
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=nlps20

Leadership and Policy in Schools

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/nlps20

Toward Culturally Responsive Instructional
Leadership from Structured Critical Self-Reflection
(CRILS)

James Wright

To cite this article: James Wright (22 Aug 2024): Toward Culturally Responsive Instructional
Leadership from Structured Critical Self-Reflection (CRILS), Leadership and Policy in Schools,
DOI: 10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880

Published online: 22 Aug 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=nlps20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/nlps20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=nlps20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=nlps20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880&domain=pdf&date_stamp=22 Aug 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15700763.2024.2394880&domain=pdf&date_stamp=22 Aug 2024


Toward Culturally Responsive Instructional Leadership from 
Structured Critical Self-Reflection (CRILS)
James Wright

Educational leadership, San Diego State University, San Diego, California, USA

ABSTRACT
This study analyzes a principal preparation course structured by Culturally 
Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) and critical educational leadership 
research. Introducing CRILS (Culturally Responsive Instructional Leadership 
Structured by critical self-reflection), the methodology aims to humanize 
school experiences for Black and racially minoritized students. Through 
qualitative inquiry, including interviews and analysis of racial autobiogra
phies, the study found that critical self-reflection helped participants recog
nize biases and confront negative emotional responses. CRILS extends CRSL 
by incorporating lessons from pre-Brown practices and emphasizes reflective 
practices among all school-affiliated adults to foster student learning and 
guidance opportunities.

The Effective Schools Movement during the 1970s and 1980s helped institutionalize the term 
instructional leadership (IL) in educational administration (Cuban, 1988; Hallinger, 2007; Hattie,  
2008; Murphy, 1988). The Effective Schools Movement and increasing emphasis on accountability by 
policymakers, research foundations, governmental agencies, and principal preparation programs 
enhanced the value of IL globally (Gates et al., 2019; Hallinger, 2007; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; 
Hattie, 2008; McKnight & Whitburn, 2020; Murphy, 1988; Wang et al., 2018). Further, over the last 
two decades, IL has been the driving force in leadership preparation and reform primarily due to the 
continued demands for school accountability and student performance in the United States and 
internationally (E. Anderson et al., 2018; Goldring et al., 2015; Hallinger, 2007; Hattie, 2008; 
Trujillo & Horsford, 2021; Wang et al., 2018).

IL is widely considered a school leadership perspective focused on instruction to bolster academic 
improvement and as the path to effective schools (Edmonds, 1979; Hallinger & Heck, 1996). IL has 
been linked to improved teacher practice, positive student outcomes, and increased student achieve
ment across various contexts (Leithwood et al., 2010). John Hattie’s (2008) monumental and com
prehensive 15-year quantitative meta-analysis, Visible Learning (VL), was a ground-breaking 
contribution to IL. Despite his exclusion of qualitative studies and methodological, racial, and socio
political histories, theories, and debates, many regarded Hattie’s contributions to IL as the redeemer of 
public education (Eacott & Niesche, 2021; McKnight & Whitburn, 2020; Terhart, 2011). Leithwood 
and Seashore-Louis (2011) work linking school leadership to student learning also led to a watershed 
moment in leadership investment.

I acknowledge that the field of educational leadership owes a debt of gratitude for the 
ground-breaking and rigorous research findings regarding the central role that school leaders 
play in increasing academic performance (Hattie, 2008; Leithwood & Seashore; 2011). 
Nevertheless, scholars described IL, which does not reference the school context and the back
ground of its students, as shallow (Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger, 2007; Hallinger & Heck, 1996). 
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Accordingly, this research addresses a gap in instructional leadership by centering the role of the 
cultural context that students bring into schools as fundamental to how school leaders lead and 
interact with racially/culturally diverse students and their communities. Moreover, to that end, 
I build on IL’s aims to increase academic performance, which includes principals, teacher 
leaders, and instructional coaches (Neumerski, 2013). This expansion or distributed character
istic was unheard of in mainstream IL discourses in the 1980s (Hallinger, 2007). Thus, instruc
tional leaders are framed as teacher leaders, instructional coaches, aspiring principals, and 
principals.

Furthermore, I propose principal preparation that infuses culturally responsive school leadership 
(CRSL) tenets (Khalifa, 2018) with aspiring leaders, teacher leaders, and instructional coaches, 
structured by critical self-reflection or culturally responsive instructional leadership (CRILS). The 
S in the CRILS acronym, structured critical self-reflection, is a primary focus of this study. Moreover, it 
contributes to the gap in helping students navigate emotional discomfort due to critical self-reflection 
in the pedagogies of equity-driven school leadership development (Kim & Wright, 2024; Zembylas,  
2018, 2023). The purpose of this article is an intervention effort toward a CRILS-based instructional 
leadership and principal/leadership preparation program. However, CRILS differs from CRSL in that 
it expands its historical foundation. While CRSL is based on research by scholars like Khalifa, Tillman, 
Walker, and Lomotey and their studies of Black principals, CRILS acknowledges the broader role of 
Black educators during segregation. These educators acted as instructional leaders, principals, and 
teacher leaders, involving all adults in the school community (Fenwick, 2022; Wright & Karnopp,  
2024).

This article is an initial analysis of CRILS within a principal preparation program. I analyze the 
effects of critical self-reflection, structured by culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) tenets in 
a course, one in a series with instructional leaders – aspiring principals, teacher leaders, and instruc
tional coaches. I designed the course around structured critical self-reflection, informed by CRSL and 
critical educational leadership scholarship and research. I used qualitative methods: focus groups, one- 
on-one interviews, and document analysis (e.g., racial autobiographies and reflective writing assign
ments). In this article, I found that critical self-reflection assignments structured by CRSL and critical 
educational leadership research increased instructional leaders’ willingness to contextualize and 
historicize deeply-rooted biases and inequities (e.g., Wright, 2022). By structured, I mean that the 
critical self-reflection was guided or scaffolded by CRSL tenets and critical educational leadership 
research and literature presented in class and cited in this paper. Students were prompted to reflect 
accordingly and assisted by their weekly assignment submissions.

