findings related 

to racial and gender representation. Throughout this study’s findings, high-achieving 

Black women were frustrated if they saw racial and gender disparities, and they were also 

dismayed if even when there was some form of representation present in their OST 

program in-person, or in its related marketing and communication materials, it appeared 

to have the air of co-optation or exploitation. Connecting back to this study’s theoretical 

framework, critical race theory, the tenet of interest convergence present in this 

phenomenon supports previous literature about Black culture being co-opted and 

exploited as commodities when it benefits dominant White society (Dancy, 2014; Giroux, 

2015). As such, in the effort to “sprinkle” representation – even if it was through their 

own participation, high-achieving Black women in this study noted there is a need for 

OST academic enrichment programs to strike a balance in fostering representation that is 

genuine, consistent, and is well intended with Black women’s interests in mind.  

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

Resist the Temptation for Adultification  

 This critical arts-based qualitative study on high-achieving Black women and 

their sociocultural experiences in OST academic enrichment programs may have 

implications for practice as administrators and educators in these programs seek to 

improve the experiences of high-achieving Black students. Within this study participants 
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expressed how though they were confident in their abilities, they often found themselves 

working twice as hard, overextending themselves, and hustling to either compensate for 

societal barriers they experienced at the confluence of their race, gender, and 

socioeconomic status.  

 Beyond desiring for OST program administrators to acknowledge their 

intersectionality as well as their proven accomplishments, participants expressed a similar 

frustration for when administrators did not consider their unique traumatic circumstances 

or calibrate high expectations during the OST program experience. Given this, 

practitioners should first, humanize their participants, with emphasis on the treatment of 

their Black students when designing OST program content and strategic priorities. For 

instance, OST programs should apply empathy to their engagement strategies and shift 

from a never-ending focus on academic seriousness. By apply the lessons learned from 

this current study to their strategies of engagement, OST academic program 

administrators and educators can resist the temptation of adultification or expecting 

unreasonable adult-like standards from their Black female participants who are also 

trying to navigate life as adolescents at the confluence of systemic hurdles associated 

with their race and gender.  

Provide Early and Sustained Access to Academic Enrichment 

The results of this study underscore how imperative it is to provide access to 

quality academic enrichment in both early and sustained ways. The participants’ 

narratives emphasized that early engagement is often linked to adult gatekeepers to 

advocate for them until they reach a mature age to make certain decisions for themselves. 
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Hinting at the fact that early and sustained engagement does not happen in a vacuum, 

Misty shares: 

 
I don't know, many 12-year-olds, that are going to go look for, um, you know, a 
program that's gonna develop them on a business level. That's gonna develop 
them on a professional level, or like, you're not going to see many kids going to 
search for literature or PSAT prep classes. It's kind of something that has to be 
influenced. And I feel like the influencers are going to be, our teachers it's going 
to come from our, board. It's like, it really should be implemented that every kid 
that's through middle school through high school should have the opportunity to 
have a whole bunch of pamphlets to resources, to choose from, to being involved 
in the outside enrichment, especially for young Black women. And because 
there's just so many capabilities with every race and every gender and all genders, 
but if you don't find anything that you can relate to, then you're probably not 
going to pursue it. 
 
 

Misty’s commentary highlights how the learning imperative should not rest solely on the 

student, but on “the influencers” who need to push out more awareness and access to 

quality in-school and OST educational programming. In short, she emphasizes the adage, 

“knowledge is power.”  

The results of this study also revealed that sustained engagement is often linked to 

student interest, peer relationships and passion for the project or program type. 

Specifically, high-achieving Black women in this study shared how early engagement is 

connected to the degree to which there is financial ability, time management, knowledge 

of what educational enrichment opportunities exist and strategic savviness for how to 

access them.  

Access to OST enrichment can come in many forms, including proactively 

establishing educational enrichment opportunities in communities that have historically 

had limited resources. Tamika’s single-parent mother drove her over 45-60 minutes to 
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attend her gifted and talented charter school. She also noted how her mother relied on the 

afterschool OST programs hosted there to both provide adult supervision and coverage 

while she worked late hours, and to supplement the enrichment she was not experiencing 

in her under-resourced hometown. Describing her desire to pay it forward, as well as a 

priority she hopes OST programs will take in their effort to provide access to rigorous 

academic programming, Tamika shares:  

 
My focus for the future would be to help students that were like me, who maybe 
didn't live on, you know, the richest side of town, you know, but I should still be 
offered the opportunity to get a rich education, the same way that students who 
live the fancier side of town were able to get. And if it hadn't been for the gifted 
programs at the school that I went to, I wouldn't be able to have, well, I might not 
be able to be in the school that I'm at now. I'm not saying that my school is better 
than any other school, but for me, this is like it's an academically challenging 
school, which is something that I personally was looking for in a college. So, um, 
I feel like just allowing kids the opportunity to get the highest education. So, they 
don't feel limited in the schools that they can go to or the career paths or 
education that they can get in the future. 

 
 
Tamika poignantly makes the point that she does not fully endorse a requirement for 

families to search outside of their hometown to find a “rich education,” but rather, she 

expresses her frustration that the educational system is not structured in a manner that 

ensures a quality and resourced education is accessible no matter one’s location and 

positionality. This further punctuates the need for educational administrators and 

educators, and policy makers to avail school time and OST enrichment programs in an 

equitable, early and sustained fashion.  
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Build Trust Through Intentional and Consistent Parent Engagement and Advocacy 

A critical recommendation for practice is to ensure that educators and 

administrators identify multiple effective methods for both engaging parents of high-

achieving Black women and advocating for their needs. This is important for all aspects 

of the educational experience and has even more weight for OST programs, which often 

require parents to know how to navigate school, make sacrifices and grant trust of their 

child to another adult for an extended period, and in some cases, at a geographic distance. 

The mothers of high-achieving Black women were notably the most discussed by the 

participants, followed by one or more grandparents, which suggests that OST programs 

may benefit providing tools, resources and advocacy to adults in the women’s lives at the 

two-generational (2-Gen) and tri-generational (3-Gen) level. 

While some high-achieving Black women acknowledged that their 2-Gen or 3-

Gen parent advocated for them, at least half of the 12 participants in this study described 

how they had to advocate for themselves to compensate for their family’s limitations. 

Shortcomings that may have deterred direct parental support of OST program 

engagement ranged from limited time, availability, presence, literacy, interest in their 

OST program interests, and funding. Designing advocacy tools and resources that help to 

offset those limitations is recommended to facilitate equity in the OST program model. 

Hence, intentionality to the targeted advocacy needs and consistency in 2-Gen and 3-Gen 

parent engagement is necessary for practitioners to establish and maintain trust. 

This current study offers critical insight that challenges practitioners to lift the 

stones in their program model to know where their expertise stops and ends as it relates to 
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meeting the needs of high-achieving Black women with varied aspects of 

intersectionality. As shared in the participant’s reflections, there is no one-size-fits-all 

model in supporting their growth and development at the intersection of their race and 

gender, especially as issues happening in the social and political climate may also impact 

their experiences. Thus, it is recommended that practitioners find ways to partner with 

other organizations that can help address gaps in the OST program and services as a 

means to add to the portfolio of opportunities participants can be connected to that 

address their unique needs.  

Incorporate Culturally Responsive Training and Increase Racial Representation  

More culturally responsive training for practitioners as well as increased outreach 

recruitment and racial representation of Black participants and staff is tremendously 

needed for high-achieving Black women to thrive in OST academic enrichment 

programs. Between race and gender, race appeared to be a primary anchor of identity 

whenever participants of this study shared about what their sense of place meant while 

they were in their OST program. This corroborates Ogbu’s (2004) discussions on racial 

identity. Ogbu states: 

 
The racial identity formed during slavery has continued to influence Black 
perceptions of and responses to White treatment to this day. In my ethnographic 
research in Black communities, I have often found that regardless of social class 
and gender, Black Americans tend to code their experiences with White 
Americans and with social institutions in terms of race, and not class or gender. 
(p. 8).  
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Similarly, the findings in this current study emphasized how the deep roots of slavery and 

its impact on socially constructed notions of race tend to take lead as systems to contend 

with in a cross-cutting way in comparison to issues of social class and gender. 

While culturally responsive training should be present in any educational setting, 

it is critically important to have it present in cases there is lack of racial representation 

that reflects the make-up of program participants. Recruiting and hiring Black students 

and staff across the gender continuum is needed, and for high-achieving Black women, 

ensuring they can see themselves in the individuals who are working with them should be 

top of mind for practitioners.  

 Culturally responsive training is critical to each practitioners’ development, and 

the tertiary impact of that applied learning can help high-achieving Black women 

navigate aspects of their racial and gender identity in tandem with their pursuit of 

academic excellence. As shared by participants in this study, the responsibility should not 

always rest on high-achieving Black women to alert their educator when the curriculum 

design or co-curricular field trip outing is insensitive to their racial or gender diversity. 

Rather, practitioners should take time to develop their own critical consciousness that can 

also inform how they can best support their students. Regarding strategies that should be 

present in training content, when attending to the needs of high-achieving and culturally 

diverse students, Ford and Whiting (2016) propose: 

 
Strategies ought to address not only social and emotional issues but also racial 
identity and pride, peer pressures, sense of belonging with their classmates, 
academic self-concept (e.g., imposter syndrome), low expectations and 
stereotypes as being less capable and unworthy. (p. 123)  
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Indeed, a multifaceted approach is necessary to account for ways systems, history, 

individual and social dynamics shape the experiences of high-achieving Black women.  

Remix the Curriculum: Arts-Based Critical Literacy and Critical Differentiation 

This study revealed there is a need to remix the curriculum for working with high-

achieving Black women, by acknowledging and helping them to navigate aspects of their 

racial and gender identity. To do this, practitioners are encouraged to not merely 

differentiate curriculum toward ability and interest, but also by applying critical 

differentiation – a merger of critical pedagogy and differentiation that takes into 

consideration the associations of high-achievement along with labels connected to other 

aspects of identity, like race (Latz & Adams, 2011). Critical pedagogy necessitates 

intentional and mutual openness to dialectical engagement, acknowledging curriculum as 

fluid, not static, and that students have capacity to contribute to the quest for 

understanding just as much as educators. In speaking of efforts to foster this type of 

critical consciousness with students, Dando (2017) suggests, “This isn’t an intervention, 

it’s a reinvention” (p. 28). I believe it is critical to make this distinction because 

“intervention” can imply there is a malfunction, as if something is wrong with students, 

whereas “reinvention” embraces what exists in students – their distinctive identity, 

sociocultural inputs and potential.  

One of the ways a reinvention, or remix of pedagogical approaches can be done is 

through promoting arts-based critical literacy. Critical literacy requires that students 

begin to interrogate the dominant narrative and how this storyline subjugates their own. 

They need to consider how the various aspects of their identities have been exploited in 
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order to protect and perpetuate a plotline that advantages certain groups of people over 

others. While this level of criticality may take time to refine, practitioners do not have to 

start from scratch. In speaking about ways to promote a 2.0 or remixed version of 

culturally relevant pedagogy, Ladson-Billings (2014) recommends for practitioners to 

promote the opportunity for students to rely on the day-to-day experiences associated 

with their identities, to help them shift from getting "stuck in very limited and superficial 

notions of culture” (p. 77). As demonstrated in the multimodal methods of critical poetic 

inquiry applied in this study, through the artistic reflection letter activity, and original 

poetry writing, arts-based critical literacy can be one avenue to address this concern. 

Therefore, the findings in this study suggest that arts-based critical literacy and the 

application of CPI can be a helpful curricular remix for practitioners to use when 

engaging deeply with high-achieving Black women in a manner that lets them express 

themselves cathartically, promote critical consciousness for themselves and others, while 

also contributing to the overall educational process.  

