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Abstract 

This capstone project delves into the critical role of educational leaders in promoting anti-racism 

and reconciliation in K-12 schools across Canada. It examines challenges in addressing systemic 

racism, fostering inclusivity, and building united communities. By embracing transformative 

leadership, promoting cultural sensitivity, and implementing inclusive policies, an environment 

is created that celebrates diversity, breaks down barriers, and fosters meaningful connections 

among students, staff, and the broader community. Drawing from diverse research and practical 

examples, the study offers five key recommendations for leading anti-racism and reconciliation 

in schools, including: (1) modelling cultural responsiveness, (2) inspiring shared anti-racist 

visions, (3) challenging racism, (4) enabling transformative leadership, and (5) encouraging 

capacity building. Educational leaders can use the research findings as valuable resources to 

create inclusive, anti-racist environments that empower students and staff as agents of change. 

Implementing these strategies leads to positive impacts on students’ learning experiences and 

fosters reconciliation within the wider educational community. 

 Keywords: school leadership strategies, diversity in education, visual minorities, 

racialized people, people of colour, racial inequity/inequality, unconscious bias, racism in 

schools, systemic barriers, reconciliation, culturally responsive leadership, transformative 

leadership, restorative justice, global citizenship 

  



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    vi 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements and Dedication .............................................................................................. iii 
Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... v 
Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study ............................................................................................... 1 

Background ................................................................................................................................. 2 
Statement of the Issue ................................................................................................................. 3 

Purpose of the Study ................................................................................................................... 5 
Research Questions ..................................................................................................................... 5 
Significance of the Study ............................................................................................................ 6 
Scope of the Study ...................................................................................................................... 8 
Summary ..................................................................................................................................... 8 
Outline of the Remainder of the Paper ....................................................................................... 9 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ........................................................................................................ 11 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 11 
Definition of Terms ................................................................................................................... 11 

Review of Research Literature .................................................................................................. 13 
Implications of Cultural Diversity in Schools for People of Colour ........................................ 14 

Mental Health and Well-Being ............................................................................................. 14 
Challenges Students of Colour Face. ................................................................................ 15 
Contributions to Positive Mental Health and Well-Being. ............................................... 18 

How School Leaders Break Barriers and Create Community .................................................. 22 

Developing Critical Consciousness ...................................................................................... 23 
Leveraging New Storied Selves ............................................................................................ 25 

Building Capacity in Others. ............................................................................................. 26 
Leading Action for Change ................................................................................................... 27 

Cultivating Collective Efficacy. ........................................................................................ 29 
Culturally Responsive Practices Promoting Anti-Racism and Reconciliation in Schools ....... 30 

Reflective Thinking .............................................................................................................. 31 
Reflexive Inquiry. ............................................................................................................. 32 

Critical Conversations ........................................................................................................... 33 

Critical Conversation Spaces. ........................................................................................... 33 
Professional Development .................................................................................................... 34 

Teacher and Leader Preparation Programs. ...................................................................... 35 



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    vii 

Authentic Learning Experiences. ...................................................................................... 36 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy .......................................................................................... 38 

Multicultural Music Curriculum. ...................................................................................... 39 
Counter-Storytelling and Representation in Literacy. ...................................................... 41 

Culturally Responsive Policy Reform and Recruitment ....................................................... 42 

Diversified Workforce. ..................................................................................................... 43 
Diverse Stakeholder Engagement ......................................................................................... 44 

Community Voice. ............................................................................................................ 45 

Parent Voice. ..................................................................................................................... 46 
Student Voice. ................................................................................................................... 47 
Proactive Bystander Behaviour. ........................................................................................ 47 

Global Citizenship ................................................................................................................ 48 
Restorative Justice ................................................................................................................ 49 

Summary ................................................................................................................................... 51 
Chapter 3: Summary, Recommendations, and Conclusion .......................................................... 53 

Summary of Findings ................................................................................................................ 53 
Implications ............................................................................................................................... 54 

Recommendations ..................................................................................................................... 55 
1 | Model the Way of Cultural Responsiveness .................................................................... 55 
2 | Inspire a Shared Vision toward Anti-Racism and Reconciliation ................................... 56 
3 | Challenge the Process by Interrupting Racism ................................................................ 57 
4 | Enable Others to Act through Transformative Leadership .............................................. 57 
5 | Encourage the Heart by Building Capacity in Others ...................................................... 58 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................ 59 
References ..................................................................................................................................... 61 
Appendix A ................................................................................................................................... 70 

Appendix B ................................................................................................................................... 71 
 



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    1 

Breaking Barriers and Cultivating Community: 

Leading Anti-Racism and Reconciliation in Schools 

“The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically.  

Intelligence plus character - that is the goal of true education.” - Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study  

Given ongoing fluxes in education caused by the pandemic, climate change, war, conflict, 

and poverty, migration persists as a pressing issue, continuing to reshape student demographics 

in educational institutions (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021; Juang & Schachner, 2020). There is an 

increasing presence of racialized communities in Canada with the combined proportion of South 

Asian, Chinese, and Black individuals accounting for over 16% of the total Canadian population 

in 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2022). Juang and Schachner (2020) indicated that “unprecedented 

numbers of people have experienced forced migration around the world with 51% under the age 

of 18 years” (p. 695), which has major implications on academic progress, mental health, and 

overall well-being of students from racialized communities. Consequently, there is a moral 

imperative for school leaders to facilitate change management from a global perspective to 

respond sensitively to the increasing cultural diversity in schools (Schell, 2020).  

Considering practices and approaches that address inequities for people of colour, school 

leaders must strive to dismantle systemic racism (Boske, 2015; Priest et al., 2021; Song et al., 

2020), address unconscious biases (Chiu et al., 2022; Owens, 2022; Starck et al., 2020), use 

reflexive thinking (Durand & Tavaras, 2021; Genao, 2021), and heal wounds of the past through 

critical conversations (Campbell & Valauri, 2019) and genuine reconciliation (Boksa et al., 

2015; Song et al., 2020). The pursuit of a more just and inclusive educational system is essential 
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for dismantling barriers and fostering a strong sense of community in the face of global 

challenges and societal shifts. This endeavour aims to enhance the learning experience for all 

students, with particular attention to those from visible minorities as they have not been 

sufficiently prioritized in the past. 

Background 

Growing up with Chinese-Vietnamese immigrant parents, I witnessed them courageously 

overcome significant hardships to build their lives in Canada. Language barriers and lack of 

education limited their job opportunities to washing dishes in a Chinatown kitchen or sewing 

clothes in a factory. Between trading off shiftwork and taking care of my sisters and me, my 

parents did not have the propensity to provide academic support and monitor our progress in 

school, leaving the sole responsibility to teachers and educational assistants.  

Many students of visible minorities experience disparities in their daily lives that their 

White peers never encounter, such as bullying and racial discrimination (Juang & Schachner, 

2020; Priest et al., 2021), which impedes their sense of belonging, social-emotional and physical 

well-being (Liou & Hermanns, 2017; Owens, 2022), and academic achievement (Boske, 2015; 

Durand & Tavaras, 2021). Statistics Canada (2023) indicated that slightly less than two-thirds 

(63%) of First Nations youth had achieved high school graduation, while 91% of the non-

Indigenous population had done so. Studies have shown that Black and Latinx students are more 

likely to face harsher discipline compared to their White counterparts (Andrews et al., 2019; 

Boske, 2015), impacting their feelings of self-worth and efficacy. In 2016, it was found that 94% 

of Black youth between the ages of 15 and 25 expressed a desire to pursue a bachelor’s degree or 

higher; however, only 60% of them believed it was achievable (Statistics Canada, 2020). Youth 

of colour, especially those from immigrant and refugee backgrounds, experience heightened risk 
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of social and academic isolation (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021), trauma (Henfield et al., 2019), 

and poorer psychological well-being (Juang & Schachner, 2020). For example, Southeast Asian 

individuals exhibited lower education attainment levels, with over one-fifth (21.7%) lacking a 

high school diploma or any postsecondary credentials, which was higher than that of any other 

racialized group due to a significant influx of refugees in the late 1970s and 1980s (Statistics 

Canada, 2021). This data correlated the higher refugee rate with the lower education attainment 

level for that group. 

The school environment should serve as a sanctuary for learning and personal 

development, where students, staff, families, and the wider community feel embraced, nurtured, 

and celebrated for their diverse backgrounds, regardless of their circumstances (Bentley-

Williams & Morgan, 2013). Every person’s voice deserves to be heard and valued (Quaglia et 

al., 2020), no matter their race or ethnicity. As global citizens, educators and school leaders must 

create space for others by actively listening to them, cultivating community, and demonstrating a 

love and kindness that sparks positive change for all (Schell, 2020).  

Statement of the Issue  

People are at the heart of a school community. Educational leaders promote advancement 

and achievements among community members by establishing a diverse and inclusive learning 

environment that underscores a sense of belonging and ensures the safety, care, and respect of all 

students and staff (Alberta Education, 2020a). They adhere to Alberta Education’s (2020a) 

Leadership Quality Standard, which entails implementing a collective vision for student success, 

engagement, learning, and well-being, and they also actively seek opportunities and engage in 

practices aimed at fostering reconciliation within the school community. Education’s purpose is 

to enable individuals to recognize their potential and equip them to make informed choices, 
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transcending racism and systemic barriers to ensure that everyone feels valued and included 

(Alberta Education, 2020a, 2020b).  

Achievement and opportunity gaps exist in school systems for people of colour (Deer & 

Heringer, 2023; Eizadirad et al., 2022). Statistics Canada (2023) reported that the learning gap 

pattern of students in K-12 schools persisted into postsecondary education, where non-

Indigenous youth had a significantly higher completion or recent attendance rate of 

postsecondary programs (72%) compared to First Nations youth (37%). Additionally, despite 

factoring in variances in socioeconomic and familial attributes, the disparity in postsecondary 

completion rates between Black and non-Black youth persisted, revealing that “Black males and 

females aged 13 to 17 . . . were less likely than their counterparts . . . to have a postsecondary 

certificate, diploma or degree” (Statistics Canada, 2020, p. 1). Given this data and the 

increasingly diverse demographic of schools (Juang & Schachner, 2020; Liou & Hermanns, 

2017; Statistics Canada, 2022), educational leaders and their constituents must respond in 

culturally sensitive ways to address racial and systemic disparities (Boske, 2015; Cansoy & 

Parlar; Kalkan et al., 2020; Liou & Hermanns, 2017) to create a positive school culture 

committed to the success of racialized people (Kalkan et al., 2020). They should help students 

develop competencies for adjusting to a changing society, workforce, and environment, 

prioritizing mental health and well-being for all, especially those from diverse backgrounds 

(Andrews et al., 2019; Boksa et al., 2015; Henfield et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2017).  

School leaders can foster a caring and collaborative community that strives for excellence 

in teaching, learning, character development, and school improvement through authentic and 

meaningful educational experiences (Alberta Education, 2020a, 2020b; Kalkan et al., 2020) 

where each member of the community has the potential to be a leader, taking responsibility for 
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their actions and being mindful of how they influence others (Boske, 2015). School leaders can 

cultivate individuals who dare to be change agents, creators, and innovators, challenging the 

status quo and speaking out against injustice and discrimination (Brown, 2018; Liou & 

Hermanns, 2017). They should inspire a shared vision of doing what is right and necessary to 

develop collective efficacy (Cansoy & Parlar, 2018; Kouzes & Posner, 2017) and a commitment 

to pursuing lifelong learning, culturally responsive education, and reconciliation. 