Problem

The Effective Schools Movement and accountability discourses informing principal and leadership 
preparation and training helped institutionalize IL. However, scholars argue that IL principles are 
often vague, ambiguous, and grounded on a narrow research base (McKnight & Whitburn, 2020; 
Murphy, 1988; Terhart, 2011). Further, IL remains an embedded and taken-for-granted component of 
principal and school leadership preparation programs. Nevertheless, persistent shortcomings of IL 
regarding a lack of specificity and consistency in its definition have become more glaring (Courtney 
et al., 2021; Eacott & Niesche, 2021; Neumerski, 2013).

Accordingly, I argue in this study that even the best-conceived efforts to improve instruction 
that fail to critically reflect on the cultural, epistemological, and linguistic capital that Black and 
historically racialized and minoritized students bring to school daily is a disservice to them. This 
perspective is demonstrated by the literature reviewed for this study and insights from a course 
based on CRILS concepts. The study takes place in a course with instructional leaders in 
a principal preparation program. It concerns the core question: “How do instructional leaders 
respond to structured critical self-reflection in their leadership learning?” Followed by these sub- 
questions:
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How, if at all, did the structured critical self-reflection tools and critical educational leadership research help 
instructional leaders identify deficit educational practices?

What were some critical self-reflections offered by instructional leaders regarding their role in implementing 
dehumanizing school experiences and contexts, if any?

How did instructional leaders discuss the CRILS-based teachings informing their future practices as instructional 
leaders or principals?

Objectives and Aims

This study builds on Khalifa (2018) by further developing the historiography of CRSL and 
contributes to highlighting the critical need for racial and culturally responsive school leadership. 
In addition, this goal is supported by outcomes based on critical self-reflection, structured and 
guided by CRSL, and critical educational leadership research in a principal preparation program 
course. I conceptualize CRILS as enveloping leadership and principal preparation training, not just 
stand-alone courses. By stand-alone courses, I mean that the entire principal preparation did not 
take a critical stance as outlined in CRILS, only the course I taught as outlined in this paper. 
Lastly, educational leadership departments and leadership developers interested in humanizing – 
racial, ethnic, and culturally responsive leadership – strategies may find this study valuable. I aim 
to contribute to a collective, critical, and transformational school practice beyond conjuring the 
sentiments of individual educators. Furthermore, it addresses the emotional discomfort found in 
the leadership development of equity-driven school leaders (Kim & Wright, 2024; Zembylas, 2018,  
2023).

Literature Review

Critics of the contemporary logic of IL highlight its ambiguities (Rigby, 2014): narrow, disjointed, and 
disorganized bodies of literature that disregard students’ backgrounds, communities, and culture 
(Eacott & Niesche, 2021; Hallinger, 2007; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Murphy, 1988). Eacott and 
Niesche (2021) note that IL was one of the field’s most commonly used and uncritically accepted 
terms, highlighting how “instructional leadership overlooks the matter of context and decentres, if not 
removes, issues of race, gender, class, and identity” (Eacott & Niesche, 2021, p. 222). These short
comings, critics argue, have made it difficult to determine how IL practices are effective (Neumerski,  
2013). Furthermore, IL is enveloped in accountability discourses such as standardized testing as the 
primary measure of student and school success (Eacott & Niesche, 2021; Ishimaru, 2019; Rigby, 2014; 
Trujillo & Horsford, 2021) despite a robust body of research attesting to the limitations of standar
dized testing as the sole measure of student learning (Fendler & Muzaffar, 2008; Hilliard, 2000), as well 
as teacher and school success (Ishimaru, 2019). The CRILS framework addresses contemporary 
critiques that instructional leadership (IL) ignores students’ backgrounds, communities, and cultures 
while overly relying on standardized testing. Further, CRILS advocates for a humanizing principal 
preparation: a more holistic, culturally responsive approach to leadership that emphasizes critical self- 
reflection and addresses issues of race, gender, class, and identity.

Nevertheless, standardized testing has produced effective, valuable evidence for school adminis
trators, policymakers, and institutions (Fendler & Muzaffar, 2008; Hilliard, 2000; Terhart, 2011). 
Further, Hattie’s (2008) contribution was deemed an IL milestone for its effort to achieve orthodoxy 
and standardization of student learning (Eacott & Niesche, 2021; McKnight & Whitburn, 2020; 
Terhart, 2011). However, standardized testing is mired in a deep history of cultural and racial biases 
that ignore broader sociohistorical, cultural, and racial inequities (Fendler & Muzaffar, 2008; Hilliard,  
2000). Thus, Bogotch (2002) contends that addressing unjust educational leadership norms starts with 
challenging “so-called” (p. 140) neutral and objective structures and systems, reproducing school 
inequities. Furthermore, Hilliard (2000) points out that high-stakes standardized testing was not 

LEADERSHIP AND POLICY IN SCHOOLS 3



a neutral or objective student improvement activity but, contrarily, the enemy of millions of children’s 
genius going unrecognized in schools. However, standardized testing remains fundamental to IL.

