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THE LEADERSHIP OF THE 
MARGINALIZED: A LITERATURE 
REVIEW 

Article by Bertrand Tchoumi 

Abstract 

This article presents a comprehensive literature review of relevant literature examining 
the position of minority school leaders on the educational landscape. The point of 
departure is the underrepresentation and invisibility of Black immigrants in school 
leadership. The review examines the advocacy discourse addressing the minority 
leadership gap and advocating for their equitable representation in school leadership. 
The literature that discusses how minority leaders interpret their roles and purposes as 
well as the meaning they assign to them was also reviewed. The review then moves 
into the written discourse about the professional boundaries that minority educators 
cross to become school leaders and the changes they undergo to become successful. 
The final two sections survey the literature addressing the topic related to their mental 
frame orientations and leadership style attractions and explore their lives and 
experiences with leadership at various school contexts. The literature reviewed 
demonstrates the urgency for and the relevance of an investigation on the experiences 
and narratives of Black African immigrants in school leadership. 

Keywords: Black African Immigrants, Minority Leadership, Marginalized Groups, 
African-born Administrators, Black African Immigrant school leaders 

Introduction 

Black African immigrants in school leadership is the topic common to the literature 
reviewed in this article.  These immigrants live and operate at the intersection of diverse 
influences: the color of their skin associates them with both African Americans and the 
Black African diaspora community (Alfred, 2010; Blyden & Akiwumi, 2010; Edmonson, 
2006; Reed & Andrzejewski, 2010; Vickerman, 1999; Waters, 1999). Their immigration 
status affiliates them with other immigrant constituencies. Both their blackness and their 
immigration status make them an integral part of the ethnic minority group in the United 
States (Morris, 2003; Ruddell & Urbina, 2004). Their school leadership affiliation ties 
them to the multicultural and multiracial group of U.S. school leaders. 



The following review examines five major literature orientations related to the leadership 
of the marginalized: the advocacy literature; the literature on the meaning of leadership 
for the marginalized; the literature on the journey to successful minority leadership; the 
literature on leadership lenses and personal attributes; and the literature on experiences 
with leadership for minority leaders. 

The search for related literature used different approaches and multiple sources to 
locate information relevant to Black African immigrants and minorities in school 
leadership. Those sources included numerous scholarly journals, books, and articles on 
related topics. They also included the search of multiple electronic databases such as 
Eric, EBSCO, Google and Google scholars and, college and university online libraries 
and portals, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global, and relevant academic and 
public websites using the key words or descriptors such as “Black African immigrant 
school leaders” and other synonyms including, “African-born principals, school 
administrators and educational leaders,” all in isolation or in combination with one 
another. 

Making the Case for Minority and Diversity Leadership 

The literature that promotes minority leadership is very thin. Related literature tends to 
be centered on the underrepresentation of minority leadership, the construction of 
counter-narratives, the relevance of leaders from diverse backgrounds, and strategies 
to increase their visibility in school leadership. However, no literature yet exists offering 
a specific inscription of Black African immigrant school leaders beneficial to the larger 
discourse on this topic. 

Contextualizing the Advocacy Discourse 

Women and minorities in educational leadership are noticeably underrepresented 
despite their training, qualifications, and professional experience (Lovelady-Dawson, 
1980). Their voices are still missing in traditional leadership arenas, and the meanings 
of leadership developed in less privileged and more diverse contexts are still not 
considered (Chin, 2007) prompting Magee (2016) to wonder about the extreme 
whiteness in the ranks of educational leaders. 

Data and statistics from various research studies back this apparent 
underrepresentation of minority leaders in school leadership. There is a statistical 
disparity between the percentage of Latina/o school district superintendents and 
administrators and the percentage of Latina/o students attending California schools 
(Magdaleno, 2006). Sanchez, Thornton, and Usinger (2009) came to similar 
conclusions. They found that the demographics of school principals do not match the 
changing population of the U.S. public schools which are becoming more diverse and 
multicultural. In 2006, the ethnic minority groups reached 43% of the U.S. population, 
but only 17% of principals were from minority backgrounds. In rural areas and small 
towns, they accounted for 9.3% and 6.2% respectively. These findings are consistent 



with the 2010 Equal Opportunity Employment Commission conclusion indicating that 
minorities make up about 16% of school level leaders. 