Implications and Recommendations for Research 

Investigate Impact and Experiences of In-Person Versus Online OST Enrichment  

All participants in this study highlighted in-person afterschool, weekend, and 

summer residential programs as the type of OST enrichment they engaged in as 

adolescents, with rare sharing about the impact of online OST programs. Likewise, the 

majority of the 12 participants self-disclosed that their OST program experiences 

occurred in middle and high school, with less than 4 describing their time during 

elementary school years. While this disclosure may have been due to their ability to 
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remember moments of the past closer to their age of 18–24, there remains an opportunity 

for future research to investigate OST program experiences of high-achieving Black 

women during elementary school years. With the realities of limited in-person 

interactions due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, future research on high-achieving 

Black women could benefit from a focus on the degree to which their race and gender are 

impacted by online programs in comparison to in-person programs.  

Compare the Efficacy of In-Person versus Online Critical Arts-Based Qualitative 

Research  

Due to the fact this study took place amid peak death-counts and hospitalizations 

associated with the COVID-19 global pandemic, I had to abide by strict restrictions to 

travel and in-person gathers. Under these circumstances, while participants and I 

acknowledged video-based conferencing was the best approach to promote physical 

safety during our interview and focus group sessions, it remains to be understood how 

this separation may have psychologically limited their verbal openness, comfort-level, 

and interpersonal sharing. For the focus group, in particular, which featured the 

participants writing and then reciting in spoken word their original poems, I am left 

wondering if higher-level processing of their experiences as high-achieving Black women 

in OST programs would have been disclosed if we were all in-person versus online for 

the session. Under these circumstances, considerable proactive communication in the 

form of email, text message and follow-up phone calls, as well as proficient technological 

understanding of shared word processing and video-conferencing tools were necessary to 

mediate physical and psychological constraints.  
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Explore More Aspects of Intersectionality and Its Influence on OST Enrichment  

Beyond race, gender, class, physical appearance, and geographic region, there 

was limited self-disclosure among participants regarding intersectionality associated with 

neurodiversity or disability. The closest additional intersectionality came in the form of 

one participant sharing about their queer sexual orientation, and half of the 12 

participants briefly referenced their religious affiliation of Muslim, Catholic, Christian, 

and general church going culture. The concept of twice-exceptional, frequently 

abbreviated as “2e,” has been used to refer to high-achieving students with one or more 

form of disability (Latz & Adams, 2011). Acknowledging the late researcher Dr. James 

Gallagher’s contributions to literature focused on addressing concerns for “gifted learners 

beyond academics,” Siegle (2015) claims, “Twice-exceptional students, more than any 

other population, are at the edges of the educational system” (p. 60). Due to the paucity 

of disclosure of neurodiversity or disability parallel to the participants’ identity as high-

achieving Black women, future studies may benefit from further exploration on how 2e 

Black women navigate their OST enrichment program experiences. 

Extend Research on Ways to Combat the Hidden Curriculum 

After hearing the 12 participants of this study discuss how knowledge and 

achievement was legitimated by their OST academic enrichment programs, I am left 

wondering, how can educators and practitioners minimize, mitigate, or help students 

navigate the hidden curriculum? While OST enrichment programs occur beyond the 

confines of school, perhaps one way to combat hidden curriculum is through leveraging 

the formal curriculum to infuse critical reflection questions into activities. This could 
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help students of all backgrounds gain more meaning making and foster culturally relevant 

engagement unique to their diverse perspectives.  

Empowered by concepts in the field of cultural foundations, counterhegemonic 

approaches can be fostered in out of school academic enrichment programs by finding 

room for tactical alliances, considering interest convergence, exposing the hidden 

curriculum, learning how to navigate dominant habitus, and shifting from common sense 

to good sense through promoting critical consciousness. The field of cultural foundations 

challenges educators to enact social justice by redirecting individuals to think in more 

sociologically mindful ways about access and inclusion. Research Questions worth 

asking as it relates to OST academic enrichment programs are, “What are additional 

alternatives? What issues are never discussed? Whose interests are being served? What 

will the consequences be if I disregard the humanity of others just to be accepted here?” 

(Schwalbe, 2017, pp. 87, 91, 201, 205). If some of these questions and prompts were 

asked more routinely, this may help to disrupt hegemonic power structures through the 

promotion of critical consciousness and social justice. 
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What My Sense of Place Meant in This Study 
 

Figure 6.1 Paris’ Poem: Voice of an Intellect 
 

 

I end this dissertation like the introduction to my positionality in Chapter I by 

sharing an original poem entitled, “Voice of the Perpetual Student” (see Appendix L), 

about my personal understanding of what my place meant as a high-achieving Black 

woman who has participated in K–12 OST programs. Admittedly, it was difficult to 

compartmentalize my racing thoughts about my own experience as a poet, former OST 

program attendee and practitioner of such programs.  

Beyond acknowledging my own race and gender as a Black woman, throughout 

the research process and correspondence, I could see that the participants were at ease 

speaking with me partially due to me being forthcoming about how my background with 

OST programs connects to theirs in the recruitment stage, as well as how my background 
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as a poet during the arts-based data collection stage. While I resonated greatly, I reserved 

the temptation to oversaturate or skew the interviews and artistic reflections by sharing 

too much of my journey. A demonstration of that balance is seen in the short nature of 

my own poems, like “Voice of an Intellect,” an effort that was inspired by the brief, yet 

potent content in Ella’s original poem, “Voice of Achievement” (see Appendix L).  

I experienced two personal epiphanies as a result of engaging in this study. First, 

as expressed in my narrative within Chapters II and III, I was originally ambivalent about 

taking a strong stance on critiquing the ties I had with fee-based OST programs given I 

worked for one at the time of the study. I often wrote with philosophical commentary, 

rather than acknowledging practical examples of the cyclic nature of systems of classism, 

racism, and sexism perpetuated in OST programs. While OST academic enrichment 

programs were built to accelerate learning by connecting students with resources, thought 

leaders and experts in varied trades, they simultaneously accelerate biased alignment 

toward dominant culture norms.  

I began Chapter I of this study by asking a philosophical question, “Why should 

one engage in advanced academic programs that are fundamentally exclusionary?” As 

unveiled in the data analysis chapters IV and V of this study, the high-achieving Black 

women in this study paradoxically embraced the “exclusive” habitus that comes with 

admission, while simultaneously acknowledging their frustrations with navigating the 

hidden curriculum and the “exclusionary” nature of their engagement in OST programs. 

The participants’ responses shared in their interviews and artistic reflections (see 

Appendices J, K, and L) made me understand that as a former participant of such 



 280 

programs, I too was not alone in feeling the tension between this form of development. 

With this in mind, I can confidently respond to the question posed in my positionality 

statement in Chapter I of this study regarding why my mother went through great lengths 

to get me admitted and travel to a gifted and talented (GT) magnet school outside of my 

neighborhood school jurisdiction. It was not necessarily just because of her desire to have 

me around people, as I shared in Chapter I, “Who looked like us in hue and was from the 

community we knew,” but also because of the internalized the false consciousness that 

social construct of gifted education is necessary to succeed.  

The results of this study further emphasize that all students have high potential. 

Quality education should be offered universally to all students so all students can grow 

and develop at their own pace. Through analyzing the findings through the methods of 

Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) and the theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT), I can unequivocally attest that differentiated education should not necessitate 

hierarchical separation, but instead, equitable access to resourced learning opportunities 

in traditional school day learning environments. This can be actualized by having 

educators, administrators, and researchers actively work to mitigate the perpetuation of 

shape-shifted versions of antiliteracy movements, perceptions of meritocracy and the 

undermining of the ability of Black and Brown individuals along the gender continuum, 

and those from low-income, rural, high-poverty, or under-resourced communities. 

The second personal epiphany I had because of this study was that I am a poet-

researcher. I had never thought of myself in that way before. Seeing this term illustrated 

in the community-engaged research of Davis (2021) and the incorporation of poetry into 
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research methods only served to germinate the seeds of my potential as a rising scholar. 

Like the various epiphanic moments I experienced throughout this study, I cannot help 

but think about what the process of letter writing, original poetry writing and recitation 

among other high-achieving Black women meant for the personal development of this 

study’s 12 participants (see Appendices K, L, and M).  

Beyond considering my experience and how it relates to the participants of this 

study, I also offer reflections of what my sense of place has meant as a now functional 

researcher in the field of cultural foundations. Borrowing from feminist scholars 

Anzaldúa and Keating (2002), I liken the landscape of cultural foundations to a field of 

shifting tectonic plates. Ever moving and evolving, the geographical terrain is distinct due 

to the multidimensional range of academic disciplines. Elaborating on this, Tozer and 

Butts (2010) state: 

 
Foundations of Education refers to a broadly-conceived field of educational study 
that derives its character and methods from a number of academic disciplines, 
combinations of disciplines, and area studies, including: history, philosophy, 
sociology, anthropology, religion, political science, economics, psychology, 
cultural studies, gender studies, comparative and international education, 
educational studies, and educational policy Studies. (p. 6)  
 

 
As someone with an educational background in exercise physiology, psychology, and 

higher education administration, I have appreciated how cultural foundations has 

welcomed me and my eclectic academic background as I entered its territory in graduate 

school. Likewise, I have grown tremendously as I embrace cultural foundations’ focus on 

historical context, society, humanity, and philosophical interpretation rather than just 

scientific specificity. Fertile with diversity of thought and perspective, the soil within the 
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landscape of cultural foundations is edifying and is rich with the methodological tools 

used in this study to compose and decompose meaning as it intersects with other bodies 

of literature associated with academic excellence, gifted education, and talent 

development among high-achieving Black women. In describing cultural foundations, 

past American Educational Studies Association (AESA) president, Kathy Hytten (2018) 

shares: 

 
As part of working toward a more just world, we study the ways systems and 
institutions reproduce power and privilege, reflect on who benefits and who is 
marginalized in such systems, and work to change these systems so as to reduce 
suffering, create opportunities, equitably distribute resources, sustain ethical 
relationships, and empower individuals and groups to act as agents in their own 
lives and worlds. (p. 103) 
 

 
As I reflect on Hyttten’s reminder, this current study employed justice-oriented 

methodological approach of critical poetic inquiry (CPI), and through this, participants 

were empowered to “act as agents in their own lives and worlds” through articulating 

their awareness of power and privilege, while also working to educate OST program 

administrators, educators, policy makers, and other key community stakeholders about 

opportunities to “equitably distribute resources.” My endeavor to apply CPI was 

intentional. This study draws parallels between the questioning of rigor and legitimacy in 

critical arts-based qualitative approaches in comparison to the quantitative sciences, as 

well as the questioning of intelligence and academic excellence that has been applied 

historically to communities of color, in comparison to White society.  

Similarly, in grounding my study with the theoretical framework of critical race 

theory (CRT), I was able to consider the ways the participants’ narratives provided 
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counter storytelling, skepticism of liberalism or color blind perspectives, and exposure to 

the shape-shifting permanence of racism seen in the education system. Speaking on how 

artistic forms assist with mediating understanding, Eisner (1997) shares, “Works of art 

enable us to know something about feeling that cannot be revealed in literal scientific 

statements” (p. 6). Connecting art to the ideas of educational reform and cultural 

relevance is nostalgic of early education and simultaneously a palatable construction and 

delivery of new ways of knowing as it relates to academic excellence of high-achieving 

Black women. 

Given the profound contributions the field of cultural foundations can offer to 

bodies of literature focused on gifted education, talent development and academic 

excellence, if I were ever asked, “Would you take on the job of engaging in this type of 

critical arts-based qualitative research again?” I would respond with a resounding, 

“Yes!” Through engaging in this study, I have learned the importance of not shying away 

from doing this job. Taking an advocacy position to support traditionally marginalized 

communities is a “moral imperative” (Darder et al., 2017, p. 7), and this call to action 

served to undergird my drive to share insight in service to this study’s 12 participants.  