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this capstone project is to explore sustainable practices and approaches 

for principals and their constituents to lead anti-racism and reconciliation in K-12 schools in 

Canada, involving multiple educational stakeholder perspectives and responsibilities. 

Considering the growing population of racialized people (Statistics Canada, 2022) and its impact 

on school demographics across the country, it is paramount to “[recognize] the school 

community’s values and aspirations” (Alberta Education, 2020a, p. 3) and demonstrate 

appreciation, “honouring cultural diversity and promoting intercultural understanding” (Alberta 

Education, 2020b, p. 3). Through extensive research of scholarly, peer-reviewed literature and 

conferences with City University professors and colleagues, this capstone project offers a 

synthesis of evidence-based approaches, mindsets, and enduring best practices to advance action 

toward anti-racism and reconciliation in schools, presenting an uplifting and hopeful message for 

the future of education.  

Research Questions  

The following three questions provide the central focus, direction of research, and overall 

scope of the capstone project:  
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1. How does cultural diversity impact the mental health, social-emotional well-being, and 

school experiences of students and staff from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds?  

2. How do school leaders’ attitudes, beliefs, and actions influence breaking racial barriers 

and fostering a sense of community for people of colour in schools? 

3. What are the key leadership practices and approaches that promote systemic change and 

sustainable anti-racist practices within schools, leading to long-term reconciliation and 

the dismantling of racial barriers?     

Significance of the Study  

Canada is world-renowned for its rich ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity, a highly 

cherished aspect of the country embraced by many of its residents. An overwhelming 92% of 

individuals aged 15 and above acknowledge that ethnic and cultural diversity is a core Canadian 

value, and everyone plays an essential part in shaping the diverse tapestry that defines the nation 

(Statistics Canada, 2022). Also noteworthy is the onslaught of the COVID-19 pandemic which 

further intensified pre-existing inequalities and had varying impacts on individuals. Remote 

learning revealed escalating socioeconomic disparities for racialized people relating to resources 

and technology, which Pittman et al. (2021) coined the “COVID-19 digital divide” (p. 72). Those 

with the least resources were the most disadvantaged, with no access to technology, little family 

support for online learning, and no quiet space to properly focus on their studies (Eizadirad et al., 

2022; Pittman et al., 2021), impacting their psychological well-being (Juang & Schachner, 

2020). In the study by McVittie and Ansloos (2023), educators stated that mental health 

resources and student support were scarce. The COVID-19 pandemic worsened this problem, 

amplifying educational inequalities, particularly among marginalized populations.  
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Matters concerning diversity, equity, and inclusion gained heightened attention during the 

pandemic, notably movements such as Black Lives Matter, the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission Calls to Action regarding residential schools, and instances of anti-Asian hate 

related to COVID-19 (Chiu et al., 2022; Statistics Canada, 2022). The rise in advocacy for equal 

rights and cultural and racial equity put the onus on school leaders to steer systemic reform for 

the holistic well-being of people of colour and the school community (Boske, 2015). 

 The growing population of students of colour in schools across Canada warrants 

educational leaders’ attention toward meaningfully meeting their diverse needs. Challenges of 

social inequality, systemic barriers, and a lack of belonging are just some of the difficulties 

ethnic groups face (Boske, 2015). Students may receive mixed messages about their value and 

are subject to harmful stereotypes and biases in schools (Andrews et al., 2019). School initiatives 

around anti-racism and equity should seek to actively address and dismantle oppressive 

structures and practices. The path toward anti-racism and reconciliation in schools necessitates 

the collective effort of all members of the school community. Edmonton Public Schools (2021) 

Superintendent Darrel Robertson called upon school community members’ immediate attention 

and proactive engagement in tackling these issues: 

Continued injustice [toward] Black, Indigenous and People of Colour and our growing 

awareness of tragedies in our colonial history have helped us further understand how 

racism . . . still exists in our school division and broader community. With this 

acknowledgement comes a sense of urgency and a firm commitment to action . . . 

carrying it out in a meaningful way as we listen and walk alongside students, staff, 

families and community partners. (p. 3) 



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    8 

Scope of the Study 

Brown (2018) challenged conventional leadership paradigms by advocating for leaders to 

step into their power, embrace vulnerability, and foster constructive transformation within their 

organizations and communities. She highlighted the importance of empathy, connection, and 

creating a culture of belonging within organizations to explore the human side of leadership, 

fostering genuine relationships that enhance teamwork, culture, and overall well-being. Through 

critical self-reflection (Cooper et al., 2022; Durand & Tavaras, 2021), culturally responsive 

practices (Banwo et al., 2022; Chiu et al., 2022; Genao, 2021; Liou & Hermanns, 2017), and 

restorative justice (Farr et al., 2020; González et al., 2019; Song et al., 2020), school leaders and 

their constituents can increase collective capacity to interrupt racism at various levels in the 

education system, dismantle barriers, and advocate for changes conducive to positive school 

reform (Boske, 2015) and reconciliation (Chiu et al., 2022; Starck et al., 2020).   

Summary 

In light of the significant impact of historical events like residential schools and 

contemporary social justice movements such as Black Lives Matter and Anti-Asian Hate 

(Statistics Canada, 2022), coupled with the globalization of K-12 schools in Canada (Gómez-

Hurtado et al., 2021; Juang & Schachner, 2020), educational institutions and school leaders must 

conduct comprehensive assessments of cultural and racial disparities within their schools, 

administrative procedures, and policies. By doing so, they can actively champion anti-racism and 

reconciliation efforts in the education system (Chiu et al., 2022; Starck et al., 2020).  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (n.d.) Calls to Action for Education implored 

various levels of government, provincial education ministries, and related organizations to 

allocate resources for intercultural learning and growth in pursuit of reconciliation. In the school 
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setting, leaders play a pivotal role as the curators of school culture, which profoundly influences 

all aspects of the educational system, including the mental health and well-being of racialized 

people (Andrews et al., 2019; Durand & Tavaras, 2021; Farr et al., 2020; Genao, 2021; González 

et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2017; Juang & Schachner, 2020; Kalkan et al., 2020; Liou & Hermanns, 

2017; McVittie & Ansloos, 2023). By collaborating with culture bearers and diverse school 

community members (Alberta Education, 2020a), principals can cultivate a robust school culture 

that drives action to enhance the overall reputation and image of the educational institution 

(Kalkan et al., 2020), dismantling systemic barriers and promoting equity in schools (Boske, 

2015). This, in turn, fosters a more inclusive and just educational environment for all students, 

staff, and families, particularly those from marginalized communities. 

Outline of the Remainder of the Paper  

Chapter 2 presents a literature review on the impact of cultural diversity on the mental 

health, social-emotional well-being, and school experiences of students, staff, and families from 

diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, as well as the role of the educational leader in 

implementing practices and approaches that promote systemic change and sustainable anti-racist 

practices in schools. Information comes from various sources and methodologies, including 

qualitative phenomenology, narrative inquiry, case study, quantitative research and data, mixed 

methods approach, legislation, books, and websites. Closer analysis and comparison of 

perceptions versus realities are explored, addressing existing systemic barriers and racial biases 

in schools and highlighting solutions to amplify and sustain inclusive education that honours 

cultural diversity. Research is synthesized into main themes and findings that address the 

research questions. 
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Chapter 3 emphasizes the key learnings from the literature review. Five recommendations 

are shared, endorsing culturally sensitive educational pathways that lead to positive school 

reform and an increased sense of community for all people of colour. The synthesized 

recommendations for leading anti-racism and reconciliation in schools include: (1) modelling 

cultural responsiveness, (2) inspiring shared anti-racist visions, (3) challenging racism, (4) 

enabling transformative leadership, and (5) encouraging capacity building. The well-being of 

each person has a rippling effect on the overall culture and morale of a school community. 

Therefore, school leaders must acknowledge racial inequities and promote more culturally 

responsive practices to ensure a robust and vibrant future for education in a globalized society.  



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    11 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

As per Alberta Education’s (2020a) Leadership Quality Standard, a leader cultivates and 

maintains a culture that encourages evidence-based teaching and learning by promoting equality 

and respect within the school community, aligning with the provisions outlined in the Alberta 

Human Rights Act and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Section 15.(1) of the 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982) mandates that all persons are entitled to equal treatment 

and protection under the law, without any form of discrimination, specifically excluding bias 

based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, gender, age, or mental or physical 

disability. Standing up against racial and ethnic discrimination and providing culturally sensitive 

accommodations to establish equity in schools are the focal points of the literature review. 

Priest et al. (2021) stressed that racism and racial discrimination have significant impacts 

on health and disparities worldwide, especially affecting children and adolescents. Given that 

schools play a crucial role in the lives of students and are vital for their identity formation, they 

become central in shaping beliefs about race and differences. Therefore, schools represent 

essential settings for implementing population-based programs aimed at reducing racism and 

promoting proactive bystander behaviour among school community members.  

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined for this study: 

Cultural Diversity - Refers to “a cluster of beliefs, habits, and antecedents present in 

individuals influencing the way they understand life” (Pacheco, 2011, as cited in Luque Suárez et 

al., 2023, p. 87). This term is applied through a race and ethnicity lens for this capstone. 
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Culturally Responsive Leadership - Pertains to a form of social justice leadership that 

encompasses both challenging prevailing power dynamics and concurrently fostering enduring, 

trust-based connections within the educational system and between schools and marginalized, 

immigrant, or lower socioeconomic communities (Banwo et al., 2022). 

Cultural Socialization - Involves family and friends reinforcing one’s heritage culture 

through coping strategies and offering emotional and practical support in the face of 

discrimination (Juang & Schachner, 2020). 

Global Citizenship - Entails obtaining the capability, expertise, and inclination to 

comprehend and address matters of significance on both local and global scales, encompassing 

the regard for the dignity, diversity, and human rights of individuals (Schell, 2020). 

Mental Health - “The capacity of each and all of us to feel, think, and act in ways that 

enhance our ability to enjoy life and deal with the challenges we face. It is a positive sense of 

emotional and spiritual well-being that respects the importance of culture, equity, social justice, 

interconnections and personal dignity” (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2014, para. 2). This 

term alludes to “social-emotional well-being” as a dimension of wellness throughout this paper.  

People of Colour - Replaces the acronym “BIPOC” (Black, Indigenous, and People of 

Colour). This term is used interchangeably with “visible minority” and “racialized/marginalized 

people/persons.”  

Racism - “Racism and prejudice are explicit attitudes with components of hostility or 

negative animus toward a group” (Lopez, 2017, para. 17). This term is used interchangeably with 

“prejudice” and “racial bias” and alludes to “unconscious bias” or “implicit bias.”  

Reconciliation - Refers to “[renewing relationships] with Indigenous Peoples based on 

the recognition of rights, respect and partnership” (Government of Canada, 2023, para. 3).  
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Reflexivity - The “stages of learning to understand [one’s] own diving into the 

sociological concepts of re-examining [one’s] self-narrative through a race lens” (Genao, 2021, 

p. 161). This term is used interchangeably with “reflexive thinking” and “critical consciousness.” 