Agentive Resistance and Counter-narratives 

Asian American and Latina women speak out and seek more visibility in response to 
social stereotypes portraying them “as being passive, submissive, and preferring the 
private domain of home to public leadership role” (Chin, 2007, p. 217). Mendez-Morse 
(2000) has challenged this kind of disparaging narrative and advanced an alternative 
discourse about Latina leaders. She found that they are “not dominated by men” (p. 
587), instead they benefit from spousal support; they are “not only . . . wife[s] and . . . 
mother[s]” (p. 587), instead there is minimal role conflict within their community; they are 
“not only at home” (p. 589), they are also community activists; they are not “without role 
model” (p. 591), instead they elicit innovative responses, and they are “not the 
stereotype” (p. 593) but they have developed “neostereotypic identities” (p. 593) 
exhibiting their power and strength. On their end, African American women principals 
respond to racist and sexist stereotypes through the (re)constructions of their self-
image. They create a new identity with the support of their community, and familial and 
spiritual experiences, and believe in their wholeness despite their race and their gender 
(Bloom & Erlandson, 2003). 

Gooden (2012) has analyzed how pop culture depicts Black principals “as ineffective 
and uncaring,” and unable to lead non-Black majority school. He used the examples 
of Lean on Me and Heart of Stone to disrupt that social narrative and then construct a 
counter-narrative about effective African American leaders grounded in a triple ethic of 
critique, justice, and care. Unlike Black principals, Latino educational leaders, in order to 
change their narrative, show passion and determination to provide the best educational 
opportunities, which have been historically denied, to all children irrespective of their 
race and ethnicity (Martinez, 2016). 

Kumaran (2012) work has also helped dispel similar negative myths about immigrant 
leaders. She found that they can switch between their native and adoptive cultures. 
That is why it is important to invest in understanding cultural influence. The burden of 
that understanding and learning lies both on the newcomers and the “welcomers.” 

Establishing the Relevance of Diversity Leadership 

The United States is becoming a “majority minority” public school nation (Haynes, 
2015). Increasing the ranks of minority school leadership seems to be an urgency of our 
time. Sanchez et al. (2009) believe that school leadership should reflect the 
demographic of students.  There are both symbolic and practical reasons why the 
presence of minorities in school leadership is important (Williams & Loeb, 2012). They 
can connect with students, increase the involvement of other school stakeholders such 
as teachers and parents, and position themselves as role models and cultural 
translators for minority students. They can also 



Empathize with certain students’ experiences in a way that positively influences those 
students’ academic expectations and aspirations. We can’t afford to lose that potential 
positive influence. (Sanchez et al., 2009, p. 2) 

The leadership of minority leaders also matter because they can positively influence 
student achievement and improve the climate and the culture of the school community 
(Haynes, 2015). 

Increasing the Visibility of Minority Leaders 

The diversification of educational leadership becomes a moral imperative. This 
approach is a way to disrupt the White male hegemony and provide multiple leadership 
perspectives because “institutions and their leaders will reinforce the status quo until 
someone disrupts it” (Magee, 2016, 21). For that purpose, states and districts have to 
be creative in their efforts to hire and retain diverse leaders. Sanchez et al. (2008, 2009) 
suggest tapping into the pool of National Board-Certified teachers because they are 
teacher leaders with the potential to stay longer in education;  harnessing the leadership 
potential of para-educators and attracting high schoolers to careers in education to 
develop an early potential pipeline of future minority school leaders. Haynes (2015) 
proposes a more comprehensive approach including principal preparation and 
alternative pathways to administrative certification, culturally proficient interviewing and 
hiring practices, retention practices, and mentorship programs to develop a principal 
pipeline that is both diverse and effective. 

