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ABSTRACT 

NIKI SASHINGTON. A qualitative case study exploring the experiences of veteran black pre-

kindergarten teachers in early childhood settings (Under the direction of DR. TEHIA GLASS) 

The voices of veteran Black Pre-K teachers reveal how systemic barriers and mentoring 

relationships intersect to shape their professional experiences and influence their decisions to 

stay in or leave the field. This qualitative case study examined these dynamics within a large 

urban Pre-K setting. Grounded in Critical Race Theory (CRT), the study emphasized counter-

storytelling, permanence of racism, and interest convergence to explore how veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers navigate and challenge inequities in early childhood education. This research 

contributes to the literature by centering the voices of veteran Black Pre-K teachers, offering 

insights into the interplay between race, retention, and mentoring.  

Keywords: Veteran Black Pre-K teachers, early childhood education, Critical Race 

Theory, mentoring, systemic barriers, teacher retention 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

The trend of the diminishing presence of teachers of color within PK-12 education is 

complex and multifaceted, as highlighted in research by Carver-Thomas (2018). This ongoing 

issue involves various factors, including systemic barriers, cultural mismatches, and a lack of 

mentorship tailored to the needs of teachers of color. These discrepancies create challenges in 

representation and relatability within the educational environment, which mentorship programs 

can address if effectively structured. Further research indicates that teachers of color often exit 

the profession due to the demands of leadership roles and hostile working conditions (Kim et al., 

2024; Rodriguez et al., 2022). These attrition areas are exacerbated by systemic issues, such as 

racism, that take a toll on the mental capacity of Black teachers. This attrition is compounded by 

post-Brown v. Board (1954) predominantly white female educators instructing students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds, as noted by Ingersoll & May (2011; Whitebrook et al., 2018). This 

dynamic can lead to cultural mismatches and misunderstandings in the classroom.  

Following the landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education (1954) ruling aimed at 

desegregating schools, the journey towards educational equality revealed several unforeseen 

setbacks, especially detrimental to Black educators. The decision, intended to pave the way for 

inclusivity and fairness for Black children, faced stiff opposition from white people (Anderson, 

1988; Tillman, 2004). Another example of opposition was the White communities actively 

resisting the integration of Black teachers within schools, leading to widespread displacement 

and further entrenching their underrepresentation within education (Anderson, 1988; Ingersoll et 

al., 2019). This situation was further aggravated by insufficient government funding for Black 

urban schools, contributing to the broadening of opportunity gaps among students from diverse 

racial backgrounds. For example, in Mississippi during the late 1940s, the state spent $43 per 
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Black student compared to $192 per white student, reflecting a nearly 4.5 times higher 

investment for white students (Reardon et al., 2019). By 1960, $240 per white student was spent 

in Georgia compared to $120 per Black student, maintaining a 2:1 ratio (Reardon et al., 2019). 

These disparities in funding played a crucial role in perpetuating inequalities in educational 

resources and opportunities. Decades on, the racial composition of teacher education programs 

has not significantly changed and predominantly features white, middle-class, monolinguistic 

women, thus perpetuating a lack of diversity among teachers (Farinde-Wu et al., 2019; 

Landsman & Lewis, 2011). In "Teaching to Transgress," bell hooks (1994) emphasizes the 

classroom's potential as a transformative space, yet the scarcity of Black teachers undermines 

this vision, particularly in urban settings. This shortfall not only impacts the educational journey 

of Black students but also perpetuates systemic inequalities within education.  

Current research highlights several vital influences and trends related to the retention and 

growth of Black educators in early childhood education, focusing on areas such as principal 

leadership, the effectiveness of mentoring, and the promotion of professional development for 

Black educators (Sewell, 2022; Sun, 2018). However, there is still a noticeable gap in the 

literature regarding efforts to retain Black teachers, particularly within early childhood education 

(Jackson & Kohli, 2016; Sewell, 2022). A contributing factor to this challenge may be the lack 

of culturally relevant professional development opportunities tailored to Black early childhood 

educators, which can lead to personal and professional barriers. For instance, barriers such as 

differing communication styles, inequitable hiring practices, and unsupportive teaching 

environments have been identified as obstacles (Sewell, 2022). 

Other factors may present obstacles. Milner (2020b) emphasizes that too many schools 

are undeserving of Black students across the United States. Undeserving is defined as the 
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demographic composition of public-school students and teachers in the U.S., which presents a 

notable disparity, particularly in urban settings. While students of color constitute over half 

(55%) of the public-school demographic, teachers of color represent only about a quarter (24%) 

of the teaching workforce (NCES, 2023). The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

2023 data shows that Black teachers represent only about 7% of the public-school teaching 

workforce. While teachers of color as a group make up approximately 24% of the teaching 

population, the percentage of Black teachers remains particularly low compared to the student 

demographic, where Black students account for a more significant proportion of the school 

population in many districts. This disparity highlights ongoing challenges in recruiting and 

retaining Black teachers across the U.S. Specifically, Black teachers account for 9% of all 

public-school teachers during the 2020-2021 academic year, as the U.S. Department of 

Education reported. This gap is more pronounced in urban areas, where Black teachers are more 

likely to be found teaching than their counterparts from other racial or ethnic backgrounds. 

Milner (2012) defines urban areas not simply by geographic or population characteristics but 

rather by the social and educational challenges often associated with them. Milner (2012) also 

emphasizes that "urban" refers to the conditions within schools and communities, such as high 

poverty levels, racial and ethnic diversity, and resource limitations, which can impact 

educational outcomes. He moves beyond traditional definitions of "urban" that might only 

consider large cities, instead focusing on the systemic inequalities and the complex interplay of 

socio-economic factors that shape the experiences of students and teachers in these 

environments. 

As Sewell (2022) stated in her dissertation, researching the steps needed to retain Black 

early childhood educators is crucial. Gist (2018) emphasizes the importance of cultural relativity 
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in the classroom, particularly for students of color, noting that when Black teachers teach Black 

students, it supports their academic success by fostering connections through cultural 

similarities. Preparing and retaining Black early childhood educators is critical in establishing 

systems that promote culturally centered practices and long-term professional retention (Iruka, 

2019; Sewell, 2022). Iruka (2019) highlights the importance of these efforts, arguing that they 

are essential for delivering authentic, high-quality early childhood programs. Additionally, 

intentional strategies to diversify the early childhood educator workforce, such as offering 

competitive salaries, benefits, and targeted professional development, are vital in addressing this 

issue (Sewell, 2022; Shekeel & But, 2015). 

A National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2023) report highlights that 

approximately 65% of Black teachers work in schools where minority students make up 75% or 

more of the enrollment. This contrasts with only 27% of all public-school teachers working in 

similar demographic settings. Conversely, Black teachers are significantly underrepresented in 

schools, with 0 to 24% students of color enrollment, making up only 3% of the teaching staff, 

compared to 29% of all public-school teachers. This data underscores the pressing need for a 

more racially diverse teaching workforce that mirrors the diverse student population it serves, 

particularly in cities or urban areas where the contrast in representation is most acute (Easton-

Brooks et al., 2022). 

Al-Khatib & Lash (2017) noted that acquiring knowledge and skills through professional 

development is formative as early childhood educators build their identities. However, mentoring 

is crucial in retaining Black educators, particularly those in early childhood education.  

Mentoring provides professional support and addresses the emotional labor of teaching in 

culturally diverse environments. However, mentoring programs are often inconsistent, poorly 



5 

 

structured, or insufficiently attuned to the specific needs of Black educators, leading to increased 

attrition rates (Morales et al., 2022; Smith & Williams, 2019). The experiences of Black Pre-K 

teachers, particularly those with over three to ten years of experience, are under-researched, 

leaving a gap in understanding how their professional trajectories unfold and what contributes to 

their decisions to stay or leave the profession. 

Research has demonstrated the beneficial effects of Black teachers on academic 

achievements, disciplinary outcomes, and the sense of belonging of Black students. Recent 

research has shown the positive impact of Black teachers on Black students, especially Black 

boys with special needs. Hart & Lindsay's (2024) groundbreaking research shows that Black 

students matched to Black teachers are less likely to be identified for special education. The 

results are most robust for Black boys, particularly those who are also economically 

disadvantaged (Hart & Lindsay, 2024). Further studies indicate that a racial/ethnic match 

between teacher and student is linked to improved engagement, motivation, social skills, and 

attendance (Rasheed et al., 2020; Redding, 2019). This study investigates the experiences of 

veteran Black Pre-K teachers in a large urban setting, focusing on how this group of teachers 

navigates systemic issues and leverages mentoring relationships to sustain their careers.  

Pre-kindergarten programs vary significantly from state to state. This study focuses on an 

early childhood education program in the Southeast. To maintain confidentiality, all participants 

and locations were assigned pseudonyms (e.g., ‘Wash’). Wash Pre-K (pseudonym) provides 

high-quality early education for four-year-old children from low-income families to enhance 

school readiness for children at risk of academic failure (Collins County Government, 2023). 

The program aligns with another large urban Pre-K model but operates within Collins County, 
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offering similar developmentally appropriate instruction based on state early childhood 

standards. 

While Wash Pre-K and another Pre-K program similar to Wash are committed to 

equitable access to early learning, Wash Pre-K serves as a distinct initiative that reflects the 

broader goals of public Pre-K education in the Southeast. Both programs aim to support 

underserved communities by offering accessible, high-quality educational experiences. In 

contrast, private franchised Pre-K programs such as Primrose Pre-K operate on a tuition-based 

model and cater to a broader socioeconomic range. These private programs often have greater 

curricular flexibility, influencing how teachers interact with students and how professional 

development and mentorship are structured. The distinctions in funding, eligibility, and 

curriculum design between public and private Pre-K programs significantly shape teachers' 

experiences, particularly regarding access to resources, mentorship opportunities, and 

professional growth (Barnett, 2018).  

Statement of the Problem 

                                                       

Despite the recognized importance of the diversity of teachers in early childhood 

education, Black Pre-K teachers are significantly underrepresented (Goldhaber et al., 2019; 

Souto-Manning & Cheruvu, 2016). This underrepresentation is especially concerning in early 

childhood education settings like Wash Pre-K, where fostering culturally responsive learning 

environments is critical for young children’s development. This lack of representation affects 

both the teachers, who often face systemic barriers, and the children, who benefit from educators 

who reflect their racial and cultural identities. Research indicates that having teachers who share 

students' racial and cultural backgrounds can improve their students' academic and social 

outcomes (Gist, 2018; Grissom et al., 2023). 
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Black teachers in Wash Pre-K settings face systemic challenges that complicate their 

professional experiences (Gomez et al., 2015; Hurewitz, 2021; Logan et al., 2020). These include 

inadequate support systems and systemic biases that can hinder their professional growth and 

lead to higher attrition rates (Achinstein et al., 2011; Bristol, 2018). The challenges are further 

intensified by the lack of mentorship tailored to the needs of Black veteran Pre-K teachers, 

leaving them without the necessary professional and emotional support to thrive. Additionally, 

systemic biases in hiring, wage disparities, evaluation, and professional development contribute 

to the higher attrition rates of Black teachers (Center for the Study of Child Care Employment, 

2022; Ingersoll & May, 2016; Kim et al., 2024). The lack of mentorship tailored to the specific 

needs of experienced Black Pre-K teachers in Wash Pre-K further intensifies these challenges, 

leaving this particular group of educators without critical support systems to navigate their 

professional roles effectively. Understanding the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers within the specific context of Wash Pre-K is crucial for developing effective policies 

and practices that promote equity and retention in early childhood education (Carver-Thomas & 

Darling-Hammond, 2017). By exploring how systemic barriers intersect with the support 

available in Wash Pre-K, this study aims to provide actionable insights into addressing the 

underrepresentation and retention challenges veteran Black Pre-K teachers face in this unique 

setting. 

Purpose Statement 

 

This qualitative case study examined the unique challenges faced by Black Pre-K 

teachers in Wash Pre-K settings. This study provided insight into how the participants navigate 

systemic racial barriers, their influence on professional decisions, and the impact of mentoring 

relationships on their ability to address and challenge systemic inequities in early childhood 
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education. By examining how to navigate systemic racial barriers, this study aimed to understand 

the intersection of these barriers with professional experiences and retention decisions. It 

provided insights into the broader implications of systemic inequities and the potential for 

culturally responsive mentoring practices to support their professional growth. By applying CRT, 

the research aimed to better understand how systemic inequities and personal motivation 

influence these professional decisions. Understanding these challenges is crucial, as early 

childhood education is the foundation for children's future learning and personal growth. 

Mentoring can support teachers' autonomy, competence, and relatedness, contributing to their 

professional well-being and career longevity (Gagné et al., 2022). 

Early childhood education is vital as the foundational platform for future learning and 

personal growth. The National Association for the Education of Young Children (2020) notes 

that children engaged in high-quality early education programs typically exhibit superior social 

and cognitive outcomes. The formative years are vital for developing essential skills, acquiring 

valuable experiences, and forming attitudes that profoundly affect their future academic and 

personal development. However, despite the benefits, early childhood educators encounter 

significant challenges. Kim et al. (2024) and Whitebook et al. (2018) point out that challenges 

include low wages, high stress levels, and limited opportunities for professional development. 

For veteran Black Pre-K teachers, the issues are compounded by systemic racial barriers, such as 

a lack of responsive mentorship and inequitable professional support systems (Morales et al., 

2022). These conditions exacerbate the challenges Black early education teachers confront in 

their professional roles, impacting their effectiveness and well-being. This study will contribute 

to understanding how mentoring can mitigate these systemic barriers, supporting Black Pre-K 

teachers' retention and professional growth. 



9 

 

The challenges veteran Black Pre-K teachers face historically are multifaceted, extending 

from the mentorship they receive to the disciplinary actions imposed on Black children 

compared to White children. Recent data from the U.S. Department of Education supports this. 

Black preschoolers constitute only 19% of preschool enrollment and 43.3% of suspensions (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2020-21 Civil Rights Data Collection). Conversely, White 

preschoolers, who make up 43% of enrollment and a significantly larger portion of enrollment, 

account for only 26% of such disciplinary actions. This disproportionate disciplining of black 

students not only showcases an immediate bias but also sets a precedent for their educational 

journey, often affecting academic and social development adversely through to adulthood (Skiba, 

2015). Disciplinary disparities can significantly impact the work of Black Pre-K teachers, who 

must navigate these biases within their professional practice. The mentorship Black Pre-K 

teachers receive is crucial in preparing and supporting them to advocate for equitable treatment 

and understanding of their students (Morales et al., 2022). However, the gap in understanding 

how racial and intersecting identities influence mentorship in these settings can hinder the 

development of effective support systems for these educators (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). 

Effective mentorship should equip Black teachers with teaching strategies and advocacy skills to 

address and challenge the systemic disparities their students face (Achinstein et al., 2011; 

Morales et al., 2022). 

The diversity of teaching staff is crucial in early childhood education. It brings a variety 

of perspectives and allows for more relatable role models for diverse student pathways. Trent et 

al. (2019) suggest that children greatly benefit from teachers who mirror their racial and ethnic 

backgrounds, leading to improved educational engagement and outcomes. Future studies indicate 
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that a racial/ethnic match between teacher and student is linked to improved engagement, 

motivation, social skills, and attendance (Rasheed et al., 2019). 

Research Questions 

 

  This qualitative case study explored the unique challenges experienced by veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers within a large urban Pre-K setting, focusing on how mentoring relationships and 

systemic racial barriers shape their professional experiences and retention decisions. Specifically, 

this study aimed to understand how mentoring relationships influence veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers’ abilities to navigate and challenge systemic inequities in early childhood education. 

Systemic racial barriers are defined as institutional practices and policies that perpetuate 

inequities based on race, impacting these educators’ opportunities for professional growth, 

advancement, and overall retention in the field. The following questions guided this research: 

1. How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers and inequities 

within a large urban Pre-K setting?  

2. How do systemic racial barriers within a large urban Pre-K system influence veteran 

Black teachers' decisions to remain in or leave the profession? 

3. How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers describe the role of mentoring in navigating 

systemic racial barriers within their professional experiences in a large urban Pre-K 

context?  

Theoretical Framework 

 

The primary theoretical framework that guided this research was CRT, which provided a 

powerful lens for examining the structural inequalities within the educational system, particularly 

how these inequalities impact veteran Black Pre-K teachers' experiences. Originating from 

critical legal studies in the 1970s, CRT challenges the neutrality and objectivity of law and 
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extends its critique to various social structures, including education (Walker, 2015). Scholars like 

Derrick Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Alan Freeman have been pivotal in shaping CRT by 

emphasizing how race and racism are entrenched in American societal frameworks, influencing 

everything from policy to individual interactions within educational settings (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001; Walker, 2015; Yosso, 2006). CRT is distinct from other theoretical frameworks 

because it focuses on race as a central analysis point. 

 This study applied the CRT concepts of permanence of racism, counter-storytelling, and 

interest convergence, designed within predominantly white institutions, often reflect the 

priorities of the dominant racial group (Bell, 1980; Kafka & Wilson, 2023; Pierce-Brown, 2022; 

Taylor et al., 2023). The tenet of the permanence of racism posits that racism is a deeply 

embedded and enduring feature of American society, including its educational systems. This 

tenet will guide the study’s examination of how veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic 

racial barriers and whether mentoring helps alleviate or reinforces these challenges (Bell, 1980). 

By focusing on how these teachers encounter institutional obstacles that are ostensibly neutral 

but racially biased, the study explored how mentoring can either perpetuate or mitigate these 

challenges. Interest convergence suggests that racial progress for marginalized groups occurs 

primarily when it aligns with the interests of the dominant group (white teachers). This study 

examined whether mentorship programs for Black Pre-K teachers exist because they serve the 

broader goals of predominantly white institutions rather than addressing the specific racialized 

needs of these teachers (Bell, 1980, 1992). This tenet informed the analysis of whether current 

mentoring structures genuinely support Black Pre-K educators or merely uphold existing power 

dynamics within the institution. CRT values the experiential knowledge of marginalized groups, 

recognizing their lived experiences as essential to understanding and criticizing systemic power 
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dynamics (Yosso, 2005). Counter-storytelling, a method central to CRT, provides a platform for 

Black Pre-K teachers to share their narratives, challenge dominant narratives, and redefine 

success in environments that often marginalize them (Smith, 2020). This final tenet guided the 

study’s methodological approach, focusing on how Black Pre-K teachers narrate their 

experiences of mentorship and their efforts to navigate systemic barriers.  

Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate IV (1995) have notably applied CRT to 

education, revealing how systemic racism undermines the academic success of students of color 

and perpetuates disparities in educational opportunities and outcomes. CRT will be crucial in 

examining how racial dynamics influence these teachers' experiences with student engagement 

and instructional practices in their classroom environment. How race shapes teacher-student 

interactions and the implementation of instructional strategies can significantly impact Black 

Pre-K teachers' effectiveness and emotional well-being, further complicating their professional 

experiences within these institutions (Gordon, 2021; Taylor et al.,2023). By examining the 

embedded and persistent nature of racism, this framework helps to uncover how seemingly 

neutral policies and practices may disproportionately disadvantage Black educators in early 

childhood spaces. It also considers how the intersections of race, power, and politics influence 

the mentorship experiences of these teachers, potentially shaping their professional development 

and career longevity (Griffin & Tackie, 2020; Milner, 2008). 

Furthermore, CRT’s emphasis on the experiential knowledge of Black Pre-K educators 

provides a valuable perspective in assessing the effectiveness and inclusivity of mentorship 

programs. Thus, employing CRT will deepen the understanding of how race and systemic racism 

shape the mentorship landscape for Black Pre-K teachers, offering insights into how educational 

policies and practices can be reformed to foster a more inclusive and supportive environment for 
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all educators, regardless of their racial or ethnic backgrounds. The principles of CRT underscore 

the need for a critical examination of mentorship within the context of systemic racial inequities, 

aiming to propose actionable strategies that enhance the professional experiences and retention 

of Black Pre-K teachers. 

The application of CRT within this study also focused on understanding how institutional 

practices within the educational sector affect Black Pre-K teachers, particularly in navigating 

race and culture in their professional settings. By examining the embedded and persistent nature 

of racism, this framework helps to uncover how seemingly neutral policies and practices may 

disproportionately disadvantage Black educators in early childhood settings (Ladson-Billings, 

1998). It also considers how the intersections of race, power, and politics influence the 

experiences of these teachers, potentially shaping their teaching methods and classroom 

management strategies (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Milner, 2020). CRT's emphasis on the 

experiential knowledge of Black educators provides a valuable perspective in assessing the 

influence of race and culture on their professional lives and arguing that accurate equity in 

education can only be achieved by acknowledging and addressing Black teachers' specific racial 

challenges (Bridges, 2021). This perspective challenges traditional narratives and highlights the 

microaggressions that Black teachers encounter. This approach highlights the systemic barriers 

within the educational processes and advocates for reforms informed by the lived experiences of 

those most affected by racial inequities. 

Additionally, Love (2020) emphasizes that understanding the cultural and racial 

dynamics in educational settings is essential for developing effective support systems for Black 

teachers, which can lead to more inclusive and equitable educational practices. This further 

supports this by illustrating how policies often ignore the unique needs of teachers of color, thus 
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perpetuating a cycle of marginalization and inequity. As informed by CRT, effective mentoring 

can help Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers within their professional 

environments. Mentoring programs that address the specific racial and cultural challenges these 

teachers face is vital to their retention and professional growth (Johnson-Ahorl, 2017; Ladson-

Billings, 1998). 

Mentorship programs should support competence by offering professional development 

opportunities, constructive feedback, and recognition. However, these programs often need more 

culturally responsive training due to limited resources and a need for more training. Moreover, 

fostering relatedness through a sense of community and belonging is challenging in 

environments where Black teachers are often isolated or face racial biases. Thus, while these 

elements are critical for effective mentorship, the reality is that the broader educational system 

must also evolve to support these goals. Without addressing the systemic inequities embedded 

within educational institutions, it is unrealistic to expect that mentorship programs alone can 

overcome these barriers (Ryan & Deci, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

Addressing Black Pre-K teachers' unique challenges, such as navigating systemic racism, dealing 

with resource constraints, and combating isolation, could enhance their job satisfaction and 

retention. By creating a mentorship environment responsive to these challenges, educational 

early childhood settings can help Black Pre-K teachers thrive professionally and remain 

committed to their crucial roles in early childhood education (Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Ryan & 

Deci, 2000b). 