It is hard to conceptualize that throughout the various stages of this study, I was 

faced with many obstacles, ranging from the onset of the COVID-19 global pandemic 

and the uproar of social justice marches across the United States as a result of the 

publicly viewed 8 minute and 46 second death of another unarmed Black man, when a 

White officer hand-cuffed, and pinned his knee to George Floyd’s neck for that period of 

time (Bennett et al., 2020). With these instances happening during the recruitment, data 
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collection and data analysis stages of this study, navigating the travel restrictions, social-

distance, loss of life, and heightened emotions associated with racial disparities of two 

pandemics seen in healthcare and racial inequities, I had to enact a great deal of 

endurance and empathy throughout this study, even when I personally felt a sense of 

emotional belatedness.  

Nevertheless, in the moments when I questioned my capability to do this crucial 

job of seeing this research study to completion, I was comforted to know that the 

minimum qualification is a desire to enact social justice. Kanpol (1998) encourages us, 

“Anyone has a right to struggle for democracy, from whatever social class position one is 

situated in. As long as the intent is for social justice, then who cares” (n.p.). Doing the 

work of this dissertation study within the field of cultural foundations – an equal 

opportunity employer, I am proud to have had the chance to help amplify the voices of 

high-achieving Black women in this critical arts-based qualitative study to contribute a 

deeper understanding of their experiences in OST academic enrichment programs in a 

manner that accounts for the social, cultural, historical, gender and racial context.  

Conclusion 

Numerous peer-reviewed research studies, books and articles explore the 

experiences of students in K–12 OST academic enrichment programs (see Callahan et al., 

2017, Enerson, 1993; Hodges et al., 2017; Kaul et al., 2016; Kaul et al., 2015; Lee et al., 

2015; Lee et al., 2009; Miller & Gentry, 2010; Olszewski-Kubilius & Lee, 2004; Plucker 

& Peters, 2017). Nevertheless, the experience of high-achieving Black students depicted 

is often a drowned-out voice as a small number within a large sample size in comparison 
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to other racial demographics in the study, and often when they are well represented, their 

racial characteristics are conflated with an association to low-income socioeconomic 

status. While many studies pose profound ways of thinking about equity and access, it is 

problematic when the voices and lived experiences are either drowned out or 

misrepresented.  

While there is a plethora of research focused on the experiences of high-achieving 

Black students in general education settings (see Baldwin, 1987a, 1987b; Bond, 1959; 

Carter, 2012; Carter, 2008; Cumings Mansfield, 2016; Du Bois, 1903; Ford, 1992, 2010, 

2013, 2014; Ford et al., 2008a, 2008b; Ford et al., 2011; Ford & Whiting, 2016; Frasier, 

1977, 1978; Frasier & McCannon, 1981; Graham & Anderson, 2008; Tabron & 

Chambers, 2019; Wiggan, 2014; Witty & Jenkins, 1934), few studies solely investigate 

the sociocultural contextual experiences of high-achieving Black students in OST 

academic enrichment programs (see Brown et al., 2018; Chambers, 2009; Cooley et al., 

1991; Hargrave, 2015; Henfield et al., 2008; Young & Young, 2018a, 2018b). This 

nimble offering underscores that there is also a paucity of research that focuses solely on 

the experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST programs.  

Finally, because of the common partiality toward quantitative research to drive 

evidence-based rationale for updates to policy, programming, and priorities, my 

revolutionary act of engaging in a critical-arts based qualitative study was intentional, 

and adjoins former research related to the use of poetry in research methods (see Bearder, 

2015; Bishop & Willis, 2014; Cahnmann-Taylor, 2009; Certo, 2015; Davis, 2021; 

Görlich, 2019; Janesick, 2016; Prendergast, 2009, 2015; Prendergast et al., 2009; Rose, 
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2016; Weibe, 2015; Weibe et al., 2016). In my review of the literature, there are no 

current or prior research studies that apply critical arts-based qualitative and critical 

poetic inquiry research methods to explore the experiences of high-achieving Black 

women in OST academic enrichment programs. Resultantly, this study undoubtedly adds 

to the body of research associated with gifted and talented programs, OST academic 

enrichment, and notions of academic excellence and achievement among Black women.  

To contribute a new portal of possibility for research analysis of high-achieving 

Black women, this study incorporated 12 individual interviews and two separately 

attended focus groups and featured artistic reflection activities of letter writing, original 

poetry writing and spoken word (see Appendices A, B, C, D, and E). The analysis and 

presentation of the findings demonstrates how the participants worked to deconstruct 

socially constructed notions of high-achievement, Blackness and womanhood. The 

findings and its analysis also portray thought-provoking visual representations of their 

letters, original poems and found poetry that reveal the impact of sociocultural context, 

race, and gender on their overall engagement in OST academic enrichment programs (see 

Appendices K, L, and M).  

Scholars have noted the need for expanding research into multidimensional 

notions of achievement that also accounts for varied traits, skills, abilities, and sources of 

motivation, while also challenging mono-dimensional deficit frameworks and one-size-

fits-all models of working with students (Griffin, 2009; Reis & Renzulli, 2010; Scott, 

2017). This critical arts-based qualitative study answers the call to action to apply 

multidimensionality by exploring on sociocultural context, undergirded by a theoretical 
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framework of Critical Race Theory (CRT), and by employing the methodological 

framework of Critical Poetic Inquiry (CPI) to magnify the perspectives of high-achieving 

Black women in polyvocal ways.  

The six CRT tenets related to – the permanence of racism, Whiteness as property, 

critique of liberalism, interest convergence, acknowledging intersectionality, counter-

storytelling and acknowledging intersectionality – manifested in the participants’ 

narratives and yielded new ways to think about what notions of achievement for high-

achieving Black women. This study offers vital insight into the influence of race and 

gender on the experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST programs, as well as 

acknowledgement of the sociocultural contexts that may hinder or nurture their 

engagement. Delgado and Stefancic (2013) caution, “If racial oppression has material and 

cultural roots, attacking only its ideational or linguistic expression is apt to do little for 

the underlying structures of inequality” (p. 107). This admonishment connected to the six 

tenets of CRT outlined in Chapters II, III and IV relates to how this the analysis and 

findings in this study can serve to address the root of issues before more emerge. 

Ladson-Billings (2014) offers a creative analogy of framing culturally relevant 

pedagogy as a “2.0,” similar to an upgrade to an application on one’s internet enabled 

mobile device, with “2.0” denoting the way in which traditional ways of educating could 

be remixed. Ladson-Billings claims, “The notion of a remix means that there was an 

original version and that there may be more versions to come, taking previously 

developed ideas and synthesizing them to create new and exciting forms” (pp. 75–76). 

Thus, critical pedagogical approaches through poetic engagement help to add a new 
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version or rendition to educational conditions, and in this way, both students and 

educators can play a role in remixing. By being intentional in the effort of shifting from 

uniform to unique and remixed ways of knowing, this study extends culturally relevant 

awareness about the experiences of high-achieving Black women in OST programs.  

Throughout my engagement in the research process and as I corresponded with 

the participants, I often found myself reflecting on my own upbringing and context that 

applied to my identity as a high-achieving Black student navigating OST program 

experiences. It takes a great deal of energy to constantly clarify misconceptions 

associated with what it means to be high achieving, Black and a woman. More 

importantly, given OST program experiences often happen in one’s formative years, 

great effort and attention is necessary to not be shaped prematurely or inadequately by 

socially constructed stereotypes and expectations that may differ from other races and 

genders. As shared in the participants’ collective amplified voices, responsibility should 

not fall solely on the student, but on the administrators, educators and key stakeholders 

invested in the development of academic enrichment programs.  

Important implications were revealed in this study that inform recommendations 

for practice as administrators, educators, and policy makers endeavor to improve the 

experiences of high-achieving Black women engaged in OST programs. First, scholarship 

programs, adult support, and information about financial aid processes were found to help 

high-achieving Black women and their families engage in OST enrichment programs. 

Secondly, a focus on training OST program staff to be culturally responsive in their 

curriculum and activity offerings and hiring more staff of color is needed to help address 
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the participant’s desire for increased representation connected to their racial identity and 

sense of belonging. Finally, students, families, educators, and administrators may find 

artistic reflection as a compelling way to help boost morale, sense of self and to provide 

culturally relevant counter-stories to notions of high achievement for Black women. 

Taken together, the recommendations and implications for research and practice that 

emerged through further excavation in this critical arts-based qualitative dissertation 

study can lead toward (re)designing relevant OST enrichment programming, resources, 

and services for high-achieving Black women.  
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APPENDIX A. 
 

SCRIPT FOR RECRUITMENT IN-PERSON 
 
 
I hope you are well. My name is Paris Andrew, and I am a Ph.D. Candidate in the Educational 
Leadership/Cultural Foundations department at the University of North Carolina Greensboro.  I 
am also a full-time professional who works as a practitioner in gifted and talented education and 
pre-college programs, namely Duke TIP. 
I am approaching you because I am doing an IRB approved study to learn about the academic, 
cultural, and social experiences of high-achieving Black women who attended out-of-school 
enrichment programs at any point during their K-12 education. I am also hoping to learn about 
the role that race and/or gender has played in their experiences in these environments. I am 
writing in hopes that you can assist (or connect me with someone who can assist) me in 
recruiting participants for my dissertation research study. 

Individuals must identify as high-achieving Black women between 18-24 years of age to 
participate. If the individual agreed to be in the study, I would ask them to participate in an online 
individual interview with me that lasts no longer than 90 minutes. Following the interview, they 
would engage in an artistic reflection activity on their own that entails them writing a letter of 
reflection. Finally, I would invite them to participate in a focus group with 5-6 other participants 
that lasts no longer than 90 minutes, and during that time, they would write an original poem 
about their experience as Black women who have participated in OST programs. All interviews 
would be conducted virtually using a combination of online video conference software (i.e. 
Zoom), digital word processing software (i.e. Microsoft Word and/or Google Documents), and 
through phone and email communication. 

Please note, I have secured IRB approval from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. 
If needed, I can email you this overview, as well as my recruitment flyer. 

If you know someone who may be interested in participating in this research study, can you 
connect me with them? I’ve found the following approaches to be helpful: 

●      You can send a connection email message to the individual(s) who may qualify 
for my study with me CC’d, and I can take it from there by following up with them 
if they are interested. 
●      You can share my flyer in your email(s), social media, or newsletter(s) to 
potential participants for this study, and you can encourage those interested to 
email me at pnandre2@uncg.edu or call me on my mobile device at 919-346-6809. 
●      Finally, if there are any other networks you’d like to encourage me to look into 
to find more participants for my study, feel free to let me know. 

 Thanks in advance for any assistance you can provide. Kindest Regards, Paris Andrew 
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APPENDIX B. 
 

SCRIPT FOR RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
 
 
Hi XXXX,  
 
I hope this message finds you well. My name is Paris Andrew, and I am a Ph.D. Candidate in the 
Educational Leadership/Cultural Foundations department at the University of North Carolina 
Greensboro.  I am also a full-time professional who works as a practitioner in gifted and talented 
education and pre-college programs, namely Duke TIP.  
 
I am contacting you because I am doing an IRB approved study to learn about the academic, 
cultural, and social experiences of high-achieving Black women who attended out-of-school 
enrichment programs at any point during their K-12 education. I am also hoping to learn about 
the role that race and/or gender has played in their experiences in these environments. I am 
writing in hopes that you can assist (or connect me with someone who can assist) me in 
recruiting participants for my dissertation research study.  
 
Individuals must identify as high-achieving Black women between 18-24 years of age to 
participate. If the individual agreed to be in the study, I would ask them to participate in an online 
individual interview with me that lasts no longer than 90 minutes. Following the interview, they 
would engage in an artistic reflection activity on their own that entails them writing a letter of 
reflection. Finally, I would invite them to participate in a focus group with 5-6 other participants 
that lasts no longer than 90 minutes, and during that time, they would write an original poem 
about their experience as Black women who have participated in OST programs. All interviews 
would be conducted virtually using a combination of online video conference software (i.e. 
Zoom), digital word processing software (i.e. Microsoft Word and/or Google Documents), and 
through phone and email communication. 
 