Moreover, research reveals a persistent shortcoming of IL regarding needing more specificity and 
consistency in its definition (Courtney et al., 2021; Eacott & Niesche, 2021; Murphy, 1988; Neumerski,  
2013). Leithwood et al. (2004) stated, “The term [instructional leadership] is often more a slogan than 
a well-defined set of leadership practices” (p. 6). Neumerski (2013) argued that IL’s overemphasis on 
principals constrains the ability to learn how instructional leaders improve instruction. Murphy (1988) 
argued that measuring IL was inhibited by problems trying to define IL based on a flawed approach to 
specifying and categorizing concrete behaviors. Other critics contest traditional IL’s claims of objec
tivity, underscoring the absence of attention to relevant racial, cultural, and other diverse perspectives 
and responses (Eacott & Niesche, 2021; Trujillo & Horsford, 2021). CRILS integrates culturally 
responsive practices and structured critical self-reflection to create a more inclusive and humanizing 
approach to instructional leadership.

Self-Reflection Vs. Structured Critical Self-Reflection in Principal Training

Over the past two decades, more critical self-reflective research models have emerged. Antiracist and 
social justice methods were incorporated into principal preparation and development to help 
acknowledge privileges and social class (Boske, 2015; Brown, 2006; Carpenter & Diem, 2013; Diem 
et al., 2019; Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Hernandez & Marshall, 2017; Hines, 2016; Irby, 2021; 
Martinez, 2015; van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020; Ylimaki et al., 2013). As a result of these more critical 
principal preparation/development approaches, strong negative emotions emerged, causing some 
instructional leaders to resist any role that they may have contributed to inequities in schools and 
society (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015, Irby, 2021; Kim & Wright, 2024; Martinez, 2015). While most of 
these studies involved research in a programming course, few were program-wide or had full 
departmental support (Diem & Carpenter, 2013). Even fewer of these studies structured or placed 
guidelines on self-reflection in the context of critical scholarship as a course or program design (Diem 
et al., 2019). None structured critical self-reflection on or highlighted culturally responsive school 
leadership principles. This article builds on the scholarship on emotional discomfort triggered by 
critical self-reflection in developing and preparing equity-driven school leaders (Kim & Wright, 2024; 
Zembylas, 2018, 2023). The CRILS framework offers a structured approach to critical self-reflection 
that integrates culturally responsive leadership principles, aiming to humanize and transform instruc
tional leadership practices by addressing school communities’ diverse cultural and racial contexts.

Brown (2006) explored critical reflection in a study of 40 educational administration students in 
a social justice, equity-based principal preparation course. Brown found that student reflection on 
their journal entries led to growth in self-awareness and a deeper understanding of themselves (Brown,  
2006). Diem and Carpenter (2013) examination of principal preparation programs determined that 
race-related silences were deployed from a place of privilege and used to avoid race-related conversa
tions. Further, their participants recognized the need to have a social justice component infused 
throughout the entire program instead of just one class (Diem & Carpenter, 2013). Boske’s (2015) 
investigation into preparing aspiring school leaders to address institutional racism used critical 
reflection tools, such as written journal entries, which led to increased critical consciousness. 
Gooden and O’Doherty (2015) used racial autobiographies and reflections as part of their principal 
preparation training. Martinez (2015) used self-reflection on race and privilege for aspiring leaders in 
a principal preparation program and found that students were challenged by course content, which led 
to questioning deeply held beliefs and privileges. Diem et al. (2019) found that deep internal reflection 
is promising in preparing antiracist school leaders and addressing racialized school policies. Irby 
(2021) termed his critical self-reflective techniques race-conscious inquiry cycles leadership – 
a combination of antiracist leadership and organizational improvement approaches.

These principal leadership training research studies used self-reflection to address common short
comings in traditional IL approaches. They focused on racism, inequities, and social injustice in 
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schools, in contrast to acultural and ahistorical, traditional instructional leadership training and 
principal preparation (e.g., Courtney et al., 2021; Eacott & Niesche, 2021; Trujillo & Horsford, 2021).

Scholars have alluded to how structured critical self-reflection can help educators understand the 
influences of dominant ideologies embedded within assumptions that shape critique, traditions, 
philosophy, logic, and analysis (Brookfield, 2009, 2017; McArdle & Ryan, 2017). van Nieuwerburgh 
et al. (2020) found that aspiring principals’ structured reflection, guided by a coach, helped prevent 
their thoughts from wandering and was more helpful than unguided/unstructured reflection. One 
participant stated that structured reflection, guided by the coach, gave them “the opportunity to reflect 
on the work we had done, but in my own context” (van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020, p. 297). Structured 
critical self-reflection seeks to lead toward transformative action and leadership practices by broad
ening awareness that discomforting feelings do not occur in a vacuum. On the contrary, these feelings 
result from generations of unchallenged white supremacy structures, systems, and traditions 
(Zembylas, 2018, 2023). Building on theoretical and empirical studies in leadership preparation and 
development of equity-oriented school leaders, Kim and Wright (2024) conceptualized a pedagogical 
model to help learners navigate emotional responses triggered by systemic racism, social injustices, 
and the inequitable school experiences they produce. The CRILS framework extends this work by 
providing a comprehensive model integrating culturally responsive leadership with structured critical 
self-reflection to equip school leaders to address and transform inequitable school practices.

Instructional Leadership and Dehumanizing School Norms

Dehumanizing school practices emanates from curricula (Milner, 2010), policy (Stein, 2004), and 
research (Patel, 2015). Further, Carter G. Woodson’s (1933) book, The Mis-Education of the Negro, 
underscored that schooling was designed to indoctrinate and not educate Black people in the US. 
James Baldwin (1998), in his essay “A Talk to Teachers,” described education as a paradox resulting 
from a birth of consciousness leading to an inevitable struggle and resistance to the dehumanizing 
conspiracy of education.