As shown in Figure 1, the theoretical framework's application to this study is illustrated. 
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Figure 1 

Critical Race Theory Framework 
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Overview of Context and Methods 

 

This study employed a qualitative case study design with an exploratory approach to 

examine the experiences of Black Pre-K teachers teaching in Wash Pre-Kindergarten. The 

research was structured as a single case study focused on veteran Black Pre-K teachers within 

the specific context of a large urban Pre-K setting, an early childhood program in Collins 

County. Critical Race Theory guided the framework to explore how race and systemic inequities 

shape these teachers' experiences, particularly in navigating institutional challenges and 

receiving mentorship. An exploratory case study investigates a phenomenon to uncover 

underlying factors (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Priya, 2020; Yin, 2018). An exploratory case study 

was particularly suited for this research as it allowed for an in-depth examination of the 

experiences of veteran Black Pre-K in educational childcare settings shaped by systematic racial 

inequities (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Mertens, 2020; Yin, 2018). Mertens (2020) further clarifies 

that case study research is a detailed investigative method aimed at understanding complex 

phenomena, ranging from recent events and critical issues to comprehensive programs, thus 

unveiling new layers of understanding. By centering race, the case study methodology provided 

a deeper understanding of the common themes and unique challenges veteran Pre-K teachers 

face, offering insights that can inform mentoring practices and policies to support Black 

educators, especially within racially diverse or historically white institutions.  

The case study was situated within a constructivist paradigm, which posits that 

individuals construct knowledge and meaning through their experiences and interactions within 

specific social and cultural contexts (Ataro, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Constructivism 

emphasizes the subjective nature of reality, acknowledging that multiple perspectives and 

interpretations can exist simultaneously (Ataro, 2019). This paradigm was particularly suited for 
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exploring the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers, as it allowed the study to 

capture how Black teachers make sense of professional environments, navigate systemic racial 

barriers, and construct their identities within early childhood settings. A constructivist approach 

prioritizes understanding participants’ viewpoints and experiences in natural settings, enabling 

the research to delve deeply into how these teachers interpret and respond to challenges in their 

professional lives. Grounded in a constructivist paradigm, it aligned with CRT, underscoring the 

importance of centering the voices of marginalized groups and analyzing systemic inequities in 

educational settings (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Constructivism complements CRT by 

emphasizing how individuals make meaning within their sociocultural contexts, particularly in 

environments shaped by systemic racial inequities. This alignment informs the choice of a case 

study methodology, which offers a detailed investigative framework for exploring the 

complexities of these teachers’ experiences within the specific context of a large urban Pre-K 

program. 

The population of interest included veteran Black Pre-K teachers working in the early 

childhood education field. It was narrowed to a few veteran Black teachers teaching in the 

Southeast, specifically in Wash Pre-K (childcare centers) programs. This group represented 

teachers with more than five years of experience in early childhood education and working 

within specific socio-cultural contexts that influence their professional experiences and 

trajectories. The selected sample of teachers consisted of four veteran Black Pre-K teachers with 

over five years of teaching experience in Wash Pre-K settings in Collins County. These 

participants were purposefully chosen to provide valuable insights into Black educators' 

professional trajectories, retention, and mentorship experiences in early childhood settings. This 

selection was grounded in CRT, which emphasizes amplifying the voices of historically 
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marginalized groups in educational research (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). The selection criteria 

included (1) more than five years of teaching experience in a large urban Pre-K setting within a 

large urban city in the Southeast, (2) self-identification as a Black Pre-K Teacher, and (3) 

willingness to reflect on mentorship and professional experiences. The criteria ensured that 

participants could speak to the challenges of remaining in the profession and the factors 

influencing their retention. Other teachers, such as novice (early career) or non-Black Pre-K 

teachers, were excluded to maintain a focused examination of how race, mentorship, and 

systemic barriers intersect in precisely shaping the experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. 

The research used semi-structured interviews and document analysis to collect 

comprehensive data, ensuring triangulation by gathering information from two complementary 

sources (Creswell, 2013; Mertens, 2020; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The triangulation method 

involved comparing and combining data types to identify consistencies and discrepancies, 

providing a more comprehensive understanding of the participants’ experiences (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; McKim, 2023; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Two interviews with each participant were 

conducted via Zoom, lasting approximately 60 minutes per participant to ensure in-depth 

exploration. The interviews elicited detailed narratives about participants' professional 

experiences, focused on their navigation of systemic racial barriers (RQ1), the factors 

influencing decisions to remain in or leave the profession (RQ2), and the role that mentoring 

relationships have played in their careers (RQ3). The semi-structured format allowed for 

flexibility, enabling the researcher to probe deeper into areas of interest that emerged during the 

conversation, which was crucial for capturing the complexity and richness of the participants' 

experiences (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The interviews uncovered personal narratives about 
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how veteran Black Pre-K teachers in Wash Pre-K navigated their roles within their classrooms 

and how mentoring failed to support their professional growth and retention. 

Document analysis complemented the interview data by providing additional context and 

supporting evidence. Participants submitted professional development logs, professional learning 

community agendas, and any Pre-K mentoring program materials. These documents offered a 

more comprehensive understanding of professional experiences and provided insight into the 

broader institutional support systems available to this group of teachers.  

Ethical considerations were at the forefront of this study. Ethical issues of design 

involved obtaining the subjects’ informed consent to participate in the research, securing 

confidentiality (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015), being sensitive to the emotional impact of sharing 

personal experiences, and recognizing the limitations in the scope of the study due to its focus on 

depth over breadth. Ravitch and Carl (2021) emphasize the importance of consent in research, 

highlighting the necessity to inform participants that their involvement is voluntary. The 

participants were made aware of their right to decline to answer any questions or to withdraw 

from the study at any time without fear of causing displeasure to the researcher. The data 

analysis process was holistic and rigorous, ensuring a comprehensive examination of the 

research questions and alignment with the Critical Race Theory (CRT) framework. The data 

analysis followed the five-phase qualitative data analysis process outlined by Bingham (2023), 

incorporating deductive and inductive strategies to ensure a transparent and systematic approach 

(See Table 1 in Chapter 3). As shown in Figure 2, the context of the case study.  
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Figure 2 

Case Study Visual 
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Significance of the Study 

 

This study contributed to the growing body of literature on teacher retention and equity in 

early childhood education by examining the lived experiences of Black Pre-K teachers within 

Wash Pre-K settings. This research provided increased attention to the benefits of addressing the 

critical issues of racial inequities and systemic barriers that impact these teachers. It also aimed 

to fill a gap in understanding how race and culture influence teacher retention and mentorship 

practices in early childhood education. The findings offered valuable insights to inform 

educational policy reforms and EPPs, fostering a more equitable and supportive educational 

landscape for veteran Black Pre-K teachers. The research further emphasized the importance of 

advocacy, allowing veteran Black Pre-K teachers to voice their needs and challenge institutional 

barriers that hinder their professional growth. As Audre Lorde (1984) powerfully asserts, “What 

is most important to me must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it 

bruised or misunderstood” (p. 40). This sentiment highlights the essential role of advocacy, 

empowering Black Pre-K teachers to express their values and demand the changes necessary to 

overcome the systemic challenges they face. Advocacy in this context is about individual 

empowerment and a collective effort to reform policies and practices, such as revising 

certification barriers like the edTPA and promoting diversity in hiring practices. As Anyon 

(2005) suggests, these advocacy efforts can help ensure that educational stakeholders commit to 

fostering a more inclusive and representative teaching profession. 

At multiple levels, this study held significance. Practically, it offered recommendations to 

strengthen mentorship models, affirm professional identity, and promote well-being among 

veteran Black Pre-K teachers. Theoretically, it contributed to the broader race and education 

discourse by expanding the understanding of how systemic barriers impacted veteran Black Pre-
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K teachers. Methodologically, the study advanced qualitative case study research by providing a 

comprehensive and context-specific examination of the experiences of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers. Within Pre-Kindergarten programs in the Southeast, the study’s implications extended 

to fostering more inclusive and supportive environments for diverse educators, ultimately 

enhancing the educational experiences of all students. 

In summary, this study offered a focused, well-supported contribution to theory and 

practice by providing actionable insights that could help shape the future of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers and early childhood education. This entailed fostering a more inclusive and equitable 

teaching workforce. Existing literature further substantiated the study by identifying a gap in 

research regarding the retention of Black Pre-K teachers in early childhood settings. Scholars 

such as Darling-Hammond (2017) and Wiggan (2012) had noted that existing educational 

policies and teacher preparation programs did not adequately address the unique needs of 

teachers of color. This research addressed that gap by exploring how policies such as 

certification requirements (e.g., Praxis) disproportionately impacted Black teachers and how 

culturally responsive mentorship served as a tool for professional retention. 

Positionality Statement 

 

As a Black female educator and doctoral candidate, my identity and personal experiences 

shape my research focus on Black Pre-K teachers’ experiences. I am a parent of a brown girl, an 

adjunct instructor in the Department of Child and Family Development, and an educator with 25 

years of experience, including 15 years in Early Childhood Education. These roles uniquely 

position me as an insider and observer within my research. I have witnessed firsthand the 

evolution of the field and the critical role Black teachers play, particularly in early childhood 

settings where foundational learning experiences are established. My personal educational 
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journey growing up as a brown girl in historically white school environments has significantly 

influenced my approach to this research. The few culturally relevant educators I encountered 

impacted my trajectory, ultimately leading me to attend a historically Black college and 

university (HBCU). This experience shaped my educational philosophy, emphasizing integrating 

cultural identity and inclusiveness in teaching practices. 

As a researcher with shared racial and cultural backgrounds with my participants, I 

recognize the strengths and challenges of being an insider. I, too, was once in their shoes, as a 

teacher assistant and a teacher, teaching Pre-K in a childcare center early in my teaching career. 

My shared identity may facilitate trust and openness in participant interviews, allowing for 

deeper insights into their experiences. However, my positionality could also lead to potential 

biases in data interpretation. To mitigate this, I will incorporate reflexivity throughout my 

research by maintaining a reflective journal, engaging in critical self-assessment, and conducting 

member-checking. These strategies will ensure that I remain conscious of how my identity 

influences my interactions with participants and interpretations of their narratives. I will also 

address power dynamics by approaching this research with humility and respect for participants' 

voices, ensuring they are co-constructors of knowledge in this study. Engaging in peer debriefing 

and triangulation will further enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of my findings. As an 

insider researcher, I acknowledge the balance required between empathy and objectivity. I aim to 

present an authentic account of Black Pre-K teachers’ experiences while maintaining scholarly 

rigor. Through these strategies, I will ensure that my position informs and strengthens my 

research design and findings, demonstrating a commitment to advancing equity and support for 

Black teachers in early childhood education. 
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Definitions of Terms 

 

The following terms are defined and substantiated by research to provide the reader with 

a clearer understanding of the terminology used in this study. 

Collins County Pre-Kindergarten (Wash Pre-K): Wash Pre-K is a county-funded early 

childhood education program in a large urban city that provides high-quality pre-kindergarten 

education to four-year-old children. It specifically targets children from low-income families or 

those at risk of academic failure to enhance school readiness by developing foundational 

academic, social, and emotional skills. Wash Pre-K classrooms operate in licensed childcare 

centers throughout the county, and the program aligns with state standards for early childhood 

education while offering additional local resources. Wash Pre-K is part of a broader effort to 

improve educational outcomes and equity in early childhood education by ensuring access to 

high-quality learning environments for all eligible children in Collins County. 

Veteran teacher: In this study, a veteran teacher will be referred to as an educator with five 

years or more of teaching experience who has moved beyond the initial induction phase and 

possesses a growing understanding of classroom dynamics, curriculum development, and student 

engagement. According to Carrillo and Flores (2017), the term ‘veteran teacher’ is used to 

describe a teacher who has served the profession for an extended period in the school setting (a 

minimum of 20 years) and who usually maintains a high degree of motivation and commitment 

towards the profession.  

Lived experiences: Individuals' everyday interactions, sociocultural contexts, and unique 

personal histories shape personal perceptions and realities. This concept emphasizes 

understanding individuals' perspectives from their point of view (van Manen, 1990). 
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Urban Education: Educational practices, policies, and dynamics within densely populated 

metropolitan areas often address diverse student populations, resource disparities, and unique 

socioeconomic challenges (Milner, 2020a). 

Pre-Kindergarten (Pre-K): An early childhood education program for children, typically aged 

four to five, focuses on developing foundational academic, social, and emotional skills to prepare 

them for kindergarten and beyond (Friedman-Krauss & Barnett, 2016; Öztabak & Polatlar, 

2020). 

Mentor: A mentor is an experienced and trusted individual who provides guidance, 

encouragement, and support to a less experienced colleague, typically referred to as a mentee. In 

educational settings, a mentor serves as a role model and resource, helping the mentee navigate 

professional challenges, build instructional skills, and develop their professional identity 

(Johnson, 2016). 

Mentorship: Mentorship is a developmental partnership in which a more experienced or 

knowledgeable mentor provides guidance, support, and feedback to a less experienced mentee, 

facilitating their professional growth and development. Effective mentorship in educational 

settings involves not only the transfer of knowledge and skills but also the fostering of the 

mentee's confidence, professional identity, and ability to navigate complex organizational 

environments (Johnson, 2016; Kram, 1985). 

Mentoring: A developmental relationship in which a more experienced individual provides 

guidance, support, and professional socialization to a less experienced colleague, occurring in 

varied forms and contexts (Klimaitis & Mullen, 2021). 

Critical Race Theory (CRT): CRT is a theoretical framework that examines how systemic 

racism and power structures impact marginalized racial groups, particularly in educational 
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settings. It challenges dominant ideologies and practices perpetuating inequality and highlights 

the importance of counter-narratives and experiential knowledge in addressing racial inequities 

(Bell, 1980; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Systemic Barriers: Institutional policies, practices, and societal norms disproportionately 

disadvantage marginalized groups, particularly in education, employment, and social mobility. In 

education, systemic barriers can manifest in hiring practices, discipline policies, and access to 

professional development, often limiting opportunities for educators of color (Anderson, 2007; 

Crenshaw, 1991). 

Retention: The ability of educational institutions to keep teachers, especially those from 

underrepresented backgrounds, in the teaching profession. Retention is shaped by job 

satisfaction, support systems (including mentorship), professional development opportunities, 

and the working environment influence whether teachers remain in the profession (Darling-

Hammond, 2017; Ingersoll & May, 2011). 

Racial Disparities: The unequal treatment or outcomes occur between racial or ethnic groups 

due to systemic inequities. These disparities are evident in various sectors, including education, 

where Black and other minority teachers often face biases in hiring, evaluations, and access to 

resources (Skiba et al., 2011; Milner, 2012). 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

Chapter Two provides a comprehensive literature review on veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers' experiences, retention, and professional development. The chapter examines the 

systemic barriers, mentorship practices, and professional development opportunities, or lack 

thereof, that influence the retention and attrition of these educators. By exploring critical themes 

such as historical marginalization, racially biased disciplinary practices, and limited access to 

culturally responsive professional development, this chapter establishes a contextual foundation 

for understanding the unique challenges veteran Black Pre-K teachers face. 

 The literature review begins by analyzing the historical marginalization of Black 

educators, highlighting its long-term impact on their career trajectories and professional 

opportunities. It will highlight the present-day systemic barriers in early childhood education, 

such as implicit biases, inequitable disciplinary practices, and the absence of supportive 

institutional policies. These barriers are shown to perpetuate a cycle of exclusion and 

underrepresentation for Black Pre-K teachers in predominantly white educational settings. 

Researchers explore mentorship as pivotal in supporting or hindering Black Pre-K teachers' 

professional growth and retention. Research indicates that culturally responsive mentorship, 

which acknowledges and addresses Black educators' specific cultural and racial dynamics, is 

essential for fostering an inclusive professional environment. The chapter delves into the role of 

mentorship in providing pedagogical guidance and emotional and social support, which are 

critical for sustaining Black educators in challenging settings. Further, the literature review 

considers the broader issue of retention and attrition among Black Pre-K teachers, focusing on 

how navigating predominantly white spaces and systemic inequities contributes to emotional 

exhaustion and professional dissatisfaction. In doing so, the chapter addresses the emotional toll 
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and psychological impact of racial isolation and microaggressions that contribute to higher 

turnover rates among Black teachers. 

 Critical Race Theory, as the primary framework, examines the racial and systemic 

barriers shaping the professional experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. By applying this 

framework, the chapter highlights the structural inequities within the educational system and 

provides insights into how personal agency and motivation interact with these external forces. 

Additionally, the chapter addresses a notable gap in research regarding how systemic racism 

contributes to the attrition of Black educators in early childhood education. Although studies 

have examined the environments and racial inequities that Black teachers face on a systemic 

level (Amos, 2016; Farinde et al., 2016; Jackson & Kohli, 2016), limited research exists on how 

these challenges specifically influence the attrition of Black Pre-K teachers. Chapter two 

introduces potential strategies for addressing these gaps, such as differentiated mentorship 

programs catering to veteran Black Pre-K teachers' specific cultural, racial, and professional 

needs. Expanding research in these areas will be essential for promoting a more inclusive and 

diverse early childhood education workforce, ultimately ensuring that the contributions of Black 

educators are recognized and valued. 

Critical Race Theory 

  

Critical Race Theory is the framework for examining the role of race and systemic racism 

within educational institutions. A substantial body of research reveals that CRT asserts racism is 

not an isolated phenomenon but rather a permanent and ingrained feature of American society 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2020; Yosso, 2006). Initially developed within legal scholarship, CRT has 

since expanded to examine how racism operates across multiple sectors of society, including 

education. Recent studies reveal that it focuses on the systemic disenfranchisement of people of 
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color, such as early childhood educators, and how this marginalization is sustained (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2020; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2017; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Smith, 2020). In this 

study, CRT is centered as the main framework through three core tenets: the permanence of 

racism, counter-storytelling, and interest convergence. The permanence of racism emphasizes 

that racism is a fundamental and enduring aspect of society, affecting institutional structures, 

including education (Bell, 1980; Taylor et al., 2023). This study explored how veteran Black Pre-

K teachers experience and navigate this systemic reality in white mentorship structures. Counter-

storytelling provides a platform for veteran Black Pre-K teachers to share their narratives and 

challenge dominant perspectives within these mentorship frameworks, thereby making visible 

these educators' unique challenges and resilience (Morales et al., 2022; Pierce-Brown, 2022). 

The concept of interest convergence suggests that designers of mentorship structures often 

prioritize the needs of the dominant group, aligning those structures with maintaining the status 

quo. This study examined how these structures impact Black Pre-K teachers' professional growth 

and retention (Bell, 1980; Kafka & Wilson, 2023). By employing these tenets, this study 

understood how Black Pre-K teachers navigated mentorship within systems not designed with 

their racialized experiences in mind (Taylor et al., 2023). 

A literature review on CRT revealed that it is a crucial lens for exploring how veteran 

Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers, examining how mentorship programs, 

often shaped by the interests of the dominant racial group, impact their retention. This introduces 

the concept of interest convergence by highlighting how those who design mentorship programs 

might structure them to reflect the priorities of the dominant group. The lens of CRT provided 

the framework for examining how these barriers are embedded in the structures of educational 

systems, such as unequal access to professional development and culturally responsive 
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mentorship for veteran Black Pre-K teachers. Subsequently, researchers such as Ladson-Billings 

(1998, 2021) argue that CRT challenges traditional notions of meritocracy and colorblindness in 

education, illustrating how race and power relations shape the professional experiences of 

educators. Nevertheless, investigating the use of CRT in early childhood education highlighted 

how systemic racial biases affect Black teachers’ access to professional development and 

leadership roles (Bryan, 2017; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2017; Smith, 2020).  

Central to CRT is the emphasis on counter-storytelling. Several researchers have noted 

that counter-storytelling is a method through which the lived experiences of people of color are 

foregrounded to challenge dominant, often Eurocentric, narratives in education (Cook, 2013; 

Cook & Dixson, 2013; Hernández-Johnson et al., 2021; Yosso, 2006). As noted previously, CRT 

scholars argue that people of color have the right to challenge dominant narratives, which are 

frequently untruthful or incomplete regarding their realities. By centering the voices of veteran 

Black Pre-K teachers through counter-storytelling, CRT provided a framework for exposing 

systemic barriers and racial biases that go unnoticed in mainstream discourse. Counter-

storytelling allowed veteran Black Pre-K teachers to share their experiences in predominantly 

white spaces, contributing their counter-narratives to the broader conversation about equity and 

inclusion in education (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Hernández-Johnson et al., 2021; Love, 2019; 

Morris, 2021). 

Another central concept of CRT is interest convergence, which suggests that racial 

progress is achieved only when it aligns with the interests of the dominant group (Bell, 1980; 

Kafka & Wilson, 2023; Pierce-Brown, 2022; Taylor et al., 2023). According to Kohli and 

Pizarro (2017), diversity policies in predominantly white Pre-K schools have revealed that these 

initiatives of interest convergence often maintain the status quo, benefiting the school rather than 
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addressing systemic inequalities. While CRT is a powerful tool for understanding racial 

inequities, some scholars argue that it may downplay other critical factors, such as 

socioeconomic status and individual agency. For instance, Taylor et al. (2023) suggest that CRT 

often centralizes race to such a degree that it overlooks how individuals, especially within 

education and career transitions, exercise agency in navigating or resisting systemic barriers. 

This emphasis on structural racism can obscure the role of personal decision-making and 

intentional actions, which may enable some individuals to overcome social constraints. 

This study acknowledged these critiques while maintaining that CRT is a valuable lens 

for understanding how deeply embedded systemic barriers impact the professional experiences 

of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. The literature review demonstrated that applying CRT enables a 

deeper understanding of how veteran Black Pre-K teachers confront systemic barriers in 

educational settings, particularly concerning mentorship, retention, and institutional support. 

This framework made the study more actionable by directly linking CRT's principles with Black 

Pre-K teachers' challenges, allowing for a deeper understanding of how systemic inequalities 

continue to affect their professional lives despite efforts toward diversity and inclusion. 

