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ABSTRACT 
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Title:    Caribbean Immigrant Women In Educational Leadership:  
   Over Hills and Valleys Too 
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Dissertation Advisor:  Dr. Valerie C. Bryan 
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The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to explore the lived experiences of 

college-educated, immigrant women from the Caribbean in their quest for professional 

advancement in educational leadership roles in the United States. There were six 

participants for this study who were selected based on convenience, purposeful, and 

criterion sampling. Each participant’s lived experience was explored through a 

triangulation of information provided from two in-depth face-to-face interviews, 

document analyses, and observation/field notes.  

The findings indicate that Caribbean immigrant women studied navigated hills 

and valleys that included acculturative stress. Furthermore, the participants are 

characterized with a militant motivation in their approach to achieving their goals; thus 

having an attitude of “by any means necessary” was essential to their success. To 

accomplish their goals and successfully navigate the hills and valleys, the participants 
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shared the support of strong matriarchs in their family and with the added help of the 

village; they also engaged in adult learning practices in their efforts to excel. 

Additionally, a Caribbean identity was utilized as a source of resistance and high self-

esteem bordering on ethnocentrism against prejudices to facilitate the journey to success. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

Women have historically experienced challenges in advancing to leadership 

positions because of the systemic limitations placed upon gender roles in society. Women 

can, and do, ascend to leadership positions, but only by carefully navigating complex 

paths as they confront issues associated with childcare needs, racism, and sexism 

(Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Consequently, an analysis of the characteristic hills and 

valleys experienced and the factors that contribute to the success of a group of immigrant 

women of color offered insight into a societal process. This study sought to amplify the 

voices of these women, who, by virtue of being immigrants, struggled to break socially 

constructed barriers, doubled by the intersectionality of their racial and/or ethnic identity 

and gender, and further tripled by their status as immigrants.  

Problem Statement 

The Caribbean is relevant for study of migration purposes because of the sheer 

number of immigrant workers that it expatriates as a proportion of its total population. 

Approximately four million of U.S. immigrants are from the Caribbean, accounting for 

9% of the total immigrants in the country (Zong & Batalova, 2016). Additionally, women 

make up the larger portion of the immigrants from these Caribbean countries (Ruiz, 

Zong, & Batalova, 2015). Women made up 55% of Black immigrants in 2009 (Thomas, 

2012). Furthermore, within the United States, more than 50% of the employees at the 

lower levels in organizations are female. At higher levels in the organization, the number 



 2 

of women decreases significantly. At the CEO level worldwide, there are only 3% to 4% 

who are women (Men, 2014). This trend is also evident in educational leadership as well, 

where three-quarters of public school teachers are female, while only 30% are 

educational administrators (Fugler, 2015). Caribbean immigrant women, as they make 

efforts to achieve success in educational leadership roles, will potentially be impacted the 

societal realities of the United States. Table 1 identifies the distribution of Caribbean 

immigrants according to the United States Census Bureau’s 2014 American community 

survey (Zong & Batalova, 2016).  

 
Table 1  
 
Distribution of Caribbean Immigrants by Country of Birth 

Region and Country Number of Immigrants % 

Caribbean 4,000,000 100 

Cuba 1,173,000 29.3 
Dominican Republic 998,000 24.9 

Jamaica 706,000 17.6 
Haiti 628,000 15.7 

Trinidad and Tobago 220,000 5.5 
Barbados 51,000 1.3 

Grenada 34,000 0.9 
Bahamas 32,000 0.8 

Dominica 28,000 0.7 
West Indies 26,000 0.6 

St. Vincent and the Grenadines 23,000 0.6 
Other Caribbean 81,000 2.0 

Note: Adapted from Caribbean immigrants in the United States, by J. Zong and J. 
Batalova, 2016. 
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to explore the journey of college-

educated, immigrant women from the Caribbean in their quest for professional 

advancement in educational leadership roles in the United States. This study sought to (a) 

identify and examine what characterized the study participants’ journey, (b) explore the 

factors that contributed to their success in educational leadership roles, (c) examine how 

the study participants’ Caribbean identity influenced their professional journey, and (d) 

expand literature about the struggles of women in leadership, women of color, and the 

general experiences of immigrants in the United States.  

The lived experiences of Caribbean women as they traverse the challenges of 

being immigrants and women pursuing educational leadership roles were explored 

through the conceptual framework of (a) the historical and socio-cultural challenges and 

strategies they encountered and employed, and (b) the adult learning techniques required 

or chosen in the process of transculturation – the merging and converging of their worlds. 

Additionally, a critical theory framework was offered as a tool of analysis through Black 

feminist thought. For the purpose of this study, journey was defined as how immigrant 

women from the Caribbean navigate their experiences, or “hills and valleys,” to achieve 

success.  

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What characterizes the experience of successful Caribbean immigrant women 

in educational leadership within the United States? 



 4 

2. What factors are most instrumental in contributing to the success of Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership within the United States?  

3. How do Caribbean immigrant women discuss the influence of their identity on 

their professional journey in the United States? 

Significance of Study 

As previously mentioned, the current literature on the lived experiences of 

Caribbean immigrant women is both scarce and limited in scope. This study is significant 

as it afforded the opportunity to delve into the factors that most significantly affected and 

characterized immigrant women from the Caribbean in their quest to achieve upward 

social mobility in educational leadership within the United States. Furthermore, through 

the exploration of the influence of a Caribbean identity as it related to the journey, this 

study is also significant because it has the potential to add to the current literature of tried 

and proven strategies of successful and unsuccessful women; it also gave voice to 

Caribbean women in leadership roles. 

The conceptual framework for this literature review (see Figure 1) provided 

analysis that utilized socio-cultural, historical, and adult learning perspectives. The lived 

experiences of Caribbean women as they traverse the challenges of being immigrants and 

women pursuing educational leadership roles were worth exploring through the 

conceptual framework and strategies they encountered and employed as well as the adult 

learning techniques required in the process of transculturation - merging and converging 

of their two worlds (Taylor, 1991). Additionally, the struggles and successes of the 

Caribbean immigrant women in this study are anchored in a critical theory approach that 

incorporates Black feminist thought as a tool of analysis.  
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“Hills	  &	  
Valleys”	  of	  
Caribbean	  
Immigrant	  
Women	  

Socio-‐cultural	  
• Transculturation	  
• Critical	  Race	  Theory,	  
Black	  Feminist	  
Thoughts	  

Historical	  
• Caribbean	  Immigrant	  
History	  
• History	  of	  Inequality-‐	  
Race	  and	  Gender	  

Adult	  Learning	  
• Andragogy	  
• Self-‐directed	  learning	  
• Transformative	  
learning	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Researcher-developed conceptual framework. 
 

Furthermore, a critical race theory framework offered the tools of analysis 

through Black feminist thought. Women have historically experienced challenges in 

advancing to leadership positions because of the systemic limitations placed upon gender 

roles in society. Moreover, the experiences of women of color who aspire to these roles 

are further limited. Consequently, an analysis of the challenges experienced and, 

accordingly, the strategies utilized by a group of immigrant women of color offers insight 

into a complex societal challenge. The padded metaphor of a concrete ceiling punctuates 

the doubled challenges that women of color face. “Not only is the concrete ceiling 

reported to be more difficult to penetrate, women of color contend that they cannot see 

through it to glimpse the corner office,” said Catalyst President Sheila Wellington 

(Catalyst, 2004). Consequently, immigrant women face additional challenges by virtue of 

being an immigrant. As women struggle to break these constructed barriers, their voices 

must be amplified. 
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Research Design 

Using a qualitative study, the lived experiences of the study participants were 

detailed in a narrative inquiry using an approach based on Clandinin and Connelly’s 

(2000) three-dimensional space narrative structure model (see Table 2).  

 
Table 2 
 
Three-dimensional Space Narrative Structure 
 

Interaction Continuity Situation 
Personal Social Past Present Future Place 

Look 
inward to 
internal 
conditions, 
feelings, 
hopes, 
aesthetic 
reactions, 
moral 
dispositions 

Look 
outward to 
existential 
conditions in 
the 
environment 
with other 
people and 
their 
intentions, 
purposes, 
assumptions, 
and points of 
view 

Look 
backward to 
remembered 
experiences, 
feelings, and 
stories from 
earlier times 

Look at 
current 
practices, 
feelings, 
and stories 
relating to 
actions of 
an event 

Look 
forward to 
implied 
and 
possible 
experiences 
and plot 
lines 

Look at 
content, time, 
and place 
situated in a 
physical 
landscape or 
setting with 
topological 
and spatial 
boundaries 
with 
characters’ 
intentions, 
purposes, and 
different 
points of 
view 

Note. Adapted from “Narrative research: A comparison of two restorying data analysis 
approaches,” by J. A. Ollerenshaw and J. W. Creswell, 2002, Qualitative Inquiry, 8, p. 
240. 
 

Through two in-depth interviews, document analyses, and observation/field notes, the 

trends and patterns were identified, analyzed, and interpreted within a narrative inquiry.  
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Limitations 

 Limitations are viewed in a research study as the factors that the researcher cannot 

control (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The researcher conducted interviews based on 

Creswell’s (2013) recommendation that a study of this nature should include “numerous 

artifacts, interviews and observations” (p. 157). As such, with a small sample of six 

participants in the study, despite rich data, the results of this study are not intended to be 

generalizable to all Caribbean immigrant women in leadership roles because the lived 

experiences of the six participants in this study do not capture the experiences of all 

similarly positioned women. 

Immigrant women who have not achieved success in the educational leadership 

field were not included in the study and could have added to the richness of the data. All 

the study participants were identified as being in the middle class in their homeland; as 

such, this limits the study to that perspective. All six participants live and work in South 

or Central Florida and, therefore, some of their experiences could be unique to 

geographic location. Since the researcher is a similarly positioned woman like the 

sample, an immigrant woman from the Caribbean who has pursued educational 

leadership, this could have posed a potential bias to this study. Accordingly, several 

strategies, such as employing the strategies of époche or bracketing (Creswell, 2013), 

were utilized to minimize researcher bias. Additionally, member checking and 

triangulation of the data (Merriam, 2009) were utilized to reduce the possibility of bias. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are restrictions placed by the researcher within a study (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007). The researcher established boundaries for this study. First, this study 
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focused on Caribbean immigrants who had migrated from their countries of birth after 

ages 1 – 11, the formative years. Second, all study participants had a minimum of one 

graduate degree.  

Operational Definitions 

Acculturative stress: The psychological impact of adaptation to a new culture. 

This impact includes a set of stress behaviors, such as lowered mental health status (for 

example, confusion, anxiety, depression, feelings of marginality and alienation, 

heightened psychosomatic symptom level, and identity confusion), which occurs during 

the acculturation process (Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987). 

Blackness: An identity that includes an imposed racial definition based on 

phenotype, but also one that is internally defined across generations of Africans and the 

African diaspora. 

Black feminist thought: An “intercontinental Black women’s consciousness 

movement” (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 233) that attempts to address the issues of Black 

women; e.g., socio-economic milieu, representation in the media, stereotypes, racism, 

sexism, and access to social resources such as healthcare and education. 

Caribbean: The Caribbean is a sub-region of the Western Hemisphere. This sub-

region hosts a chain of islands surrounded by the Caribbean Sea. The Caribbean is made 

up of many individual countries, but they collectively hold some common goals and share 

some similarities throughout the region. 

Chiney: A term used as an ethnic identifier of people believed to be of Chinese 

ancestry. 
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Colorism: Prejudicial or preferential treatment of people of the same race based 

solely on their skin color. 

Coolie: A term used as an ethnic identifier of people believed to be of Indian 

ancestry. 

Educational leadership: Employment in a supervisory role such as school 

principal, administrator, department head, coach, lead teacher, or academic dean. 

Ethnocentrism: Using one’s native culture/ethnic group as a measure of what is 

considered standard norms and mores and thus considering that culture superior to others.  

Hills and valleys: Metaphorical representation of the challenges and successes in 

everyday lived experiences. 

Immigrant: A person who leaves one country to settle permanently in another. 

Journey: Acts of prejudicial treatment that result in unequal access to power and 

resources meted to groups based primarily on language. 

Linguicism: Acts of prejudicial treatment that result in unequal access to power 

and resources meted to groups based primarily on language. 

Nigresence: The stages of Black identity that include (a) pre-encounter, (b) 

encounter, (c) immersion- emersion, (d) internalization, and (e) internalization-

commitment (Cross, 1978). 

Self-directed learning: Lifelong learners who are motivated to strive for ongoing 

improvement. Defined as  

one who exhibits initiative, independence, and persistence in learning; one who 

accepts responsibility for his or her own learning and views problems as 

challenges, not obstacles; one who is capable of self-discipline and has a high 
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degree of curiosity; one who has a strong desire to learn or change and is self-

confident; one who is able to use basic study skills, organize his or her time and 

set an appropriate pace for learning, and to develop a plan for completing work; 

one who enjoys learning and has a tendency to be goal-oriented. (Guglielmino, 

1977, p. 73) 

Shero: A feminized rewording of hero to mean a woman who is revered for acts 

of bravery; synonymous to heroine. 

Success: The accomplishment of desired goals and aspirations. 

Othermothering: The acceptance of responsibility, formal or informal, for a child 

who is not biologically related to the mother. 

Pappies: Newly migrated Haitians who have not yet assimilated to the American 

culture. 

Transculturation: The process that takes place when people from another country 

receive and adopt cultural forms from another group. 

Transformative learning: Learning where the individual questions their own 

assumptions, beliefs, feelings, and perspectives in an effort to develop personally and 

intellectually (Boyd, 1991; Mezirow, 1991). 

Women of color: A term that unifies all women who are not White and who are, 

as a result, experiencing marginalization because of race and ethnicity. 

West Indies: The islands of the Caribbean as well as Bermuda, Belize, and the 

South American countries of Guyana, French Guyana, and Suriname. These countries 

shared with the Caribbean islands a legacy of slavery and colonialism and have been 

regarded as culturally West Indian (Mintz, 1971; Model, 1991; Stone, 1985).  



 11 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 provided an introduction into the study by stating the problem 

statement through to the significance of the study. The study’s purpose was to explore the 

lived experiences of college-educated, immigrant women from the Caribbean in their 

quest for professional advancement in educational leadership roles in the United States 

using a narrative inquiry. The research questions focused on determining the factors that 

contributed to the participants’ success as well as what characterized them. Additionally, 

there was an examination of how an identity as Caribbean immigrant women influenced 

their journey. Also included is the researcher-developed conceptual framework. 

 Chapter 2 addresses the literature that supported the need for this research. As the 

literature on Caribbean immigrant women in educational leadership is scant, the literature 

for the review was therefore garnered from the expanding literature about the struggles of 

women in leadership, women of color, and the general experiences of immigrants within 

the United States. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature on the lived experiences of Caribbean immigrant women is scant; 

therefore, this study was anchored in the expanding literature about the struggles of 

women in leadership, women of color, and the general experiences of immigrants in the 

United States. 

Historical Overview of Caribbean Immigrant Women in the United States 

Caribbean immigration began as slavery ended throughout Caribbean countries in 

the early 1800s as the need for migrant workers developed in Europe and North America 

(Worsley, 1984). As a result of immigration reforms that prioritized family-based 

reunification of families and employment, in the 1960s there was a substantial increase in 

immigrants from the Caribbean (Thomas, 2012). The immigrant population increased by 

248% in the 1960s (to 675,000), 86% in the 1970s (to 1.3 million), 54% in the 1980s (1.9 

million), 52% in 1990s (3 million), and another 35% between 2000 and 2014 (Zong & 

Batalova, 2016). This increase of immigrants from the Caribbean to the United States is 

also as part and parcel of the hegemonic relationships that the United States has with 

many Caribbean countries. Throughout their history, most Caribbean countries, apart 

from Jamaica, have been under some political control of the United States (Thomas, 

2012). 

The Caribbean is comprised primarily of developing countries, and the economy 

is based mainly on agricultural production where most crops are produced for local 

consumption and meager surpluses are used for commercial purposes (Worsley, 1984). 
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Furthermore, Worsley (1984) asserted that the Caribbean also produces minerals, such as 

bauxite (Jamaica), that are used for export. An agrarian economy coupled with a vibrant 

and productive tourist industry contributed greatly to a considerable segment of the area’s 

economy. As machine culture replaced agriculture, the impact displaced the peasantry, 

transforming many people into urban dwellers. This displacement process had a 

tremendous impact on most countries collectively known as the Third World (Worsley, 

1984). Migration became an economic strategy for survival. 

To understand the immigrant’s preoccupation with economic gains, it is pertinent 

to assess what fuels this massive out-migration. The research on immigrants describes the 

push-pull factors that lead to immigrants leaving their home country for a favorable life 

in a new country (Ravenstein, 1885; Sassen, 1989). Ravenstein (1885) in his seminal 

work utilized census data from England and Wales to develop his Laws of Migration. He 

stated that migration was a push-pull process: Unfavorable conditions, such as oppressive 

laws, heavy taxation and more, in a home country push people out, whereas favorable 

conditions in another external location pull them out (Ravenstein, 1885). Ravenstein’s 

law emphasizes that the primary cause for migration is the lure of better external 

economic opportunities. Accordingly, Sassen (1989) expanded on Ravenstein’s seminal 

work and purported that international migration is a direct result of global capitalism. 

Furthermore, the argument is made that the recent patterns of migration tend to be from 

poor countries to rich nations because industrial development in the First World countries 

created factors that resulted in economic problems, and thus created push factors in the 

poorer Third World (Sassen, 1989).  
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Consequently, in the Caribbean, according to Worsley (1984), the urbanized 

peasants could not be absorbed in neither the rural nor the urban economy. Thus, out-

migration ensued. At first, migration patterns to Great Britain were mainly due to its 

colonial relationship with many of the countries. However, this concurrently accelerated 

prominently to the United States because of its proximity to the islands and perceived 

greater opportunities (Worsley, 1984).  

Caribbean Women and Immigration 

Over the last century, women have made up most of the immigrants from the 

Caribbean. Caribbean women have historically migrated since the abolition of slavery in 

the 1830s and, as such, participated at first in “interurban migrations, temporary, in rural-

rural migrations, and in the increased female employment in export-oriented agricultural 

production and in manufacturing” (Pessar, 2005, p. 2) as a means of survival. 

International migration began as a later survival strategy in the late 1800s. Pessar (2005) 

further asserted that international migration is viewed as an important survival strategy 

throughout the Caribbean and has been for many years.  

Accordingly, gender has also impacted “migratory practices and policies within 

labor-importing countries” (Pessar, 2005, p. 3). In the United States, the intersectionality 

of gender and race has resulted in Caribbean immigrant women accessing more 

employment opportunities in “labor-intensive industries more than their male 

counterparts” (Pessar, 2005, p. 3). According to Pessar (2005), the systemic shoulders of 

“patriarchy and racism” (p. 3) have afforded the assumption that women can afford to 

work for less and are more suited physiologically to certain kinds of detailed and routine 
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work. Pessar went on to validate such an assumption as a manager and hiring supervisor 

in Silicon Valley, California expressed that there are  

just three things I look for in hiring [entry-level, high-tech manufacturing 

operatives]: Small, foreign, and female. You find those three things and you’re 

pretty much automatically guaranteed the right kind of workforce. These little 

foreign gals are grateful to be hired—no matter what. (p. 3)  

Caribbean Immigrants and Racial Inequality: Race Matters  

Immigrants from the Caribbean leave their homeland where the majority of the 

population is Black or Brown and, as such, racism is less a factor in attaining an elevated 

social status in country of origin. Caribbean immigrants who identify as Black are 

predominantly from Haiti and the English-speaking islands of the West Indies (Thomas, 

2012). They call themselves West Indians as a reflection of the collective political and 

cultural history of the region (Waters, 1999). Immigrants from the Spanish-speaking 

Caribbean also bear African ancestry; however, only a small percentage describe 

themselves as Black on the U.S. Census reports (Waters, 2008). The majority select 

Other on the race identifier question and choose a specific Hispanic nationality. Only 

14% of Dominican and 3% of Cuban immigrants identify as Black (Thomas, 2012; 

Waters, 2008). 

Upon migrating, Black Caribbean immigrants identify primarily by their 

nationality (e.g., Jamaican) or that of an immigrant; racial identity is secondary (Brooks, 

2013). Furthermore, having migrated from islands where they are usually representative 

of the racial majority, Caribbean immigrants tend to have a strong sense of self etched in 

pride in the identification as descendants of those who have successfully decimated the 
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“mantle of colonialism” (Brice-Baker, 2005, p. 120). These immigrants are often resistant 

to shed their cultural heritage and national identity and, as such, believe that they are in 

control of their own fates and therefore will succeed in the United States, a majority 

White country (Brice-Baker, 2005; Brooks, 2013; Waters, 2008). According to Waters 

(2008), these immigrants have migrated from pluralistic societies of multiple races and 

nationalities where they have already established their sense of a “subnational black 

identity” (p. 91). Waters further asserted, in contrast to American Blacks: 

... the reality of Black political power, numerical dominance and relative cultural 

and social freedom (that Black Caribbean immigrants experience in their 

countries of birth) differs from the Black American experience of minority status, 

political and social domination by whites and relative lack of political power. (p. 

91)  

In fact, an example of this is plurality is Jamaica’s motto “Out Of Many, One People.”  

In the United States, race has historically been the pre-eminent criteria in 

determining socio-economic class. However, according to Waters (2008), most 

Caribbean immigrants are able to withstand the initial discriminatory treatment afforded 

to African-Americans because of their status as a minority in the United States. For a 

while at least, the newly arrived immigrant is oblivious of the local conditions of racism 

and prejudice and believe that they are in control of their fate (Waters, 2008). Moreover, 

for Caribbean immigrants, the need for work and income to support families left at home 

become their major preoccupation. Or, in the case of an entire family’s migration, the 

primary goal is to provide for the basic needs of the family with a new immigrant attitude 
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of the imminence of upward social mobility (Holder, 2007; Waters, 2008). Thus, 

economic necessity supersedes the social reality.  

Historically, the issues of race and the African-American fight against racial 

discrimination did not become a factor in the daily lives of Caribbean immigrants as work 

was the all-consuming passion; the exaggerated stereotypes of the Caribbean immigrant 

having multiple jobs speak to this (Waters, 2008). It was not that the immigrant was 

discriminated against less than others were, nor was it that they did not understand the 

nature of their subservient status, but rather a combination of the need for survival, work, 

and acculturation took precedence among many Caribbean immigrant workers over the 

fight for equal rights (Waters, 2008). Prejudice and racism meted out to African-

Americans were not factored in most immigrants’ lives and only become a factor after 

they became African-Americanized (Waters, 2008). The indifference to racist treatment 

originally created antagonism between African-Americans and other Blacks, mostly 

Caribbean immigrants, as the latter groups for the most part were not active participants 

in anti-racist crusades in 1960s (Waters, 2008). Although immigrant workers were very 

aware of the disparate treatment from employers and others, they were not able as a 

group to vocalize their opposition to such treatment as economic need trumps all other 

needs (Waters, 2008).  

Moreover, the need for survival and for providing support to those left at home 

would make the Caribbean immigrant oblivious to the vagaries of racism. The main 

preoccupation would be focused on finding and maintaining work (of any type), usually 

service work. Furthermore, whenever possible, the Caribbean immigrant sought to attain 

additional education to achieve this goal of providing support. This preoccupation, often 
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misunderstood, has resulted in Black Caribbean immigrants being labeled the model 

minority (Ifatunji, 2016) because of the perceived economic success when compared with 

native American Blacks.  

 Butcher (1994) presented the argument that because Black immigrants make up a 

significant group of legal immigrants to the United States, they are a natural comparative 

group to American Blacks. As a result, the experience of Black immigrants is important 

in the discussion of economic status of Blacks in America. Caribbean Blacks are also 

accused of being recipients of White favoritism where they are perceived to be viewed 

and treated more favorably than native-born Blacks (Brooks, 2013). Glazer and 

Moynihan (1963) made the assertion that “the ethos of the West Indians, in contrast to 

that of the Southern Negro, emphasized saving, hard work, investment, and education” 

(p. 35). The debate ensued whether native-born African-Americans are lagging behind 

immigrant Blacks and whether this alleged success of immigrant Blacks is as a result of 

cultural deficiencies, not racial discrimination, and is holding back African-Americans 

(Sowell, 1978). 

 The Caribbean immigrants who traveled to the United States in search a better life 

are predominantly identified as having African ancestry. To understand the Caribbean 

immigrant’s journey in this new country, a discussion of identity by the racialized 

construction common in the United States must be examined. Despite coming from 

countries with a history of colonialism, their experience of becoming “African-

Americanized” is an entirely new experience. Caribbean immigrants have encountered 

identifiers that are the vestige of a race-based enslavement history they have escaped, 

living in a country where they are not the minority, as opposed to their African-American 
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counterparts. Enslaved Africans in the United States underwent a process of racialized 

construction that was socio-economical, political, and conceptual. As a result, African-

Americans acquired negative racial identities that in many cases have remained (Warner, 

2012). Warner (2012) further posited that the racial/ethnic categories in which 

immigrants are placed, such as Black, Hispanic and Asian, for example, are not 

uncontested in the United States. In fact, the content of these categories has been 

constructed and reconstructed by members of the host society in United States and by the 

immigrants themselves. 

Based on this construct, immigrants from the Caribbean are more likely to be 

categorized in non-White classifications, which include African-American. Those defined 

as Whites who are Caribbean immigrants in the United States have been historically 

endowed with a birthright that includes a bundle of rights enshrined in the constitution. 

Accordingly, non-Whites, although legally afforded those same rights, are nevertheless 

denied many of those rights in practice (Bonnet, 1990; Foner, 1997; Fouron, 1989; 

Kasinitz, 1992; Waters 1994). Thus, by identifying as African-American, the Caribbean 

immigrant accepts the societal imposed label that has placed historical socio-economic 

limitations on achievement, which is the exact reason that people migrate, to overcome 

the limitations to economic mobility that exists in their home countries. Being Black in 

America is contradistinction to their country of origin and requires the recognition of 

conscious efforts at overcoming marginalization based on phenotype.  

The sharpening of racial identifier therefore occurs more in the United States and 

is of much greater significance in a person’s life. Therefore, when a Caribbean immigrant 

is asked to reveal his or her race, it is done in a specific United States racial context that 
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may not have been thought about. It is an irrelevant categorization in almost every 

Caribbean country; for the Caribbean immigrant, race and ethnicity have very different 

meanings (Foner, 1997; Kasinitz, 1992; Waters, 1994). In fact, Waters (1994) purported 

that as Caribbean immigrants become socially mobile, they are more likely to cling to 

their ethnic identity as a hedge against their racial identity.  

History of Gender Inequality: Gender Matters  

In 1991, the Department of Labor defined the “glass ceiling” as the artificial 

barriers based on attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified individuals from 

achieving upward mobility in their organization into management-level positions (Johns, 

2013). The traditional view of women is anchored in a patriarchal rearview of women 

being inferior to men. Leadership is viewed as a masculine domain. Typically, men are 

viewed as having the characteristics necessary to lead (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Women are 

often not seen as tough enough or having what it takes to be promoted to leadership 

positions beyond middle management (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Stereotypes and perceptions 

that men are leaders and women are supporters are dominant trains of thoughts and 

persisting beliefs that impact the mobility of women (Kanter, 1977) regardless of country 

of origin. 

Furthermore, in the groundbreaking work on gender, Kanter (1977) asserted that 

women in occupations traditionally dominated by men experience challenges such as 

increased visibility and social isolation because of the skewed gender proportions in such 

fields. Within the same conversation on gender as Kanter (1977), Eagly and Carli (2007) 

posited that indeed the stereotype of men is more similar to the stereotype of leaders. 

Consequently, women are often not seen as lacking the abilities or capabilities required to 
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be promoted to leadership positions beyond middle management. The authors contended 

that the glass ceiling is no longer a useful metaphor to describe this challenge and that a 

labyrinth offers a better image. The labyrinth, they purported, “conveys the idea of a 

complex journey toward a goal worth striving for. Passage through a labyrinth is not 

simple or direct, but requires persistence, awareness of one’s progress, and a careful 

analysis of the puzzles that lie ahead” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 2).  

The challenges women experience to achieve success in leadership include biases 

and cultural ambivalence, which require specific coping strategies to ensure success (Ely 

& Rhode, 2010). Furthermore, despite women advancing academically as well as 

demonstrating capabilities, women still struggle. The barriers that continue to limit 

women are structural and attitudinal (Ely & Rhode, 2010).  

Intersectionality of Race and Gender 

There is no slave, after all, like a wife … Poor women, poor slaves… All married 
women, all children and girls who live in their father’s house are slaves.  
     – Mary Chesnut, A Diary from Dixie  
 
Black women’s struggles to achieve physical freedom are chronicled in limited, 

yet profound, slave narratives that discuss, often in painful, necessary details, the 

atrocities of enslavement: rape, forced motherhood, wet nursing of slave masters’ 

children, physical beatings, and psychological trauma that included, but were not limited 

to, separation of families. 

…women who had sucking children suffered much from their breasts becoming 

full of milk, the infants’ being left at home; they therefore could not keep up with 

the other hands: I have seen the overseer beat them with raw hide so that the 

blood and the milk flew mingled from their breasts. (Grandy, 1843)  
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Such savagery against Black women did not end with emancipation in 1863, or on 

June 19, 1865, known as Juneteenth. In fact, Black women experienced the lingering 

effects of inequality and inhumanity as evidenced by their ineligibility to vote even after 

White women achieved suffrage in 1919 as an example. As cited in hooks (1990), the 

haunting words of Sojourner Truth, a former slave and subsequent abolitionist and 

activist, poignantly described this journey: 

I feel that I have the right to have just as much as a man. There is a great stir 

about colored men getting their rights, but not a word about the colored women; 

and if colored men get their rights, and colored women not theirs, the colored men 

will be masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it was before. (p. 3)  

The road to upward socio-economic mobility has been slow and painful. hooks (1990) 

asserted that Black women have been unique as the group as most denied out of their 

identity and socialized out of existence. The experience of the double whammy of being 

Black and woman within the United States, where those socially constructed identifiers 

permeate, continue to limit and marginalize women of color.  

The atrocities faced historically by Black women linger as evidenced by a study 

done by leading research organization Catalyst (2004) that determined that women of 

color is not a monolithic group and, as such, there are differences in perceptions based on 

skin color, history, and ethnicity. Accordingly, women of color bring a unique 

perspective to the professional realm. The recently coined phrase of the concrete ceiling, 

which describes the challenges of women of color in advancing professionally, is 

considered even more difficult to shatter than the glass ceiling experienced by White 

women (Catalyst, 2004). The organization concluded after a groundbreaking three-year 
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study that, despite the implementation of diversity programs in corporations, the research 

suggests that Black women still feel pessimistic about their opportunities to advance to 

senior leadership positions, and that efforts at dversity efforts are ineffective in tackling 

pervasive stereotypes and racism (Catalyst, 2004).  

Furthermore, Hall, Everett, and Hamilton-Mason (2012) purported that Black 

women face the same challenges as White women; however, they face additional issues 

because of race. Within the workplace, the themes of race and gender intersect and, as 

such, impact the process of being hired or promoted, defending one’s race and lack of 

mentorship, shifting or code switching to overcome barriers, coping with racism and 

discrimination, and being isolated and/or excluded (Hall et al., 2012). Accordingly, 

African-Americans women are attributed with using emotion and problem-focused 

coping as responses to manage stress in the workplace (Hall et al., 2012). 

“Intersectionality” argues that Black women are discriminated against in ways that do not 

fit within the legal categories of racism or sexism – but as a combination of both racism 

and sexism (Crenshaw, 1989). Sexism is defined legally as based on the injustices 

experienced by all women, while racism refers to those injustices faced by all Blacks and 

other people of color. This framework frequently renders Black women legally invisible 

and without legal recourse (Crenshaw, 1989). 

The Black woman’s struggle, resistance, and survival are a way of life according 

to Wint and Dunn (1998). The challenges they face began from the Middle Passage to 

slavery and subsequent fight for emancipation and liberation; these challenges have 

subsequently honed the creative survival skills of the Caribbean woman. As “reluctant 

matriarchs” (Reddock, 1993, p. 49), Caribbean women out of necessity emerge as strong 
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and independent, which is not to be confused with being powerful and dominant 

(Reddock, 1993). The creation of new familial bonds incorporated not just kinship, but 

also friendships as a means of psychological, social, and economic support (Wint & 

Dunn, 1998). As a result of the historical need to fight for survival, Caribbean women 

have refined the skills needed to survive and thrive. These skills and creativity are useful 

in any situation and are a substantive part of the African feminist dialogue (Wint & Dunn, 

1998). 

Critical Framework 

Due to the injustices that have historically been meted out to women of color and 

will potentially ensue because of the intersectionality of gender and race of Caribbean 

immigrant women being studied, critical race theory (CRT; Delgado & Stefancic, 1998) 

then becomes an essential tool of analysis. According to Hill Collins (2000), such 

injustices are at the cornerstone of African-American women’s history and need for 

critical theory. Whether immigrant or non-immigrant throughout history, African-

American women have found ways “to escape from, survive in, and/or oppose prevailing 

social and economic injustice” (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 9). Furthermore, Ladson-Billings 

and Tate (1995) purported that CRT is necessary to legitimize and promote the voices of 

non-Whites as a critique of the dominant social order. They further asserted that even 

though race is still a dominant issue in the United States, there is no theory to examine it. 

Therefore, CRT as a perspective is a necessary tool. CRT as posited by the authors 

acknowledges the legitimacy of the lived experiences of people of color in working to 

eliminate racism. Ladson-Billings and Tate asserted that “the “voice” component of 

critical race theory provides a way to communicate the experience and realities of the 



 25 

oppressed ...” (p. 58). Consequently, a feminist lens is essential in the analysis of the 

placement of these women of color in leadership. This lens affords the opportunity for a 

robust discussion that not only offers dialogue on race, but also engages the 

intersectionality of gender and race as factors that impact Caribbean immigrants and 

other similarly positioned women. Hill Collins (1998) posited that “intersectionality thus 

highlights how African-Americans women and other social groups are positioned within 

unjust power relations, but it does so in a way that introduces added complexity to 

formerly race-, class-, and gender-only approaches to social phenomena” (p. 205).  

In discussing the journey of Caribbean immigrant women in educational 

leadership, Black feminist thought (BFT) offers a lens through which their quest for 

leadership as a feminist practice is analyzed. As introduced by Hill Collins (1989, 1998, 

2000), BFT engages a critical theory dedicated to social justice for Black women and 

other similarly positioned oppressed groups. This thought is focused on the 

empowerment of Black women and the amplifying of their voices as critical to their 

individual and collective experiences, while simultaneously engaging other social justice 

efforts. Hill Collins (1989) purported that BFT disrupts two dominant thoughts: (a) 

subordinate groups identify with the powerful and they struggle to garner an independent 

interpretation of their oppression, and (b) there is an assumption that those oppressed are 

less human than their rulers and, as such, are incapable of expressing their own point of 

view (pp. 746–747). Black feminist thought posits that Black women have “a self-

defined” (Hill Collins, 1989, p. 747) viewpoint and are indeed capable of presenting their 

own perspective.  
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Socio-cultural Framework 

Process of Transculturation 

The term “transculturation” was coined in the 1940s by Cuban anthropologist 

Fernando Ortiz to describe the phenomenon of merging and converging cultures (Taylor, 

1991). It is a process that immigrants experience and will traverse with different 

outcomes. The term is used to: 

denominate the transformative process undergone by a society in the acquisition 

of foreign cultural material--the loss or displacement of a society’s culture due to 

the acquisition or imposition of foreign material, and the fusion of the indigenous 

and the foreign to create a new, original cultural product. (Taylor, 1991, p. 91)  

Taylor (1991) further explained that Ortiz’s definition of the concept was in opposition to 

the term “acculturation” (p. 91), which had been introduced earlier by U.S. 

anthropologists in 1936. Taylor referenced Ortiz in stating that: 

the term transculturation better expresses the different phases in the transitive 

process from one culture to another, because this process does not only imply the 

acquisition of culture, as connoted by the Anglo-American term acculturation, but 

it also necessarily involves the loss or uprooting of one’s preceding culture, what 

one could call a partial disculturation. (p. 91)  

Assimilation 

The theory of assimilation describes a process of generational replacement where 

immigrant groups gradually become more similar to the members of the host society 

(Hirschman, 1983). For Caribbean immigrants, the assimilation process is complex as 

their identity is tied more so to culture than race. Therefore, if in assimilating, they are 
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losing part of their cultural heritage, the possibility arises that they are identified with the 

larger Black American community (Foner, 1997). The process of racial/ethnic group 

formation of first-generation Black Caribbean immigrants and African-Americans in 

New York City in the early decades of the twentieth century was fraught with its own 

challenges of the intersection of race and ethnicity (Warner, 2012). Furthermore, social 

identities of these first-generation Black Caribbean immigrants and African-Americans 

reflect complexities as a result of the history of slavery and subsequent oppression of 

Blacks within the United States. Additionally, Warner (2012) further asserted that factors 

such as race and ethnicity are competing identities and have impacted the relationships 

between Black immigrants and African-Americans.    