The existing literature has focused more on women and has continued the research 
propensity to associate women and minorities in the same category. Data is not 
segregated based on ethnic or minority subgroups. This homogenization of minority 
groups is not unusual (Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Ifedi, 2008; Morris, 2003; Ruddell & 
Urbina, 2004); but it makes it challenging to highlight the voices, the experiences, and 
the leadership status and positions of Black African immigrants. Therefore, there is no 
clear indication of the types of stereotypes associated with Black African immigrant 
school leaders, nor can one clearly identify the kind of cultural identity struggle they may 
experience because of their multicultural identity. In addition, it is not evident whether 
Black African immigrant school leaders have benefited from strategies to increase the 
pool of minority school leaders, nor it is unknown how they have responded to 
stereotypes associated with their minority and immigrant status. Only an exploration of 
their lived experiences and narratives could address these wonderings. 

The Meaning of Leadership for the Marginalized 

Minority school leaders assign multiple meanings to their leadership experiences: a 
moral imperative, a sense of community service, an affirmation of professional 
excellence and achievement, and role modeling for minority students and educators. 

A Moral Imperative for all Students 



The contention with various forms of discrimination has been a historical purpose of 
African American leadership. They perceive themselves as change agents. They have a 
sense of urgency and a passion to disrupt and right inequities and social injustices 
plaguing the education system (Loebe, 2004; Murakami et al., 2015; Martinez et al., 
2016). Dantley (2009) refers to this kind of leadership as “purposive leadership,” 
grounded in critical spirituality as the inner source of the skills and the will that allow 
minority leader to fight for the end of racial discrimination in the school and the 
community despite school districts inadequate mandates. This level of consciousness 
demands more than credentials, experience, and rites of succession. It requires a 
“sense of calling [,] . . . a deeply felt belief that this is a part of their life’s work” (Dantley, 
2009, p. 42). There is more to leadership than being task oriented. 

Minority leaders seem to be on a lifetime mission to make a difference in the lives of 
their students and to uplift the social groups embodied in their identities (Coleman & 
Campbell-Stephens, 2010; Liang, 2014). They achieve this “altruistic impulse” in 
different ways. For example, female African American high school principals build a 
sense of community and connect with students by serving them in the cafeteria (Smith, 
2008); Latina leaders develop race consciousness through professional and racial 
identity within the urban school context (Hernandez & Murakami, 2016); Latino/a 
principals advocate for the deprived, fight for their rights, and build a positive 
environment by shifting the “paradigms from deficit pedagogical models to more 
opportunities to achieve higher levels of academic success” (Murakami et al., 2015, p. 
294). The literature did not examine the moral imperative that drives Black African 
immigrant educators to embrace the challenges of educational leadership. This sense of 
purpose is expanded to the community and organizational welfare. 

At the Service of the Community 

Minority leadership change agency also focuses on the organization and the 
community. Romo (1998) studied the narratives for change of Latino school leaders and 
found that they include organizational transformation. For them, it means “[b]ringing 
sensitivity to action in various ways: being a role model, conscientious staffing, 
mentoring and advocating and showing commitment to the Latino community” (p. 141). 
This vocation to one’s community is also present among Black school leaders 
(McKenley & Gordon, 2002). They all shared the same understanding of economic 
disadvantages, a feeling of shared aspirations, and the privilege of being a role model. 
To be successful in their community building mission, Latinx leaders harnessed their 
cultural capital to make connections with students and serve the Latinx community 
(Martinez et al., 2016). 

African American urban school principals, on the other hand, position themselves as 
“cultural brokers” (Murakami et al., 2015) or as cultural translators and creators of an 
adaptive organizational structure. Dealing with community conflict in a manner that 
empowers school and community participants is one of the three anchors of their 
leadership practices (Davis & Madsen, 2009). 



An Affirmation of Minority Leadership Abilities 

The ascension of minority educators to leadership positions is perceived as a 
pathfinding or groundbreaking event. They interpret their leadership position as an 
affirmation of the pioneering achievement of becoming a school leader from Black and 
ethnic minority backgrounds (McKenley & Gordon, 2002). Nwabah (2006) also found 
this affirmation of leadership skills and abilities as well as achievement validation among 
Nigerian women in the United States. The emergence and development of leaders in 
various minority communities provide educators, scholars, and communities with 
diverse images of leadership. Through their leadership attainment, minority leaders 
provide an achievement template for future generations.  