CRT in Early Childhood Education 

 

Researchers have given little theoretical attention to CRT in the context of early 

childhood and veteran Black Pre-K teachers. Scholars apply CRT in the field of early childhood 

education to examine how systemic racism and whiteness shape the experiences of young 

children and Black teachers. Research shows that many view early childhood education as a 

neutral space (Stein et al., 2022). Still, in reality, it is infused with racialized practices that 

disadvantage both children and educators from marginalized communities (Durden et al.,2020). 

For example, Durden et al. (2020) argue that racial inequities manifest in various ways, such as 
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the exclusion of culturally relevant curricula and the over-disciplining of children of color, 

particularly Black children, in preschool settings. 

CRT in early childhood education sheds light on the higher rate of disproportionality of 

systems from preschool (Sewell, 2022). Notable researcher Walter Gilliam (2005) discusses the 

systemic nature of educational disparities, emphasizing that early childhood education mirrors 

broader societal inequalities, where children of color, particularly African American students, 

face disproportionate disciplinary actions and exclusionary practices. For example, a study of 

data from the U.S. Department of Education supports this claim of Gilliam, showing that African 

American preschoolers, who constitute only 19% of preschool enrollment, account for 43.3% of 

suspensions (U.S. Department of Education, 2020-21 Civil Rights Data Collection). The data 

from the USDE aligns with the research by early childhood education (ECE) scholars and with 

the findings of CRT, which provides a critical framework for analyzing how these practices in 

early childhood education perpetuate structural racism (Decuir-Gunby, 2020; Sleeter, 2017; 

Smith, 2020). The outcomes of the data can be generalized in terms of how the implementation 

of CRT reveals the implicit biases present in early childhood classrooms. Scholars have 

increasingly devoted attention to the over-surveillance and punishment of Black children, 

particularly boys, often finding that they face harsher consequences than their White peers for 

similar behaviors (Gilliam et al., 2016). Research shows that implicit biases and deficit 

perspectives held by educators contribute to the disproportionate disciplinary measures against 

Black boys (Decuir-Gunby, 2020). In early childhood education, where the majority of teachers 

are white women, these biases often manifest in subjective judgments and disciplinary actions, 

reflecting more profound systemic inequities (Sleeter, 2017; Smith, 2020). Applying CRT 

underscores that exclusionary disciplinary practices are not isolated incidents but are rooted in 
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systemic racism, depriving Black children from the very beginning of their educational journeys. 

The framework challenges educators to scrutinize and dismantle these biases to create equitable 

and inclusive learning environments. 

Previous research has examined the impact of racial bias in early childhood settings, 

highlighting how such biases influence decision-making processes at the preschool level 

(Skinner, 2020; Thomas et al., 2021). Through the lens of CRT, these studies underscore the 

urgent need for reforms to address the underlying causes of disproportionality in early education, 

including implicit bias, punitive discipline policies, and the absence of culturally responsive 

teaching practices (Skiba et al., 2011; Thomas et al., 2021). This body of research emphasizes 

that such reforms are crucial for creating more equitable preschool environments for all children 

and teachers. The inequities above all have consequences by affecting the youngest Black 

students' long-term academic and social development and the attrition of Black teachers. The 

application of CRT in early childhood education has contributed significantly to the growing 

body of literature critiquing the pervasive influence of whiteness and racism in shaping 

educational practices and experiences (Sleeter, 2017). Research has illuminated the systemic 

inequities embedded within the foundational preschool years, underscoring how these early 

educational environments can unintentionally perpetuate racial disparities (Durden et al., 2020). 

Despite being positioned as critical spaces for fostering equity and inclusion, scholars using CRT 

argue that early childhood education often reinforces these disparities, highlighting the urgent 

need for transformative reforms that address structural racism from the outset. 

Historical Context of Black Teachers in Early Childhood Education 

 

To understand the issue of veteran Black Pre-K teachers in early childhood, it is essential 

to consider the historical context first. The literature indicated that historically, disparities in 
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access to early childhood education for Black children have been influenced by systemic 

segregation and unequal resource distribution, both of which are critical to understanding the role 

of Black teachers in this field (Anderson, 1998; Rose, 1999). Historically, the field has focused 

on the origins of this unequal access that can be traced back to the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, when Black children, particularly those in the South, had limited access to nurseries 

and kindergartens. Most of these early educational institutions either excluded Black children or 

were unavailable in predominantly Black communities (Rose, 1999; Williams, 2022). To 

understand this issue, it is essential first to consider that outside the South, Black children were 

similarly marginalized, as private "free" or "charity" kindergartens predominantly served White 

European immigrant families (Rose, 1999). Furthermore, even when public kindergartens 

became available, Black children experienced delayed access, and these schools were typically 

segregated and underfunded. 

Understanding the broader movement for early childhood education is essential in this 

historical context. Establishing day nurseries and kindergartens, driven mainly by women’s 

organizations, was a segregated effort. White women’s clubs primarily advocated for White 

children's needs, while Black women’s clubs paralleled and often surpassed these efforts 

(Chappell, 2021; Williams, 2022). The leading exponent of these clubs was to build on the 

legacy of formerly enslaved people who established and led hundreds of schools for Black 

children across the South between 1860 and 1876 (Anderson, 1998; Cunningham & Osborn, 

1979). The literature highlights Black women’s clubs' pivotal role in advancing early childhood 

education for Black communities. Studies by Cunningham and Osborn (1979) and, more 

recently, by Williams (2022) emphasize how these clubs were instrumental in raising funds to 

establish and manage day nurseries and kindergartens. They also launched training programs for 
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aspiring Black women teachers and advocated for integrating kindergartens into public school 

systems, ensuring public funding for early education programs (Cunningham & Osborn, 1979; 

Williams, 2022). 

To understand the historical conceptualization of this study, it was essential to consider 

the foundational role Black women have played in establishing nursery schools and early 

childhood education. Historically, early childhood education has been shaped by the efforts of 

influential Black leaders such as Mary Church Terrell. In 1896, under Terrell’s leadership, the 

National Association of Colored Women (NACW) established a Black kindergarten, with Terrell 

and Haydee Campbell, a graduate of Oberlin College, spearheading the creation of a network of 

Black kindergartens in the St. Louis school system that expanded across the United States and 

Canada (Cunningham & Osborn, 1979). Similarly, Dorothy Howard contributed significantly to 

early childhood education by founding the first Black nursery school in Washington, D.C., in 

1927, serving the children of prominent families, including Howard University professors and 

ministers (Bredekamp, 2020). While Bredekamp (2020) claims that these efforts laid critical 

foundations for the inclusion of Black children in early education, Cunningham and Osborn 

(1979) present evidence that the establishment of Black laboratory nursery schools at Hampton 

Institute and Spelman College between 1929 and 1930 advanced early childhood education for 

Black children and teachers. Conversely, some studies challenge this perspective, arguing that 

the impact of these early institutions did not extend equally across all regions, highlighting the 

need for further investigation into local variations (Morris, 2016). In contrast, other researchers 

argue that although these Black nursery schools were foundational, they faced significant 

barriers in securing sustained public funding and integration into broader educational systems 

(Broussard, 2019; Cahan, 1989; Cunningham & Osborn, 1979; Morris, 2016; Williams, 2022).  
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Critically examining the historical context reveals that the efforts of Black educators were 

not merely responses to unmet needs but acts of resistance against systemic exclusion. The 

legacy of these educators in creating educational spaces for Black children persists in the 21st 

century. Still, the systemic segregation, underfunding, and exclusion in early childhood have 

evolved into new forms of institutional challenges, such as inequitable access to resources and 

the lack of mentorship for veteran Black Pre-K teachers (Anderson, 1998; Banaji, 2021; Rose, 

1999). While early educational advocacy centered on building institutions and securing primary 

access, theoretical frameworks, such as CRT, allow for interrogation of the broader racialized 

power structures that perpetuate inequalities in early childhood education (Decuir-Gunby, 2020; 

Sleeter, 2017; Smith, 2020). The literature in this study not only builds on this framework by 

moving beyond historical documentation to explore how systemic racism, mentorship, and 

retention intersect in the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers but also shifts to add 

a wealth of literature on Black early childhood educators.  

The historical context of Black teachers in early childhood education sets a critical 

foundation for understanding the historical systemic challenges. The efforts to build and sustain 

educational institutions for Black children in the face of systemic exclusion have been pivotal for 

decades (Anderson, 1998; Cahan, 1989; Rose, 1999; Williams, 2022). This highlights how the 

trajectory of exclusion and underfunding has evolved into contemporary issues, such as the lack 

of institutional support. The studies suggest that the legacy of resilience and advocacy 

established by trailblazers continues to shape the experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers 

today (Givens, 2021). Overall, the findings indicate that understanding historical roots is 

essential for contextualizing the systemic racial barriers in early childhood education in 2024 and 
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comprehending Black educators' ongoing challenges and strategies for overcoming them 

(Chappell, 2021; Williams, 2022). 

Challenges for Black Pre-Kindergarten Teachers 

 

Systemic Racial Barriers in Pre-K Settings 

 

Research highlights Black teachers' critical role in early childhood education, particularly 

for Black students. Educators who share their racial background foster a sense of inclusion and 

understanding in the classroom (Gilliam, 2005; Hart & Lindsey, 2024). The cultural congruence 

representation enriches educational experience by introducing diverse perspectives into the 

curriculum, which helps challenge stereotypes and promote cultural understanding (Allen, 2016). 

Moreover, the representation of Black teachers can influence more equitable educational policies 

and practices, ensuring that their voices and experiences are valued (Brooks & Nelson, 2015). 

However, Black teachers face significant challenges, especially in predominantly White 

educational settings. These challenges often include disparities in mentorship opportunities and 

the disproportionate disciplinary actions imposed on Black students. The U.S. Department of 

Education Office for Civil Rights (2020-21) reveals a stark racial disparity in school discipline. 

Although Black preschoolers represent only 19% of total enrollment, they account for 43.3% of 

students receiving more than one out-of-school suspension. This disproportionate punishment 

negatively impacts Black children's academic and social development and often sets a precedent 

for their future educational experiences (Skiba et al., 2011). 

Diversity in the teaching workforce is crucial for improving outcomes for Black students. 

Hart and Lindsay (2024) highlight the positive correlation between racial congruence and long-

term success for Black students, particularly Black boys from economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds, while also noting the challenges presented by the demographic gap between the 
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predominantly White teaching workforce and the increasingly diverse student population. This 

mismatch underscores the ongoing need for racial congruence to improve academic and social 

outcomes for Black students (Farinde et al., 2016; Hart & Lindsay, 2024). Cherng and Halpin 

(2016) further suggest that minority teachers are often more favorably received by minority 

students due to their ability to serve as role models and better address cultural needs. Similarly, 

McKinney et al. (2021) emphasize Black educators' relational work, shaped by their awareness 

of the historical and political contexts affecting their students' lives, thereby enhancing their 

effectiveness.  

A growing body of research emphasizes the critical role that racial congruence between 

teachers and students plays in fostering positive educational outcomes. Achinstein et al. (2010), 

Farinde et al. (2016), and Hwang et al. (2023) collectively underscore the importance of student-

teacher racial unity, highlighting how such alignment is linked to positive perceptions, enhanced 

relational dynamics, and improved academic achievement for minority students, particularly at 

the elementary school level. The systemic racial barriers faced by Black Pre-K teachers not only 

limit their professional growth but also create environments that are emotionally and 

psychologically draining. Addressing these barriers is crucial for retaining Black teachers, yet 

many leave the profession due to burnout and a lack of support. The following section delves 

into the role of burnout and systemic challenges, exploring how these factors contribute to the 

high attrition rates among veteran Black Pre-K teachers. 

Systemic Challenges and Burnout 
 

Teacher turnover and burnout in ECE are pressing issues that significantly affect young 

children's quality of care and education (Stein et al., 2022). Systemic concerns play a significant 

role in ECE burnout, with low pay, limited resources, low educational qualifications, 
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complicated classroom dynamics, and stressful environments often mentioned (Gomez et al., 

2015; Logan et al., 2020). The literature shows that exceedingly high turnover rates among ECE 

teachers in the United States, particularly those working across various community-based 

programs, can destabilize these environments and negatively impact children's developmental 

outcomes (Schaack, 2017; Stein et al., 2022; Wells, 2015). Burnout has far-reaching 

significance. It is important to note that burnout leads to high turnover rates, often linked to low 

wages, limited access to professional development, and poor working conditions, exacerbating 

teacher burnout and dissatisfaction. Notably, Wells (2015) found that many early childhood 

educators leave the profession due to these challenging working conditions, contributing to a 

cycle of instability within the workforce. Several researchers have concluded that these systemic 

issues must be addressed to stabilize the early education workforce and enhance the quality of 

early childhood education. A critical finding from this research is that burnout becomes an 

expected outcome, leading to higher turnover rates. 

Conversely, some studies challenge this perspective, arguing that turnover is not solely a 

result of poor working conditions but also stems from a lack of emotional and professional 

support within ECE settings. For example, Flores et al. (2015) argue that many mentoring 

programs fail to address educators' specific cultural and emotional needs, exacerbating feelings 

of isolation and burnout. While more recent research by Schaack et al. (2020) claims that 

structural issues such as fragmented funding are central to understanding teacher turnover, Flores 

et al. (2015) present evidence that inadequate mentoring and professional support are equally 

critical. The role that mentorship and professional development play in reducing burnout and 

turnover. Research consistently shows that teachers with access to supportive mentorship and 

professional learning communities are more likely to stay in their positions and experience 



40 

 

greater job satisfaction (Manning et al., 2017). Manning et al. (2017) suggest that mentorship 

programs that provide emotional and professional support can be particularly effective in 

reducing stress and burnout, especially for novice teachers working in under-resourced settings. 

In contrast, other researchers argue that addressing structural and funding issues within ECE 

should precede mentorship interventions. Although Whitebook (2014) suggests that improving 

wages and benefits will reduce turnover, it differs from the findings of Flores et al. (2015), who 

argue that addressing emotional support through mentorship is equally essential. 

Hurewitz (2021) stated that the emotional toll and burnout experienced by early 

childhood educators are exacerbated by the demanding nature of their work and systemic 

inequities. Veteran Black Pre-K teachers, who often work in underfunded environments, face 

additional stressors related to racial bias and inadequate support systems. Research has shown 

that many early childhood educators, especially those in publicly funded programs, experience 

high turnover due to low wages, limited professional development opportunities, and poor 

working conditions (Hurewitz, 2021). For example, one study found that in centers where 

teachers earned less than $10 per hour, nearly 23% of staff left within a year, whereas turnover 

dropped to 7.5% in centers where wages exceeded $25 per hour. This turnover has a cascading 

effect on program quality and the stability of care, which is vital for children's continuous 

learning and development (Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, 2022). 

The intersection of systemic challenges and burnout exacerbated by the COVID-19 

pandemic profoundly impacts the retention of veteran Black Pre-K teachers, making it evident 

that addressing these issues requires a comprehensive approach. The pandemic intensified these 

challenges and changed the landscape of early childhood, with educators reporting increased 

levels of stress and burnout due to additional health risks and the emotional demands of 
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supporting young children during uncertainty (Bassok, 2021; Schaack et al., 2020). Many early 

childhood educators experienced isolation and emotional exhaustion while navigating remote 

learning and pandemic-related disruptions for the youngest of school-age students, four-year-

olds. This affected all educators and negatively impacted the children, as teacher burnout is 

associated with lower-quality educator-child interactions and decreased learning outcomes 

(Bassok, 2021; Schaack et al., 2020). Compensation is another key factor that exacerbates 

burnout, particularly when Black educators are paid less than their counterparts. The subsequent 

section will explore the role of compensation in teacher retention and how wage disparities 

create additional barriers for veteran Black Pre-K teachers. 

Compensation 
 

Veteran Black Pre-K teachers face unique challenges contributing to early exits from the 

profession, often tied to systemic inequities such as lower wages. The literature revealed that 

Black early teachers are consistently paid less than their white counterparts, even after 

accounting for similar educational attainment (Kim et al., 2024). Research has shown that wage 

disparities in early childhood education disproportionately impact Black childcare workers. 

According to Kim et al. (2024), African American educators are over five times more likely to 

earn less than $15 an hour compared to other ethnicities in the workforce. The Center for the 

Study of Child Care Employment (2022) further supports this wage disparity, which attributes 

this inequity to systemic racial barriers within the ECE sector. The literature also suggests that 

Black educators, on average, earn $0.78 less per hour than their peers, contributing to financial 

instability and heightened levels of stress. 

Moreover, previous research by the National Association for the Education of Young 

Children (NAEYC, 2019) highlights that many childcare workers, particularly in underserved 



42 

 

communities, do not receive essential benefits such as paid sick leave, retirement plans, or health 

insurance. Mclean et al. (2021) found that preschool educators face a poverty risk eight times 

higher than educators teaching kindergarten and older students. These findings suggest that the 

financial pressures, combined with the lack of benefits, make it difficult for Black educators to 

remain in the profession, leading to high turnover rates and burnout. This growing body of 

literature underscores the need for systemic reforms in compensation and support structures to 

stabilize the ECE workforce and reduce the financial burdens that disproportionately affect Black 

educators. Additionally, Black teachers are more likely to work in underfunded, high-stress 

environments where emotional and physical burnout are prevalent, exacerbated by their roles in 

addressing not only academic but also socio-emotional challenges in racially marginalized 

communities (Bassok, 2021). These factors collectively create a high turnover rate that disrupts 

teacher retention and the educational stability necessary for young learners. 

Figure 3 illustrates the significant wage disparities across different types of educators, 

with childcare workers and preschool teachers earning notably less than elementary and 

kindergarten teachers. Extensive research, based on this graphic, indicates that veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers are disproportionately impacted by these lower wages, particularly in 

underfunded settings like Wash Pre-K, due to systemic racial inequities in compensation. 

Research from the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment (2022) and Kim et al. (2024) 

revealed that Black educators are likely to earn lower wages than their white counterparts. Given 

that childcare workers and preschool teachers already fall at the lower end of the wage spectrum, 

Pre-K teachers are likely to earn even less, contributing to heightened financial instability, stress, 

and leaving the profession. 
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Figure 3 

Median Hourly Wages for Early Childhood and Education Professionals 

 
Note: Adapted from the Study of Child Care Employment (2022) and Kim et al. (2024). Original 

caption retained from source. 

As illustrated, compensation is a significant factor in the retention of preschool teachers, as 

disparities in pay contribute to financial stress and job dissatisfaction. The combination of 

burnout and low compensation creates a challenging environment for veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers navigating systemic barriers in early childhood education. 

Turnover  

 

The ECE workforce has long been described as “alarmingly unstable” (Kim et al., 2024; 

Whitebook et al., 2001), with significant turnover rates, particularly in under-resourced 

communities where a "revolving door" of teachers persists (Malik et al., 2018; Wells, 2015). 

Figure 2 highlights turnover rates for childcare teachers in various regions of the United States 

based on data from Fodness (2024) and Malik et al. (2018). Malik et al. (2018) reported that the 

turnover rate for childcare teachers reached as high as 30% in certain states in 2018. The highest 



44 

 

rate was observed in Arizona at 25%, followed by Louisiana, New Mexico, and Texas, each with 

rates above 20%. Turnover in the Midwest stood at 12%, while the West saw a turnover rate of 

11% (Fodness, 2024). Generally, turnover rates were highest in the Western States, averaging 

20%, and lowest in the Northeast at 10.3%. High turnover rates disrupt the stability and quality 

of care for children in Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) programs, posing a 

significant challenge to maintaining consistent care (Kim et al., 2024). 

Figure 4  

Percentages of Turnover Rates 
 

 
 
Note: Turnover Rates for Child Care Teachers by Region/State (2018) 

As stated earlier in the literature review and recent research, this turnover rate is nearly 

four times higher than that of elementary school teachers (Bellows, 2021; Rhodes & Huston, 

2012). The findings suggest that this high turnover can disrupt the teacher-child attachment 

relationship, which is critical for early childhood development (Kim et al., 2024). When familiar 

teachers leave, children experience anxiety and a loss of trust. Additionally, turnover increases 

the workload and stress of remaining teachers, often creating a cycle of dissatisfaction and 

further turnover (Whitebook et al., 2018). A report by the National Association for the Education 

of Young Children (NAEYC, 2020) underscores that many early childhood care and education 
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professionals often feel unsupported and undervalued. This lack of recognition and support 

contributes directly to low job satisfaction and high turnover rates. These findings align with 

Schachter et al. (2021), who highlight the importance of perception and professionalization 

within the early childhood care and education workforce. Their study, published in the Early 

Childhood Education Journal, suggests that how educators view their profession significantly 

impacts their engagement and retention. Building on this, Schwartz et al. (2019) contribute 

further by connecting early educators' experiences to their attrition rates. Their research finds that 

job satisfaction significantly predicts whether teachers remain in the field. What sets Schwartz's 

study apart is its parallel to the approach used for understanding children's needs, emphasizing 

the importance of acknowledging early educators' experiences, influences, and barriers. This is 

particularly relevant for Black early educators, who, as Whitebook et al. (2018) emphasize, 

require professional and personal support to thrive.  

While both NAEYC (2020) and Schachter et al. (2021) highlight important systemic 

issues such as a lack of support and professionalization, they need to address the specific needs 

of Black teachers. However, Schwartz et al. (2019) and Whitebook et al. (2018) offer a more 

nuanced view, recognizing the necessity of viewing Black educators through a lens similar to 

that applied to Black children and families. This perspective is vital in addressing these 

educators' unique challenges and ensuring retention. What remains to be explored in the 

literature about ECE is how systemic changes can be implemented to increase job satisfaction 

and foster an inclusive and supportive environment that recognizes minoritized educators' 

specific cultural and professional challenges. This gap suggests that while the field has begun to 

understand the factors contributing to turnover, more targeted strategies are necessary to address 

the unique barriers faced by African American early educators. 
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Previous studies have found that the administrative burdens placed on teachers also 

contribute to high turnover rates. For instance, Schaack et al. (2021) revealed that several 

teachers who left the ECE profession reflected on the extensive paperwork and programming 

requirements for planning and assessment. One teacher described the overwhelming nature of 

managing multiple assessments and paperwork requirements for different programs, stating: 

"[For the state preschool program], I did assessments quarterly, and those were through 

Teaching Strategies Gold. I also did quarterly assessments through the Ages and Stages 

questionnaires and bi-annual assessments for children through the Early Childhood 

Assessment. So, we monitored the children's progress throughout their time with us. Then 

there was also paperwork for Head Start, so quarterly, we would do two home visits per 

year as well as two conferences per year, and then additionally, we would also do daily 

documentation of children's meals as far as the meal plan, headcount sheets every 30 

minutes as part of Head Start." 