In the process of assimilation, Foner (1997) purported that immigrants bring with 

them social and cultural practices that become fused with those of the new country. 

Immigration impacts the kinship and familial patterns of relationship in the country of 

birth as well as in the new country. Immigrants bring with them the structural, economic, 

and cultural forces to their new environment as they assimilate (Foner, 1997). Each 

immigrant group brings their own unique social and cultural background, and analyses 

must account for these differences (Foner, 1997). The process of immigrant assimilation 

upon first arriving in the United States is laden with challenges. Waters (2008) explained 

that immigrants’ knowledge of English, skills and contacts, self-respect, and optimistic 

assessment of the race relations are critical to their integration into economic structure. 

The assertion is that, over time, American race relations impact the positive cultural 

values previously held.  
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Waters (2008) argued that racial discrimination changes the perceptions 

immigrants first have of Whites: institutional discrimination, for example, that propels 

immigrants into neighborhoods with inadequate amenities, high crime rates, and inferior 

schools undermines their hopes for their children’s future. Additionally, low wages and 

poor working conditions are determined as no longer attractive for their children. The 

conclusion is that the values that afforded the first-generation immigrants’ success – a 

willingness to work hard, a lack of attention to racism, a desire for education, and an 

incentive to save – are ultimately undermined by the realities of life in the United States. 

In many families, the hard-won relative success of the parents is followed by the 

downward slide of their children. Waters posited that those who resist Americanization 

are most likely to succeed economically, especially in the second generation.  

The process of assimilating in a new country includes dealing with that country’s 

norms and mores. As a result of the milieu of challenges that come with assimilating, 

some immigrants become susceptible to acculturative stress. Acculturative stress has 

been introduced as a synonymous concept to culture shock and is commonly used to refer 

to the unique stressors faced by immigrants as they navigate two cultures (Berry, 2006). 

Immigrants who are new to the United States often experience racism and discrimination 

once they arrive in this country, which could create additional stress while they are trying 

to adapt to the dominant society (Berry, 2003). Acculturative stress is described as 

consisting of reduction in health status, such as psychological, somatic, and social aspects 

of immigrants who are going through acculturation (Berry, 2006). Berry (2006) further 

asserted that a variety of factors may contribute to this stress, including financial, 

cultural, psychological, or emotional impact of adaptation to a new culture. Immigration 
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to the United States often occurs as a result of economic, political, and educational 

stressors so the compounding of old and new stressors is detrimental to the holistic 

wellness of immigrants.  

Adult Education Framework 

As such, educational attainment becomes mandatory for most adults and children. 

According to Brooks (2013), higher education is highly valued among Black Caribbean 

immigrants and is one of the primary reasons given for migration. Furthermore, education 

is often believed to be the primary determinant of upward social mobility. 

Adult immigrants from the Caribbean will often engage in new vocations upon 

arriving in the new country. Thus, the majority of Caribbean immigrants will engage in 

some aspect of andragogy, defined as the “art and science” of adult learning (Merriam, 

Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2006, p. 272). Based on research, adult education is 

seemingly a critical component of the Caribbean immigrant’s journey as the need for 

assimilation within the new country requires Caribbean immigrant women to engage in 

various aspects of andragogy. Caribbean immigrants will naturally engage in informal 

learning, which does not have the structure of formal learning and occurs through life 

experiences (Merriam et al., 2006). Informal learning is broken down into self-directed 

learning, incidental learning, and tacit learning (Merriam et al., 2006). Accordingly, one 

of the main goals of self-directed learning is to enhance the ability of adult learners to be 

self-directed in their own learning. Theoretically, a self-directed learner is someone who 

is self-motivated; adult learners, for the most, part fit that description (Merriam et al., 

2006). The immigrant, based on voluntary migration for an improved socio-economic life, 

already enters the country motivated. Consequently, self-directed learning would become 



 30 

a first resort as they must navigate the dynamics to engage job hunting and basic survival 

skills. Self-directed learning is espoused as one of the hallmark methods of much of 

andragogy (Merriam et al., 2006). 

Merriam et al. (2006) advanced the different types of learning that adults engage, 

which include formal and informal. Formal learning is a structured system of learning 

that includes a rigid curriculum, strict prerequisites, a specified period of time, and a 

bureaucratic system of teaching and learning (Merriam et al., 2006). Caribbean 

immigrants view formal learning as a passport to socio-economic success. Therefore, 

according to sociologist Douglas Massey and the New York Times, “West Indians (who 

have migrated to the United States or who are second generation Caribbean Americans) 

have had noteworthy representation among Black students in some of the nation’s elite 

private and public colleges and universities” (as cited in Sinnott, 2013, p. 132). 

Furthermore, in a study by Bennett and Lutz (2009) found that immigrant Blacks 

(including Caribbean-born immigrants and their offspring) had the highest college 

attendance rates (75.1%) compared with Whites (72.5%) and native-born Blacks (60.2%). 

The study also revealed that according to census data, 450,000 Black immigrants have a 

bachelor’s degrees and 174,000 have obtained advanced degrees (as cited in Sinnott, 

2013, p. 132) 

Malcolm Knowles, the father of andragogy posited that in order “to be adequate 

for our strange new world we must think of learning as being the same as living. We must 

learn from everything we do; we must exploit our experience as a learning experience” 

(Knowles, 1975, p. 16). Caribbean immigrant women’s motivation to succeed in their 

new world provide the ideal state of being as adult learners. Knowles (1975) theorized 
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principles in andragogy that he believed to be instrumental in an effective teaching and 

learning experience in adult education as he suggested the following:  

1. Adult learners need to know why they are learning the content, what they will 

be learning, and how will it benefit them.  

2. Adult learners have a different self-concept from children as they are 

responsible for their own lives and should be treated as such. 

3. Adult learners are autonomous and they should be treated as such. They are 

also self-directed and treating them as such increases the absorption of the 

content they are being engaged with. Ultimately, adult learners will be 

afforded enough autonomy to choose which skills to improve and when to 

improve them.  

4. Adult learners can build upon prior experiences because they have different 

and more extensive experiences than youths. Their background, learning 

styles, motivation, needs, interests are more clearly established. As a result of 

adults having different mental modes, methods of engagement should include 

class discussions, simulations and problem-solving activities in an effort to 

enhance learning. 

5. Adult learners are more likely to have a readiness to learn. They will be more 

inclined to learn things that they need to know; need to cope with different life 

stages; and can relate it to the present. This readiness is applicable to their life 

experiences and goals.  
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6. Adult learners have an orientation to learning that is problem-centered. They 

are more interested in learning materials and tasks that they can apply to their 

day-to-day activities.  

7. Adult learners have their own motivation to learn. They are more likely to be 

intrinsically motivated with a desire to succeed. However, some adults are 

influenced extrinsically by a raise or promotion.  

These principles as purported by Knowles emphasize the need for focused training, 

focusing on the learner’s experiences and understanding different personalities, 

backgrounds, learning styles, and skills. Caribbean immigrant women are prime 

candidates for this mode of education.  

As the women in the study engaged in different forms of andragogy, 

transformational learning ensued. Freire (1970) asserted that the transformation that 

resulted was an outcome of the process of conscientization that engaged the oppressed as 

they become aware of the sociopolitical and economic contradictions in their world and 

take action against its oppressive elements. Freire is the premiere thinker on the theory of 

emancipatory education that he purported challenges individuals to “critically reflect 

upon their world and take action to change society towards a more equitable and just 

vision” (as cited in Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartne, 1998, p. 9). Transformative 

learning manifests itself as challenging one’s underlying assumptions, feelings, values, 

judgments, beliefs, and perspectives in the process of personal and intellectual growth 

(Mezirow, 1991). Boyd’s (1991) later theory of transformation describes a coming to 

terms with the first half of one’s life and a meaningful integration with the second half as 
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one demonstrates a deeper understanding of their inner self and greater sense of self 

responsibility. 

Conceptual Framework 

The researcher-developed conceptual framework for this literature review 

provided analysis that utilized the socio-cultural, historical, and adult learning 

perspectives. Additionally, the struggles and successes of the Caribbean immigrant 

women in this study were anchored in a critical theory approach that incorporates Black 

feminist thought as a tool of analysis. 

Chapter Summary 

The literature review provided an overview of Caribbean immigrant history 

within the United States. More specifically, particular attention was given to the factors 

that are a part of the journey of Caribbean immigrant women as they traverse the hills and 

valleys in their quest for success in educational leadership roles. It is within these lenses 

that the voices of the Caribbean immigrant women studied were amplified. Accordingly, 

the lived experiences of these women were further explored through the tenets of these 

scholarships to shed light on barriers experienced by virtue of gender, ethnic or racial 

identity, or by being an immigrant. The next chapter addresses the methodology that was 

used to address the research questions in this study. This chapter focuses on the 

comprehensive qualitative data collection process and analytical methods that the 

researcher utilized in this study.  
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to explore the journey of college-

educated, immigrant women from the Caribbean in their quest for professional 

advancement in educational leadership roles in the United States. This study sought to (a) 

identify and examine what characterized the study participants’ journey, (b) explore the 

factors that contributed to their success in educational leadership roles, (c) examine how 

the study participants’ Caribbean identity influenced their professional journey, and (d) 

expand literature about the struggles of women in leadership, women of color, and the 

general experiences of immigrants in the United States. The lived experiences of 

Caribbean women as they traverse the challenges of being immigrants and women 

pursuing educational leadership roles were explored through the conceptual framework of 

(a) the historical and socio-cultural challenges and strategies they encountered and 

employed and (b) the adult learning techniques required or chosen in the process of 

transculturation – the merging and converging of their worlds. Additionally, a critical 

theory framework was offered as a tool of analysis through Black feminist thought.  

Accordingly, the study employed the qualitative method of narrative inquiry to 

explore the lived experiences of Caribbean immigrant women in educational leadership. 

Using a narrative inquiry, a researcher can examine “[f]irst person accounts of 

experience” (Merriam, 2009, p. 32) such as autobiographies; life histories; and 

interviews, thematically or structurally. Utilizing a narrative inquiry to explore the lived 
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experiences of Caribbean immigrant women in educational leadership offered an account 

of these women through a series of events. Using the three-dimensional space narrative 

structure approach, interaction involved both the study participant and the social aspects 

of the experience. Using this framework within the narrative inquiry afforded the 

opportunity to engage the voices of the study participants and is of significance because 

such voices are often muted because of gender, race, ethnicity, or status as an immigrant. 

The three-dimensional space narrative approach is based on Dewey’s (1938) theory that 

engages interaction, continuity, and situation to find meaning. This approach posits that 

to understand people, one needs to examine not only their personal space but also within 

social contexts. The three-dimensional space narrative structure has since been advanced 

by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) to include three aspects of this narrative approach: 

personal and social (interaction); past, present, future (continuity); and place (situation) 

as was shown in Table 2. 

Using a narrative inquiry therefore, the researcher delved into the personal and 

social conditions of the participants. By personal conditions “we mean the feelings, 

hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, 

p. 480). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) further posited that social conditions refer to the 

milieu; that is, the conditions under which people’s experiences and events are unfolding 

as they stated:  

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 

through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the 

world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study 
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of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about 

experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the 

phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a view of 

experience as phenomenon under study. (p. 375) 

Narrative inquiry was first used by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) as a methodology to 

describe the personal stories of teachers. Therefore, as a suitable tool as well as homage 

to the authors, within the course of the study the researcher looked for ways: 

1. To understand and then present real-life experiences through the stories of the 

research participants. 

2. Provide rich description of these experiences and an exploration of the 

meanings that the participants derive from their experiences. 

3. Amplify voices that may have otherwise remained silent. 

4. To use the narrative format to present findings, the researcher will access rich 

layers of information that provide a more in-depth understanding of the 

particulars of the participants’ points of view. 

5. The knowledge gained will offer readers a deeper understanding of the subject 

material and insight to apply the stories to their own context.  

6. To illuminate the meanings of personal stories and events. (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000) 

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What characterizes the experience of successful Caribbean immigrant women 

in educational leadership within the United States? 
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2. What factors are most instrumental in contributing to the success of Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership within the United States?  

3. How do Caribbean immigrant women discuss the influence of their identity on 

their professional journey in the United States? 

Sampling Plan 

Six participants were selected for this research study, based on convenience, 

purposeful, and criterion sampling. Convenience sampling was used, which enabled the 

researcher to “save time, money, and effort” (Creswell, 2007, p. 158). The convenient 

sample was selected from the pool of classmates, colleagues, educational institutions, and 

community organizations that were easily accessible to the researcher. Purposeful 

sampling afforded the opportunity to decide “events, settings, actors and artifacts 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 156). The criteria for the participants in this study were: (1) college 

educated, (2) Caribbean, and (3) immigrant women who are in educational leadership 

roles in the United States. Criterion sampling is appropriate as it “involves selecting cases 

that meet some predetermined criterion of importance” (Patton, 2001, p. 238).  

Sample  

 The sample consisted of six women who are immigrants from the Caribbean and 

who were engaged in leadership roles within the educational field in the United States. 

They were selected because they matched the criteria set forth in the initial stage of the 

study. The ages of the study participants ranged from 31-46 years old. The participants at 

the time of the study lived and worked in South and Central Florida. Three of the 

participants were from the Caribbean country of Jamaica, one from Puerto Rico, one 

from Haiti, and one Trinidad and Tobago.  
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Data Collection 

Most narrative inquiries begin with asking participants to tell their stories in one-

to-one interviews (Clandinin & Huber, 2010). Consequently, for the purpose of this 

narrative inquiry, data were collected primarily through interviews. In one-to-one 

interviews, the participants were asked to tell their stories in two ways: (a) open dialogue 

about lived experiences and (b) two researcher-developed semi-structured interview 

protocols (see Appendix A and Appendix B). 

Additionally, the interviews were accompanied with observations, field notes, and 

documents that charted the participants’ journey (See Appendix C and Appendix D). 

Creswell (2007) suggested that “data collecting steps include setting the boundaries for 

the study, collecting information through unstructured (or semi-structured) observations 

and interviews, document, and visual materials, as well as establishing the protocol for 

recording information” (p. 185).  

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was received in Spring 2018 (see 

Appendix E). The data collection process began in Summer 2018. The data collection 

commenced with the questions already developed within the interview protocol that 

elicited the responses to address both the research questions and the overall purpose of 

the study. Interview questions were devised to garner a detailed response, as well as rich, 

descriptive data that would support both the purpose statement as well as the research 

questions that guided the study.  

The researcher’s family, friends, and colleagues were asked to use the recruitment 

flyer (see Appendix F) to share the researcher’s contact information to known potential 

participants who reside in Central and South Florida. Upon the researcher receiving an 
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email or telephone response from a potential participant expressing interest in 

participating in the study, the potential participant was subsequently contacted by email 

or telephone by the researcher to explain the research project. Additionally, the 

recruitment flyer, which included the researcher’s contact information, was posted on and 

emailed to the social media sites of Caribbean immigrant organization to solicit eligible 

individuals who would agree to participate in this study. Once telephone numbers and/or 

email addresses were acquired to reach a pool of participants, the researcher contacted 

potential participants and explained the research project using the recruitment email 

script (see Appendix G) or by telephone. 

Participants were asked to participate in this study by email or telephone. An 

initial email or text was sent to prospective participants inviting them to participate in the 

study. Twelve respondents expressed interest in participating in the study. Three did not 

meet the criterion of being in educational leadership roles. One respondent was 

interviewed in interview one; however, the delimitation of having migrated after age 11 

nixed her narrative. Two respondents because of work schedules had difficulty 

committing to the time for two interviews. The six participants who chose to and met the 

criteria to participate in the study provided consent before the start of the interview, using 

a paper consent form (see Appendix H). Participants were informed and voluntarily 

participated in this study. The interviews did not begin until the consent form was 

completed. The researcher used the developed and approved identical interview protocol 

within each interview to assure confidentiality of data collected, both written and audio. 

After stating the purpose of the study, both researcher and participant read the consent 

form. The interview protocol was designed to make the interviews convenient for the 
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participants and accordingly, researcher met with study participant at times and locations 

convenient to them. Interviews were conducted in Orange, Palm Beach, and Broward 

counties.  

The approved interview protocol consisted of nine close-ended demographic 

questions and three open-ended questions; probes were included for interview one. 

Interview two had 12 open ended questions, 6 of which had multi-parts; each question 

had a probe and four general additional probes. The protocol was followed closely. 

Consent for interviewing and taping of interviews was requested at the onset of 

the interview. Adequate recording procedures as recommended by Creswell (2007) were 

utilized. All study participants gave permission to be recorded and pseudonyms were 

used for all participants to ensure confidentiality. Each question was read aloud by the 

researcher, providing time for the participant to answer each question and accompanying 

probe. The duration of the first interview ranged from 100 to 165 minutes. The second 

interview ranged between 45 and 60 minutes.  

After collecting the data from each interview, they were transcribed and sent to 

participants for review and modifications, if necessary. Member checking becomes 

essential to ensure accuracy of participant responses and, as such, render validity to the 

study (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Within 7 to 14 days of each interview, an encrypted 

email containing the password protected transcribed interview document, was sent to 

each study participant. Participants were asked to provide edits or feedback and return by 

email within one week. Most participants required more time to read through the edits 

and therefore were returned within two to three weeks and often required follow up 

contact by email or telephone. Two participants had concerns about information shared 
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that could be used to trace who they were. Those pieces of information were then 

reviewed, and the participants advised what they wanted deleted or modified. Those 

requests were adhered to, with an additional reminder of the use of pseudonyms to 

protect identity. The other four participants had no edits or comments.  

Gathering data from these multiple sources that included two face-to-face 

interviews, observations and field notes, member checking, and document analysis 

afforded a process of triangulation to ensure greater transferability and validity to the 

findings.  

Pilot Study  

To ensure the effectiveness of the interview protocol, a pilot study was conducted 

prior to each round of interviews. The pilot study was critical to ensure effectiveness and 

strengthen validity. Creswell (2013) recommend that “the use of a pilot test to refine and 

develop research instruments, assess the degrees of observer bias, frame questions, 

collect background information, and adapt research procedures” is critical (p. 165). The 

pilot study participant matched the criterion of the sample. The results were not used in 

the findings of this study. As a result of the pilot study, a change was made to question 

seven in the second interview protocol.  

Study Timeline 

 The research study timeline was as follows: 

• May 17, 2018: The Institution Review Board (IRB) granted approval.  

• May 21, 2018: The pilot interview was conducted.  

• June 28, 2018: The first interview of the study participants was conducted. 

• October 25, 2018: The final interview was completed.  
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• November 4, 2018: The transcriptions and member checking were completed. 

Data Analysis  

 Data analysis in qualitative research consists of preparing and organizing the data 

for analysis, then reducing the data into themes through a process of coding and 

condensing the codes. The final step is representing the data in figures, tables, or a 

discussion (Creswell, 2013).   

Interviews 

After each interview, the audio recordings were replayed to ensure accuracy of 

data. While listening to the audio and matching word-for-word on a written transcript, the 

researcher commenced pre-coding, which included a process of “circling, highlighting, 

bolding, underlining or coloring rich or significant participant quotes or passages” 

(Saldaña, 2016, p. 20) that were deemed important. After member checking was 

completed for all six participants, initial and descriptive coding was utilized as the next 

phase of coding to document and categorize the breadth of opinions stated by multiple 

participants (Saldaña, 2016) (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Process of analyzing interviews. 
 

 Each transcript was uploaded into the MaxQDA software and, following the paper 

highlights and notes completed in pre-coding, the important quotes were highlighted in 

the software. Using color-coding, the researcher identified preliminary relevant 

information based on the research purpose and central questions. Keeping the 

themes/trends that initially emerged from the deep dive of the existing literature, the 

initial coding was created. The next phase of descriptive coding ensued with the creation 

of a list of codes based on any similarities of thoughts expressed by the participants and 

in keeping with the research questions. This level of coding included using a word or 

short phrase that symbolically represented the data found in the written transcript 

(Saldaña, 2016) (see Table 3). 

 

Upload transcripts to MaxQDA  

Re-read transcripts 

Develop initial coding list with general categories and 
individual codes 

Re-read transcripts 

Fine-tune code list with categories and codes 

Export codes from MaxQDA with frequencies 

Create tables with codes to determine frequencies of participants responses 
associated with data and research questions 

Analyze tables for emerging themes 
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Table 3  
 
Initial and Descriptive Codes 

Descriptive Label for Codes Frequencies Key the Code to the RQ 

Acculturative Stress 167 RQ#3 

Adult Education 46 RQ#2 

Caribbean Identity Source of Pride 59 RQ#1, #2, #3 

Charter School Success 15 RQ#2 

Concrete Ceiling 9 RQ#3 

Early Value Placed on Education 37 RQ#2, #3, #1 

Ethnocentrism 30 RQ#3,#1 

External Support 55 RQ#2 

Family Support 30 RQ#2 

Field of Education-Second Choice 40 RQ#2 

High Achiever 48 RQ#2, #3,#1 

High Motivation 87 RQ#2, #1, #3 

Middle Class Upbringing 48 RQ#1, #2, #3 

Resilience 3 RQ#3, R#1 

Sexism 13 RQ#3 

Strong Matriarch 81 RQ#2 

Success by Any Means Necessary 57 RQ#2, #3,#1 
 

Themes are defined as “information that consists of several codes aggregated to 

form a common idea” (Creswell, 2013, p. 187). At the end of this round of coding, there 

were 17 themes determined.  

The questions for the second interview were developed in alignment with the 

research purpose and questions and from the emergent themes. After interview two, the 

entire aforementioned process was repeated; from interview two, no new codes emerged. 

Another cycle of coding ensued and included pattern coding to determine major themes 

and the formation of theoretical constructs and processes (Saldaña, 2016). At this stage, 
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the files were downloaded into Microsoft Excel for easier manipulation of the code 

system (see Appendix I). From the patterns of the 17 codes, parent codes were 

determined based on frequency. The codes that had the most data linked to them were 

kept as parents. The remaining codes were subsequently reviewed and further analyzed to 

determine placement under relevant codes or linked together as new parent codes, as 

suggested by Creswell (2005), who recommended collapsing secondary themes into “a 

small number of themes” (p. 482).  

After further review of each code and its supporting data, the researcher decided 

on five parent codes, one of which had a sub code. The data were further interpreted, 

which involved “abstracting out beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of 

the data” (Creswell, 2013, p. 187). At this point, the central research questions were 

revisited in an effort to confirm which codes would provide relevant data to support the 

questions and purpose of the research (see Table 4). 

Merriam et al. (1998) stated, “our analysis and interpretation – our study’s 

findings – will reflect the constructs, concepts, language, models, and theories that 

structured the study in the first place” (p. 48). Therefore, through this process, the 

findings for the study were determined (see Figure 3). 
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Table 4 
 
Pattern Coding 

Descriptive Label for Codes Key the Code to the RQ 

Acculturative Stress RQ#3 
Adult Education RQ#2 

Caribbean Identity Source of Pride RQ#3 
Charter School Success RQ#2 

Concrete Ceiling RQ#3 
Early Value Placed on Education RQ#2 

Ethnocentrism RQ#3 
External Support RQ#2 

Family Support RQ#2 
Field of Education-Second Choice RQ#2 

High Achiever RQ#1 
High Motivation RQ#1 

Middle Class Upbringing RQ#3 
Resilience RQ#3 

Sexism RQ#3 
Strong Matriarch RQ#2 

Success by Any Means Necessary RQ#1 
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Figure 3. Parent codes with collapsed codes. Parent codes are ordered from strongest to 
weakest finding. 
 

Documents and Field Notes 

 Documents were collected from all six participants and analyzed systematically  

in order to find relevant information to support the research questions. Figure 4 illustrates 

the process used to analyze each document collected. 
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Figure 3. Parent codes with collapsed codes.  THIS DOES NOT LOOK RIGHT 
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Figure 4. Process of document analysis. 
 

The participants emailed the documents to be analyzed to the researcher, with the 

exception of one participant who had her awards and photographs in her office; the 

researcher took photographs of those. Furthermore, the participant directed the researcher 

to her company’s website for her biography. The document analysis of personal artifacts 

such as resumes, photographs, biographies, awards, dissertation, professional 

certification, and licenses provided additional data (see Table 5).  

 
Table 5 
 
Documents Collected and Analyzed 
 

Pseudonym Documents Analyzed 
Dana Resume, certifications, licenses 
Kaye Photographs, awards, biography 
Faye Resume, certifications, licenses, awards 
Viola Resume, certification, childhood doll 
Amy Resume, dissertation 
Kareen Resume, certification, licenses 

Documents (Resumes, biography, photographs, awards, 
artifact, certificates, licenses) requested from 
participants for analysis 

Documents collected by researcher for analysis 

Researcher reviews and completes analysis form for  
each document  

Researcher analyzes document using highlighter and 
makes notes 

Researcher determine placement  with relevant codes or 
new codes 
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The researcher used a document analysis form for participants who shared these 

documents that spoke to their journey.  

The researcher also used an observation/field notes form to record the general 

setting and non-scripted gestures, jokes, tone of voice, verbiage, decor, style of dress, 

response time, body language, and other details (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) of all study 

participants as evidence that gave meaning to the lived experiences of the women being 

studied. The field notes, written as soon as was possible after each interview, captured the 

experiences during the interview that could not be detected by the audio tape. The 

information gathered from observations or thoughts recorded in field notes were coded, 

analyzed, and compared to the interview data in order to further formulate detailed 

descriptions of the participants’ lived experiences. Analyzing the documents and 

field/observation notes incorporated coding the content similarly to the way the interview 

transcripts were analyzed (Bowen, 2009). The only exception was that the documents and 

notes were not analyzed in MaxQDA. After the documents were received, the coding was 

done by hand using highlighters and notes to determine to which initial codes and 

research question they were relevant. 

The researcher determined if the information gathered from these documents and 

notes corroborated the findings, or if there were any new codes that emerged as a result 

of the process. Creswell (2013) purported that it is critical in data analysis “to corroborate 

evidence from different sources in order to shed light on a theme or perspective” (p. 251). 

As the parent codes were determined and minor themes collapsed to become a part of the 

parent codes, the documents were reviewed similarly and applied to the parent code they 

supported. This systematic analysis served to confirmed and/or enrich the narratives of 
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the six study participants. No new codes were determined from the documents and notes 

analyzed. Each observation/field notes form as written by the researcher immediately 

after each interview was coded as was determined relevant to the research questions. 

Figure 5 illustrates the analysis procedure used for observation/field notes. 

 

 

Figure 5. Process of observation/field notes analysis. 
 

Reliability and Validity  

 According to Creswell and Miller (2000), qualitative researchers routinely engage 

in one or more methods to ensure reliability and validity. Furthermore, they choose from 

member checking, triangulation, thick description, peer reviews, and external audits. 

Creswell (2013) recommended member checking that includes “taking data, analyses, 

interpretations, and conclusions back to the participants so that they can judge the 

accuracy and credibility of the account” (p. 252). As such, to ensure accuracy of the 

Notes are written on observation/field notes form 
immediately after interviews by researcher 

Observation/field notes gathered by researcher 
for further analysis 

Researcher reads and and reviews each 
observation/field note form 

Researcher analyzes document using highlighter 
and makes notes	  

Researcher determines placement of data with 
relevant codes or new codess 
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narrative, each transcription was sent in an encrypted, password-protected email to the 

participants for the purpose of member checking.  

Data collected through interviews, field notes, and documents were analyzed, 

coded, and triangulated to identify emerging themes, eliminate overlapping areas, and 

provide validity to the findings (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Triangulation has been 

determined by researchers to be a method used in research to provide validity in studies 

by utilizing two or more methods to collect data (Creswell, 2013; Merriam et al., 1998; 

Patton, 2001). Triangulation across data sources was used to increase the validity of this 

study’s findings; as such, this combination of methods strengthened the study (Patton, 

2001). Furthermore, the researcher specifically utilized the methodological triangulation 

process, which involves using more than one option to gather data, such as interviews, 

observations, questionnaires, and documents (Denzin, 1973). Accordingly, to maximize 

the validity of this study, the researcher enlisted these multiple data collection methods: 

interviews, observation/field notes, and document analysis. Using the different methods 

to explore the lived experiences of Caribbean immigrant women in educational 

leadership roles within the United States enhanced the findings of the study as the 

researcher was able to clarify, confirm, and corroborate the information garnered on the 

participants to determine themes and perspectives (Creswell, 2013). 

Triangulation engages the careful review of the data collected through multiple 

methods in order to achieve a more accurate and valid estimation of qualitative results 

(Oliver-Hoyo & Allen, 2006). Accordingly, through the analysis of the interviews and the 

analysis of the documents collected and the observation/ field notes, the validity of this 

study was further enhanced through triangulation. For example, Viola, in both interviews, 
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identified as a Black woman. Analyzing her childhood Black doll that she still possessed 

and held dear to her offered some clarity as to the ease within which she was able to 

describe herself as a Black woman, despite research demonstrating that most Hispanics, 

though having African ancestry, typically do not define themselves with a connection to 

their African Ancestry (this is discussed further in Chapter 4). Additionally, the women 

did not readily share information on the awards they had received during their journey to 

success in educational leadership, except for Kaye who mentioned her “Teacher of the 

Year” award. Through the process of analyzing the resumes and a biography, the notation 

of awards received within their educational leadership journey on these documents 

verified the accomplishments that served to categorize these women as successful even 

when they did not define themselves as successful within the interviews (see Table 6).  

 The observation/field notes that were recorded and analyzed served to highlight 

and further solidify the determined themes. For example, during interview one with Dana 

at her mother’s home, she was excited to introduce me to her mother and shared proudly 

that she was a part of this study. However, each time her stepfather entered the house, she 

rolled her eyes and her voice got lower. Dana, like all the other participants, described the 

importance of her mother in her journey and, therefore, her enthusiastic response to her 

mother captured exactly that. Dana was one of the two women who was described as not 

having a favorable relationship with her father; both had stepfathers who were not 

discussed.  
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Table 6 
 
Triangulation of Documents with Initial and Descriptive Codes  

Descriptive Label for Codes Key the Code to 
the RQ 

Triangulation of 
Documents* Associated 

with Code 

Acculturative Stress RQ#2, #3,#1 Not Evident 
Adult Education RQ# 1, #2, #3 Evident 

Caribbean Identity Source of Pride RQ#3,#1 Evident 
Charter School Success RQ#3 Evident 

Concrete Ceiling RQ#3 Not Evident 
Early Value Placed on Education RQ#2 Not Evident 

Ethnocentrism RQ#2, #3, #1 Not Evident 
External Support RQ#2 Evident 

Family Support RQ#2 Evident 
Field of Education-2nd Choice RQ#3, R#1 Evident 

High Achiever RQ#2, #3,#1 Evident 
High Motivation RQ#2 Evident 

Middle Class Upbringing RQ#2, #1, #3 Not Evident 
Resilience RQ#2 Evident 

Sexism RQ#3 Not Evident 
Strong Matriarch RQ#2 Evident 

Success by Any Means Necessary RQ#1, #2, #3 Evident 
 

Role of the Researcher 

The researcher is an immigrant woman from the Caribbean island of Jamaica who 

has traversed the barriers to have been employed as a high school principal in the United 

States. As such, the researcher’s lived experience as a similarly positioned Caribbean 

immigrant woman was the inspiration for the study. This afforded comfort to the 

participants because of shared experiences. However, the researcher was cognizant of the 
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need for objectivity in the process of gathering the data and subsequently analyzing and 

interpreting it.  

Therefore, to manage bias, the researcher closely followed interview protocols 

and guidelines for the two interviews. The pre-determined interviewed questions and 

probes were the only questions asked. The interviews were transcribed in a timely 

manner and the researcher utilized epoché, which included an examination of 

field/observation notes that were taken before, during, and immediately after data 

collection. Reviewing of the notes provided an opportunity for the researcher to 

acknowledge the thoughts, assumptions, and preconceived biases and expectations that 

were held going into this study. In so doing, the researcher was able to allow the voices 

of the participants to emerge and take center stage over her own (Creswell, 2013). 

Chapter Summary 

The qualitative research design for this study was a narrative inquiry. This 

narrative inquiry sought to explore the journey of college-educated, immigrant women 

from the Caribbean in their quest for professional advancement in educational leadership 

roles in the United States. This study identified and examined the factors that have 

contributed to and also characterized the journey of a group of immigrant women’s 

success in educational leadership roles. Additionally, the narrative inquiry examined how 

a Caribbean identity has influenced their professional journey. The sample of six study 

participant provided an exploration of their life experiences as they traversed the hills and 

valleys of their professional careers in the United States.  

 Two face-to-face, individual interviews were the primary data collection method. 

Additionally, document analysis and observation/field notes were utilized. The data were 
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analyzed through transcription, pre-coding, and specialty coding to determine patterns 

and themes. For purpose of determining reliability and validity, data were collected from 

interviews, field notes, and documents, and were triangulated. 
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS 

This narrative inquiry sought to explore the lived experiences of Caribbean 

immigrant women in the United States as they sought upward social mobility. Research 

questions were guided by and focused on the characterization of the Caribbean immigrant 

woman’s journey in educational leadership, additionally determining the factors that 

contributed to their success. Furthermore, their identity as a Caribbean immigrant was 

also examined through the engagement of their own discussion of their stories. The 

themes emerged from listening to and analyzing the voices of these women through two 

face-to-face, in-depth interviews. The study was guided by the following research 

questions: 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What characterizes the experience of successful Caribbean immigrant women 

in educational leadership within the United States? 

2. What factors are most instrumental in contributing to the success of Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership within the United States?  

3. How do Caribbean immigrant women discuss the influence of their identity on 

their professional journey in the United States? 

Biographical Overview of Study Participants 

A concise biographical sketch of the study participants is the introduction into the 

findings of this study. Pseudonyms were utilized for each participant. All six of the 
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participants were born in Caribbean countries: one in Trinidad (Amy), who migrated to 

the Bahamas as child; one in Haiti (Kaye), who migrated to Grand Turks as child; one 

born in Puerto Rico (Viola); and three born in Jamaica (Dana, Kareen, and Faye). All six 

women now live and work in Central and South Florida in the United States. The oldest 

participant is 46 years old and the youngest is 31. Three of the participants (Dana, Amy, 

and Kay) migrated to the United States as teenagers. The other three study participants 

(Kareen, Faye, and Viola) migrated in their twenties after completing a first degree in 

their native country. Despite migrating as a teenager (17 years old), Amy had already 

completed two years of college in her native country prior to migrating. Table 7 identifies 

the pseudonyms of the study respondents, their ages, ages at migration, highest 

educational degree, and current job title. The pseudonyms are used throughout this 

chapter. 

 Three of the participants are currently married, two of them are single, and one is 

divorced. All of the participants have completed a Master’s degree; one participant 

(Dana) has completed two Masters degrees as well as an educational leadership specialist 

degree. Two participants (Faye and Viola) have completed some doctoral courses, but, 

have temporarily discontinued their academic pursuits. Two of the participants, Amy and 

Kaye, have completed doctoral degrees in educational leadership. 
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Table 7 
 
Demographic Data of Study Participants 

Pseudonym Age Age at 
Migration 

Highest Education Current Job Title 

Dana  36 14 Education Specialist 
Degree 

Academic Dean  

Kaye 46 12 or 13 PhD in Educational 
Leadership  

Director of Teacher Preparation  

Faye  42 22 Master’s Degree/  
Doctoral Credits 

Lead Teacher/Former Principal 

Viola  41 24 Master’s Degree/  
Doctoral Credits  

ESE Coach/Former Principal  

Amy 31 17 PhD in Educational 
Leadership 

Director of Education 

Kareen 38 27 Master’s Degree English Department 
Head/Literacy 
Supervisor/Master Teacher 

   

The study participants are all engaged in educational leadership roles: Faye and 

Viola are former principals of high schools, Viola is currently employed as an 

Exceptional Student Education coach, and Fay is in a lead teacher role. Two women have 

taken a break from their principalship. Viola wanted to focus on caring for her child with 

special needs as well to receive training to create her own special education program. 