In light of these historically oppressive school conditions, Khalifa (2018) called for humanization, 
a practice in which students’ community-based identities are honored – in other words, school leaders 
and staff identify and recognize students and their communities’ cultural behaviors. Humanizing 
school culture and practice embodied pre-Brown segregated schools (J. D. Anderson, 1988; Fenwick,  
2022; Walker, 2001; Wright & Karnopp, 2024). Culturally responsive instructional leadership embo
dies humanizing school leadership and administration, whereby academic outcomes and student 
success are the priority. The CRILS framework builds on this tradition by emphasizing the integration 
of culturally responsive leadership and structured critical self-reflection to humanize students’ cultural 
and academic needs.

CRILS: Building a Framework

New and unassuming instructional leaders are commonly socialized by deficit practices regarding 
Black and minoritized students and their communities. Khalifa (2018) described deficit practices as 
lowered expectations set by educators toward minoritized students, their families, and communities. 
The conversation about IL being devoid of culturally responsive tenets is found in national, US-based 
discourses (e.g., Nelson & Guerra, 2014; Ylimaki et al., 2013) and international discourses in educa
tional leadership. For example, Mugisha (2013) used culturally responsive instructional leadership to 
analyze the deficit practices of well-intentioned White principals toward Maori and Pasifika students 
in New Zealand. These discourses demonstrate Ishimaru’s (2019) argument that excluding the 
insights, understandings, and expertise of “nondominant families and communities” (Mugisha,  
2013, p. 57) exemplifies deficit practices.

CRILS expands on CRSL by infusing IL principles as fundamental toward developing instructional 
leaders (e.g., Khalifa, 2018; Mugisha, 2013; Ylimaki et al., 2013). It also provides a scaffolding tool to 
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help students navigate discomforting emotions related to critical self-reflection and realize schools’ 
role in reifying inequities (e.g., Kim & Wright, 2024; Zembylas, 2023). This framework seeks to build 
aspiring educational leaders’ capacity to ensure the academic success of minoritized students and the 
humanization of their cultural backgrounds, communities, and experiences. This conceptualization of 
CRILS was applied within a core course in a principal preparation program. See Figure 1.

Methods

This qualitative study occurred within a principal preparation credentialing program with instruc
tional leaders – teacher leaders and instructional coaches seeking leadership credentials. Participants 
are educators who identified as instructional leaders – trained in IL principles, attended multiple hours 
of professional development training on IL, and enrolled in a university-based IL development 
program. Within that IL program, I carved out a CRILS-based course conceptualized, designed, 
taught, and informed by structured critical self-reflection, CRSL, and critical educational leadership 
research and principles. These research and principles shaped course assignments, class lectures, and 
discussions throughout the semester. The class was designed to encourage critical self-reflection on 
students’ backgrounds, biases, experiences, and world views as educational leaders.

Students were assigned critical literature, much of which was cited in the literature review that 
exemplified historical and contemporary examples of humanizing practices, deficit discourses, and 
dehumanizing educational practices that inhibit healthy relationships and engagement with students, 

Figure 1. CRILS Framework.
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their communities, and their culture. Also, students submitted bi-weekly synthesis and reflection 
assignments on course readings. This synthesis and reflection paper was a critical self-reflection of 
their current and professional experiences as instructional leaders, former K-12 students, and future, 
post-credential instructional leaders. These reflection/synthesis assignments helped me identify stu
dents who exhibited enthusiasm about course content and possible study participants. This study 
consists of focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and document analyses, e.g., racial autobiography 
and reflection/synthesis assignments.

This paper is limited by its purposeful selection of instructional leaders (students) aligned with 
CRSL principles. Former students were not high-level district leaders or principals but teachers 
seeking leadership credentials. However, they were all familiar with Hattie’s (2008) work and con
sidered themselves versed in instructional leadership. Another critical limitation of this study is that 
CRILS was implemented in a stand-alone course; none of its tenets were fortified in other classes in the 
program.

Research Participants

A total of ten from a group of 42 instructional leaders enrolled in a principal preparation credential 
program in the Western region of the United States participated in this study. The participants were 
a collective of certified teacher leaders, instructional coaches, and district administrators with at least 
three years of K-12 teaching experience from multiple local majority-minority schools. The instruc
tional leaders were students enrolled in a university’s recently redesigned program in partnership with 
the state credentialing agency and several local school districts. Participants represented diverse 
backgrounds and educational experiences. Three white women. Two white men. Two Black women. 
One Latina woman. One Asian man and one multiracial woman identified as Chinese and white (see 
Table 1). Participants were contacted and asked to participate in this study post-graduation. 
Participation was voluntary, no form of payment whatsoever was involved, and all university IRB 
protocols were observed.

I used a purposive selection process, which included both homogenous and variation in sampling 
to achieve the goals for this inquiry (Campbell et al., 2020; Glesne, 2015; Patton, 2002). The homo
genous aspect consists of student selection based on their enlightening racial autobiographies and 
biweekly synthesis and reflection assignments informed by critical educational leadership literature. 
The variation in sampling was due to differences in racial, gender, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. 
Of the 42 students in the program, 27 were identified as passionate about the CRILS-based concepts 
presented in class. All 27 agreed to participate; however, schedules aligned with only ten students for 
the focus groups, of which eight were interviewed one-on-one.

Table 1. Study participants.