A Model of Leadership for Minority Group 

Role modeling seems to be a natural inclination for minority educational leaders. For 
Mexican American and Black principals, role modeling seems to be non-negotiable 
(Campbell, 1989; Tillman, 2004). They provide “images that would inspire and motivate 
Black students” (Tillman, 2004, p. 110) to perform well academically and develop their 
identity. The shared race and cultural affiliations establish a congruence of purpose and 
identities. 

Role modeling transcends race and ethnicity. Brown (2012) explained African American 
principals’ role modeling across three contexts: (a) for African American students in 
African American dominated schools, (b) for Whites in White dominated schools, and (c) 
for African Americans in White dominated schools. This universality of impact bring 
legitimacy to minority leadership: “Successful minority principals demonstrate to all 
students that leadership positions are fulfilled by representatives from all ethnicities” 
(Sanchez et al., 2008, para. 2). However. The pathway from leadership aspirations to 
securing a leadership position is not a straight line for most minority leaders. 

The Journey to Successful Minority Leadership 

The leadership journey of the marginalized begins with the development of a leadership 
identity. Once a leadership identity is formed, minority leaders take steps towards the 
actualization of their leadership aspirations. The process goes through different 
pathways. The experience of minority leaders with school leadership closes this 
uncommon journey. 

Stages of Minority Leadership Identity Development 

Leadership identity development is an interactive process between self and group 
influences. It involves six stages that go from a hierarchical and leader-centric view of 
leadership to a more collaborative and relational perspective on leadership (Komives et 
al., 2005). There is no indication whether these six stages vary based on context and 
cultural background, nor whether Black African immigrant leaders have gone through 
any those stages and how they have experienced them. 



In addition, Ande (2009) has developed a four-stage leadership development model for 
foreign-born African academic leaders at the University level. It includes: transition, 
adjustment, leadership, and commitment and contentment. Each of these four stages 
represents a scene in the life and leadership experiences of foreign-born African 
academic leaders. The duration of each scene depends on the intensity of the cultural 
disparities and the individual level of adaptation to the new culture. 

Latina women go through five progressive stages to become school leaders. Those 
stages include (1) early family and cultural influences; (2) diverse career background; 
(3) high achieving teachers; (4) professional leadership initiatives; and (5) professional 
upward mobility (Palacio, 2013). The analysis of these different approaches to 
leadership development shows that the ascension to a leadership role is not the result 
of chance. It requires some will, preparation, and opportunities. 

Pathways to School Leadership for Minority Educators 

School leadership starts with teachers. In order to understand the principal labor 
market, it is important to understand the path from teacher to principal (Williams & Loeb, 
2012). Forty-one states require prospective principals to have some teaching 
experience, and 99% of public school principals have some teaching experience 
averaging 14 years. However, the movement from teacher to principal takes a variety of 
pathways (Mendez-Morse et al., 2015; Morales, 2014). The National Center for 
Education Statistics (2008) found that 68% of public school principals were assistant 
principals and 32% were not. More than half of principals reported that they had served 
in various capacities such as club advisors or sponsors, and 36% had been head of an 
academic department prior to ascending to the principalship. 

A typical Hispanic female staff administrator begins her career as a bilingual teacher, 
moves to a bilingual resource teacher position, then proceeds to a district-level position. 
A typical Hispanic female line administrator begins her career as a bilingual teacher, 
moves to a bilingual resource teacher position, then proceeds to district administration 
before becoming an assistant principal. Eventually, she becomes a site administrator, 
then returns to the district level as a director before ultimately advancing to assistant 
superintendent or superintendent (Regules, 1998). For other minority administrators, the 
path to becoming a principal began with classroom teaching and assistant 
principalships or as paraprofessionals, media specialists, librarians, teachers, or 
coaches (Mendez-Morse et al., 2015). The literature reviewed did not address the 
relationship between race and specific leadership pathway models. There has also 
been no indication about the pathways Black African immigrants follow to become 
school leaders. 

Professional Socialization of Minority Leaders 

School administrators may go through three hierarchical boundaries from assistant 
principal to principal, from teacher to assistant principal, or from teacher to principal 
(Ortiz, 1982). The passage through these boundaries requires a socialization process. 