Faye has relinquished her role as principal of a school, but will resume principalship at 

some point in the future. Dana currently works as an academic dean at a charter high 

school and has the goal of becoming a principal. Kareen is a lead teacher/head of the 

literacy department at a high school and is unsure of what the next level of leadership for 

her will be. Amy and Kaye are currently working in leadership roles within higher 
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education. Amy is a director of education at a technical college, while Kaye is a program 

director of teacher education at a local state college. 

Findings 

 In analyzing the data from the six participants, various themes emerged from the 

participants responses and were supported by the analysis of the documents that charted 

their journey: resumes, certificates, awards, biographies, professional licenses, and 

photographs. The themes and sub themes that emerged from the lived experiences of the 

six participants are discussed by each research question.  

Finding 1: Acculturative Stress  

“Only Rasta can liberate the people 

Over hills and valleys too… 

 
It hard, it hard, it hard (yeah) 

Mek them know we waan go home a we yard.” (Banton, 1997, Track 2) 

 Famous Jamaican reggae artist Buju Banton’s message in his popular 1997 song 

was the inspiration for the title of this study. He suggested that only a belief in a higher 

power (Rasta) can aid with navigating the challenges of life - “hills and valleys” as they 

are “hard.” Rasta is an abbreviation for Rastafari, a young, Afrocentric religion that was 

created in Jamaica in the 1930s, following the coronation of Haile Selassie I as King of 

Ethiopia. To this end, all six study participants described the acculturative stress that they 

experienced as immigrants as “hard” – challenging. 

Acculturative stress has been introduced as a synonymous concept to culture 

shock and is commonly used to refer to the unique stressors faced by immigrants as they 

navigate two cultures (Berry, 2006). Berry (2006) further asserted that a variety of factors 
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that includes financial, cultural, psychological, or emotional impact of adaptation to a 

new culture may contribute to this stress. This study found that these Caribbean 

immigrant women experienced difficulty adapting to the new country, and, as such, the 

participants expressed experiences that are indicative of acculturative stress/culture 

shock. The terms are used interchangeably in this study. Table 8 captures some of the 

experiences the study participants had as immigrants and subsequent strategies employed 

to ensure success as determined by the researcher. 

 Professional and financial stress. Research purports that the push-pull factor is 

often the lure of migration (Ravenstein, 1885; Sassen, 1989). Accordingly, all six 

participants migrated for just that reason: the better opportunities promised by the 

migration to a first world country. They believed that the new country, the United States, 

would offer opportunities for professional and financial success that their home country 

did not or could not offer.  
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Table 8  
 
Hills and Valleys 

Pseudonym Obstacles as New 
Immigrants 

Continuous 
Obstacles 

Strategies for Success 

Amy • Adapting to weather, 
systems and 
individualist culture 

• Visa limitations 
• Understanding the 

African-American 
culture 

• Inexperienced 
• Age 
• Politics 
• Racism - Few 

Black people in 
higher education 
and 
administration  

• Sexism- new 
challenges in 
workplace since 
pregnant and had 
a child 

• Like-minded friendships 
• Caribbean Student 

Association 
• Joined cultural dance group 
• Mentors 
• Used educational foundation 
• Stuck to visa timeline 
• Learned Black/African 

American History 
• Obtained Ph.D. before age 30 
• Support from parents and 

family 

Dana  • Abuse from 
Grandfather 

• Prejudice in schools 
from students and 
teachers - always the 
only “chocolate chip” 
in class 

• Financial constraints 
• Living away from 

mother 

• Racism: Called 
dumb and 
mediocre by 
employer  

• Asked to 
apologize to 
parent who 
referred to her as 
“you people” and 
“your kind” 

• Joined theatre club  
• Therapy 
• Learned Black/African 

American history 
• Moved to Atlanta to be 

around more Black people 
• Moved from Atlanta to 

Florida for new start 
• Returned to charter school for 

at risk students 
• Three graduate degrees 
• Super involved mother 

Faye  • ESOL class although 
fluent in English 

• Parents in Haiti 
• Financial constraints 
• Undocumented status  
• AA degree took 7 

years 
• Older sister as 

othermother 

• Racism: 
Condescending 
employers 
because of race 

• Limited 
Blacks/Black 
women 
represented in 
higher education 

• Paid for classes one at a time 
until degree was completed 

• Mentors 
• Live simply to ensure 

financial freedom 
• Support from Church 

community 
• Support from older sister 
• 3 degrees including PhD in 7 

years 

   Table 8 (cont.) 
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Pseudonym Obstacles as New 
Immigrants 

Continuous Obstacles Strategies for Success 

Kareen • Financial 
constraints 

• Getting a SS card  
• Visa limitations 
• Getting used to the 

idea of living in a 
new country 

• Adapting to new 
language 
requirements 

• Sleeping on a floor 
for the first time 

• Not feeling like a 
middle-class 
person 

• Racism- fear of 
when Black boys 
leave home 

• Uncertainty of next 
professional move 

• Strong and involved mother 
• Support from village 
• Mentors 
• Othermother  
• Employment in a charter 

school, easier to get in and 
move up 

Kaye • Only Black person 
in new community 

• No longer having 
hired help 

• Financial 
constraints 

• Racism/Sexism - 
not receiving 
promotions because 
of race, being held 
to difference 
profession standard 
because of race and 
gender 

• Quit job as principal when it 
became more challenging 

• Employment in charter 
school because it was easier 
to meet the requirements 

• Complete Turnaround 
Leadership training 

• Support from mother despite 
Mother still in Jamaica 

Viola  • Limited English 
language 

• Financial 
constraints 

• Underpaid because 
of being an 
immigrant 

• Linguicism - treated 
with prejudice 
because of Spanish 
accent 

• Sexism - 
Challenges in 
workplace as new 
mom 

• Worked in any capacity 
even if overqualified 

• Lived with brother-in-law 
• Quit job as principal to take 

care of child 
• Employment in charter 

school, more 
accommodating of 
certification needs 

 

However, all six women experienced hills and valleys in their efforts to gain 

employment and also experienced financial and professional stress with which they were 

unfamiliar. Manuel, Taylor, and Jackson (2012) supported the notion that Black 

Caribbean immigrants often arrive with substantial social capital, which affords 
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advantages over Black Americans in terms of material resources (e.g., income, education, 

and occupational prestige). As a result of this social capital advantage, Caribbean 

immigrants have been depicted as a “model minority” and as a result of this “elevated 

status,” they are believed to assimilate differently (Thornton, Taylor, Chatters, & 

Forsythe-Brown, 2016, p. 3). Each woman in the study identified or described markers of 

having been raised in a middle-class environment in their native country. 

Amy’s father worked in higher education, thus affording her access to a positive 

educational experience: 

My father got a pretty good job, so our family shifted…my parents are educators, 

both of my parents have been in education for over 30 or 40 years…I was 

fortunate enough to go to a really good high school in the Bahamas, I went to St. 

Augustine’s College…. Then my dad did everything for me because he’s been in 

higher education, so he knows the questions to ask and the offices to go to get 

what we needed. 

 Kareen self-identified as having been raised in a middle-class family: 

My father is a fireman by profession, but he did not stay in that particular role. He 

switched and he went into supervisory role for Airports Authority where he 

moved up there until he eventually became the manager of the ramp. My mother 

was different in the sense she…worked with Courts Jamaica Limited. It’s 

basically like, Rooms-To-Go here, which is what I can remember. And I saw her 

move from being a sales clerk of the store to a warehouse manager. She moved up 

from the warehouse manager and eventually she became the office manager…I 

think in my case I wouldn’t consider myself poor, I was like a middle-class child. 



 64 

Kaye had a “blessed” life: 

So, my dad was a farmer and my mom was a seamstress, so there was an 

opportunity for her to go and buy material and so back and forth. So she started 

traveling. We were blessed in Haiti. Like the experiences, I was always going to 

view Haiti as a vacation for me, so I don’t know whether I’d ever seen Haiti in a 

different light. Like I hear people talking about Haiti being the worst place to be, 

that’s never been my experience because every time I’ve been there it’s always 

been so much joy. We have food, we have family, we had food, we have fun with 

friends. Probably, because we’re blessed.  

 Faye’s parents being teachers and business owners afforded her a middle-class 

lifestyle in her native country. She stated: 

Both my parents are teachers. So, my mom just retired a couple years ago, we had 

a pretty good stable life. Traveled, you know, every summer to the U.S. So, I’ve 

been coming here since I was a child…my mom back in the days, you know, the 

teacher was very respected in the community, seen as a very good, you know, 

middle class salary. So, growing up I had helpers, traveled, spent time with family 

and friends both in the U.S. and Jamaica…I pretty much had, I would say 

everything for my needs as a child growing up…. Back then a lot of people did 

not travel. So of course, we were considered to be wealthy at the time. Of course, 

where I lived, we had like a gardener. We had a live-in helper, you know, my 

mom traveled a lot also…So, coming to the U.S., you know, like I said, you 

didn’t see a lot of people during that time traveling, especially as a child. So, 

going back to school, you know, after two months here in the U.S., you’re 
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considered upper echelon; however, I lived in the rural area, which was also 

unheard of during that time. They wanted to know what my background was, also, 

you know, your parents must have money for you to be traveling for such a young 

age. 

 Dana described attending a preparatory school, which is often indicative of a 

middle-class status in Jamaica; also having a parent living in the United States is usually 

also considered a marker of middle class. She continued: “I went to a private prep school. 

After that I went to, to a private prep school called Morris Knibb. My father lived in 

Florida and I would go back and forth between both parents.”  

 Viola also had parents who were teachers and detailed a middle-class upbringing: 

My parents, both of them are teachers and my mother, she was a teacher and she 

used to teach Spanish in Puerto Rico. My father, he was a music teacher, but he 

also played for the Symphonic Orchestra in Puerto Rico…I remember my first 

tennis shoes, Reebok, the expensive ones and I was 15 years old. 

 The six women were already positioned in a middle-class status; this could be 

determined as a factor that possibly lessened the financial challenges (but could increase 

other stresses - psychological factors, etc.) that typical immigrants from lower socio-

economic backgrounds do experience. Despite their middle-class backgrounds, these 

immigrants still experienced challenges by virtue of being new immigrants. Kareen 

struggled with understanding the processes of balancing work and school to ensure 

financial stability; as a result, she slept on the floor for the first time. She stated: 

And so, I moved into the apartment, nothing, just my suitcases I came from 

Jamaica with, and I stayed in there until my aunt purchased me a bed…but it was 
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strange for me because I’ve never slept on the floor before. I don’t know, I 

literally moved from being in a crib, it seems, into a queen size bed was, it was 

the case, you know, a queen size bed in my room.  

Migrating as an international student caused its own share of challenges. Kareen 

expressed: 

The credit college courses came out of pocket because I was not entitled to 

receiving any form of aid because I was an international student. So, I was paying 

close to $4,000, $5,000 per class. So yeah, that was the struggle. 

Financial challenges included running out of money as an international student, and 

experiencing difficulty getting a job because she was on a student visa. She continued: 

There goes the money, there goes the plan. So, I definitely now must find a job. 

And that was a joke. First you have to apply for your social security. I went to 

speak to the person that called and gave you a letter and you go for the social 

security card. And I went to one in Oakland. They said, no, they don’t give you 

student visas. They don’t give us social security cards. I think I went to about five 

different social security offices where we’re told, we don’t give social security 

numbers to students. 

She experienced difficulty getting a job as a new immigrant: 

When I found a job, I tried to do it, and to hold onto the job, which is why I 

stayed at that hotel job for so long. I stayed for a year and a half. I really stayed 

there for a year and a half. It was not until I got ill, that I left the hotel job, and 

when I finished the class it was almost as if that was the, you know how they say 

in Jamaica, trouble follows in threes or whatever. 
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 Dana described needing to work in law school because of financial needs: “I think 

it was my torts class, because I still had a slight undergrad mentality and we were 

specifically told we could not work. Law school is your life. I had to work, I was poor.” 

Dana struggled to land a counselor job despite proving skill set: 

As an intern in the counseling program, I was so good at what I did, that they 

gathered the entire county of counselors, and, as the intern I taught them how to 

use their new…database that they purchased. Everyone shook my hand and said, 

for sure you’re going to be at one of our schools next year and you’re going to be 

a stellar counselor. I got not one call back from one principal. Yet the counselor 

who I was interning with, who was actually a counselor, who still couldn’t run the 

database, the new database, couldn’t run the database at the school and was found 

to be stealing money out of petty cash, got to keep his job. And I just kept looking 

like, and there was an opening for a counselor at that school and I just, I just kept 

thinking like, wow. 

 Viola migrated with her husband and still experienced financial struggles as a new 

immigrant: 

So, we moved here. We got married in June, we moved here July 6, 2001 with 

$45 in our pocket, $45, nothing else and credit cards. That’s it. And we went to 

living in Ocala with my brother in law…of course you don’t want to live with 

anybody, but again…I got my first job like four or five months later. At that time, 

it was difficult. We still have the JC Penny credit card. And you know, Eckerd, 

we used to buy food in Eckerd at that time. We did not have any money at all, we 
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used to buy food there. A lot of soups on, you know, those, rice with pasta, all of 

that stuff. 

Despite migrating with a master’s degree, she struggled to land a job and to being paid 

according to her qualifications: 

I finally got a job in December. I was supposed to get paid this week, but no the 

check will come another week. My employer took advantage…. So, I found, I 

finally found a job as a support coordinator and provided support for Medicaid 

and people that they provide for. They found all the services for the people with 

disabilities, and they visited the people. It’s like a case manager for people for 

people with developmental disability. That lady, that supervisor that I had, she 

knew that I was, I was an immigrant basically, so she paid me nine, $9 [per hour]. 

But that job paid probably 15 to $20 per hour. She was paying me a fraction of 

what I should be paid for two years.  

 Kaye did not see her mother for a decade because of limited finances:  

And then naturally at that time you don’t have money to be going to Haiti back 

and forth as we did when we were in Grand Turks. The tickets were much more 

expensive, and so now you can’t expect her [sister] to take care of us and fund our 

vacations. And so, for a while I didn’t go back to Haiti for a long time. First it was 

for financial reasons, and then afterwards, it was, it was for the immigration status 

and so, at that point, how long was it before Mom even came? She wasn’t here 

when I graduated high school, so it probably like another 10 years before we saw 

Mom again. 

She got a job at 16 years old to help to take care of herself as she described: 
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When I turned 16, she [sister] got me a part time job at the nursing home and I 

started working there. I worked for two weeks, I made $70. I never forget that, for 

me as a math person, it was like this was not worth it, but when you are in school 

and you’re realizing that she [her sister] was already doing so much, I wanted to 

be able to say at least if I need to buy candy or something, I don’t know what 

happened, that I needed to do something. Whether it was pictures at school or 

something and she was like, she didn’t have $50 to give to me and so I knew I 

wasn’t going to make enough to help contribute to the home, but at least if I 

needed a little things like that, I didn’t want to be a burden to her. My brother 

never worked. But I went and I started working at 16 and even though it would 

take me, because you know, when you’re in school at the time, I think I worked 

for three hours, you couldn’t work anymore than that. So literally you had worked 

for two weeks and come home and I’m like, oh my gosh. So at some point now 

you’re thinking it wasn’t worth it, but very early on I wanted to, to not be more of 

a burden because as you get older you realized she has a family of her own and 

yet whether they asked her or not if she volunteered, I still never even asked her 

like how you’re the one that was chosen. Right? 

Kaye was not able to secure financial aid as a young college student because of a pending 

application to adjust her immigration status. She recalled: 

Naturally you can’t get financial aid or anything, so I’m just going to work and 

taking one day at a time, it took me seven years to get my associates degree. One 

or two classes at a time and in that seven years, naturally by the last year I think is 

when I got my papers.  
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 Faye also experienced financial challenges as a new immigrant: “I sold my car, 

you know, pretty much used all my savings.” She credits her mother for helping her 

financially while she was in college in the United States. Amy did not detail financial 

challenges. However, she was cognizant of the financial sacrifices of her parents as she 

too was on a student visa. She stated: “And then also it was in the back of my head and 

the front of my head and my family sacrificed for me to be here. I have four years on this 

visa.” 

 Psychological stress. The psychological stress experienced by the participants 

included feelings of discrimination, frustration and regression. 

 Discrimination. Most Caribbean immigrants by virtue of race and ethnicity deal 

with issues of discrimination within the United States. Perceived discrimination is 

conceptually determined to be a social stressor that eventually results in psychological 

distress. This condition is evident among marginalized populations within the United 

States that include racial/ethnic minorities and women (Williams, Yu, Jackson, & 

Anderson, 1997). Additionally, the participants’ journeys were challenged by the 

intersectionality of race and gender as being Black and women.  

All six participants in the study described feeling discriminated against because 

they were immigrants, women, and people of color. Viola struggled as a Puerto Rican 

woman working in predominantly African-American environment. She emphasized: 

In the beginning the staff members were not happy with me, Hispanic. I’m also a 

staff member where most of the staff members were African-American, and 

sometimes, a lot of the times you receive resentment because they see Hispanic 

here, I don’t know why, but they probably thought, that’s going to be probably 



 71 

my supervisor. So they were not happy. In the beginning they were very 

disrespectful…. At the end, when I left they were crying because we were now 

family.  

This ill treatment extended to being underpaid despite being more qualified than her 

supervisor. She recalled: “Yeah, she, she was taking advantage of me a lot. That was my 

first job…when you work for a non-profit, at $24,000 for a year. The supervisor had a 

high school diploma, I had a masters.” She struggled to be promoted in leadership roles 

despite her qualifications and experience because of her Spanish accent. She continued: 

Oh, so it took, it took years. It took a couple of years before I had an opportunity 

because even if I was doing the, the job for the assistant principal, they jumped 

through three people, probably two or three people on top of me. Again, the same 

thing. You have the accent, so you have the accent, you’re a moron and you can’t 

do the work. Later was proof that I can do the work. I’m more, you know. 

Viola experienced feelings of discrimination and described being self-conscious 

in dealing with the challenge of a “language barrier” and feeling “discriminated” against 

as a result of her accent. She believes that because of her Spanish accent and initial 

limited English language ability, people believed she was ignorant, incapable, and not 

deserving of equal pay. Viola recounted: 

That lady, that supervisor that I had, she knew that I was an immigrant basically. 

So, she paid me nine, $9. But that job paid probably 15 to $20 per hour. She was 

paying me a fraction for two years. She used to mistreat me, she used to talk about 

the English, of course, the classes, or you don’t know how to do this or you don’t 

know how to do that. I’m going to go, and she wants that and she always used to 
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say comments, you know her, she will pay me late…. There was the same thing. 

They never, ever believed that I was able to do the job. Never, never, never, 

never.  

Viola was the only participant who was a native Spanish speaker, and thus shared 

feelings of discrimination because of language or accent as shared by many Hispanics, 

“Race is to Blacks,” declared Mayor Maurice Feire of Miami, “language is to Hispanics” 

(as cited in Graham, 1990, p. 46). The race-language conversation explained the 

discrimination experienced historically, resulting in socio-economic disadvantages of 

Blacks and Hispanics. Accordingly, Hispanic-Americans seem to have suffered as a 

group from earnings disadvantage in much the same way as did Blacks and women 

(Graham, 1990). Viola expressed fear of assimilating too much in her quest to learn the 

language as she said, “sometimes you can lose your identity,” but responded with an 

increased love for her country: “I became more Puerto Rican than ever. You learn to love 

your country and your roots, you know, the love grows really.” Waters (2008) posited 

that choosing to become an American for these immigrants is more often an economic 

decision. Viola described the intersectionality of her struggles as a woman of color: 

Well, basically the, you know, being, … being from the Caribbean, an immigrant, 

your country’s hard, number one, if you have family still in your country that 

doesn’t help, sometimes you don’t feel supported. You can’t deny the racism 

specifically in Florida, and also that specifically in Florida something has to 

happen for the women. We don’t have maternity leave or we don’t have paid 

maternity leave. Most of the people that I know that have kids with special needs, 

they’re not working anymore because they can’t, they can’t do it. They can’t 
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juggle everything at the same time. Something has to happen because we’re still 

behind in a lot of things.  

She continued: 

I will go back to leadership, but, I don’t think that I will go back to being a 

principal. Not for now, it’s a huge responsibility. I think that I can do it well, but 

the priority in my life is to, you know, to raise my kid and raise him well. Well, of 

course he has special needs so I need to be able to have the flexibility to take him 

to therapy and leave on time because I used to when I was a principal. I will pay 

somebody to pick up my kid, bring the kid to the school and stay in school until 

seven or eight (in school building) with a three or four -year old. So that’s, that’s 

not fair and nobody cared, nobody cared about him. Not good. So that’s when you 

have to make a decision. 

Viola also shared about the challenges that immigrant women from the Caribbean faced 

as she stated: 

If you’re a woman in leadership, you don’t get paid the same amount of money. I 

knew that all the guys [former principals at her school], you know, they got paid 

more. I know that a lot of people, most of the people got more money than me, 

but I didn’t fight for that, because, I don’t know, I didn’t even know, honestly, 

you’re here, in United States, you to have a good opportunity and you do the best 

that you can even if they are not paying the amount that you they supposed to pay 

and even if they mistreat you, But this is a good opportunity you take it.  

Kareen recalled being overlooked for promotions and not paid for overtime. She 

said, “I was not being called for a promotion, no money was being added, before money 



 74 

was added they would say, you work extra hours, don’t come tomorrow.” She also 

experienced the impact of the intersectionality of her race and gender. She described:  

So as a Black woman, I know whatever it is that I’m doing, I can’t do it half-

heartedly, it has to be done well, no matter what. I’m not only a Black woman, 

I’m not only Black, I’m a woman, so there are two sides to it…I feel like I have to 

prove myself from a feminine perspective and from a racial perspective. So that’s 

how I see it or how I view it, it’s, you know, in, in terms of my identity, you have 

to go harder. I have to go harder. They’re no if’s, but’s or maybes. We just have 

to go hard. 

 Amy experienced the “politics” that limit Black women: 

Definitely the politics, my advisor was the only Black woman in the department. I 

saw the politics, I still feel the politics and it just makes you just look at things 

differently…but I also saw how structures were designed and manipulated against 

Black people. So, you would see the same thing in college I’m at now…and 

interestingly enough, one thing that I did notice, I had to speak to my boss about. 

He’s African-American, so I wanted his perspective.  

Amy continued: 

There are other people there with their PhDs in different degrees. So, they would 

call everybody Dr. so and so, but me, by my first name, I’m like, I am not a 

degree snob, I know that. I’m like, should I not check somebody when they say it? 

We would be on a call and was like Amy, are you there? People have been highly 

discriminatory for me, whether it’s age, race, gender, particularly a lot with age, I 

would say, age and race. 
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She too was challenged with the intersectionality of race and gender: 

People see you as Black and then people are going to see you as a woman. I think 

women are often viewed as the worker bees, right? Regardless of what it is, so 

you know, they’re going to put in the work, they’re going to get it done. But after 

I had my daughter, like I just slowed down, I couldn’t, you know, she became a 

greater priority. So I needed to, and I’m, still looking for jobs and a career that 

allow me to be a mother and understanding this is a priority. So, you do sense that 

you slow down, you know, and people don’t see it. I remember, and this was me 

speaking to a professional colleague, they just hired somebody new, but they 

didn’t know that she was pregnant at the time of the interview. And they said, 

yeah, she’s pregnant, if we knew, you know, you might’ve done something 

differently. They can’t do that. Right?  

She continued: 

I remember interviewing when I was seven months pregnant, but they didn’t 

know. So, you know, the workload is still going to be hectic, until it narrows 

down. And I was thinking, they were saying damn, you know, we shouldn’t hire 

her because she was pregnant and those are the things you walk into. So, when 

people say, Oh, you have a family? Oh, you have a kid? How old? They kind of 

ask the questions without asking the questions essentially…  

She expressed her views on gender as she said: 

 I just think the door just opens easier for men, doors definitely open easier. We 

live in a society where although men are caretakers, they aren’t viewed as the 

primary, they aren’t necessarily the ones who are more sacrificial. That’s not a jab 
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at men, that’s just the social constructs that we adhere too. I’ve seen people a lot 

less qualified, got positions that I got because they were males, their connections. 

You know, the old boys club very much exists. 

Dana experienced discrimination because of her race as early as childhood. She 

recalled: 

What my White teachers decided to do is, they themselves labeled me and moved 

me without paperwork being signed, without testing being done into the basement 

classroom…I had also gotten beaten up that year by two White students. I was on 

the bus and a kid told the bus driver that I was gross because my big old Black 

butt touched him. I went home and I asked my dad to buy me Slim Fast … I 

remember being called a ‘nigger’ for the first time and not knowing what that 

was.  

She also recalled: “I remember getting beat up because I was a Black girl in the fourth 

grade and confused not knowing, you’re hitting me because I’m Black. I don’t get it. I’m 

supposed to be Black….” She also recalled discriminating encounters with her teachers 

as she stated: 

My chemistry teacher told me that he could give me this C he would, if he could 

give me the D, he definitely would, and if he could give me an F it would bring 

him joy because he wasn’t going to allow some Black girl to have the highest 

grade in his class, he actually said that. He gave me a B because he couldn’t 

justify me not passing the class - Chemistry honor … The only person I told was 

my Brace Advisor. And she said, well, your kind don’t usually doesn’t score very 

well on that test. I was like, my kind? 
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The discrimination continued into adulthood an educator: 

I begged them and I said, I’m a Black woman, please don’t make me apologize to 

a racist. And they said, no, you have to. And so, I swallowed my pride and I 

called her and as I’m apologizing, she was like, yeah, okay, whatever and blew 

me off completely. When you the most knowledgeable person, but you’re Black 

so you’ll never move further than where you are in this company … But quickly, 

when we were at that school, she was a Black woman, you quickly got put in your 

place that I don’t care that your hair is straight and hair, her hair is kinky, curly, 

y’all both Black women. And we got put in that box together. 

 Faye also experienced discrimination as an educator: 

I think being a minority, I have seen people with less qualifications get jobs that I 

applied for that I know personally. And even they themselves will say, how did I 

get the job over you? And they have even had that conversation recently with a 

friend of mine, and she said it, and she is Caucasian, straight out discrimination, 

so we know that it’s because you’re Black … I have people with less 

qualifications or even results, received positions that, you know, you kind of ask 

yourself, so how is it that they are seen over you?  

She continued: 

Case in point, I was in a charter school as a reading specialist, the school got a C 

in its second year. Other schools got C also in the same organization, but the 

focus was just on ours because I was a Black coach. So, they moved me from the 

position, they got a Caucasian, the school goes to an F. But he was able to keep 

his position, even got a principal position, and has a D school and it just seems to 
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be okay. So, you know, I, I have seen it where someone will have less results than 

you, of a different color, but it’s okay for them. But as a Black person you’re seen 

as ineffective … Here I am also, as a Black teacher in a predominantly Jewish 

area and I am, like in the beginning, I honestly could feel the racism. Yes, it was 

that bad. I’m waiting in front of the traffic and these parents would see me and 

they’ll just walk by. 

 Kaye detailed being stereotyped as a Black woman: 

For me, I think, I’ve been told that I’m very passionate and it’s a nice way of just 

saying you’re loud or your aggressive. Probably just the simple fact that I have an 

opinion. So, I’ve never given it more than just that because I don’t even want to 

give it space for it to flourish. 

She detailed the intersectionality of race and gender: 

For one, I am a woman, African-American and a migrant. So, it’s like having 

three strikes against you and going into a school where most of the teachers are 

Caucasian, and I think looking young. Four strikes, I get this, ‘oh, she’s a little 

girl, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.’ So, I find that I have to prove 

myself even more than probably if I were a man or someone of a different color. I 

want to say in the beginning, it was negative, it was a low performance school, so 

we had a lot of people from the district that would come in, teachers and even 

district leadership. By my second year, after making gains the first year and they 

realized my effectiveness, I think it kind of smoothed out a bit in terms of 

understanding that I do know what I’m talking about and I know what I’m doing. 

So those are just some of the negatives that I encountered in the beginning.  
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 Frustration. The experiences of frustration experienced are quite common in the 

immigrant experience. The decision to migrate is often as a result of the belief that life 

will become better in the United States than at home. Therefore, there is an expectation 

that the goals that had proven difficult to attain in the native country will be achieved 

expeditiously in the new country. The challenges in achieving these goals are rarely a 

consideration for most immigrants. In fact, most expect a quick upward mobility in their 

socio-economic realities. As the Caribbean immigrant women in this study made efforts 

to pursue their goals, feelings of frustration were experienced. Amy’s feelings of 

frustration were evidenced in unfamiliar systems and structures to achieve her goals. She 

expressed: 

I was in the position where my visa was ending, my advisor could not settle with 

my concept paper because my advisor asked me to put somebody on my 

committee who she thought I would work good with…it was a struggle. It was a 

struggle a lot of times along the way…. It was stressful because you know when I 

came here, initially I knew I had four years to get my undergraduate degree done. 

For the PhD, I think it was five years, the student visa at the time, it was nearing 

the timeline. I was like, okay, well, I won’t be here to defend, so for me to extend 

it, I need to get bank statements from home, doing all this, leaving the country, 

coming back and everyone seemed unbothered. 

 Kareen’s frustrations were experienced as a new immigrant in graduate school. 

She stated: 

The person in registration, a White lady, she said to me, there is a kiosk, let’s go. 

There is a kiosk out there where you can go and look and find another school if, if 
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needs be, this is not enough for you. And I went off and I told the lady straight, I 

did not use a kiosk, I didn’t go outside looking for kiosk when I was looking for 

your school. 

 Kaye’s frustration was experienced as a new immigrant being misplaced in an 

ESOL class as she stated “I’m trying to communicate as best I can to say, hey, I’m in the 

wrong class. This is very easy for me. I can do the work I’m done.” Additionally, she 

described the frustration trying to get into college after high school as she stated: 

I don’t understand why the conversation never happened in my family. But then I, 

I’m going to fast forward, as a responsible adult, I’m thinking, well, they didn’t 

know, right? But when you’re 18 and everybody’s talking about going to college 

and I already have college credits, and FAU offering me a full ride because of my 

academic ability and all the hard work I’ve put in for the past seven years. To 

some point it was like, what does my immigration status has to do with my ability 

to go and do work? So, I didn’t understand that. But then at the same time I 

couldn’t come home and have that conversation because they didn’t know any 

different. They didn’t realize. So naturally you would have been here long 

enough…and that wasn’t happening. They were like, it’s not their rule, you have 

to be or whatever. And graduation coming up and people are celebrating and I’m 

the top 10 of my class. So, to me, that’s not the stuff you tell everybody. So 

you’re walking around and you’re still going to school and your teachers trying to 

tell you, still finish what you started. And then at home they’re like, okay, well 

I’ve done my part, but to me like it’s too late. So, I had this, y’all should have 
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figured this out when I showed up in February. Y’all should have filled it out in 

March.  

 Viola expressed the frustration experienced as a doctoral student still learning the 

English language. She stated: 

Going back to college it was difficult. Very, very, very, very. The first year I 

spent, I spent all my weekends, my week and hours, hours, hours, because the 

language and when you’re writing for a doctoral degree, you have to be at a 

certain level and I will write and you will understand it. But at college level 

writing, in English, I didn’t have it. So, oh my goodness. When they returned my 

work on paper, I was like, oh my God, what I’m going to do. But you’ll keep 

practicing. That’s the only way that you improve your writing. 

 Faye previously detailed being frustrated at the systemic prejudices that treated 

her differently because she is Black. She stated “I have seen it where as you know, 

someone will have less results than you, of a different color, but it’s okay for them. But 

as a Black person you’re seen as ineffective.” Dana was frustrated at the role the 

intersectionality of race and gender played in her social mobility: 

If I were a White man, I would be further along already. Why? Because this is 

America. Racially, Black women have to work 100 times harder than any other 

demographic and this is one of those right fights that I would fight to the death to 

argue. You have White men, I think actually you have Asian men under that and 

then you have White women and then you have a tie between Black and Hispanic 

men right under that. And then somewhere down there, Black women then 

appear. It just doesn’t make sense. 
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She continued: 

We, we still have these tropes and stereotypes that we still have to fight against 

and break against. Like we’re still the Jezebel. We’re still, we’re still the welfare 

mom. We’re still in the angry Black woman. We’re still the Oh, you speak so 

well, and it’s like, what? What did, what did you, how did you expect me to 

speak? We still and no one understands why we’re so angry. No one understands 

why we’re still fighting. It’s because of those little comments. Don’t tell me I 

speak so well. It should not be surprising I too have a college education and we’re 

all in this room together because we’re equals. Why are you shocked at what I’m, 

what my capabilities are? I were a White man, I would be further in life, but I 

wouldn’t have it any other way, because I have character and I have strength 

because I am a Black woman. I’m going to make it through the fire. And at the 

end it’s going to be greatness because that’s what I’m destined for. I honestly do. 

I think men are just given more opportunities. Men are viewed differently when 

the other assistant principal is in here with me and we’re doing parent 

conferences. When speaking with other mothers, sometimes younger mothers I let 

him take over, it is the same bad news, but from him, golden, whatever he says. 

When I’m even with dealing with our principal, if I have something to say, I’ll let 

him say it because it just sounds better coming from him. He’s a man. He is a 

man. He can break them down, he can give bad news, he can say things in a way 

that’s more palatable, because as women we’re constantly in competition with 

each other, especially over the attention of men. So, I believe at times when some 

women, not all, when some women get the opportunity to do for a man or please a 
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man or get news from a man, it’s more palatable for them. So, it’s easier. I think 

that, trust me, Black men have it hard and I know they have it hard. In education, 

I actually think Black women have it a bit easier than Black men. I will say that 

in, in, in this, because there are more Black women in the field of education than 

there are Black men. Their upper hand is that there are less of them, so people are 

more apt to hire them and to get them because they need that to counterbalance 

the need that’s there for the young Black man. We need a Black role model in 

here, Black male role model to assist. Instead of having the Black female 

whipping woman, the momma figure who is in here. So, when I hire people and I 

see a Black man come in here, I’m more apt to pick him over anyone else who 

walks in. So they have that slight edge, but the other edge comes in as a Black 

woman, as a Black woman in education, my bossiness, my ball breakingness is 

seen as a plus, the higher up you go, when you first start out, it’s not you’re the 

bitch, but the higher you go, once you hit principal level, I think that that is 

expected of you and then they’ll always come someone along to cut you down 

and put you back in place. It’s a weird seesaw…. Behind, below, beneath because 

I am both Black and woman.  

She further stated: 

Black women are the builders or the cleaners. We’re the fixers. Those people are 

rarely front and center, usually in the background and unfortunately those are my 

key strengths. Someone from the district, when my office was that office without 

the window, it’s going to be funny when he comes in and see that I now have a 

window. He always says, they always put the engine in the back of the fancy cars. 
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Here you go in your little back hole. Never knew what he meant till I really sat 

down and thought about what he meant. When you’re the engine that runs the 

school and everything is going well, you might never get the opportunity to be the 

shiny paint and veneer. You gotta make a decision and even if you win, you still 

do get the opportunity, if they know you are that little engine, someone will be 

placed to put you in your place to knock you back down a couple pegs. No Black 

woman, no Black person is going to be better than or above that and Obama was 

proof positive of that. They will knock you back down and in America, your place 

as a Black woman is at a bottom, of everything, You’re the bed wench; you are 

the Aunt Jemima … the mami … the wet nurse … the fixer, the raiser, the 

builder, the cleaner. How dare you aspire to be more? That’s why I have a chip on 

my shoulder, because I am more. I am greater than.  