Name 
(pseudonyms)

Biographical Information and 
Position while Student

Race/Ethnicity/ 
Gender Current Position if Known

Sofia High school teacher Latina woman Post-graduation, middle school principal for 3 years. 
Promoted to district administrator in 2023

Sarah High school instructional coach White woman Assistant principal
Connor High school teacher White man Assistant high school principal
Desiree High school teacher Black woman Local school district administrator
John High school teacher Asian man High school principal
Ellen Elementary school teacher White woman Not known
Nathan Dean at a high school White man High school principal
Kaela High school instructional coach Black woman Not known
Melinda* High school teacher white woman Assistant principal
Francesca* Middle school teacher Multiracial 

woman 
(Chinese and 
white)

Not known
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Study Participants

*Did not participate in one-on-one interviews due to scheduling conflicts

Data Collection

The goal of the data collected for this study was to learn how instructional leaders engaged with the 
CRILS-based course content. Moreover, how structured critical self-reflection may have contributed 
to dehumanizing, negative emotional responses, and deficit school practices. The primary data for this 
study were focus group and semi-structured qualitative interview data transcriptions. Along with 
semester-long assignment submissions: 1) 10 racial autobiographies, and 2) 8 bi-weekly critical self- 
reflection and synthesis assignments, multiplied by 10 participants for a total of 80.

My white woman colleague volunteered to facilitate the focus group and one-on-one interviews. 
The interviewer taught a course on IL in the principal preparation program and had a rapport with the 
students, but she did not teach CRSL or any other critical leadership content. This data collection 
approach was used to discern whether students would be comfortable discussing the CRILS-based 
course content with a white instructor. However, I prepared the interview and focus group questions. 
Glesne (2015) described focus group interviewing as “an efficient use of time that allows simultaneous 
access to the perspectives of a number of people on a topic” (p. 126). My colleague conducted two 
focus groups with 5 participants each in July 2019 at a local high school. Six months later, in 
January 2020, my colleague conducted eight semi-structured one-on-one interviews over Zoom, as 
2 of the initial ten focus group participants were unavailable. This gap allowed for several months of 
reading, interpreting, and analyzing focus group transcripts, which led to focused follow-up one-on- 
one questions (Patton, 2002). Focus group interviews lasted 90 minutes, and each one-on-one inter
view lasted 60 minutes. Focus groups and one-on-one interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
by a graduate student within ten days of the focus groups and one-on-one interviews. All identifying 
participant information was removed and replaced with pseudonyms to honor their privacy (see 
Table 1).

Interview Questions

Interviews were semi-structured (O’Reilly, 2012; Patton, 2002) around racial autobiographies, critical 
self-reflection and synthesis assignment data, and classroom discussions spanning 16 weeks. All of the 
participants expressed excitement and frustration at learning, in large part for the first time, much of 
the critical educational leadership course content. Questions were crafted around how the CRILS- 
based content in the course helped them identify deficit practices, their role in deficit and dehumaniz
ing school practices that they could identify, and broad historical interconnections to histories of 
racism and white supremacy, along with actionable steps for their future humanizing practices as 
school leaders, where suggested or stated during interviews.

Analysis

My interpretation of the participant data was the culmination of a 16-week semester analyzing racial 
autobiographies, synthesis, reflection assignments, course assignment feedback, class discussions, and 
lectures, followed by focus group questions designed entirely from my interpretations of the learning 
in our 16 weeks together. Further, one-on-one interviews were conducted for additional clarification 
and depth regarding my interpretations six months after focus groups to analyze further the “right
ness” of my earlier interpretations (Glesne, 2015; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000).

The primary data sources – focus groups, one-on-one interview data transcripts, and various 
written assignments over one semester – were analyzed and highlighted/color-coded based on pre
valent themes and patterns linked to the literature review (Patton, 2002; Saldaña, 2015). Specific quotes 
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from these interview transcripts and documents were identified, interpreted, and linked to three 
critical issues identified in the literature review (Saldaña, 2015): 1) the narrowness of IL training and 
professional development; vague and surface definitions of IL that decentered the context, culture, and 
backgrounds of students; 2) the impact of students’ engagement with structured critical self-reflection 
based on CRILS-based course content; and 3) identification of deficit, dehumanizing school practices 
and negative emotional responses that were highlighted in the critical and historiographical scholar
ship presented in the course; along with examples of humanizing practices.

Specific phrases and words from interview transcripts or written assignments were analyzed and 
found to be linked and aligned with what was found in the literature. For example, all interviewees 
considered themselves instructional leaders, and their training and development programs were IL- 
oriented and had specific training and education in Hattie’s (2008) Visible Learning curricula. 
However, they could only vaguely articulate what IL meant concerning their students’ communities 
and backgrounds. Many of the racially minoritized students in the class, including those interviewed, 
were awe-struck by how they had contributed to the same dehumanizing and deficit practices they had 
witnessed or experienced and lamented when they were K-12 students. Also, the racial autobiography 
assignments and the bi-weekly synthesis and reflection assignments helped them navigate negative 
emotional responses to identifying their role in forms of dehumanizing practices contextualized as 
rule-following or due to a lack of language or fear of reprisal for speaking out (see Table 2).

Findings

Participants’ reflections are eye-opening, given their years of teacher training and teaching experience, 
followed by many hours of professional/leadership development training and workshops. My inter
pretation of this study’s data was the culmination of 16 weeks of course-content analysis that linked 
and aligned with the literature review, demonstrating the depth of dehumanizing school contexts. As 
instructional leaders trained to focus on increasing the academic scores of their students, participants 
reveal how they grossly overlooked and undervalued pertinent racial and cultural-based contexts. 
Consequently, participants who identified as people of color, in some instances, reified oppressive 
practices they had once experienced and lamented in K-12 schools as students. Nonetheless, nearly all 
expressed confidence regarding changing their practices in their respective future leadership roles.

Identifying the Ambiguity in Instructional Leadership: Decentring students’ Background

Throughout the semester in class discussions, Melinda demonstrated a range of emotions, from 
excitement to anger and frustration, prompted by the reflection and synthesis assignments. She 
revealed a newfound empathy for Latino students, many of whom had to navigate crossing the border 
daily to attend school. However, their bilingual and transnational perspectives should be valued in her 
school. Further, her teacher/leadership preparation and training never signified these bilingual and 
transnational students’ intellectual, epistemological, and cultural currency – instead, they were deficit
ized. Melinda was one of several students who rhetorically asked how it was possible to have gone 
through decades of education, learning, and training, grossly unaware of the research presented as part 
of the CRILS-based content.