 Restorative Justice - Denotes a disciplinary approach that avoids exclusion and 

emphasizes the development of individuals and communities, fostering responsive relationships 

and ultimately enhancing the safety and well-being of the school culture (González et al., 2019).  

School Community - Refers to “the staff of the school authority, along with students, 

parents/guardians and school council members” (Alberta Education, 2020a, p. 2). This term is 

used interchangeably with “constituents.” 

Transformative Leadership - Entails a style of leadership that extends beyond 

conventional practices, aiming to recognize and address structural and cultural barriers that 

hinder equitable and exceptional educational results. This involves collaborative efforts within 

the educational community to bring about meaningful change (Liou & Hermanns, 2017). 

Visible Minority - Refers to people “who are non-Caucasian in race or non-White in 

colour” (Employment Equity Act, 1995). 

Review of Research Literature  

The major themes in Chapter 2 of the capstone study are threefold: (1) implications of 

cultural diversity in schools for people of colour, (2) actions school leaders take to break barriers 

and cultivate community, and (3) practices promoting anti-racism and reconciliation in schools. 

The research content covers a variety of sources and methodologies like qualitative 

phenomenology, narrative inquiry, case study, quantitative research and data, mixed methods 

approach, legislation, books, and websites. The sources’ years of publication range from 1982 to 

2023, with most of them being within the last five years.  
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Implications of Cultural Diversity in Schools for People of Colour 

Bentley-Williams and Morgan (2013) asserted that the core principles of social justice, 

inclusivity, and democratic rights acknowledge the inherent value and inclusion of all students. 

However, Andrews et al. (2019) found that educators and school leaders have an underlying 

prejudice against students of colour, perceiving them as rowdy, disruptive, requiring discipline 

and control, unintelligent, and unmotivated. These beliefs may include adults’ unexamined racial 

biases and low or negative expectations regarding the academic potential of racialized students, 

despite variations in the educators’ skills and personal characteristics (Durand & Tavaras, 2021). 

Educators’ implicit biases frequently intertwine with the educational trajectories of students of 

colour (Chiu et al., 2022), leading to adverse effects on their personal well-being and sense of 

belonging and ultimately hampering academic engagement and behaviour (Andrews et al., 

2019). 

Mental Health and Well-Being 

 The aftermath of residential schooling for Indigenous peoples in Canada has been 

recognized as having long-term, intergenerational consequences, posing significant effects on 

their mental health and emotional well-being (Maina et al., 2020). Eizadirad et al. (2022) 

reported that the COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated existing dire learning situations, 

anxiety, and depression among learners, particularly those who are disadvantaged, including 

racialized low-income families. School leaders must “[demonstrate] a commitment to the health 

and well-being of all teachers, staff and students” (Alberta Education, 2020a, p. 3), together with 

teachers who must “[be] aware of and [facilitate] responses to the emotional and mental health 

needs of students” (Alberta Education, 2020b, p. 4). Understanding the root causes of student 
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and staff distress is important for promoting a comprehensive approach to student and staff well-

being and mental health. 

Challenges Students of Colour Face. For many students of colour in predominantly 

White school settings, there is an “unspoken competition . . . to be seen and heard by their peers 

and teachers,” which “can be isolating, especially when there are individual and structural forces 

upholding the status quo” (Andrews et al., 2019, pp. 2549-2550). Boske’s (2015) findings 

suggested that Black students experience less rigorous curricula and face harsher discipline than 

their White counterparts, receiving three times more the likelihood of suspension or expulsion. 

Owens (2022) added that “Latino boys, like Black boys, are negatively affected by blaming 

climates that are related to the racial/ethnic composition of their schools” (p. 1042). In schools 

with higher Black or Latinx enrollment, there is a noticeable increase in perceived 

blameworthiness among teachers for students of all racial/ethnic backgrounds when compared to 

teachers in predominantly White schools, even when the misbehaviour is identical. This 

underscores the prevalence of blaming climates within minority schools among teachers (Owens, 

2022), posing a significant concern for educators and school leaders to acknowledge and address. 

Andrews et al. (2019) pinpointed that Black girls endure disproportionate blame and 

punishment for perceived school infractions and are subject to harmful stereotypes and biases, 

negatively impacting their academic performance and overall well-being. Schools become 

harmful and traumatic environments where conflicting messages about their worth and value are 

received. They are “silenced when ideas about who they are or should be are projected onto them 

without their consent” (Andrews et al., 2019, p. 2536), “[making] them the target for racist and 

sexist assaults on their intellectual, physical, and emotional well-being” (Andrews et al., 2019, p. 

2538). Black girls’ mental health needs receive inadequate support, impacting their “personal 
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well-being, sense of wholeness, academic engagement, and performance” significantly (Andrews 

et al., 2019, p. 2561), making them a noteworthy at-risk demographic among students of colour. 

A crucial focus must also be placed on the mental health and well-being of Indigenous 

youth. Intergenerational trauma and other health disparities have significantly impacted 

Indigenous children and adolescents, putting them at higher risk for adverse mental health and 

addiction issues compared to non-Indigenous individuals of the same age (Maina et al., 2020). 

Most Indigenous children are exposed to addictive substances at a young age, resulting in early 

initiation of substance use and linking to later physical and mental health problems, impaired 

social functioning, and issues with work and the law (Maina et al., 2020). The problematic 

graduation rates among Indigenous youth in Canada, due to their lower levels of literacy and 

numeracy compared to non-Indigenous populations, have rendered them more vulnerable to 

serious social issues, including poor health and poverty (Deer & Heringer, 2023). Many people 

in the Indigenous community suffer from mental distress, depression, addictive behaviours, 

substance misuse, stress, and suicidal tendencies (Boksa et al., 2015; Maina et al., 2020). 

McVittie and Ansloos (2023) substantiated that “Indigenous young people in Canada are 

alarmingly overrepresented in suicide rates, with even young children affected by these 

disparities” (p. 105). This research emphasizes the critical need for educational professionals to 

uphold the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (n.d.) Calls to Action to ensure equitable 

access to education and the success of Indigenous youth in Canada. 

 Immigrant and refugee groups in Canada represent another racially diverse demographic 

facing health and wellness disparities in schools. Islam et al.’s (2017) qualitative research 

revealed that South Asian youth in Toronto face many mental health stressors, such as 

intergenerational and cultural conflicts, academic pressure to excel, financial stress, and family 
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difficulties. Statistics Canada (2021) reported that “[many] Asian populations had levels of 

educational attainment well above the national average” (p. 3). Nevertheless, the relentless 

pursuit of academic excellence exacts a heavy toll on students’ mental health and overall well-

being, leaving them unsure of how to cope. Islam et al. (2017) identified South Asian youths’ 

lack of familiarity with the mental health resources available to them, meaning many were not 

accessing the mental health services they needed. Immigrant students also feel socially and 

academically isolated (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021). Juang and Schachner (2020) posited that 

historically, the emphasis for children with a refugee background has been on their heightened 

risk of trauma and diminished psychological well-being, which in turn adversely impacts their 

academic adjustment. Bullying and racial discrimination, along with social exclusion, have been 

identified as predictive risk factors for negative academic outcomes and poorer mental health in 

students (Juang & Schachner, 2020; Priest et al., 2021). Consequently, educational professionals 

must address the unique needs of students from visible minorities to nurture their mental health 

and overall well-being and help them adjust socially and academically in Canadian schools. 

In today’s technologically advancing world, educational professionals must also consider 

the profound impact of global interconnectedness facilitated by digital platforms and news 

reports. The media’s portrayal of people of colour outside Canada can wield a considerable 

influence on the mental health and well-being of racialized students. In Henfield et al.’s (2019) 

research, they observed that videos depicting the inhumane treatment of undocumented 

immigrants on social media have evolved into distressing symbols of trauma for Latinx children. 

These children experienced emotional and psychological distress when their undocumented 

immigrant parents were deported, leaving them uncertain about the possibility of reuniting. In 

California, Latinx students faced overt discrimination with offensive “We Love White” and 
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“Build a Wall” banners at a football game (Henfield et al., 2019, p. 2). Additionally, incidents of 

anti-Black police brutality and related deaths in the United States further contributed to the 

traumatizing impact on students of colour (Henfield et al., 2019). Despite occurring at different 

times and places, the profound and enduring impact of these events on the mental health and 

well-being of racialized students and staff demands serious attention without underestimating or 

denying their significance. 

Contributions to Positive Mental Health and Well-Being. Liou and Hermanns (2017) 

observed that issues of race are seldom addressed in schools, except when framed in a deficit 

context related to low academic performance or lack of parental support. Therefore, educational 

professionals must be challenged to overcome their biases and complacency “with insight, 

intentionality, and radical reflection as a first step in nurturing the supportive, relational context 

that is necessary for students’ success” (Durand and Tavaras, 2021, p. 153). By fostering 

effective relationships among school community members, school settings can become 

“crucibles of radical hope” where educators and leaders “can act as pivotal sources of resilience” 

for people of colour (Durand & Tavaras, 2021, p. 158), enhancing their overall mental health and 

well-being and promoting racial equity (Starck et al., 2020). González et al. (2019) emphasized 

the critical role of education in shaping the long-term health outcomes for children and 

adolescents, compelling educational professionals to address this area with utmost urgency. 

 “Warm demanders” are educational professionals who present high expectations for 

students of colour, provide culturally sensitive supports and accommodations, and believe in 

their ability to overcome barriers, using an “insistence strategy” to authentically care for and 

keep them accountable (Andrews et al., 2019, p. 2561). They “draw out and make explicit 

sources of strength in the cultural backgrounds of students of [colour], such as providing space 
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for the interactive style of communicative engagement” (Durand & Tavaras, 2021, p. 157), 

which aligns with their natural way of vocalizing, gesturing, and co-constructing dialogue while 

the speaker is talking. Culturally sensitive classroom conversations help build trust and 

strengthen adult-student relationships. 

With this intention, there is merit in disrupting classroom lessons and practices to discuss 

new ideas on culture and race and provide space for cultural support in the moment of relevance 

(Genao, 2021). For example, in Genao’s (2021) study on cultural responsiveness, these 

intentional disruptions afforded students of colour the space to question contradictory textbook 

narratives in comparison to their parents’ migration stories, creating a precious moment for 

intercultural conversation and learning.  

In like manner, addressing the impact of social media’s representation of people of colour 

creates empathic opportunities for connection in the classroom. Liou and Hermanns’ (2017) 

interview of a Black educator revealed that “[they] felt able to discuss openly how the killing of 

an unarmed [Black] man by police over the weekend had affected them severely, and the 

implications they believed it would have for the students of [colour] in the high school in which 

they taught” (pp. 670-671). Andrews et al. (2019) advocated for critical conversation spaces for 

Black girls to reflect on their schooling experiences in ways that are affirming, healing, and 

conducive to positive school reform, helping them navigate and resist racialized and gendered 

experiences.  