Please note, I have secured IRB approval from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro.  
I have attached my recruitment flyer for your easy reference.  
 
If you know someone who may be interested in participating in this research study, can you 
connect me with them? I’ve found the following approaches to be helpful: 

● You can send a connection message to the individual(s) who may qualify for my 
study with me CC’d, and I can take it from there with following up with them if 
they are interested. 

● You can share my flyer in your email(s), social media, or newsletter(s) to potential 
participants for this study, and you can encourage those interested to email me 
at pnandre2@uncg.edu or call me on my mobile device at 919-346-6809.  

● Finally, if there are any other networks you’d like to encourage me to look into to 
find more participants for my study, feel free to let me know.  

 
Thanks in advance for any assistance you can provide. 
Kindest Regards, 
Paris Andrew 
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APPENDIX C. 
 

WHAT THEIR PLACE MEANT RECRUITMENT FLYER 
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APPENDIX D. 
  

SCRIPT FOR LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN ONLINE  
 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW 
 
 
Hello XXXX,  

I hope this email finds you well. Your name was given to me by XXXXX for the purpose of an 
arts-based qualitative research study I am in the process of conducting for my dissertation. It's a 
pleasure to e-meet you! 

My name is Paris Andrew, and I am a PhD candidate in the Educational Leadership/Cultural 
Foundations department at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. I am also a full-time 
professional who works as a practitioner in gifted and talented education and pre-college 
programs, namely Duke TIP. 

I am doing a study to learn about the academic, cultural, and social experiences of high-achieving 
Black women who attended OST programs at any point during their K-12 education.  I am also 
hoping to learn about the role that race and/or gender has played in the experiences of high-
achieving Black women in these environments. 

I would like to conduct a one-on-one interview with you to learn about your experience because 
you identify as a high-achieving person Black woman between 18-24 years of age. Would you be 
willing to join me for a one-on-one interview online through video conference (Zoom) that 
lasts no longer than 90 minutes? 

During the individual interview, I will ask you a series of questions about your experience. As we 
end the interview, I will provide you a preview of the next two times you will share information 
with me for this study (i.e. through a reflective letter that I will provide you a prompt for to write 
on your own, and through an online focus group in which participants will engage in poetry 
writing). Please be assured that everything you say will remain confidential, including your 
participation in the focus group. I believe your participation will be instrumental to the purpose of 
this study. 

If you would like to participate in this study, please contact me via email at 
pnandre2@uncg.edu or call me on my mobile device at 919-346-6809. I have provided a 
consent form (see attached), that you can view.  To let me know I have your permission to 
engage in the study, you can email me back stating “yes, I consent to be in this study” or 
you can sign the document and attach it to your email back to me. 

Thanks in advance for your consideration. I look forward to hearing back from you. 

All the best,  

Paris Andrew 
Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Educational Leadership and Cultural Foundations 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro  
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APPENDIX E. 
 

IRB CONSENT 
 

 
UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA AT GREENSBORO 

 
CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN PARTICIPANT 

 
Project Title:  What their Place Meant: A Critical Poetic Inquiry into the Sociocultural 
Experiences of High-Achieving Black Women who have attended OST Programs 

 
Principal Investigator and Faculty Advisor:  Paris Andrew and Dr. Leila Villaverde 
 
Participant's Name:        
 
What are some general things you should know about research studies? 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  Your participation in the study is voluntary. 
You may choose not to join, or you may withdraw your consent to be in the study, for any reason, 
without penalty. 
 
Research studies are designed to obtain new knowledge. This new information may help people 
in the future.   There may not be any direct benefit to you for being in the research study. There 
also may be risks to being in research studies. If you choose not to be in the study or leave the 
study before it is done, it will not affect your relationship with the researcher or the University of 
North Carolina at Greensboro.  
Details about this study are discussed in this consent form.  It is important that you understand 
this information so that you can make an informed choice about being in this research study.  
 
You will be given a copy of this consent form.  If you have any questions about this study at any 
time, you should ask the researchers named in this consent form. Their contact information is 
below.  
 
What is the study about?  

My name is Paris Andrew, and I am a Ph.D. Candidate in the Educational Leadership and 
Cultural Foundations program at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. I am also a full-
time professional who works as a practitioner in gifted and talented education and pre-college 
programs. I would like to invite you to participate in a research study focused on the academic, 
social and cultural experiences of high-achieving Black women who have attended OST 
programs at any point during their K-12 education.  

As you consider joining my study, I believe it is important for me to share some 
background information about me. I am an African American female from North Carolina, who 
also identifies as Black. I currently work for a program that provides OST experiences for high-
achieving students. When I was growing up, I attended a gifted and talented elementary magnet 
school, I was involved in Upward Bound Trio programs, and I eventually attended a 
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predominantly White college for my undergraduate and graduate education. One of the things that 
was unique about my academic and social experience was engaging in writing and sharing poetry 
as a cathartic outlet from my elementary school years and throughout college. I am engaging in 
this research for my dissertation as a doctoral candidate. The purpose of the study is to better 
understand the academic, social and cultural experiences affecting engagement of high-achieving 
Black women who have attended OST programs, and how race and gender impact their 
experiences. This is a research project. Your participation is voluntary. 
 
Why are you asking me? 

I am asking that you participate in this research study because you meet the participant 
criteria as it relates to identifying as a high-achieving Black woman between 18-24 years of age. I 
believe your insights will help me better understand the role that race and/or gender may play in 
the experiences of high-achieving Black women, and what their sense of place meant when they 
participated in OST programs. 

Similarly, it is important that you know, when I mention the site of interest in this study 
as OST programs, I am primarily referring to any accelerated, advanced, or interdisciplinary 
scholastic experience offered after-school, online, through daily commute, or residentially in 
college or university venues during the academic year or over summer(s).  To participate in this 
study, I am seeking to speak with high-achieving students who meet one or more of the 
following conditions from their K-12 experience: (1) that you were identified as gifted based on 
federal or district eligibility criteria recognized by the school they attend (e.g., standardized test 
scores, teacher referral into gifted programming in Math and/or English Language Arts); (2) that 
you scored in the top 25 percent of your peers on nationally normed standardized tests; (3) that 
you had been referred to advanced-level courses (e.g., Advanced Placement, Honors, 
International Baccalaureate) by teachers and/or school counselors. 

Learning about your experiences in OST programs help provide an understanding of how 
engagement in these environments can inform future efforts in understanding the experiences of 
high-achieving Black women in longer-term academic enrichment settings, such as colleges and 
universities.  Similarly, I believe your reflections will be insightful, as you have had a time to 
mature since your last time in such enrichment settings. 
 
What will you ask me to do if I agree to be in the study? 

For this study, you will engage an online, one-on-one interview that lasts no longer than 
90 minutes. Following the interview, I will provide you a prompt to engage in an artistic 
reflection activity on your own that entails you writing a letter of reflection. Finally, I will invite 
you to participate in an online focus group with 5-6 other participants that lasts no longer than 90 
minutes, and during that time, you will write an original poem about your experience as a Black 
woman who has attended an OST program. All interviews will occur online using video 
conferencing software (i.e. Zoom). During each interview, I will spend time with you asking a 
series of questions about your experience as a high-achieving Black woman who has attended one 
or more OST programs. In both interviews, you will engage in an artistic reflection activity where 
you will receive a prompt to write a letter (in the one-on-one interview) and an original poem (in 
the focus group interview). Overall, each interview will provide an opportunity for you to 
generate dialogue around how your racial and/or gender identity has influenced your engagement 
in OST programs, as well as your current endeavors and outlook. It is important to note that I am 
looking for authentic answers. Because you have first-hand experience in this area, I will look to 
you as someone who has a lot of experience and insight. It is important to note that I am not 
looking for a “correct” answer.  
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Is there any audio/video recording? 
I will be the principal investigator in this study and will not disclose to anyone that you 

are participating in this study.  Furthermore, I will protect your identity by using a fake name if I 
need to refer to you or specific information you have shared with me during the individual 
interview and letter writing artistic reflection, or the focus group and the poetry writing artistic 
reflection.  In an effort to accurately portray the information you will share with me, I am 
requesting your permission to audio and video record our interview sessions, and artifact 
documents (i.e. written material, etc.) will be collected. If you give me permission to record the 
interview, I will treat the content of these recordings with a high degree of 
confidentiality.  Because your voice or face will be potentially identifiable by individuals who 
hear or see the recording, confidentiality for things you say on the recording cannot be 
guaranteed, although I will try to limit access to the recording and collected material. I plan to use 
the data gathered for analysis, reproduction in my dissertation, and reproduction in academic 
publications.  
 
What are the risks to me? 

This research study will present no more than minimal risk to you as a participant. It is 
important to note that this study will require you to discuss experiences that could trigger 
emotions. You do not have to share anything with me, or the group that you are not comfortable 
sharing. If you have questions, want more information or have suggestions, please contact 
principal investigator, Paris Andrew at pnandre2@uncg.edu or call a 919-346-6809 and faculty 
advisor, Dr. Leila Villaverde at levillav@uncg.edu.  If you have any concerns about your rights, 
how you are being treated, concerns or complaints about this project or benefits or risks 
associated with being in this study, please contact the Office of Research Integrity at UNCG toll-
free at (855)-251-2351. 
 
Are there any benefits to me, or to society because of me taking part in this research? 

While there are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study, there may be 
benefits to society. First, your participation will assist me as a researcher, as well as other 
educators and administrators in K through 12 educational systems, and higher education in better 
understanding the relationship between racial identity, and the social and cultural engagement of 
high-achieving Black female students in such settings. Second, you will have an opportunity to 
reflect and share about yourself in a creative and cathartic way. Third, you will be taking an 
active role in helping to increase awareness of your experiences for other students, families, 
educators and administrators. 
 
Will I get paid for being in the study?  Will it cost me anything? 
There are no costs to you or payments made for participating in this study. 
 
How will you keep my information confidential? 

All information obtained in this study is strictly confidential unless disclosure is required 
by law. I plan to keep the digital recordings and any other digital items collected within “Box”, a 
secure online platform for storing data.  Likewise, tangible data will be locked in a secure 
location. Per UNCG policy, data will be stored for 5 years following the study’s closure. Absolute 
confidentiality of data provided through the Internet cannot be guaranteed due to the limited 
protections of Internet access. Please be sure to close your browser when finished so no one will 
be able to see what you have been doing. Finally, because focus groups involve other individuals, 
I cannot guarantee confidentiality, but I will stress it be respected among all participants.   
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What if I want to leave the study? 
You have the right to refuse to participate or to withdraw at any time, without penalty.  If 

you do withdraw, it will not affect you in any way.  If you choose to withdraw, you may request 
that any of your data which has been collected be destroyed unless it is in a unidentifiable state. 
The investigators also have the right to stop your participation at any time.  This could be because 
you have had an unexpected reaction, or have failed to follow instructions, or because the entire 
study has been stopped. Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to stop 
participating in this study, there will be no consequences. Your decision will not have an impact 
on the remainder of your time at your college or university if you are still enrolled as a student or 
if you are staff. Please note that I am required to report any statements that the state or federal 
laws require me to report. This includes reports of physical, emotional, or verbal abuse. Similarly, 
if you have any concerns about your rights, how you are being treated, concerns or complaints 
about this project or benefits or risks associated with being in this study, please contact the Office 
of Research Integrity at UNCG toll-free at (855)-251-2351. 
 
What about new information/changes in the study?  
If significant new information relating to the study becomes available which may relate to your 
willingness to continue to participate, this information will be provided to you. 
 