John, an Asian American high school teacher reflecting on his earlier teaching years, admitted that he 
had subscribed to deficit educational practices toward minoritized students and communities, especially 
his “Black students.” Deficit practices that had been shared with him by his more experienced colleagues. 
John explained, “But at the time, [I was told] ‘Don’t rock the boat, you know, you’re the new guy, don’t 
get into these politics.’” John’s reflections indicate how senior colleagues socialized him to accept deficit 
educational practices centered around students’ race, culture, and norms. “Early on, I bought into the 
narratives that my colleagues were feeding me about, well, this student is only really suited for these 
classes or opportunities.” John realized, “Looking back, we were taking away some privilege or oppor
tunity from them [Black and minoritized students].” John admitted that “pressure from peers against 
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speaking out . . . and not necessarily knowing what to say” made him complicit. Such indoctrination was 
typical for new and novice teachers who often internalized and never unlearned these deficit discourses.

Desiree, a Black woman, district-level administrator, and former high school teacher, described 
deficit practices as barriers: “We don’t have open conversations about what Black and Brown 
educators are doing [that is working], nor do we really recognize and celebrate them [for what] 
they’re doing in the classroom to better or to improve our students.” Desiree’s reflections are 
a measured by-product of being unheard and unseen in a school system that conflicts with her very 
existence as a Black woman.

Nathan, a white man and a high school dean, reflects on how his school sent information home to 
students’ families in English, even though most students came from families whose primary language 
was Spanish and spoke very little English. Nathan narrated, “It’s like right out of the door, we’re saying, 
‘You’re really not that welcome.”’ Additionally, Nathan was adamant about how the CRILS-based 
content helped him navigate and circumvent negative emotions and will continue to frame his future 
practices regarding the structured way he was trained to handle student referrals.

The CRILS framework offers a structured approach to fostering culturally responsive instructional 
leadership, emphasizing the need for humanizing principal preparation and leadership training. It 
highlights the importance of prioritizing academic achievement while integrating critical self- 
reflection to challenge oppressive school practices. Melinda, John, Desiree, and Nathan each described 
how CRILS-based reflection on their past educational practices helped them recognize the need for 
more inclusive and equitable approaches. Their experiences underscore the necessity of embracing 
CRILS-based content to transform educational environments, to help ensure that school leaders honor 
and leverage students’ diverse cultural and intellectual assets.

CRILS and Structured Critical Self-Reflection

The course content helped instructional leaders identify problematic practices they partook in or did not 
have a name for. For example, Sarah, a white instructional coach, admitted to subscribing to deficit 
practices with parents and families who did not align with traditional parental involvement norms. Sarah 
stated, “I just thought about when I grew up, my mom would volunteer in the class and help in PTA, so 
[course readings and conversations] in class [were] really eye-opening for me.” Sarah’s critical self- 
reflection, structured by CRILS-based content, helped her to identify common deficit educational practices 
regarding parental involvement.

Similarly, Ellen, a white elementary school teacher, reflecting on CRILS-based course readings and 
assignments amplified her engagement with deficit practices:

I found myself thinking, “Well, why do I automatically assume that the parents aren’t valuing education because 
they didn’t sign up for a conference? Or why do I automatically think that if they don’t show up to back-to-school 
night, it means they don’t care about what’s going on in their [children’s] lives?” I just participated in deficit 
educational practices because I didn’t know any better. This course forced me to confront it. And I think this class 
allowed me to be just more aware of where those beliefs and motives were coming from.

Sarah and Ellen identified deficit practices of validating common myths and tropes applied to Black 
and minoritized students’ families. Parents who do not attend school activities and PTA meetings are 
no less loving and caring than those who support and are active in all school-related functions, such as 
PTA meetings.

Melinda’s previously mentioned range of negative emotions, caused by the synthesis and reflection 
assignments and course literature, which structured her reflections, led to an insightful acknowl
edgment of her role in deficit educational practices:

This class made me more aware of myself and where my own attitudes and beliefs are coming from. I think this 
class had a huge impact on me because I had always considered myself an educator who tried to avoid labels and 
tried to get to know my families and my students, but just this class really forced me to like confront that I don’t 
know what it’s like to be a student who is Latino or I don’t know what it’s like and I don’t know their story, and 
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I’ve made so many assumptions in my past career, um, that this class kind of forced me to confront and really 
push myself to try to better understand perspectives other than my own.

Francesca, a self-described multiracial, Chinese American, white woman, mentioned how the biweekly 
structured synthesis and reflection assignments caused her to contemplate her upbringing in 
a predominantly white school district. Her school experience differs vastly from working with 
minoritized students in majority-minority schools. Reflecting upon CRILS principles prompted her 
to “reevaluate things that were normal for me, that was just not the same for everyone . . . so [I’m] 
having to kind of rethink that different people have different experiences.”

Nathan grew up as an elite athlete in a white-dominated sport and is currently an administrator at 
a diverse majority-minority high school; he talked about opportunities he missed as a school leader and his 
intentions for the future:

[CRILS-based content in the class made me] think about my actions quite a bit more, [and] about how I would 
engage with the students and with the families [in the past] . . . since the class, I am constantly checking to see 
“Are we disproportionate with our suspension numbers? Who are the referrals coming in for? Who [the referrals] 
are they coming from? Is it a conversation with a kid, or is it a conversation with a teacher [that I need to have]?” 
And it’s enabled me to go into those spaces, I think, with a little bit more confidence of being willing to push back 
on some of the teachers rather than some of the students.