The socialization is a process of adaptation and acclimatization (Bengtson, 2014) or 
acculturation (Aghamirza, 2015) to a new role or new organizational culture. 

Public school administrators go through the anticipatory socialization and on-the-job 
socialization. Researchers (Crow, 2006; Hart, 1991; Houle, 1980; Wanous, 1992) have 
identified organizational socialization as the third prong of the socialization process. 
Other researchers have focused on the sites of leadership socialization (Auva’a, 2010). 
Those sites include teaching and leadership experience, peer affirmation, leadership 
development, internship, higher education and lifelong learning, leadership pathways 
and succession planning, mentoring program, and decision making. 

First generation immigrant educational leaders are acculturated toward both cultures 
(language competency and cultural competency) and self-identified identity dimensions 
(Aghamirza, 2015). This acculturation is mediated through the Interstate School 
Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISSLC) Standards which represent a set of 
competencies “[a]ligned with knowledge, skills, and dispositions, and more recently with 
performance expectations and indicators of the profession” (Aghamirza, 2015, p. 87). 
The mastery of those standards of practice can help Black immigrant school leaders to 
operate the change necessary to perform his/her new role effectively. 

Socialization is not only the responsibility of the aspiring or new leader. It should be a 
collaborative and a collective process shared by the individual, the leadership 
preparation program, and the school system (Bengtson, 2014). Interestingly, even when 
it comes to professional socialization, not all ethnicities are equal. There are inequitable 
opportunities to learn and ascend to leadership. Organizations have failed to socialize 
women and minorities so that they have equal opportunity to attain the top positions in 
school leadership (Auva’a, 2010). 

Leadership Frames and Personal Attributes 

Minority leaders who ascend to a school leadership position have to cross cultural and 
professional leadership boundaries. In their leadership border crossing journey, they 
bring with them their leadership lenses and personal attributes. These personal 
attributes can be summarized in three categories: (1) minority leadership mental 
models’ orientations, (2) minority leadership multiple abilities constructs, and (3) 
leadership dimension attractions and style of influence. 

Mental Models and Habits of Mind 

Mental frameworks reflect the sum of experience and how one perceives and assigns 
meaning to the knowledge acquired (Campbell, 1989). Black African immigrant school 
leaders have different life experiences based on their countries of origin and their native 
cultures. Does that mean that they may have a specific and a different mental 
framework? This question cannot be answered yet, since no research found identified 
the schemata of interpretation of Black African immigrants. 



Suzuki (1994) highlighted four significant differences among Asian-American principals. 
Asian-American female principals use the human resource orientation more often than 
their male counterparts, and foreign-born principals use the structural frame more often 
than U.S.-born principals. In addition, there were significant differences in the smaller 
number of Asian-Americans who used a primary leadership orientation, and a larger 
number of Asian-American principals who used multiple leadership orientations. Bolman 
and Deal (2008) established a correlation between the use of multiple leadership lenses 
and leadership effectiveness. Suzuki (1994) has speculated that Asian-Americans’ wide 
spread use of multiple leadership frames may be related to their bi-culturalism. If this 
assumption is true, it means that Black African immigrant leaders, because they speak 
at least two languages and have lived under multiple cultural influences, may display 
mental orientations that are consistent with Asian-American principals. 

African American perspectives on leadership in schools illustrate this need for frame 
synchronization or congruence. Foster’s (2009) investigation on rethinking a new mental 
model for school achievement posits that there is a disconnection between the culture 
of schools and the culture of African American students, their families, and 
communities. This cultural mismatch leads students to academic disengagement and 
oppositional behavior. As a result, students perform poorly and the achievement gap 
between them and their peers from the dominant culture widens. To respond to this 
achievement inequity, Foster (2009) proposes to reframe the mental model of 
leadership to meet the demands of the present and the future. The new mental frame 
should consider the importance of race and cultural competence in the development of 
effective leadership and instructional models that impact the achievement of African 
American students. 