Voluntary Consent by Participant: 
By signing this consent form, you are agreeing that you read, or it has been read to you, and you 
fully understand the contents of this document and are openly willing consent to take part in this 
study.  All of your questions concerning this study have been answered. By signing this form, you 
are agreeing that you are 18 years of age or older and are agreeing to participate, in this study 
described to you by Paris Andrew.  You can ask me any questions you may have about this study. 
If you have questions or would like to further discuss your interest, please contact Paris Andrew 
at pnandre2@uncg.edu or call 919-346-6809. 
 

Please write your initials in the box for “Yes” or “No” as to whether 
your artistic expressions (i.e., written material or video recordings) 
shared in this study can be displayed or printed publicly: 

Yes No 

 
 
Signature: __________________________ Date: ________________ 
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APPENDIX F. 
 

SCRIPT FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW 
 
 
Hello XXXX,     

I would like to start by thanking you for being here to participate in this individual interview.  

The goal of our dialogue today is to understand your academic, social and cultural experiences as 
a high-achieving Black woman who has attended OST programs. I hope to learn about the impact 
of race and/or gender on your experience. Please know that I am looking for authentic answers 
that represent your personal journey. Because you have first-hand experience in attending these 
programs, I will look to you as someone who has a lot of insight. 

As we embark upon this process, I would like to mention the importance of confidentiality, as it 
is probably the most important component of this interview. Because I believe that confidentiality 
is necessary for our time together to be successful, please know, the information you share with 
me will be used solely for the purposes of collecting data for this study. I will protect your 
identity by using a fake name if I need to refer to you or specific information you have shared 
with me during the interview. I also plan to use a fake name in the transcripts and during the data 
analysis portion of this project.     

During the interview, it is fine to ask questions of me. Likewise, I will not be offended if you ask 
me any questions during the course of the interview, especially if you are trying to clarify a 
question that I ask. I want you to feel comfortable asking me these questions. In order to stay 
focused, I am kindly asking that you silence your cellphone so we can remain in the moment 
during the interview. I will record our conversation to ensure that I am accurately capturing our 
conversation, and I will collect any materials you would like for me to have that demonstrate your 
reflection of this experience.  

During this interview, I would like you to go back in time, reflecting on moments in your 
personal life that you have probably not thought about for a while. Please remember that I am 
looking for authentic answers. In the last segment of this interview, I will provide you a prompt to 
engage in an artistic reflection – letter writing activity – that will give you a chance to brainstorm 
and creatively express your experiences in OST programs. If you do not have any further 
questions, I will start the interview by asking you the first question.  

1. Where are you from? Describe your family background, your parent’s highest level 
of education and occupation. What characteristics in your K-12 educational 
experience make you identify as being a high-achieving student? 

2. Take a moment to remember when you were first introduced to the idea of going to 
your academic enrichment program. How is it that you became involved in OST 
activities? Who or what influenced you? What did you imagine your experience 
would be like, and what arrangements did you and/or your family make in order for 
you to participate? 
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3. Suppose I was present with you during your time in your OST program. In a typical 
day, what would I see happening? Describe to me what people would be around? 

4. What significant life events (social, personal, familial, political, etc.) were you 
experiencing prior to, or during your participation?  

5. What did you learn about yourself from your encounter with OST programs? What 
epiphanies or aha moments did you experience during or following your attendance 
in the program(s)? 

6. Describe your overall experience as a high-achieving Black woman in OST 
programs.  
a. What was your most rewarding academic experience during your time in OST 

programs? How did your academic experience in that environment compare to 
your academic experience in traditional school settings? What were some of your 
academic challenges in OST programs, and how did you cope with them? 

b. Describe the peer group you had while in the OST program.  What was your 
most rewarding social experience? How does your social experience in these 
programs compare to your social life in your traditional school setting? What 
were some of your social challenges in OST programs, and how did you cope 
with them? 

c. When you think of the word culture, what do you think of? Given that definition, 
what was your most rewarding cultural experience that you had in OST 
programs? How did your cultural experience in that setting compare to your 
cultural experiences in your traditional school setting? What were some of your 
cultural challenges in OST programs, and how did you cope with them? 

7. In what ways, if at all, has your race and/or gender affected your experience as a 
high-achieving Black woman in OST programs? 

8. What types of academic, cultural, and social programs and/or activities do you 
currently engage in, and why? To what extent did your time in OST programs 
influence your current decisions? 

9. What recommendations would you make to educators, administrators and policy 
makers as it relates to improving the academic, cultural, and social experience of 
high-achieving Black women? Why?  

10. Given that I am interested in the academic, cultural, and social experiences of high-
achieving Black Women and their time in OST programs, is there anything else you 
would like to tell me that I might not have thought to ask?  

Thank you for sharing.   
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APPENDIX G. 
 

SCRIPT FOR LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN ARTISTIC  
 

REFLECTION LETTER 
 
 
Hello XXXX, 
 
It was a pleasure to get to know more about you during our individual interview! As a next step in 
this study, I would like for you to engage in an artistic reflection letter writing exercise. You can 
complete this within the next 5 days and email it back to me. For this exercise, I would like you to 
go back in time, and think about moments in your personal life that you have probably not 
thought about for a while. To document your thoughts, you’ll need either a sheet of paper, 
Microsoft Word or a Google document open so you can write or type your reflection that you will 
submit to me via email. Below and attached is your prompt (feel free to type within the 
attachment I provide): 
 
Artistic Reflection Prompt (LETTER TO YOUR YOUNGER SELF):  

• Take about 5-10 minutes to write a letter to your younger self about life lessons you have 
learned as a result of attending your OST program. 

• Begin your letter with Dear [Insert your name] and conclude your letter with a closing 
salutation, like Sincerely, [Insert your name] (feel free to adjust to your writing style). 

• Within your letter, and in no particular order, describe to your younger self how you 
would characterize your experience of being a high-achieving Black woman in an OST 
program, and share things they should keep in mind. Thinking about your social, cultural 
and personal history, share with your younger self any life lessons you have learned as a 
result of attending your OST program. 

Remember, this writing prompt is just a guide and by no means the only way for you to express 
yourself. I welcome you share any original thoughts that come to mind. There is no limit to for 
how much you would like to write. Take as much time as you’d like, and please simply complete 
this exercise within 5 days of our individual interview.  Once you are finished with your letter, 
please email me back with your attachment at pnandre2@uncg.edu.  
 
Please be assured that everything you say will remain confidential, including your participation in 
the focus group. I believe your participation will be instrumental to the purpose of this study.  
 
Thanks in advance for your continuing your participation in this study. I look forward to seeing 
your reflection letter. 
 
All the best,  
Paris Andrew 
Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Educational Leadership and Cultural Foundations 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro  
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APPENDIX H. 
 

WHAT THEIR PLACE MEANT: ARTISTIC REFLECTION PROMPT (LETTER TO  
 

YOUR YOUNGER SELF) 
 
 

• Take about 5-10 minutes to write a letter to your younger self about 
life lessons you have learned as a result of attending your OST program. 
• Begin your letter with Dear [Insert your name] and conclude your 
letter with a closing salutation, like Sincerely, [Insert your name] (feel free 
to adjust to your writing style). 
• Within your letter, and in no particular order, describe to your 
younger self how you would characterize your experience of being a high-
achieving Black woman in an OST program, and share things they should 
keep in mind. Thinking about your social, cultural and personal history, 
share with your younger self any life lessons you have learned as a result of 
attending your OST program. 
Remember, this writing prompt is just a guide and by no means the only way 
for you to express yourself. I welcome you share any original thoughts that 
come to mind. There is no limit to for how much you would like to write. 
Take as much time as you’d like, and please simply complete this exercise 
before your scheduled focus group. Once you are finished with your letter, 
please mail me back with your attachment at pnandre2@uncg.edu.  

 

Dear____________________, 

 

 

 

 

 

Sincerely, 
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APPENDIX I. 
 

SCRIPT FOR LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN ONLINE FOCUS  
 

GROUP AND ARTISTIC REFLECTION - POEM 
 
 
Hello XXXX, 
It was a pleasure to get to know more about you during our one-one-one interview. Also, thanks 
for taking time to write and submit to me your reflective letter.  
 
As a next step, I would like to conduct an online focus group interview with you to learn 
more about your academic, social and cultural experiences as a high-achieving Black 
woman who has attended OST programs at any point in your K-12 experience. I am also 
hoping to learn about the role that race and/or gender has played in your experiences in 
these environments. The focus group will be with 5-6 other high-achieving Black women 
that lasts no longer than 90 minutes. 
 
In the focus group, I will ask everyone a series of questions about your experience, and then I will 
guide you in writing your own original poem so you can reflect and express more about your 
experiences.  I will provide you a prompt, and you will have time to write your poem in real-time 
during the focus group. Once you are finished with your poem, please email me back with your 
attachment at pnandre2@uncg.edu. 
 
Please be assured that everything you say will remain confidential, including your participation in 
the focus group. I believe your participation will be instrumental to the purpose of this study.  
 
Below are times I’m available for the focus group interview: 
 
 
 
Because I am working to find a time that works well for all participants in the focus group, 
simply reply back with as many times that work well for you, and I’ll confirm by sending 
you a Zoom meeting invitation.  
 
I look forward to hearing back from you. 
 
All the best,  
Paris Andrew 
Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Educational Leadership and Cultural Foundations 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro  
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APPENDIX J. 
 

SCRIPT FOR FOCUS GROUP AND ARTISTIC REFLECTION – POEM 
 
 
Hi Everyone, 

First, I want to extend my sincere thanks to each of you for participating in this focus group. The 
goal of our dialogue today is to understand your social and cultural experiences as high-achieving 
Black women who have attended OST programs. I hope to learn about the impact of race and 
gender on your experience. Please know that I am looking for authentic answers. Because you 
have first-hand experience in attending these programs, I will look to you as someone who has a 
lot of insight. 

As we embark upon this process, I would like to mention the importance of confidentiality, as it 
is probably the most important component of this focus group. Because I believe that 
confidentiality is necessary for our time together to be successful, please know, the information 
you share with me will be used solely for the purposes of collecting data for this study. I will 
protect your identity by using a fake name if I need to refer to you or specific information you 
have shared with me during the interview. I also plan to use a fake name in the transcripts and 
during the data analysis of this project.  Because we are in a group setting, I ask that you respect 
each other’s confidentiality by not sharing other peoples’ stories outside of this group.  

During the focus group, it is fine to ask questions of each other and me. I will not be offended if 
you ask me any question during the course of the focus group, especially if you are trying to 
clarify a question that I ask. I want you to feel comfortable asking me these questions. In order to 
stay focused, I am kindly asking that you silence your cell phone so we can remain in the moment 
during the interview. I will record our conversation to ensure that I am accurately capturing our 
conversation, and I will collect any materials you would like for me to have that demonstrate your 
reflection of this experience.  

During this focus group interview, I would like you to go back in time, reflecting on moments in 
your personal life that you have probably not thought about for a while. Please remember that I 
am looking for authentic answers. In the last segment of this interview, I will provide you a 
prompt to engage in an artistic reflection – a poetry writing activity – that will give you a chance 
to reflect and creatively express your experiences in OST programs. If you do not have any 
further questions, I will start the focus group by asking you the first question.  

1. Can we go around the room and do introductions? Please state your name, where you 
were born and raised, and share the type(s) of out of school academic enrichment 
programs you participated in during your K-12 experience.  

2. Talk to me about your experience as a high-achieving Black female student. I am 
particularly interested in hearing about your experiences in your OST program(s), 
cultural successes and challenges, and social successes and challenges. What aspects did 
you enjoy? What kinds of things frustrated or challenged you? 
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3. How did you gain an understanding of what it means to be gifted or high-achieving while 
in your academic enrichment program? How would you describe what it means to be 
gifted or high-achieving?  

4. What role do you think your race and/or gender has played in your experiences as a high-
achieving Black female student? In what ways do you think the OST environment(s) 
contributed to that?  

5. What characteristics do you think are important for out-of-school enrichment programs to 
have that may be important for high-achieving Black women to have a positive 
enrichment experience (academically, culturally, and socially)?  