Juang and Schachner (2020) pointed out that adolescents in 7th to 10th grade, primarily 

from non-migrant backgrounds, who perceived support for cultural pluralism from their teachers, 

reported higher levels of affective empathy toward others, leading to the reduced likelihood of 

engaging in bullying behaviours. Given these points, positive peer relations and teacher support 
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are identified as clear protective factors that fortify school connectedness. For school leaders and 

teachers to embrace culturally responsive pedagogy, educational institutions must offer ample 

time, resources, and support for wholehearted collaboration in cultivating a diverse and inclusive 

community culture. 

Islam et al. (2017) recommended increasing the availability of culturally sensitive mental 

health services, resources, and programming in schools, raising awareness of mental health 

issues within the South Asian community and removing the mental health stigma within the 

parental generation. McVittie and Ansloos (2023) emphasized that it is essential for educators, 

school psychologists, and other educational personnel to be equipped to foster favourable mental 

health among students and address their distress effectively within the school environment. 

Moreover, there is a pressing demand for tailored suicide prevention curricula, material, and 

programming designed for children, with particular attention to Indigenous children, 

acknowledging the unique challenges and strengths of their communities. By enlisting 

community-based support and interventions, schools can significantly enhance mental health 

services for marginalized students (Deer & Heringer, 2023; Eizadirad et al., 2022). 

Students of visible minorities need allies to use their power and privilege to interrupt 

racism at all levels (Boske, 2015; Durand & Tavaras, 2021). Educators are tasked with delivering 

“love, advocacy, comfort, and support” that goes beyond their official responsibilities to 

establish equity for every member of the school community (Andrews et al., 2019, p. 2563). 

Those who go above and beyond to ensure the physical and mental well-being of students of 

colour foster stronger adult-student relationships, ultimately enhancing students’ overall well-

being and success in schools (Andrews et al., 2019; Farr et al., 2020). This endeavour may be a 
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lot to ask of teachers; therefore, leadership support at the school and district levels is crucial for 

successful implementation, leading to a positive impact on the entire school culture. 

Juang and Schachner (2020) pointed out that while structural diversity in schools may be 

difficult to change, the diversity climate within classrooms is more malleable and serves as an 

integral intervention space. Their findings suggested that a classroom culture supportive of 

diversity acts as a protective factor against the negative effects of discrimination, making it 

essential in countering racism, fostering academic engagement, and promoting reconciliation. 

Juang and Schachner (2020) concluded that educational professionals should refrain from 

adopting the mindset of aiming to “fix” children (p. 696). Instead, they should prioritize 

considering the relationships, conditions, and contexts that can best support all youth, 

particularly those from marginalized communities. 

Family and Friends. Juang and Schachner (2020) discovered that higher cultural 

socialization from both parents and friends serves as a critical protective factor, mitigating the 

negative effects of discrimination on school engagement in adolescents. Conversely, those who 

reported low cultural socialization from both sources are the most vulnerable to these negative 

effects, while those with at least one parent or friend engaged in cultural socialization experience 

some level of protection. Additionally, the characteristics of classrooms, such as the proportion 

and diversity of ethnic and cultural groups, have significant implications for adolescent social 

identities, opportunities for cross-ethnic friendships, and perceptions of vulnerability. These 

factors, in turn, affect adolescent intergroup attitudes, psychological health, and overall school 

adjustment. Juang and Schachner (2020) contended that “peer support can serve as a protective 

factor against the negative effects associated with stressors, such as being a victim of bullying, 
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by influencing how one interprets, manages, and copes with stress” (p. 696). Vulnerable students 

may learn to rely on their caring peers as a valuable source of support.  

In less diverse settings, like rural or predominantly White areas, schools should 

proactively connect with the wider community of cultural influencers and utilize culturally 

responsive resources to expand students’ scope of understanding. This initiative reinforces the 

educational professional’s role in cultivating relationships that empower learners to build 

essential knowledge and skills for navigating a multicultural world beyond the classroom 

(Alberta Education, 2020a, 2020b). 

How School Leaders Break Barriers and Create Community 

School leaders significantly influence the successful and consistent implementation of 

policies, practices, and outcomes to inform subsequent school improvement efforts (Cansoy & 

Parlar, 2018). Farr et al. (2020) confirmed that “[principals] play a critical role in creating safe, 

inclusive, and equitable schools. Unfortunately, many schools maintain a legacy of exclusionary 

discipline and racial bias” (p. 48). Most “schools [do] not encourage educators, students, or 

families to think critically about race and racialized practices” (Boske, 2015, p. 128), potentially 

threatening the progress and overall well-being of people of colour in schools. 

Boske (2015) proposed that leadership programs and professional development for 

aspiring school leaders should encourage critical reflection and dialogue on their own encounters 

with race and racism. This includes experiential learning and transformative practices that 

empower them to counteract racism and promote equity in schools. In predominantly White 

settings, it would be prudent to invite diverse educators, district leaders, and community culture 

bearers to share personal narratives. This approach provides varied perspectives on racism, 

disassembling biases and increasing awareness of disparities. Chiu et al. (2022) emphasized that 
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becoming culturally responsive requires “a willingness to do something different to get different 

results in order to benefit students” (p. 10).  

In a racialized society, where a dichotomy of oppressors and the oppressed exists, 

societal structures often favour the oppressors (Boske, 2015). Principals can act as a lever against 

systemic racism and oppression through inclusive, transformative leadership that elevates their 

awareness and perception of self within the world (Boske, 2015; Liou & Hermanns, 2017). 

Educational leaders’ acknowledgment of cultural relevancy in social justice contexts inspires 

ongoing discussions on implementing actions to enhance culturally responsive practices in 

schools (Genao, 2021). 

Developing Critical Consciousness 

Critical consciousness refers to “a broader sociopolitical consciousness that allows 

[people] to critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that produce and maintain 

social inequities” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 162). Boske (2015) used the narrative inquiry 

approach to engage the senses of school leaders to prime them for critical consciousness. 

Participants had opportunities to enhance their cultural awareness by creating personal 

audio/video/written narratives, engaging in crucial dialogues with peers and school community 

members, connecting theoretical knowledge to practical application, and actively participating in 

equity audits. The self-reflective process was a shocking revelation for some participants, as 

experienced by this high school principal: 

I moved from thinking I was this White [saviour] to being ashamed of myself for 

thinking this way . . . I spent time realizing I am in a position of power as a White, upper 

class, heterosexual, married with children principal . . . who could interrupt the deficit 
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dialogue and share what I learned about myself with the teachers I work with. (Boske, 

2015, p. 127) 

Through the act of sharing their personal experiences, teachers and administrators 

acquired valuable insights into their cultural awareness levels and biases (Boske, 2015; Genao, 

2021). Although confronting racism and implicit biases may be uncomfortable (Farr et al., 2020), 

practice makes progress. Acknowledging unconscious bias is integral to empowering oneself to 

stop the perpetuation of systemic oppression. 

In Chiu et al.’s (2022) research, their participants completed the digital Implicit 

Association Test-Race (IAT-R) to measure and bring to light any implicit biases, yielding similar 

responses, in-depth reflections, and a desire for change, as described by one educator: 

I grew up with a father who was (and still is) extremely racist. He did not like me to have 

friends of other races, to watch television shows that he considered to be ‘for [Black] 

people,’ or to listen to music that he thought was ‘for [Black] people.’ Hearing him use 

racial slurs was part of everyday life for me, and even at a young age, I can remember it 

making me upset and angry to hear him say those things. As I got older, I made my own 

standpoint on this subject very clear, and it definitely caused some arguments between 

my dad and I until he finally realized he was not going to change my mind about it. Now, 

we basically agree to disagree on this matter although in order to make this agreement 

successful, I basically have to accept that he is going to continue to make racial slurs and 

no amount of protest from me is going to change that. (p. 23) 

Tapping into critical consciousness enabled White individuals from middle and upper-

class backgrounds to make a deliberate effort to consciously examine the reasons behind their 

participation in oppressive practices and their support of certain school policies (Boske, 2015). 
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Initially, these participants did not acknowledge racial oppression as a systemic issue or fully 

grasp how schools contributed to the perpetuation of race-based practices (Starck et al., 2020). 

However, they emphasized taking personal responsibility for fostering cultural responsiveness 

after engaging in self-reflection (Boske, 2015). Given its power to significantly shift mindsets 

toward equitable school reform, critical consciousness would benefit all school leaders, no matter 

their race or socioeconomic status. 

Leveraging New Storied Selves 

Once educational leaders discover their new storied selves by practicing critical 

consciousness, they must acknowledge that change is needed and make strides toward positive 

school reform. To challenge and reshape institutional narratives around race, school leaders 

can utilize their transformed identities and narratives as a means of contextualizing the prevalent 

racism within schools. They can accomplish this by collecting and analyzing equity-related data, 

sharing their findings, and advocating for action plans aimed at disrupting common school 

practices that perpetuate racial inequalities (Boske, 2015; Starck et al., 2020).  

 Kouzes and Posner (2017) accentuated that envisioning the future and sharing the why 

behind change processes are fundamental to connecting with and inspiring others to share the 

same vision. To cultivate a continued commitment to collective growth, they declared that school 

leaders must invest in and nurture the relationships within their school community while being 

rooted in their why. The idea behind having grounded confidence as a leader is the ability to 

practice vulnerability, increase self-awareness, and engage in tough conversations with people 

(Brown, 2018). As Brown (2018) affirmed, “Daring leaders who live into their values are never 

silent about hard things” (p. 184). School leaders must choose to be daring by bringing their team 

along with them in advancing action toward anti-racism and reconciliation. 
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Building Capacity in Others. Liou and Hermanns (2017) emphasized that teachers’ 

thoughts, beliefs, and biases are integral to how they handle diverse classrooms. Similarly, as 

catalysts in shaping the school community’s expectations, school principals must encourage their 

staff and themselves to critically reflect on their perceptual framework every day. Their 

expectations of themselves, teachers, and students significantly impact their interactions in 

increasingly diverse schools. 

According to the Leadership Quality Standard, “A leader provides opportunities for 

members of the school community to develop leadership capacity and to support others in 

fulfilling their educational roles” (Alberta Education, 2020a, p. 4). By modelling the way, school 

leaders bridge cultural gaps and create paths toward reconciliation, emboldening staff to join 

them, as disclosed by this middle school teacher: 

I contribute to the racial microaggressions experienced by my children. I am realizing 

their compound effect. . . . I have a strong conviction to wake up myself and my 

colleagues to the everydayness of racism and to the transparency of racism . . . I am 

learning how to collect data to help my White colleagues understand the complexities of 

racism . . . to address this complex and emotionally ridden topic . . . to provide my peers 

with new ways of thinking about race. I am coming to understand my new self and how 

to use my new self as a force to counter these oppressive ways. (Boske, 2015, p. 132) 

Furthermore, Farr et al. (2020) encouraged educational professionals of colour to openly 

share their personal stories and lived experiences, as it fosters a deeper connection with 

colleagues and strengthens the vision for equitable change and reconciliation. They emphasized 

the power inherent in sharing personal narratives and perspectives to raise awareness and propel 

action toward advancing diversity, equity, and inclusion in schools. 
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Leading Action for Change 

Once educational leaders become enlightened about the prejudice and discrimination in 

their schools, they must interrupt racism at whatever level they can. For many individuals in 

Boske’s (2015) research, their transformed identities played a crucial role in actively challenging 

personal, interpersonal, and institutional racism within their educational settings. They 

recognized their leadership role as a moral duty to forge genuine connections between their 

knowledge and the pressing need for collective action against racism in schools, as declared by 

this Black principal: 

I came to a new understanding and sense of responsibility through this process . . . seeing, 

listening, artmaking, [dialoguing], reflecting. . . . pushing myself to think beyond what I 

thought was possible, I changed school policy so every incoming student will take 

Algebra . . . no more remedial math for our students (99% Black). There was resistance 

from White teachers, but I used my whole self . . . to promote what I know is just . . . and 

openly addressed issues of race for the first time in our building. (Boske, 2015, p. 134) 

By spearheading the charge, school leaders permit their constituents “to examine, 

critique, and promote new school practices in the pursuit of creating new social and political 

spaces in schools for students, families, community members, and educators, especially for 

students and communities of [colour]” (Boske, 2015, p. 135). Cansoy and Parlar (2018) noted 

that “the feeling of ‘us’ can be encouraged in school to foster collective teachers’ efficacy” (p. 