To create a mental map for African American academic achievement and 
empowerment, Heggins and Pitre (2009) suggest relying on culture as a living system 
that permeates every aspect of the organization and unites people around shared 
values and beliefs. Taking the Bolman and Deal (2008) four-frame model into 
consideration, Heggins and Pitre (2009) propose an African-centered education model 
grounded in the symbolic frame to foster students’ achievement. Research reviewed did 
not indicate that Black African immigrant school leaders are more inclined to adopt the 
symbolic leadership lens or any other leadership frame for that matter. 

Emotional Abilities Frameworks 

Emotional intelligence is the ability to recognize and understand one’s behavior and 
others, and to use this awareness to manage one’s behavior and relationships. It 
impacts “how we manage behavior, navigate social complexities, and make personal 
decisions that achieve results.” (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009, p.17) 

Findings related to minority emotional abilities were not always explicit in the literature 
reviewed. For instance, Montes-Ramos (1996) found that Puerto-Rican principals 
working at U.S. schools are aware of the cultural differences between themselves and 
their staff and how those dissimilarities affect their leadership style. Shullman (2009) 



commented on the minority advantage when learning the skills of leadership and 
negotiating “multiple realities.” Both Montes-Ramos (1996) and Shullman (2009) are 
describing “self-awareness” in action. 

Marginalized people also seek insights into other people. Ande (2009) explored the 
interpersonal relationship involving foreign-born African immigrants occupying mid to 
senior level positions of leadership at American colleges and universities. He described 
the interactions between foreign-born African academic leaders with their peers or 
subordinates within the American academic environment. Participants stressed the 
importance of mutual respect in maintaining good interpersonal relations and described 
their relationship with their peers and subordinates as pleasant. 

For visible minorities living in a majority White culture, cultural intelligence is the key to 
professional effectiveness. This cultural ability demonstrates the adaptability of the 
leader to the new cultural setting. Kumaran (2012) also recognized the relevance of the 
other components of the emotional intelligence in the effectiveness of a minority leader. 
The descriptions of these multiple abilities are generic and do not address specifically 
the habit of mind of people from diverse backgrounds. It is not possible to indicate 
where Black African immigrants fall within the spectrum of the four-frame model or their 
emotional intelligence orientations. 

Dimensions of Leadership and style of Influence 

Leadership is about influencing people and empowering them to contribute effectively 
toward the success of an organization they belong to. The norms and belief system 
prevalent in the society and the organization inform the leader’s style (House et al., 
2004). House et al. (2004) found that most Black African immigrant school leaders fall 
within the humane orientation framework because of their origin. The humane style of 
leadership emphasizes compassion and generosity; This style is concerned with the 
well-being of others (House et al., 2004). Northouse (2016) agrees with the conclusions 
of the GLOBE study (Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness) 
about people of sub-Saharan Africa. He argued that Black African leadership behaviors 
is grounded in an ethic of care, compassion, and sensitivity. Black African leaders are 
charismatic and inspirational, team-oriented, participative, collaborative, and self-
oriented. 

The elements of the humane orientation leadership seem to have always been the 
building block of minority and immigrant leadership. In a study that explored Mexican 
American female principals’ perceptions of leadership, power, and caring, Carr (1995) 
found that Mexican American female principal utilized collaboration, teamwork, shared 
decision making, and tolerance for diversity. Even the Filipino leadership philosophy is 
grounded in the ethic of care (Mendoza, 1997). Hispanic principals have the same 
humanistic preoccupations. They are “[p]oised to create a culturally accessible and 
compassionate society that values people and community before material wealth and 
individual advancement” (Magdaleno, 2006, p. 13). Several researchers (Auva’a, 2010; 
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Magdaleno, 2006) have referred to this form of leadership as “cultural leadership” 
because there is a congruence of identity and purpose between students and leaders. 

Furthermore, minority leaders appeared to be more prone to transformational 
leadership. They are committed to improving the learning environments and have a 
strong desire to bring change. That is why they choose urban school contexts—
because it helps them fulfill their commitment to change (Crow & Glascock, 1995). In 
addition, a survey of Latino/a school leaders shows their propensity for democratic 
leadership style (Murakami et al., 2015). The democratic leadership indicators seem to 
be strongly aligned with the leaders’ experiences with race and iniquities when they 
were young. 