6. How do you think out-of-school enrichment programs can improve the academic, 
cultural, and social experiences of high-achieving Black female students? 

7. Can you talk to me about your experiences as a high-achieving Black woman currently? 
In what ways do you believe race and/or gender affected your experience as a high-
achieving individual both in the past, and currently? 

8. As a high-achieving Black woman, what would you characterize as benefits of attending 
OST programs? What would you characterize as the costs? 

Thanks for sharing. We are now going to shift into the last segment of this interview, which will 
be an artistic reflection. To document your thoughts, you’ll need either a sheet of paper, 
Microsoft Word or a Google document open so you can write or type your reflection that you will 
provide me. Let me know when you are ready.  

[Pause until participant is ready].  

Artistic Reflection Prompt (Original Poem):  
For your artistic reflection, I would like you to go back in time, and think about moments in your 
personal life you have probably not thought about for a while.  In this exercise, I am going to give 
you about 10-15 minutes to write an original poem about what your sense of place meant when 
you were in your OST program. To help guide your thinking, you can refer back to the first 
reflection activity we did, which was the letter to your younger self.   
 
Poetic expression can serve as both an outlet for self-expression of values and affirmed identity, 
as well as an inlet for meaning making. Writing your own original poem about your experiences 
is meant to help you write about what is important to you. This writing prompt is just a guide and 
by no means the only way for you to express yourself.  Again, your poem can be free flow and 
does not need to rhyme. I welcome you share any original thoughts that come to mind. You will 
have time to write this poem in real-time during the focus group. Once you are finished with your 
poem, please email me back with your attachment at pnandre2@uncg.edu. 
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[Display descriptions on the screen in the video conference and describe each 
individually]:  Poetry Writing Guide and Tips 
 

 

Narrative – relying on storytelling, events, characters, plots; Focus on the journey, no need to 
rhyme. Can you think of a picture from your childhood that reminds you of the time you were in 
your out-of-school enrichment program? Keep that picture or memory in mind and use it to 
channel energy for what you want to write. Write a vivid, or thick description, narrating and 
reflecting on the actions, emphasizing details. Include sharp imagery, help us know the smells, 
sights, sounds, and feelings associated with the moments you share. 
 
Lyrical – like a song, consider the cadence and feelings you want to share; feel free to make this 
rhyme as you share your state of mind; think of if you’d recite this poem with music as a 
backdrop. Ride the wave of the flow and write. 

TYPES OF POEMS 
(NARRATIVE & LYRICAL) 

• Sonnet – short, rhyming poem, typically 14 lines 
• Acrostic – a poem where the first letter of each line (may appear vertically and) spells a 

word that fits the theme of the poem or exposes deeper meaning.  
• Free verse – no rules, set up any theme or pattern you’d like or none at all, just write.  
• Epic Poem – Celebrate adventures or accomplishments, etc. 
• Ekphrastic Poem - Use Images/Describe the Scene 

FORM OF A POEM 
(STRUCTURE, LENGTH, RULES ETC) 

• Feel free to use metaphors or a simile 
• Think of the audience. Who would you like this message to speak to?  
• Think of tone(s) of your poem - loud, soft, prickly, vibrant, strong, questions, resolve, etc.  
• Think of the voices you’d like you in your poem – just you? Others?  

OTHER TIPS: HAVE A GOAL 
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Any Questions? [Pause and answer any questions] 
 
Great, now that we’ve done this overview, I’m going to set up the timer for 10-15 
minutes. We will all remain online in the video conference room during this time, but feel 
free to mute yourself and turn off your camera during this time while you write. I’ll let 
you know when we have five-minutes left, and then we’ll give you time to share your 
poem with the group. 
 
[Wait 10-15 minutes – or until all participants are finished writing] 
 
Superb, let’s take a moment for you to recite your poem to the group.  
 
[Pause as each participant recites their poem]  
 
Thanks for sharing. As you reflect on your poem, and the poems of others in the focus 
group as well as the storytelling thus far in the interview, I want to ask you a few closing 
questions.  
 

9. How did it feel for you to engage in this artistic reflection experience as it relates 
to sharing your story and hearing the story of others?  

10. What did you learn about yourself, or about others as it relates to the social, 
cultural and/or historical contexts that nurture and/or hinder the engagement of 
high-achieving Black women in out-of-school enrichment programs?   

11. In what ways do race and gender impact the experiences shared today?  
12. Could you have gone deeper in your sharing? If so, how so? If so, why not? 
13. Given that I am interested in the academic, cultural, and social experiences of 

high-achieving Black women and their experiences in OST programs, is there 
anything else you would like to tell me or, something you hoped we could discuss 
that I might not have thought to ask?  

Thank you for sharing and for participating in this focus group. Please email me your 
poems and as always, please know you can reach me at any time. Thanks again.  
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APPENDIX K.  
 

PARTICIPANTS’ ORIGINAL ARTISTIC REFLECTION LETTERS 
 
 
KINZA’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF RESILIENCE  
 
Dear Kinza, 
 As a high achieving Black woman, you will have access to a variety of extra-
curricular activities, including out-of-school activities. These activities will be wonderful 
opportunities for your growth and development as a person, but they will come with 
challenges. You will be uncomfortable at times and be outside of your comfort zone. You 
will experience different environments and meet new people. You will deal with people 
underestimating you and not giving you space to grow. All of these things will turn out 
okay. While you’re in the midst of these experiences, try to remain present. Remember 
that you will make it out on the other side a better person. Remember that every 
experience, even the negative ones, serves you. Nothing happens without a reason, hold 
onto that truth within every experience, positive and negative. Take what you can out of 
these experiences and use them to push yourself to that next level. You can do it, I 
believe in you.  

Love, 
Kinza 

TAMIKA’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF OPTIMISM  
Dear Little Tami, 

If there is anything I can tell you now that will help you in the future, it’s to keep going. 
Keep working hard to reach your goals and keep your head high. You don’t even realize the 
things you are capable of. If I could tell you all the amazing things you will go on to accomplish, 
or the impact you’ll have on your community, you’d be very proud of yourself. I know in the 
moment it can be hard to understand why you face challenges or why you sometimes feel 
defeated. In the end, it will all be worth it, I still tell myself this. All the hard work and dedication 
we put in now will only make us feel more accomplished and successful in the future.  

Always lean on the values you are learning and practicing while in school and the 
enrichment you are receiving. It may not make sense now, but in the long run, you’ll see how 
much your experience now will impact you as a young adult woman. I know that I often reflect 
and appreciate everything that I experienced at your age. Small thing really stick with you. You 
are developing cultural appreciation for others, your self-confidence is building, and you are 
cultivating a mindset of continuous growth and high expectations for yourself and those around 
you. 

In time, you may doubt some of your decisions, or maybe you’ll wish you could redo 
somethings. Always remember that you grow through what you go through, and we have done 
ton of growing through the years and it can all be attributed to the experiences you are having 
now. They serve as a true mark of high learning and an expectation to excel. Be thankful for all of 
the experiences you are fortunate to have because you’ll soon learn not everyone was blessed 
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with the same opportunities but remain humble in your search for understanding and peace 
concerning yourself and others.  

Lastly, you have so much to look forward to and I am excited for what we have yet to 
experience. The memories you have now will ultimately impact us more than you know, so 
cherish those moments. Be grateful, stay kind and keep your head up high. 

With Peace, Blessings and Love, 

Tamika :) 

 
GAIL’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF BELONGING 
Dear Gail, 

 

You have been through a lot of different experiences over these past 19 years. You have 
been fortunate enough to attend great schools and extracurricular programs. Your parents 
provided you with love and the tools needed to succeed. These programs did help build 
confidence to become a high achieving black woman. However, it also exposed some 
insecurities. You quickly realized there were not many like you in these extracurricular 
spaces, you stood out. But that is okay! You belong in those spaces you deserve to be 
heard in those spaces. Just remember to speak up and do not let your voice be silenced. 
You are strong, you are smart, and most importantly you belong.  

Sincerely, 

Gail 

MISTY’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF FUTURISM 
 
Dear Misty,  
 
Right now you are around the age where you still would like to be the next Beyoncé or 
psychologist with your own practice and writing numerous books. You are still very shy 
and need a little boost in your confidence. To help you, your family has put you in 
numerous extracurricular activities to help you explore your talents and break out of your 
shell. Because you are feeling uncomfortable and nervous you are reluctant to try new 
things. Every Tuesday you go to private voice lessons and attend the weekend music 
academy at [City Theatre]. You do not see many people who look like you so you’re 
struggling to fit in. You’re not always the best at making friends, but you quietly long for 
a friendship to spark. However, the longer you stick with it the more confident you will 
become. You have also attended the Sister Summit, an annual event that travels state to 
state each year. Through these experiences you have been able to put yourself out there in 
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a more vulnerable way. By doing so you will continue to strive for excellence and have 
hopes of seeing more people who look like you do greater than yourself. Since attending 
your extracurricular activities, you have gained so much confidence and have learned to 
be a true leader and step to the beat of your own drummer. You will be tested along your 
way and face disappointments. Through it all try not to be so hard on yourself. Don’t 
demand perfection from yourself, just do your best. You will thank yourself (me) for it 
later. Remember those uncomfortable feelings when you first started in your programs 
and when you look at who you will become after those experiences you will be glad you 
did. Always remember to seek authenticity and keep the faith. Your light will shine 
through for as long as you have on this earth. 
Yours truly,  
Misty 

 
REBECCA’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF ENDURANCE  
Dear Rebecca,  

You are unique and there will be opportunities for you to grow. Yes, you might feel 
uncomfortable as if people are singling you out but it’s for the best. Remember to 
participate and be in the moment. Soak up the knowledge and explore the resources you 
have at your disposure. These experiences allow you to gain some opportunities that may 
have otherwise been closed off to you because of your position in the social hierarchy of 
the world. Bask in the familiarity of those around you that share the same culture and 
look like you with similar aspirations. In the same notion, learn from others who look 
nothing like you and hear their stories because in the world you will interact will people 
from all walks of faith. These programs allow you to invest in yourself which is very 
important to the trajectory in your life. You’ll gain confidence in your academic abilities 
as time processes and these programs play a major role. Take these lessons i.e (poster 
presentations) as a launching site for improvement in formal class settings. You belong in 
these spaces and don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise, EVER. Believe in yourself J  
It’ll pay off.  

Sincerely, Future You 
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CHENELLE’S TO LETTER HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF SELF-CARE AND SELF-CONTROL 
 
Dear Chenelle, 
 
It's been quite some time since I've sat down and really thought of you. You've been 
through so much and you don't even realize it. There is so much that I want to tell you but 
at the same time I don't want to say anything at all. I just want to tell you that I am proud 
of you. Nobody in your home ever really took time to say they were proud of you for all 
your accomplishment and efforts. However, I want you to know that I am proud of you. 
Over the years you have felt left out, unwanted, unintelligent and forgotten. You've tried 
in the past to do positive things such as extra-curriculars to be acknowledged yet it never 
really worked. I'm so glad that you learned over time to do things for yourself. I know 
that everything you do is for your siblings. However, I want you to remember to also do 
it for yourself. Your siblings are their own people and you doing all that you do may or 
may not influence them. Continue striving remember to never be afraid to be LOUD. 
Speak whenever you are given the opportunity and if you don't get the opportunity make 
a way to speak your mind! You have a lot to share with the world and for too long you 
have shrunk yourself to accommodate for other individuals. You are far more than you 
think you are so please open your mouth. When you are in class don't be afraid to 
participate. When you "fail" be okay with acknowledging your "failure" and using it to 
learn and grow. There will be times where you will "succeed" but there might be times 
where you will "fail". Just remember that none of this can dictate whether you are truly 
successful or not. Please don't ever let names, labels, or titles define you. Be whoever you 
want to be. Define success as you deem fit. Over everything love yourself and continue 
doing what you are doing. I believe in you, I love you and I know that with the help of 
God you will get far. 
 
