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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Establishing a Context for Centering Black 
Women and Girls in Education

Lori D. Patton

Black women and girls matter. They matter in our communities. 
They matter in our families. They matter in schools. They matter in 
 colleges and universities. Black women and girls matter regardless of 

context. Yet, speaking their mattering into existence is critical because Black 
women and girls are overwhelmingly subjected to processes of erasure. The 
 conditions under which erasure occurs consistently make it difficult to locate 
Black women and girls in policies, practices, and spaces where their well-
being and humanity are deemed worthy of investment. As coeditors of this 
volume, we wanted to engage in a project that not only named the challenges 
and issues Black women and girls face but also yielded the space to imagine 
and consider what it means to invest in Black women and girls, particularly 
within the realm of education.

Using the educational system as a launching point, this book allowed 
each contributor to articulate what it means for Black women and girls to 
be seen in spaces that have often ignored and marginalized them. This book 
reveals the distinctive conundrum in which many Black women and girls are 
enmeshed as they pursue education. On one hand, some Black women and 
girls manage to thrive in educational spaces, leading to the ever-present head-
lines that Black women are the most educated group in the United States. 
However, this “good news” for Black women often results in the presumption 
that they are “okay” or somehow “magical” due to their accomplishments. 
The focus on these perceptions overshadows the fact that Black women and 
girls persevere without equitable resources (e.g., investments). Ultimately, 
Black women and girls are subjected to tropes centered on resilience and suc-
cess, without deeper examination of their struggles; the mental, physical, and 
emotional toll of these struggles; and failures of educational institutions to 
provide adequate support. As Patton and Croom (2016) stated:
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2  INTRODUCTION

While the purpose of the Black Girl Magic message across Black women’s 
communities is rooted in self-empowerment and uplift, the message has 
also been mishandled and used as a trope to diminish the complexity of 
its meaning for Black women, who are almost always forced to define 
and redefine themselves beyond stereotypical notions of resilience and 
success. (p. 7)

When #BlackGirlMagic is positioned as a trope, attention to the pervasive 
impact of the racism, sexism, classism, and violence they face is diminished. 
Such tropes make Black women’s and girls’ challenges forgettable, promoting 
a failure to see that their lives matter in ways that are seldom acknowledged. 
When Black women and girls are viewed as “magical” it becomes easy to 
dismiss the following:

 Black girls were “held back” a grade or “retained” at a rate of 21% in 
2013, compared to 10% of girls overall (Smith-Evans et al., 2014).

 During the 2011/12 academic school year, Black girls were suspended 
from K–12 schools at the highest rate among girls, more than six times 
as often as their White female peers (Crenshaw, 2015). Wisconsin was 
the state with the highest out-of-school suspension rate (21%) for 
Black girls that year (Smith-Evans et al., 2014).

 In 2013, 39% of Black female high school seniors scored “below 
basic” in reading and 63% scored “below basic” in math (Smith-
Evans et al., 2014).

 Black girls graduate from high school at rates lower than their Asian 
American and Pacific Islander, Latina, and White female classmates 
(Smith-Evans et al., 2014).

 Only 44% of Black women who began college in 2006 received 
bachelor’s degrees within 6 years, compared to 61% of all female 
collegians (Smith-Evans et al., 2014).

 Black women earn less than most other groups in the United States 
($34,000/year; DuMonthier et al., 2017).

 Black women’s earnings are the primary foundation of Black 
families, with 80.6% of them bringing the primary financial support 
(DuMonthier et al., 2017).

 Black women experience poverty at rates greater than Black men and 
women of other races (DuMonthier et al., 2017).

 Black women are imprisoned at twice the rate of White women 
(DuMonthier et al., 2017).

 Black girls experience greater school discipline, representing 45% of 
all girls suspended during 2011–2012 (DuMonthier et al., 2017).
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INTRODUCTION  3

 60% of Black girls are sexually assaulted before turning 18 (Black 
Women’s Blueprint, 2018).

 Normalized negative characterizations of Black women (e.g., angry, 
aggressive, hypersexual) are routinely projected onto Black girls 
(Blake & Epstein, 2019).

 Black girls as young as 5 were “more likely to be viewed as behaving 
and seeming older than their stated age; more knowledgeable about 
adult topics, including sex; and more likely to take on adult roles and 
responsibilities than what would have been expected for their age” 
(Epstein et al., 2017, p. 8).

 In the 2011/12 school year, despite being only 28% of the female 
population, Black girls accounted for 61% of all girls disciplined in 
Boston (Crenshaw, 2015).