The CRILS framework helped Sarah, Ellen, Melinda, Francesca, and Nathan recognize and address 
deficit practices and become aware of biases in their approaches to parental involvement, student 
assumptions, and disciplinary practices. Sarah and Ellen identified how traditional norms often 
exclude diverse family contributions. Melinda’s reflection on her assumptions about Latino students, 
Francesca’s reevaluation of her upbringing, and Nathan’s focus on equitable disciplinary actions 
illustrate the transformative capacity of CRILS. This framework equips leaders to create more 
inclusive, culturally responsive educational environments, benefiting educators and their 
communities.

Dehumanization in Schools Toward Humanization

Nathan’s reflections about how he overlooked routine oppressive and dehumanizing school practices 
linked to the “Anglo-centric evolution of schools in this country” led him to ask, “Am I perpetuating 
this in the current setting I am in now either explicitly or implicitly?” Furthermore, Nathan’s 
reflections are supported by decades of deficit practices that have become school norms. For example, 
Nathan expressed dehumanizing barriers toward his Spanish-speaking students and their families and 
that he should have prevented letters from going out in English to families who needed them to be in 
Spanish.

Desiree’s earlier reflections regarding the ways that school structures, systems, and practices, 
despite the intention, ignore, marginalize, or avoid “open conversations” that celebrate the successful 
practices of Black and Brown educators. This systemic avoidance is rooted in the widespread 
decontextualization of the educational success and impacts found during the Jim Crow school era. 
This lack of learning contributed to a marginal understanding of Black experiences, perspectives, and 
frustrations regarding education and schooling in the US.

Kaela, a Black woman and an instructional coach, recalled:

So, for me, when I’m coaching and working with teachers, I constantly have to remind them it’s okay to see color 
depending on how you see it and understand what they’re looking at. Because some of the things that come up 
[are based upon] the differences in race/ethnicity or just plain not knowing some of the cultural norms that 
happen [in Black families and communities]. I’m just trying to point those out to make sure that the classroom is 
engaging for all students and that the students are not being overly reprimanded for things that are just normal 
within their culture.

Kaela’s insight – similar to Desiree, the only other Black instructional leader in the cohort – was from 
a place of lived experience. However, their voices, perspectives, and expertise are marginalized by the 
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sheer lack of presence and representation of Black voices in a school system with a history of 
disempowering Black voices, particularly those serving Black students.

Sofia, who identifies as Mexican American, a high school teacher, offered a personal and vulnerable 
account of dehumanizing school experiences:

In my autobiography, I wrote about how, unknowingly, in my first couple years of teaching, . . . I contributed to 
dehumanizing school experiences . . . [the racial autobiography and course readings were] mind-blowing for me 
because it allowed me to recognize who I am and how I, at the beginning of my [teaching] years, had done that, 
without even realizing it, to some of my students. . . regardless of, “Oh, it was my first year teaching” . . . It doesn’t 
matter. I partook in that.

Sophia was referring to how she had accepted a culture of dehumanizing Mexican American students 
by disregarding their epistemologies, culture, and language that they bring with them into schools 
every day. She recalled how critical self-reflection structured by the CRILS-based course content 
helped her identify her role in reifying the same dehumanizing school experiences that she had 
experienced as a Mexican American K-12 student. Sofia had become angry at herself for overlooking 
the dehumanizing experiences and stereotypes levied against her as a young Mexican American 
student.

Francesca, reflections and reevaluation upon “things that were normal” for her as previously stated, 
normal here can be substituted for human. Francesca’s schooling experiences in a high-SES environ
ment with mostly white educators and students differed from the students she teaches and their 
communities. She indicated that the CRILS-based course content highlighted the depth of dehuma
nization in the school where she teaches compared to the K-12 schools she had attended. Francesca 
realized that what was “normal for me” was due to cultural and epistemological norms validated in 
schools that reflected and informed her experiences, which could cause misinterpretations of intelli
gence and academic ability.

Connor, a white man and former high school teacher who became an assistant principal upon 
completion of the program, reflected on the funds of knowledge content introduced to him in the 
course. Connor had begun grappling with how, as an instructional leader, to incorporate students’ 
and families’ assets: “How do we incorporate [their funds of knowledge] into curriculum, activities, 
things that we’re doing on campus . . . terms of engagement and inclusion so that we are like 
placing value on the skills different families and students bring to school?” Connor was genuinely 
excited about the opportunity and the challenges awaiting him in his new role as assistant 
principal.

The CRILS framework revealed significant insights into how educational leaders can 
recognize and address deficit and dehumanizing school practices. Nathan’s reflections under
score how traditional “Anglo-centric” school norms perpetuate exclusion, particularly toward 
Spanish-speaking families. Desiree’s and Kaela’s experiences highlight the systemic margin
alization of successful practices by Black and Brown educators rooted in historical and 
ongoing neglect of Black educational experiences.

Kaela emphasizes recognizing racial and cultural differences in student behavior to create 
engaging and fair classroom environments. Sofia’s self-reflection on her initial teaching years 
reveals how she unconsciously contributed to dehumanizing practices against Mexican 
American students, mirroring her own negative school experiences. Francesca’s reevaluation 
of her privileged schooling versus her students’ experiences underscores the cultural biases 
that can distort perceptions of student abilities.