A key takeaway from this literature is that the combination of high workload, lack of support for 

behavioral challenges, and excessive paperwork contributes to a pervasive sense of burnout 

among ECE teachers. Addressing these factors will improve retention rates and ensure a more 

stable and supportive work environment for early childhood educators. 

Mentorship Support 

 

Mentorship plays a vital role in supporting teachers' professional development. In North 

Carolina, beginning teachers in childcare receive the Early Educator Support (EES) Program, 

which offers mentorship focused on professional growth, lesson planning, classroom 

management, and instructional strategies (NCDPI). The EES mentors and coaches mentor 

teachers, while the evaluators determine teacher growth based on standards. The mentors and 
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evaluators have unique perspectives to share with teachers they support because of their 

experiences working in and observing many diverse early childhood settings (Hedge et al., 2022; 

Staniece et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2017). According to the literature, North Carolina Pre-K 

teachers (Hedge et al., 2022; Staniece et al., 2022). This model highlights the importance of early 

support in teacher development. However, as Morales et al. (2022) suggest, traditional 

mentorship frameworks often fail to meet Black teachers' cultural and emotional needs. 

Bristol and Goings (2019) and Flores et al. (2021) argue that effective mentoring for 

teachers of color, including veteran Black Pre-K teachers, must be relational and culturally 

responsive. Although the NC Pre-K EES and Wash Pre-K support navigators provide 

comprehensive mentorship for novice teachers, they must have the culturally responsive focus 

that Flores et al. (2021) advocate for, which is crucial for teachers of color. In contrast, Manning 

et al. (2017) suggest that culturally responsive mentoring helps Black teachers feel more 

connected and satisfied in their professional roles, leading to increased retention. These findings 

are supported in the literature by Morales et al. (2022), who highlight that influential mentors 

must possess cultural humility and an understanding of the specific racial challenges faced by 

Black teachers.  

Bristol and Goings (2019) emphasize the need to develop support networks for Black 

educators, arguing that these networks reduce feelings of isolation and help teachers stay in the 

profession longer. Research by Coleman-King et al. (2023) suggests that when Black teachers 

have mentors, either other educators of color or white allies, they receive invaluable support in 

navigating internal school dynamics and procedures, which enhances their job satisfaction and 

professional development. The broader context of the Pre-K mentoring programs provides 

crucial support for teachers regarding pedagogical strategies (curriculum implementation) and 
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classroom management without explicitly addressing the racial and cultural dynamics that Black 

teachers may face in their work environments. The literature underscores the need for culturally 

responsive mentorship to address Black teachers' distinct challenges (Friedman-Krauss, 2020; 

NIEER, 2019, 2020). Although these programs are comprehensive, their lack of explicit focus on 

cultural and racial dynamics limits their effectiveness for Black teachers, who often experience 

racial isolation in predominantly white educational settings (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2012). Bristol 

and Goings (2019) noted that support networks prioritizing Black teachers' cultural and 

emotional well-being are crucial for reducing turnover and improving retention. In the upcoming 

section, the role of Wash Pre-K’s support navigators will be further examined, considering how 

they can evolve to meet the culturally responsive needs highlighted in the broader mentoring 

literature. 

The findings indicated the importance of mentoring programs intentionally designed to 

incorporate culturally responsive mentoring practices for Black teachers. Mentorship should 

extend beyond traditional professional development frameworks to create inclusive 

environments and encourage open dialogue around race, power, and equity issues (Bristol & 

Goings, 2019; Morales et al., 2022). Effective mentorship for veteran Black teachers must 

prioritize cultural pedagogical growth and emotional and social support to help them navigate 

institutional barriers. Moreover, Flores et al. (2021) emphasize that critical mentoring practices 

should center on Black teachers' personal and professional experiences. Culturally responsive 

mentors support educators in addressing instructional concerns by fostering safe, trusting, and 

non-evaluative communities of practice.  

Despite these strengths, there is still a significant gap in the literature regarding the 

mentorship experiences of veteran Black teachers, particularly concerning differentiated 
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approaches at various stages of their career development. Future research should explore how 

targeted support for veteran Black teachers can be integrated into mentorship models, mainly 

through professional development. Addressing these gaps is crucial to ensuring that mentorship 

programs are practical and equitable, fostering the retention and well-being of Black Pre-K 

educators. 

Challenges in the Implementation and Expansion of Wash Pre-K 

 

The Wash Pre-K program, launched with the ambitious goal of serving 5,000 students, 

faces systemic challenges that have significantly hindered its ability to meet enrollment targets. 

As of 2023, the program serves only 1,796 students in 105 classrooms, far below the initial 

projection of 275 classrooms (Bruno, 2023). This discrepancy reflects broader issues in early 

childhood education, particularly related to the availability of qualified educators. Despite 

partnerships with higher education to build the workforce, Wash Pre-K needs help attracting and 

retaining teachers (Bruno, 2023). National studies corroborate this issue, identifying low pay and 

insufficient incentives as critical barriers to teacher recruitment and retention in early childhood 

education (Whitebook et al., 2014; 2018). 

One initiative to address some of these challenges is the support program, which provides 

teachers with professional support to improve instructional quality and address classroom 

difficulties. While preliminary feedback from educators has been positive, particularly regarding 

curriculum enhancement and support through Professional Learning Communities, it remains too 

early to fully assess the long-term impact of this initiative (Child Development Institute, 2022). 

An ongoing 10-year longitudinal study by an Innovative Learning Institute aims to evaluate the 

effectiveness of these coaching interventions on student outcomes, teacher retention, and 

program quality (Child Development Institute, 2022). However, the initial findings raise 
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questions about whether professional support alone can mitigate the broader structural issues that 

impede program expansion. 

A critical limitation of the Wash Pre-K support navigator initiative lies in its narrow 

focus on teacher mentoring support without simultaneously addressing more systemic factors, 

such as staffing shortages and the financial constraints that early childhood educators face with 

the program. Although the program emphasizes maintaining a solid foundation of quality before 

further expansion, this cautious approach may limit its ability to meet the urgent needs of 

underserved black and brown communities (Bruno, 2023). National research highlights early 

childhood programs' risk when focusing solely on quality without addressing structural barriers 

like inadequate teacher compensation and working conditions (García & Weiss, 2019; Kim et al., 

2024). This challenge also points to a potential noticeable gap in the literature. While studies 

have explored the immediate benefits of mentor-type coaches in enhancing classroom 

instruction, there is little research on the long-term sustainability of such interventions in 

environments facing teacher shortages. Without broader reforms that tackle the root causes of 

these shortages, especially with veteran Black teachers in this program, such as raising wages 

and improving working conditions, Wash Pre-K and similar programs across the country risk 

stagnation (García & Weiss, 2019; Whitebook et al., 2018). Further research is needed to 

evaluate how support systems like Wash can be integrated with recruitment and retention 

strategies to better balance quality with the capacity to expand services. 

While mentorship initiatives like the support navigator program in Wash Pre-K show 

promise in enhancing professional development for teachers, their impact may be limited without 

broader systemic changes to address deeper structural issues, such as staffing shortages and 

inadequate compensation. Focusing solely on professional support without implementing policy 
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changes could hinder the program’s ability to expand or sustain high-quality services in the long 

term (Bruno, 2023). The ongoing longitudinal 10-year study of Wash Pre-K by the Innovative 

Learning Institute will be critical in determining whether this support structure can effectively 

address these challenges or if additional strategies will be required to ensure quality and 

scalability in Pre-K education. Expanding research in these areas ensures that veteran Black Pre-

K teachers receive comprehensive support. 

Gap Analysis and Summary 

 

Despite the extensive research on novice or early-career teachers, a notable gap exists in 

understanding the long-term experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. The current literature 

tends to focus on beginning teachers' early-career retention rates or the experiences of Black 

teachers in K-12 settings overall, leaving veteran Black Pre-K teachers underexplored (Bartanen 

& Grissom, 2019; Coleman-King et al., 2023; Gershenson et al., 2018). This gap restricts a 

comprehensive understanding of how veteran Black teachers' professional trajectories, 

challenges, and decision-making processes evolve. Quantitative studies have provided valuable 

insights into retention rates; however, qualitative research is scarce, capturing the lived 

experiences of this group of teachers. While research has examined the broader issue of systemic 

racism in educational settings (Farinde et al., 2016; Jackson & Kohli, 2016), there remains a 

significant gap in understanding how these challenges specifically influence the attrition of Black 

Pre-K teachers. Existing studies highlight how low wages, lack of support, and culturally 

insensitive work environments contribute to high turnover rates in general for Black teachers. 

Nevertheless, the literature does not fully address how systemic racism in early childhood 

education impacts teacher retention (Bassok, 2021). The literature underscores that Black 
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teachers frequently encounter compounded stressors, which contribute to their early exits from 

the profession. 

There is a lack of research on mentoring practices tailored to the specific needs of veteran 

Black Pre-K teachers, not only in K-12 settings but also in PK-12 settings. Effective mentorship 

for these educators must go beyond professional development and consider culturally responsive 

mentorship approaches that support their complex professional identities and lived experiences. 

The research also highlights a gap in understanding how existing support structures, such as the 

Wash Pre-K support navigator program, can be adapted to address the specific needs of Black 

Pre-K teachers in childcare settings. While support navigators provide professional development, 

the literature has not focused on the cultural and racial dynamics that affect Black teachers' 

professional experiences. Thus, expanding research in these areas is essential for developing 

mentorship programs that effectively integrate culturally responsive practices to enhance the 

retention and well-being of Black educators in early childhood education. 

Overall, the literature review revealed significant gaps in understanding the long-term 

experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers, the role of systemic inequities in their attrition, and 

the necessity for tailored mentoring programs. Addressing these gaps is crucial for developing 

strategies to support and retain veteran Black Pre-K teachers and create more inclusive and 

equitable early childhood education environments. By exploring these gaps, future research can 

provide deeper insights into how to sustain Black educators in the field and ensure that their 

contributions to the educational system are valued and preserved. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

This qualitative case study explored the unique challenges that veteran Black Pre-K teachers 

faced within a large urban Pre-K setting, focusing on how mentoring relationships and systemic 

racial barriers shaped their professional experiences and retention decisions. Specifically, the 

study aimed to understand how mentoring relationships influenced Pre-K teachers’ abilities to 

navigate and challenge systemic inequities in early childhood education. For this research, 

systemic racial barriers were defined as institutional practices and policies that perpetuated 

inequities based on race, impacting these educators’ opportunities for professional growth, 

advancement, and overall retention in the field. This chapter outlines the research design and 

methodology used to address the following research questions:  

1.  How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers and inequities 

within a large urban Pre-K setting?  

2.  How do systemic racial barriers within a large urban Pre-K system influence veteran 

Black teachers' decisions to remain in or leave the profession? 

3.  How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers describe the role of mentoring in navigating 

systemic racial barriers within their professional experiences in a large urban Pre-K 

context?  

Chapter Three was vital to this case study as it outlined the research design, data collection, 

and analysis methods that were employed to explore the experiences of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers. Given the study's focus on understanding how teachers navigated systemic racial 

barriers and the role of mentoring in their professional experiences, it was essential to employ a 

research approach that allowed for in-depth exploration of complex, lived experiences. The 

chosen methodology, an intrinsic exploratory case study, aligned with the study’s purpose of 
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understanding participants' perspectives within a large urban Pre-K setting. Semi-structured 

interviews were the primary data collection method to ensure the research was conducted 

rigorously and in depth. 

Research Design 

 

In this study, I situated the research within a constructivist paradigm, which posits that 

individuals construct knowledge and meaning through their experiences and interactions within 

specific social and cultural contexts (Ataro, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Constructivism 

emphasized the subjective nature of reality, acknowledging that multiple perspectives and 

interpretations could exist simultaneously (Ataro, 2019). This paradigm was particularly well-

suited for exploring the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers, as it allowed the 

study to capture how Black teachers made sense of professional environments, navigated 

systemic racial barriers, and constructed their identities within predominantly white settings. A 

constructivist approach prioritized understanding participants’ viewpoints and experiences in 

natural settings, enabling the research to delve deeply into how these teachers interpreted and 

responded to challenges in their professional lives. Grounding the study in a constructivist 

paradigm aligned with Critical Race Theory (CRT), underscoring the importance of centering the 

voices of marginalized groups and analyzing systemic inequities in educational settings (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2017). Constructivism complemented CRT by emphasizing how individuals made 

meaning within their sociocultural contexts, particularly in environments shaped by systemic 

racial inequities. This alignment informed the choice of a case study methodology, which 

provided a detailed investigative framework for exploring the complexities of these teachers’ 

experiences within the specific context of a large urban Pre-K program. 
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This study employed a single-case study design with an exploratory approach. According 

to Yin (2018), the objective of a typical case study is to capture the circumstances and conditions 

of an everyday situation (p. 50). An exploratory case study investigates a phenomenon to 

uncover underlying factors (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Priya, 2020; Yin, 2018). This approach was 

particularly suited for the research, as it allowed for an in-depth examination of the experiences 

of veteran Black Pre-K teachers in educational childcare settings shaped by systemic racial 

inequities (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Mertens, 2020; Yin, 2018). By adopting an exploratory 

approach, the study generated new insights into the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers in Pre-K settings. Yin (2018) further explained that an exploratory case study may cover 

the issue or problem being explored, the exploration methods, the findings, and the conclusions 

drawn. The exploratory case study design was well-suited for addressing the research questions 

that guided this study. The study focused on the experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers 

working within the Wash Pre-K program, which bounded the case. It examined how these 

teachers described their daily interactions with children, decision-making processes regarding 

career longevity, and the critical role mentoring played in their professional careers. Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with participants to explore these areas in depth. This 

approach provided a rich source of data to uncover the complexities of their experiences, 

aligning with the exploratory case study design (Priya, 2020; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2018). 

As stated earlier, an exploratory case study was especially apt for this research because it 

allowed a deep exploration of Black educators' complex, subjective realities. The choice of a 

case study approach enabled an in-depth examination of Pre-K teacher experiences, aligning 

with the research questions that sought to understand the challenges and perspectives of Black 

teachers within their specific teaching environments. In weighing other methodological options, 
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approaches such as narrative inquiry, which might have focused more on storytelling, or 

quantitative methods, which could have overlooked the depth of individual experience, were 

considered less suitable. The exploratory case study design allowed the researcher to uncover 

detailed layers of meaning and context critical to this investigation. This case study engaged with 

participants’ narratives to reveal the underlying factors that shaped their experiences and 

influenced their decision-making processes regarding career longevity and professional growth. 

Role of the Researcher 

 

As a Black female educator and doctoral candidate, my identity and personal experiences 

shape my research to focus on Black Pre-K teachers’ experiences. I am a parent of a brown girl, 

an adjunct instructor in the Department of Child and Family Development, and an educator with 

26 years of experience, including 16 years in Early Childhood Education. These roles uniquely 

position me as an insider and observer within my research. I have witnessed firsthand the 

evolution of the field and the critical role Black teachers play, particularly in early childhood 

settings where foundational learning experiences are established. My educational journey 

growing up as a brown girl in historically white school environments has significantly influenced 

my approach to this research. The few culturally relevant educators I encountered impacted my 

trajectory, ultimately leading me to attend a historically Black college and university (HBCU). 

This experience shaped my educational philosophy, emphasizing integrating cultural identity and 

inclusivity in teaching practices. 

As a researcher with shared racial and cultural backgrounds with my participants, I 

recognize the strengths and challenges of being an insider. My shared identity facilitated trust 

and openness during the participant interviews, allowing for deeper insights into their 

experiences. However, my positionality did not lead to potential biases in the data interpretation. 
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The referral-based approach to participant recruitment involved former student teachers 

leveraging established professional relationships while ensuring a non-evasive process that 

respected their autonomy and professional boundaries. To mitigate this, I incorporated reflexivity 

throughout the research by maintaining a reflective journal, engaging in critical self-assessment, 

and conducting member-checking with all participants. These strategies ensured that I remained 

conscious of how my identity influenced the interactions with participants and interpretations of 

their narratives. I also addressed the power dynamics by approaching this research with humility 

and respect for participants' voices and ensured they were co-constructors of knowledge in this 

study. Engaging in peer debriefing and triangulation further enhanced the credibility and 

trustworthiness of the data collection process and the findings. As an insider researcher, I 

acknowledged the balance required between empathy and objectivity. I aimed to present an 

authentic account of veteran Black Pre-K teachers’ experiences while maintaining scholarly 

rigor. Through these strategies, I ensured that my position informed and strengthened my 

research design and findings, demonstrating a commitment to advancing equity and support for 

Black teachers in early childhood education. 

Participant Selection 

 

Population  

 

The population of interest for this research included veteran Black Pre-K teachers 

working in the early childhood education field. For this study, I narrowed the target population to 

a small number of Black teachers teaching in urban settings in the Southeast, specifically in a 

large urban Pre-K program. This group represented teachers with more than five years of 

experience in early childhood education and working within specific socio-cultural contexts that 

influenced their professional experiences and trajectories. 
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Participant Group 
 

A purposeful sampling method targeted veteran Black Wash Pre-K teachers working in 

diverse childcare settings to gain in-depth insights into their professional experiences (Etikan et 

al., 2016; Ravitch & Carl, 2021; Taherdoost, 2016). This study purposefully selected participants 

to provide valuable insights into veteran Black teachers' professional trajectories, retention, and 

mentorship experiences in early childhood settings (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). This selection was 

grounded in the Critical Race Theory (CRT) theoretical framework, which emphasized 

amplifying the voices of historically marginalized groups in educational research (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017). Purposeful sampling was well-suited for the case study design of this 

qualitative research, as it enabled the selection of participants with direct experience navigating 

systemic racial barriers, making their perspectives particularly valuable for understanding the 

challenges and support mechanisms in early childhood education. 

The selection criteria chosen included (1) more than five years of teaching experience in 

a large urban Pre-K setting within a large urban city in the Southeast, (2) self-identification as a 

Black Pre-K teacher, and (3) willingness to reflect on mentorship and professional experiences. 

These criteria ensured that participants had the necessary background to provide deep insights 

into how systemic inequities influenced their professional trajectories and decisions to stay in or 

leave the profession. Conversely, the exclusion criteria ruled out novice Pre-K teachers, non-

Black Pre-K teachers, or those with less than five years of teaching experience, which could be 

explored in future research. One of the reasons for excluding these groups was to focus on 

understanding the specific ways in which veteran Black educators navigated systemic barriers 

without introducing factors that could complicate the analysis, such as differing levels of 

experience or perspectives unrelated to the study's central themes. 
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Context 

 

Providing a detailed context of Pre-K settings was essential for understanding the 

significance of this study. The Wash Pre-Kindergarten Program (pseudonym), situated in either a 

public or private childcare center within the broader area of a large urban city, served a diverse 

student population with varying socioeconomic backgrounds. The program’s emphasis on early 

childhood education within a rapidly growing urban area presented unique challenges and 

opportunities for the Black Pre-K teachers who taught within Wash. The challenges of the Wash 

Pre-K settings often reflected broader societal issues, such as disparities in enrollment, limited 

access to professional development, and racialized dynamics that influenced teacher-student 

interactions and staff relationships. Moreover, understanding the demographic composition and 

institutional policies within Wash Pre-K settings provided valuable insight into the systemic 

factors that shaped Black Pre-K teachers' experiences, making the study's findings relevant to 

similar urban educational contexts. 

Connecting the experiences of Black Pre-K teachers to the broader context of early 

childhood education and teacher retention underscored the significance of this research. The 

underrepresentation of Black teachers, limited access to leadership roles, and the ongoing need 

for culturally relevant professional development were not confined to Wash Pre-K. By uplifting 

the voices of this particular group of teachers, the study shed light on how systemic barriers and 

racialized dynamics shaped their professional trajectories. The findings contributed to a broader 

understanding of how to support Black educators' retention and professional growth in early 

childhood education settings nationwide. This broader relevance positioned the research as a 

valuable contribution to discussions on educational equity, teacher retention, and the 

development of supportive mentoring practices for Black educators. 
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Recruitment  

 

I employed snowball sampling as the primary recruitment strategy. This method was 

particularly effective for identifying participants within specific subgroups or networks, 

especially when conventional recruitment approaches might not have yielded sufficient results 

(Mertens, 2020). The recruitment process began by contacting five eligible veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers through a word-of-mouth referral process, specifically targeting those employed in 

childcare centers with Wash Pre-K classrooms. Ultimately, I selected four participants for the 

study. The participants were contacted via email and phone, during which I provided an 

overview of the research. During this initial contact, they received a description of the study, its 

purpose, and the expectations for participation. This communication allowed the participants to 

ask questions and address any concerns before deciding whether or not to participate in the 

study. 

To ensure the consent process was straightforward and accessible, the researcher sent the 

consent forms to the participants via a secure digital platform, DocuSign. DocuSign allowed 

participants to review, sign, and submit the form electronically. The consent form outlined the 

study’s purpose, procedures, potential risks and benefits, and participants’ rights, including the 

option to withdraw from the study at any time without negative consequences. After completing 

the form, participants received a signed PDF copy via email and had the option to download the 

official form for their records. This process ensured that both the researcher and participants had 

a documented record of consent while providing a transparent method to track and verify 

consent. 
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Data Collection 
 

The primary instrument for data collection was in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 

veteran Black Pre-K teachers. I conducted two interviews with each participant via Zoom to 

ensure an in-depth exploration. The second interview included follow-up questions from the first 

interview and addressed insights that emerged after collecting documents for the document 

analysis. The interviews elicited detailed narratives about participants' professional experiences, 

focusing on navigating systemic racial barriers (RQ1). These factors influenced their decisions to 

remain in or leave the profession (RQ2) and the role mentoring relationships played in their 

careers (RQ3). The semi-structured format allowed for flexibility, enabling me to probe deeper 

into areas of interest that emerged during the conversations, which was crucial for capturing the 

complexity and richness of the participants' experiences (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The semi-

structured interview questions (see Appendix B) included specific prompts to explore how 

mentoring influenced participants' ability to navigate systemic barriers and their decisions to stay 

or leave the profession. I asked participants to describe their mentoring experiences, including 

formal and informal mentoring relationships, the types of support received, and their perceptions 

of mentoring effectiveness. This information helped me further understand the impact of 

mentoring on professional growth and retention, directly addressing Research Question 3. 