 Regression. As mentioned before, the six women lived in middle-class environs 

prior to migrating to the United States and, as such, experienced feelings of regressions 

from that lifestyle as they made efforts to acculturate. Kareen experienced feelings of 

regression as she pursued being an educator and a graduate student as a new immigrant. 

She stated: 

I was a teacher. I was head of the English department there and I came here in that 

particular capacity, but I then had to take a job that lowered my status from head 

of the department to just being a teacher…I remember having to take the bus. 

That was something, even though we took buses in Jamaica, it’s not as if buses 

weren’t there, but it wasn’t an everyday thing for me. In the sense of I never even 

took a taxi. Well my father had taxis on the road so I could call somebody to 
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come and pick me up, but they would come and pick me up, take me to and from 

wherever. And once he came for the boss’s daughter, nobody else was welcome 

in the car. It was just me alone. So, it was a culture shock. It was a real culture 

shock for me…I was in this country where I had to be doing all the struggling to 

just to survive. When I’m home, I don’t have to do this, I don’t have to go through 

all these different things. I don’t have people looking down at me.  

 Kaye detailed a feeling of regression in lifestyle as a new immigrant: 

The way I was living in Haiti was like, I at some point, I was living better in Haiti 

than I lived here. In Haiti, we had maids at home, so we were able to have maids 

in our home, we had private chauffeurs. My brother was the director of the port in 

Haiti, so we had access to all, some of us went to the private, the best private 

schools in Haiti. We had opportunities, I had access to living a really good life. I 

wanted for nothing in Haiti. You know what? When I came here, you turn around 

like I gotta get up and go to work and then you have to do your laundry, you got 

to cook food, y’all drop me off at the wrong place, that was not part of the deal…I 

wanted for nothing in Haiti. Y’all should have asked me and I literally up until my 

teens, I really thought they made the wrong choice for me because all of my 

sisters and brothers in Haiti were living the life. 

 Faye also experienced of “regression” as she realized she no longer had access to 

hired help: 

The hardest part was doing stuff by myself. That was the hardest part. Not coming 

home to dinner anymore even though I love to cook … and then growing up with 

a helper or someone was there to wash, and to iron, the first couple months I cried 
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because I wanted to go back home and I was like 22, even when I was living in 

Kingston, also had a helper. I still had people, you know, back in Jamaica, have 

someone to help me. So that was a big transition. But overtime, you know, you 

realize that, hey, I can’t pay someone here to do stuff for me. I have to do 

everything myself, you know. 

 Dana and Amy did not detail any feelings of regression.  

 Socio-cultural stress. The struggle with adapting to the new society and its 

culture is a common challenge experienced by many immigrants. These differences often 

include adjusting to different cultural norms and mores, in addition to language and 

accent variations (Berry, 2003). Immigrants struggle to adjust often because they speak 

with a non-American accent; additionally, assumptions of ability to speak English can 

impede processes and progress. Kareen experienced culture shock as a new immigrant. 

She expressed: 

The thing that got to me was the change in culture. I think I was in a strong 

culture shock for a while. I’ve always been here, gone to family members, stuff 

like that. But this time I was here on my own, by myself, I came with a plan of 

how I would pay my bills and how this would work. Thinking, oh, in my head, I’ll 

get a job, not knowing that it was going to be the hardest thing to find a job. Not 

knowing that with a student visa, you’re not technically allowed to work. Did not 

know all of that. 

Her realization of what her Blackness means while living in the United States as well as 

being separated from the familiar connections created stress. She explained: 
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Let’s use an example, in Jamaica, wherever you go to take a taxi and you say to 

somebody, take me to the Baileys. I just need to go to the Baileys. Everybody 

knew Daddy, Yes, Daddy is a JP. And all those different things. So, everybody 

knows mommy from Courts. Here, no one knows you, here you are trying to get 

your foot in. In Jamaica even as far even when I was outside of Montego Bay and 

I was in Kingston, I still had somebody who I could talk to turn to, to pull a string 

or pull a cord or to figure out what I wanted. Here, you don’t know anybody. It’s 

almost as if, when we got here, one, I’m Black. I think this is where I found out 

that I was Black. I knew I was Black, but it’s where it kind of sank in that yes, 

you are a minority. You’re not just a Black person, you are from the Caribbean. 

That makes it even totally different from others. And then when I came to United 

States of America, I went back into my shell. I crawled into a box because I was 

afraid of the unknown. In the sense, the feeling of ‘is this really, my country?’ is 

not so much to the country, but can I do certain things? Is it really a White man’s 

world or is it a Black man’s world? In Jamaica, it’s a Black man’s world, but here 

the White man is predominant. His rules, his regulations, his laws … In Jamaica, I 

had no problem. You know, everybody there was Black, yeah, we had some 

White people but…. 

 Amy experienced challenges navigating a new country’s bus system as she 

recalled: 

So, it was just me now navigating a new country, how to catch the bus. I 

remember one of the things, you know when you go to cross the street and 

pressed the button and it beeps or chirps, it took me months to figure out what that 
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sound was. It was hard, it was really cold, I wasn’t used to that. I had to catch the 

bus and just all this different commuting was hard. 

Additionally, the feeling of disconnect being seen as an immigrant and not seeing many 

people like her was a source of challenge as she described: 

I didn’t know when I initially migrated, there was this kind of disconnect where 

people looked at me like the immigrant, but not in a bad way. Well I wouldn’t say 

not in a bad way, but it was kind of, oh, well she thinks she’s smarter than people. 

Well, yes, I do. But that’s because I have good grades. Moving from a 

predominantly Black college to South Florida with a population of 29,000 was 

hard. I was like, ‘where are all the Black people?’ I remember sitting in my PhD 

classes and I used to count how many Black people were there. Then I started 

recruiting…but that was something that I noticed. I was like where are all the 

Black people, I needed to hear a different voice. 

 Viola struggled with not being fluent in English as a new immigrant, and, was 

shocked at experiencing racism. She shared: 

So that’s what happens when you are from where you move and you don’t have 

the language. It was like, you know, you have to start from scratch when you, 

when you move…it was hard. It was hard because it created a problem that you 

didn’t think that you had. You know, I did not always care about how I looked 

physically because of the weight. But it’s added an extra issue that you that don’t 

have, when you are living in the island. Because you speak Spanish and nobody 

cares, and everybody’s fine, and it is who you are. But here, I’m going to tell you, 

I didn’t even know that racism exist until I moved here. I knew that they would 
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say about White Puerto Ricans or Black Puerto Ricans, I know I know, but 

nobody say anything in Puerto Rico. I didn’t know that we were so divided until I 

moved here. I didn’t know at all…that racial differences and ethnic differences 

also impacted how they viewed me. Oh, definitely on many occasions, I know, for 

sure that they did not think that I was not capable of doing a lot of things because 

of my race, or probably my accent. A lot of people assume that when you have an 

accent that you don’t understand or process the information, that’s how they 

think, and that is how society measures intelligence, by the language.  

 Kaye was labeled as an English language learner because of a designation on a 

form, despite being fluent in English. Kaye stated: 

I didn’t realize that because, my sister of course was Haitian and we were all from 

Haiti, they didn’t realize that I was like, I spoke English. They put me in an ESL 

[English as a Second Language] program, so I’m sitting there in school and I’m 

looking at them…trying to say because of our culture, you don’t speak up, so 

you’re not trying to be rude. Even though I have my own little brassy ways a little 

bit…so, it wasn’t until seventh grade I spent all of sixth grade in ESOL classes, 

outperforming and just being bored really. And it wasn’t until my seventh grade 

ESOL teacher realized that you’re fluent. Why are you even in my class and I’ll 

never forget her name is Mrs. Little [pseudonym]. And she was the one that said I 

should be here…she was the one that suggested that I get tested and I’m like, 

what are you testing me for? I speak fluently. And at that point she was like, oh 

no, well, you know here because the way you guys filled out the form, I guess as a 

form you fill out if you say English is not your primary language, they 
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automatically assume that you’re ESOL. And so, she tested me and actually I 

went straight from being in ESOL to honors class. 

She detailed the disconnect she experienced being one of the only Haitians in the magnet 

program as she stated: 

I don’t remember another Haitian. Let me think, if there were, they were not that 

many other Haitians in the magnet program at the time. And for me it was always 

this torn feeling between, I don’t really fit in here on this side with the Haitians 

because my Creole was just an understood English. I understand the culture, but 

I’m responding and I’m talking more in English and they are benefitting from that 

because they wanted the English more. So, I felt like I was giving on that side. 

Then I wasn’t really interested here academically because even though I was good 

at math and they put me in the magnet program, I never was really interested in 

the sciences. I wasn’t, I didn’t get excited about anatomy and biology like 

everybody else. I just really wanted to go to calculus all day and there was not 

many of us and wanting to do that, so the group was really, really small, but I was 

stuck in this rotation of magnet students in that sense.  

 Faye also experienced challenges adapting to the culture as she recalled: 

I found out it’s not easy just leaving something outside, especially as a Caribbean 

Black woman to just apply for a leadership position and get it. Don’t know if it’s 

the accent…sometimes they think you just don’t fit the mold of the community 

which you’re applying…so you know, even as a Black person, you find out 

sometimes even the Hispanics they tend to also get that discrimination because 
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they probably will speak Spanish or because they say that your Spanish accent is 

too deep.  

Adapting to an unfamiliar cultural environment was shocking. Fay continued: 

I was in Austin, Texas, which was predominantly White…I had the kids who go 

to University of Texas, they have never ever been around a Black person before, 

which was like a shock to me. I’m like, really…here I was the first Black person 

to be working in that office. I could see the shock, oh she’s Black, you know, like 

you don’t sound Black on the phone. 

The process of adapting to being an educator as a new immigrant was also challenging. 

She stated: 

It’s my first year as a reading coach and still trying to learn the process and also 

still trying to learn the American way…And so it took a little while for me to 

understand if it’s the new type of parenting, or, is it just a culture thing. Black 

parents, we tell our kids what’s going to happen, but my Jewish parents, or 

Caucasian parents ask their kids what they wanted to do. So, I had to get over that 

real quick and understand how to contain my, you know, how to fix my face for it 

to be stone faced because I literally opened my mouth and I’ll be like, what? So, it 

sounds stupid, but it’s a transition where you’re coming from different 

neighborhoods, how not just the behavior, but how the parenting is different also. 

 Dana detailed her experience adapting a new immigrant in school as she said: 

I was only one of the few chocolate chips in the cookie, it’s how I always describe 

it. I went to a predominantly White school, my fourth-grade year. I was one that’s 

an example. My fourth- grade year, I was one of only one, two, three, four of us 
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Black kids in the classroom. Three racially ambiguous, one Black…I refused to 

talk because coming from Jamaica where everybody looks like me to coming into 

America, even though I had the back and forth, back and forth experience. Even 

in Jamaica, I didn’t talk that much in class, and America was even worse. I didn’t 

talk at all…I was coming with transcripts from Jamaica and instead of giving me 

credits for the classes I had, they told my father two things, one was that I was too 

young for high school because I was going on 14 at the time. I was 14 at the time, 

and I was supposed to be placed in 11th grade and they say I was too young. No 

one translated my transcripts to see what credits I could have received and he 

didn’t know to ask about the IB program [International Baccalaureate offers 

college-level courses and the opportunity to earn college credits while still in high 

school] because with the IB program I could have entered at that age. 

 Summary of finding 1: Acculturative stress. The stressors defined by the 

women could be connected to the fact that they are women, or immigrants, and/or that 

they are women of color. The history of discrimination of Blacks and Hispanics in the 

United States is a common occurrence even within this contemporary time period. Like 

most Caribbean immigrants who identify as non-White, they must deal with the 

challenges of discrimination based on race that include acculturative stress.  

Finding 2: Militant Motivation: Success by Any Means Necessary 

The heights by great men reached and kept, / Were not attained by sudden flight; / 
But, they, while their companions slept, / Were toiling upward in the night. 
(Brooks, 2013, p. 132)  
 

 According to Brooks (2013), this is an example of a childhood gem, which is a 

short poem used to teach children moral lessons and which serves as common source of 
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Caribbean children’s motivation for success and work ethic. These gems are often recited 

by Jamaican parents and children. That motivation for success becomes intensified in the 

new Caribbean immigrant, Accordingly, all six study participants described varying 

responses to the hills and valleys that they navigated in their quest for professional 

success in educational leadership roles that could be described as “militant” motivation. 

At each step of their journey, they were committed to success by any means necessary. 

Research supports the notion that immigrants who migrated to the United States 

demonstrate an almost militant effort to achieve their goals (Waters, 2008). As a result of 

migration for the sake of a better life, Caribbean immigrants have historically 

demonstrated a push to succeed despite challenges that assail them (Waters, 2008). 

Research supports the notion that Caribbean immigrants demonstrate a greater level of 

motivation to succeed than native born Blacks. Some researchers posit a “cultural 

distinction” (Model, 1995, p. 536) as the source of the motivation.  

Further discussion of this cultural distinction as source of motivation includes two 

reasons: (a) socialization in a more homogeneous society where they are the majority 

might stimulate the greater determination to succeed, and (b) the idea that migrants 

represent the more ambitious in the population in their home county, even before 

migrating. Combined, these two factors could translate into relatively stronger motivation 

among Caribbean immigrants than among native-born blacks (Model, 1991). Other 

researchers have offered additional explanations that advantages in job qualifications 

account for Caribbean immigrants perceived economic superiority over Afro-Americans 

and that White employers offer equally qualified immigrants better opportunities because 

they believe Caribbean immigrants are more desirable workers; therefore, Whites hold 
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the immigrants in higher esteem (Bryce-Laporte, 1993; Dominguez, 1975) and, as such, 

benefit from White favoritism.  

As a result of the historical positions relegated by race within the United States, 

Whites generally are in positions of power and leadership over Blacks and control who 

gets higher or fired and/or promoted. As such, according to Fussell (1983), White 

favoritism has been touted to be meted out to Caribbean immigrants from the British 

West Indies, given the “high premium Americans place on things British” (as cited in 

Model, 1991, p. 251); as such, Jamaicans benefit from this favoritism. Additionally, 

having a similar colonial ruling in the past, Haitians are highlighted as expectant of this 

White favoritism as well and, as such, emphasize their accents (Stafford, 1987). 

Each participant in this study vocalized at numerous times in their stories the 

determination to succeed despite the challenges. Each woman personalized a definition of 

success varying from academic/professional or financial success, to elevation towards a 

higher plane of purpose that included creating educational institutions to help 

disenfranchised and/or disabled students. Furthermore, only two study participants 

described themselves as successful, the others described their progress towards success as 

“transitional” or “depending on the day.” One woman described herself as not feeling 

successful at the moment, despite having earned a doctoral degree while still in her 

twenties. What was consistent in all the women’s narratives was a commitment to making 

the effort towards achieving success throughout their lives, with a determination and 

motivation that permeated throughout their stories. 

Faye described herself as successful as she stated “I do consider myself 

successful, in comparison to a lot of people and lots of situations that are out there.” She 
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detailed her motivation proudly, journeying from being an immigrant student to 

becoming a school principal, owning a home and pursuing her doctoral studies within a 

span of 10 years. Her efforts to succeed encompass a common stereotype of Jamaican 

immigrants in their attempt to achieve success, such as having multiple jobs as an 

immigrant student. Faye mentioned that she “did [her] Master’s and a Bachelor’s without 

student loans. So, working two, three jobs…” as she navigated the professional track, she 

experienced a quick progression up the leadership ladder. She continued: 

I have moved compared to when I started, I have moved quickly in the leadership 

ring from teacher to reading coach, to curriculum specialists, to teach, to a leader 

and also not even having an experience as an assistant principal. I left straight 

from curriculum specialist to a principal position. 

She noted that the determination to succeed resulted in her wearing multiple hats 

professionally: 

I was doing PERT [testing administrator] you know, I was on the safety team, he 

[the principal] signed me up so, you know, I did a lot while I was there and then 

the school, I was still doing the internship. 

The commitment to success was evident in the description of overcoming challenges in 

her role as school principal. She stated: 

So that in itself was a challenge. I don’t think they expected me to do it, but I did. 

And then from there they transferred me to another school that had gotten an F. 

Yes. So, I spent two years at that school and then I got transferred to another F 

school and that one we moved in one year, like we missed it by a couple points 

from a B and it was a lot more kids, like 400. 
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Financial stability was always in her thought process despite reverting from principalship 

to a lesser paying role: 

It wasn’t a huge transition for me, because one of the main things I’m thinking, I 

still have a mortgage to pay at the end of the day. I’m not going to make because 

of a position, I don’t work, you know, and I, I am still living in a fairly good 

lifestyle. 

Faye’s motivation was from present from childhood. She recalled, “I was always mindful 

of the fact that I still needed to get an education.” Her determination to succeed despite 

disappointments was cemented intrinsically in the motivation to do well at whatever she 

does and not necessarily tied to a job title. Furthermore, ever after going back to the 

classroom, she is not deterred by the job change as she stated: 

I said, once you go into an environment and you prove yourself, for me, I’ve 

never really had an issue. You get knocked down and you know, here I am after 

three years being a principal, took a year off, was home, then last year decided to 

go back to and teach and you know when a principal, she is like, why would you 

want to do this? It doesn’t bother me. 

 Similarly, Dana’s motivation to succeed was demonstrated at each stage of her 

life, when asked if she considered herself successful, she said, “depending on the day, 

some days I feel that I have made a difference ….” Evidenced in Dana was a strong 

motivation to achieve success academically and professionally throughout her journey. 

She described preparing for college: 

He [guidance counselor] registered me for the ACT and I got a 27 and that’s a 

score I’m comfortable in sharing. But between the two scores, my entire college 
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expenses were paid for and that was my junior year. So, everything was in the 

bag. Testing was locked up, GPA was what it needed to be. 

As she overcame each hurdle, she would succumb to the urge for something more 

challenging professionally and academically. Her motivation to succeed initially came 

extrinsically from the emotional space of her own efforts to challenge the naysayers in 

her family. She recalled “because I’m not a dumb ass. I’m not a donkey. I am not a 

failure, I am going to prove to you, I am not ….” She detailed that her extended family’s 

ill treatment of her was a source of motivation: 

… the negative things family has said to me has driven me positively…I was that 

person, that kid who took the negativity and because whether I’m stubborn, I’m 

an ass or however, it was just I, I’m going to show you, I’m greater than you think 

I am. So, just in spite of or to spite, I went out of my way to be the best and the 

greatest to prove them wrong. 

This quest to succeed was a constant and was never deterred by the hills and valleys that 

she experienced. In fact, an awareness of her own academic ability and the power of 

education fueled the efforts at mobility and became the tools for her success. She boasted 

of her academic abilities as fuel to her motivation as she said: 

There was a test on my lunch break, I left, went, took the test. You got a little 

printout that you pass, I put it on their [supervisors’] desk and walked out. Don’t 

play with me. I don’t have time for your foolishness. I have the highest test scores 

in the school. Leave me alone. 

Additionally, she earned each degree in less time than prescribed as a testament to her 

motivation: 
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I applied to be accepted into the counselor program at the University of West 

Georgia. And I got it and I finished a three-year program in a year and a half and 

it felt good. I’d already done another Masters degree as well. And I felt like I 

reconfirmed to myself that I was smart and I hadn’t lost my touch because I got 

back to having 3.9 GPA. Then I was able to, I’ve always been able to finish. If a 

program takes two years, I finished it in a year, it takes three years, a year and a 

half.  

Her commitment to success is fueled by always having a goal. It has since moved from 

the extrinsic motivation of silencing naysayers to an intrinsic need to make a difference: 

I’m done with my educational leadership. I’m 100 percent done…I, it’s on my 

certification. I have, I’m elementary certified, English certified guidance and Ed 

leadership. I’m ready to be a principal and be in charge of my own school…I 

want to build a nation of strong, well balanced, well-meaning children that grow 

up to be balanced, well-meaning adults who will pass the torch on. 

Furthermore, she defined her long-term motivation: “Work is never done. The instant you 

believe that you’ve reached, and you are, you actually reached? and you are the best, 

you’re done.”  

 Kareen is one of the two women who considers themselves successful as she said, 

“I do consider myself successful because based on the criteria I just spoke of, I have 

touched quite a few lives out there.” Her desire to succeed as a new immigrant was 

fraught with challenges. However, she was motivated and knew that failure was not an 

option. She expressed with conviction her primary goal as a new immigrant as she said: 
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I was wanting to do one thing, I wanted to survive, it was from day one, it was do 

or die. I still had that I was going to survive mentality in my mind. So, once I got 

in there and …, I was at school and I was able to work, I wasn’t worried about the 

fact that I was on the floor. My thing was that, okay, I knew I was, I will come off 

the floor eventually, so I wasn’t worried about that. 

Likewise, her approach to her educational career demonstrated her motivation to be 

successful as a teacher: 

As you know, boys don’t like to read. So, I had to come up with certain ways for 

them to process the information in. So, I had boys reading Macbeth and trying to 

be the witches rub, a dub, dub, dub. 

In an effort to make her parents proud or to challenge her rivals, her initial motivation 

seemed to have been extrinsic. She described this as having “lived up to the expectation 

of what they expected, you know, whatever it is, whatever it is they expected.” Now, as 

an educational leader, she is motivated intrinsically to make a difference. She continued: 

But I’ve realized now, that I have to put myself out there more and have to enter 

into whatever is taking place because that’s where I’ll have a say. That’s where 

I’ll be able to, how should I say? propel others, push them forward, even push 

myself forward.  

Viola, when asked if she was successful, defined herself as “in transition.” She 

further explained that “I considered myself successful in the past. For me, having the 

opportunity to be an administrator, it was a really a great time for me.” Success for her 

was tied to the position of being a high school principal and being a doctoral student. 

Viola’s motivation to succeed was constant throughout her journey despite the 
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challenges. Preparing for college, Viola described her motivation to attain a higher score 

in her college entrance exam as she stated “I remember having to take the college board. I 

got a score that was not a good number, so I took it a second time because I wanted to 

have a higher score.” As a new immigrant, Viola demonstrated her willingness to work in 

any job that would provide an income: 

I refused to be a teacher. I really did it because my husband pushed me to do 

something. We needed money and we needed something. A non-profit, when you 

work for a non-profit, at $24,000 for a year…my supervisor had a high school 

diploma, I had a Master’s. It was very hard again. But you have to do what you 

have to.  

Her motivation was fueled intrinsically, believing that one should always “work hard, do 

your best.” Additionally, she described an immigrant motivation: 

Then, you know, you have to work, that mentality of an immigrant, that you do 

whatever you can do, doesn’t matter…so, it doesn’t matter what happened, you 

keep doing it, you keep doing it and you tolerate everything. So that’s how I was 

raised with the work ethic. So, I stayed, I stayed and, I said hold on, hold on. 

Furthermore, she explained that an extrinsic motivation is derived from people 

challenging her ability. She stated: 

That’s when I decided to go to college. That’s when I started teaching college 

also. So, I’m the type of person that if you try to prove that I am not good enough, 

I will try to win and I will try to get better…but you keep working, you keep 

working and I took pride in my work. So, you keep doing it and you keep 

showing what you’re capable of doing. Eventually you think that you’re going to 
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get the opportunities and that’s what happened. So jumping to get people before 

me, before you know, it happened and, and again. 

She described her motivation as a high school principal: 

I worked hard, it was a difficult year because the other principals, they left the  

school system that I was working in broken, so I’d have to fix a lot of things. So, 

it was very, it was the most stressful year. 

Kaye likewise described her motivation to excel despite challenges as a young, 

new immigrant eager to complete college, paying her tuition out of pocket, and working 

full-time. Kaye expressed: 

At one point when I finally got my papers [immigration adjustment of status] and 

I could take a full load [of classes] I said, man, listen, what is the quickest degree 

I can get, just so I can be done with this, I can move onto another chapter? And I 

met with an academic advisor, she says, well you have to have two of everything. 

So instead of going back and take over all the Math education classes, I figured I 

would just get my associates degree in mathematics. So, then I started working, I 

got a Liberal Arts general studies degree knowing that I’ll get my bachelor’s in 

math education, so I can be that teacher that I would want to be. So, I was like, 

oh, that sounds good, so at least it’s not going to take me 14 years. And so, I did 

my associates and started working for Bell South [phone company]. And I think I 

want to say that was probably one of the worse moves I made, but it delayed me 

longer than it should have because Bell South started throwing a lot of overtime 

and school became secondary and work became primary. And I think at 24, I was 

making 40,000 annually. It was dangerous, from making $70 every two weeks, 
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and so there was such an opportunity in that call center to make overtime that you 

would be in there 10, 12 hours a day and not even realizing it. 

She also described the difficulty getting her associates degree, but never giving up as she 

stated: 

I’m going to school, she [sister] was like, ‘how are you going to school?’ Well, if 

I can’t go to FAU, I’m going to start taking classes at Broward College. So 

naturally you can’t get financial aid or anything [because of immigrant status], so 

I’m just going to work and take one class at a time and it took me seven years to 

get my associates degree, one or two classes at a time and in that seven years, 

naturally by the last year I think is when I got my [immigration] papers. 

After getting that first degree, she crunched time to earn the other degrees upon becoming 

a citizen. She emphasized: “And so, seven years later I got an associate’s degree, and 

then within the next seven years, I got a bachelors, masters, specialist, and PhD.”  

Amy’s motivation to succeed was evident through the interview. When asked if 

she considered herself successful, she responded: 

I don’t think I’m successful…I’m in a space where I’m redefining. I remember 

when I finished my PhD I was like, okay, like I felt success then, but you know, 

that was very short lived because it was like, what now? What is the next thing? 

Like most of the women, her definition of success was fluid, changing based on current 

or most immediate accomplishment. As a new immigrant, there was also a level of 

motivation that was influenced extrinsically from the sacrifices made by her parents. 

Amy stated: 
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It was in the back of my head and the front of my head, my family’s sacrifice for 

me to be here. I had four years on this visa. Let’s go. That was my mission. Let’s 

go. I initially didn’t come to make friends. I wasn’t into any of that. 

Her commitment to succeed, despite the hills and valleys, drove the push to continuously  

pursue advanced degrees until the culmination of her doctorate before she was 30 years 

old. She said: 

Clearly no one was looking out for me. So, I had to make decisions that would 

expedite my PhD. I changed people off my committee and I added people to my 

committee. There were faculty members totally who were so against it because of 

personal issues. It was really stressful. 

 Summary of finding 2: Militant motivation. The participants demonstrated a 

high level of motivation to succeed throughout their lives. As immigrants, their 

motivation was militant as they tackled the challenges that ensued as they pursued. At 

each level of upward social mobility, they pushed hard with a determination to succeed 

by any means necessary. The motivation of each participant was fueled by intrinsic 

factors, like just believing in being exceptional at all times, coupled with extrinsic factors 

to prove others wrong or because of the goal of upward social mobility.  

Finding 3: Adult Learning - Labor for Learning 

Labour for learning before you grow old/for learning is better than silver or 
gold/silver and gold will vanish away/but a good education will never decay. 
(Sunanon-Webster, 2013, p. 35)  

 
 Sunanon-Webster (2013), a Caribbean writer, asserted that the value of education 

is taught from home and forms character development as “our mothers sent us off to 

school with this reminder” (p. 35). The evidence of such socialization was elucidated by 
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all six study participants. Immigrants to the United States are lured from their country in 

hopes of a better socio-economic future. To achieve this dream, they must navigate the 

hills and valleys that they will face as they adapt to a new country. According to the U.S. 

Department of Labor Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010), Black women experience 

occupational disadvantages based on gender and race. Therefore, to tackle these 

challenges, similarly positioned women must employ strategies that engage in adult 

learning practices as they seek to ameliorate their socio-economic situations (Merriam et 

al., 2006). The six study participants embraced varied adult learning strategies in their 

quest for success in educational leadership roles in the United States. Moreover, as each 

woman became more educated (formally and informally) and exposed to the U.S. 

educational system and its limitations, their pursuit of success became more about being 

an agent of change versus pursuing material manifestations of success. This 

transformative learning became the source of newfound purposes that became the 

impetus to tackle the goal of being in educational leadership, as well as choosing 

primarily non-traditional institutions or institutions that predominantly serve 

marginalized groups within which to effect change.  

The study participants engaged in aspects of adult learning principles that 

included self-directed, incidental, and formal learning. Self-directed learning is based on 

accepting responsibility for one’s own learning (Knowles, 1975; Tough, 1979) and it also 

fosters transformational learning (Brookfield, 1986; Mezirow, 1985). Incidental learning 

takes place as unplanned part of everyday life (Merriam & Brockett, 2011). The formal 

learning in pursuit of degrees took place in universities in the United States.  
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Only Viola completed her Master’s degree in her homeland of Puerto Rico. The 

immigrant adult learners engaged aspects of andragogy, not limited to the pursuit of 

advanced degrees and certifications, because of the goal of professional advancement. 

Each participant’s quest for success ventured from initially desiring to engage in careers 

other than education, to experiencing blooming educational leadership careers in non-

traditional institutions: charter, private, and Title I funded schools. Additionally, the 

women are committed to long-term goals that include continuous work as agents of 

change for marginalized groups.  

Based on the progress of their self-directed learning, transformative learning 

ensued where conscientization (Freire, 1970) about their own realities and, as such, the 

realities of children and adults like themselves would shape their career focus. The 

process of conscientization engages the oppressed as they realize the sociopolitical and 

economic contradictions in their world and take action against its oppressive elements 

(Freire, 1970). This type of transformative education as purported by Freire allows people 

to “critically reflect upon their world and take action to change society towards a more 

equitable and just vision” (Merriam et al., 1998, p. 9). Transformative learning challenges 

one’s underlying assumptions, feelings, values, judgments, beliefs, and perspectives in 

the process or personal and intellectual growth (Mezirow, 1991). Additionally, Boyd’s 

(1991) theory of transformation ascribes a coming to terms with the first half of one’s life 

and a meaningful integration with the second half, which can be applied to all six women 

who did not want to become educators. However, as their lives unfolded, they became 

successful educators. The participants aspired to effect and affect even greater change in 
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the educational field, thus demonstrating a deeper understanding of their inner self and a 

greater sense of self responsibility (Boyd, 1991).  

The transformation that takes place in the adult learner comes as a result of 

experiences that can only be critically analyzed at the adult stage of life. For migrant 

women from the Caribbean, this becomes greatly important as each participant described 

the high value that was placed on education in their formative years as a means of 

achieving material success. In fact, three of the six participants had parents who were 

educators and as such being educated with advanced degrees was not optional. The other 

three women whose parents were not educators discussed passionately the understanding 

that education would be their tool for success. Both of Amy’s parents were educators; 

thus, her educational foundation was solid. She stated: 

My parents were educators. It was amazing, to be honest. Like I don’t ever 

remember complaining to do homework. Homework time was fun. I would go to 

my dad’s office, at that time he worked at the College of the Bahamas. I would go 

by his office and do homework. My parents did a really good job at showing the 

importance of education in different informal ways … I was fortunate enough to 

go to a really good high school in the Bahamas…success was tied to my grades. I 

definitely understood the importance of academic competency and just academic 

growth and excellence. 

 Viola’s parents were also educators and the value of education was cemented 

early as she explained: 

My parents, both of them are teachers. My mother, my mother, well, she was a 

teacher and she used to teach Spanish in Puerto Rico. My father was a teacher, a 
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music teacher. But he also played for the Symphonic Orchestra in Puerto Rico…. 

My mother was a teacher, so you have to read…you’re going to have good grades 

or you’re not getting anything. I was probably reading before kindergarten 

because she was a teacher, so it was everything about reading the books and 

teaching, how to write and everything. 

 Faye’s mother was also a teacher as were other members of her family. As such, 

education was the understood tool to get a good job. Fay recalled: 

With my family…everyone went to college and had a good job. So, it was 

something that is within the family. So, it was expected of me to do well in 

school. You know, and as a child from three years old, I’ve been going to school 

with my mom, because she’s a teacher. So, you always playing school, you’re 

always in school, so it just come like a normal thing. 

 Kareen’s mom was an adult learner and instilled the value of education early on 

for her. She said: 

From that time, education has played a very central role…education was always a 

major role in our family…I can recall my mother who was not given formal 

education, well, she went to school. But their concept of education was very 

different. When she met my father, from what I’m told, he sent her back to 

school. So that was where it seems as if once education started for her, it became 

important. So, she decided that her children had to be educated no matter what, 

because she felt that it was (she had to stay home and take care of everybody else 

while the others were able to go to school). And so, she instilled that we had to be 

educated. 
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Furthermore, she described that she had to be a top performer as she said that “there were 

certain goals that had to be accomplished and bringing home a C or D is not possible and 

I had to stay in the top 10.” Education in the Caribbean is valued highly. She explained: 

In the Caribbean, education is so important in a particular social class I should 

say, you know, we were told at that particular time that this is your only way to 

get to where you want to get to in life and you need to be educated. So, education 

was not an option; it wasn’t, ‘oh, I don’t want to go to school today.’ It was the 

only way you’re staying home is if you are sick, and sick where you have to go to 

the doctor. 

 Dana described an early value placed on her academic ability by her teacher as 

she said: 

Academics was always my safe area. It’s the one thing even to today that I can 

control. It’s the one thing that no matter what’s going on, I’ve always known that. 

I think it’s something that was drilled into us at Morris Knibb prep. 

In describing her teacher, she recalled: 

She had her husband’s belt from home that she would beat people with and the 

better your marks were the more tickies [check marks] you got. You did not get 

beaten. So, I knew the smarter I was, I would not get a beating. 

 Kareen also described understanding from early the value of education. She said: 

My mom probably has a third-grade education…so it was communicated really 

early in our family that you have to excel in school. The belief is that education is 

like the door to everything else…so for me academically as I thought of success, 

it has been as a student going in and doing my best. 
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 Armed with foundational values of the importance of education, as new 

immigrants, the study participants stayed true to these inculcated values and engaged in 

aspects of adult learning principles as they navigated the norms and mores of a new 

country. Furthermore, three of the women (Faye, Amy, and Kareen) migrated as students 

on educational visas. Amy experienced incidental learning that led to a greater 

understanding of Blacks in America. She recalled: “I learned about Black history in such 

amazing ways, African-American history just became so interesting. And then I 

understood why people are so mad...I understood, I understood a lot more, their slavery 

journey is a lot different than ours.” 

 Kaye’s self-directed learning was evident in her determination to go to school as a 

new immigrant and learning how to communicate accordingly. She shared: “But I need to 

go to school like now, and so by the time, at that point, I’m now 18 and I’m now being 

able to communicate this is what needs to happen for me to go to school.” 

 Kareen’s self-directed learning was used to challenge her socializing and 

networking skills as a new immigrant. She said: “I was not a social butterfly, you know? 

So, when I came here, I had to learn how to be that social butterfly…still it is a learning 

process, but I didn’t know the importance of networking.” 

 Viola’s incidental learning taught her about the inequality in the treatment of 

immigrants. She shared: “At the beginning, you feel like well things happened, she has 

more experience and you accept that. But when the people start mistreating you, that’s 

when you start noticing the degrees, you know, because it is not fair.” Viola became a 

lifelong learner and realized she must to get to the next level of opening her own school. 

She said: 
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It’s a learning process, I guess I’m growing and learning first…you know what, 

probably I am not stuck, probably I’m getting trained. I said that I’m stuck 

because I can’t move, I can’t move financially, I can’t move with the building, I 

can’t go there. But in order to be successful, you need to be trained. And I think 

that have been, I’m getting the training and I’m being groomed. 

 In an effort to control her impulses, Dana engaged in self-directed learning, which 

she believes is critical to her next progression to principalship. She recalled: 

That’s the lesson I had to learn this year, that I am learning this year. I’m learning 

to bite my tongue, eat my words, think things through five times over before I 

actually respond. I’m playing chess and I think until I’ve mastered all those 

moves, I won’t be ready…I am learning that sometimes it’s best to get a seat at 

the table, before you flip it. 

As the women acquired new knowledge in an effort to achieve professional 

success through formal and informal learning methods, transformative learning ensued. 

Transformative learning seeks to reexamine the social and political role that education 

plays in a student’s life. The learner seeks to better understand his/her place in the system 

and the confrontation that ensues as one addresses the issues such as race, class, and 

gender that are always prevalent as one engages in the process of teaching and learning. 