Feminist women, however, are more interested in transforming the existing leadership 
models to incorporate gender and to draw on the voices of diverse women leaders to 
transform the visions of effective leadership styles. Feminist women have developed a 
transformational, multicultural, and feminist model of leadership that is unique and 
grounded in three major principles: inclusiveness, suppression of hierarchies of 
oppression, and “positive marginality,” that is, the ability to use one’s marginal status to 
analyze feminism, to be creative about problem solving, and to find ways to support and 
empower one another (Porter & Daniel, 2007). 

With this latest finding, the literature on minority leadership frames and personal 
attributes seems conclusive about the influence of cultural and contextual factors on the 
actions of leaders from minority backgrounds. It implies that people do not have fixed or 
innate traits and qualities (Niesche & Gowlett, 2015). How that impacts Black African 
immigrant school leaders is yet to be fully explored. However, Black African immigrant 
school leaders are the products of multiple cultural identities. Therefore, their leadership 
behavior should be consistent with standard of leadership practices as well as culturally-
oriented leadership behaviors. That is probably what will make them unique, apt, and 
adept at negotiating and navigating this culturally pluralistic and racially-oriented 
territory. 

Experiences with Leadership for Minority Leaders 

Most of the research exploring the lives and experiences of minorities and diverse 
school leaders has described their school leadership experiences through a dualist 
paradigm: on the one hand, the literature has examined the challenges and barriers 
facing minority leaders, and, on the other hand, it has emphasized the strategies they 
have used to overcome those impediments to become successful. 

Minority Leadership Challenges 

The literature reviewed on minority school leadership indicates that minority leaders 
face multiple roadblocks and hurdles based on race, gender, and immigration status 
(Haven et al., 1980). There are both personal and external factors. Personal factors 
include a low career aspiration as a result of conflicting values and a negative self-



perception of one’s abilities and one’s personal leadership styles (Holtkamp, 2002). The 
level of language proficiency constitutes another key impeding factor (Pacis, 2004). 
English is not the first language of some Black African immigrant school leaders. And 
even for those of them originating from English Speaking countries, the accent they 
speak may pose interpersonal communicative challenges. 

The most significant factors are out of the control of school leaders. Racism and 
discrimination are the major ones. They constrain minority school leaders into outgroup 
status and occupational segregation (Bush et al., 2006; Coleman & Campbell-Stephens, 
2010; Horak, 2012; Morales, 2014; Peterson & Vergara, 2016; Sanchez-Hucles & 
Davis, 2010). As a result, they face a glass ceiling phenomenon (Hymowitz & 
Schellhardt, 1986; Martinez, 2016) on their quest to leadership opportunities. And when 
they are hired, they are more likely to lead from the cliff (Hewlett et al., 2008), that is, 
schools with majority minority and economically disadvantaged students (Mendez-
Morse et al., 2015; Peterson & Vergara, 2016) or challenging and high-risk schools 
(Coleman & Campbell-Stephens, 2010). 

Unlike men, minority women may carry the burden of their gender. Sexism is 
considered the most powerful agent of discrimination (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003). 
Diverse women leaders are torn between acting competently which means acting 
masculine and acting feminine which is perceived negatively (Chin, 2007). Jamieson 
(1995) has referred to this leadership dilemma as the “feminine double bind” or 
“marginality.” Being Black and a woman may add another layer to the “double jeopardy” 
(Sheppard, 1995; Smith, 2008). Sanchez-Hucles and Davis (2007) referred to the 
condition of female immigrant women as “triple jeopardy” because of the multiple 
stereotypes associated with gender, race, and ethnicity. These overt and covert racial 
practices exemplified the deficit thinking theory and microaggression practices 
characteristic of the dominant group (Horak, 2012). They can condition people’s 
attitudes towards minorities and foreigners and impact interpersonal relations within an 
educational organization. 