563), as this White middle-class elementary teacher underscored: 

The process was a dance . . . a back and forth. . . . I promoted the power of ‘we’ through 

my new ‘me’ . . . it’s how my story influences what I do now. . . . I changed an entire 

grade level curriculum to incorporate issues of race and for the first time, talked about 
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White privilege, institutionalized racism, and issues of race facing our students and 

families in our professional learning at the building and district levels. (Boske, 2015, p. 

134) 

Principal leadership has a positive impact on the organization’s members and plays a 

vital role in fostering a robust school culture. Liou and Hermanns (2017) confirmed that “school 

administrators’ perceptual framework of diversity is crucial to creating belief systems, norms, 

and processes in the ways students are classified, treated, and valued” (p. 665). Brown (2018) 

advised leaders to be courageous, engage in tough conversations, and rumble with vulnerability. 

Addressing the issues of systemic racism and personal biases, and how they may be perpetuating 

oppressive practices for children and staff of colour, is necessary and must be brought to the 

forefront of ongoing conversations in schools. The most important step is the first one, so daring 

leaders need to be brave, learn from mistakes, pivot, and keep going rather than wallowing in 

shame about their self-perceived inadequacies, as Brown (2018) elaborated: 

Shame resilience is the ability to practice authenticity when we experience shame, to 

move through the experience without sacrificing our values, and to come out on the other 

side of the shame experience with more courage, compassion, and connection than we 

had going into it. Ultimately, shame resilience is about moving from shame to empathy - 

the real antidote to shame. (p. 136) 

Brown (2018) highlighted that “self-kindness is self-empathy” (p. 160). School leaders 

and their constituents should view their actions as small triumphs that symbolize progress and 

instill a sense of hope. While these little victories might not completely eradicate 

institutionalized racial practices and policies, they disrupt them and provide a platform for re-

evaluation, discussion, and change - a significant step in the long journey toward reconciliation.  



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    29 

Liou and Hermanns (2017) proposed that action research projects afford school leaders 

and members insight into their preconceptions and perpetuations of oppression. For example, one 

leader noticed that the majority of Latinx parents attended school meetings; however, teachers 

only complained about the 5% of parents who were not present and used that statistic to make 

overgeneralizations about Latinx people. Action research projects allowed educational 

professionals to reframe their preconceived notions, opting for asset-based thinking and 

culturally sensitive responses. Gómez-Hurtado et al. (2021) concurred that “[commitment] to 

inclusive leadership can be a sure path to genuine and timely care for [marginalized 

communities]” (p. 71). 

Cultivating Collective Efficacy. Building upon the school’s core mission to actively 

promote equality, culture, and social justice, Gómez-Hurtado et al. (2021) highlighted the pivotal 

role of management teams in this endeavour, stating that “[in] order to move [toward] a school 

that manages diversity interculturally, it is necessary to position management teams committed 

to inclusion” (p. 71). To effectively realize this vision, school leaders can cultivate strong 

management teams by fostering collective capacity among staff.  

Cansoy and Parlar’s (2018) research unveiled significant connections between school 

leadership, teacher self-efficacy, and collective teacher efficacy. They emphasized a positive 

association between school leadership behaviours and teacher self-efficacy, which, in turn, 

positively correlated with collective efficacy. In support of this, Cansoy and Parlar (2018) noted 

that “school principals can implement practices to enhance teachers’ competence, to make them 

feel more effective and competent as a group” (p. 563). This approach creates an environment 

where less confident teachers receive guidance from experienced colleagues, establishing a 

culture of success and collaboration among staff. Promoting a sense of unity and belonging 
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within the school further nurtures collective teacher efficacy, enabling educators to work 

cohesively toward shared objectives (Cansoy & Parlar, 2018), including the crucial tasks of 

leading anti-racism and reconciliation efforts. School leaders can help teachers become better 

equipped to fulfill their roles, benefiting both their personal growth and the broader school 

community. 

Kouzes and Posner (2017) asserted that educational leaders possess the capability to 

“liberate the leader within everyone” (p. 298) through their actions and words. In relation to 

communication, Brown (2018) cautioned against the use of sanitized or oversimplified language, 

emphasizing that such an approach does not positively contribute to complex situations or offer 

effective solutions. Instead, leaders must exercise thoughtful speech and deliberate actions to 

establish meaningful connections and motivate their constituents toward constructive 

transformation. Educational leaders are inherently engaged in fostering human relationships and 

must lead with qualities like compassion, benevolence, and affection. According to Brown 

(2018), “Leaders should allocate a reasonable amount of time to address fears and emotions, or 

else they risk wasting an unreasonable amount of time managing counterproductive and 

inefficient [behaviour]” (p. 67). By addressing their community’s anxieties, underlying barriers, 

and racial biases, school leaders can enable their members to embrace diversity, equity, and 

inclusion. This, in turn, paves the way for culturally responsive initiatives that promote the 

overall welfare and thriving of the entire community. 

Culturally Responsive Practices Promoting Anti-Racism and Reconciliation in Schools  

Within the educational system, the presence of racism spans across all levels. Drawing 

attention to this issue, Chiu et al. (2022) underscored the prevalence of stereotypical beliefs and 

misconceptions held by students regarding different cultures. They advocated for collective 
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action among educational professionals to confront biases and address systemic inequities. In 

this context, school leaders emerged as pivotal figures, actively involved in enhancing teachers’ 

capabilities to yield improved student outcomes, a goal strongly supported by cultural 

responsiveness (Campbell & Valauri, 2019; Genao, 2021). For effective empowerment of 

educators, it becomes essential for school leaders to foster an environment of mutual 

accountability for the success of all students, thereby championing cultural responsiveness as a 

pedagogical approach that embraces both equity and inclusivity (Alberta Education, 2020a; 

Cansoy & Parlar, 2018). 

Culturally responsive education requires a comprehensive evaluation of the entire school 

system, encompassing people, pedagogy, and policies (Banwo et al., 2022; Genao, 2021). 

Eliminating colourblindness and having the courage to address racial and structural inequities 

from early education onward are fundamental steps (Campbell & Valauri, 2019). Chiu et al. 

(2022) stressed that culturally responsive teaching is essential for providing meaningful 

educational experiences that prepare learners for success in a global society. The exchange of 

diverse perspectives among school community members cultivates attitudes of acceptance, 

receptivity, self-confidence, and shared viewpoints, fostering an environment of cultural 

understanding and social justice (Genao, 2021), and priming individuals to think reflectively 

about racial matters. 

Reflective Thinking 

Cultivating reflective practices serves as a powerful catalyst for fostering critical 

awareness regarding personal, professional, and community influences, as highlighted by 

Bentley-Williams and Morgan (2013), Boske (2015), and Genao (2021). Notably, Chiu et al. 

(2022) emphasized the transformative impact of comprehending implicit biases, asserting that 
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this understanding can pave the way for intentional alignment with professed ideals. Expanding 

on this notion, Durand and Tavaras (2021) issued a compelling challenge to educational 

professionals: the recognition of Whiteness and its historical, institutional, psychological, and 

material advantages, as well as the pervasive presence of White privilege within various realms 

of school life. By embracing reflective practices, educators and school leaders engender a 

trajectory of change for students of colour, as aptly noted by Chiu et al. (2022). Through critical 

self-reflection, such as reflexive inquiry, individuals embark on a profound exploration of their 

own depths, gaining insights into how they can actively contribute to eradicating racism and 

advancing the cause of reconciliation. 

Reflexive Inquiry. Reflexive inquiry, as illuminated by Cole and Knowles (2000), 

transcends basic observation by forging connections between personal experiences and 

professional growth, while also exploring the impact of early influences on professional 

practices. This approach becomes particularly impactful when applied through the lens of 

cultural responsiveness and social justice. It encompasses various essential aspects including 

governance, priority-setting, social and emotional behaviours, and interpretations of knowledge, 

collectively forming a comprehensive grasp of the intricate layers associated with combatting 

racism and systemic inequalities within educational contexts (Genao, 2021). 

The role of management teams emerges as crucial in cultivating a culturally responsive 

atmosphere through the establishment of platforms dedicated to examining intercultural matters. 

Inclusivity is advanced through the active engagement of essential stakeholders - ranging from 

teaching personnel to management teams and school guidance counsellors - a collaborative 

strategy that fosters cultural awareness (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021). As educators delve into 

reflexive inquiry and actively participate, a profound understanding of their personal and 
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professional histories unfolds, prompting a heightened dedication to both cultural responsiveness 

and the pursuit of social justice within education. This journey of self-awareness empowers 

educational professionals, equipping them to create nurturing, equitable learning environments 

that not only embrace diversity but also encourage students of all backgrounds to thrive 

(Bentley-Williams & Morgan, 2013). 

Critical Conversations  

In cultivating reflective and honest conversations and actions concerning race, embracing 

diverse opinions and actively working together to solve problems are essential components (Chiu 

et al., 2022). However, these dialogues may face obstacles, as misunderstandings of terms and 

historical connotations often dissuade people from overtly identifying as racist. To bridge this 

disconnect and foster a deeper understanding of racial issues, engaging in critical conversations 

about the development of social constructs becomes necessary (Chiu et al., 2022). By 

encouraging open dialogue, schools can create a more inclusive and equitable environment 

where individuals can confront racial biases and misperceptions, contributing to positive social 

change. 

Critical Conversation Spaces. School communities should provide a refuge for 

communal storytelling, empowering individuals of colour to openly examine their racialized 

experiences without the influence of White supremacist logic and respectability politics 

(Andrews et al., 2019). These critical conversation spaces (CCSs) allow members of visible 

minorities, particularly Black girls, to challenge traditional beliefs about femininity that prioritize 

European beauty standards and perpetuate harmful stereotypes. CCSs follow the African 

diasporic cultural tradition, embracing storytelling and oral history and fostering dialogue in a 

semi-structured and nonclinical manner that encourages open discussion among participants 
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(Andrews et al., 2019). These spaces not only provide healing opportunities but also cultivate a 

sense of fictive kinship, valuing the inclusion of other communities of colour. Integrating CCSs 

into explicit school curricula ensures that individual and collective narratives and lived 

experiences of communities of colour are genuinely heard and respected. 