 Moreover, nationwide, Black girls in K–12 are:
 seven times more likely to receive one or more out-of-school 

suspensions (National Black Women’s Justice Institute, 2019);
 four times more likely to be arrested (National Black Women’s 

Justice Institute, 2019); and
 over three times more likely to receive corporal punishment or 

be referred to law enforcement (National Black Women’s Justice 
Institute, 2019).

Efforts to serve, support, and better understand Black women and girls 
require scholarship that raises important questions about their experiences 
in education. However, understanding their experiences means rethinking 
and reconsidering how issues are framed. Sociologist L’Heureux McCoy 
Lewis explained:

If we think about the narrative of mass incarceration, we think about the 
ways in which black men and black boys have been locked up at increasing 
rates since the 1980s. While this is true, the fastest growing incarceration 
rate is among Black and Latino women. And because we haven’t thought 
seriously about what’s happening with Black girls and Latina girls, we tend 
to make the issue of incarceration solely male, and we miss the different 
ways in which we need to be intervening not just for our young boys, but 
also our young girls. (Martin, 2010, 2:14)

Kimberlé Crenshaw (2014) made a similar argument, sharing that policy 
reports and research data rarely attend to the challenges of Black girls or 
whether their challenges resemble or look completely different from those of 
Black boys. As an outspoken advocate on the need to center Black women 
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4  INTRODUCTION

and girls, Crenshaw addressed the White House’s My Brother’s Keeper 
Initiative, stating:

Perhaps the exclusion of women and girls is the price to be paid for any 
race-focused initiative in this era. “Fixing” men of color—particularly 
young black men—hits a political sweet spot among populations that both 
love and fear them. Judging from the defense of My Brother’s Keeper by 
many progressives and the awkward silence of their allies, the consequent 
erasure of females of color is regarded as neither politically nor morally 
significant. (para. 4)

She further declared:

Gender exclusivity isn’t new, but it hasn’t been so starkly articulated as 
public policy in generations. It arises from the common belief that black 
men are exceptionally endangered by racism, occupying the bottom of 
every metric: especially school performance, work force participation and 
involvement with the criminal justice system. Black women are better off, 
the argument goes, and are thus less in need of targeted efforts to improve 
their lives. The White House is not the author of this myth, but is now its 
most influential promoter. (para. 5)

When we think of Black women and girls, it is easy to identify their  successes, 
while never naming the disinvestments in that success. Conversely, when 
Black women and girls struggle, they are blamed and presumed to be deserv-
ing of their predicament. They expressly become their own disinvestment, 
rather than the unjust and inequitable educational system that has funda-
mentally failed them.

The purpose of this book is to illuminate scholarship on Black women 
and girls throughout the educational pipeline. The contributors, all Black 
women educators, scholars, and advocates, name the challenges Black women 
and girls face while pursuing their education as well as offer implications and 
recommendations for practitioners, policymakers, teachers, and administra-
tors to consider in ensuring the success of Black women and girls. This book 
is divided into four sections, each offering a strategy for how readers should 
think about the educational success of Black women and girls.

In the first section of this book, “Mattering for Black Women and Girls 
in Schooling Contexts,” the contributors call for stakeholders (e.g., educa-
tors, policymakers, communities) to invest in their educational success. Ruth 
Nicole Brown and Aria S. Halliday invite readers to stop and consider what 
success means for Black girls beyond dominant notions of achievement. They 
reflect on their work with Black girls and share lessons that emerge when 
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INTRODUCTION  5

Black girls’ lives are centered and when their voices (laughing) and movement 
(twerking) become the starting point for understanding success. Gholnescar E. 
Muhammad advocates for Black girl literacy spaces that encourage them to 
thrive personally and academically. She offers the Black girl literacies frame-
work and its six critical components to engage Black girls in literacy peda-
gogies across the educational spectrum. Black girls and women should also 
matter in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), yet 
they face significant barriers in these spaces. Nicole Joseph explains efforts 
underway to make STEM more accessible, their promises and pitfalls, as well 
as strategies to engage Black girls and women in these areas across the P–20 
educational context. Charlotte E. Jacobs’s chapter centers Black girls’  emotions 
and  emotional literacy as one way to ensure they matter. She explains that the 
way we tell Black girls about their emotions can either disempower them or 
promote their sense of agency to navigate educational contexts.