Best, Chenelle 

 
LOLA’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF TRUST 
Dear Lola,  

What can i say girl it’s hard to be a woman trying to defy the odds and build something 
better for yourself, basically the world being on your shoulders. the only girl and 
youngest of 3 children from a single mom who tried her best to ensure that you did better 
than she did. if i could tell you anything about being a black woman in an after school 
enrichment program, it is to be careful who you trust but don’t be afraid to trust, it’s a 
harsh world and many people have bad intentions but if you don’t find the balance of 
trust, it’ll get lonely obtaining success. yes you have your mother who’s always got your 
back but you have to push yourself to step out of what you know, push yourself to build 
relationships, it’s okay to have friends and people you can call family even if it’s not by 
blood. academics are cutthroat and it’ll be hard to make friends when you’re a high 
achiever because you’ll never know if they’re using you or if they are your friend but you 
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just have to try, remember push yourself even if you get knocked down. socially as you 
can tell it’s a minefield trying to trust people, have the life of a “normal teenager”, but 
also fulfill all your mom and your own dreams and there will be things that even test your 
closest relationships but you’ll know when and who to trust, just be patient. culturally, 
it’ll be tough to navigate the art of being a black woman, the way you talk the way you 
dress, the things you listen to or watch, trying to be professional enough for you to be an 
achiever but “black enough” for you to be accepted. but don’t worry about that it’s a 
tricky world and i promise you will get through it and learn the ropes, be a force to be 
reckoned with, everything you ever dreamed of. it is just about trust, trusting those 
closest to you, your mom, friends, and most importantly yourself. the more you learn the 
art of trust and the concept of patience, the better it’ll get for you, the easier walking 
through this world will be, so be patient and learn the art of trust, it’ll be your best secret 
weapon and your strongest armor.  

Love, Lola 

ELLA’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF GREAT AWAKENING 
Dear Ella,  

 There are so many lessons to be learned in this journey we call life. You will 
encounter so many people throughout your journey--some who support you and some 
who quite frankly don’t believe in you--but you got this! Being a high achieving Black 
woman is hard but here are some tips to keep in mind:  

• some people are in your life for a reason and some for a season, don’t be afraid to 
let people go 

• Everything comes full circle meaning  
• not everything you lose is a loss - this applies to scholarships, opportunities and 

people 
• befriend people of other races, in some situations I’ve found that they support you 

more than the people you think will (applies to mentors, workplace champions 
and networking) 

• representation matters but all skin folk aint kin folk ;)  
• Things don’t always go as planned, learn to be flexible  
• networking is easier than you think, be you 

In OST programs and other spaces you occupy, you will often find yourself 
uncomfortable because of those around you lacking knowledge and cultural experience--
yet saying they are there to support you. It’s okay to educate them and share your life 
experiences with them. Don’t judge a book by its cover, be bold and continue to be you.  

Stay woke,  

Ella 
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LENORA’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF REASSURANCE 
 
Dear Lee, 
Whewww girl, you really are going to be alright. Literally, every single thing works out. 
This experience will be rich and open doors for you. At first, you’re going to think that 
it’s pointless, but stick with it because you are going to thank yourself later. Also, please 
relax. Let go of the need to be perfect. Give yourself grace to make mistakes and give 
yourself room to grow. 
 
You will make great friends and you will thrive, even in the presence of tragedy. The 
reputation that you made for yourself will follow you as you progress in life. Truly 
cherish those connections and continue to nurture them as you embark on the journey that 
you choose for yourself. 
 
You are a very smart and wise girl, so don’t second guess yourself when you feel the 
need to speak up. Stick to your guns. You know what you want, so run full steam ahead. 
But, remember to be flexible and take others thoughts into account…to a certain extent. 
When you get older, you will hear a funny comparison about opinions and anuses that 
will make you laugh but also resonate with you. Remember that your steps are already 
ordered and go with what you genuinely feel. 
 
You will receive lots of accolades and attention, but don’t let that define how you view 
yourself or let your self-worth come from those things. Your self-worth should come 
from your character as a woman and the things that you value, the accolades are just the 
cherry on top. 
 
The village that you will have coming from this will be deep, and they will be cheering 
for you for the rest of your life. Your future is bright my dear, live in the moment and 
take life by the horns and soar! 
 
*Kris Jenner voice* You’re doing great, sweetie! 
Love, 
Lenora – your older self 
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CONSTANCE’S LETTER TO HER YOUNGER SELF: VOICE OF AUTHORITY  
 
Dear Constance, 
So you’ve been excelling academically for a long time and I know that you’ve been 
feeling very pressured by mom and Smama even. Don’t. Please start to take the things 
they say into consideration but do not feel pressured to follow what they're saying. I don’t 
mean rebel of course, I mean have a mind and voice of your own to feel more confident 
in the decisions you make. You know you best even though you don’t know yourself just 
yet. It takes time but you have the capability to make your own choices and balance them 
out. This is your life, your choices, and decisions that you have to live with so when it 
comes to any future plans, remember you’re more than capable. Another thing. Never, 
ever dim your light. Because you’ve been excelling for so long, it can be a lot of pressure 
like I said. But the biggest thing you do not need to do is dim your light for the people 
who are around you. Shine and if they can’t take that shine, they will turn away and those 
are the people you do not need in your life. It takes a good amount of practice to get out 
of feeling silenced, so start early. Because your voice deserves to be heard, you deserve 
to be acknowledged and praised. You deserve any and all opportunities that are offered 
because you are a blessing and that is something that no one can or will not take away 
from you. You are enough Angel, enough for yourself and for God, that’s all that matters. 
 

Sincerely, 
Constance 
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APPENDIX L. 
 

ORIGINAL ARTISTIC REFLECTION POEMS 
 
 
KINZA’S POEM: VOICE OF CONFIDENCE AND AWARENESS 
 
New spaces await  
New places emerge  
In them lie your fate 
Where your talents will surge 
 
Fear will take root 
And so will doubt 
Give them the boot 
And kick negativity out 
 
In these zones you’ll find 
The confidence to be  
Find yourself more defined 
And grow carefree 
 
Confidence will be your shield 
And awareness your armor 
Your future you wield 
As your destiny grows warmer 
 
 

GAIL’S POEM: VOICE OF COLOR  
 
In a sea full of white it’s okay to add a pop of color, 
Without color the page remains just a blank page, 
Color is what creates a unique design, 
You are the color and you are bright. 
 
You belong on the white page, 
Know you are needed on this white page, 
You must remember it’s okay to make mistakes, 
No art is ever perfect. 
 
Be the pop of color, 
When the rest of the page is white. 
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TAMIKA’S POEM: VOICE OF VALIDATION 
 
Enough. 
 
You are His child. You are strong enough to carry your weight in the world. You don’t 
let anyone try to tell you what you can and cannot do. God has given you a light that 
cannot be taken away. You are His child. 
 
You are there. Here is not the space for you, there’s no place for you here. You meet the 
standard but you don't exceed the goal. We adjust for you but there is no space for you, 
you belong over there.  
 
You are different. The hue of your skin is much deeper than mine. You’re like the yellow 
lego in an all blue set. We keep you around to complete the project but you don’t quite 
fit, you’re different. 
 
You are like me. We think the same. They look at us differently. We are not from the 
same place, we are not the same race. You are my friend, I like you because you are like 
me. 
You are there. You talk funny, but you look like me. You walk funny, but you look like 
me. You are like me but you’re different. They put you here? but they put me there! You 
look like me but you’re different. 
 
No. I am. Undefined. I am. Whoever I choose to be. I am. Here, present taking up space.  
I am, enough. I am me. 
 
 
REBECCA’S POEM: VOICE OF ASPIRATION 
 
Little Girl  
Astronomical skies  
Do you see the twinkle?  
it’s okay, don’t worry  
 it’s in your eyes  
Shrug off the weight  
Loosen yourself up  
Believe me it’s nothing,  
nothing …  but fate  
It’s in you, all you have to do is reach  
Those curls will protect you; it is strength in your crown 
The knowledge inside is legendary and it’ll find its way out  
Hide yourself from the world, will definitely get you caught  
Now look back at the sky 
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Don’t you see, what i see 
A twinkle, but now brighter  
The Moon but so much fuller  
A sky but so much clearer  
You shed light  
The twinkle in your eyes  
Can reach the universe, the world, and your people  
 

 
ELLA’S POEM: VOICE OF ACHIEVEMENT  
 
Work twice as hard, to be half as good  
Full ride to college, i never knew she could 
Dreams bigger than they should be 
But who said that, because it wasnt me 
Defying all odds, checking all the boxes  
Look at lil ol me, making it happen  
 
 
CHENELLE’S POEM: VOICE OF THE HUSTLE 
 
Slacks 
White blouse 
High Heels? 
No too tall 
 
Proper, Head high, Shoulders up 
 
It’s time to go now 
It’s time to run 
No sleep 
No sleep 
I’m tired 
I need to eat 
 
Sitting on the 6 train falling asleep  
“[Chenelle] wake up we are heading to 125th” 
It’s time to transfer 
It’s time to move 
No more sleeping 
We are on the move 
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Telling stories 
Telling secrets 
Revelations on the go 
Tears falling on our shirts 
Memories being made 
Relationships forming away 
 
Would I do it again? 
I think I would 
Learning 
Learning 
Thinking and growing 
 
Thinking of them 
Thinking of HER 
 
I need to make it 
I need to do it 
I must keep going 
I must keep grooving 
No time to sleep 
No time to eat 
Grind 
Grind  
No time to waste 
Going at it thats all it takes 
 
One day there will be time to eat 
Time to sleep and time to breathe 
 
 
CONSTANCE’S POEM: VOICE OF RECLAMATION 
 
Out of place is what you felt, so you think 
You are in all the right places and are more than qualified  
To think that you are on the brink of a quick surge of success but you don’t think you 
deserve it 
To think that you hide to strengthen others pride 
Underestimating yourself has become a bad hobby  
Take this time to embrace your extraordinary spirit 
To be who you want to be and more 
You are in one of many more opportunities to shine so glow!  
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LOLA’S POEM: VOICE OF LEGACY 
 
Trusting yourself to be you, to learn, to listen, to grow 
It’s hard… 
It’s hard because you’re Black 
It’s hard because you’re a woman and you’re the legacy of your family  
You’re the one who’s supposed to be great because they told you, because they expect it 
from you, and because you wanted it 
You wanted to be the star for your family, the one who made a difference  
But it’s hard 
It’s hard to trust that you’re making the right decisions, being the person everyone thinks 
you are 
It’s hard being you, when you’re the legacy of your family 
But you have to 
You have to trust 
Trust yourself to be you, to learn, to listen, to grow 
It’s hard to trust when you’re trying to build, when you’re the legacy of your family 
But it takes skill, skills that you’ve got  
Skills that you’ve got because they told you you’re great, because they expect to you, and 
because you wanted it 
You take what you trust yourself to do after all these years and you build 
Build the you you’ve wanted, the one that is the legacy of you’re family 
You took what they told you, you learned what they gave you, you listened to what they 
said 
And you built, you 
You’ve built the identity that they gave you, the legacy of the family  
But now it’s hard…  
It’s hard because you must trust that you were right, trust that you can build a “you” 
based on you and not the you that they gave you,  
The legacy of the family  
 
PARIS’ POSITIONALITY: THE PERPETUAL STUDENT 
 
I am… 
Propelling forward with the torque of obedience 
Sure to withstand the counter forces of the winds of perishing predicaments. 
Beyond the circumstance, potential is ever upon the horizon 
And I am rising every morning to meet new mercies in the dawning 
My heart is fixed. - I have made up my mind 
No matter if life’s depiction is rain or shine, 
My vision is to cross that divine line that separates and divides time from eternity 
I am… 
Learning daily 
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LENORA’S POEM: VOICE OF RECIPROCITY 
 
You’re welcome, or maybe I should start off by saying thank you.  
So, thank you. 
Thank you for the opportunities and the resources you provided. Without you, I wouldn’t 
have the family that I was afforded to choose.  
Thank you for the push. This Black girl was quiet, but after I met you, I came out of my 
shell. 
Thank you for the memories and the times that I look back and realize how good I had it. 
Life was good, you were annoying, but life was good.  
Thank you for pouring in to me, but now I need you to say thank you! But I know you’re 
not going to do that. 
So I’ll say “You’re welcome” instead.  
You’re welcome for me believing in your vision. If I didn’t, you wouldn’t have been able 
to use me for the photo ops. 
You’re welcome for not really having to do the brunt of the work. My mother raised me 
to be a Black woman that was ‘bout her business, and you just so happened to reap the 
benefits.  
You’re welcome for me completing the program and for me earning my college degree. I 
made your stats look good. 
I look at you like the white lady coming behind me that I hold the door for, but she 
doesn’t say thank you and just quickly smiles instead. 
But, it’s all good.  
Don’t get me wrong, I’m ETERNALLY grateful for you, but you can say thank you, too.  
 