Professional Development  

To encourage culturally responsive teaching, educators need formal training to include 

diverse racial identities in learning (Andrews et al., 2019). Since many lack this training, school 

leaders must prepare staff for diversity and equity issues (Chiu et al., 2022; Farr et al., 2020). 

Professional development is key for educators to understand diverse perspectives, cultural 

awareness, and student needs (Genao, 2021). School leaders manage resources and establish 

connections with services to foster professional development and help their community. 

Educational leaders must mobilize school resources to enhance learning opportunities for 

all students while aligning practices, policies, and decisions with an understanding of the larger 

societal context (Alberta Education, 2020a; Durand & Tavaras, 2021). Principals play a vital role 

in finding a balance between pushing for change and equity while providing teachers with 

opportunities to learn, reflect, and build relationships with their students (Farr et al., 2020). 

Culturally responsive leaders continuously support underrepresented students and teachers 

through ongoing professional development focused on culture, racism, and equity (Genao, 2021). 

Teachers are among the most formational individuals in students’ lives, both 

academically and interpersonally, and they must engage in career-long professional learning and 

critical reflection to improve their practice (Alberta Education, 2020b; Durand & Tavaras, 2021). 

To create a profound understanding of race and diversity, teachers need to actively engage in a 

process of growth and comprehension through collaborative, multiracial alliances, transcending 
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surface-level awareness (Durand & Tavaras, 2021). By embracing diverse perspectives and 

experiences, educators and leaders can foster a culturally responsive learning environment that 

supports all students’ social-emotional well-being and academic success (Farr et al., 2020).  

 Teacher and Leader Preparation Programs. Teacher and school leader preparation 

programs need to address colourblindness, which disregards the significance of race in shaping 

individual experiences and opportunities (Durand & Tavaras, 2021). These programs should 

include courses on racial and cultural diversity, enabling educators to analyze systemic 

oppression and structural inequality in schools, moving beyond tokenistic celebrations of 

differences. As an example, Canadian Equality Consulting (2023) offers nationwide training 

covering diversity, equity, and inclusion, expanding racial discussions beyond the conventional 

topics addressed in teacher-leader preparation programs (see Appendix A). The goal of 

incorporating such training is to empower educational professionals to overcome silences and 

complacency resulting from feelings of White privilege and colourblindness.  

However, Genao (2021) discovered that teacher and principal preparation programs fall 

short of fully embracing the concepts of cultural relevancy in teaching, learning, and leadership 

beyond the program standards. These programs require enhanced support to foster a deeper 

understanding of prejudice and the critical distinction between implicit bias and racism (Chiu et 

al., 2022). In addition, school leaders must receive professional development opportunities in 

culturally responsive leadership to promote a shared culture of teaching and learning that 

equitably represents all teachers and students (Genao, 2021). Conducting equity audits is one 

way to maintain accountability and uphold cultural responsiveness.  

To address the impact of bias, Starck et al. (2020) suggested providing easy-to-follow 

equity rubrics that can mitigate potential biases in grading, disciplinary decisions, and student 
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referrals. Strategies that encourage teachers to pause and reconsider their decisions in critical 

moments can help to reduce racial disparities in student outcomes (Starck et al., 2020). 

Cultivating practices that encourage teachers to reflect on their own biases and teaching 

approaches is essential for both pre-service and in-service educators (Chiu et al., 2022). For 

example, using the digital Implicit Association Test-Race (IAT-R) for self-reflection proved 

beneficial, as it encouraged introspection rather than labelling individuals as racist, reducing their 

defensiveness and doubts about using the awareness-building tool (Chiu et al., 2022). Besides 

equity audits, community-building activities are also worth exploring.  

Preparation programs for school leaders should focus on fostering culturally responsive 

education and classroom activities for students, staff, and teachers (Genao, 2021). Teachers and 

leaders must continue to learn and unlearn beyond their formal training, creating space for a 

deeper understanding of self and how they can lead culturally sensitive reform in schools (Boske, 

2015). By incorporating comprehensive strategies and educational initiatives that address bias 

and promote cultural responsiveness, preparation programs can play a vital role in cultivating 

inclusive and equitable learning environments for all students and educators. 

Authentic Learning Experiences. Real-life learning experiences for educators and 

school leaders have proven to be insightful and transformative in addressing issues of racial 

equity and inclusivity. Liou and Hermanns (2017) conducted a summer intensive program where 

participants engaged in simulations of real-world challenges that principals face, with a focus on 

deficit thinking affecting marginalized student populations in K-12 classrooms. Through 

activities like privilege walks and role-playing leadership case studies, educators critically 

reflected on their personal and professional backgrounds, uncovering implicit biases and lowered 

expectations for diverse student groups. This process enabled them to confront racial 
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microaggressions, disparities in school discipline and special education referrals, and biased 

assumptions about absent parents, empowering them to create more inclusive learning 

environments. 

Celebratory cultural learning experiences can also foster community and intercultural 

understanding. Kumar (2019) advocated for the Drum Project, an initiative where educational 

professionals at an elementary school in British Columbia involved students, staff, and parents in 

learning Indigenous songs and making hand drums. The Indigenous liaison of the school 

commented on the collaborative project:  

The drum for most Indigenous cultures represents the heartbeat. The drum brings people 

together, it is the center of the community; using the drum helps people heal, brings 

people joy, it brings people strength, it’s how we share knowledge, through songs and 

dance. (Kumar, 2019, p. 8)  

By aligning resources and building the capacity of the school community to understand and 

respect the histories, cultures, and perspectives of Indigenous peoples (Alberta Education, 

2020a), the Drum Project created a sense of community and healing through music and dance.  

In like manner, schools can extend this concept of community learning and development 

to engage people of colour from diverse backgrounds and ethnicities, further enriching the 

cultural fabric of school environments. These insightful learning experiences provide valuable 

opportunities for educators and school leaders to break barriers and cultivate community by 

challenging beliefs, confronting biases, and developing culturally responsive practices that 

promote racial equity and inclusivity, leading to positive transformations in school communities. 
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Culturally Responsive Pedagogy  

Creating an inclusive and culturally responsive learning environment demands more than 

occasional celebrations of culture and diversity on designated days (Genao, 2021). While Orange 

Shirt Day, Black History Month, and Asian Heritage Month are meaningful, school leaders and 

educators should extend their efforts beyond these specific events to weave cultural diversity into 

the core fabric of the school. As Boske (2015) emphasized, race-related issues and 

acknowledgements need to be seamlessly integrated into daily school experiences. Genao (2021) 

suggested that showcasing cultural awareness through visual displays throughout the school 

building serves as an initial step, encouraging consistent and ongoing conversations in the 

classroom, school, and community. By fostering a collective appreciation for culturally relevant 

concepts, educational professionals lay the groundwork for deeper understanding and meaningful 

change. 

Unfortunately, addressing issues of race in the curriculum and education studies remains 

a challenge (Andrews et al., 2019). For example, the underrepresentation of Black intellect and 

experiences perpetuates Eurocentric perspectives in K-12 education. To counter this, Andrews et 

al. (2019) suggested that instruction about the racialized experiences of others can help students 

recognize and understand the structures of racism and White supremacy in society. Teachers play 

a crucial role in shaping the curriculum and content shared with students, including discussions 

on race, gender, and socio-economic status (Campbell & Valauri, 2019). However, discussions 

about controversial topics, such as race and racism, are often avoided until the middle school 

years, raising concerns among parents. Research from video-cued ethnography interviews 

revealed that parents desire teachers who are open to supporting families in addressing these 

topics from the start of schooling. Educators must understand the importance of addressing race 
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and racism as a vital aspect of their pedagogy (Campbell & Valauri, 2019), presenting race-

related subjects in an age-appropriate manner. 

Creating a truly inclusive and anti-racist educational environment requires a continuous 

commitment to cultural responsiveness, integrating race-related discussions into daily 

experiences and ensuring diverse perspectives are represented throughout the curriculum. By 

promoting these practices, educators can empower students to understand the complexities of 

racism and contribute to a more equitable and compassionate society. 

Multicultural Music Curriculum. Canada’s rich history of cultural diversity is not 

adequately reflected in the music taught in schools, where Western ideas of music prevail (Shea, 

2020). Music teachers may be hesitant to explore diverse musical traditions due to fear of “doing 

something wrong” or “venturing into the unknown” (Shea, 2020, p. 13). However, Shea (2020), 

a music specialist from Prince Edward Island, encouraged colleagues to start small and local, 

incorporating music from folk traditions and First Nations and more recent immigrant 

communities, then gradually expanding to encompass a broader range of cultures.  

Intercultural music education, especially during formative years, is essential for children 

to understand and appreciate their own culture and differentiate it from others (Luque Suárez et 

al., 2023). Musical improvisation activities can be particularly effective in removing cultural 

distinctions among students and fostering collaboration (Luque Suárez et al., 2023). Creating a 

multicultural music curriculum that represents the school community can affirm cultural 

diversity and equity, developing empathic thinking and awareness (Gray, 2019; Luque Suárez et 

al., 2023). Shea (2020) highlighted the music teacher’s role in bridging the multicultural gap:  

Music teachers working across entire school populations are in the unique position to 

help their students - from all backgrounds - navigate the world’s diversity and develop 
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the empathy required to build a harmonious school community - becoming better global 

citizens along the way. (p. 14) 

Alberta Education (2020a) encourages school leaders to invite diverse artists and culture 

bearers to share their knowledge and traditions with the community, acknowledging the 

substantial cultural diversity among Indigenous peoples in Canada (Boksa et al., 2015). Good et 

al.’s (2021) evaluation of a traditional song and dance program showed its positive impact on 

Indigenous youth’s cultural pride and identity, which are important protective factors for their 

mental and social well-being. In partnership with the First Nations community, the program 

provided a means for Indigenous youths’ self-expression and embodiment of traditions, resulting 

in high engagement and participation. The traditional song and dance program proved 

instrumental in empowering Indigenous youth, strengthening connections to their heritage, and 

promoting overall well-being (Good et al., 2021), which bolstered their success in schools. 

Pulido (2009) found that music, such as Hip Hop, served as a powerful tool for 

marginalized Black and Latinx youth to express and explore their struggles, history, and social 

challenges. Culturally responsive music education can bridge racial barriers through “music fit 

for us minorities” (Pulido, 2009, p. 67), as one Latinx youth described, and through multicultural 

music programs like E-M-B-R-A-C-E: encouraging interaction, making listening a priority, 

being aware of cultural differences, respecting all students, addressing problems, creating 

community, and enjoying students (Gray, 2019, pp. 67-68). Incorporating culturally responsive 

music in the curriculum empowers students to question social structures and contest racialization 

(Pulido, 2009) by tapping into their languages, songs, dances, and backgrounds, bolstering 

school-community relationships and an appreciation for diversity (Gray, 2019).  
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Counter-Storytelling and Representation in Literacy. Counter-storytelling helps 

deconstruct racial-ethnic stereotypes by welcoming diverse perspectives from communities of 

visible minorities. Through personal narratives, family histories, and interactions with culturally 

affirming adult role models (Durand & Tavaras, 2021), this approach empowers students and 

staff to challenge dominant, racially biased discourses surrounding achievement and behaviour 

(Andrews et al., 2019; Boske, 2015; Chiu et al., 2022; Durand & Tavaras, 2021). By listening 

and reflecting, White educators can gain invaluable insights into the unique experiences of 

students and families of colour (Durand & Tavaras, 2021). 