Five of the six women resisted becoming educators; only Kaye spoke of always wanting 

to be teacher. Three of the women did not want to become teachers because their parents 

were in education. In the case of two of the women (Kareen and Dana), it was just never 

a thought.  
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However, despite the initial resistance, in their journey they have excelled as 

educators and ultimately have been transformed from resistant teachers to educational 

leaders who are seeking to become change agents for marginalized groups. Through the 

hills and valleys experienced as immigrants, these women became familiar with the 

limitations of the traditional educational system. Subsequently, they sought out safer 

spaces to engage with the system (charter, private, and Title I funded schools). As they 

earned advanced degrees, certifications and licenses as well as additional new knowledge 

in the teaching and learning environment, they veered towards alternative avenues and 

methods outside the traditional public-school models and that is where they blossomed. 

The lessons learned during and following the transformative learning experience dictate 

different approaches to the teaching and learning experience, which may be at odds with 

the cookie cutter approach typical at traditional public institutions. Additionally, based on 

the hills and valleys unique to the Caribbean, immigrant woman in their journey to 

professional success, the alternative means of engaging in the teaching and learning 

experience were more conducive to their needs.  

 The participants represented the outcome of the transformational learning process 

at its best: attaining higher level education degrees, implementing the knowledge taught 

in a school setting, and then rebelling against this traditional method as their lived 

experiences revealed the disconnect between their formal and non-formal education. The 

gap between theory and practical experiences transformed these women from simply 

following the norms and dictates of their profession to positions of advocacy for the 

marginalized. This was made possible within the confines of their professions. Added to 

the realization that existing norms and institutions helped create such marginalization, 
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they then chose to use their professional talents at the margins of the system (charter, 

Title I funded, and private schools) in order to effectuate change. Amy chose private 

institutions because they gave her opportunities when she was inexperienced. She said: 

When I was a student, it was oh you are full time, you don’t have experience. So I 

wasn’t getting the opportunities. But the doors were opening in private education. 

So, I decided to get the opportunity to get the leadership training that way. 

Furthermore, Amy detailed working at private institutions because she felt connected to 

the population and was faced with less politics.  

 Kaye made conscious efforts to work at Title I funded schools as she said: 

So, all the schools I’ve worked at have been Title I schools and that’s by choice 

because there’s a greater need there. I feel more valued and needed there. I could 

be teaching Algebra one honors all the time. But I always chose to infuse there 

with a regular intensive math class because that’s where the light goes off in a 

student who didn’t know that negative one and one was zero a whole semester. 

Somewhere out of the blue, he says I get it because we left that chapter like eight 

weeks ago, but it finally clicked to him. For me, if you’re a 16 year old and you’re 

just now realizing that negative one and one is zero and there’s so much work to 

do. It’s very intentional. I choose this because it’s part of my objective or my goal 

as a leader. It’s not really, like I said, to just go to work and work for the sake of 

work is really to effect change. So, I like to work with institutions and the need is 

visible to everyone else and so you have an opportunity to work. It’s nothing 

against if you, for example, if I’m going to work in Weston and everyone already 
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comes in with algebra one knowledge, right? So that’s very different than 

working in Allen High school where someone comes into like negative one. 

 As Kaye ventured into higher education, she chose a state college within which 

she was strategic with engaging marginalized populations. Kaye said: 

So, the disconnect for higher education is not to understand that in high school, 

not everyone thinks college is possible. That’s why all the efforts, they have good 

intentions in higher education, but it never sticks because they don’t understand 

that fundamentals, and if you don’t communicate to people that college is 

possible, they’re not thinking about it. That’s why they’re not applying. So, part 

of it is to give back to the community regardless of whether they choose to hear or 

not. Our goal is to say that college is possible. So, we called the college as much 

as possible. So, on a Saturday we brought in 200 district students. We coordinated 

buses with them because I tell him transportation’s always an issue. We fed them, 

and we did different workshops and seminars for the students and the parents. In 

our cultures, if you don’t have the capacity of college going, we call it. There’s a 

piece of knowing that you have to have it. After you’ve gone to college that you 

pass on to everyone around. 

 Kareen’s preferred the charter schools’ culture as she shared: 

Charter school is not like the traditional school, the charter school gives you 

certain areas with more leeway that you can have versus the traditional setting. 

It’s almost as if they are in a family setting versus where we are in (traditional), I 

am teacher, you’re a child. 
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Kareen’s transformation occurred as she navigated the teaching and learning environment 

at a charter school that served students who had been unsuccessful in traditional high 

schools. Kareen explained: 

I think that’s where I was at that time where it was like, okay, it’s just a job, I’m 

going to go to work, come back home, why do I need to care about these 

children? You know, really, they got mamas, they got dads, they can do whatever. 

And then I started working at Marry High [pseudonym], and that was where those 

children, those children became my children because they did not have mommies 

and daddies like that. It was school, and for them was their haven. They came off 

the streets to be in school, sometimes just to even sleep for the five hours that they 

were there because they would have to run the road in the evenings or in the 

nights. Sometimes, yes, I had to wake them up, but sometimes I understood that 

this was the reality of their lives. And because of that, I realized that, okay, I can 

move these children, I was able to see some of them graduate. And that alone was 

a humbling experience for me, it was something that spoke to me. This is where 

my definition of success started changing to some extent. Yeah. That’s where I 

started seeing that there are things, that there’s more out there that I can offer and 

more out there that I can do for others, apart from being singularly focused on my 

goal. 

 Viola experienced social mobility up the educational leadership ladder despite not 

having some certifications because she was in a charter school. She recalled: 
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It’s strange, it’s incredible that I was able to do something that I never expected to 

do and got into a better place. You know, I’m in a better place and got to a good 

position without having a lot of things, specifically with certification. 

Viola’s transformation has led her to a long-term goal of opening her own school to serve 

students with exceptionalities. This desire emerged from her experiences as an ESE 

educator and also having a son with special needs. She shared: 

I want to make a difference in the place that I’m working right now and that’s my 

short term really. Long term, I want to finish, I want to finish my degree. I don’t 

know if I will be an administrator again. But every day, I think that I need to open 

something. I’m not talking about, a big school, I don’t even think about money. 

I’m thinking about decent place for kids with special needs. That is a place where 

I will put up my kid because right now there is no place that I love. 

She further detailed her goal to make a difference as she stated: 

After being an administrator, I really wanted to have a place, I don’t know what 

kind of. Right now, at the time, the moment that we’re living in the house, I really 

think that has to be an inclusive place for kids, all kinds of kids. The majority of 

the kids with disabilities, they, even the typical kids, they benefit from inclusion, 

but not everybody believes on it or something that’s not really too inclusion. My 

son right now, he’s in private school, and it’s okay. But it feels more like they are 

babysitting more than a school. You know, but he is a smart kid, he has issues 

with the communication and everything, but he is smart. So we’re wasting time, 

because he is smart. I know that he, he can succeed if people believe in him. But a 

lot of people they don’t believe in them. So, I want to have a place that I can 



 116 

work. But more than anything, a place where I can have my kid and be happy 

with the education that he’s receiving. I think that if I find the right people to do 

it, really with the heart, we can have an amazing place. 

 Faye described similarly one of the reasons for choosing charter schools is a 

connection and being able to commence working without having all her certifications. 

Faye said: 

I did the substitute teaching for a year. I did it for a year, and at the time I was 

working on getting my certification. Then the charter school started booming and 

this Jamaican lady opened a charter school, I met her through someone and you 

could get a salary even though you are not certified, at the time they could do that. 

So, I went and I started teaching with her and from there I worked on doing the 

test for the teaching certificate. 

Being promoted quickly in a charter school speaks to the idea of the non-traditional track 

as more suited for her needs. She continued: 

My entire class passed. So, with that school it was actually was an F school, and 

they wanted a reading coach. She said, you did so well in reading, I’m going to 

promote you. So just two years in, then at third year I became a reading coach. 

Furthermore, she explained the contribution she wants to make to Black students as part 

of being a change agent as she said: 

So, it just shows me the imbalance in education, how when your kids can be 

gifted in, you have some really gifted kids, Black kids, but it’s not offered in these 

schools. So here I am. I’m hoping to go back to one of those schools because I 

think I’ve learned a lot here that I think I can, you know, push to have our Black 
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kids also have. Advocating for gifted programs for the national honor society like 

what they have that they can be a part of. You know. So, having more activities 

for that, again. 

 Dana chose charter schools because it engaged people who are different: 

I think because charter schools are willing to take a risk, charter schools by design 

were created by risk takers. People who didn’t want to just go with the status quo, 

and so when the powers that be see someone similar, they’re more likely to go 

with them…I wanted to give charters a try. When I did my interview, I spoke up 

for myself. It’s one of the first times I ever spoke up for myself and I said, ‘I was 

told we do not have a counselor position available, we have English’ and I just 

simply asked them to keep me in consideration if and when it shows up. And they 

did, they kept their word and I was, that got my loyalty. You keep your word. I 

keep my word. I’ll be a hard worker.  

Dana’s long-term goal is to create an institute that helps marginalized students. She said: 

I consider myself now to be a nation builder. That’s what I want to do. I want to 

build a nation of strong, well balanced, well-meaning children that grow up to be 

balanced, well-meaning adults who will pass the torch on…when I stop. I think 

about that, kind of what I want. I envision a complex where young adults can get 

mentoring, education, teaching, like someplace safe to live and learn, and then 

they’re released into the world. That’s like, honestly, you know what I want, I’ve 

been voicing it more and more lately. It’s almost like an educational compound 

for young adults regardless of your race, your background, you know, I know it’s 

going to be predominantly Black kids, but everyone needs help. 
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 Summary of finding 3: Adult learning. The six women in this study furrowed 

through the layers of pedagogical and andragogical education to ensure upward social 

mobility. In the quest for this mobility, they stumbled upon transformative learning, 

which would chart their course from resistant educators to becoming change agents 

focused on making a difference in the lives of those historically marginalized. Their 

transformative learning resulted from their own experiences in a new land; critical 

reflection on their own beliefs, values, and prevailing systems; and subsequent 

conscientization.  

Finding 4: Strong Matriarchal Support: Strength of a Woman 

The Black woman’s struggle, resistance, and survival are a way of life (Wint & 

Dunn, 1998). The challenges they face began from the Middle Passage, the journey from 

Africa to the Americas and in slavery, and subsequent fight for emancipation and 

liberation and, as such, they have subsequently honed the creative survival skills of the 

Caribbean woman. As a result of this need to survive and thrive, Caribbean women have 

become “reluctant matriarchs” (Reddock, 1993, p. 49). These skills and creativity are 

useful in any situation and are a substantive part of the African feminist dialogue (Wint & 

Dunn, 1998).  

The participants of this study all shared stories of support they received as a 

critical source of their survival and success. The most consistent support and influence as 

described from childhood by all six women was their mother and/or another matriarchal 

figure. Some of the women explored their relationships with their grandmothers, and one 

(Kaye) discussed the significant role an older sister played in “othermothering” her. 

Kareen also described having “another mother” who was significant in her professional 
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development. James (1993) has defined othermothering as “acceptance of responsibility 

for a child not one’s own, in an arrangement that may or may not be formal” (p. 45). 

Othermothering can be traced back to the independent West African cultural values (Hill 

Collins, 2000). Hill Collins (2000) asserted that othermothering is not based on the 

absence of the Black father. The Black man may indeed be physically present, and the 

family ties are still being strengthened by the Black woman. Some of the women 

described their relationship with their father as constant support weaved throughout their 

lived experience. Only two participants, Dana and Faye, described their relationship with 

their fathers as less than supportive.  

Decorated Jamaican reggae artist Shaggy (2002) describes women in his popular 

song “Strength of a Woman”: 

So amazing how this world was made 

I wonder if God is a woman 

The gift of life astounds me to this day 

I give it up for the woman 

She’s the constant wind that fills my sails 

Oh, that woman 

With a smile and a style 

She’ll protect you like a child 

That’s a woman …. (track 7)  

The matriarchal support provided for these women resembles the description of a woman 

as presented by Shaggy. Throughout the interviews, all six women discussed the 

importance of their mothers as sources of strength, support, and inspiration throughout 
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their life’s journey. Each woman described mothers who were active in ensuring a 

successful journey by instilling values that included a strong sense of self and an early 

appreciation of the power of education. Furthermore, three of the women (Amy, Kaye, 

and Viola) had mothers who were teachers and, as such, they initially resisted careers in 

the educational field; however, they would later find themselves following in their 

mother’s footsteps or thinking they are not doing enough to honor their mother’s legacy. 

Amy talked about her mother efforts to instill pride in her as a Black woman when she 

was made fun of because of her skin color as a young child: 

My mother is very reaffirming in who you are, like Black is beautiful. So that was 

it from day one. So that was something I was very open with her, and those 

experiences I want to say maybe, I was in like third or fourth grade. I came home 

and she was like, the next time somebody says something, you let them know 

your Black is beautiful and you are Black, you be proud. 

Additionally, she described her mother lovingly for her philanthropy, caring for a young 

man, she now calls her “brother” as she said “So, my mom saw this guy in church. She 

was like, oh, you want to go to school, come on baby, we got you.” The support from her 

mother continued as she engaged in her doctoral studies. She described “There were days 

when there was utter frustration, there were days when I called my mother and said I quit, 

I’m good. I was crying, stressed out.” She humorously described following in her 

mother’s footsteps despite initial resistance to education as she said: 

I wanted to do something different than education, ironically, right? Because my 

parents were in education. It’s so funny, when I graduated, my first class that I 

taught was the first class that my mom taught when she came out of college. She 
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would not let me live that down to this day okay. She was like, I told you, you are 

going to walk in my footsteps. I’m like, oh, my God. 

She detailed her character as indicative of her parents’ values: 

I think authenticity, to be honest, like there are just some things, you can’t 

duplicate. Just some things that I feel like I got from my parents. It is what it is. 

Like my parents are not fake…I never understood it, my parents used to say a lot 

of times, best revenge is your success, just focus on you, mind your business, 

mind yours and mind yours. So, I am minding mine. 

 Kareen talked about the importance of her mother in helping to create a strong 

educational foundation in her formative years: 

My mother was one of those parents who attended every single PTA meeting, she 

was at every single one. She came for report cards, so I could not fudge on my 

reports. And I’m like, even in test scores, if I failed a test, the teacher will pick up 

the phone and call her and let her know. She was very, very involved in what was 

going on. So my grades went low and my mother went high, because I came 

home and it was my very first C and D, I’ll never forget, I got jacked up in that 

corner and I was told I’m only allowed to come into this household with As, and a 

probability of a B, if she sees another C, or D am dead as a dog. In third form, I 

came, I came fourth, yeah. No matter what, he [father] said it was okay once I 

stayed in the top 10, but mummy said top five. 

Her mother’s support continued even as an adult student struggling to get into university. 

She said “So, we went there, we went to University of the West Indies, my mom was 

trying to see if she could still get me in.” She reflectively and lovingly described her 
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mother as “she was always willing and able to go out to fight, she was a good warrior.” 

Kareen’s mother supported her as her adult education journey continued after she 

migrated to the United States. She described her mother’s role in helping her financially 

as she pursued her Master’s degree as a new immigrant. She said the following, “… and 

my mother, she would pay for the rent and everything and the credit college courses 

because that came out of pocket because I was not entitled to receive any form of aid.” 

Viola remembered her mother wistfully as being her best friend as a child (her 

mother died while she was in college). She said “our best friend, it was, it was mommy, 

you know, she used to take us back and forth through all the activities, to church.” She 

described her mom as a rebellious, brave woman to whom she is often afraid she is not 

measuring up in her professional life. Viola stated: 

She will go and pick them up in their houses and take them to church. She used to 

go to the bars when they went, four or five females and they will go to the bar and 

then will sit there and they will drink a coke or something and they will talk with 

the people. She was so progressive because of her beliefs. And now when I see 

myself, I always want to be like her, I’m far from that. She, she wasn’t afraid. If 

something was happening with the government, she will go and protest. She will 

take me to the protest…I didn’t know that she was setting the right values, you 

know, that you are supposed to fight injustice. It is sad, really sad, you know, 

when I think about my life in Puerto Rico growing up and how I was raised, and 

what I’ve become now it is sad because I’m far from what I’m supposed to be 

doing with the passion that she put, with service to the people. We will go to 

church and I will have a homeless person smelling in my car with me. 
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She credited her mother for instilling the value of education and hard work in her as she 

said: 

She will have to just look at me I will start crying, it was that bad, she didn’t play. 

If she tell you, if you do something, I will do this, she will do it. She really did not 

have to spank me or anything like that because she will punish, and she will give 

them pointers…she did a really good job because that’s the most important part 

when you’re growing up, if you put that ethic and that work there…I remember 

she told me, Viola, you have to do like me; she got married at 28 or something. 

Because you need to travel, you have to have a vocation. If you can do a masters, 

do a masters. If you say you’re going to do a PhD or whatever…so you never 

depend on a husband, why, because her father was really bad, he used to beat her 

mother and the environment was really bad. I’m sure that she did not want that for 

any of us. And it worked. All four of us, we have a master’s degree and one, one 

of us, I was doing a PhD. 

Viola’s mother died while she was in college; however, her grandmother subsequently 

continued the “mothering” process. She described her grandmother as a strong source of 

support throughout her life. Even after the interview, she continued talking about her 

grandmother being a strong woman who left an abusive husband and went back to 

college, graduating at the same time as one of her own children. She shared: 

So, we finished [being raised] in my grandma’s house. It was the right thing I 

remember, she even built, poor lady, she took a loan to build an extra room for us, 

so we can have enough space, so we stayed with her. The grandmas are special. 

So, when my mom died, we moved in with my grandma.  
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The relationship with grandma was strong and influential even before her mother’s death. 

Viola said: 

I love grandma … I didn’t say anything about her, but she was there. Of course. it 

was mother and my father, but she was really the one that raised me because when 

I was younger I would stay with her. You know how grandmas are in the country, 

you are with your grandma for many years. I probably prefer my grandma to my 

mother, she was a teacher too, and she was very, she was very strict. She was a 

warrior, you know. You do this, you have to say this, and she will force me. I 

don’t know if she knew I was so shy that she will force me to say how are you to 

every single person, how you’re doing? I’d hate it because when somebody was 

walking towards us, how about I say all the time? All the time. But she knew what 

she was doing. She was, she was something else. I probably was reading before 

kindergarten because she was a teacher, so everything about reading the books 

and teaching, how to write on everything. So, a lot of the times prior to middle 

school, I remember I stayed with her a lot of the nights. 

 Dana described her mother as her primary support as she said, “my mom had one 

job, make money, provide for my child … my assistant principal, Mr. Kirk and my mom 

talked every single day and I did not know.” She described her mom’s approach to her as 

a rebellious teen upon moving out of the house as she said: 

… and then the person got out of the car and put my bags in the trunk and I got in 

the car with them. It was my mom, and she drove me to our apartment and she 

unpacked all my stuff and we did not talk about it. 
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She detailed an unwavering support from her mom while experiencing a challenging 

relationship with her father. Dana expressed: 

He bought me the cell phone but stops paying the bill and my mom had to foot the 

bill…my mom never asked any questions. My child needed me. She did what she 

had to do…my mom wrote a letter explaining what took place between me and 

my dad, sent me to therapy on campus…I just told my mom, I’m just not happy. 

And so she sent me money and I got an efficiency in Miramar and got a part time 

job. 

Even as an educator, she described her mom’s ongoing support as she stated: “I got 

rescued again by my mom, she came and she got me from Atlanta…I had my mother’s 

shoulders to stand on, so I was able to do it. But no, it’s, it’s been my mother.” 

Additionally, her grandmothers were mentioned at intervals as influencing her journey. 

Despite her tumultuous relationship with her father and paternal grandfather, she 

described her paternal grandmother lovingly and with admiration: 

What they didn’t know was that my grandmother was a vicious Southern woman 

who was a nurse and knew her rights. My grandmother always went to 

predominantly White schools and neighborhoods where she worked as a nurse. 

That’s because she needed the paperwork to fill out, she knew the zoning, she 

needed the questions to ask … my grandmother knew she was dying and she sat 

me down. This is the year that I lived with them and she told me the little things 

that I was like, why are you telling me this? I’m a kid. Always have an account 

separate that your husband does not know about, you know, have little cash 

around. Don’t be afraid to love, don’t be afraid to give your all. Don’t be afraid to 
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make mistakes, that was my grandma Nancy [pseudonym]. And she was just 

telling me little things and she’d say when I die, I want to be buried in a pink 

casket. And she was like, I already have a plot, picked out Dee, you don’t have to 

worry about it. And she was like, the dress is hanging in the back closet. 

She also described her maternal great-grandmother’s legacy of service as her measure of 

success as she stated: 

When my great-grandmother died, you would have thought a celebrity died. All, 

these kids, she used to babysit and watch in the tenement yard and all kinds of 

things, everybody showed up. Everybody had good things to say about Sista 

Mama. She raised them, she fed them, she pushed them, she had no formal 

education. But my granny impacted, whole dovecot wrapped around lines of 

traffic shutdown Kingston, Jamaica for my granny. Now if I get a little bit of that, 

then I was a good leader. That’s all that matters. 

 Faye detailed her mother’s influence and support throughout her life, especially 

because her mom was an educator, as she said: 

So, my mom just retired, my mom served 35 years as a teacher. I lived with my 

mom…but you know, my mom would just say one thing, you need to pass CXC 

[external examinations at the end of high school] and to go to college. That’s it. 

Whatever you do. My mom made sure that I got a good education. My mom 

would pay for evening classes, because I’m extremely weak in math. I wouldn’t 

go and she was paying the money. When she found out, she never like hit us or 

anything, you know. But once she talked, you know exactly what it means. So, 

she would say, do whatever you want, but at the end of the day, minimum six 
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CXCs, you know, six…because of her education and as a teacher also, with my 

family, aunts and everyone went to college and had a good job. So, it was 

something that is within the family. It was expected of me to do well in school. As 

a child from three years old, I’ve been going to school with my mom, because 

she’s a teacher. So, you always playing school, you’re always in school, so it just 

come like a normal thing, for me. So, having a teacher, um, someone to guide 

you, that was the best part. She was the one who insisted that I am a teacher and I 

didn’t want to. But over time I really love it, and here I am. 

She also discussed the role of her mom in building a high self-esteem within her when 

faced with issues of colorism in her homeland. She stated “… at the time it really did not 

affect me much, I guess because of my mom who was very strong and had created in me 

a strong self-esteem.” She continued detailing the support her mom gave her as an 

immigrant adult student in a new country as she emphasized: 

So, it was with the university in Austin. I decided to go to the informational 

session. I told my mom about it and she’s like, well, if you want to now, you are 

done with school. That was the main thing, I’m done. You’re on your own, you 

can do whatever you want to now. My mom supported me the entire time because 

there was no student loan, because I really wasn’t a citizen. I have to do 

everything myself. My mom was like, well, if you want to come home, come 

home, come home to a job. 

Kaye stated that her mother played an important role in establishing the 

foundation of hard work and the value of education. She said: 
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My mom was a seamstress, so there was an opportunity for her to go and buy 

material [in another Caribbean country] and so back and forth. She started 

traveling. I never really got the story of why on one of the trips she ended up 

staying and so naturally, I was the youngest and so she was like, well, she’s taking 

me. So she took my youngest brother and I to Grand Turk…I remember that it 

was just me, my mom, my aunt and my brother. My mom worked a lot. So, she 

was doing the seamstress, being a maid, so she was gone for fourteen hours. So, I 

literally remember it was really my aunt that was at home as much, but I knew my 

mom. As I got older, I realized she was more like a live-in maid, that people do 

here. Sometimes, she would go away for days and then come back…my mom 

probably has a third-grade education. So, it was communicated really early in our 

family that you have to excel in school, because the belief is that education is like 

the door to everything else. 

In an effort to afford a better life for her, her parents arranged for her to migrate to the 

United States with 2 of her 11 siblings where an older sister would “othermother” her. 

Kaye shared:  

I thank my sister for sure, she became a surrogate mom for a long time. I guess it 

was decided that my older sister would come to the U.S. and I would come with 

her, so my mother can go back to Haiti. 

She described the continuous support of her sister as she stated:  

My mom didn’t know enough about the educational structure here to kind of 

support me in that sense, and I knew that. So, I didn’t look to her to get that. But 

my sister definitely helped early on in the process … At that time, my sister was 
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already a resident, so filing for me was no issue. So, my sister enrolled us in 

school, my brother was just two years older than me, so it was just he and I, we 

came in. She got a two-bedroom apartment, then she started having kids and then 

they just joined us in that room too. And so naturally school was life, so it’s 

school and church, that’s really all our life was. 

Even in adulthood, her sister supported her journey despite having her own children. She 

recalled: 

You realized she has a family of her own, and yet whether they asked her or not, 

she volunteered, I still never even asked her like how you’re the one that was 

chosen. Right? And so, we stayed with her. She bought a house after I graduated 

and I was still in the apartment and we moved to North Lauderdale, probably until 

I was like 22, 23. James and I moved. So, finally she, after she had her third child 

then it became ridiculous at that point. And so, James and I started talking about, 

okay, at some point let’s relieve the pressure. And even then, she was like, no, 

you guys are family, don’t go. But even when someone says that you know, it’s 

your time. So, James and I went and got an apartment and then still today, that is 

the first home our family has gotten. Everyone who’s gotten to the United States 

has gone through that home in North Lauderdale, and that is still some of our 

permanent addresses because that’s the only home that has not moved. Because 

we’ve moved 80 times, that’s the house everyone uses that address in Fort 

Lauderdale. For a lot of all my nieces and nephews going to college, that house 

has not changed. And so that has become, really become a staple. It’s through her 
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that everyone else has come to the United Stated and it’s through that address. 

She is like the mom to everybody, even those who are all older than she is.  

 Subfinding 4: It takes a village. All of the women described non-familial 

relationships that were instrumental in getting them through difficult times. These 

relationships often included professional relationships that could be deemed as 

mentorships: professors, teachers, and supervisors were credited as being significant in 

impacting their journey. Only two women mentioned benefiting from organizational 

support. For Black women’s survival, the creation of new familial bonds incorporated not 

just kinship, but also friendships as a means of psychological, social, and economic 

support (Wint & Dunn, 1998). Parker and Kram (1993) purported that for women to 

succeed, they must form the kind of mentoring relationships that have enabled their male 

counterparts to advance in their careers. They further argued that supportive mentors are 

critical components of a successful career, particularly in its early stage. The authors also 

posited that establishing mentor-protégé relationships are more challenging for women 

than for men. Additionally, Black women face a “double outsider” status according to the 

Catalyst Report (Catalyst, 2004), and as such mentoring becomes critical in the efforts for 

social mobility as they wrestle with the hills and valleys because of the intersectionality 

of race of and gender. These Caribbean women, by virtue of being immigrants, are by 

this definition triple outsiders. Amy spoke of her “village” being instrumental throughout 

her journey. She shared: 

Here I got my village and they’re still very good friends now, and although I’m 

here in Florida, I have two or three friends, that come, I want to say once every 

other month just to stop by. I have one coming this weekend, she was here two 
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weeks ago. At the drop of a hat, if we need something, we are there…I had the 

opportunity, I was fortunate enough to like just meet some really good friends 

who helped along the way from classes and you know, I was able to connect with 

people.  

The village as a description of a system of support has become widely known and 

recognized as an important concept in understanding resilient efforts of African-

Americans families living in a society where they are devalued (McAdoo, 2002). Amy 

described the support she received from a student organization as a new immigrant 

student as she shared:  

So, it was when I joined the Caribbean Student Association and that is where, you 

know, college just seemed different because now there was a network, there was a 

sense of familiarity where you could still learn, you know, you’re different from 

somebody but they’re not judging you for it. It’s kind of like we are from the 

same region, well, what are you cooking today? Well, what? And then the 

families just meshed. Those people now are my daughter’s godparents and vice 

versa. It’s been really interesting to do life with just people just because of those 

connections of being a home away from home. And that was the motto of our 

Caribbean Student Association, ‘a home away from home,’ and we took that very 

literally. Our parents travel, our parents live near each other in Trinidad now. So, 

when one can’t find one, they calling us. It just felt like family. It was just like 

this infusion of culture and that kept be so grounded. It kept me so grounded, it 

was just fun. It was just fun. It just felt like home. 

She described the role her professors played as mentors as she pursued advanced degrees: 
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I think at that point I really solidified my relationship with my mentor. She’s now 

the dean of the School of Business and Industry there. So, she sat me down and 

she said, hey, how do you feel about this? At that time, I was working on like a 

SACS accreditation team, I was doing academic advising, I was teaching, I was 

just kind of everywhere trying. She was trying to see if this is what I wanted to 

do. I said, I really, like it, I think it’s really good. She was like, great, so we need 

to get you in a PhD program, look into some places…like it was just so 

happenstance. Then one thing rolled into me getting my masters and then me 

finding mentors and them encouraging me to get my PhD and it just, it just 

stemmed. 

This mentorship she detailed was critical in her doctoral journey: 

Dr. Williams, simply amazing, I remember meeting her in a gas station, it was 

raining. She would meet with me every Thursday 9 to 5 that was my time with her 

… I got so much support from my advisor. My process, my journey in terms of 

the level of support was really different. Sometimes she would not be feeling 

good, let me give feedback over the phone, you got a pen? Alright. We were very 

adamant to meet deadlines, very adamant. Even recently she called me about 

serving on an editorial board for a journal because of a connection she had. 

Her church and community also played a role in supporting her. 

 Kareen described having ongoing support throughout her journey from non-

family members, her village: 

I always at some point had somebody who was still watching over me or was 

going to make a decision that would impact my life. Which, when I looked back 
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at now was good. I think I’ve been supported by quite a few. I’ve always had 

someone to support me. There was always somebody at every single road that I 

went that I actually knew. If I think about it, primary school, there were some 

teachers who were watching over me as well. The same for high school and 

community college. The school level, here is always someone, there’s always 

someone there to say, okay, this is the road you should go.  

She described the role that her professors played in offering support as she said: 

When I got to the University of the West Indies as well, I had professors who 

would also correct me. If the paper was not correct, I remember there was one 

professor and he said, he knew at the time I was doing two papers and one wasn’t 

right and he called that, you know, he called on the hall [dorm] for me to say 

nope, you submitted the wrong paper or come and get this. This is not the one that 

we went over. 

Mentors were also critical in her professional journey. She recalled: 

This is a path, there’s always a mentor there always saying something and 

someone directing my path to some extent. So, I have always had someone in my 

life. When I came to United States of America as well, working in by Stewart 

School [pseudonym], there were friends there who supported me and I went and 

got to Marry High … So ironically you said my mother has stood out, ironically. 

I met another mother who also has. Basically, she’s still in my life, and plays a 

very vital role. So, I’ve always had some sort of mentor in my life. I’ve always 

had some mentor in my life that has played a major, major role. 

Her village was constant throughout her life. She continued: 
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I’m looking back and realizing I had the church and you know, even the 

community, like there are certain expectations they also had, that I was supposed 

to live up to. And now you were saying it, I’m looking back. Yeah. I think at 

every stage you need to have, there is someone who is going to help you across. 

It’s almost like that rites of passage that you go over and someone is there to hold 

your hand, and you don’t know why this person was placed in your life. You 

don’t, sometimes you don’t even know how, but there is a reason there. These 

individuals have highlighted the way, shown me that this is not just one way. It’s 

not just one prescribed way and they give me a different outlook, a different 

outlook in a sense, I remember going from, where was it, at the community 

college level when I did my exams. I wasn’t successful at the time and I 

remember there was one teacher, she turned to my mother and she said to her, 

something is wrong. This is not her results, because she used to help me in 

teaching the class. Just her, just her way of saying it, which was an Indian lady 

with her sari, I will never forget Mrs. Lang [pseudonym]. And she said to her, this 

is, this is not Kareen, nope. Just that belief alone inspired me to say, okay 

mommy, let’s go to Piccadilly Road. Let’s go and actually inquire about how I 

can see the results. Leaving from there, getting into United States of America, 

because I’m jumping a bit, Mrs. Lou [pseudonym] was instrumental in 

transcending from the Jamaican way where I thought the Jamaican way was 

always the right thing. It was through her that I actually started seeing different 

cultures and appreciating different cultures, realizing that yes, Jamaica is not the 

be all and end all, you know. I fought against coming to United States on the 
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grounds of, ‘oh, as soon as I’m finished, I’ll go back home, I’ll get this because 

I’m not coming to America to live. I just need education and that’s it.’ Now, in 

this particular journey, I can see America, yes, those have been opportunities, but 

they’re opportunities that I want. I can select which opportunities I want to select 

and that is through what Mrs. Lou had basically instilled in my life.  

 Dana spoke of the support of her sorority as she said: 

I’m in a sorority. My sorority sisters are very supportive. My first charter school 

job was through a sorority sister. She just hired me simply, I mean nepotism, 

because I was her sorority sister…as far as just providing someone to talk to 

someone who’s there for you to hear you out when you’re having a stressful day. 

They’re the ones that are there.  

 Black sororities have been impacting the lives of Black college women since the 

early 1900s and have developed because of the harsh realities such as racism and sexism 

that Black women experienced on their college campuses and as such challenge the 

traditional role of women (Giddings, 1988). Interestingly, only Dana mentioned being a 

part of a sorority; Faye talked of the members of sororities having networking advantages 

over her in job hunting opportunities. Dana discussed a principal who believed in and 

supported her in her leadership journey. She shared:  

I think that they took a chance on me because they were Jamaican women, like 

minds, like hearts, that’s why I got the job. But that principal was also the first 

person who believed in me. Like I had an idea, she was like, okay, do it. Why are 

you telling me? It was kind of like, what I need your permission and is it morally 

wrong, ethically wrong? Then do it if it’s for the benefit of my kids, do it. And so, 
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every time an opportunity came to move up in the ranks, she pushed me. She used 

to call me on weekends, and I didn’t like that. For me to go to the kitchen to get 

healthy, she didn’t just care about my job. She cared about me as a person and 

that meant that even though she was pushy and I didn’t see eye to eye with her, 

sometimes it was like it was the benefit for me. When the opportunity came to get 

the job as a guidance counselor, like I don’t even think she interviewed me, she 

gave it to me, and I loved it, and that was it for me. I was done, I had found a spot 

and then that annoying woman was like, you’re not done. You need to go back to 

school. You need to do this, and I’m looking like what is wrong with her? And I 

did not want to be a leader.  

She continued: 

And she kept saying, you don’t have a choice. You are a leader, you’re a natural 

leader. You don’t have the title, but you’re a leader. And I just kept hearing that 

over and over in my head. There was kinda like, well, when I talked, people 

listened to me, when I asked them to do things, do it without hesitation. 

Viola, who is the only participant who migrated with a spouse, spoke of her 

husband being her primary support in the United States. She said: 

My husband, he put up with so many hours of me not being in the house, so he 

always encouraged me to do my best. And, also, he was patient and tolerant of me 

always at work, or always doing something in the house related to work. So, 

without his support, I would think that I would never, never be able to. You need 

to have a partner that encourages you, or that is patient with you know because I 

was not giving any type attention to him. 
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Additionally, friends supported her and she stated: 

Not family. I have friends, specifically a friend that always encouraged me to do 

the best. She taught me how to be a great leader, is a female and she always 

makes me believe that I can do the work.  

In her journey as a new immigrant, her husband’s brother supported them by providing 

living accommodations. 

Kaye described the role that her teachers played in helping her navigate the hills 

and valleys as a new immigrant student: 

I always had at least one teacher and it was always the class I did not like, that 

took an interest in me, who encouraged me, pushed me and motivated me. I told 

you about my middle school teacher, my ESOL teacher, Ms. Little who never let 

go. When I got to high school there was Mr. P. my chemistry teacher. He was the 

one that encouraged me to sign up for the magnet program and the engineering 

program, even though I didn’t like it. He was the one that said, hey, just being in 

this program is not just about being a doctor. It’s about exposing yourself to a 

higher order thinking and the environment to kind of push you, cause you’re 

going to be bored because you can be lazy and still get an A in Algebra one, but 

you’re not really engaging in anything intellectual. 

She also discussed being supported by her church family: 

The church family at different times would support me in terms of understanding. 

So, it wasn’t always easy, they were not always in a position to financially 

support. But I think just knowing that when I went to school, each time I got 
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another degree, it became the whole family celebrated. And so, my church family 

came around me and celebrated and supported that. 