Document analysis complemented the interview data by providing additional context and 

supporting evidence. Documents analyzed were professional development logs, professional 

learning community agendas, and Pre-K mentoring program materials to explore participants’ 

professional experiences further. While I did not conduct classroom observations, I coordinated 

with participants to access the relevant materials for review through email. Reviewing these 

documents helped uncover structural and institutional factors that influenced the participants’ 
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professional decisions, directly supporting findings related to Research Questions 1 and 3. The 

study also captured how Wash Pre-K coaches’ formal and informal mentoring practices were 

documented and how they contributed to teachers' development and retention. I analyzed the 

collected data on mentoring practices to identify which aspects of mentoring were perceived as 

most beneficial and where gaps in support may have existed. 

All data collected during the study, including interview recordings, Zoom transcripts, and 

additional materials, were securely stored in Google Drive. I immediately uploaded any files 

downloaded temporarily (e.g., Zoom transcripts) to the secure Google Drive. The steps for 

securing data collection mirrored the security measures outlined for storing consent forms, 

including password protection, two-factor authentication, and encryption during transmission 

and storage. 

Data Analysis 

 

The data analysis process was holistic and rigorous, ensuring a comprehensive 

examination of the research questions and alignment with the Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

framework that guided the study. The analysis followed the five-phase qualitative data analysis 

process outlined by Bingham (2023), incorporating deductive and inductive strategies to 

maintain a transparent and systematic approach. The research questions guided the data analysis 

throughout each phase. According to Bingham (2023), the five-phase qualitative data analysis 

process begins with organizing the data, during which an organizational schema is established 

for effective data management. I incorporated thematic analysis to systematically code and 

identify patterns across the interview and document data (see Table 1 and Figure 6). In the 

second phase, I sorted the data into topical categories using Bingham's (2023) term “a priori 

codes.” These predefined codes, such as systemic barriers, cultural dynamics, systemic racism, 
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and mentoring relationships, were aligned with the research questions and theoretical 

frameworks. This alignment enabled efficient identification and organization of relevant 

information shared by participants. I conducted open coding within each topical category to 

identify patterns and concepts aligned with the research questions, guided by word patterns 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Bingham, 2023; Paulus et al., 2017; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The third 

phase involved identifying recurring patterns, themes, and findings while refining the open codes 

into axial categories through axial coding. Many major themes were constructed during this 

phase, offering early conceptual clarity around the participants’ narratives. I then synthesized the 

codes into broader themes that addressed the research questions directly. In the final phase, 

theory and literature-derived codes were used to connect the findings to existing research and 

theoretical frameworks, enabling a well-supported discussion of the study's implications. The 

analysis aligned explicitly with the research questions and was organized accordingly (see Table 

1). 

I concluded the analysis by conducting a final coding round to confirm and ensure 

consistency across the interview transcripts and document analysis. This phase involved 

triangulating data from interviews, meeting agendas, and logs such as PLC documents to 

corroborate themes and ensure that findings were well-supported by multiple sources (Yin, 

2018). Incorporating Bingham’s (2023) five-phase analysis framework also explored how 

mentoring practices, systemic barriers, and participants' professional decisions interacted, 

offering a holistic view of their experiences. Integrating this systematic process yielded 

actionable insights into how veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigated systemic barriers, made 

career decisions, and leveraged mentoring relationships in their professional experiences. This 

iterative process ensured methodological rigor, alignment with the study’s Critical Race Theory 
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(CRT) framework, and a robust connection between the data and the study’s purpose. These 

steps helped ensure the findings were accurate, reflective of participants’ lived experiences, and 

contextually grounded. As shown in Table 1, the summary illustrates how each research question 

was addressed. 

 Table 1 

 Data Collection and Analysis Methods 

 

Research Questions Key Literature  Data Source  Data Analysis 

(Phases) 

RQ1:  How do 

veteran Black Pre-

K teachers navigate 

systemic racial 

barriers and 

inequities within a 

large urban Pre-K 

setting?  

Racism as a permanent 

societal structure 

impacts institutional 

frameworks, including 

education, shaping 

how Black Pre-K 

teachers navigate 

predominantly white 

mentorship structures 

(Bell, 1980; Taylor et 

al., 2023). 

- Semi-structured 

interviews 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015; Ravitch & 

Carl, 2021) 

-Mentoring/Coaching 

forms 

- PLC logs 

1. Organized data by 

RQ 

2. Applied a priori 

codes 

3. Open coding to 

identify 

patterns/themes 

4. Axial coding to 

refine categories 

5. CRT lens to 

interpret systemic 

influences 

 

RQ2: How do 

systemic racial 

barriers within a 

large urban Pre-K 

system influence 

veteran Black 

teachers' decisions 

to remain in or 

leave the 

profession? 

Counter-storytelling 

reveals systemic 

barriers and racial 

biases while 

amplifying Black 

teachers' voices 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001; Hernández-

Johnson et al., 2021; 

Love, 2019). 

- Semi-structured 

interviews 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015; Ravitch & 

Carl, 2021) 

1. Same 5-phase 

analysis as RQ1 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Data Collection and Analysis Methods 
 

RQ3: How do 

veteran Black Pre-

K teachers describe 

the role of 

mentoring in 

navigating systemic 

racial barriers 

within their 

professional 

experiences in a 

large urban Pre-K 

context?  

Interest convergence 

suggests mentorship 

structures often align 

with dominant 

priorities, influencing 

Black teachers’ growth 

and retention (Bell, 

1980; Kafka & 

Wilson, 2023). 

- Semi-structured 

interviews 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015; Ravitch & 

Carl, 2021) 

-Mentoring/Coaching 

forms 

- PLC logs 

- Agendas 

1. Same 5-phase 

analysis as RQ1, with 

emphasis on 

mentorship themes 

                                                                                   

Strategies for Quality 
 

This study employed several quality-enhancing strategies throughout the research process 

to ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. To enhance credibility, member 

checking was conducted following the initial data analysis (McKim, 2023; Ravitch & Carl, 

2021). I provided participants with summaries of their interview transcripts and gave them five 

days to confirm their narratives. This process allowed them to clarify or correct any 

misinterpretations, ensuring that their voices authentically reflected their experiences and helping 

to identify potential researcher bias (Birt et al., 2016; McKim, 2023). By involving participants 

in reviewing their contributions, the study promoted shared meaning-making and honored them 

as co-constructors of the research narrative. 

  Data triangulation was used to enhance the dependability and confirmability of the study. 

I compared data from semi-structured interviews with the mentoring forms and PLC documents 

to identify consistencies and discrepancies across sources (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). This process 

provided a more comprehensive understanding of participants’ experiences and reinforced the 

reliability of the themes developed through the analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018; McKim, 2023). 
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To further ensure trustworthiness, Critical Race Theory (CRT) served as the primary analytic 

lens for the study. Each research question was intentionally aligned with one of CRT’s key tenets 

to support theoretical consistency and strengthen interpretive depth. 

Ethical Considerations 

 

As the researcher, I conducted and analyzed semi-structured interviews carefully, 

ensuring a respectful and thoughtful exploration of participants’ experiences. Upholding ethical 

standards remained a central priority throughout the research process. Reflexivity was a 

continuous practice, involving critical self-reflection on my positionality, biases, and potential 

influence on the study. As a Black female educator and researcher, I remained mindful of how 

my identity could shape the interpretation of participants’ narratives. By engaging regularly in 

reflexive journaling and self-assessment, I worked to authentically represent participants’ voices 

while acknowledging my role in co-constructing meaning. Informed consent was obtained from 

all participants via DocuSign before the start of the data collection. Participants received detailed 

information about the study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights, including the right to decline 

to answer specific questions or withdraw at any time without consequence (Ravitch & Carl, 

2021). Confidentiality procedures are ensured through anonymization and secure digital storage 

procedures. I removed all identifying information and stored the data in a password-protected, 

encrypted drive with two-factor authentication. 

Throughout the interviews, I remained attentive to the emotional impact of shared 

personal and professional experiences. I created a collaborative, respectful space that encouraged 

openness while prioritizing participants’ comfort and dignity. This study obtained ethical 

approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to ensure alignment with established 

research standards (Allen & Roberts, 2020; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  While the study 



67 

 

prioritized depth over breadth, it acknowledged potential limitations, including interpreting 

complex, emotionally rich data from a small participant group. Additionally, the findings 

challenged existing educational policies and structures, requiring sensitivity to political and 

ethical implications. By adhering to these ethical practices and maintaining a reflexive stance, 

this research aimed to contribute meaningful insights into the lived experiences of veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers and inform more inclusive and supportive educational policies and practices. 

Limitations of the Study 

 

 This study acknowledged several limitations that may have affected the interpretation and 

application of its findings. As a qualitative case study, the research focused on the specific 

context of veteran Black Pre-K teachers within Wash Pre-K settings in the Southeast. While the 

depth and richness of participants’ narratives offered valuable insights, the findings were not 

intended to be generalizable to other geographic locations or educational settings beyond Wash 

Pre-K. However, the themes identified may offer transferable insights that inform practices and 

policies in similar early childhood education environments. This study did not aim to establish 

causal relationships between systemic barriers, mentoring practices, and retention decisions. 

Instead, it sought to explore patterns and themes that provided insight into how these factors 

interacted within specific professional contexts. Researcher positionality presented another 

potential limitation. As a Black female educator and former early childhood teacher, I shared 

cultural and professional experiences with participants, which may have influenced data 

collection and interpretation. To mitigate this, I engaged in ongoing reflexivity throughout the 

study, including journaling and self-reflection during data collection and analysis. These 

practices helped maintain transparency, minimize personal bias, and support the credibility of the 

research. 
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Conclusion 

 

 This chapter outlined the methodological approach used to explore the experiences of 

veteran Black Pre-K teachers within a large urban Pre-K setting. Guided by a constructivist 

paradigm and Critical Race Theory, the study employed a qualitative, exploratory case study 

design. Data collection included semi-structured interviews and document analysis, with data 

analyzed using Bingham’s (2023) five-phase qualitative analysis process. I implemented 

strategies to ensure trustworthiness, ethical integrity, and reflexivity throughout the research 

process. The following chapter presents the findings from the data, organized by research 

questions. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This qualitative case study explored the unique challenges veteran Black Pre-K teachers 

face within the Wash Pre-K program. This case study offers insight into how the participants 

navigate systemic racial barriers, their influence on professional decisions, and the impact of 

mentoring relationships on their ability to address and challenge systemic inequities in early 

childhood education. Grounded in a constructivist paradigm and guided by Critical Race Theory 

(CRT), the study centers on participants' lived experiences using counter-storytelling, interest 

convergence, and permanence of racism to understand their professional realities better. The 

following research questions guided the study: 

1.  How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers and 

inequities within a large urban Pre-K setting?  

2.  How do systemic racial barriers within a large urban Pre-K system influence 

veteran Black teachers' decisions to remain in or leave the profession? 

3.  How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers describe the role of mentoring in 

navigating systemic racial barriers within their professional experiences in a large 

urban Pre-K context?  

As outlined in Chapter 3, the findings in this chapter are organized by research question 

and grounded in the experiences of veteran Black teachers working within the Wash Pre-K 

program, the bounded case of this study. Each theme shows how the program's structure, culture, 

and racial dynamics shape the participants' professional realities. The analysis was guided by 

Bingham’s (2023) Five Phases of Qualitative Data Analysis, which allowed for a systematic yet 

flexible process rooted in participants’ voices. 
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In the first phase, I immersed myself in the interview transcripts, reading and re-reading 

the data to capture early impressions, meaningful quotes, and potential connections to the 

research questions. During the second and third phases, I applied both a priori codes based on 

CRT and open codes that emerged directly from the participants’ narratives. This process helped 

organize their stories while remaining attentive to patterns tied to the research questions around 

systemic barriers, racialized experiences, and mentoring relationships. Many central themes 

began to construct during Phase Three, offering early conceptual clarity; however, continuing 

through the remaining phases of analysis allowed for deeper theoretical interpretation and 

ensured alignment with the study’s critical framework. Phase Four involved axial coding, during 

which repeated coding cycles, memoing, and constant comparison deepened my understanding 

of the participants’ lived experiences. In the final phase, I synthesized the categories into broader 

themes that reflected the essence of participants’ responses and CRT tenets. While Bingham 

(2023) identifies this final phase as the formal space for theoretical interpretation, moments 

where CRT tenets surfaced earlier in the process were also noted and acknowledged. This 

iterative and reflective approach ensured that the resulting themes remained accurate to the 

participants’ experiences and consistent with the critical framework that shaped the study. 

Figure 6: Bingham’s (2023) Five Phases of Data Analysis applied in this study 
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Chapter Four is organized by research question, with each section presenting the key themes that 

emerged and their alignment with the CRT tenets of interest convergence, permanence of racism, 

and counter-storytelling. Grounded in a single-case study design, the findings focus on the 

shared experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers within a large urban early childhood 

program. These individual stories reflect broader systemic patterns and highlight how mentoring, 

professional agency, and resilience shaped the participants’ responses to the realities of teaching 

in early childhood education. 

Research Question 1 explored how veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigated systemic 

racial barriers and inequities. It centered their experiences, prompting them to reflect on 

moments when racism shaped their teaching, professional relationships, and school-based 

interactions. Participants shared specific examples from their Pre-K setting where barriers 

affected their work and well-being. Their responses revealed the everyday realities faced and the 

strategies developed to navigate those challenges. 

Research Question 2 builds on the first question by examining how those systemic 

barriers influenced participants’ decisions to either remain in or leave the profession. While 

Research Question 1 focused on the immediate experiences of navigating barriers, Research 

Question 2 examined how those experiences added up over time and shaped long-term career 

trajectories. Participants recalled pivotal moments, turning points, and patterns, questioning their 

place in the field or reaffirming their commitment to stay. Reflections revealed how personal and 

systemic forces weighed over time. 

Research Question 3 focused on mentoring and its connection to participants’ racialized 

experiences. In this study, I defined mentoring as a relational, developmental process formally or 
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informally structured through which more experienced educators provide guidance, support, and 

affirmation to less experienced or similarly positioned colleagues (Klimaitis & Mullen, 2021). 

Participants spoke about mentors who poured into them, systems that failed them, and what 

meaningful mentorship could look like. Reflections offered a deeper look into how mentoring 

can serve as a professional tool and a lifeline for affirmation and belonging. 

Context of Collins County 

 

 Collins County (pseudonym), located in the U.S. Southeast, is home to over one million 

residents and is one of the state's most racially and economically diverse counties. According to 

the U.S. Census Bureau (2023), approximately 32% of residents identify as Black or African 

American, 45% as white, and 15% as Hispanic or Latino. In response to long-standing racial and 

economic disparities in school readiness and early learning access, the county launched Wash 

Pre-K in 2018. The program was designed to offer free, high-quality prekindergarten to four-

year-olds from low-income families, aiming to close opportunity gaps before children even enter 

kindergarten (Collins County Government, 2023). According to the Collins Opportunity Task 

Force (2017), access to quality early education varies widely based on a child’s zip code, with 

low-income neighborhoods, predominantly communities of color, having fewer high-quality 

options. Wash Pre-K is housed in both public schools and private licensed childcare centers, 

expanding its reach beyond the traditional school system. The county developed the program to 

expand access and promote educational equity in a community where early learning outcomes 

have long been tied to broader patterns of segregation and resource disparity (WFAE, 2025). 

Participants  

 Participants in this study were selected based on the following criteria: (1) more than five 

years of teaching experience in a large urban Pre-K setting within a major city in the Southeast, 
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(2) self-identification as a Black Pre-K teacher, and (3) willingness to reflect on their mentorship 

experiences and professional journeys. Two of the four participants began their careers in public 

school settings before transitioning into childcare-based centers. Table 2 presents an overview of 

their years of experience and career pathways. 

Table 2 

Summary of Participant Characteristics 

Pseudonym       Age   Gender                Years in Education   ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Andre   40   Male       8            

Jaychareese      43   Female     15          

Kieara      32   Female     6             

Lily        59   Female     20     

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. All participants are veteran Black Pre-K teachers from a large urban Pre-K program. Pseudonyms are used to 

protect participant confidentiality. 

 

This section briefly introduces each participant, offering insight into their backgrounds 

and what led them to early childhood education. Understanding their journeys helps ground the 

study’s findings in real-life contexts, drawing attention to how systemic racial barriers, 

mentorship, and career decisions unfold across different settings. Each story reflects a blend of 

personal motivation, professional shifts, and a deep commitment to serving young children in 

childcare communities. Their profiles bring depth to the themes explored throughout this chapter, 

revealing the richness of their lived experiences. 

Participant 1: Andre 

 

Andre works at a private childcare center in Collins County (pseudonym). While the 

center operates as a small, tuition-based center, the children in Andre’s classroom attend through 

the Wash Pre-Kindergarten Program, giving them free access to early learning. His path into 

education was unplanned and began during his college years, as he searched for clarity about his 

future. Initially exploring fields like accounting and paralegal studies, Andre worked part-time to 

support himself while keeping his options open. A friend offered him a job without sharing the 
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full details, knowing Andre might hesitate if he knew it involved working with children. Trusting 

the opportunity, he accepted, and soon found himself transporting children after school and 

supporting them with homework in an afterschool program: 

I was picking up children after school, or the after-school program. So I pick them up 

from the school, and I'll take them to the childcare, and I work, yeah, I'll work with them, 

with homework and stuff. And this is, you know, and I didn't think much of it at first. I'm 

like, it's just a job I'm having. It was easy, and it was natural for me. So as I'm going 

along, you know, one day a parent comes up to me and tells me that their child looks up 

to me, and I didn't realize at the time, like, what? You know, she's telling me that my 

child loves you. She wants, he wants to do everything you do, dress like you, talk like 

you, and blah, blah. Can you continue to do what you're doing? And that kind of inspired 

me to start thinking about education. So at that point, I'm like, Well, this is kind of cool, 

you know, it's not bad. The kids love me. I'm having fun. So I took up a couple of classes, 

and it took off from there (Andre, personal communication, 2025). 

Since that moment, Andre has worked with a wide range of children, including infants, toddlers, 

school-aged learners, and students with disabilities. He finds fulfillment in witnessing children’s 

joy when they grow, learn, and feel seen, especially those who may not always receive that 

support at home. For Andre, education is more than instruction; it is about offering love, 

consistency, and motivation during the earliest, most crucial years of a child’s life. 

Participant 2: Jaychareese 

 

 Jaychareese is an assistant teacher at a Wash Pre-K site in Collins County. After several 

years as a lead teacher, she stepped back into the assistant role to support her mental health and 

family responsibilities. Her passion for working with young children runs deep; it began when 
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she was just 13 years old. Inspired by The Babysitters’ Club books, she and a close friend started 

their babysitting club in their apartment complex. They hung flyers in the laundry room, and 

soon enough, the phone started ringing: 

That's when everybody used to go to the laundry room within the apartment complex. 

And we got, like, maybe three calls one time in a day. And I've always been the oldest 

child in my parents' friends' setting. So I would always keep everybody's kids. When I 

was at my church, I was the oldest kid in the church, so I kept the kids. And it just stuck 

(Jaychareese, personal communication, 2025). 

From those early years, caring for children became second nature to her. Whether at home, 

church, or in her neighborhood, she was often trusted to look after younger children, a role that 

helped shape her love for caregiving and education. Jaychareese continued nurturing that passion 

throughout high school, taking early childhood courses and later earning a bachelor’s degree in 

Family and Consumer Sciences with a concentration in Child Development and Family Relations 

from a Historically Black College and University. She completed her teaching license at a local 

university, further grounding her commitment to the field. Since 2003, she has worked with 

children of all ages, starting with infants and eventually moving into Pre-K after the birth of her 

daughter in 2016. Wanting a role aligned with her new responsibilities as a mother, she 

transitioned into a Head Start program before accepting a lead teacher position when her current 

school site was awarded a Wash Pre-K classroom in 2021. Jaychareese’s ability to adapt to new 

roles while staying grounded in her purpose reflects a deep commitment to the foundational 

years of a child’s development. 
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Participant 3: Kieara 

 

 Kieara currently teaches in the Wash Pre-K program in Collins County, focusing on 

building strong, collaborative relationships with students and families. Her teaching journey 

began in 2018 as a second-grade teacher assistant in an urban public school district, shortly after 

graduating from college. With a bachelor’s degree in Sociology and a minor in Urban Youth and 

Communities, Kieara entered the education space through an internship that introduced her to the 

realities of classroom life. Although initially unsure if teaching was the right path, she quickly 

discovered the joy of working with children, especially in small group settings where she could 

offer hands-on support. Kieara shared: 

At first, I ran away from teaching because I was like, ooh, really, not for me, but I really 

enjoyed being with the kids. I really enjoyed, you know, hosting and doing the small 

groups with them, and then giving them back to their teacher, like being that support 

person. But then also, after 2018, I was trying to run away from teaching, so I applied for 

my master's in social work, but yeah, that's a whole other story. But yeah, so I started in a 

large urban school district in 2018, and then after getting accepted into my master's 

program, I took a position at a childcare center. I tried that for two weeks, and then I was 

like, okay, a childcare setting is not for me. So I was putting in my two-week notice, and 

the director was looking at my resume, and she was like, well, I noticed that you have a 

degree, and you have experience in teaching. And so she said, I really think you should 

try teaching in Wash pre-K. 