In literacy education, child-led dramatic plays can be incorporated to enhance children’s 

scope of knowledge and allow them to construct narratives reflecting their cultural and linguistic 

identities (Peterson & Horton, 2019). Teachers can introduce culturally relevant materials and 

invite family and community members to share stories, nurturing authentic and inclusive literacy 

practices. Representing diverse cultures in children’s literature has therapeutic benefits, fostering 

a sense of belonging and well-being for students while promoting a respectful understanding of 

diverse perspectives (Long, 2021; Pulimeno et al., 2020). The use of storytelling in primary 

prevention programs can positively influence children’s development, addressing emotional and 

behavioural challenges among vulnerable and marginalized groups (Pulimeno et al., 2020).  

Hausknecht et al. (2021) addressed the potential of integrating digital storytelling in 

educational settings to bridge generational gaps in Indigenous communities by engaging Elders, 

Knowledge Keepers, and Indigenous youth in co-creating digital stories to share with their 

school community. By preserving cultural knowledge and combining traditional storytelling with 

new media skills (Alberta Education, 2020a, 2020b), digital storytelling serves as a means to 

explore oral history and leave a lasting legacy (Hausknecht et al., 2021). Embracing counter-
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storytelling and diverse representation in literacy education can cultivate understanding, 

empathy, and appreciation for society’s rich cultural makeup and experiences. 

Culturally Responsive Policy Reform and Recruitment  

 Gómez-Hurtado et al. (2021) highlighted the efforts of management teams in promoting 

educational inclusion and diversity. However, they cautioned against practices that may become 

mere compensation or be limited to the actions of district specialists only. Despite social and 

educational policies promoting interculturality and inclusive education, translating these 

principles into actual practices can be challenging (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021; Shewchuk & 

Cooper, 2018). For example, Campbell and Valauri (2019) shed light on challenges faced by 

some parents when completing school registration forms. They found that parents of mixed races 

struggled to identify their ethnic background, often forced to check the “other box.” This 

experience of “othering” presents the case for more inclusive language on school forms, allowing 

parents to create customized checkboxes to specify their unique ethnic identities. 

Despite Canada’s reputation of having equitable education systems, Shewchuk and 

Cooper (2018) discovered that critical topics, such as anti-racism, ethnocultural discrimination, 

and socio-economic status, were notably absent in school equity policies in Ontario. To address 

this gap, they proposed bolstering knowledge mobilization efforts to encourage engagement with 

equity policies among education stakeholders including teachers, leaders, students, parents, and 

community members.  

Shewchuk and Cooper (2018) emphasized the need for capacity-building, data collection, 

and reporting mechanisms to support equity efforts. A streamlined system that makes equity 

policies more accessible to educational leaders and practitioners is essential. Diversity, equity, 

and inclusion liaisons can facilitate the sharing of policies and enable the creation of tailored 
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equity-focused improvement plans. However, equity efforts should go beyond policy 

implementation and involve comprehensive frameworks for assessing and addressing equity 

issues in diverse schools. Developing monitoring systems and instruments that provide detailed 

information about equity challenges will drive cultural responsiveness and ensure that policies 

lead to meaningful change and reconciliation (Shewchuk & Cooper, 2018). 

Diversified Workforce. To achieve workplace equality and address employment 

disadvantage, the Employment Equity Act (1995) aims to ensure equal opportunities and benefits 

for all individuals while recognizing the need for special measures and accommodation of 

differences for women, Indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities, and members of visible 

minorities. To effectively address racism and promote reconciliation in schools, Putman et al. 

(2016) proposed diversifying the teaching workforce to bridge the “teacher diversity gap” (p. 6). 

Culturally responsive educators play a crucial role as they exhibit self-awareness, recognize 

biases, and adopt various approaches to positively influence students’ experiences and learning 

outcomes (Boske, 2015; Chiu et al., 2022). Their commitment to fostering inclusivity and 

understanding contributes significantly to creating a more equitable and supportive learning 

environment for all students.  

To enhance inclusivity within schools, Gómez-Hurtado et al. (2021) emphasized the 

importance of promoting diverse emergent and informal leaders, providing transformative skills 

training for professionals, identifying talents and using them to drive school improvement, and 

hiring individuals with a culturally responsive profile. These practices contribute to decision-

making that cultivates more equitable and inclusive educational environments (Gómez-Hurtado 

et al., 2021). Creating a racially inclusive organizational climate involves school-wide 

interventions which may include selecting and nurturing administrators who effectively support 
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teachers, revising punitive discipline practices, and fostering positive intercultural relationships 

between school community members (Owens, 2022). For example, incorporating Indigenous 

knowledge into educational curricula requires the successful recruitment of qualified Indigenous 

staff, highlighting their crucial role in the process (Deer & Heringer, 2023) and reinforcing the 

need for a diversified workforce that is representative of the student body they serve. 

Diverse Stakeholder Engagement 

Integrating diverse perspectives on cultural understanding is instrumental in initiating 

discussions that break down racial barriers and advance action toward reconciliation (Genao, 

2021). Alberta Education (2020a) emphasizes the importance of school leaders recognizing the 

values and aspirations of the school community and showing appreciation for diversity. They are 

encouraged to promote innovation, enable positive change, and foster a commitment to 

continuous improvement. Additionally, school leaders should facilitate access to resources, 

agencies, and experts both within and outside the school community to maximize student 

learning and development. Similarly, Alberta Education (2020b) highlights the role of teachers in 

providing culturally appropriate and meaningful opportunities for students and involving 

parents/guardians as partners in education to support student learning. Teachers are encouraged 

to incorporate students’ personal and cultural strengths into their teaching and learning methods 

while creating opportunities for student leadership. 

In their work, Quaglia et al. (2020) underscored the significance of bridging the 

communication divide, enabling schools, parents, and students to gain deeper insights into each 

other’s perspectives. By collaborating with a common goal, students can more effectively pursue 

their aspirations. For this reason, there is power in engaging diverse voices and perspectives. The 

approach involves expressing thoughts and ideas in a trusting and respectful environment, 
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providing practical suggestions for the benefit of all, and taking responsibility for both words and 

actions to foster progress toward reconciliation (Quaglia et al., 2020). Utilizing the School Voice 

Process (see Appendix B) as a guide, schools can nurture all voices, from early learners to 

school leaders, and contribute to the collective vision and commitment to school improvement 

(Quaglia et al., 2020).  

Community Voice. Genao (2021) stressed the significance of being culturally mindful in 

engaging stakeholders and acknowledging their existence, which fosters a differentiated sense of 

inclusion. Eizadirad et al. (2022) were proponents for community-based programming, like the 

Community School Initiative (CSI) in Toronto which was aimed at mitigating opportunity and 

achievement gaps for people of colour and families from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

With systemic inequities intensified by COVID-19, the CSI acted quickly to provide continuity 

of care and timely access to community support systems and culturally relevant intervention 

strategies to optimize student success beyond school hours (Eizadirad et al., 2022). Embracing 

community voice and partnerships incorporates cultural relevance in education, empowering all 

stakeholders and strengthening the sense of belonging within the school community (Eizadirad et 

al., 2022; McVittie & Ansloos, 2023). 

Banwo et al. (2022) highlighted the transformative efforts of a team of cultural school 

liaisons who worked diligently to challenge racial and cultural biases faced by East African, 

Black, and Latinx students. Through their persistent advocacy, they sought to humanize and 

enhance the cultural understanding of non-White students among the district and school staff. 

Their unwavering commitment to promoting inclusivity and empathy contributed significantly to 

fostering a more supportive and nurturing educational environment for marginalized students. 

The liaisons served as trusted and respected “cultural brokers and interpreters” (Banwo et al., 
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2022, p. 330), enabling them to speak honestly and truthfully without facing accusations of bias 

or unfairness. Their work was driven by the goal of building a district of inclusion, where 

ownership of the learning space expanded to embrace diverse perspectives. District leaders and 

cultural liaisons used “soft power” to reframe the experiences of minoritized families and 

students as organizational assets at the school level, emphasizing the importance of their 

inclusion and belonging (Banwo et al., 2022, p. 332). 

Parent Voice. Deer and Heringer (2023) highlighted a positive shift in Canadian schools, 

where Indigenous parents’ participation is now being actively sought to develop a sense of 

belonging and improve student achievement. Comparatively, Gómez-Hurtado et al. (2021) 

emphasized the importance of school leadership in addressing cultural diversity and prioritizing 

the participation of immigrant families in schools. Furthermore, they proposed the concept of a 

“reception or welcome classroom” to provide scaffolded support for students and families with 

limited English proficiency, ensuring their successful integration into the Canadian education 

system (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021, p. 73). 

Parent voice can help reveal one’s misconceptions and unconscious discrimination. 

Campbell and Valauri (2019) showcased an instance where a school assignment intending to be 

multicultural proved problematic for some families. A Black parent pointed out the insensitivity 

of the “All About Me” project, highlighting Black people’s diverse experiences and 

backgrounds. This case shed light on the importance of listening to and understanding the 

realities faced by some parents of colour, who may not know their country of origin due to 

historical factors and forced migration. Campbell and Valauri (2019) presented the value of 

parents’ critical perspective in promoting cultural diversity in schools, recognizing that school 

projects can have different impacts based on unique family backgrounds and experiences.  
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Quaglia et al. (2020) proposed that the “[home-school relationship] is about working 

together and creating genuine collaboration” (p. 161). Engaging parent input involves actively 

seeking their views, promoting dialogue, and building meaningful bonds to nurture trust and 

respect. Educational professionals should be attuned to these subtleties, involving families to 

cultivate a culturally responsive educational setting.  

Student Voice. The United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child 

advocated for the child’s right to express their thoughts and opinions on matters that affect them. 

When implemented meaningfully, student voice benefits their self-worth, engagement, purpose, 

and academic achievement (Mitra, 2018). However, ensuring the effectiveness of such initiatives 

requires redefining traditional teacher-student roles in schools (Mitra, 2018). School districts and 

educational decision-makers must find meaningful ways to integrate and formalize student voice 

in school policies and administrative procedures to empower students and avoid tokenistic efforts 

(Mitra, 2018). Prioritizing student voice in schools, particularly in secondary education, helps to 

address the alienation experienced by young people of colour. Mitra (2018) emphasized that by 

actively participating in change, students come to realize their potential as “knowledge creators, 

not just receivers” (p. 473), recognizing that they are a valuable data source for addressing 

systemic and racial inequities. Cultivating authentic partnerships with youth is crucial to sustain 

the effectiveness of student voice and drive transformative change in education (Mitra, 2018). 

Proactive Bystander Behaviour. Priest et al. (2021) conducted a mixed methods 

evaluation of the Speak Out Against Racism (SOAR) program, implemented at the primary 

school level to encourage effective bystander responses to racism and racial discrimination. The 

program successfully addressed gaps in the curriculum and school activities, empowering both 

teachers and students to take a stand against racism as one school leader vouched, “You’re 



LEADING ANTI-RACISM AND RECONCILIATION IN SCHOOLS                                    48 

upskilling teachers to deal with racism as an issue and then you’re empowering children to be 

drivers of the cause” (Priest et al., 2021, p. 11). Positive impacts were observed in the school and 

wider community, with students showing improved prosocial norms and a more inclusive 

attitude. Students and teachers reported increased self-efficacy in reducing racial discrimination 

and fostering positive peer norms, along with greater awareness of racism and dedication to anti-

racism efforts (Priest et al., 2021). 