One of her principals played in helping to shape her career path. She shared: 

And then beyond that, it was my principal who will told me you were just not 

going to be a guidance data specialist, because I was fine doing that. I’m not sure 

how I was going to live off $24,000, but, she was the one that said, no, you’re not 

going to be my math teacher, go take the test and I don’t want to hear anything 

else. And at that point you’re like, yes ma’am, right. So, I think providing that 

support and like I said, I work creating the space to where I’m at every level you 

can have that support.  

Mentoring and sisterhood were also discussed as significant in her journey as a doctoral 

student. She expressed: 

Then externally, I started finding pockets of support where it popped up. Later on 

in the doctoral program, it was a sister mentoring program. So, it was this cohort 

of women, there was 13 of us that started the program. I don’t know whether we 

all met at the seminars. We probably did, but my doctoral cohort was a 13. I think 

we started with 15 until people dropped off and after spending three years of 

Saturdays together, you kind of get to know these people. They were a real 

support during the writing phase because when you didn’t want to get up and go 

to the library and write for another day, they would be the one to text and the 

support and say, hey, we’re going to be the library come and write, and then let’s 

have a writing workshop.  

She continued: 
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And it was at that place, then I think I met Dr. Brown [pseudonym] and then she 

talked about the sister mentoring program in one of her classes and that has been, 

even though I’m distant from there, I’m always in there, checking in and knowing 

that other people who were going through similar experiences who had walked 

the walk before that. I remember one, the most impactful meeting we had with the 

group was when she said, hey, whoever is defending come and do a mock defense 

with us. And I was like, whoa, that’s so cool. So, I actually attended one of those 

sessions. I was early in my progress. I didn’t even know there was a defense 

process, but it kind of prepared me to not be as anxious because I had seen 

someone go through it. Then it was like, oh, so after you were part of a circle of 

everyone that has gone through a process and survived it, then all of a sudden, the 

task is not as daunting anymore. So primarily that group helped translate things 

for us in the process, because not everyone in your internal circle understands 

what it means to go through a PhD program. So, then, you kind of almost have to 

have different pockets of support because when I would say to all my friends for 

five years, I can’t go out on a Friday night, they didn’t understand because I had 

to be in class from eight to four and then I’ll probably have to read 36 journals or 

whatever that is on Thursday. So, I think it was good to always lean on that group 

of people. One word along that journey together and now I have a whole other 

group of people who are at different stages of the program who would just be 

available to support. So, I think I kind of compartmentalized everyone and knew 

who to go to for what support. 
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 Summary of finding 4: Strong matriarchal support: Strength of a woman. 

The use of various networks of support was critical for these women success. This is 

contrary to the prevalent American narrative of individuals pulling themselves from their 

bootstraps as the ideal mode of success; individualism versus a more collective method of 

support that would insure success. The matriarchal support offered through biological 

mothers and “othermothers” stood out as most impactful, coupled with paternal support 

and friendships, community support, and mentoring. The women did not identify the 

support system as a strategy for their success; however, it can be concluded that this 

“village” offered support that was instrumental as tools to traverse the hills and valleys of 

their lived experiences. Participants recommended that others should have support in this 

journey. Accordingly, Dana recommended that other should “surround yourself with at 

least one person who will believe in you when you stop believing in yourself, because 

you’re going to need it.” Likewise, Kaye explained what support means to Caribbean 

women: “I think the legacy of what we do as Caribbean women in general is to be able to 

reach out and to be able to encourage someone else to come on the journey and it’s really 

not that hard.” 

Finding 5: Identity as Resistance and High Self-Esteem Bordering on 

Ethnocentrism 

 Peter Tosh (1977) renowned reggae artist and founding member of the Wailers 

band asserted the definition of an African/Black identity outside of Africa: 

Don’t care where you come from 

As long as you’re a black man, you’re an African 
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No mind your nationality 

You have got the identity of an African. . .  

 
‘Cause if you come Trinidad 

(You are an African) 

And if you come from Nassau 

(You are an African) 

And if you come from Cuba, you’re an African. (Track 6) 

Inasmuch, the discussion of identity within the study found all six participants having 

chosen to self-classify racially and ethnically as a resistance to the status quo and as a 

strategy to reinforce their self-esteem. 

As race and identity are intrinsically related in the United States, accordingly, 

there is a tendency to place Caribbean immigrants within this classification. Whereas, in 

the Caribbean, racial distinction persists, but, because Blacks constitute the 

overwhelming majority in most Caribbean countries, economic, rather than racial issues, 

take prominence in everyday discourse (Kasinitz, 1992). Thus, choosing race is not an 

option as an identifier for most Caribbean nationals; the other choice then is ethnicity.  

Self-identity. For the participants in this study, being Black does not necessarily 

mean being African-American. However, despite ethnic, cultural, and historical diversity, 

most Caribbean immigrants are regarded as Black in the United States (Nunnally, 2010). 

All the participants in this study, in defining their ethnic and/or racial identity, responded 

primarily with their native cultural identity (see Table 9).  
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Table 9 
 
Self-Identity Classification 

Pseudonym Racial Identifiers Ethnic Identifiers 

Dana  Black/Strong Black woman/ 
almost Black nationalist 

African/African mixed with a 
whole bunch of other things/Black 
Jamaican woman 

Kaye African-American/Black, 
African-American woman 

Haitian/Haitian 
American/Americanized Haitian 

Faye  Black/Jamaican, Caribbean, 
Black woman 

Black Caribbean/Jamaican 

Viola  Black/Puerto Rican/mixture of 
three different races 

Puerto Rican/Hispanic 

Amy Other/West Indian/Black West 
Indian 

West Indian/Bahamadadian*  

Kareen Black/Black woman Jamaican/ Caribbean/Black 
Caribbean  

Note: * Raised in both Trinidad and Tobago as well as the Bahamas. 
 

Only one of the participants, Kaye, mentioned an identity as African-American; 

however, in that same breath, she qualified it by stating: “racially in terms of being Black 

versus White, African-American, but, culturally, every opportunity I get, I try to identify 

as Haitian.”  

Viola, from the island of Puerto Rico, a U.S. protectorate, is considered a U.S. 

citizen from Puerto Rico with certain privileges not often available to immigrants from 

other parts of the Caribbean. When asked, she did not identify ethnically as Hispanic but 

as Puerto Rican. She also did not hesitate in stating that her race was Black. Further into 

the interview, she referred to herself as Hispanic when discussing discrimination.  

Like African-Americans, the Hispanic label is a political, racial, and ethnic 

identifier that has evolved to classify all aspects of peoples of African and Latin-
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American ancestry within the United States. In 1976, legislation by the U.S. Congress 

was passed that required ethnic data on various groups, including Hispanics (Moore & 

Pachon, 1985). In some instances, some of the women in the study juxtaposed race and 

ethnicity, speaking to the idea that the American definitions of race and ethnicity are 

novel concepts as identifiers in their native Caribbean countries. Waters (2008) believes 

that Caribbean immigrants already have a multilayered identity that includes a specific 

nation origin identity and racial conceptions that helps them adapt to the harsh realities of 

racism on their own terms.  

When asked to define ethnic identity, Kareen, who is from Jamaica, stated that 

“I’m Caribbean. I’m a Black Caribbean individual.” Faye responded in interview one that 

ethnically she was “Black,” and racially she was “Caribbean,” showing that those 

identifiers are not necessarily her method of describing herself. All six women identified 

with being Black as racial and/or ethnic identity.  

Amy was the sole participant who consistently identified as West Indian. When 

asked initially about race, she defined herself as “I am originally from Trinidad and 

Tobago, so I am West Indian.” In the second interview when asked if and how her 

identity has changed, Amy added “I’m still very much West Indian, but I think if there 

were any changes it would have been because people just, they don’t see that, they just 

see Black, so now I am Black West Indian.”  

Only one woman, Dana, identified specifically as having an African ethnic origin. 

Her journey to becoming an immigrant is unique to the study as she migrated initially at 

four years old; however, because of custodial arrangements, she spent alternate years 

between the United States and Jamaica until she was 14 years old when she migrated 
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permanently to the United States. Therefore, she experienced a nuanced introduction to 

the American brand of racial identity at an earlier age than the other five women who 

migrated at later ages: 

I remember being called a nigger for the first time and not knowing what that was. 

I remember getting beat up because I was a Black girl in the fourth grade and 

confused not knowing, you’re hitting me because I’m Black. I don’t get it. I’m 

supposed to be Black. I’m proud of what I look like. 

Dana’s initial definition of Blackness came from her socialization in Jamaica. She 

continued “…because it was already instilled in me culturally to be a proud Jamaican 

woman. And a byproduct of that is I’m a strong Black Jamaican woman, that was always 

there.”  The process of becoming African-American, as defined by the experiences of 

Blacks in the United States, influenced her understanding of the concept of Blackness. 

She stated: 

 So, coming to America and having people chip at that and then you have a strong 

mother who’s like, okay, that’s their problem. What does that have to do with 

you? So, it’s kinda like you, you, you didn’t have any choice. You know, I went 

to college and I went to a predominantly White institution, um, when I was in 

school, they always put me in these White schools. And so, I did have to battle 

with that. The whole reason I moved to Atlanta was I told my parents flat out, ‘I 

want to be around Black people. I want to know what that’s like, so, I just don’t 

get it when people hate being Black, I don’t, and I don’t think I ever will. I hated 

being fat. I hated being young. Um, but I’ve never hated being Black. I hated the 

way people treated me because I was Black.’ But again, I, I, by the time in 
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college, I hit my Caribbean studies class, my African Literature studies class, my 

Black women in literature classes, you couldn’t tell me nothing. ‘I’m real Black 

and I’m proud.’ I grew out my hair. I came home wearing dashikis and head 

wraps and my mom was like, Jesus, you are a cliché. But I just, I just don’t 

understand how, how you could not love all of this, melanin. I just, I don’t get it. I 

don’t get it. 

Dana’s identity evolved through the stages of nigresence as a Black woman. She 

affirmed:  

I’m a strong Black woman. I am almost Black nationalist, um, which is where the 

nation building comes from and some Black Panther thought process. I’ve never 

been ashamed of being Black. I actually get teased of how much I love being 

Black because, you know, my friends are like, no, you’re beige, you’re light skin, 

you’re half breed, why are you so caught up in being Black? 

The stages of Black identity (nigresence) evolve, as purported by Cross, Parham, and 

Helms (1991), based on the identity model created by Cross (see Figure 6).



 146 

 
Figure 6. Researcher-created diagram using racial identity (nigrescence) model. Adapted 
from “The stages of Black identity development: Nigrescence models,” by W. E. Cross 
Jr., T. A. Parham, and J. E. Helms, 1991. In R. L. Jones (Ed.), Black psychology, pp. 319-
338.
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 Dana seemed to have evolved into the last stage – ‘commitment’ where the 

individual maintains a Black identity while resisting the various forms of social 

oppression. Some of the other women described that their identity connections to their 

native country became stronger after migrating. Kareen stated “I did not identify as being 

Jamaican until I moved to the United States, not until I moved to the United States of 

America. I was always a Black person.”  

 Similarly, Kaye chose her native country’s ethnic identity as primary: 

I identified myself first and foremost as being Haitian because that’s what I have 

to offer. So, everything that I do, I do it through that lens. I’m checking it against 

the American, or that I’m learning new all the time with my primary lens, it’s 

always that. And so, I’m aware of it and I, checked back on it every once in a 

while, but I always go back to, um, that’s my primary frame of reference. 

 Viola’s love increased for her homeland after migrating as she expressed that she 

“became more Puerto Rican than ever. You learn to love your country and your roots, 

you know, the love grows really.”  

 Faye made concerted efforts to retain her country of origin’s identity: 

Coming here to the US it was different. Now there is no box for if you’re from the 

Caribbean, it’s more African-Americans Black. So, it is different to how you are 

seen, but I still identify as a Caribbean immigrant, as a Jamaican immigrant. 

The women in this study have chosen to define their identity as Black women 

cuddled in their unique country of origin identifiers as a resistance to the prevailing 

socio-political systems that have historically categorized the U.S. definition of non-

Whites as inferior. Although the different Caribbean nationals with a colonial history 
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adopted the language and some cultural norms of their colonizers, the undeniable African 

origins of most of the inhabitants of the Caribbean negated any attempt to define them as 

other than African descendants and as such a strong definition of self, etched in 

Blackness/Africanness resulted, despite the residues from a racist past, trickled down into 

issues with colorism. Accordingly, all six women described a strong identity as Black 

women with vestiges of a colonial past that includes colorism and linguicism. The three 

Jamaican participants described that, despite issues of colorism in their native country, 

embracing Blackness was a way of being. Kareen described: 

People may say to me, Oh, you’re half Indian, your coolie. And I used to look at 

them as say, don’t you dare call me a coolie, I am Black. And that is because I 

was taught from an early age that if you’re even one percent, two percent, three 

percent, you Black and I glorified in that. I knew who I was. I, I saw Nanny of the 

Maroons and I used to say ‘yes,’ that’s my hero right there because that’s a Black 

woman, you know? Or I should say my Shero is a black woman and she did what 

she had to do and I’m going to have to do what I have to do, but I am Black and I 

was proud of it. 

Furthermore, she proudly acknowledges her affirmed Blackness before she migrated: 

Oh, I don’t even think I was Black, I AM Black. I don’t even think back home we 

had a question, like, even just growing up, you were taught you were Black and I 

was proud of being Black. I knew I was Black. 

 Similarly, Faye identified as a Black woman despite issues of colorism in her 

homeland of Jamaica: 



 149 

Because in your country you are accepted even though we still think we have that 

racial divide where if you’re have a lighter tone, you are considered up more, 

upper echelon than if you’re a darker skin tone. I am in between, so probably 

that’s why I’m just considered Black. 

She continued “so you have that self-identity, where it’s not the skin tone that actually 

makes you a person. But you know, your heart, who you are, you know, how you treat 

other people.”  

 Dana likewise described colorism and an identity that was more ethnic than racial 

in Jamaica:  

I have a very specific memory of that. I didn’t have a racial identity before I came 

to America, I was simply Jamaican. I come from a country where I am the 

majority. Everyone looks like me for the most part. We have discrimination, 

Yeah, I mean among the ethnicities, you know, Mr. Chin, the coolie, the chiney, 

things like that. Dark skin versus light skin is huge in Jamaica, but race, what is 

that?  

 Like the Jamaican participants, Amy experienced issues of colorism and 

linguicism as a child in the Bahamas where she migrated to from Trinidad and Tobago. 

She stated “I remember people laughing at me because I had an accent or because I was 

too dark and I was like, well, you’re Black too. Those so those two things always 

resonate with me.”  

 Viola was shocked at the importance of race in the United States as she said; 

In Puerto Rico, because you speak Spanish nobody cares, and everybody’s fine, 

and it is who you are. But here, I’m going to tell you, I didn’t even know that 
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racism existed until I moved here. I knew that they would say about White Puerto 

Ricans or Black Puerto Ricans, I know, I know, but nobody says anything in 

Puerto Rico. I didn’t know that we were so divided until I moved here. I didn’t 

know at all.  

Kaye experienced issues with linguicism and ethnic identity as she also migrated 

to another Caribbean island, the Grand Turks, as a child from Haiti: 

Oh, that was tough too because remember I was Haitian but then moved to Grand 

Turks. I’ve always been confused and so naturally it was when I was in Grand 

Turk, weirdly enough I was Haitian. But the minute I went to Haiti because I 

spoke primarily English, I was British and it was weird. So, I identified as Haitian 

because that’s primary. Culture for me is really how you identify yourself. And 

so, I’m going to a Haitian church. I live in a Haitian home with Haitian family. 

The only part of myself that was really English was school, so outside of that in 

the community, a couple of friends were just British at the time. For the most part 

I identify as British as well because when you go to Haiti over the summer and 

everybody’s running around, they would call, you know that I’m no longer fluid 

in Creole [Haitian dialect]. So, it was like, oh, that’s the American girl at one 

point. Right. And so, because everybody’s speaking Creole, I can understand, but 

I couldn’t respond. So, by association they’re like, oh, you have to say it slower. 

You have to say it again. I have to ask my cousin, what did they say? So that was 

there in Haiti.  

Within the Caribbean and as such in its immigrants to the United States, the racial 

phenomenon has not historically been the most significant identifier for those residing in 
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these small clusters of islands. When one identifies as Black in the United States, it 

essentially means accepting a hierarchical position on the lowest rung as assigned by the 

U.S. society from which there is no escaping. Blacks in the United States, despite all the 

progress that have been made in interracial relations, remain marginalized in education, 

jobs, and positions of power, and remain socio-economically lagging as a race. 

Immigrants who might otherwise consider themselves as Caribbean people first with an 

innate knowledge of their ancestry are not afforded this choice in U.S. society. Caribbean 

immigrants perceive a status loss when they assimilate or become African-American. 

Coming from societies where they constitute the racial majority, where Blacks are in 

positions of power, identifying as African-Americans is not ideal (Kasinitz, 1992). 

The “Black,” “African-American,” or other hyphenated labels imposed on 

immigrants to the United States from other countries are assigned to differentiate and 

separate from non-labeled White immigrants. Therefore, when faced with challenges 

unique to the American experience of race and Blackness, the Caribbean women in this 

study held on to their native, cultural identity as an armor to their self-esteem. This 

cultural identity is challenged by racism, because they are not White, and, subsequently 

their cultural identify is exalted as an act of resistance. Kasinitz (1992) posited that if 

White Americans tend to gain status by becoming American by assimilating into a higher 

status group, then Black immigrants may potentially lose status if they lose their cultural 

distinctiveness.  

High self-esteem/ethnocentrism. Consequently, maintaining their native identity 

emerges as a weapon against systemic racism when challenged as an immigrant. Amy 

explains why this approach is critical: “I think the biggest thing was knowing, okay, 
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Black here isn’t like Black everywhere.” In this regard, Amy speaks to the differences in 

the post-colonial experiences of Blacks in the United States that included Jim Crowism 

and subsequent institutional racism. Furthermore, in navigating what this new brand of 

Blackness means, the women in this study defined their ethnic identity as Caribbean 

immigrant women as a marker of being different, superior even, as opposed to accepting 

the prevailing norms of being Black in America. This approach suggests a leaning 

towards ethnocentrism, where these women used their native culture as a measure of 

what is considered standard norms and mores and as such resisted against some of them 

with the primary goal of upward social mobility.  

Kaye delineated difference in identifying as an immigrant and her adaptation 

strategy: 

I’m an Americanized Haitian. We joke internally, we make that distinction, we 

call ‘pappies’ or just, you know, for people who just come from Haiti. I’m 

naturally, I’ve picked up a couple of the casual, the cultural cues from here in the 

US, but, um, I am Haitian. 

 Amy distinguished between the Black ethnic groups in the United States: 

Black African-Americans is different than Black Caribbean, but although people 

look at you as the same, it’s really not. Um, I used to, I remember I used to get 

upset initially when people would ask me really ignorant questions like, is 

Jamaica the capital of the Caribbean? I’m like, what? They’d be like, can you 

speak in your language? What, you know? And then I started moving from a 

place of just like, oh, annoyed and being, you know, irritated at it. So, okay, let’s 
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use this as an educational experience. And that came about more so when I joined 

the Caribbean Student Association.  

She observed differences in mindset of her and African-Americans college students at an 

historically Black college and university as she stated:  

I think it is the mindset. Again, this is just from my experiences. So, you know, I 

don’t want to sound too biased, but for instance, I know like I’m here on a four-

year visa, I’m not in school to play, I don’t want to do basket weaving, I don’t 

want to try it all out. I’m not, you know, okay with the concept of trying it on and 

saying, oops, no, um, so I was a lot more focused and I saw that in my classes. 

Like I felt like I came there for an objective and I came here for a purpose. I 

didn’t understand why people would pay to come to school or get financial aid 

and not come to class. So those types of discrepancies, um, the concept of paying 

so much for something and not even having anything to show for it blew my mind 

and yet people were okay with it.  

These differences extended to the community as Amy further said: 

Another thing that I had to just grapple with was the sense of individualism here. I 

come from a place where we’re very community oriented. You know, I’m used to 

people holding the door open, or if I eat, you eat and then, you know. My first set 

of roommates, they were all American. One of them, I still speak to them, the rest 

are just crazy. But to me it would be like, okay, well there’s four of us living here. 

We have four bedrooms, four bathrooms. Let’s figure out what groceries we need 

together. What this? What that? They were like, no, you do your own thing. I’ll 

do my own thing. So, every time I walk towards the sink I was like, why do we 
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have four bottles of dishwashing liquid? This is stupid. This is absolutely stupid. 

It’s a waste of resources.  

Amy also attributed the difference in mindset and a superior educational foundation from 

her native country as reasons for her success: 

The thing that caught me was everything here was standardized testing. We are 

writing and reading people. So, I get, you know to explain, I just write easier that 

way, so in that way I was easy, I just excelled from day one. I was very, very 

fortunate with that. I was very blessed, you know, that I had the educational 

foundation, the backing that I got from the College of the Bahamas for a few 

years even before coming.  

 Similarly, Kareen believed in her Jamaican cultural superiority: 

I came with a chip on my shoulder that, you know, I’m coming from the best 

country. I’m coming from the best, you know, I was kind of, okay, it’s not done 

like this in Jamaica, so it should not be done any at all, you know. 

She also esteemed her native country as superior academically: 

Because in my head, it was the best, it, meaning Jamaica and everything I learned 

there I spoke the Queen’s language, right? So, for example, I would hear my 

students talking about the people, the people, it is not the people, you are talking 

about persons and once you can count them, there are persons that you have the 

people of China, you have the people of this. And I’m not seeing what I was 

teaching them was incorrect, but they had not gotten to that point. And I had to 

realize that as a Jamaican, that in America, even English is different, 

neighborhood is not spelt the same way and color is not spelled the same way. My 
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essays were graded based on American English, and not the Queen’s English. So 

it took one, change in how I wrote, I don’t think I’ve changed so much how I 

speak, not that much, it has changed to some extent, but it was a process to 

change that, you know, just something as small as the word color, you know, 

that’s something you had to change. You had to change your mindset to 

remember that it’s not ‘c o l o u r’ but ‘c o l o r,’ and that led to other changes 

taking place.  

Professionally, she alluded to the notion of Caribbean immigrants having superior 

abilities in some professions and work ethic: “It was a school that predominantly had 

Jamaican teachers, the principal liked to hire Jamaicans on the premise that they worked, 

they taught well, which was what she said.”  

 Faye believed she was treated better than African-Americans because she was 

from Jamaica. She stated: 

It was really the opposite where people were more interested in me because of my 

accent when they found out that I was from Jamaica, they were excited. I think a 

lot of people, they were more curious. They love my accent, you know, they want 

to know about Jamaica with my accent, one of the coolest places in the Caribbean. 

So I think being a Jamaican also kind of helped and you know, the fact that, you 

know, you’d want to go to college as a Black person here in America and you’re 

educated and they consider you eloquent and you know, I had a lady told me, oh 

my God, the way, you pronounce your words, see everything like that. That is 

how we speak as Jamaican. So, I think that really helped with my transition here.  
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With the use of the very same identifier-linguicism, she described her African-Americans 

counterparts as being less admirable: 

And again, she was that Black American that was, sorry to say it or stereotype, 

but she was very loud, and you know, just the way she’s speaks, not good 

English, you know, I’m like surprised. Like wow, you’re in leadership position 

and just some basic things about education that she didn’t know. 

Her sense of self as a leader was strongly etched in her identity as a Jamaican immigrant 

that was different, extraordinarily different: 

… but I don’t let it affect me that much because I do find that that has happened, 

they usually come back to me anyway or call and asked for my assistance because 

it has happened before. So, I am usually confident in my ability that, hey, my 

teaching style was totally different. So, you know, my kids were like more 

advanced. 

She described being in a predominantly Jewish school and being treated better than her 

African-Americans counterparts because of her ethnic identity as Jamaican. Despite the 

given examples being stated by her as stereotypes, Faye believes the positive stereotypes 

of other Jamaicans to be true and as such asserts her high self-worth as a Jamaican 

immigrant. Faye stated: 

They tend to see beyond the color. I also think as a Jamaican also, I am treated 

differently than a teacher who is a Black American and I see that because I don’t 

know if it is the way we speak as a Jamaican and the way we carry ourselves also 

in terms of professionalism, um, that the difference that I think they kind of latch 

onto or realize, which is sad to say because even when I talk about it with my 
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Caucasian friends and I’m like, we’re such good friends and they’ll gravitate 

towards me. But not towards some of the other teachers who are African-

American and you know, they’ll be like, it’s just different. And I have a friend, 

she’s Black, she is African-American, also. You know, she’ll say because you 

guys speak differently. She doesn’t speak, you know, that is the most Black 

Americans, because of that accent where they tend to draw their words, which is 

not true for all, but it’s a stereotype. It’s a stereotype or sometimes as Caribbean 

people, we are stereotyped, and they tend to realize that I speak differently. 

 Kaye’s high self-esteem included certainty about her superior abilities as an 

employee as she commented: 

I can guarantee you that what you really want, you can’t have because it is in here 

[head]. You can’t duplicate that, you can’t replicate that. Nobody on your staff 

can even come close to what’s in here. So, we spent the last four or five days 

when school is closing and he started sending everybody at the school who was 

close to me to try to get me to get me, it is for the kids, don’t think about it, it’s 

for the kids and I’m like, don’t waste your time you’re being used. And, so at that 

point that I decided, well, maybe I need to put myself in a position again, because 

I always see education as an option to give me opportunities and options. And so 

thankfully, I wasn’t good at a lot of things, but I’m good as a Math teacher. Like I 

had 92 percent learning gains when I was in a classroom. [Performance gains are 

performance of students on standardized tests.] I was a finalist for the school 

district “teacher of the year,” one of six math teachers in the entire district. So, my 
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name was good anywhere as a math teacher, I didn’t have a problem with getting 

a job.  

Dana’s self-esteem was tied to her abilities academically because she is Jamaican: 

Jane [pseudonym] has a Jamaican background as well, because that was the other 

thing, if you were a Black kid in South Florida, in the honors classes, you were 

not Black American, you were an island descent. I just didn’t see a lot of Black 

American kids in the AP and the honors classes. It was rare to see them in the 

classes. When I saw Black American kids, they were in the regular classes, the 

non-honors classes. Not saying they weren’t smart, they were, but they just 

weren’t in Gifted. They weren’t in AP and they weren’t in honors and those were 

all the classes I was in. I saw my boyfriend during lunch. That was the class we 

had together because he was Black American.  

She also noted, “to be honest, I just knew that we were always better than Black 

Americans.” She explained further why she felt that she was “better” than her African-

Americans counterparts, and details, however, that in hindsight she realized that approach 

was a divide and conquer technique Whites in power use to pit one ethnic group against 

each other. She noted: 

Black Americans were viewed as lazy. They didn’t try hard enough. They just 

weren’t like us. They had all this opportunity and they weren’t using it. It’s not 

true, but that’s just how it was always presented. And you know now in life when 

I know about the African diaspora and everything, I know that it was just, it was 

just society’s way of continuing to break apart Black people because it was just 

yet another divisive factor among us. Black Americans work just as hard, if not 
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harder. They try and I can say that now as an educator because the running joke 

between me and the dean of students at my school, because he jokes and said 

when he was coming up, we came up at the same time, but he was in West Palm 

Beach, I was down south. He always wanted a Jamaican girlfriend. He would lie 

and tell people he was Jamaican because he was on the track team and all the 

other runners were Jamaican boys. He would lie and say he was Jamaican as well, 

because Jamaicans worked harder, they ran faster, and a Jamaican girlfriend was 

smart. So, if he brought a girlfriend home, your family, you will, you have a smart 

girlfriend. And he was just like, that was always my thing in high school. And he 

was like, but Jamaican girls didn’t want you because you’re American, you’re 

lazy. So, it was just funny to see that we weren’t. While we were thinking that 

they were thinking the same thing on their own level. 

Dana’s thought process of ethnocentrism was the prevailing thought in her household. 

She emphasized: 

I started dating a younger African-American who kind of, looking back now, 

confirmed those stereotypes that I had. He was more interested in his 

Timberland’s, and in his jeans. And here I was freaking out because I had class. 

And why aren’t you in honors class? Like why don’t I see you in my classes, even 

though we’re the same age, he’s a grade behind me. Why are you behind me? I 

don’t know. And his parents think I’m the best thing since sliced bread, because 

he’s finally studying and he’s opened a book and he’s trying to keep up with me. 

My mother hates him because, well, he’s just dumb. ‘Why do you keep bringing 

him?’ First, she thought that I was tutoring and he was a project that was like, no, 
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he’s my boyfriend. I always thought my mom was so free spirited, my boyfriend 

can come into my room, he can be in there with the door closed. She doesn’t have 

any issues. And then one day when we’re at dinner is like, yeah, because my 

boyfriend and she’s like, your boy who? He wasn’t allowed to be in the house 

anymore. He couldn’t. The doors had to be open. He couldn’t be there when she 

wasn’t there. It was a complete switch because she genuinely thought I was 

tutoring a kid from school, not that I had a romantic interest in him. 

The stereotype extended to Jamaicans who were Americanized as well. Dana 

remembered: 

My best friend, who was a guy, Jamaican guy, as well, wasn’t in my honors class. 

He was dumb, too, even though he was Jamaican and my mom says because he 

was born up here and he was raised the Yankee-way. Yankee is what we call 

Americans. 

The definition of what is considered acceptable standards of excellence was cemented in 

a Jamaican mentality as shared by Dana: 

Success in Jamaica was perfection. That’s how I felt. Success in America was 

mediocre. I felt that, and I still unfortunately sometimes fall into this mental trap 

that you have to be the best at, you have to be better than, you have to strive for. I 

hear it a lot with Asian parents, African immigrant parents. You have to be better 

than versus African-Americans parents. It appears and I guess it depends on the 

demographic, meaning are you middle class, upper middle class, lower middle 

class, or you’re poor, being mediocre is accepted. Being mediocre was never 

accepted in my family. I remember bawling my eyes out because I got a B plus, 
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everyone else in class was happy with Bs and Cs and I was having a heart attack 

in fear of going home because how dare I bring home a B plus, you know, the 

other assistant principal here, he jokes and he’ll always say, you’re disappointing 

the island. Cause I mean he grew up around Jamaicans because he was a track 

athlete and maybe you even speak to him, he said he would lie and tell people he 

was Jamaican growing up because the Jamaican kids were the fast kids, were the 

smart kids, were the well-mannered kids and that was my reality. It’s not reality 

now though, but that was my reality growing up, so my definition and it took 

becoming an adult and failing, to realize that there’s no such thing as perfection, 

but growing up, the strive is for absolute perfection, to be the best of the best. 

Viola was less expressive about her sense of self as defined by her identity; 

however, she was clear about maintaining her identity as a Puerto Rican as she said “be 

yourself, but also, be proud of who you are, and if they can’t take it, it is not the job for 

you.” 

 The need for the women in this study to differentiate themselves as ethnically 

superior could be as a lingering effect of post-colonial integration of indentured laborers 

from other countries. The Caribbean islanders during the almost 500 years of western 

colonial domination, and like their counterparts in the United States, were bombarded 

with notions of inferiority daily and deliberately propagated by the colonists. In addition, 

other ethnicities brought into the Caribbean as indentured servants were preferentially 

treated by the colonist, hence occupying a middle level scale between Whites and Blacks. 

Examples of these ethnicities could be mostly Chinese and East Indians (coolie and 

chiney as mentioned by Kareen and Dana). 
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Because of that distinction, class-based solidarity has not shown much success 

among the different colonizing groups where the various ethnic groups are pitted in a 

position to confront each other while disregarding the affront made by the colonists to 

maintain power.  

 Resistance. The horrors of each of the three legs of the Transatlantic slave trade 

necessitated the peoples displaced from Africa to develop resistance methods to the 

physical and psychological enslavement meted out to them, and this still lingers to this 

day. Therefore, the identification as other than White for most Caribbean immigrants is a 

necessary pre-condition in the journey towards rediscovering their African selves, 

another stage of nigresence. Maintaining their ethnicity as Caribbean immigrants, though 

it can be deemed divisive, in turn can help to sharpen racial identity that blossoms into 

solidarity with U.S. born African-Americans. The recognition based on sameness of 

condition and treatment by Whites creates a new breed of Blackness, borne with each 

individual and collective attempt at finding the accommodation posture to live and work 

in American society.  

The women in this study used their cultural identities as resistance against 

prevailing norms that seek to classify and subjugate them to the lowest rungs of U.S. 

society, an unfamiliar space in which for them to be. Each woman in the study 

exemplified a commitment to excel, and, as such, they were compelled to employ 

resistance to U.S. norms that they believed were prejudicial and could hinder their 

upward socio-economic mobility. As an immigrant doctoral student, Amy detailed her 

resistance to the prevailing norms as she stated: 
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 I replied back with my perspective and somebody said, if you want to be a GA, 

you better go and apologize to her. And I remember saying, my mommy brought 

me here by myself and I’m not apologizing to no White lady. I’m sorry, it’s not 

happening. Needless to say, an apology never happened. 

She became impassioned when sharing a story about the struggle to finish her doctoral 

degree in a timely manner with committee members she wanted: 

This is not your PhD, this is mine. I need somebody who I’m going to work well 

with, and I will not work really well with this person. My advisor dilly-dallied for 

a while and after a while I just filled out the paperwork. I took it, I was still a GA 

in the department, I put it in his box. 

Furthermore, she prepared to challenge the status quo by accepting the intersectionality 

of her race and gender and preparing accordingly: 

I think it’s just everything to be honest from, you know, I was doing my 

undergraduate, I did go to the predominantly Black school, and that was always 

one of the things that was ingrained, like, you have to set yourself so apart, so 

every interview, every, every everything you go into, understand that people see 

you as Black and then people are going to see you as a woman and then people 

are going to see you, you know, so those things. So how do you then prepare? 

Every, I think every interview, it’s, it’s just a part of who it is now, like I don’t 

even separate them anymore. So, I wear the hats going in, you might as well you 

might as well.  

 Kaye demonstrated resistance to an employer who did not value her contributions: 
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I walked into his office after he, he told me one time that I worked for him. And I, 

and I said to him, actually no, I worked for the students at this school. You may 

be a resource, but you’re definitely not the source. 

She continued, passionately detailing the exit plan that she used whenever she felt 

undervalued: 

After he told me that I was a classroom teacher and that I was not welcome at 

graduation, I had to stay at the office and work, I called the data processor and I 

said, hey, how you doing? Can you clean my computer for me like it just came 

from Dell? Because somebody told me that he was coming to download things off 

my computer and was not planning to bring me back. So thankfully I had a good 

connection, everything from, when I worked at a school, like everybody from the 

person that’s cleaning at night, you’re my buddy, you’re my pal, to the data 

processor, to the computer guys, I’ll say, Charles [pseudonym], hey, where you 

at? He said, upstairs. I’m like, you near the server? I need you to clean my 

computer for me like it came from Dell and don’t you ask me any questions 

because I wouldn’t have to tell you the reason then you won’t have to lie. He said 

alright Dr. P and at that time it was already going around school that I was going 

to be a doctor. So, they all started calling me Dr. Peter. So yeah, he cleaned my 

computer for me and I went back to work the next day and my computer was as 

clean as Dell.com. So, when he said that the assistant principal asked him to go 

upstairs to go download my files from the computer, the computer was blank. He 

called me into the office. I sat down, he said, well you act like you don’t need a 

job, and I said, ‘actually I don’t need a job; that’s the difference between me and 
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everybody else in this building.’ The look on his face was almost like, what do 

you mean you don’t need a job, who doesn’t need a job? The look on his face was 

like I was supposed to bow down to him and I said, I learned one thing that I can 

wake up any day and not have a thing and I’d be grateful for that. It was at that 

point I said, if you don’t want me here, it’s fairly simple, just don’t renew my 

contract, I’m an annual employee just like everyone else. 

She had utilized this exit plan more than once: 

I decided I wasn’t going back and my colleagues said to me, are you sure you 

want to do that? I said, I am coming back…and I say, well maybe it’s time that 

separate myself from the college and maybe when I come back, you will 

appreciate the work I do. I left. I left in August and I think I wasn’t gone a month 

before they called me, but I had already resigned. I had already accepted a 

position, I had moved on because I need them to know, and I think the danger a 

lot of us make is that we let people feel like we need a job. People don’t value you 

when they think that, whether they believe it or not, but when they could say that, 

you have to come to work.  