Though she tried to explore other paths, including a brief enrollment in a master’s program in 

social work, Kieara realized her heart remained in education. In 2019, she stepped into a support 

role for a lead Pre-K teacher on maternity leave and immediately fell in love with the classroom 
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environment. That experience confirmed her calling, motivating her to pursue a teaching license 

and fully commit to early childhood education. Kieara is especially passionate about nurturing 

strong school-home connections. She enjoys watching her students grow and takes pride in 

helping families grow alongside them. For her, the classroom is more than an academic space; it 

is a community. Building relationships with families is a strength and the foundation of her 

teaching philosophy. 

Participant 4: Lily 

 

Lily, the most experienced of the participants, currently teaches in the Wash Pre-K 

program in Collins County. She brings a lifelong love for early childhood education and a story 

of perseverance and growth. Lily’s journey began at age 15, volunteering at the Child 

Development Center in her church, an environment her mother led and filled with young 

children's energy. Throughout high school, Lily worked with after-schoolers and preschoolers, 

experiences that planted the seeds for what would become her calling. After graduation, she went 

off to college and majored in English. Looking back, Lily admitted that she never felt connected 

to the major and did not enjoy the path she was on. She eventually left college before completing 

her degree and relocated to the Southeast. With encouragement from a fellow church member, 

she earned her Childcare Credentials and reignited her passion for working with young children. 

Lily began her professional career as an assistant teacher in Collins County, primarily working 

with kindergarten students. There, she met a mentor at a local community college who saw her 

potential and encouraged her to pursue formal education in teaching. During the interview, she 

shared that: 

I was working in a school district as an assistant teacher at that time. I met an instructor 

named Maria (pseudonym) at a community college, and she told me I had what it takes to 
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be a teacher. She encouraged me and helped me with the application process, going 

through the steps and everything. 

With Maria’s support, Lily earned her Associate’s degree. Afterwards, she earned her 

Bachelor’s degree as a non-traditional student. After graduating with her Bachelor’s degree (non-

teaching license), she transitioned into the Wash Pre-K program, which reignited her passion and 

doubled her salary. Determined to continue growing, she set her sights on becoming a licensed 

teacher, which was required for the Wash Pre-K program. Lily enrolled in school in Fall 2021 to 

pursue a teaching license. The journey was not easy for her as she navigated personal loss and 

professional challenges. She was thrilled to earn her teaching license in 2024. Her story reflects a 

deep commitment to early childhood education, a belief in the power of second chances, and a 

drive to ensure young children receive the care and learning they deserve. 

Presentation of Findings by Research Question 

 

The findings in this chapter are organized around the three research questions that guided 

the study. Each question is addressed individually, with themes developed through participants’ 

voices and analyzed using the three core tenets of CRT: permanence of racism, interest 

convergence, and counter-storytelling (Bell, 1980; Kafka & Wilson, 2023; Pierce-Brown, 2022; 

Taylor et al., 2023). Direct quotes from the data are woven throughout each section to elevate the 

participants' experiences. The following themes were generated from the data and are presented 

in the following sections: 1) Professional fatigue, 2) Losing Faith in the System, 3) They Don’t 

See Us as Real Teachers, and 4) Mentorship as Resistance and Survival.  

RQ1: Navigating Barriers and Inequities 

Professional Fatigue 

 

 Research Question 1 explored how veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial 

barriers and inequities. The first theme that emerged was professional fatigue. Across interviews, 
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participants described the emotional and professional strain of being expected to do more, adapt 

quickly, or carry heavier responsibilities, often without proper pay, support, or 

acknowledgement. Based on participants' responses, expectations seemed embedded within the 

Wash Pre-K culture and fell disproportionately on their shoulders. While Kieara did not speak 

directly about this theme, the remaining three participants reflected on how this burden shaped 

their day-to-day work. Throughout the interviews, participants frequently referenced “they,” 

which in context refers to Wash Pre-K leadership and its coaching staff. 

Andre, a Black male teacher, shared how his race and gender often led to assumptions 

that he could take on more than others. He expressed the emotional toll of constantly being 

tasked with the most challenging students and the silent expectation that he could and should 

handle it: 

They expect more from me because I'm a male and I'm a Black teacher. It's really 

frustrating and makes me rethink what I’m doing. I know everybody feels this way, but I 

feel, money-wise, I’m not being compensated enough for what I do. But on the other 

hand, I feel like they expect more from me because I'm a male and I'm a Black teacher, so 

it seems like more is placed on my plate. They feel that I can handle things better than the 

next teacher, because I'm a male. So that's really frustrating. I’ve been through some 

things where I feel like they just don't care about what I say or how I feel. And it's 

discouraging, because if there are challenging children, they'll put most of them in my 

room. 'You're a male, you should be able to do this and do that.' But that’s hard on me 

too. Like, I'm a human too. I have feelings. I get stressed out. I'm tired. I'm overwhelmed. 

Andre’s story disrupts the stereotype of the “strong Black male” teacher. His words offer a 

powerful counter-story, highlighting the emotional invisibility of being seen as a tool rather than 
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a person. This narrative exemplifies the permanence of racism, as these racialized and gendered 

expectations have followed him throughout his teaching career in predominantly white spaces. It 

also reflects interest convergence, where his identity is leveraged to manage systemic challenges 

such as student behavior without regard for his well-being (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

Jaychareese spoke about being placed in high-stakes roles, particularly in a pilot program, 

without preparation or mentoring. She recalled her frustration during her early years as a lead 

teacher, when she felt unsupported and dismissed by those responsible for guiding her 

development. Jaychareese shared: 

They kept picking my site to pilot programs with no training. It felt like I was being 

targeted. They just assume we’ll figure it out. I would internalize, Are you picking on me? 

In my second year as a lead teacher, I voiced my concerns that I was still getting familiar 

with the curriculum and the program. When I was in school to become a lead teacher, I 

was an assistant at another Pre-K program. That program was very different from how 

they do things and operate. I also had a coach in that program who was new to the 

program, so she was learning too. I just felt like there wasn't a lot of guidance and 

confusion in my first couple of years. 

When she advocated for more support, she was told, “Oh, you’ll be fine.” For Jaychareese, this 

response signaled a deeper issue, a belief that she could manage without any investment in her 

success. Her experience raises more profound questions about how decisions around support, 

workload, and professional development are made, and whether those choices truly serve 

teachers like her, or mainly the institution itself. It reveals how she often bore the burden of new 

initiatives, navigating them without the guidance of mentorship or access to meaningful 

professional development. These repeated, dismissive responses were not just frustrating; they 
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conveyed that being overlooked was normal. This reflects how racism shows up in quiet but 

consistent ways, where lack of support and low expectations are treated as just the way things 

are, instead of something that needs to change. In this way, her story reflects the tenet of interest 

convergence, where the institution gains recognition for launching new initiatives and 

showcasing progress, while the weight of making those efforts succeed falls unfairly on the 

shoulders of Black teachers like her (Yosso, 2005). 

Lily offered a deep, transparent reflection, focusing on how others perceive her 

appearance and how those perceptions influence how she is treated as a teacher. Lily describes 

her appearance as a 6-foot, curvy Black woman with natural, woolly hair. She shared the silent 

judgments she has had to push through: 

When they see me, they don’t think I’m a teacher. I'm tall, I’m Black, I’m thick, and they 

assume I can’t do the job. I don’t fit the profile of a white or black teacher. My hair is 

woolly, and I've had natural hair the whole time I have taught. I’m a hippie. I'm a thick 

Black girl. I am all my ancestors, all the females, that's who I am. And so that can be 

intimidating to other people, other white people, or any other ethnicities. They don't think 

I fit the right profile for a teacher. They think it should be someone small or someone 

who can run and always be on the floor. I may not want to run. I'm older. But I know how 

to reach my children without doing a whole lot of things you consider to be natural 

behavior for a teacher with preschoolers. Yes, push comes to shove, I can do all those 

things. But only Caucasian people have said anything about my weight. I only have a 

problem when the parents push back because if you're judging me based on what you see, 

not only are you robbing yourself of who I am, you're making it hard for me to 

communicate with you as a parent, and a teacher to your child. 
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Lily’s story challenges the narrow, often unspoken expectations of what a teacher is supposed to 

be. Through her reflection, she reclaims her voice and identity in a system that overlooks or 

dismisses her too often. Her experience sheds light on Black women's emotional toll when they 

do not fit into traditional molds of professionalism, constantly having to prove they belong, are 

enough, and matter (Smith, 2020). By sharing her truth, Lily offers an example of counter-

storytelling. Her story pushes back against the narrow, dominant ideas of who is seen as capable, 

professional, or fit to teach. She does not just challenge those stereotypes; she redefines them on 

her own terms, showing that her identity, presence, and approach to teaching are valid and 

essential. 

The stories of Andre, Jaychareese, and Lily show how racialized expectations are 

embedded within the Wash Pre-K program. These expectations often go unspoken by those in 

positions of power, but they are deeply felt by those living them daily. Whether it is being 

expected to manage challenging students, implement new programs without support, or combat 

bias rooted in physical appearance, or accept low compensation or emotionally demanding work, 

each participant reveals the weight of navigating systemic racism in silence. This theme reflects 

broader institutional patterns that shape the participants' lived experiences in Wash Pre-K and 

possibly other programs. Beyond the emotional weight of exhaustion, participants also spoke to a 

lingering issue of being perceived as less than qualified or not “real” teachers. The next theme 

explores how their professional identities are questioned, particularly in settings not traditionally 

recognized as formal education spaces. 

They Don’t See Us as Real Teachers 

 

The second constructed theme, aligned to Research Question 1, reflected a shared sense 

of being undervalued, scrutinized, or dismissed in the participants’ professional roles. Across 
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interviews, the participants described how administrators, evaluators, peers, and families often 

questioned their expertise and legitimacy. Although each participant described moments of being 

dismissed or overlooked, Lily and Kieara’s stories clearly capture the theme ‘They Don’t See Us 

as Real Teachers. Their narratives are highlighted below. Lily spoke candidly about how her 

work in a childcare center, rather than a public school, has affected how others view her role as a 

teacher, leading others to view her as less than a “real teacher.” She expressed: 

Because I work in a childcare center, people don’t see me as a real teacher. Even 

white colleagues have belittled me. I was not getting the respect that was due to me 

because I work in a daycare center. I think that if Pre-K programs had free-standing 

buildings of their own, I think that families and other people that we have to deal 

with would view us as professionals. And I say that from an African American 

perspective, because I've encountered that with a couple of my white counterparts. 

Even with some of my white colleagues, for some reason, I felt there were times 

when I would be in a conversation with other colleagues who were not of the same 

ethnicity. I felt like they were belittling me or not valuing what I bring to the table as 

a teacher in the Pre-K arena. 

Lily’s reflection shows how something as simple as working in a childcare center, rather than a 

traditional public school, can impact how others view her as a professional. Nevertheless, for her, 

it went deeper than just setting. When white colleagues questioned her expertise or treated her 

like she did not belong, it was not just bias; it was racism. These moments reminded her that no 

matter how skilled or dedicated she was, some people still could not see past her race or where 

she taught. This speaks to the CRT tenet of the permanence of racism: how racial assumptions 

continue to shape who gets seen as credible, capable, or professional, even within the teaching 
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community itself. Her story is a reminder that racism does not always show up loudly; it often 

hides in the small ways people diminish or dismiss your work. 

Kieara offered a different, though related, experience. She described being observed by a 

mentor whose feedback felt more like surveillance than support. The feedback from her mentor 

focused on minor details and left her wondering if racial bias was shaping the critique: 

She nitpicks little things in my classroom. It felt like a ‘gotcha’ moment, not real 

support. I have had several experiences where I had to advocate for myself. You 

come into my classroom for 20 minutes. You're observing interactions and 

instruction, but then you tell me suggestions that I wonder if it’s internalized bias or 

really constructive. I recently had an experience with artwork all over my classroom, 

and she said, ‘You don’t have white paper. Why can’t your students draw on white 

paper?’ In my classroom, I give the gift and the autonomy to choose any color 

paper. If my students love brown construction paper, I let them draw on it. So I sat 

back and I took it in. And I’m just like, are you nitpicking? Because I do everything 

that is suggested. But I feel like the smallest thing, like white paper, I question 

sometimes. Again, they're a different race from me. So it’s like, is it really that 

serious? 

Kieara’s transparency underscores the mental labor of questioning whether feedback is truly 

about instructional quality or subtly shaped by racial bias. Her story challenges the idea that 

professional evaluations are neutral or objective. What might seem like a small suggestion to 

others, like switching out colored construction paper, became a moment of deep reflection and 

quiet resistance for her. It was not just about paper. It was about autonomy, being trusted as a 
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professional, and the emotional weight of always feeling like she had to explain or defend her 

choices. 

Lily and Kiera’s stories reveal the broader struggle many veteran teachers in childcare 

centers may face in being recognized as legitimate teachers. These dismissal moments are not 

isolated; they are rooted in structural inequities that influence how value, expertise, and 

professionalism are assigned. Kieara’s story, much like Lily’s, reflects the permanence of racism, 

showing how even well-intentioned feedback can feel loaded when it comes from a place of 

unexamined bias. For Kieara, it was about paper and being seen, trusted, and respected. Their 

voices push back on those assumptions and show how those in power may unintentionally (or 

intentionally) undermine their credibility. Being overlooked or dismissed in their professional 

roles did not just shape how the participants in the study were treated; it also shaped how they 

felt about staying in teaching. As participants reflected on their long-term commitment to early 

childhood education, the emotional and physical wear of carrying so much responsibility with 

limited support became clear. The next theme, professional fatigue, delves into how this ongoing 

strain influenced their decisions to remain in or consider leaving the profession. Research 

Question 2 will explore how systemic racial barriers influence teachers’ decisions to stay in or 

leave their Wash Pre-K program. In this section, I will discuss the following themes: 

Professional Fatigue and Losing Faith in the System. 

RQ2: The Influence of Systemic Racial Barriers on Career Decisions  

Professional Fatigue  

 

One of the significant themes was Professional Fatigue. While this theme first appeared 

in response to Research Question 1, highlighting how teachers navigate daily systemic pressures, 

in this context, it revealed how those persistent expectations wear down teachers over time, 

shaping how they view their future in teaching. The emotional and mental toll was cumulative, 
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with the daily grind becoming more disillusioning. Jaychareese spoke with noticeable weariness, 

reflecting on why she stepped down from her lead teacher role to become an assistant. Though 

she did not always label her experiences as “systemic racism,” her words revealed the steady 

erosion of morale caused by repeated scrutiny and feeling undervalued: 

The first thing was stepping out, because when I stepped down, I had actually gotten a 

job somewhere else, but the money didn’t make sense. And so instead of leaving, I 

decided to step down. But I’m definitely considering leaving this year. The constant 

nitpicking on my classroom and particular site is like, it’s never going to be enough. Even 

my childcare center director feels that way. Like we’re the redheaded stepchild. We’re 

never enough. We do everything, stay late, plan, teach, and meet, but still, we’re not 

enough. 

When asked if she had ever thought about leaving the Wash Pre-K, Jaychareese shared: 

I know that it's in me to be in this field, but it's changed so much in the past few 

years. I'm on the fence of trying to decide what my next steps are going to be, as far as 

next year and going forward, because I definitely teeter. Because, like I said, I love my 

team, I love my director. I love that. Like, this is the longest school that I've been in a 

while. So I would hate to leave because of the politics of things that are going on. I don't 

know what I would do. I don't want to start over, you know, with something different, 

and have to start way at the bottom, and that would be something unrealistic, because I 

already took a cut, you know, going into the assistant position. 

Jaychareese’s decision to step back from leadership shows what happens when interest 

convergence breaks down. The program gained so much from her dedication and experience, yet 

it offered little in return to make her feel valued or supported in that role. Instead of being poured 
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into, she was constantly picked apart. Faced with that imbalance, she chose to protect her own 

mental well-being, a choice that cost her a position she had earned, but one that the system did 

little to help her sustain. Ultimately, the Wash Pre-K program lost her leadership, but the weight 

of that loss rests squarely on her shoulders, not the institution’s. 

Andre, too, described the emotional strain of constantly having to prove himself. As a Black 

male teacher, he carried the added weight of high expectations with little meaningful support 

from those in power. His words reflected not only fatigue, but frustration with the sense that no 

matter how much he gave, it was never enough: 

You being a male, I want to say a Black male, but just a male in general, and 

understanding that you are tired because so much is put on you. It’s challenging. It’s real 

challenging. You're trying to be the best person you can for the kids, and it seem like it’s 

never enough. I’ve been through some things when I feel like they just don't care about 

what I say or how I feel; it’s discouraging. Now the parents start to complain. It’s really 

frustrating, because I have spoken about this plenty of times to the higher-ups ups and it 

seems like everything falls back on me, and they are wondering what you are doing in the 

classroom? 

When asked if he had ever thought about leaving, his response came without hesitation: 

Yes, yes, yes! I love my children, but I’m getting a little worn out. It’s just from the 

constant changes every year with the program, to how they want to handle things with 

lesson plans and behavior. The stress is a lot. 

Andre’s story reveals the emotional exhaustion and neglect that many veteran Black teachers 

face in systems where their contributions are often taken for granted. Despite his long-standing 

dedication to the Wash Pre-K program, his concerns were repeatedly ignored. His reflection 
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challenges the idea that burnout is a personal shortcoming; instead, it exposes how systemic 

demands, racialized expectations, and lack of institutional care lead to professional fatigue. The 

weight of always having to do more with less took a toll, but what stung even more was feeling 

like the participants' efforts did not matter. Over time, that kind of discouragement adds up. The 

next theme, losing faith in the system, captures how repeated letdowns made some participants 

wonder if staying was still worth it. 

Losing Faith in the System 

 

The next theme to emerge was Losing Faith in the System. Participants described how 

subtle, ongoing experiences left them feeling worn down, undervalued, or pushed to their limits, 

not always in ways that were explicitly racial, but often shaped by race, expectations, and the 

absence of meaningful support. While all participants shared frustrations with the system, the 

accounts of Jaychareese and Andre most clearly illustrate how repeated experiences of being 

undervalued and unsupported led to a loss of trust. Their narratives are highlighted in theme. 

Jaychareese recalled how her classroom was repeatedly used as a negative example during 

professional learning community (PLC) meetings. Even when her name was not mentioned, she 

recognized her data and felt targeted: 

Like in our PLC, when our coach left, and the director of curriculum was doing the 

program PLCs, she would always somehow use the data from my students. She didn’t say 

it was my classroom, but I knew it, I knew what I did in my class. We were looking at the 

data, everybody had to pull up theirs, but it always felt like my center was being 

highlighted. Like they needed someone to blame or fix, and it was us. She was pulling up 

the data, and mine was always up first. The lowest in the whole cohort or something. And 
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I’m just like, why would you do that; even at the beginning of the year, during training, 

they were already nitpicking on my class. 

She also reflected on the tension within the Wash Pre-K program, particularly among Black 

women in leadership roles. When asked what it meant to be a Black woman in this setting, 

Jaychareese described how some Black mentors placed extra pressure on their Black colleagues, 

often with the belief that they had to be twice as good to be taken seriously. She stated her 

personal opinion as follows:  

I kind of feel like the Black women that are in leadership in Wash Pre-K are on the 

other Black teachers so hard because they feel like we gotta be better. That’s what I 

feel like, a lot of times, that happens when we Black women get into admin 

positions or higher-up positions, we tend to forget how it was when we were in the 

classroom. 

Jaychareese’s narrative speaks to a deeper, often unspoken reality that some Black women 

teachers face. Instead of feeling supported by someone who shares her racial identity, she felt 

heightened pressure, a pressure that many Black women in leadership roles also experience and, 

at times, may unintentionally pass on to others. This experience speaks to the permanence of 

racism, the way specific pressures run so deep in our systems that even those who look like us 

(Black women) can sometimes carry them forward. For some Black women in leadership, the 

push to prove themselves in white-dominated spaces can lead to holding others to impossible 

standards, even when they know firsthand how heavy that burden can be. 

Kieara described reaching a point of emotional and physical depletion. While her 

exhaustion was not always directly tied to racial inequities, the lack of consistent support played 



90 

 

a significant role. She found herself pouring into others, particularly newer Black teachers, while 

not receiving the same level of care or mentorship in return: 

This year has been really challenging. I don’t know if it is from working where I work. I 

found myself pouring into the new teachers since I was like the only one with more 

teaching experience, and my mentors was not pouring into me. I feel that giving them all 

the knowledge that I learned throughout these years I’ve been teaching, because I did not 

have that same support. We are all Black women teaching in this center, and so they felt 

very supported. I just try to give them the confidence. 

Kieara admitted that she was growing tired, not just from teaching, but from trying to carry so 

much for others while managing her responsibilities as a teacher and a mother. Though she 

initially hesitated to frame her struggles as racially driven, her reflection revealed something 

deeper: 

I haven’t faced any, you know, maybe racial barriers in my particular setting. But as a 

Black Pre-K teacher, I do feel like certain things are racially driven, and it’s unfortunate. 

I look forward to seeing more Black women in leadership positions, more Black women 

in teaching positions and learning from them, and helping them but there’s not a big 

opportunity for that in my opinion. Everything we do is really, really heavy, and 

sometimes I just don’t see a lot of us in those positions. 

Jaychareese’s story offers a powerful counter-narrative, challenging common 

assumptions about why teachers leave or stay in the profession. Her experience shows that 

racism is not always loud or overt. For her, it was felt in the quiet moments, being evaluated 

more harshly, passed over, or asked to do more with less. Though she has not left the classroom 

yet, her words reflect how worn down she feels, a reality many veteran Black teachers know. 
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While her fatigue was not consistently called racial, it revealed the toll of constantly giving, 

often without having anything poured back in.  

Together, their stories speak to the many forms burnout can take, whether shaped by 

racialized pressure or the sheer weight of being everything for everyone. These reflections also 

point to the urgent need for meaningful support structures, which leads to the next section on 

how mentoring plays a role in making a difference in whether teachers stay, feel seen, valued, 

and sustained. Even in the face of disillusionment, many participants found moments of support, 

often through mentorship. The final theme explores how mentoring, when done thoughtfully, 

became a way for participants in the study to resist burnout and continue finding purpose in their 

work. Research Question 3 focuses on the role of mentoring in navigating racial barriers. In this 

section, I present the themes of mentorship, resistance, and survival that emerged from the data. 