 

PARIS’ POEM: VOICE OF AN INTELLECT 
 
One wouldn’t know me less you see through my eyes 
The heart of an intellect, which simply magnifies 
My illmatic mind frame is left untamed 
My thoughts? So, tampered like a lion’s mane 
And my dreams? They manifest to reality 
A young, divine Sista with infinite quality  
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APPENDIX M. 
 

FOUND POETRY FROM INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTIONS 
 
 
ACROSTIC FOUND POEM: VOICE OF H.I.G.H. A.C.H.I.E.V.I.N.G. 
 
H. Homework packets early. Higher than my grade level, whether it was separate classes for gifted students 
or, extracurricular activities. – Kinza – 
 
I. In elementary school, I was salutatorian of my school. I went towards the valedictorian goal and I ended 
up getting it. – Chenelle – 

I was pulled away from people who looked like me even more. I was more uncomfortable, but I 
was learning more and it was just, it was too much for me to handle, I guess at the time I still 
succeeded, still had great grades, no complaints, no issues with behavior, but it did make me feel 
uncomfortable at times that I didn't see anyone that looked like me at all or even close. – Phillis –  
 

G. Grandma and grandpa helped me get into that school. I was one of the highest achieving students as they 
had a big plaque of me on the wall. – Ella – 
 
H. Hundred, put your hundred on the bulletin board. hundred to show them. – Gail – 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
A. At 16 years old, I self-published my own poetry book. – Misty –  

As a seventh grader, I took the SAT – Rebecca – 
 

C. Competition because you see other people's names up there. You want to be up there as  
well. –  Gail –  
 
H. Had to be chosen. it wasn't really available to everyone. I was like plucked out of the bunch and I 
popped into classes that were harder than the average and going to early college. – Audre – 
 
I. I’m into making sure that I'm pursuing the best version of myself that I can be, which is been shown 
through my academics – Misty – 
 
E. Every year constantly worked hard to always be on the honor roll. We were on bronze, silver, and gold, 
and I was always on gold, and that was always my aim. – Chenelle – 
 
V. Very hard to adjust to the people who already knew each other – Constance –  
 
I. I didn't feel achievement until I got to high school and realized, you know, how far ahead I was, you 
know, compared to my peers – Tamika – 
 
N. Not challenged at school, but I was in AIG. – Lola –  
 
G. Got student of the week, geometry teacher clipped news articles of me and sent them to the center.  – 
Lenora – 
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ACROSTIC FOUND POEM: VOICE OF C.U.L.T.U.R.E. 
 
C. Culture can be anything from the music to the style of fashion, to the way you wear your hair what we 
call the slang of what you, how you talk. It can be regional cultures, Southern, Northern… Different dialect 
or accents it's something unique and selective to a group of individuals. – Misty 

Culture is like an intro to themselves. So, like as a Black woman and like a Black queer woman, 
obviously there are facets of it that fit into larger ideas. So, Black culture or like the culture of 
being a woman in society or like LGBTQ+ culture, all together makes new cultures. And so, I 
think it’s really good to learn about like groups, but it's also very interesting to see how different 
cultures intersect to make like new cultures. There's a Black queer culture and there's like a Black 
queer woman culture. So just like the way that we build community, it's just like finding 
similarities and traits that we can't necessarily control. – Audre 

U. Um, I think of art, how you talk, how you dress, how you might dance, the music you listen to, the 
things you watch and how you act. I feel like all of that is culture, but it's like an art. It's something that you 
just kind of know. If you're not a part of a certain culture or group, you wouldn't really know how to 
embody that. - Lola  

Um, I think of people's practices more so, um, and their traditions and how that impacts how they 
communicate or operate outside of their specific area. Constance 

L.  Like a shared experience, and just a sense of pride. - Kinza 
Like a good sports culture or like a school culture, would be. Knowing, “Hey, I got your back”.  I 
know that they would most likely understand what I'm trying to say if it's like slang or something 
like that. It's a bond - something that connects to people. – Gail 

T.  Traditions… values. Things that allow you to identify a group of people. - Ella  
Ties to the way that you identify yourself and all these different things. So that's kind of what I 
think about when I think of the word culture. I think that everybody kind of defines it differently. 
– Chenelle 

U. Usually like the foods you eat, the language you speak, maybe the way you dress, or wear your hair. 
Culture for me is a lot about “code of conduct”, like who you are, depending on where you go. The things 
that you hold close to you like your, your morals and values. To me, that's culture because it goes way 
beyond the God you believe in. Culture is, whatever your identity is rooted in, whatever it's resting in. - 
Phillis 
R. religion, um, the food that they eat, how they talk, um, how they interact with people, what they do, you 
know, habitually, um, where they live, um, the clothing they wear, um, their style, all these different things 
that make us who we are, make us, um, individuals, but also, a collective too. – Rebecca 
E.  Embracing differences. not differences in a bad way, but in a unique way. Everybody within a certain 
culture could have similar experiences that bring them together. - Tamika 

Environment and mannerisms. It's very influential. As a Black woman, culturally, I think that 
carries a different weight just because of how we are socialized, not only as a society, but being 
Black and being a woman - the intersectionality piece. Like I'm black and I'm a woman. Like even 
being a woman, I feel like there are some standards that we adhere to - those Eurocentric standards 
of beauty: how we dress, how we talk, how we're taught, how we're raised, how we're socialized 
from birth even before we're even born. That's what I think about, I think of culture. The 
influences around you, but ones you're born into - how you're introduced to those influences from 
a young age. And then as you get older, you're like, wait a second. I grew with this part of my 
culture or not. – Lenora 
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FOUND POEM: CHENELLE’S VOICE OF HONESTY 
 
If I'm being completely honest, 
my parents personally, didn't always go to get my report cards,  
which kind of surprises people 
I was in elementary school. And usually that's the time where parents really care about 
their kids' grades, but my parents barely went  
I always used the phone, like, “Hey, you know, it's parent teacher conference”,  
and them telling me, “Oh, we already know that you're doing great in school, so we don't 
have to go and get it.”  
 
If I'm being completely honest,  
my parents didn't really like influence the choices that I made from middle school on, like 
the only thing that I needed from them was just sign the paper so I can do it.  
Because of course I wasn't of age. Um, so everything that I did dependent on their 
signatures, but everything that I did in terms of like the enrichment activities that I did, it 
was a decision that I made for myself.  
So, it was never my mom being like, “Oh, Hey, I want you to join this”.  
It was never my father being like, “Hey, go to this”.  
Like I told you, through my entire career in school, they never even had some time to go 
get my report card.  
I always had to kind of be self-motivated and look for opportunities, myself, to be a part 
of and to sign up for.  
So, my parents did not influence it and did not influence my choices.  
 
 
FOUND POEM: PHILLIS’ VOICE OF OBLIGATORY AUTONOMY 
 
I couldn't really go to anyone about an issue I was encountering  
because of  
how much my mom was working and, 
because of  
a lack of better words, my grandparents’ limited education affects how they 
communicate.  
So, when I had issues, it was: 

“hush, go pray”  
instead of like,  

“Oh, what's going on, let's talk about it. Maybe we 
can call someone at your school or call someone at 
this program and see if we can get your extra help.” 

- That wasn't really a thing.  
So, I kind of just have to suck it up.  
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FOUND POEM: AUDRE’S VOICE OF REALITY 
 
And then, my mom went to prison.  
So, it hadn't been that long, maybe like eight months that my mom had been away.  
We started writing supplementary essays,  
like personal statements about a time we had to take on more responsibility.  
I remember I picked my mom going to prison because obviously  
I had to do more stuff for myself. I kind of had to like grow-up and my grandma was 
sick. So, like she couldn't do a lot.  
And like someone read it and was like, “did you make this up?”  
And I was like, “no, I didn't make it up”.  
And they were like, “so like this has been going on?”  
And I was like, “yeah”.  
And they were like, “are you okay?”  
And I remember like, it was just like very supportive, like no one told anyone.  
Like if someone knew, it was because I told them, and like I wanted them to know.  
And so, I would say they were just like always very supportive of me. 
 
FOUND POEM: CHENELLE’S VOICE OF EXHAUSTION  
 
Trying to figure out how to still be young while doing all these things.  
I felt like I was burning myself out. 

- I was doing too much.  
I felt like I was filling up my plate with food that I wasn't going to be able to eat.  
I often felt tired because I was constantly at work. I couldn't put my mind to sleep.  
 
It's like any machine, right? If you overwork it, it's gonna burn out.  
And so, the same thing happens with us as humans.  
I think that was the most challenging part. The fact that -  
I felt like I was burning myself out 
I felt like I was making myself way too thin to the point where it was going to snap.  
 

I used to wake up like about three in the morning to study.  
I was walking around like a zombie.  
You can be this excellent student who has 90,  
But outside of school never did anything.  
I felt like, I have things to put on my resume. 
 
But that's when I became aware,  
…People don't care.  
So that year  
I transitioned to a different church. It was turmoil.  
Junior year was one of the things that I feel like really, really affected my academic life. 
Just changing my church really molded how everything went afterwards. 
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FOUND POEM: PHILLIS’ MONOLOGUE - VOICE OF HUMANITY 
 
Humanize your participants. 
It's really simple.  
I'm tired of hearing people say, Oh, but she's someone's…. 
- insert person who owns her here.  
Why do I have to tell you that I am an extension of 
another man for you to be like, “Oh, we should do this”.  
I'm a human being.  
I have organs, and I'm a human being.  
If I worked for something, give it to me. That is all.  
Because, while you are practicing nepotism and 
grandfathering opportunities for your niece and your nephew and your grandson, 
all that other crap… If I worked for it, and it's on paper, give it to me. I worked 
for it. It is mine. And that is it. 
 
Humanize your participants.  
There is no need for you to have a bias against someone because they're from another 
place.  
Have common respect and decency for other people.  
Don't look at them as extensions of other people that you would respect because they 
scare you.  
Just treat people the way you want to be treated. It's really not that hard. 
 
And I think the reason why a lot of people in these enrichment programs don't want to do 
that is because leveling the playing field scares them.  
Change scares them.  
If black women were afforded the same opportunities that other kids who don't have to 
worry about red lining, the world would be really different.  
It would be completely different.  
It may even be safer, who knows. 
But you know, there's always a downside to granting people what they deserve, because 
if you're benefiting from a system that keeps you up here, when you shouldn't be, if we're 
on the same level, - you're going to lose. 
You may lose money. You may lose connections that you want because you stand with 
BLM, whatever the case is like  
- But it's a moral compass thing.  
It's - what are you willing to correct within yourself, within the company you run, within 
the communities you're a part of? What are you willing to do right by? Like, what do you 
stand on? 
 
Humanize your participants.  
Count them as people instead of property.  
Cause it’s what year now? That's not even, it's not appropriate. 
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