She was clear and passionate about her strategy in ensuring that she did not ever feel 

enslaved as she stated: 

But I’m never going to be enslaved to the work that I do. And so as I’m talking to 

you more, I didn’t realize there was a pattern, that I’ve never really done anything 

that I didn’t want to do for more than I needed to do it. So, when I have a job and 

I realized this was not a good fit for me, I’m already looking for another job. So, 

the day I decide I don’t want to be here anymore, I don’t have to. And I lived my 
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life in a way that I have enough savings, that if I decide to not work for two years, 

I can wait.  

 Faye spoke of never being timid to speak up: 

I do not shy away from what is right in front of me or controversy, because I 

always believed that if it’s not that way, then explain to me why, X and Z it 

happened…I am very forthcoming, very straightforward, and I find that some 

people appreciate it, some won’t. However, I, like I said, things are grey and let 

them know that it is grey and this is how I see it. 

She guffawed as she narrated the story of one of her White co-workers feeling compelled 

to explain that she is a “nice” person because she does not smile at those who do not 

smile with her: 

I am always telling them that no, you’re nice, you’re this, you’re that. I’m like, 

no, you don’t have to tell them that, I don’t care. So they say I don’t smile, 

because you don’t smile at me, I am not going to go out of my way and say, good 

morning to you, they actually see me and some of them turn their back and I 

know that I have access to let you win, so you can stand there all you want, 

because they don’t know. So, you ignore me, I ignore you. And then, you know, 

over time they kind of realized, oh, so this one don’t play, you know, it, it was 

like, this came from one of the Jewish parent, she said, you have a certain aura 

about you that says I’m in charge. And I said to her are you saying I am mean? 

No, no, no, it’s something positive. She says, when you’re here in the mornings, 

the parents like they are scared …  

She proudly acknowledged her mannerisms as cultural markers: 
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I think it is a Jamaican thing, people say Jamaicans, we are bossy, or we have this 

in charge personality, which we do, like we are strict, I am to the point of view, 

you know, there’s no long conversation with me, at all. When I say this is it, this 

is it especially if I know I am in the right. And I’ll listen to what you’re saying, 

but at the end I’m going to tell you what’s going to happen…I carry myself 

differently, I am. And I just say that aura of, I, I’m in charge. I don’t care how 

much money you have. I, I don’t, I don’t care what you say, at the end of the day, 

this is my classroom. 

 Viola shared exasperatingly the experiences of her language being the brunt of 

many comments and her approach in stating “in the meetings or trainings, there always a 

comment about my accent. Always. It happened more than one time probably two or 

three times. Oh, I love the accent, she is so much full of flavor.” Viola responded “that’s 

offensive, you don’t joke about stuff like that ….” She further expressed her approach to 

resisting the prejudice: 

Work hard, do your best, get the knowledge and the experience before, before 

going on, always get prepared, learn, read everything that you can read. But also, 

don’t forget about your priorities. What are your priorities? What is most 

important in your life? And also prepare to be yourself. Be yourself, but also, be 

proud of who you are, and if they can’t take it, it is not the job for you. 

 Dana’s accent changes to her homeland’s as an act of resistance. She recalled: 

When I get angry, my accent changes and it’s different from your accent, it’s not 

a Hebrew accent. It’s not an American accent…I did the Jamaican thing, I was 

strong, I was like, no, everything is fine, everything is great. 
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Furthermore, she resisted with an angry response to a White colleague as she stated: 

And he told me how disgusting I was, how disgusting my family was. I didn’t say 

anything. I walked away and let it go. This man followed me into a closet and I 

turned around and said, I will slap the shit out of you, if you come in this room 

and say one more thing to me. I said, I’m warning you. I said, you have made the 

reference that simply because I said in your culture, multiple children are praised, 

we have a family with 12 kids. You don’t see anything wrong with that. So, it’s 

the fact that my siblings and I don’t share a mother that you find so utterly 

disgusting versus you having your multitude of kids. And I said, don’t, do not 

speak to me. Do not say anything to me, if it’s not professionally related, don’t 

talk to me. He reported me and we had to have a sit down with our liaison at the 

time and she listened and she told him he was wrong, it was so bad.  

 Summary of finding 5: Identity as resistance and high self-esteem bordering 

on ethnocentrism. The women in this study embraced their identity as Black women in a 

way that resisted the expected relegation to a lower status within the U.S. They chose 

ethnic identifiers that separated them from their African-Americans counterparts, not as a 

detractor from their Blackness, but as a means of resistance against the imposed status 

quo. Caribbean women migrate in order to achieve upward social mobility, therefore, 

embodying an ethnocentric approach to defining their Blackness creates in them an 

opportunity to move beyond the limitations of a society that ascribes status based on race. 

Consequently, their intact Caribbean identity serves as a source of high self-esteem and 

feelings of cultural superiority bordering on ethnocentrism. 
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Observation/Field Notes and Document Analysis 

From the review of Field/Observation Notes form, the conclusion can be made 

that the six study participants were excited to be a part of this study as expressed by their 

warm and welcoming body language, actual words they stated, and their willingness to 

engage at each stage of the study. By the second interview, all six participants and the 

researcher were comfortable to great each other with hugs. At the interview, each 

participant listened keenly as the introduction to the study was read and used body 

language or words to show their interest and agreement. The participants engaged in 

dialogue without consideration of time, never checking their watches or cellular 

telephones. Only one participant had to be mindful of the time because she was a new 

mother; hence both her interviews were the shortest. Additionally, for one participant, 

Dana, the second interview took place in her office at the end of her work day and, as 

such, the interview was interrupted a few times because of her job responsibilities.  

Each interview began with garnering demographic information. These questions 

were answered clearly, except for the questions on race and ethnicity where they 

sometimes juxtaposed the responses or paused or repeated the question. This is further 

explored in the discussion of findings. The questions after the demographics were 

straightforward and open ended and all questions were answered by all the participants in 

both interviews. The women were often hesitant to discuss emotions and feelings except 

for Dana who was most comfortable expressing her emotions and who had moments 

when she teared up. She declined wanting to discontinue at such times. To elicit even 

more in-depth details of their experiences, probes were used throughout both interviews 

as cited on the Interview Protocol. All participants lingered after the microphone was 
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turned off in interview one and talked some more, usually about job experiences with 

discrimination. I discerned that most of the six women were not completely comfortable 

sharing the depth of their negative experiences in the professional capacity despite the 

reassurance that their information was “confidential and will be protected by utilizing 

pseudonyms,” as stated on consent form and with verbal reminders. 

Document Analysis 

 Documents from the six participants provided information that was analyzed, and 

included: 

• Resumes 

• Photographs 

• Degrees 

• Professional Certifications and Licenses 

• Awards 

• Biography 

• Childhood doll 

The analysis of the documents offered confirmation and some clarification to the 

data gathered in the interviews. For example, Viola’s doll was the first doll she received 

as a child (see Appendix J). It is a Black doll and is still in her possession decades later. 

Viola racially identified as Black, which is not the most commonly identified race of 

Hispanics. Typically, immigrants from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, despite bearing 

African ancestry, describe themselves as “Black” on the U.S. Census reports (Waters, 

2008). The majority select “Other” on the race identifier question and choose a specific 

Hispanic nationality (Thomas, 2012; Waters, 2008). 
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The resumes provided by each participant mirrored the narratives they provided 

of themselves academically and professionally. Each woman had received awards and 

recognitions for excellence that were listed on the resumes and visible in their offices or 

homes visited. Two participants, Dana and Kareen, said their mothers had their awards. 

Kaye’s office wall had numerous awards and photographs of many of the students with 

whom she had worked. Faye’s awards for Teacher of the Year were proudly displayed in 

her living room where she was interviewed. 

Summary 

 The documents shared in person or by email to the researcher were analyzed to 

add to or confirm and clarify the data collected in the two face-to face interviews with the 

six participants. The questions on the document analysis form were answered and, 

additionally, the review was conducted to determine significance to the purpose of the 

study: To explore the lived experiences of Caribbean immigrant women in the United 

States as they seek upward social mobility. The observation/field notes provided an 

opportunity to capture the environment, and non-scripted gestures and other details of the 

participant. 
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CHAPTER 5. REVIEW OF FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Caribbean 

immigrant women as they pursued professional success in educational leadership roles in 

the United States. The research questions that guided this study were:  

1. What characterizes the experience of successful Caribbean immigrant women 

in educational leadership within the United States? 

2. What factors are most instrumental in contributing to the success of Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership within the United States?  

3. How do Caribbean immigrant women discuss the influence of their identity on 

their professional journey in the United States? 

Research Question 1 

 This question asked: What characterizes the experience of successful Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership within the United States? The six research 

participants demonstrated that a “militant motivation” with an attitude of success by any 

means necessary was an integral factor in their professional success. The motivation for 

these participants began in their formative years. Having been born into middle-class 

families, a premium value was placed on education being the tool for success. Thus, 

higher education was a source of motivation. Both intrinsic and extrinsic factors served as 

motivation for each woman, and there was no evidence of wavering in the push to 

succeed. Motivation for each participant was fueled by intrinsic factors, such as a belief 
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in being exceptional at all times. Additionally, extrinsic factors to prove others wrong, or 

because of the goal of upward social mobility, were also a source of motivation. All six 

participants had a combination of both levels of motivation.  

However, the researcher gleaned that the “militant” motivation stemmed 

predominantly from being an immigrant. The fact that each participant left their 

homeland in search of better opportunities fueled the fire behind their push to excel. They 

were motivated by the sacrifices their parents had made to send them abroad. Viola, one 

of the research participants who migrated with her husband, knew she had to “keep 

going” because she was an immigrant. This sentiment of never giving up was expressed 

by each participant in different ways. 

Research Question 2 

 The second question asked: What factors are most instrumental in contributing to 

the success of Caribbean immigrant women in educational leadership within the United 

States? One of the factors that stood out as having contributed to the success of the six 

participants was the support of strong matriarchs, as well as the “village.” In addition, all 

six participants engaged in adult learning practices to ensure upward social mobility and 

as such experienced transformative learning. Present in all six narratives were stories of 

the impact of their mothers as well as grandmothers and a sister who “other-mothered” 

and who were impactful in their journeys as well. Research supports the idea that Black 

women have become strong matriarchs not because the demonstration of such strength is 

inherent, but because it is necessary as a means of survival in western patriarchal 

societies. Caribbean matriarchs have been classified as “reluctant matriarchs” (Reddock, 
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1993, p. 49) as they are not born matriarchs or strong Black women; they become that 

person within the Black family structure and circumstances.  

The contributions of matriarchal figures included the early instilling of the value 

of education, high self-esteem and a strong work ethic that continued into adulthood as 

the participants progressed on their journeys as immigrants. Three of the six participants 

had parents who were teachers, and thus a higher education track was a non-negotiable. 

The other three had mothers who valued education as the tool to achieve success. In fact, 

one participant stated that education in her country Jamaica is the “most valued factor 

that guarantees success and respect.” Thus, the participants were socialized with that 

knowledge. The support from the matriarchs for the participants as adult learners took the 

form of financial support, but also as constant motivation for success.  

In addition to the support of the matriarchs, the “village” also provided support 

for the participants. The village extended beyond family members into the sphere of 

employers; teachers; friends; and organizations such as church, a sorority, and a college 

club. The village contributed mentoring and guidance as well as inspiration and was a 

constant throughout the participants’ lives. The village was critical to the participants as a 

means of support, especially as new immigrants with the absence of the familiarity of a 

foundational support system left behind in their homeland. The creation of a new village 

thus emerged as a strategy for success. 

The foundation of the participants’ value placed on education was familial and/or 

societal. Consequently, all the participants optimized the value of education. They 

learned early and became self-directed adult learners, engaging in varied aspects of 

andragogy. All the participants have completed at least one Master’s degree. Two 
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participants have completed doctoral degrees, two have doctoral credits and intend to 

resume their studies, and two have as future goal the pursuit of doctoral degrees in 

education. The pursuit of these degrees, professional certifications, and licenses was 

engaged in as a part of self-directed learning to ensure that they achieved the goals of 

educational leadership. Adult learners embody a readiness and motivation that facilitates 

self-directed learning and, furthermore, these learners are characterized by qualities such 

as persistence, self-discipline, personal responsibility, and initiative (Guglielmino,1977). 

The adult learning practices emerged into transformative learning for the six 

participants. As they navigated the hills and valleys of the educational system as students 

and as practitioners, they stumbled upon the inequities in the system. However, they 

made the conscious decision to engage in efforts to challenge those systems for 

themselves and, in so doing, challenge it for other marginalized students. Accordingly, 

they chose to pursue their career goals in non-traditional educational institutions such as 

charter, Title I funded, and private schools. The participants found that such institutions 

were more accommodating of their needs as immigrants, providing opportunities to 

acquire certifications and licenses in a timely manner. Additionally, because of the 

factors unique to these institutions, they were able to move up the rungs of leadership in a 

shorter span of time than would have otherwise been possible in more traditional settings. 

These institutions were more likely to serve groups of students who were marginalized, 

or where the participants felt a greater connection. Their goal as educators evolved into a 

greater purpose of serving these groups and subsequently help in bridging the academic 

gaps common to such groups. All six participants shared goals of taking their purpose-

driven goal to other levels of being change agents within these communities.  
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For two of the participants, the journey to leadership included reversing the path 

to ascension. Faye quickly moved up the ladder from being a reading coach to becoming 

a school principal after excelling at a program created to develop leaders. She worked 

arduously at moving her school from a failing to a high performing school. As a result of 

her success, she was moved to another failing school, which further challenged her. She 

rose to the challenge, but after experiencing greater challenges than she believed she was 

willing to tackle, she resigned. She returned to being a classroom teacher without feeling 

like she had regressed and continued teaching as she figured out her next professional 

steps with the goal of being a school principal again.  

Viola progressed from being an ESE teacher to an assistant principal. She 

described a struggle for the promotion to the principalship; she believed she was glossed 

over for promotions because of her Spanish accent. However, after several years and 

male principals who did more harm than good to the school, she was finally promoted. In 

that same time period, she had just given birth to her son. She subsequently found it 

challenging to balance the needs of the school and her responsibility as a mother to a 

child with special needs. She also chose to go back to the classroom as an educator so 

that she could focus more on the needs of her child. She does not necessarily want to be a 

high school principal again, but instead, wants to create her own specialized institution 

for students with special needs.  

These two study participants exemplified the notion that the participants are not 

motivated for upward social mobility because of a title only, but because of making a 

difference that must also be conducive to their ethical boundaries and their personal 
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needs. For each, the end goal was never status, but rather to be where they each were 

needed the most. 

Research Question 3 

 The study sought to answer: How do Caribbean immigrant women discuss the 

influence of their identity on their professional journey in the United States? The six 

participants in this study are from the Caribbean countries of Jamaica, Haiti, Trinidad and 

Tobago, and Puerto Rico. These countries are more homogeneous in their racial and 

ethnic identifiers than the United States to where the participants migrated and became 

citizens. All six participants engaged in passionate discussion about the influence of their 

immigrant and racial/ethnic identity on their professional journey. Viola, who is from the 

island of Puerto Rico, remarked constantly on how being a Spanish speaker limited her 

choices of educational and professional experiences. She believed that she is considered 

less intelligent and incapable because English is her second language and she speaks with 

a Spanish accent. Furthermore, she stated with certainty of the difficulty to connect or 

identify with people who are White, despite effort. Additionally, she experienced fear or 

worry each time she started a new job, wondering what racial demographic the 

population would be. The many similarities of the Hispanic and African-American 

culture in the value of family and the engagement of cultural norms give her a greater 

connection to the African-American culture. As a result, she identifies as Black and 

laughs out loud as she states that there is no way she could identify with the White 

culture because of lack of cultural connections. She described Puerto Rico as being made 

up of the three races: Black, Spanish (White), and Tainos (Native Americans). However, 

the identity as Puerto Rican is more dominant as an identifier than a racial classification. 
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The identifiers of participants from the other Caribbean countries were etched in the 

racial identifiers as Black women. However, their Caribbean or country/ethnic identifiers 

were weaved in, rivaling the dominance of the racial identifier. The ethnic identifiers they 

discussed became more important when they became immigrants.  

The participants were born and raised in countries where the majority of the 

population is homogeneous. Therefore, an identifier based on race or ethnicity was not a 

requirement in their homeland. Each woman described being prepared to show up each 

day being cognizant of the identifiers and their meanings as tools of oppression within the 

United States. As a result, they created their own methods of resistance to counteract the 

meanings of inferiority ascribed to non-Whites. The decision of study participants to 

identify with their country of origin instead of identifying with the U.S. identifiers such 

as African-American and Hispanic was an act of resistance against the prevailing norm. 

Instead of accepting an inferior status (assigned to non-ethnic Whites within the United 

States), the participants asserted a high self-esteem etched in their racial and ethnic 

identifiers. This high self-esteem exalts a cultural superiority tied to their homeland and, 

as such, increased their drive for success. In fact, this high self-esteem closely resembles 

ethnocentrism as they measured their standards of excellence against their homelands.  

Dana took the racial/ethnic identifier even a step further to connect to her African 

ancestors as well as her Jamaican place of birth as her ethnic identifier. Her stance as a 

self-proclaimed “Black Nationalist” speaks to her resistance to an inferior status. Kareen, 

when asked if her identity has changed since migrating, stated “I still identify as being a 

Black woman, and I accept that. Now more than ever because I’m in a White man’s 

country….” This assertion is reflective of all the women as they adjusted against the 
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unfamiliar racial identities of their new country. Ethnic identity can serve as a way to 

cope with discrimination by garnering a sense of belonging and thus cultivating a safe 

space to reinforce positive group perception in contrast to the racism evident in the 

dominant society (Mossakowski, 2003). The six study participants employed their 

country of birth ethnic identifiers as resistance and as a coping strategy against racism 

systematically meted out to non-Whites in the United States. 

During interview one, each participant paused to think before answering when 

asked the racial and ethnic identity questions. Only Viola, who identified as Puerto Rican, 

did not hesitate when responding to either question. We can conclude that the definition 

of such identifiers is still evolving for these study participants. Thus, they require pause 

before defining.  

Researchers have posited that ethnic identity development is a lifelong process 

(Bernal & Knight, 1993; Espiritu, 1993). What was consistent in interview one was that 

none of the study participants identified as African-Americans in the initial interview. 

African-American is the term used to describe Blacks in the United States. Kaye 

described herself as African-American when asked how her identity has changed since 

migrating. In interview one, Kaye identified as Haitian-American, the hyphenated 

terminology some immigrants use to delineate the dual identity of immigrants existing 

between their birth and the new country. Kaye’s proclivity to hyphenate her racial/ethnic 

identifiers common to the United States could be tied to the fact that Kaye migrated as a 

middle school student at 12 years old. Thus, she acculturated with those unique 

identifiers in the social institutions she would encounter as a new immigrant. Contrarily, 

Dana who migrated permanently at 14 years old did not accept the hyphenated labels, and 
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more so defined herself along the back drop of Blackness tied to Africa or Jamaica, not 

the United States. The construct of both racial and ethnic identity is a multifaceted 

process influenced by issues of structure and agency (Howard, 2000). It is influenced by 

political, social, economic, and historical factors and as such is not absolute; it is fluid.  

Culture is most significant to the notion of ethnic identity. It is the core of culture 

that separates ethnicity from an identity defined by race. Accordingly, despite identifying 

as the hyphenated African-American, Kaye elucidated hastily “in Black versus White, I 

am African-American. Culturally, every opportunity I get, I try to identify as Haitian.” 

The collective ethnic identity was important to all participants. This identity is 

often expressed in the form of the beliefs, feelings, and cultural symbols that inform a 

shared sense of belonging. Black Caribbean immigrants began as slaves or involuntary 

minorities in their island homes. However, during and after slavery, they were able to 

take advantage of economic opportunities to create better educational and economic 

outcomes for future generations (Klein, 1986; Newton, 2004). These opportunities 

provided for their movement in class status through economic and educational attainment 

within the Caribbean social system (Beckles, 1999; Klein, 1986). Race was not a factor. 

Ethnicity has been defined as a fusion of cultural affinity, geographic roots, 

language religion, history, and sometimes the race that has been ascribed by those in 

power. Race on the other hand is defined as a biological concept; as a way of classifying 

human beings based on phenotype. Scientists have since debated this construct because it 

is based on vague and inaccurate characteristics. More importantly, although based on a 

superficial construct, it has been used over the last 200 years to create and implement a 
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hierarchy that has placed a premium on people used as justification for inequalities and 

conversely unearned wealth and power (Bobo & Fox, 2003).  

 The participants refused to define themselves on the hierarchy as ascribed in the 

hyphenation because they had a high self-esteem developed from childhood where they 

were not at the bottom of any racial hierarchy. This individual high self-esteem 

progressed into a general feeling of cultural superiority as their sense of selves became 

challenged when facing the unfamiliar prejudices based on race. This exaltation of a 

cultural identity bounded in superiority and borderline ethnocentrism becomes the barrier 

against systemic oppression that would typically render them second class citizens based 

on the superficial construct of race. 

Assimilating to the norms and mores of a new country brought with it a layer of 

acculturative stress uncommon to the participants, but not uncommon to immigrants. 

Acculturative stress includes behaviors typically experienced by immigrants that are as a 

direct result of the process of adaptation and, thus, acculturation to the new country 

(Berry, 1998; Gopaul-McNicol, 1993), coupled with the unfamiliarity of being 

considered a minority based on race (Ibrahim, 1997; Waters, 1999).  

Acculturative stress is further characterized by negative emotional and behavioral 

reactions that can be associated with the process and experience of adapting to a new 

cultural milieu (Berry et al., 1987). The six study participants detailed such stressors in 

the process of acculturation that included financial and professional stressors; 

psychological stressors that resulted in feelings of discrimination, regression and 

frustration; and socio-cultural stressors because of racism, the intersectionality of race 

and gender, and linguicism.  
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The journey from their native country into educational leadership was not a 

straightforward journey; each participant experienced acculturative stressors. Consistent 

with acculturative challenges, the participants experienced the impact of struggling to 

deal with financial challenges as, professionally, the migratory transition was not as 

smooth as anticipated. Feelings of regression enveloped them as all six participants 

detailed a middle-class upbringing that would change upon migration.  

The minority status ascribed to them as non-Whites and the accompanying racism 

would further challenge the assimilating experience. Viola, by virtue of being a native 

Spanish speaker, would experience linguicism. She was denied equal pay and promotion 

because of the prejudice against non-English speaking immigrants. According to a 2007 

Pew Hispanic Center study, just over half of the nation’s Hispanics (54%) say that 

discrimination is a major problem that is preventing Latinos from succeeding in America. 

The study further reported that language discrimination is one of the ways Latinos are 

limited. These challenges were compounded because of the intersectionality of race and 

gender. 

Intersectionality as an identifying theory for social research emerged during the 

1980s as a branch of feminist theory by analyzing the complexity of the multiple sources 

of women’s oppression (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1983; Crenshaw, 1991; Nash, 2008). 

The participants, by virtue of being women and immigrants of color, experienced 

corresponding stressors.  

Adding the immigrant milieu to intersectionality increased the stressors the 

participants experienced. Viola gave up her position as principal because she was 

overwhelmed by the inequality of treatment meted out to her as compared to the male 
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principals who preceded her. She explained that the male principals received a higher 

salary and more privileges than her because she was a woman and Hispanic. Faye 

described not feeling like she fitted in as a school leader in certain communities, mainly 

because of her Jamaican accent and/or because of her race. Dana also detailed multiple 

experiences where her race and gender resulted in limited opportunities for promotion.  

Study Significance Revisited 

This narrative inquiry explored the lived experiences of six Caribbean immigrant 

women as they pursued success in educational leadership roles within the United States. 

The six study participants were born in the Caribbean and migrated between teenage 

years and their twenties. The study revealed that Caribbean immigrant women by virtue 

of race, gender and status as an immigrant navigated “hills and valleys” such as 

acculturative stress to achieve upward social mobility in educational leadership.  

The study participants employed strategies for success that included support from 

matriarchs in their families as well as from the “village.” Additionally, they embraced 

adult learning practices that led to transformative learning. The “militant” motivation to 

succeed characterized their journeys and, along with a high self-esteem, a resistance to 

new ethnic identifiers. They exhibited a cultural superiority, bordering on ethnocentrism, 

that fueled their push for success.  

This study was significant as it afforded the opportunity to delve into the “hills 

and valleys” that immigrant women from the Caribbean experience in their quest to 

achieve upward social mobility in educational leadership in the United States. 

Additionally, the strategies being utilized by these women were examined and identified 

and will potentially add to the literature of tried and proven strategies of such successful 
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women. The discussion of identity offered an opportunity to hear of the minimally 

discussed part of the immigrant experience.  

Utilizing a narrative inquiry for this study, the researcher was able to engage 

multiple women, record their stories, document their experiences, and give amplification 

to the significance of those experiences. The lived-experiences of the six participants as 

detailed by them and subsequently coded and analyzed by the researcher corresponded 

with the research questions. 

Researcher’s Reflections 

Like the participants, the researcher is an immigrant woman from the Caribbean 

island of Jamaica who has traversed professional barriers to become a high school 

principal in the United States. The researcher’s lived experience as a similarly positioned 

immigrant woman was the inspiration for the study. This afforded comfort to the 

participants because of similar experiences. As the stories were being told, the researcher 

felt like she was hearing jigsaw pieces of her own life’s journey.  

Like all of the participants, the researcher left her home country in pursuit of the 

American dream, a lure of better opportunities. Like three of the participants, the 

researcher migrated in her twenties, having completed a degree in her homeland. Having 

been raised by parents who were educators in a middle-class home, the acculturative 

stress experienced was similar: feelings of regression and frustration. Adult education 

became a strategy for success for the researcher as she navigated the “hills and valleys” 

of her journey. The feelings of connections to each story were familiar for the researcher. 

They became a source of inspiration for the researcher and a constant reminder that 
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Caribbean immigrant women’s stories are worth sharing as they must overcome hills and 

valleys too to achieve success. 

Overview of Conclusion 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to explore the lived experiences of 

Caribbean immigrant women in educational leadership roles. The study is significant 

because it will add value to the literature available on similarly positioned women. After 

careful analysis of the data collected from two face-to-face-interviews, the researcher 

determined key findings of the study:  

1. Caribbean immigrant women may experience acculturative stress that 

generally includes racism, feelings of regression, frustration, professional and 

economic challenges, and socio-culture stress. 

2. Caribbean immigrant women are characterized by a “militant” motivation. 

3. Caribbean immigrant women may engage in adult learning practices that can 

lead to transformative learning. 

4. Caribbean women may employ the “support of matriarchs” and the “village.” 

5. Caribbean immigrant women may retain their country of birth’s ethnic 

identity as a source of resistance and high self-esteem bordering on 

ethnocentrism. 

Findings 

Finding 1: Acculturative Stress 

 The strongest factor that impacted the journey of all six participants was the 

experience of acculturative stress as immigrants living in the United States. Acculturative 

stress is synonymous to culture shock, and is inclusive of the financial, psychological, 
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and socio-cultural stress that immigrants will experience in the assimilation and 

adaptation process in a new, unfamiliar country (Berry et al., 1987). All six participants 

detailed experiences of acculturative stress that included (a) financial and professional 

challenges, (b) psychological stress that resulted in feelings of discrimination, frustration 

and regression, and (c) socio-cultural struggles that included dealing with prejudices in 

the form of racism and linguicism. 

 The participants, having been raised in middle class and racially homogeneous 

countries, struggled in adapting to a new financial state where they were now relegated to 

struggling financially in ways not anticipated. The lure of migration is usually for better 

socio-economic lifestyles; therefore, the study participants in their journey to achieve 

upward mobility experienced feelings of regression as they struggled. Additionally, 

frustration emerged as a constant feeling as they adapted to the physical environment and 

norms and mores.  

 Four of the study participants are from the English-speaking countries, and one 

participant was from a French-speaking Caribbean country. As such, they did not express 

significant challenges with prejudice based on language or accents. However, the 

participant from the Spanish-speaking country of Puerto Rico struggled with the 

experience of discrimination because of being a Spanish speaker. Research supports the 

idea that immigrants from English and French speaking Caribbean countries are treated 

more favorably than those from Spanish–speaking countries (Kalmijn, 1996). 

Accordingly, the Spanish speaking study participant described being denied promotions 

and equal pay because of her ethnicity as Hispanic and subsequent linguicism. Further 
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study should investigate what elements may influence the bias toward one language over 

others.  

In addition to the challenges as immigrants, the study participants detailed 

experiencing additional challenges because they were Black, coupled with being women. 

This intersectionality of race and gender in this triple barrier (i.e., immigrant status, race, 

and gender) impacted all participants. Crenshaw (1989), in her groundbreaking piece, 

purported that Black women at the intersection of race and gender are affected by 

discrimination in ways that cannot be captured by frameworks that have evolved to 

address each category separately. Furthermore, she posited that the experiences of White 

women and Black men are within the dominant frameworks without consideration for the 

particular ways that the intersection of race and sex affect Black women.  

In the case of these study participants as immigrants, citizenship status was only 

one part of the dynamic at play when an employer discriminated. The discrimination 

experienced by the participants was not limited to just one area of their lives and had 

different effects. Accordingly, they discussed tackling challenges based on all three 

factors that restricted their professional growth. Berry et al., (1987) purported that a 

variety of demographic, social, and psychological characteristics of the acculturating 

individual can possibly modify the acculturation stress relationship. The authors further 

stated that individuals possess a variety of coping strategies that allow them to adapt 

successfully to acculturation, while others are unable to cope, leading to high 

acculturative stress that could affect mental health. Therefore, based on the argument 

made by Berry et al.(1987) the six participants, despite having experienced such 
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acculturative stress, demonstrated the ability to navigate the hills and valleys as 

immigrants.  

Finding 2: Militant Motivation 

 A significant finding of this study identified that the six Caribbean immigrant 

women in this study achieved success in educational relationship as a result of a “militant 

motivation.” They believed that professional success in educational leadership will be 

achieved by any means necessary. The participants detailed their early lives in their 

homeland, as well as their motivation to navigate the hills and valleys as immigrants. 

Thus, the stories illuminated that there is a connection between a strong mixture of 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and professional success.  

 Motivation is understood as the mental fuel behind any action and is critical to 

any effort to achieve a goal. Researchers have posited collectively that motivation is an 

internal state or condition (sometimes described as a need, desire, or want) that serves to 

activate or energize behavior and give it direction (Kleinginna & Kleinginna, 1981). For 

the study participants, there was an additional source of motivation, an immigrant 

mentality that modified the typical motivation. As a result of the unfamiliar stressors, 

acculturative stress was encountered by the study participants. Their push required a 

“militant” motivation that harnessed both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The “success 

by any means” mentality was etched in a “do or die” mentality as one of the participants 

expressed. This motivation could have been there as a characteristic before migration 

and, as a result, was the source of the determination to migrate that increased as the needs 

of the new country beckoned.  
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The quest to first survive in the new country and then to thrive professionally 

resonated as consistent characterization of the six participants. The sacrifices made by 

family members to afford support and the socialized belief in always exceling in 

everything you do, coupled with an immigrant mentality that you “do or die,” were 

motivating factors that fueled and refueled the participants in their journey. 

Finding 3: Adult Learning: Labor for Learning 

“To be adequate for our strange new world we must think of learning as being the 

same as living” (Knowles, 1975, p. 16). Accordingly, the study found that all six 

participants have engaged in varied aspects of adult learning, including self-directed, 

incidental, formal learning, and progressed through personal experiences to 

transformative learning as they navigated the hills and valleys of being new immigrants.  

Transformative learning includes key components of critical reflection, 

development, and experience according to Mezirow (1991). Each participant 

demonstrated their practice of adult learning as new immigrants adapting to a new 

country. Their transformation occurred from self-described resistant teachers to 

successful educators determined to effect change using education for marginalized 

groups. Accordingly, each participant had chosen to engage as educators in institutions 

that are not traditional or more inclined to serve in marginalized groups: charter, Title I 

funded, and private schools. 

Transformative learning is about the change that occurs in an individual as a 

result of an external frame of reference (Mezirow, 1991). This frame of reference as 

developed by Mezirow is tied to the individual interpretation and understanding of the 

world based on assumptions. As young women, the participants had limited assumptions 
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about the world and what success means to them. As they engaged the world through new 

eyes and through more formal and informal education, coupled with experiencing a new 

country with unfamiliar norms and mores, their frame of reference for success evolved.  

The determination to succeed through transformative learning assisted all these 

women to be change agents for themselves and others. Furthermore, all six participants 

expressed goals that include creating programs or organizations that will benefit those 

who are marginalized. In fact, most of them defined their success and goals based on the 

impact that they are, or will be making, in others’ lives.  

Finding 4: Support from Matriarchs: Strength of a Woman and the “Village” 

The narratives from the participants revealed stories that corroborate the literature 

on the role of women in African-American families and that of the Black matriarch. One 

of the findings of the study was that familial support was critical to the participants’ 

success, especially the support of the matriarchs, primarily mothers. Additionally, 

grandmothers and one sister who “othermothered” supported this finding. The support of 

the matriarchs in their lives was constant from birth to adulthood. Their determination to 

succeed academically from childhood was as a result of the emphasis that these 

matriarchs understood the importance of education as a tool for success. As the six 

participants navigated the terrain as immigrants, the matriarchs (except for Viola whose 

mother and grandmother died before she migrated) offered continuous support financially 

and emotionally to ensure their success. The early emphasis on education in their 

formative years became a lifelong focus for each participant and, as such, they all 

pursued higher education. 
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 The constant support of the “village” emerged as a sub theme. All participants 

detailed having support from members of the community that included friends, 

employers, educators, organizations, and mentors. One participant described the creation 

of her “village” in college as a new immigrant. That group of friends are now her family 

and still support her in all areas of her life.  

The development of kinship outside of family members has been a survival 

strategy for the African diaspora as it has struggled to survive since enslavement (Wint & 

Dunn, 1998). The phrase “it takes a village to raise a child” is an African proverb that has 

been used in the United States as an approach to raising Black children as a resilience 

tool to combat racism. In the narratives, the “village” supported the participants in varied 

ways, but especially academically and professionally. One participant expressed that one 

of her principals became her “othermother” and took over when her biological mother 

could not take her any further. The academic “village” members offered mentor-mentee 

guidance and support to help in the climb to professional success and broaden the scope 

of the participants’ experiences.  

Finding 5: Identity as Resistance and High Self-Esteem Bordering on 

Ethnocentrism 

 The narratives as told by the six participants shed light on the discussion of 

identity. One of the findings of this study is that the six Caribbean immigrant women 

examined and maintained their ethnic identity from their home countries as an act of 

resistance. This identity, which is strongly cemented in a Black racial definition, was the 

source of high self-esteem that manifested itself in examples of cultural superiority as 

Caribbean immigrants that bordered on ethnocentrism.  
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The study participants, when faced with unfamiliar challenges because of race, 

chose to resist the categorizations of their native-born Black counterparts. These 

categorizations would have relegated them to a lower social status in the United States by 

virtue of race. However, all the participants held on to their country of origin identifiers. 

All six participants defined themselves as racially Black; however, the hyphenated 

classifications of African or Hispanic-American were not accepted by the majority of the 

participants.  

 Self-esteem has been defined as an individual’s positive or negative attitude 

toward the self (Rosenberg, 2015) and, thus, a high self-esteem is considered important in 

charting success. Most of the participants detailed having a high self-esteem secured in 

the definition as an immigrant, a Caribbean immigrant expressing stronger work ethic 

and abilities comparative to African-American counterparts; but more so, just in general. 

Some participants did strongly discuss that the stereotypes used to paint African-

American as being lesser have been a strategic attempt to further oppress them by those 

in power and were mindful in asserting any comparisons. The definitions of strong selves 

seemed to have developed as a result of an upbringing in a country where they were the 

majority; thus, never having to deal with the minority influence until later in their lives. 