In Part Two, contributors engage in “Naming and Challenging the 
Violence and Criminalization of Black Women and Girls,” issues that must 
be addressed if investments in their educational success are to be realized in a 
substantial way. Erin Corbett describes how the “mis”education of Black girls 
and women is rooted in limiting structural realities. She links the pushout 
of Black girls from schools to how Black women are situated in the justice 
system and the manner in which the educational system and justice system 
collude and fail them. Venus E. Evans-Winters and Dorothy E. Hines write 
about Black women and girls’ erasure through a framework of “nobodyness.” 
Nobodyness, they argue, is a form of erasure that disregards Black women 
and girls and leaves them absent from the same educational policies that 
deeply affect their lives and well-being in educational spaces. They further 
discuss educational policy discourses and school discipline that leads to vio-
lence and victimization of Black women and girls. Whereas Erin Corbett 
sheds light on education while incarcerated and the process of rehabilitation 
and reentry, Tiffany L. Steele discusses the outcomes of school disciplinary 
action on women who pursue college. She shares how these early schooling 
experiences inform Black women’s navigation of collegiate environments. 
LaWanda W.M. Ward, Ayana T. Hardaway, and Nadrea R. Njoku specifi-
cally focus on how Title IX policy promotes intersectional failures that erase 
Black women and girls. They reimagine Title IX in a way that supports Black 
women and girls as they pursue their educational endeavors.

Part Three of this book focuses on “Navigating Politics and the 
Politicization of Black Women and Girls in Higher Education” contexts. 
Lori D. Patton, Keeley Copridge, and Sacha Sharp discuss how Black 
women navigate their pathways to college and theorize the notion of disin-
vestments in Black women’s education. Such disinvestments often require 
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6  INTRODUCTION

Black women to navigate without resources that could make their collegiate 
pathways smoother. Historically and in the present day as well, Black girls 
are subjected to hair politics that follow them into adulthood. Jamila L. 
Lee-Johnson provides a perspective on hair politics that affect Black women 
undergraduates who successfully obtain leadership roles while in col-
lege, particularly at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). 
Janice A. Byrd and Christa J. Porter illuminate the importance of social/
emotional and mental health for Black undergraduate women while exam-
ining the consequences to their identity and overall development when 
institutions fail to provide adequate resources to meet these needs. Mercedes 
Adell Cannon’s discussion of how Black women with disabilities navigate 
higher education reveals that one essential way to center them is through 
privileging their  narratives as knowledge and allowing their voices to be 
heard. This section concludes with Mildred Boveda as she reflects on her 
mother’s socialization and its influence on her life. Boveda uses this reflec-
tion, along with the work of Audre Lorde, to engage readers in considering 
Black  women’s responsibilities for Black girls who attend college.

The final section of this book, “Still We Rise: Black Women and Girls 
Lifting and Loving Black Women and Girls,” invites readers to think deeply 
about how we can and should position love and care for Black women and 
girls as the most significant investment in their educational success. Maisha T. 
Winn offers a transformative justice framework as one opportunity for educa-
tors to shift their mindset toward supporting the educational needs of Black 
girls. Monique Lane introduces the politicized ethic of care as a philosophy 
to address the invisibility and hypervisibility of Black girls. Rooted in Black 
women’s pedagogical practices, Lane suggests this philosophical approach to 
support Black girls in dealing with the challenges they face in and beyond 
schools. Tykeia Robinson and Brittany Williams explore how Black women 
in higher education support one another and construct communities within 
digital environments. They argue that Black women use these spaces to retain 
each other in physical environments that are rarely supportive of their experi-
ences. The final chapter, by Toby S. Jenkins and Vivian Anderson, speaks to 
the vital need for intergenerational love, commitment, and dialogue between 
Black women and girls. The authors lift up community-based educators, 
familial connections, and others within intergenerational villages who oper-
ate to ensure Black girls and women thrive.

We view this book as one of many efforts to make Black girls and women 
more visible in educational discourses. Too often, their voices are silenced 
or ignored rather than appreciated and valued. Although Black women and 
girls have accomplished amazing educational feats, they are not a monolithic 
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INTRODUCTION  7

group. Moreover, how they navigate the educational system is not because 
the system treats them well, but instead exists in resistance to the barriers 
and inequities the system reproduces that disproportionately affect them. 
The chapters presented in this book will explain how Black women and girls 
experience education and how such experiences can be both liberating and 
stifling in terms of their life trajectory. Although focused on education, each 
chapter will present broader societal implications for their success and well-
being. Our hope is that readers will consider the challenges and issues Black 
women and girls encounter, but also juxtapose them with sound strategies 
that are ultimately implemented to support Black women and girls in achiev-
ing success, contributing to their families and surrounding communities, 
and engaging in leadership and advocacy for change.
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