RQ3: The Role of Mentoring in Navigating Racial Barriers 

Mentorship as Resistance and Survival 

 

The final research question explored how participants described the role of mentoring in 

navigating systemic racial barriers. While all participants spoke about the importance of 

mentoring, Andre’s reflections focused on professional relationships; therefore, the examples 

highlighted in this theme were drawn from Jaychareese, Kieara, and Lily. As shared earlier in 

Chapter 4, mentoring in this study is viewed as a relationship-based form of formal or informal 

support that goes beyond tips and strategies. At its best, it offers affirmation, trust, and a shared 

understanding that helps teachers feel seen, valued, and not alone. Participants did not 

consistently frame mentoring as a direct response to navigating systemic barriers. Instead, their 

reflections revealed just how essential support or the absence of it was to their growth and 

survival. Participants spoke about what mentorship looked like in practice, how it shaped their 

confidence, and where it often fell short. Kieara reflected on the lack of meaningful mentoring 
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during her early teaching years. That absence led her to become the kind of support she wished 

she had for the newer Black teachers at her childcare center. She stated, “I ended up mentoring 

new Black teachers because no one poured into me. Even veteran teachers still need mentoring 

(Kieara, personal communication, 2025).” 

Though Kieara shared that she lacked mentorship early in her career, she later credited 

having a mentor with an understanding of diversity, who helped move her perspective from a 

narrow, one-dimensional view to recognizing how diversity is reflected within her classroom. 

This mentor opened Kieara’s eyes to the idea that diversity is not just about race. It also shows in 

the languages children speak at home, the makeup of their families, how they learn, and the 

cultural traditions they bring into the classroom. With that shift in perspective, Kieara became 

more thoughtful about the books she read, how she connected with families, and how she 

celebrated each child’s unique story. She acknowledged that some of the feedback she received 

from her mentor was more “nit-picky,” but did not always interpret it as bias. Instead, she 

approached it with “positive intent while remaining mindful of how feedback might impact her 

sense of professionalism and belonging (Kieara, personal communication, 2025).” Jaychareese, 

however, voiced frustration with what she saw as a shift in the mentoring culture. For her, the 

move away from external mentorship toward in-house coaching brought a loss of safety and 

empathy: 

I really hate they got rid of external mentors. Now it's in-house and biased. That outside 

mentor gave me the support I needed. There was one day they came, and I was just 

completely off. It was just crazy that day. I was just bawling, probably almost half of our 

meeting. They understood I had a rough day. They still gave me the constructive criticism 
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that I needed to get through, but they also, you know, tried to lift my spirits, because I 

was at my wits' end.  

For Jaychareese, mentorship was not just about instructional feedback; it was an emotional 

lifeline. Without it, she felt more vulnerable to the program's pressures and more alone in 

navigating them. Lily took a different approach. Her mentor rarely addressed race, and Lily did 

not expect her to. Instead, Lily developed her internal strategies for coping with the discomfort 

and staying focused on what mattered most to her students and her faith. 

My mentor only talks about classroom stuff. I just let some things go and pick my battles. 

I think that God can use whomever he chooses, and when I need help, I think He will 

supply it. If at any time I feel like there’s any derogatory statement in between it, I’ll just, 

in my head, put my brain on pause until I hear the next positive thing come out of her 

mouth. She has been able to help me to do or see some things; she’s there for that 

purpose, and that is to help me, and so I deal with it from that perspective. I’ve learned 

how to turn a deaf ear to those things that I think are not relevant to my job and what she 

should be delivering. 

What Lily described aligns more with coaching than mentoring. The relationship was technical, 

transactional, and mainly limited to classroom instruction. While Lily found ways to persevere, 

the emotional and identity-based support that defines culturally responsive mentoring was 

missing. In both Jaychareese’s and Lily’s accounts, it is clear that coaching may help refine 

practice. Still, it cannot replace the deeper relational work of mentoring, particularly for Black 

educators navigating racial stress in predominantly white settings. For Andre, mentorship 

became a turning point in finding his voice. Early in his career, he often remained quiet, unsure if 
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speaking up would lead to change. However, mentorship helped him reframe that silence and 

embrace advocacy for himself and the children in his care: 

They taught me how to advocate and work for me, for the kids and for myself. At first, I 

really wasn’t voicing my opinions, but now I do. I used to shut down, but now, what 

could be lost in speaking up and telling them how I feel?  

While participants reflected on mentoring experiences personally, most did not explicitly frame 

the research question regarding mentorship as a tool for navigating systemic racial barriers. 

Instead, they focused on emotional support, professional development, and survival. Jaychareese 

described the external mentors who truly saw her. Lily learned to filter feedback through faith. 

Kieara became the mentor she never had. Andre found power in advocacy. Their stories make 

clear that while mentoring matters, it is not always designed to meet the cultural or racial 

realities of these particular veteran Black teachers. This disconnect reveals a critical gap in how 

mentoring is often positioned as neutral, when in fact, it must be intentionally responsive to the 

racialized experiences of veteran Black teachers. Without that cultural awareness, mentoring 

may support professional development but miss the deeper affirmations needed for true 

belonging. 

These stories show that mentoring, as is often understood, needs to be rethought, 

especially in spaces where race and identity profoundly shape teachers’ experiences. These 

veteran Black teachers were not just looking for someone to check in on their lesson plans or 

offer tips; they were looking for connection, affirmation, and someone who truly understood 

what they were navigating. When mentoring ignores race, power, and identity, it can feel like 

just another layer of oversight rather than a source of care. To truly support veteran Black 

teachers, mentoring has to move beyond coaching and accountability; it has to be rooted in 
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relationships, trust, and a shared understanding of what it means to teach while Black. This issue 

will be discussed further in Chapter Five. 

Analysis of Documents 

 

To complement the interview data and enhance the study's trustworthiness, I conducted a 

document analysis to provide additional context and triangulate findings related to Research 

Questions 1 and 3. Reviewed materials included feedback forms, lesson plan reflections, fidelity 

checklists, and professional development certificates. These documents were routine paperwork 

and the official record of how teacher growth was measured and “supported” within Wash Pre-

K. The documents reflect what the program values, tracks, and, importantly, what it chooses to 

leave unacknowledged. These documents offered insight into the formal and informal mentoring 

practices used to support participants’ instructional development in the Wash Pre-K program. As 

Yin (2018) stated, document analysis researchers need to deepen their understanding of 

institutional systems, highlighting how existing structures can reinforce or challenge the 

racialized dynamics described in participant interviews.  

This study reviewed documents through the lens of CRT to examine how mentoring 

practices were aligned or misaligned with participants’ professional realities. For example, 

fidelity checklists focused on ensuring compliance with a model but did little to recognize 

teacher identity, professional expertise, or the cultural knowledge they brought to their 

classrooms. This narrow emphasis reflects the principle of Permanence of Racism, which shows 

how systems consistently prioritize control and compliance over affirmation and belonging. This 

analysis helped illuminate how Wash Pre-K’s systems either supported or constrained teachers’ 

ability to navigate professional expectations (RQ1) and influenced their decisions around staying 

or leaving the program (RQ3). Incorporating multiple data sources, such as interviews and 
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documents, helped strengthen the overall credibility of the findings (Yin, 2018). These materials 

served as both contextual anchors and windows into program priorities, often reinforcing key 

themes shared by participants. 

What the documents revealed and omitted stood out most during this analysis phase. 

Across all materials reviewed, there was little to no acknowledgment of teacher identity, well-

being, or culturally responsive professional experiences. The focus remained squarely on 

technical compliance, instructional fidelity, and performance monitoring, offering a narrow view 

of teacher support that echoed participants’ concerns about feeling unseen and undervalued. The 

documents supported the program’s focus on institutional priorities, accountability, performance 

tracking, and evidence of technical accuracy. However, they provided little proof of investment 

in what teachers themselves see as essential: affirmation, trust, and mentoring that recognize 

their personal identities. This imbalance highlights the principle of Interest Convergence, where 

institutions benefit from teachers’ compliance, yet the deeper support teachers need remains 

neglected.  

At the same time, the contrast between participants’ narratives and the silence in these 

documents underscores the tenet of Counter-Storytelling. Teachers’ voices called out the 

emotional labor, racialized stress, and longing for affirming mentorship that the official 

paperwork ignored, highlighting a truth that the institutional record could not capture. This 

silence speaks in volumes. While participants described emotional labor, racial tension, and a 

longing for mentorship, the documents offered no structural evidence that such needs were being 

addressed. The gap between lived experience and documented expectations highlights a critical 

disconnect that will be explored further in Chapter Five as part of the broader implications for 
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mentoring, retention, and equity in early childhood education. A summary of selected documents 

and key insights, including their connection to the research questions, is provided below. 

Figure 6: Example of Documents Reviewed for RQ1 and RQ3 

 

 
Note. Documents were gathered from veteran Black Pre-K teachers participating in the study 

and examples from mentors or coaches within Wash Pre-K. Pseudonyms were used to protect 

participant confidentiality. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Chapter 4 presented the findings related to the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers as they navigate systemic racial barriers and inequities within a large urban Pre-K 

setting. The themes that emerged reflect the ongoing challenges these teachers face. The findings 

were organized around the study’s research questions and grounded through the lens of Critical 

Race Theory.  

In Chapter 5, I will expand the focus to critically examine the Wash Pre-K program as a 

case study, drawing on the participants’ narratives and supporting documents to explore 

structure, culture, mentoring systems, and racial dynamics. Using Critical Race Theory as the 

analytical tool, I will connect how these findings align with broader patterns, including systemic 

barriers in mentoring, culturally insensitive leadership, and policy barriers, that influence the 
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professional experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. The chapter will also revisit key 

literature, discuss implications for early childhood policy and practice, and offer 

recommendations to advance equity and sustain Black educators in the field. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This study explored the experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers working within the 

Wash Pre-K program, shedding light on their unique challenges in navigating their professional 

roles. It explored how they confront systemic racial barriers, how such barriers influence their 

decisions to stay in or leave the profession, and how mentoring serves as a tool for supporting 

them through these challenges. Grounded in Critical Race Theory (CRT), specifically the tenets 

of interest convergence, permanence of racism, and counter-storytelling (Bell, 1980; Kafka & 

Wilson, 2023; Pierce-Brown, 2022; Taylor et al., 2023), this research sought to understand how 

these teachers make sense of their experiences. Using a single-case design, the Wash Pre-K 

program was the bounded case, with each of the four participants serving as an embedded unit 

offering deep insight into their teaching experiences in the program. Chapter 4 presented their 

stories, revealing systemic inequities, resilience, and advocacy patterns. This final chapter 

revisits the literature from Chapter 2, draws connections between the findings and the CRT, and 

offers implications and recommendations for future research. The following research questions 

guided this study: 

1. How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers and inequities 

within a large urban Pre-K setting? 

2. How do systemic racial barriers within a large urban Pre-K system influence veteran 

Black teachers' decisions to remain in or leave the profession?  

3. How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers describe the role of mentoring in navigating 

systemic racial barriers within their professional experiences in a large urban Pre-K 

context? 

 

 



100 

 

Reflections on the Research Questions and Findings 

 

While the study set out to explore how systemic racial barriers shaped participants’ 

professional experiences, it became clear during the data analysis that participants did not 

consistently frame their challenges as explicitly racial. Instead, they often spoke of ongoing 

frustrations and inequities within the Wash Pre-K program, frequent shifts in expectations, 

inconsistent mentorship, emotional exhaustion, and feeling undervalued. These inequities, 

though not always labeled as racial, reflected broader systemic conditions that may still be rooted 

in racialized structures. Rather than minimizing the role of systemic racism, the findings 

complicate how inequities are experienced and understood. They underscore the importance of 

listening closely to how participants frame their stories and attending to the structural forces that 

may underlie their realities. This way, the interpretation of findings seeks to hold space for the 

words participants chose and the larger systems that shaped their experiences. 

In the following sections, I interpret the findings in connection with the three research questions 

and themes, relevant literature, and the guiding tenets. By remaining grounded in the 

participants’ voices and reflecting on my positionality, I aim to offer an interpretation that honors 

their lived experiences and the system they must navigate, whether race was explicitly named or 

not. This single, embedded qualitative case study has Wash Pre-K as the bounded system and 

four veteran Black Pre-K teachers as the embedded units of analysis. This structure allowed for 

an in-depth exploration of their experiences and the conditions that shape their perspectives. 

Keeping the case at the center of the analysis ensured that the findings stayed rooted in their 

experiences while offering broader challenges that veteran Black teachers may face.  
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Interpretation of Findings Related to Literature 

 The narratives shared by participants offered a deep personal lens into how veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers navigate systemic inequities within the Wash Pre-K program. While they did not 

always frame these challenges explicitly racially, their lived experiences reflected patterns long 

documented in the literature on Black educators (Anderson, 1998; Banaji, 2021; Hart & Lindsey, 

2024; Logan et al., 2020; Rose, 1999). Chapter 4 affirmed and extended this literature by 

illustrating how mentorship can act as a sustaining force, primarily when rooted in trust and 

cultural understanding. Even without formal structures, participants often found or created 

mentorship spaces that helped them remain committed to their work. This study contributes to 

ongoing conversations about how culturally responsive mentoring can foster belonging, 

affirmation, and professional longevity (Coleman-King et al., 2023). 

Navigating Barriers and Inequities 

Professional Fatigue 

 

The theme of Professional Fatigue addresses the first research question. It reflects what 

was discussed in Chapter 2 regarding the emotional and professional toll on veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers working within inequitable systems (Hurewitz, 2021). Participants like Andre and 

Jaychareese did not simply speak of being tired; they described a sustained weariness that 

stemmed from constantly being expected to carry more responsibility than their peers, often 

without acknowledgement or meaningful mentorship. Andre, in particular, shared about how, as 

a Black male teacher, he was frequently assigned children with the most challenging behaviors 

based on assumptions that he could “handle it” because of his gender and race. This aligns with 

what Schaack et al. (2021) noted about the administrative and program burdens that contribute to 

burnout in early childhood education. It also extends the work of Flores et al. (2015), who argued 

that burnout is fueled not only by working conditions but also by the absence of emotional and 
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professional support, reflected in these participants’ experiences. Andre’s story illustrates the 

CRT tenet of the permanence of racism, as it exposes how racialized and gendered assumptions 

continue to shape teacher responsibilities and expectations in ways that are normalized and 

largely unchallenged (Bell, 1980; Taylor et al., 2023). Andre’s story also speaks to larger 

systemic patterns. Chapter 2 noted that Black children comprise 19% of preschool enrollment but 

account for 43.3% of multiple out-of-school suspensions (U.S. Department of Education Office 

for Civil Rights, 2020–21). This overrepresentation contributes to classrooms where behavior 

challenges are intensified, placing even more emotional labor on teachers like Andre, who are 

often left to manage these complex dynamics alone. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, frameworks such as CRT offer tools for examining how 

racialized power structures influence ideas of professionalism in early childhood education 

(Decuir-Gunby, 2020; Sleeter, 2017; Smith, 2020). Lily’s narrative reflects the tenet of counter-

storytelling, as she challenges dominant assumptions about what a teacher should look like or 

how a teacher should act (Pierce-Brown, 2022). Her reflection that “they don’t think I’m a 

teacher” underscores how these assumptions about appearance and identity undermine her 

legitimacy, despite her skills and effectiveness in the classroom. Jaychareese’s experience of 

being assigned recurring pilot programs without adequate preparation underscores what Manning 

et al. (2017) identify as critical for teacher retention and satisfaction: access to supportive 

mentorship and professional learning communities. In her case, the absence of such support 

reflects how teachers can feel overwhelmed and undervalued without intentional mentoring and 

collaborative opportunities (NAEYC, 2020). Her story challenges the assumption that simply 

having a mentoring program is enough. Instead, mentorship must be thoughtful and purposeful, 
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and it must be combined with the proper preparation to make a significant difference (Bristol & 

Goings, 2019). 

The next theme from research question one, They Don’t See Us as Real Teachers, 

reinforces what the literature in Chapter 2 described about Black Pre-K educators' ongoing 

struggle for professional recognition. As discussed in Chapter 2, CRT offers a lens for examining 

how racialized power structures influence ideas of professionalism in early childhood education 

(Decuir-Gunby, 2020; Sleeter, 2017; Smith, 2020). Lily’s narrative reflects the tenet of counter-

storytelling as she challenges dominant assumptions about who is seen as a “real teacher” and 

what legitimizes someone’s work in her center. She said, “Because I work in a childcare center, 

people do not see me as a real teacher... Even white colleagues have belittled me.” Lily’s account 

highlights how the setting she works in and her identity as a Black woman shape how others 

perceive her professionalism and contributions. This mirrors what Whitebook et al. (2018) 

emphasized about the importance of affirming Black teachers' personal and professional 

identities through intentional support. It also connects to what NAEYC (2020) reported about 

how early childhood educators often feel undervalued, with their work seen as less legitimate 

than that of teachers in other educational settings. Lily’s experience illustrates how these 

systemic perceptions can create barriers to full professional recognition and respect, despite her 

skills, dedication, and impact on children’s learning.  

The Influence of Systemic Racial Barriers on Career Decisions  

Professional Fatigue 

Professional Fatigue emerged as a recurring theme across Research Questions 1 and 2, 

highlighting its significance in shaping participants’ daily experiences and long-term career 

decisions. Literature on early childhood education has long documented how burnout contributes 

directly to teacher attrition and is often seen as an unavoidable part of the profession (Schaack et 
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al., 2020, & Wells, 2015). However, in this case study, professional fatigue was not just about 

exhaustion but navigating a system that consistently demanded more than it gave. In the context 

of Research Question 2, professional fatigue took on particular weight as participants reflected 

on how systemic barriers, constant program changes, and persistent racialized expectations 

influenced their thoughts about staying in or leaving the profession. Andre’s narrative powerfully 

captured this reality. He described how the ongoing demands of lesson planning, behavior 

management, and shifting program expectations left him questioning how much longer he could 

stay. He shared, “Yes, yes, yes! I love my children, but I am getting a little worn out. It is just 

from the constant changes every year with the program to how they want to handle things with 

lesson plans and behavior. The stress is a lot.” The existing literature from Bassok (2021) and 

Schaack et al. (2020) stated that unsustainable environments are created by continual change and 

a lack of support in early childhood programs. This is aligned with Andre’s narrative on his 

feelings about expectations. As mentioned previously, his narrative of being a Black male 

teacher is that he could manage the most challenging children, which has deepened his fatigue 

and complicated his decision-making about remaining in the profession. 

Research on early childhood teacher turnover clarifies that professional fatigue is not an 

isolated challenge. It is part of a much larger, ongoing cycle. Prior studies have highlighted that 

leave rates for teachers in early childhood settings are nearly four times higher than those of 

elementary teachers, creating instability affecting staff and young learners (Bellows, 2021; 

Rhodes & Huston, 2012). This broader context helps frame Andre’s experience as more than 

personal burnout; it reflects a systemic issue. His story reflects the emotional weight and 

compounding stress that often builds for those who decide to stay in the profession (Wiltshire, 

2023). As turnover increases, the emotional labor for dedicated teachers intensifies, particularly 
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in classrooms where children’s need for consistent, trusted relationships goes unmet (Kim et al., 

2024; Whitebook et al., 2018). Andre’s reflection reveals how this instability does not just affect 

routines; it weighs heavily on educators already carrying more than their share. 

Similarly, Jaychareese’s decision to step away from her lead role shows how burnout is 

rooted not just in workload but in the deeper issue of being unsupported and emotionally drained 

(Bassok, 2021; Flores et al., 2015; NAEYC, 2019). For Jaychareese, being repeatedly assigned 

new pilot programs without warning or mentorship left her feeling isolated, stretched thin, and 

without a safety net. Her experience clarifies that professional fatigue is not just about long hours 

or packed schedules but about being overlooked, unacknowledged, and expected to push through 

anyway. Jaychareese and Andre’s narratives push the literature forward by exposing how 

racialized expectations and systemic neglect collide, making even passionate educators question 

how long they can hold on. These reflections draw attention to the urgent need for structural 

change that addresses the policy-level pressures and the personal toll these systems take on 

teachers’ well-being. 

Losing Faith in the System 

A second theme that emerged under Research Question 2, Losing Faith in the System, 

highlights how ongoing systemic neglect and inadequate support left participants like Kieara 

questioning whether they could continue teaching. Kieara described reaching a point of 

emotional and physical exhaustion. Nevertheless, her decision to consider stepping away from 

the classroom stemmed more from burnout and personal challenges than overt acts of racism. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2022), Black educators are more 

likely than any other group to leave the profession due to a combination of personal life 

demands, inadequate compensation, and unsupportive school environments. Scholars have 
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emphasized that Black women teachers are often expected to lead equity initiatives, mentor 

colleagues, and advocate for students of color, all while managing their full teaching load 

(Turner & Barringer, 2025). Kieara’s account spoke directly to this imbalance. She shared, “I 

found myself pouring into the new teachers since I was the only one with more teaching 

experience, and my mentors were not pouring into me.” In contrast, the newer teachers in her 

childcare center who were also Black received the support she lacked. This disconnect captures 

the emotional toll of being the team’s quiet foundation while feeling overlooked and unsupported 

by the Wash Pre-K program. 

Kieara’s narrative aligns with recent research exploring burnout among Black women 

educators, emphasizing how a lack of administrative support and undervaluing their work 

significantly contribute to their emotional strain and leave them to make career decisions (Turner 

& Barringer, 2025). Kieara’s story and the broader literature reveal that “losing faith” rarely 

happens simultaneously; it builds slowly through subtle, repeated moments of being dismissed or 

forgotten. Her experience underscores the need for intentional, culturally responsive support 

systems within Pre-K programs that affirm and sustain the well-being of veteran Black 

educators. Without such changes, the field of early childhood will lose those most deeply 

committed to the children who are a part of programs. 

The Role of Mentoring in Navigating Racial Barriers 

Mentorship as Resistance and Survival  

 

The third research question explored how veteran Black Pre-K teachers describe 

mentoring as a tool for navigating systemic racial barriers. The final theme that emerged was 

Mentorship as Resistance and Survival. It captures how participants leaned on mentoring, not 

just as professional support, but as a way to stay grounded and persist in a system that often 

overlooked them. While participants did not always frame mentorship explicitly as a tool for 
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overcoming racial barriers, their reflections revealed how mentoring or the lack thereof shaped 

their sense of survival and belonging in the profession. Their stories brought forward the 

emotional labor of mentoring others while receiving little in return, the frustration of inconsistent 

or biased support, and the intentional ways they either sought out or became the mentors they 

once needed.  