Organizational barriers to minority school leadership take on many forms. McKenley 
and Gordon (2002) found that Black and minority ethnic school leaders in England lack 
recognition of their success by officers and colleagues, and they work under intense 
pressure through constant scrutiny and professional attack. In the United States, African 
American administrators are always “sized up” or “put under microscope” because of 
their race (Brown, 2012, p. 38). The negative attitudes of colleagues and supervisors 
constitute significant barriers for Black and ethnic minority school leaders in England 
(Bush et al., 2006). As a result, minority leaders have to work harder, longer hours, and 
always better (Peterson & Vergara, 2016). This urge to “prove” their abilities in 
academic and professional endeavors, constitutes an undue burden for minority school 
leaders (Loebe, 2004). 

Facilitators of Success 



The literature that focuses on the strategies to overcome these barriers is mostly found 
in the same literature that identifies impediments to success. Similar to the barriers to 
success, there are internal (personal) and external enablers of success. 

Personal agency and self-efficacy are the key to success (Coleman & Campbell-
Stephens, 2010). It is a matter of growth mindset. For minority school leaders, 
exercising agency cannot be disconnected from a set of positive mental habits. 
Researchers have identified different mental dispositions that have helped them 
overcome their professional challenges. For African immigrant women, confidence in 
their leadership skills is a key determining factor for their success (Nwabah, 2006). 
Hispanic female principals have no preconceived limitations for becoming principals and 
hold themselves to high expectations (Morales, 2014; Santiago, 2009). They harbor an 
intrinsic determination to reach their higher goals and succeed (Falk, 2011). 

Meanwhile, Bush et al. (2006) found resilience, determination, courage, and ambition to 
be the enabling factors that allow Black and minority ethnic leaders in England to 
overcome barriers. In the U.S., African Americans rely on religious faith to survive 
(Brown, 2012). Beyond their personal mindset and mental attitudes, minority school 
leaders may harness their cultural capital to negotiate their leadership challenges. Pride 
in one’s cultural identity is an effective survival tool (Romo, 1998). They also tap into 
their cultural capital. For instance, male Latino educational leaders leveraged their 
ethnicity, culture, and language to connect effectively with students and parents 
(Martinez, 2016, p. 98). 

Besides relying on their native culture, minority educational leaders also count on their 
assimilation into the new culture and their leadership training to succeed (Pacis, 2004). 
Training and professional development equipped minority leaders with the toolbox, 
skills, and competencies to become highly qualified school administrators and to 
perform their leadership responsibilities competently and effectively (Brown, 2012; 
Pacis, 2004). 

Family, relatives and friends play a crucial role. African-born immigrants, Hispanics, and 
Asians all recognize that their success depends on strong family and community 
support (Bush et al., 2006; Falk, 2011; Morales, 2014; Nwabah, 2006; Pacis, 2004; 
Santiago, 2009). The school community also play a significant role in the success of 
minority leaders. The contribution of the school community comes in the form of 
encouragement from colleagues, managers, and various educators. Additionally, 
Santiago (2009) found that Hispanic school administrators were very influential in 
motivating aspiring minority leaders to become school leaders. Role modeling and 
support did not only come from leaders of the same ethnic or racial group. For instance, 
experienced leaders or other seasoned professionals also provided support though 
mentoring (Mendez-Morse, 2004; Murakami et al., 2015; Peterson & Vergara, 2016). 

Conclusion 

Seizing the Opportunity 



Five strands of literature were identified in this study, including the advocacy literature, 
the literature on the meaning of leadership for the marginalized, the journey to 
successful minority leadership, the literature on leadership lenses and personal 
attributes, and the literature on experiences and agency. These five strands came out of 
the exploration of a variety of studies that focused on various aspects of the life and 
leadership experiences of minorities and immigrant educational leaders in the U.S. and 
around the world. Each of the strands has shown that the body of knowledge about 
Black African immigrant school leaders is either missing or inexistent and needs to be 
developed; is nascent and needs to be expanded; or is lost into the homogenization of 
minority groups and needs to be segregated. In any case, this literature review provides 
an opportunity for and shows the relevance of an investigation on the experiences and 
narratives of Black African immigrant school leaders. Such a study will bring their voices 
and narratives to life and contribute to the development and/or expansion of a body of 
literature about Black African immigrant school leaders in the U.S. 
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