Although Caribbean countries face serious economic problems, Blacks have historically 

been the majority in most Caribbean islands and have occupied a diverse range of 

positions in the social hierarchy. The constant access to more positive examples of Black 

achievement and the less rigid social stratification of racial groups in these societies may 

be the reason for a stronger orientation towards socioeconomic achievement among 

Caribbean Blacks (Kalmijn,1996). 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study raised some awareness for immigrants, women, women 

of color, and women who are desirous of being successful in educational leadership in the 

United States. It brings to the forefront the challenges to be encountered by similarly 

positioned women as well as strategies that can be employed to tackle these challenges. 

As such, recommendations for future study would include a more in-depth look at the 

specific steps that such women utilize as they climb the educational leadership ladder. 

Additionally, further research would be beneficial on the stages of acculturation and the 

subsequent challenges faced.  

To these and similarly positioned women in leadership, this researcher would 

recommend seeking the opportunity to mentor new immigrants as well as women who 

are aspiring leaders. Mentoring has been championed as critical for the youth. However, 

adults embarking on any new phase of development could benefit from the tried and 

proven strategies of a mentor. Immigrants in a new country seeking to navigate the 

acculturation stages could benefit significantly from mentoring outside of just the familial 

support. As these study participants have demonstrated, having a professional offering 

them guidance served them well. Therefore, having also a mentor on the American way 

would be impactful. Organizations such as sororities could be of great support to women 

like the participants. Only one study participant detailed being involved in a sorority; the 

others mentioned involvement mostly with churches. Sororities and other social 

organizations seeking to expand their support strategically to include Caribbean 

immigrant women could find it mutually beneficial.  
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Policymakers should revisit the policies that speak to international students and 

immigrants who are already serving in professional capacities such as in education in 

their home country. International students are limited in accessing jobs while being 

students and after completing their course of study. The policies should be modified to 

afford international students and professional migrants a more efficient way to become 

citizens. 

All six participants described choosing non-traditional institutions for 

employment. Based on the impressive resumes these women possess, coupled with their 

drive and determination as evidenced in their narratives, traditional institutions are losing 

out on quality educators. Therefore, the researcher recommends that traditional 

institutions delve into their current practices to determine what is causing qualified 

women like these to prefer being employed in other types of institutions. After 

determining the cause, efforts should then be made to implement programs to recruit, 

retain and promote such women.  

 Recommendations for future research and practice include: 

1. Conduct a qualitative study on Caribbean immigrant women who have not 

been successful in educational leadership. 

2. Conduct a qualitative study on the engagement of social organizations and 

Caribbean immigrant women. 

3. Conduct a longitudinal quantitative study to track the progress of the study 

participants in the pursuit of their long-term goals.  

4. Conduct a qualitative study on the need for mentoring Caribbean immigrant 

women in the United States. 
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5. Create a mentoring program that targets Caribbean immigrant women aspiring 

for leadership. 

6. Conduct a qualitative study on a similar group of Caribbean immigrant men in 

educational leadership roles. 

7. Conduct a similar qualitative study on Caribbean immigrants who do not 

identify as Black. 

8. Conduct a similar qualitative study that expands the current study to include a 

larger sample size to further validate the findings and determine if it holds true 

with a larger pool of data. 

9. Create a quantitative study that isolates the factors that would make transition 

and attainment of goals quicker or easier. 

10. Conduct a mixed method study that looks into the effects of international 

experiences and their impact on educational leadership positions in home 

countries, emphasizing what the women learned about themselves by going 

through this transculturation process that became beneficial to leadership and 

entire educational systems at home. 

11. Conduct a mixed method study of employers’ experience with Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership in the United States. 

Closing Statement 

The lived experiences of the six participants in this study suggest that Caribbean 

immigrant women in educational leadership do experience their fair share of “hills and 

valleys” too (see Figure 7). Accordingly, acculturative stress emerged as the strongest 

finding. Despite not detailing specifically the strategies that they used to tackle the 
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acculturative stress they experienced, the other four findings suggest that the participants 

were able to garner success in educational leadership roles as a result of demonstrating a 

militant motivation that fueled them and ensured success by any means necessary despite 

the challenges. Additionally, the constant support of the strong matriarchs and their 

“village” cushioned, mentored, and motivated them throughout the journey. While 

dealing with the acculturative stress that they encountered as a result of being immigrant 

women of color, they adapted to the new environment to ensure success by holding on to 

their native country’s cultural/ethnic identity as an act of resistance against prejudice 

experienced within the United States. Furthermore, retaining their cultural identifiers 

served as a source of preservation of their high self-esteem, bordering on ethnocentrism. 

All six participants engaged in adult learning practices that included incidental, formal, 

and informal learning that would culminate in transformational learning as they sought to 

better themselves and others.  

 
 

Figure 7. Caribbean immigrant women in educational leadership: Over hills and valleys 
too. 
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Appendix A. Interview Protocol, Interview 1 

 

Interview Protocol: Caribbean Immigrant Women in Education Leadership: Over 
Hills and Valleys Too…

The Project Description: The study will explore the lived experiences of Caribbean 

Immigrant Women as they pursue professional success in educational leadership roles.

Time of Interview: ________________________________________________

Date: __________________________________________________________

Place: _________________________________________________________

Interviewer: ____________________________________________________

Interviewee: ____________________________________________________

Position of Interviewee: ___________________________________________

Introduction: Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.  As mentioned by email/ 

phone, I am in a Ph.D. program at FAU and this study is a part of this program.  For this 

dissertation, I have chosen to engage stories from women like you—Caribbean woman in 

educational leadership role—who can potentially add to the literature available to women 

like yourself. Using your life’s journey, I am attempting to characterize your experience as 

an immigrant and determine factors that contributed most significantly to your success in 

educational leadership. Additionally, a determination will be made on how your identity as 

a Caribbean immigrant woman influenced your journey.

My interest in interviewing you is to learn from your experience. Your participation 

in this study is voluntary and you may choose to discontinue your participation at any time. 

Your responses are confidential, and accordingly, your identity will be protected by 

utilizing pseudonyms.  To ensure accuracy, I ask for permission to tape record our 

interview.  Also, you will have the opportunity to member check (review) the written 

transcript. 

1159769-2

Approved On: May 17, 2018
Institutional

Review Board Expires On:
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Interview One Questions:

SECTION A- Current Demographic Information

Directions: Please answer the following questions:

1) What is your age ________________________________ (or Age range:  22- 25; 26

– 30; 31- 35; 36-40; 41-45–55; 56–60; 61–65; 66–70)

2) What is your marital status?

3) What is current professional position?

4) What is the highest level of education completed?

5) What is your ethnicity?

6) How do you identify racially?

Demographics as at Migrating

Directions: please answer the following questions:

7) What was your employment status as at migration ?

- If Working-     What field/industry?

- If Student -       What institution?  What were you studying

8) At what age did you migrate?

9) Who did you migrate with?

Section B: Tell me Your Story

A. Tell me about your early life (birth to onset of high school)

B. Tell me about your high school years

1159769-2

Approved On: May 17, 2018
Institutional

Review Board Expires On:



 200 

C. Tell me about your journey to this point in your career 

Probes (These probes will be used as needed to clarify or encourage sharing of additional 

information from interviewee):

I. Explain that further

II. What were your thoughts and feelings at this time?

III. Give me an example

IV. Tell me more about this

V. Talk me through that experience 

Interview Two Questions:  With your permission, I will follow up with a second interview. 

Those questions will be developed after determining emergent themes from interview one 

as aligned with the research questions.

Closing: Again, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with 

me. Please be reminded that your responses are confidential.  I will send you a transcribed 

copy of your responses in your email over the next two weeks for your review and edit. 

Feel free to contact me with any concerns, questions or comments.  Thank you again for 

adding your voice to this study, your contribution is valuable. 

1159769-2

Approved On: May 17, 2018
Institutional

Review Board Expires On:
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Appendix B. Interview Protocol, Interview 2 

 

Interview Protocol: Caribbean Immigrant Women in Education Leadership: Over 

Hills and Valleys Too...  

The Project Description: The study will explore the lived experiences of Caribbean 

Immigrant Women as they pursue professional success in educational leadership roles. 

Time of Interview:  ______________________________________________________ 

Date:    ______________________________________________________ 

Place:    ______________________________________________________  

Interviewer:   ______________________________________________________  

Interviewee:   ______________________________________________________ 

Position of Interviewee:  ________________________________________________  

Introduction: Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. As mentioned by email/ 

phone, I am in a Ph.D. program at FAU and this study is a part of this program. For this 

dissertation, I have chosen to engage stories from women like you—Caribbean woman in 

educational leadership role—who can potentially add to the literature available to women 

like yourself. Using your life’s journey, I am attempting to characterize your experience 

as an immigrant and determine factors that contributed most significantly to your success 

in educational leadership. Additionally, a determination will be made on how your 

identity as a Caribbean immigrant woman influenced your journey.  

My interest in interviewing you is to learn from your experience. Your participation in 

this study is voluntary and you may choose to discontinue your participation at any time. 
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Your responses are confidential, and accordingly, your identity will be protected by 

utilizing pseudonyms. To ensure accuracy, I ask for permission to tape record our 

interview. Also, you will have the opportunity to member check (review) the written 

transcript.  

Interview Two Questions 

1. In interview one, you discussed an initial career choice other than education, 

explain the reason (s) that education was not an initial career choice.  Probe: What 

prompted/motivated you to choose a career in education? 

2. Discuss your definition of success before migrating. Explain (if) how and why it 

has changed? Do you consider yourself successful? Why? Why not? 

3. What are your current short- term and long-term professional goals? Probe: 

Explain further 

4. How do you view your progress towards your ultimate professional goal? Probe: 

Explain further your thoughts and feelings about this progress 

5. In your leadership journey, what are/were the positive experiences? What 

are/were the negative experiences? Probe: Explain further 

6. What challenges do you anticipate facing in the future in the process of achieving 

aforementioned goal? How will you address them? Probe: Tell me more about 

this 

7. Based on your response in interview one, your career seemed to have blossomed 

in Charter/Title One/Private versus Traditional High Schools, (is this so, were you 

aware of this?) How do you account for this professional outcome? Probe: 

Explain further the varied experiences that resulted in this outcome 
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8. Based on your responses in interview one, your family, especially your mother or 

parents, stood out as a key support /influence in your journey. What support, if 

any, did you receive from other family members, friends, organizations and/or 

any other entity not previously discussed? Probe: Further explain 

9. I am aware that the U.S. race/ethnic identity/relations are possibly different from 

ones (you were familiar with) in your home country: 

1. How did you identify racially/ethnically prior to migrating? Probe: Tell 

me more about this 

2. Has your racial or ethnic identity changed? If it has, explain how 

3. How has this identity impacted your professional journey? Probe: Give 

examples  

10. Being a woman in this journey, did it help or restrict you in your development? 

Do you believe that being a man would have helped you to be more or less 

successful? Why? Why Not? Probe: Give examples 

11. What advice/encouragement would you give to similarly positioned women 

embarking on an educational leadership career?  

12. Is there anything else in this journey that you would like to share? 

Probes (These probes will be used as needed to clarify or encourage sharing of additional 

information from interviewee): 

I. Explain that further 
II. What were your thoughts and feelings at this time? 

III. Give me an example 
IV. Tell me more about this 
V. Talk me through that experience  
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Closing: Again, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with me. 

Please be reminded that your responses are confidential. I will send you a transcribed 

copy of your responses in your email over the next two weeks for your review and edit. 

Feel free to contact me with any concerns, questions or comments. Thank you again for 

adding your voice to this study, your contribution is valuable.  
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Appendix C. Field/Observation Notes Form 

Participant’s Name:    

Interviewer’s Name:          

Location:              

Observation Notes Field Notes 
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Appendix D. Document Analysis Form 

Pseudonym:             

Type of Document:           Date of Document Viewing:           

       

1. What did researcher gather from document?  

 

  

2. What did participant say about the document?  

 

  

3. What does the document reveal about the participant? 

 

  

Researcher Reflections:  
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Appendix E. IRB Approval 

 

 

- 1 - Generated on IRBNet

 Institutional Review Board
Division of Research

777 Glades Rd.
Boca Raton, FL 33431

Tel: 561.297.1383

FLORIDA  fau.edu/research/researchint

ATLANTIC   

UNIVERSITY  Charles Dukes, Ed.D., Chair

 
DATE: May 18, 2018
  
TO: Valerie Bryan, PhD
FROM: Florida Atlantic University Social, Behavioral and Educational Research IRB
  
PROTOCOL #: 1159769-2
PROTOCOL TITLE: [1159769-2] Caribbean Immigrant Women in Educational Leadership: Over

Hills and Valleys Too...
  
SUBMISSION TYPE: Response/Follow-Up
REVIEW CATEGORY: Exemption category # A3
  
ACTION: DETERMINATION OF EXEMPT STATUS
EFFECTIVE DATE: May 17, 2018

 

Thank you for your submission of Response/Follow-Up materials for this research study. The Florida
Atlantic University Social, Behavioral and Educational Research IRB has determined this project is
EXEMPT FROM FEDERAL REGULATIONS. Therefore, you may initiate your research study.

We will keep a copy of this correspondence on file in our office. Please keep the IRB informed of any
substantive change in your procedures, so that the exemption status may be re-evaluated if needed.
Substantive changes are changes that are not minor and may result in increased risk or burden or
decreased benefits to participants. Please also inform our office if you encounter any problem involving
human subjects while conducting your research.

If you have any questions or comments about this correspondence, please contact Danae Montgomery
at:

Institutional Review Board
Research Integrity/Division of Research
Florida Atlantic University
Boca Raton, FL 33431
Phone: 561.297.1383
researchintegrity@fau.edu

* Please include your protocol number and title in all correspondence with this office.

 

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations,
and a copy is retained within our records.
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Appendix F. Recruitment Flyer 

 

 

Recruitment Flyer Template. FAU/RI. Version 2 – 05/09/2016 

Caribbean Immigrant Women in Educational Leadership: Over Hills and Valleys Too… 

Investigators: Dr. Valerie Bryan (PI), Nadine L. Leblanc are asking for your participation in this study: 

Caribbean Immigrant Women in Educational Leadership: Over Hills and Valleys Too… 

The purpose of this study is to describe the journey of college educated, immigrant women from the 

Caribbean in their quest for professional advancement in educational leadership roles in the United States. 

We are looking for college educated women from the Caribbean who are in leadership positions in the 

educational field. Study will include: 

1. Two in depth interviews – 90-120 minutes

2. Document submission – Resume, biography, photographs, awards, certificates

We will meet at a time and location convenient for you. 

Contact: Nadine L. Leblanc, cell- , email -nleblanc2013@fau.edu 

1159769-2

Approved On: May 17, 2018
Institutional

Review Board Expires On:
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Appendix G. Recruitment Email 

Dear __________________________  

 

My name is Nadine L. Leblanc, I am a doctoral candidate at Florida Atlantic University 

in Boca Raton, Florida, conducting a research study for the purpose of exploring the 

journey of college educated, immigrant women from the Caribbean in their quest for 

professional advancement in educational leadership roles in the United States.   

Based upon you meeting the aforementioned criteria, I would like for you to participate 

in this study. Your time commitment would be for two face to face interviews for 

approximately 90-120 minutes each. The interviews will be at a convenient location for 

you. I will need to audio tape the interviews and also ask for your time in reviewing and 

approving the transcripts. Therefore, additional time commitment would be necessary for 

follow up phone calls or emails between us.  Additionally, the study will require the 

analysis of documents such as resume, biography, photographs, awards, and certificates. 

 

If you are willing to participate in this study, I will send you an Informed Consent form 

for your signature. We will then set up a convenient time for our interview. You would be 

free to enter and leave the study at any tune with no risk or penalty. Your identity will be 

kept confidential.  

Would you be interested in participating in the study?  

I believe other women, immigrants, researchers, and educational leaders can gain 

significant understanding and inspiration from your story.  
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If you need additional information or wish to get started immediately with the scheduling 

of our interview, please contact me by email or telephone with convenient times.  

My contact information is as follows: 

Email: nleblanc2013@fau.edu 

Cellular telephone: 718-506-7789 

 

Thank you for your time. I look forward to collaborating with you.  

 

Sincerely,  

Nadine L. Leblanc, Doctoral Candidate  

Florida Atlantic University 

College of Education Educational Leadership,  

Adult & Community Education  

777 Glades Road 

 Boca Raton, FL 33431 
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Appendix H. Adult Consent Form 

 

ADULT CONSENT FORM 

Consent Form Version & Date: Version 1.0 - December 11, 2017

1) Title of Research Study:  Caribbean Immigrant Women in Educational Leadership: Over Hills and Valleys

Too…
2) Investigator(s): Principal Investigator, Dr. Valerie Bryan and Co-Investigator, Nadine L. Leblanc

3) Purpose: The study will explore the lived experiences of Caribbean Immigrant Women as they pursue
professional success in educational leadership roles.

4) Procedures:
Participation in this study includes two 90-120 minutes semi-structured interviews. These interviews will be 

conducted at a time and place of your convenience. With your authorization, these interviews will be audio 
recorded and transcribed.  The transcripts will be sent to you by email for validation, and you may add or adjust 

anything at that time. You may decline participation at any time.
5) Risks:
The risks  involved with participation in  this  study are  no more than you would experience in  regular  daily  
activities. It is unlikely you will experience any harm or discomfort.  You may wish to decline participation if you  

are uncomfortable at any 
time.

6) Benefits:
We are uncertain if you will  receive any benefits from this study. However, this study will  contribute to the  
literature of tried and proven strategies of successful women. 

7) Data Collection & Storage:
Data Collection & Storage: All of the data collected will be kept confidential and secure and only the investigators 

working with the study will see your data unless required by law. The data will be kept on an external hard drive 
in a locked cabinet [or password-protected computer] in the investigator’s possession for a period of one year. 

After that time, paper copies will be destroyed by shredding and electronic data will be deleted. We may publish 
the information gathered from this study. If we do, your name and identity will be kept private.

8) Contact Information:
 If you have questions about the study, you should call or email the investigator(s): Valerie Bryan_at

or bryan@fau,edu.  and Nadine L. Leblanc at  or nleblanc2013@fau.edu.
 If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, contact the Florida Atlantic

University Division of Research, Research Integrity Office at (561) 297-1383 or send an email to
researchintegrity@fau.edu.

9) Consent Statement:
*I have read or had read to me the information describing this study.  All my questions have been answered to my

satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and freely consent to participate.   I  understand that I am free to  
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  I have received a copy of this consent form. 

I agree ____ I do not agree ___ be audiotaped/videotaped. 

I agree ____ I do not agree ___ to having documents such as resumes, certificates, awards viewed.

Printed Name of Participant:  __________________________________________________________

Signature of Participant: ______________________________________ Date: _____________________

Printed Name of Investigator:  __________________________________________

Signature of Investigator: __________________  _________________________ Date: _____________________

 

1159769-2

Approved On: May 17, 2018
Institutional

Review Board Expires On:
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Appendix I. Code System 

Code System # 

Acculturative Stress 167 

Adult Learning 46 

Caribbean Identity as Source of Pride and High Self-Worth 59 

Charter School Success 15 

Concrete Ceiling 9 

Early Value Placed on Education 37 

Ethnocentrism 30 

External Support 55 

Family Support 30 

Field of Education - Second Choice 40 

High Achiever 48 

High Motivation 87 

Middle Class Upbringing 48 

Resilience 3 

Sexism 13 

Strong Matriarchal Figures 81 

Success By Any Means Necessary 57 

Total: 825 
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Appendix J. Participant Doll 

 



 214 

REFERENCES 

Anthias, F., & Yuval-Davis, N. (1983). Contextualizing feminism-gender, ethnic and 

class divisions. Feminist review, 15(1), 62-75.  

Banton, B. (1997). Hills and valleys. On Inna Heights. New York, NY: Penthouse/VP 

Records.  

Beckles, H. (1999). Centering woman: Gender discourses in Caribbean slave society. 

New York, NY: James Currey Ltd. 

Bennett, P. R., & Lutz, A. (2009). How African American is the net Black advantage? 

Differences in college attendance among immigrant Blacks, native Blacks, and 

Whites. Sociology of Education, 82(1), 70-100.  

Bernal, I. M., & Knight, G. P. (1993). Ethnic identity: Formation and transmission among 

Hispanics and other minorities. Albany: State University of New York Press.  

Berry, J. W. (1998). Acculturative stress. In P. B. Organista, K. M. Chun, & G. Marin 

(Eds.), Readings in ethnic psychology (pp. 117-122). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Berry, J. W. (2003). Conceptual approaches to acculturation. In K. M. Chun, P. E. Balls 

Organista, & G. E. Marín, G. E. (Eds.), Acculturation: Advances in theory, 

measurement, and applied research (pp. 17-37). Washington, DC: American 

Psychological Association.  

Berry, J. W. (2006). Acculturative stress. In P. T. P. Wong & L. C. J. Wong (Eds.), 

Handbook of multicultural perspectives on stress and coping (pp. 287-298). 

Boston, MA: Springer. 



 215 

Berry, J. W., Kim, U., Minde, T., & Mok, D. (1987). Comparative studies of 

acculturative stress. International Migration Review, 21(3), 491-511. 

doi:10.2307/2546607 

Bobo, L. D., & Fox, C. (2003). Race, racism, and discrimination: Bridging problems, 

methods, and theory in social psychological research. Social Psychology 

Quarterly, 66(4), 319-332.  

Bogdan, R., & Biklen, S. (2007). Qualitative research for education: An introduction to 

theories and methods (5th ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

Bonnett, A. W. (1990). Emerging perspectives on the Black diaspora. Lanham, MD: 

University Press of America.  

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative 

Research Journal, 9(2), 27-40. doi:10.3316/QRJ0902027 

Boyd, R. (1991). Personal transformation in small groups: A Jungian perspective. 

Abingdon, VA: Routledge. 

Brice-Baker, J. R. (2005). British West Indian families. In M. McGoldrick, J. Giordano, 

& N. Garcia-Preto (Eds.), Ethnicity and family therapy (3rd ed., pp. 117-126). 

New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

Brookfield, S. D. (1986). Understanding and facilitating adult learning. School Library 

Media Quarterly, 16(2), 99-105. 

Brooks, L. J. (2013). The Black survivors: Courage, strength, creativity and resilience in 

the cultural traditions of Black Caribbean immigrants. In J. K. Sinnott (Ed.), 

Positive psychology: Advanced in understanding adult motivation (pp. 121-134). 

New York, NY: Springer. 



 216 

Bryce-Laporte, R. S. (1993). Voluntary immigration and continuing encounters between 

Blacks: The post-quincentenary challenge. The Annals of the American Academy 

of Political and Social Science, 530(1), 28-41. 

Butcher, K. F. (1994). Black immigrants in the United States: A comparison with native 

Blacks and other immigrants. ILR Review, 47(2), 265-284. doi:10.2307/2524420 

Catalyst. (2004). Advancing African-American women in the workplace: What managers 

need to know. New York, NY: Author. Retrieved from 

http://www.catalyst.org/system/files/Advancing_African_American_Women_in_t

he_Workplace_What_Managers_Need_to_Know.pdf 

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in 

qualitative research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Clandinin, D. J., & Huber, J. (2010). Narrative inquiry. In P. Peterson, E. Baker, & B. 

McGaw (Eds.), International encyclopedia of education (3rd ed., pp. 436-441). 

New York, NY: Routledge.  

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist 

critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. 

University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989. Retrieved from 

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8/ 

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and 

violence against women of color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241-1299. 

doi:10.2307/1229039 



 217 

Creswell, J. W. (2005). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice 

Hall. 

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Creswell, J. W., & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. 

Theory into Practice, 39(3), 124-130. 

Cross, W. E., Jr. (1978). The Thomas and Cross models of psychological nigrescence: A 

review. Journal of Black Psychology, 5(1), 13-31. 

Cross, W. E., Jr., Parham, T. A., & Helms, J. E. (1991). The stages of Black identity 

development: Nigrescence models. In R. L. Jones (Ed.), Black psychology (pp. 

319-338). Berkeley, CA: Cobb & Henry Publishers. 

Delgado, R., & Stefancic, J. (1998). Critical race theory: Past, present, and future. 

Current Legal Problems, 51(1), 467-491. 

Denzin, N. K. (1973). The research act: A theoretical introduction to sociological 

methods. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers. 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. 

Dominguez, V. R. (1975). From neighbor to stranger: The dilemma of Caribbean 

peoples in the United States (Vol. 5). New Haven, CT: Antilles Research 

Program, Yale University. 



 218 

Eagly, A. H., & Carli, L. L. (2007). Through the labyrinth: The truth about how women 

become leaders. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press. 

Ely, R. J., & Rhode, D. L. (2010). Women and leadership: Defining the challenges. In N. 

Nohria & R. Khurana (Eds.), Handbook of leadership theory and practice (pp. 

377-410). Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press. 

Espiritu, Y. L. 1993. Asian American panethnicity. Philadelphia, PN: Temple University 

Press  

Foner, N. (1997). The immigrant family: Cultural legacies and cultural changes. The 

International Migration Review, 31(4), 961-974. doi:10.2307/2547420 

Fouron, G. (1989). Haitian immigrants in the U.S.: Migration and identity. Retrieved 

from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED314952.pdf 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Seabury Press. 

Fugler, J. (2015, July 2). Why the lack of women in educational leadership matters. The 

Huffington Post. Retrieved from https://www.huffingtonpost.com/jp-fugler/lack-

of-women-in-education_b_7708220.html?ec_carp=5059970711435016110 

Fussell, P. (1983). The Boy Scout Handbook and other observations. New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press.  

Giddings, P. (1988). In search of sisterhood: Delta Sigma Theta and the challenge of the 

Black sorority movement. New York, NY: Morrow. 

Glazer, N., & Moynihan, D. P. (1963). Beyond the melting pot: The Negroes, Puerto 

Ricans, Jews, Italians, and Irish of New York City (Vol. 13). Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press. 



 219 

Gopaul-McNichol, S. (1993). Working with West Indian families. New York, NY: 

Guilford Press. 

Graham, H. (1990). Race, language, and social policy: Comparing the Black and 

Hispanic experience in the U.S. Population and Environment, 12(1), 43-58.  

Grandy, M. (1843). Narrative of the life of Moses Grandy: Late a slave in the United 

States of America. Retrieved from 

https://www.docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/grandy/grandy.html 

Guglielmino, L. M. (1977). Development of the self-directed learning readiness scale 

(Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of Georgia, Athens, GA. 

Hall, J. C., Everett, J. E., & Hamilton-Mason, J. (2012). Black women talk about 

workplace stress and how they cope. Journal of Black Studies, 43(2), 207-226.  

Hill Collins, P. (1989). The social construction of Black feminist thought. Signs: Journal 

of Women in Culture and Society, 14(4), 745-773.  

Hill Collins, P. (Ed.) (1998). Fighting words: Black women and the search for social 

justice (Vol. 7). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Hill Collins, P. (2000). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the 

politics of empowerment (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Hirschman, C. (1983). America’s melting pot reconsidered. Annual Review of Sociology, 

9, 397-423. 

Holder, C. (2007). West Indians. In M. C. Waters & R. Ueda (Eds.), The new Americans: 

A guide to immigration since 1965. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

hooks, b. (1990). Ain’t I a woman: Black women and feminism. London, UK: Pluto Press.  



 220 

Howard, J. A. (2000). Social psychology of identities. Annual Review of Sociology, 

26(1), 367-393. 

Ibrahim, F. A. (1997, April). Post-traumatic stress disorder among cultural/racial 

minorities: Counseling implications. Paper presented at the meeting of the 

American Counseling Association, Orlando, FL. 

Ifatunji, M. (2016). A test of the Afro Caribbean model minority hypothesis: Exploring 

the role of cultural attributes in labor market disparities between African 

Americans and Afro Caribbeans. Du Bois Review: Social Science Research on 

Race, 13(1), 109-138. doi:10.1017/S1742058X16000035 

James, S. M. (1993). A possible Black feminist link to social transformation? In A. P. A. 

Busia & S. M. James (Eds.), Theorizing Black feminisms: The visionary 

pragmatism of Black women (p. 44). New York, NY: Routledge 

Johns, M. L. (2013). Breaking the glass ceiling: Structural, cultural, and organizational 

barriers preventing women from achieving senior and executive positions. 

Perspectives in Health Information Management, 2013. Retrieved from 

http://perspectives.ahima.org/breaking-the-glass-ceiling-structural-cultural-and-

organizational-barriers-preventing-women-from-achieving-senior-and-executive-

positions/  

Kalmijn, M. (1996). The socioeconomic assimilation of Caribbean American Blacks. 

Social Forces, 74(3), 911-930. 

Kanter, M. R. (1977). Men and women of the corporation. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Kasinitz, P. (1992). Caribbean New York: Black immigrants and politics of race. Ithaca, 

NY: Cornell University Press. 



 221 

Klein, H. (1986). African slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean. New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press. 

Kleinginna, P. R., & Kleinginna, A. M. (1981). A categorized list of motivation 

definitions, with a suggestion for a consensual definition. Motivation and 

emotion, 5(3), 263-291. 

Knowles, M. (1975). Self-directed learning: A guide for learners and teachers. Chicago, 

IL: Follett Publishing. 

Ladson-Billings, G., & Tate, W. (1995). Toward a critical race theory of education. 

Teachers College Record, 97, 47-68.  

Manuel, R. C., Taylor, R. J., & Jackson, J. S. (2012). Race and ethnic group differences 

in socio-economic status: Black Caribbeans, African Americans and non-Hispanic 

Whites in the United States. Western Journal of Black Studies, 36(3), 228-239. 

McAdoo, H. P. (2002). The village talks: Racial socialization of our children. In H. P. 

McAdoo (Ed.), Black children: Social, educational, and parental environments 

(pp. 47-55). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Men, W. (2014, January 24). Why women are more effective leaders than men. Business 

Insider. Retrieved from http://www.businessinsider.com/study-women-are-better-

leaders-2014-1#ixzz2xUtlrMpa 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and interpretation. San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Merriam, S. B., & Brockett, R. G. (2011). The profession and practice of adult 

education: An introduction. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. 



 222 

Merriam, S. B., Caffarella, R. S., & Baumgartner, L. M. (1998). Learning in adulthood: 

A comprehensive guide. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Merriam, S. B., Caffarella, R. S., & Baumgartner, L. M. (2006). Learning in adulthood: 

A comprehensive guide. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons. 

Mezirow, J. (1985). A critical theory of self-directed learning. New Directions for Adult 

and Continuing Education, 1985(25), 17-30. 

Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative dimensions of adult learning. San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Mintz, S. W. (1971). Men, women, and trade. Comparative Studies in Society and 

History, 13(3), 247-269. 

Model, S. (1991). Caribbean immigrants: A Black success story? International Migration 

Review, 25(2), 248-276. doi:10.2307/2546288  

Model, S. (1995). West Indian prosperity: Fact or fiction? Social Problems, 42(4), 535-

553. Doi:10.2307/3097045 

Moore, J. W., & Pachon, H. (1985). Hispanics in the United States. Upper Saddle River, 

NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Mossakowski, K. N. (2003). Coping with perceived discrimination: Does ethnic identity 

protect mental health? Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 44(3), 318-331. 

Nash, J. C. (2008). Re-thinking intersectionality. Feminist Review, 89(1), 1-15. 

Newton, V. (2004). The silver men: West Indian labour migration to Panama, 1850-

1914. Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle.  



 223 

Nunnally, S. C. (2010). Linking Blackness or ethnic othering? African Americans’ 

diasporic linked fate with West Indian and African peoples in the United States. 

Du Bois Review: Social Science Research on Race, 7(2), 335-355.  

Oliver-Hoyo, M., & Allen, D. (2006). The use of triangulation methods in qualitative 

educational research. Journal of College Science Teaching, 35(4), 42-47. 

Ollerenshaw, J. A., & Creswell, J. W. (2002). Narrative research: A comparison of two 

restorying data analysis approaches. Qualitative Inquiry, 8(3), 329-347. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10778004008003008 

Parker, V. A., & Kram, K. E. (1993). Women mentoring women: Creating conditions for 

connection. Business Horizons, 36(2), 42-52.  

Patton, M. (2001). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (3rd ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Pessar, P. (2005, Nov. 30 – Dec. 2). Women, gender, and international migration across 

and beyond the Americas: Inequalities and limited empowerment. Paper presented 

to the expert group meeting on international migration and development in Latin 

America and the Caribbean, Mexico City, Mexico. 

Pew Hispanic Center. (2007). 2007 National survey of Latinos: As illegal immigration 

issue heats up, Hispanics feel a chill. Retrieved from 

http://www.pewhispanic.org/2007/12/13/iv-perceptions-of-discrimination/ 

Ravenstein, E. G. (1885). The laws of migration. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society 

of London, 48(2), 167-235. doi:10.2307/2979181 



 224 

Reddock, R. (1993). The primacy of gender in race and class. In J. E. Greene (Ed.), Race, 

class, and gender in the future of the Caribbean (pp. 43-73). Kingston, Jamaica: 

Institute for Social and Economic Research, University of the West Indies. 

Rosenberg, M. (2015). Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press. 

Ruiz, A. Zong J., & Batalova, J. (2015). Immigrant women in the United States. 

Retrieved from https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/immigrant-women-

united-states 

Saldaña, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Sanchez-Hucles, J. V., & Davis, D. D. (2010). Women and women of color in leadership: 

Complexity, identity, and intersectionality. American Psychologist, 65(3), 171-

181. 

Sassen, S. (1989). Migration in a world economy. Revue Française D’études 

Américaines, 41, 277-289. 

Shaggy. (2002). Strength of a woman. On Lucky Day. Los Angeles, CA: MCA Records.  

Sinnott, J. D. (2013). Positive psychology: Advances in understanding adult motivation. 

New York, NY: Springer. 

Sowell, T. (1978). Essays and data on American ethnic groups. Washington, DC: Urban 

Institute Press. 

Stafford, S. B. (1987). The Haitians: The cultural meaning of race and ethnicity. In N. 

Foner (Ed.), New immigrants in New York (pp. 131-158). New York, NY: 

Columbia University Press.  



 225 

Stone, C. (1985). A political profile of the Caribbean. Washington, DC: Latin American 

Program, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. 

Sunanon-Webster, P. (2013). Developing character education through children’s 

literature and literature based instructional approaches: Portraits from American 

and Jamaican elementary students. Journal of Education and Development in the 

Caribbean, 13(1&2), 35-53. 

Taylor, D. (1991). Transculturating transculturation. Performing Arts Journal, 13(2), 90-

104. doi:10.2307/3245476 

Thomas, K. J. (2012). A demographic profile of Black Caribbean immigrants in the 

United States. Retrieved from https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/CBI-

demographic-profile-black-caribbean-immigrants  

Thornton, M. C., Taylor, R. J., Chatters, L. M., & Forsythe-Brown, I. (2016). African 

American and Black Caribbean feelings of closeness to Africans. Identities, 24, 1-

20. 

Tosh, P. (1977). African. On Equal Rights. New York, NY: Columbia Records. 

Tough, A. (1979). The adult’s learning project: A fresh approach to theory and practice 

in adult learning (2nd ed.). Austin, TX: Learning Concepts.  

U.S. Department of Labor Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010). Table A-2: Employment 

status of the civilian population by race, sex, and age. Retrieved from 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t02.htm 

Warner, O. (2012). Black in America too: Afro-Caribbean immigrants. Social and 

Economic Studies, 61(4), 69-103. 



 226 

Waters, M. C. (1994). Ethnic and racial identities of second-generation Black immigrants 

in New York City. The International Migration Review, 28(4), 795-820. 

doi:10.2307/2547158 

Waters, M. C. (1999). Black identities: West Indian immigrant dreams and American 

realities. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Waters, M. C. (2008). Black identities: West Indian immigrant dreams and American 

realities. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Williams, D. R., Yu, Y., Jackson, J. S., & Anderson, N. B. (1997). Racial differences in 

physical and mental health: Socio-economic status, stress and discrimination. 

Journal of Health Psychology, 2(3), 335-351. 

Wint, E., & Dunn, L. (1998). Caribbean women’s struggle and survival. Agenda, 13(36), 

72-76.  

Worsley, P. (1984). The three worlds: Culture and world development. Chicago, IL: 

University of Chicago Press. 

Zong, J., & Batalova, J. (2016). Caribbean immigrants in the United States. Retrieved 

from http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/caribbean-immigrants-united-states 

 