Connor’s excitement about integrating students’ and families’ cultural assets into the school 
curriculum demonstrates the potential for CRILS to foster inclusive and engaging educational 
environments. Overall, CRILS equips leaders to dismantle deficit thinking and promote equity, 
inclusivity, and respect for diverse cultural contributions in education.
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Discussion

I introduce CRILS as a principal preparation and IL training methodology and pedagogy designed to 
navigate negative emotions and humanize the school experiences of Black and other racially minor
itized students (e.g., Kim & Wright, 2024). However, I do not intend to “pedagogise white discomfort;” 
instead, I seek to move from sentimentalism toward critical and transformative school practices 
(Zembylas, 2018, 2023). This study demonstrates the capacity to fuse critical self-reflection structured 
by CRSL and critical educational leadership to support instructional leadership, a fusion 
I conceptualize as CRILS. Furthermore, educational leadership departments and policymakers should 
consider CRILS a viable leadership training intervention encompassing principal preparation pro
grams and not just stand-alone courses. By infusing and grounding CRSL into IL development and 
training, this study fills gaps and strengthens common shortcomings experienced by instructional 
leaders. In particular, this study provides more precise, practical, and relevant explanations and 
definitions for the experiences and practices of instructional leaders.

Structured critical self-reflection allowed participants to confront and address their subtle yet 
deeply held biases, practices, and negative emotions. Instructional leaders revealed how they con
tributed to the deficit and dehumanizing school experiences for their students through systemic 
practices of ignoring and degrading their ontologies, epistemologies, cultures, and language. These 
revelations are particularly insightful given that, in some instances, instructional leaders shared similar 
racialized backgrounds. These revelations highlight the necessity for CRSL and other critical curricula, 
even for minoritized instructional leaders, because the indoctrination and socialization of 
Eurocentrism are deeply rooted in the knowledge canons and pedagogies governing educational 
training, specifically instructional leadership education, and training.

CRILS differentiates from CRSL in several ways. First, CRILS expands the historicity grounding 
CRSL. For example, Khalifa’s (2018) construction of CRSL builds from the scholarship of Black 
principals. However, CRSL was part of the entire structure of Black education during the 
segregated schools era. Black educators were instructional leaders, principals, teacher leaders 
(e.g., Neumerski, 2013), and all the adults associated with the school (e.g., Fenwick, 2022; Irby,  
2021; Kim & Wright, 2024). The instructional leaders pre-Brown demonstrated culturally respon
sive leadership or culturally responsive education in general in demanding academic excellence 
from Black students in familiar and relatable ways. What we call CRSL (or culturally responsive 
education, pedagogy, etc.) today is what Black educators, which included their broader commu
nities, lived and practiced in segregated schools and communities (e.g., Fenwick, 2022; Wright & 
Karnopp, 2024). Second, CRSL is structured by reflecting on the practices of Black principals 
(Khalifa, 2018), CRILS is structured by reflecting on principals, teacher leaders, instructional 
coaches (Neumerski, 2013), and all of the adults affiliated with the school as offering opportunities 
for student learning and guidance (Fenwick, 2022; Walker, 2001; Wright & Karnopp, 2024). Third, 
CRILS is a methodology and pedagogy that intertwines and fuses CRSL (the broader description 
just provided) and IL practices for principals, teacher leaders, and instructional coaches. CRILS 
offers insight into its capabilities in a widespread principal preparation program. Future investiga
tions of departmental-infused CRILS-based leadership training with university buy-in supported 
by policy can contribute much to humanizing educational leadership and school experiences for 
Black and historically racialized, minoritized students. Also, future studies can examine larger 
groups, including those who are obstinate to CRSL and more inclined to traditional top-down 
leadership approaches to principal and leadership preparation. Also, adding ideologically differing 
educators could further nuance these conversations.

Conclusion

The participants were well aware of and trained in instructional leadership principles. They attended 
professional workshops and were introduced to its tenets throughout their training before and after 
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becoming educators. However, only some were familiar with culturally responsive school leadership, 
and none were trained in its tenets nor familiar with the research and arguments for CRSL.

The CRILS (Culturally Responsive Instructional Leadership) framework significantly impacts how 
instructional leaders conceptualize and operationalize their roles, aligning with the paper’s aims to 
explore equity and inclusivity in education. Participants like Nathan and Desiree highlight systemic 
issues, such as the marginalization of Spanish-speaking families and the avoidance of celebrating Black 
and Brown educators’ successes. Their reflections underscore the need for critical self-awareness in 
leadership practices.

Instructional leaders like Kaela and Sofia emphasize recognizing and addressing deficit practices 
rooted in cultural biases. Kaela focuses on the necessity of understanding cultural norms to foster 
engaging and fair classrooms. At the same time, Sofia reflects on her participation in dehumanizing 
practices against Mexican American students, prompting a shift toward more inclusive approaches.

Francesca and Connor illustrate the practical application of CRILS by integrating students’ and 
families’ cultural assets into the school curriculum and activities. Francesca reevaluates her privileged 
background in contrast to her students’ experiences, while Connor is eager to enhance engagement 
and inclusion through culturally responsive strategies.

Overall, participant responses demonstrate that CRILS informs instructional leadership by pro
moting critical self-reflection, recognizing and addressing deficit practices, and operationalizing 
inclusive educational strategies. This alignment with the paper’s aims and research questions under
scores the transformative potential of the CRILS framework in fostering equitable and culturally 
responsive educational environments.

Future research should look to incorporate CRILS program-wide with tenets woven and integrated 
across all of the program’s courses, not just stand-alone courses. Also, future studies should further 
interrogate the disregard for CRSL (and similar critical educational content) in schools that serve 
racialized and minoritized students. CRILS offers much regarding a conceptual, methodological, and 
pedagogical framework for IL and principal preparation. While CRSL informs and structures the 
critical self-reflection in this study, other theories and concepts that challenge deficit practices and 
dehumanizing educational experiences, such as coloniality/decoloniality, critical race theory (CRT), 
and Black feminist thought, among others, can be exchanged for CRSL.
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