Kieara’s narrative reflects this complexity. She stepped into the mentor role not because 

she had been mentored, but because she recognized the void. This act of stepping up is a form of 

resistance through action. It revealed the permanence of racism, revealing how systemic neglect 

is so deeply embedded that teachers must create their own support networks to survive. As 

Morales et al. (2022) emphasize, traditional mentorship models often fail to meet the cultural and 

emotional needs of Black teachers, particularly when they lack mentors who understand the 

racialized dynamics of their professional environments.  

Similarly, Jaychareese’s account of losing external mentors shows the impact of 

dismantling supportive structures. She felt exposed and emotionally unsupported without that 

trusted, nonjudgmental presence (Morales et al., 2022). This reinforces what Manning et al. 

(2017) described as the importance of empathy in retention practices. It aligns with interest 

convergence, where support for Black teachers may be withdrawn when it no longer serves 

institutional interests. Her account reinforces the finding that effective mentors must possess 

cultural humility and emotional intelligence to meet teachers’ full needs (Morales et al., 2022). 

Lily also offered a more guarded response to mentoring, relying on selective listening and 

faith to navigate relationships with mentors who did not acknowledge race or emotional well-

being. Coleman-King et al. (2023) described the complex navigation teachers of color must 

undertake within professional settings, prioritizing standardization over cultural connection. 
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Lily’s coping strategy of “turning a deaf ear” to choosing when to engage or disengage 

emotionally reflects a survival tactic that protects her mental and spiritual wellness in an 

environment that does not affirm her whole identity. Her experience demonstrates a survival 

strategy rooted in counter-storytelling. Her narrative pushes back against dominant norms about 

professionalism and challenges the idea that mentors need not address race to be effective. She 

resists a system prioritizing compliance over connection by sharing how she copes. 

Andre’s experience also revealed the transformative power of mentoring, though he did 

not frame it in explicitly racial terms. Early in his career, he often held back, unsure whether 

speaking up would make a difference. However, with encouragement from those around him, he 

began to find his voice. His story is a reminder that when mentoring is grounded in trust and 

understanding, it can help teachers feel more confident and seen. He praised his mentors for 

helping him with this agency. Whether that was small check-ins or listening ears, it helped him 

shift to advocacy. This reflects how culturally responsive mentoring can empower teachers to 

claim their space and assert their needs. It echoes what researchers like Flores et al. (2021) and 

Bristol and Goings (2019) have found: mentorship is not just about offering tips or strategies; it 

is about affirming the whole person, including their identity, values, and lived experiences. 

The participants' narratives reinforce what the literature has revealed, that while formal 

mentorship programs exist within Pre-K systems like Wash Pre-K, they often fall short of 

meeting the specific needs of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. These programs focus on technical 

guidance rather than the relational and culturally affirming support that sustains long-term 

commitment. The stories from the participants affirm that when mentoring is relational, 

empathetic, and culturally responsive, it serves not only as a protective support system but also 

as a vital anchor, helping sustain both personal and professional identity. This underscores the 
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need for mentorship models intentionally designed to address the cultural realities and lived 

experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. Without such targeted mentoring support, the 

profession risks losing valuable teachers. 

Interpretation of Document Analysis 

 

The analysis of participants' coaching forms, lesson reflections, fidelity checklists, and 

professional development records revealed a narrow focus on instructional compliance and 

technical performance. What stood out most was what was missing. There was a noticeable lack 

of attention to the emotional labor, professional identity, or cultural realities that veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers navigate daily. This absence mirrored what participants shared in their 

interviews: mentorship in the Wash Pre-K program often misses the mark in recognizing who 

they are as teachers. While the documents may reflect routines and expectations, they do not 

reflect the humanity, resilience, or cultural depth that the participants in this study bring to their 

classrooms. The documents painted a picture of instruction, which is expected, but not of 

identity. As mentioned in the literature in Chapter 2, meaningful mentorship for veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers must be more than procedural. It must be affirming, culturally responsive, and 

grounded in relationships (Bristol & Goings, 2019; Morales et al., 2022). The absence of these 

elements in the documents reviewed reinforces the participants’ narratives. It underscores the 

need to reimagine mentoring systems in ways that recognize the instructional and procedural 

aspects of teaching and the full identities and experiences of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. 

Implications 

 

This study contributes to the conversation around CRT in early childhood education by 

showing how the tenets of permanence of racism, interest convergence, and counter-storytelling 

come to life in the day-to-day realities of veteran Black Pre-K teachers. Although the participants 
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in this study did not always name racial barriers outright, their stories revealed powerful insights 

that challenge the usual narratives around mentorship, professionalism, and why teachers stay or 

leave the field. Viewed through a CRT lens, their reflections remind us that racism is not just 

something that happens occasionally; it is a steady, often invisible presence that shapes how 

Black teachers are seen, supported, and treated, even in early childhood education.  

This study also adds to the growing conversation about what it means to support teachers 

through culturally responsive mentorship. The findings make it clear that traditional mentorship 

models often miss the mark when honoring Black educators' full humanity and lived experiences 

(Morales et al., 2022; Coleman-King et al., 2023). This study also deepens the application of 

constructivism in early childhood research by showing how veteran Black Pre-K teachers make 

meaning through lived, social experiences. As outlined in Chapter 3, the constructivist paradigm 

posits that knowledge is shaped through interactions within specific cultural and institutional 

contexts (Ataro, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The participants’ reflections are rooted in 

conversations with colleagues, evolving mentorship dynamics, and the everyday realities of their 

classrooms, which reveal how their understanding of teaching, professionalism, and identity is 

constantly being negotiated. These experiences were not distant; they were formed in real time, 

in spaces where their cultural knowledge and emotional labor were often overlooked. 

Implications are presented in three categories: Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research. 

Organizing them this way highlights how different audiences can take up these findings and 

apply them at multiple levels. 

Implications for Practice 

 

These findings suggest that mentorship cannot remain compliance-driven or transactional 

for administrators and leaders in Wash Pre-K. It is not enough for mentorship to be a box to 
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check; it must be culturally responsive, grounded in authentic relationships, and emotionally 

supportive. Administrators could respond by reimagining mentor selection, prioritizing 

individuals demonstrating cultural humility, relational trust, and a commitment to affirming 

teacher identity. Leaders might also provide protected time for mentors and mentees to meet, 

signaling that mentoring is valued as a core professional practice rather than an add-on. 

Implications for Policy 

 

 At the policy level, these findings raise questions about how mentoring and teacher 

retention are resourced and measured. If mentoring remains a checkbox activity without 

culturally responsive design, it risks failing the very educators it seeks to support. The mentoring 

accountability systems should reflect not only instructional compliance but also the relational 

needs of teachers, particularly those working in childcare centers. District leaders and state 

policymakers could revisit how professional development funds are allocated, ensuring that 

resources support culturally responsive mentoring rather than technical compliance alone. 

Policies might also establish accountability systems that track teacher performance and measures 

of teacher well-being and identity affirmation. 

Implications for Research 

 

For researchers, this study emphasizes the importance of conducting longitudinal studies 

that track veteran Black Pre-K teachers over multiple years to observe how mentoring 

relationships and systemic barriers evolve. Future research could also explore how different 

mentoring models influence the retention of veteran educators specifically, given that most 

current studies focus on beginning teachers. Additionally, more research could highlight Black 

teachers’ counter-stories to reveal systemic inequities that remain unseen in institutional records. 
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Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

 

One significant strength of this study is the rich, story-centered data shared by veteran 

Black teachers and deep connections to early childhood education. Their insight revealed how 

race, identity, and professionalism are often entangled, whether explicitly acknowledged or not. 

Using a single case study with embedded participants, the research took a close-up look at each 

individual’s story while also painting a broader picture of shared struggles and strengths across 

the Wash Pre-K program. The inclusion of document analysis added another layer of depth, 

helping to confirm what participants shared and highlighting areas where institutional support 

was lacking.  

At the same time, this study carries several limitations. Because it focused on one Pre-K 

program in the Southeast, the findings may not translate directly to other early childhood 

program settings. The small sample size, while appropriate for an in-depth case study, limits the 

generalizability of the findings. Although two interviews were conducted with each participant, 

the study was not longitudinal and therefore did not capture how their perspectives might evolve. 

Future research could benefit from longitudinal studies that follow teachers across different 

stages of their careers, providing deeper insight into how mentoring, identity, and retention 

unfold. 

Additionally, while CRT was a strong guiding framework, it naturally shaped the lens 

through which data was interpreted. As a result, the framing leaned more toward uncovering 

systemic challenges than proposing broad educational reforms. Still, despite these limitations, the 

study offers meaningful insight into how veteran Black Pre-K teachers make sense of their roles, 

challenges, and resilience. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 

The findings of this study revealed critical gaps in how mentoring and institutional 

support systems are structured for veteran Black Pre-K teachers in Wash Pre-K. These findings 

do not just show what is missing; they point toward what is possible. Building on the 

participants’ narratives and the document analysis, the following recommendations aim to 

strengthen mentorship models, affirm professional identity, and promote well-being among 

Black educators. These final points show how I envision moving from recommendations into 

action. They represent immediate steps that Wash Pre-K, or similar programs, could implement 

to better support veteran Black Pre-K teachers. 

Recommendation 1: Pilot Culturally Responsive Mentorship 

 

An important area for future focus is redesigning mentoring programs like Wash Pre-K’s 

to move beyond compliance-driven checklists and toward frameworks grounded in authentic 

relationships. While research offers helpful guidance, this study clarified that mentoring cannot 

be transactional but personal, consistent, and rooted in trust. The veteran Black teachers in this 

study were not asking for more programs; they were asking to feel seen, supported, and valued. 

They wanted mentors who understood the racialized pressures they faced, and who could help 

them navigate not just survive but also thrive in the daily realities of their roles. Given the 

current political climate in 2025, where many districts or programs are stepping away from DEI-

labeled initiatives due to legal and political pressures, it is important to note that this 

recommendation is not about launching a formal Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion program. It is 

about providing identity-affirming, relationship-based support that helps teachers feel like they 

belong. That is not politics, it is people. The first move is to launch a small pilot where mentors 

are trained in culturally responsive, relationship-based practices. Teachers in this study 
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emphasized the need for mentoring that affirms their identities and supports them as whole 

professionals, not just as employees to be evaluated. 

To move from insight to impact, Wash Pre-K could take immediate action by launching a 

pilot mentorship initiative within the next 90 days. This could begin by identifying and training 

at least three staff members in culturally responsive mentoring practices, including listening with 

empathy, recognizing racial dynamics, offering non-evaluative support, and matching them with 

at least three veteran Black teachers. Mentors and mentees would meet bi-weekly, with 

conversations focused on strategies and wellness, belonging, and professional identity. 

Supporting teachers in this way is not just the right thing to do; it is a wise investment in their 

future for retention in early childhood education. Black teachers are more likely to stay, lead, and 

thrive when supported. When implemented thoughtfully, such mentorship can serve as both a 

retention tool and a way to re-engage teachers who feel unseen or unsupported. These insights 

could inform the development of mentorship programs that are both culturally affirming and 

emotionally sustaining. This reflects interest convergence, where the goals of the individual and 

the institution align when systems invest in meaningful, culturally grounded support. However, 

the cost is high if steps like this are not taken. Childcare centers risk losing experienced 

educators whose relationships with children and families are irreplaceable. 

Recommendation 2: Differentiate Support for Veteran Educators 

 

One of the clearest takeaways from this study is that veteran teachers, especially Black 

Pre-K teachers, need a different kind of support than what has often been provided through 

standard mentoring or professional development. Many have long mastered classroom 

management and curriculum delivery, yet still need spaces to reflect, connect, and grow in ways 

that affirm their identity and honor their years of experience. When professional learning focuses 
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only on technical skills or compliance, it misses the more profound need for affirmation, 

belonging, and culturally responsive leadership development. Wash Pre-K centers could act on 

this in the next 6 months by creating a professional development track for veteran educators that 

blends skill refinement with intentional reflection, peer collaboration, and leadership 

opportunities. The second move is to create differentiated professional learning spaces that honor 

veteran educators’ expertise while fostering reflection and growth. A differentiated professional 

learning track, such as a veteran educator cohort, would provide safe, affirming spaces for 

collaboration and leadership development. 

Within six months, Wash Pre-K could pilot a quarterly “Veteran Educator Cohort,” a 

small group of 6–8 veteran teachers who meet monthly for facilitated sessions on culturally 

responsive leadership, advocacy, and mentoring. These sessions would also provide a safe, non-

evaluative space to share challenges, solutions, and strategies unique to their role. An internal 

leader or outside mentor could lead a program like this, ensuring the conversations stay grounded 

in lived experience rather than evaluation. This kind of differentiated support benefits both 

teachers and the program. When veteran teachers feel valued, supported, and trusted, they are 

more likely to stay, lead, and mentor the next generation of teachers for sustainability.  

Along with taking immediate action, it is just as important to keep learning how to 

strengthen support for veteran Black Pre-K teachers over the long run. Future research should 

examine how existing mentoring structures address or miss the mark in addressing the ongoing 

professional needs of veteran teachers, particularly Black Pre-K teachers in early childhood 

settings. Studies should investigate how intentional, sustained mentorship impacts teachers’ 

sense of affirmation, belonging, and professional growth. Special attention should be given to 

how racial dynamics influence their mentorship experiences and how professional development 
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can be redesigned to reflect their lived realities. Additionally, research should explore how 

tailored support systems, grounded in reflection and connection rather than evaluation alone, can 

empower veteran teachers as advocates, leaders, and mentors. Such inquiry could inform more 

equitable and culturally responsive professional development practices across Pre-K systems. 

Recommendation 3: Prioritize Mental and Emotional Well-Being 

 

A final recommendation is to acknowledge and address the emotional labor of veteran 

Black Pre-K teachers who often mentor others while receiving little to no support. Future 

research could also explore how mentorship models that intentionally affirm teachers’ identities 

and provide space to process racial stress impact their longevity and satisfaction in the job. 

Insights from this kind of work could help reimagine mentorship systems so they not only 

develop skills but truly sustain veteran Black Pre-K teachers in childcare settings. Wash Pre-K or 

other Pre-K centers could make mental and emotional well-being a visible and funded priority. 

This might include partnering with local mental health agencies, local university counseling 

programs, or nonprofit wellness organizations to provide on-site or virtual counseling, 

mindfulness workshops, and racial stress processing groups. 

Grant funding could support dedicated, structured peer reflection circles or create 

physical spaces designed for restoration. Incorporating this type of Teacher Wellness and 

Resilience Program would be a sustainable space where teachers can share challenges, exchange 

strategies, and recharge in a safe, non-evaluative environment. I am positioned to design and 

facilitate such programming, drawing on my 25-plus years of education experience, my early 

childhood education expertise, and my research on the lived experiences of veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers. In addition, I have completed grant writing coursework and have written successful 

proposals for both large-scale and smaller community-based funding opportunities, which 
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position me to secure and manage the resources needed to launch and sustain this initiative. 

Imagine walking into a Pre-K center where teacher wellness is woven into the school culture, a 

calming staff space with comfortable seating, resources for self-care, and a climate where 

teachers feel safe talking about the emotional toll of their work, knowing they will be met with 

empathy and solutions. In this kind of environment, teachers leave work feeling seen, supported, 

and equipped to show up fully for their students, and they stay in the profession because the 

school invests in them as whole people. 

Framing Capstone: Commitment to Reciprocity 

 

Finally, reciprocity is central. I will share these findings directly with participants and 

program leaders, so their voices shape mentorship structures and institutional support. This 

ensures the study benefits those who entrusted me with their stories, not just me as the 

researcher. Reciprocity also aligns with CRT’s tenet of counter-storytelling: returning stories to 

those who shared them, affirming their truth as knowledge, and positioning them as partners in 

shaping future practice. Taken together, this final move closes the loop between research, 

practice, and accountability, reinforcing that these recommendations are not just theoretical but 

rooted in the lived realities of the participants. 

Conclusion 

 

This study explored how veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers, 

what influences their decisions to remain in the field, and how mentorship shapes their 

professional experiences. Through rich interviews and document analysis, the findings 

illuminated the persistence of structural inequities and the depth of resilience participants 

embody. The participants in this study are not just teaching; they are sustaining programs that 

rarely offer the same level of support in return. One participant said, “I found myself pouring 
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into the new teachers, but no one was pouring into me.” That quiet revelation reflects a painful 

truth that many veteran Black teachers in this study give more than they receive, often mentoring 

in isolation while navigating systems that overlook their cultural and emotional needs. As 

someone who began my teaching career in a program similar to Wash Pre-K, teaching in a 

childcare center, I see reflections of my experiences.  

Audre Lorde once said, “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, 

and that is an act of political warfare.” For veteran Black Pre-K teachers, mentoring each other, 

showing up for children, and staying in the classroom despite everything is nothing short of 

political warfare. Their work is revolutionary. Moving toward justice in early childhood 

education must begin by centering on the voices and needs of veteran Black Pre-K teachers who 

teach in Pre-K programs. That means building mentorship systems that are culturally responsive, 

emotionally sustaining, and grounded in trust. It means honoring their stories not as side notes, 

but as blueprints for transformation. Because when teachers thrive, our children do too. 
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 

Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Research Study on the Experiences of Veteran Black 

Pre-K Teachers in A Large Urban Pre-K Setting 

My name is Niki Sashington. I am a Doctoral candidate at the University of North Carolina at 

Charlotte. I am conducting a research study to explore the lived experiences of veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers in a large urban setting within early childhood educational environments in the 

Southeast. I am inviting potential participants to take part in this vital research. 

This study aims to understand how veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial 

barriers and how mentoring impacts their professional trajectories. Eligible participants must 

identify as Black, have over five years of teaching experience in Pre-K settings, and be willing to 

share their professional experiences in a one-hour interview. 

Pseudonyms will be used to protect participants’ identities at site selection, and participants can 

withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 

If you or someone you know is interested in participating or learning more about this study, 

please feel free to contact me at sashington@charlotte.edu or 704-965-1913. 

Thank you for considering this opportunity to contribute to research that seeks to amplify the 

voices of veteran Black educators. 

 

Warm regards, 

 

Niki Sashington, Doctoral Candidate  
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Purpose Statement: This qualitative study explores the lived experience of veteran Black Pre-

K teachers teaching in large urban setting. This study aims to uncover the challenges and 

supports that influence these teachers' decisions to stay in the profession, contributing to a 

deeper understanding of effective retention strategies for teachers of color. 

 

 

Research Questions:  

1. How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers and inequities 

within a large urban Pre-K setting? 

2. How do systemic racial barriers within a large urban Pre-K system influence Black 

teachers' decisions to remain in or leave the profession? 

3. How do formal and informal mentoring relationships support veteran Black Pre-K 

teachers in addressing systemic racial barriers and sustaining their professional roles 

within large urban Pre-K contexts? 

Interviewee Eligibility: The selection criteria for this study will include (1) more than five 

years of teaching experience in a large urban setting in the Southeast, (2) self-identification as 

a Black Pre-K Teacher, and (3) willingness to reflect on mentorship and professional 

experiences. The criteria ensure that participants can speak to the challenges of remaining in 

the profession and the factors influencing their retention.  

 

Opening Statement: 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. This interview explores your experiences 

as a veteran Black Pre-K teacher in a large urban system. We will discuss the challenges you 

have faced, how you have navigated those challenges, and the role that mentoring may have 

played in your career. The interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes. Your responses will 

be kept confidential, and you can choose not to answer any questions or stop the interview any 

time. 

1. Background Information: 

● Can you tell me about your journey to becoming a Pre-K teacher? How did you enter the 

profession, and what has motivated you to remain in it? 

Navigating Systemic Barriers: 

● RQ1: How do veteran Black Pre-K teachers navigate systemic racial barriers and 

inequities within a large urban Pre-K setting? 

○ In your experience, what kinds of challenges, if any, have you encountered as a 

Black Pre-K teacher in your current workplace? 
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○ Can you share specific instances where racial barriers influenced your work 

environment or interactions? 

○ How do you address or navigate these systemic challenges? What strategies or 

support have helped you along the way? 

○ In what ways has mentoring helped you navigate challenges related to systemic 

racial inequities in your role as a Pre-K teacher? 

 

Impact on Career Decisions: 

● RQ2: How do systemic racial barriers within a large urban Pre-K system influence 

veteran Black teachers' decisions to remain in or leave the profession? 

○ How have these racial barriers impacted your thoughts on staying in or leaving 

the teaching profession? 

○ Have you ever considered leaving the profession? If so, what factors contributed 

to that decision, and what made you stay? 

○ What factors are most influential in your decision to continue teaching in Pre-K? 

Navigating Racial Barriers: 

 

Mentoring Support: 

● RQ3: How do formal and informal mentoring relationships support veteran Black 

Pre-K teachers in addressing systemic racial barriers and sustaining their 

professional roles within large urban Pre-K contexts? 

○ How does having a mentor, or not having one, impact your experience as a Black 

Pre-K teacher? 

○ How does mentoring influence your ability to overcome the challenges you have 

encountered related to systemic racial barriers? 

○ How does mentoring contribute to your decision to remain in the teaching 

profession? In what specific ways, if any, has it influenced your retention? 

○ Can you share examples of formal or informal mentoring you’ve received during 

your career? How has this supported you professionally? 

○ How has mentoring at this point in your career differed from earlier experiences 

as a teacher? 

Professional Development and Retention: 

● What kind of professional development opportunities have been available to you? Have 

these opportunities addressed your unique challenges as a Black Pre-K teacher? 

○ How could mentoring or professional development be improved to better support 

Black Pre-K teachers like yourself? 
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Closing Questions: 

● Are there any other experiences or thoughts you would like to share regarding your career 

as a Black Pre-K teacher that we have not covered today? 

● Is there anything you think should be changed in the Pre-K system to support Black 

teachers better? 

Wrap-Up 

Closing: Thank you once again for your participation. Your experiences and insights will 

contribute significantly to this research. 

 