Unfortunately, one limitation of the SOAR program was its short-lived impact after 

completion, with some individuals reverting to previous negative behaviours or denying the 

existence of racism in their schools due to a lack of diverse racial or ethnic groups. This feedback 

highlights the need to explore strategies for maintaining and sustaining the progress achieved 

through programs like SOAR upon its conclusion (Priest et al., 2021). 

Global Citizenship 

According to Schell (2020), fostering global citizenship in schools is essential to prepare 

students for the complexities of the modern world. School leaders and staff must collaborate to 

ensure that students acquire the knowledge, skills, and disposition to understand and act on local 

and global issues, promoting respect for individual dignity, diversity, and human rights before 

graduating high school. Effective communication, active listening, and adaptability to diverse 

audiences are also crucial aspects of global citizenship. 

Schell (2020) introduced the Four Domains of Global Citizenship. These domains 

emphasize the importance of students: 1) investigating the world with curiosity, 2) appreciating 

diverse perspectives and influences, 3) acting as guided by evidence and values, and 4) fostering 

creative problem-solving and collaboration that instills profound respect for human rights and 

individual dignity. By integrating these principles into education, the framework lays the 
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foundation for nurturing well-rounded and socially responsible individuals prepared to contribute 

positively to society. Teachers found the global competence framework useful in their curricular 

planning and instruction, helping students connect their learning to real-world relevance. By 

focusing on recognizing perspectives and understanding biases, students are better equipped to 

navigate educational spaces and engage in positive interactions with others (Schell, 2020). 

Restorative Justice  

 School principals play a crucial role in shaping students’ lives through critical decisions 

on discipline and how schools handle student behaviour. However, punitive practices like 

exclusionary discipline can exacerbate health disparities for marginalized students, making it 

essential to address the root causes of behaviour (González et al., 2019). To disrupt racism and 

create a more inclusive educational environment, restorative justice practices have been proposed 

as effective strategies (Farr et al., 2020). School leaders need to address staff resistance to 

change, advocate research-backed practices that prioritize holistic student development, and 

introduce non-punitive disciplinary options (Farr et al., 2020), especially focusing on dismantling 

biased disciplinary measures that disproportionately affect students of colour (Boske, 2015; 

Owens, 2022). 

 Farr et al. (2020) noted that principals can assist their constituents through the change 

process by leading restorative or community circles in the classroom that focus on mending 

relationships, boosting student morale, and creating safe and welcoming learning environments.  

Following restorative justice protocol, school leaders can guide students who have created the 

conflict in reflecting and answering the following questions: “What happened? What were you 

thinking about at the time of the incident? What are your thoughts now? Who was impacted by 

your actions, and how? How will you repair the harm?” (White, 2012, para. 1). Those affected 
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by the incident also respond to restorative questions, aiding them in working through their 

emotions and identifying the actions required to rectify the situation. Following restorative 

justice conversations, students can engage in written self-reflection, create a reconciliatory action 

plan, and then return to class, if appropriate, to continue with their learning. Follow-up steps 

such as calling home or paying in-home visits, accompanied by a social worker, might be 

necessary for more serious altercations (Farr et al., 2020). By adhering to restorative justice 

protocols, students, staff, and families can work together to solve problems, understand different 

viewpoints, and reach mutually agreed-upon resolutions, strengthening culturally responsive 

practices in schools. 

Restorative justice practices emphasize conflict resolution, engaging students in repairing 

relationships, and supporting reconciliation (Farr et al., 2020; González et al., 2019). They foster 

friendly peer relationships, collaboration, and responsive leadership, promoting equity and 

overall safer school environments (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021), especially for racially 

marginalized individuals. Although this may be true, the execution strategy could differ among 

schools, prompting educational leaders to evaluate their unique contexts and circumstances and 

adapt their approach to effectively propel their school community forward (Farr et al., 2020). 

In their findings, Song et al. (2020) asserted that the efforts toward anti-racism, enacted 

through school-based restorative justice practices, have the potential to drive positive systemic 

transformation and foster fairness and inclusivity across classrooms, peer interactions, schools, 

and even within the community through family-school collaboration. This united endeavour 

holds positive implications for members from visible minorities, ultimately advancing 

reconciliation and culminating in a socially just and equitable school environment for everyone.  
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Summary 
 

Chapter 2 provided a comprehensive synthesis of scholarly, peer-reviewed content 

related to the research questions:  

1. How does cultural diversity impact the mental health, social-emotional well-being, and 

school experiences of students and staff from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds?  

2. How do school leaders’ attitudes, beliefs, and actions influence breaking racial barriers 

and fostering a sense of community for people of colour in schools? 

3. What are the key leadership practices and approaches that promote systemic change and 

sustainable anti-racist practices within schools, leading to long-term reconciliation and 

the dismantling of racial barriers?  

Cultural diversity affects the mental health and well-being of people of colour in schools, 

impacting their sense of belonging, academic achievement, and behaviour (Farr et al., 2020; 

González et al., 2019; Henfield et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2017; Juang & Schachner, 2020; 

McVittie & Ansloos, 2023; Liou & Hermanns, 2017; Owens, 2022). The research unpacked 

some of the biases and systemic disparities that exist in educational institutions (Boske, 2015; 

Chiu et al., 2022; Schell, 2020) and offered culturally responsive solutions to remedy the issues 

(Banwo et al., 2022; Durand & Tavaras, 2021; Genao, 2021).  

School leadership strategies included developing critical consciousness, leveraging new 

storied selves for change (Boske, 2015; Farr et al., 2020), and cultivating collective teacher 

efficacy (Cansoy & Parlar, 2018; Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021). Culturally responsive practices 

aimed to address disparities and promote anti-racism, with emphasis on reflection, conversation, 

and academic engagement (Andrews et al., 2019). Professional development, culturally 

responsive pedagogy, and diverse stakeholder voice and involvement were seen as essential 
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elements to drive equity and inclusion efforts in schools (Campbell & Valauri, 2019; Deer & 

Heringer, 2021; Juang & Schachner, 2020). 

The literature underscored the role of leaders, educators, and stakeholders in 

implementing culturally responsive practices with a global and restorative mindset (Genao, 

2021) and prioritizing mental health and well-being for communities of colour (Andrews et al., 

2019). The importance of understanding cultural knowledge beyond surface-level awareness was 

stressed (Genao, 2021), promoting appreciation and engagement with people from multicultural 

backgrounds. Emphasizing the unique qualities of each student and valuing diverse perspectives 

within the school community were paramount aspects of cultural responsiveness.  

Developing curriculum, programs, and practices for community well-being requires 

ongoing commitment and intentionality (Andrews et al., 2019). Leading cultural change requires 

holistic integration of culturally responsive practices, as affirmed by Genao (2021): “It is 

essential that culturally responsive pedagogy be embedded in the general education schema to 

provide the awareness needed to acknowledge and celebrate cultural differences” (p. 167). With 

this collective frame of mind and commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion, principals and 

their constituents can make positive strides toward leading anti-racism and reconciliation in their 

school community.  
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Chapter 3: Summary, Recommendations, and Conclusion  

Summary of Findings 

 The capstone project’s findings revealed that cultural diversity significantly impacts the 

mental health, social-emotional well-being, and school experiences of students and staff from 

diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds (Andrews et al., 2019; Boksa et al., 2015; Henfield et al., 

2019; Islam et al., 2017). The research highlighted the existence of biases and systemic 

disparities in educational institutions (Boske, 2015; Chiu et al., 2022; Owens, 2022; Shewchuk & 

Cooper, 2018; Starck et al., 2020), affecting a sense of belonging (Liou & Hermanns, 2017), 

academic achievement (Durand & Tavaras, 2021; Mitra, 2018), and behaviour for students of 

colour (Andrews et al., 2019). However, the study also offered culturally responsive solutions to 

address these issues. 

School leadership emerged as a crucial factor in breaking racial barriers and fostering a 

sense of community for people of colour in schools (Boske, 2015; Cansoy & Parlar, 2018; 

Kalkan et al., 2020; Liou & Hermanns, 2017). Key strategies for principals included developing 

critical consciousness, cultivating collective efficacy, and engaging in reflective and critical 

conversations. Culturally responsive practices, professional development, and diverse 

stakeholder engagement were also emphasized to promote equity and inclusion in schools. 

Overall, the research substantiated the vital role of school leaders, educators, and 

stakeholders in implementing culturally responsive practices with a global and restorative 

mindset to address racism, promote reconciliation, and foster a more inclusive and equitable 

educational experience for all involved. When cultural responsiveness is woven into the fabric of 

the education system, it fosters an appreciation for cultural diversity and encourages the 

celebration of differences, propelling significant progress toward anti-racism and reconciliation. 
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Implications 

 The implications drawn from the cited literature underscore the critical need to address 

racism in educational institutions. Boske (2015) highlighted how racism can become “toxic and 

silent” when ignored (p. 127), emphasizing that its existence and negative impact on students and 

staff of colour cannot be overlooked. Complacency, as stressed by Durand and Tavaras (2021), is 

not an option, as it hinders the progress of reconciliation. Andrews et al. (2019) also cautioned 

against the guise of neutrality, which perpetuates racialized and gendered systems of power 

leading to culturally deficit practices in schools, reinforcing the importance of acknowledging 

racism within the education system to effectively address it (Shewchuk & Cooper, 2018). 

Consequently, school leaders must take proactive measures to confront racism at all levels by 

implementing processes for improving relationships and handling conflicts within the school 

community (Alberta Education, 2020a). These actions promote equity and a sense of belonging 

for people from racially marginalized groups. 

To achieve meaningful progress, educational institutions must integrate culturally 

responsive practices. By fostering critical consciousness, global citizenship, and restorative 

justice, schools can effectively address racial and systemic disparities and foster unity among all 

stakeholders (Cansoy & Parlar, 2018). Successful leaders play a pivotal role in this process, as 

they critically assess administrative and operational processes, enabling shared decision-making 

and resource allocation to create a positive learning environment (Alberta Education, 2020a; 

Cansoy & Parlar, 2018). Collaboration with various stakeholders, including students, parents, 

teachers, and the broader community, is essential to build a supportive network that benefits the 

entire school ecosystem (Quaglia et al., 2020). 
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To ensure that educational institutions promote equity and inclusivity, leaders must 

uphold ethical conventions, promoting fairness and integrity throughout the educational process 

(Boske, 2015; Deer & Heringer, 2023; Durand & Tavaras, 2021; Liou & Hermanns, 2017; 

Owens, 2022). Additionally, effective leaders need to adopt a dynamic approach in considering 

various social, political, economic, legal, and cultural variables in the larger societal context 

(Alberta Education, 2020a). This adaptability allows leaders and their constituents to develop 

innovative and contextually relevant strategies. Addressing racism and promoting equity in 

educational institutions require the commitment of school leaders and all educational 

stakeholders. This concerted effort is essential in building a diverse and multicultural education 

system that values the well-being and success of every individual. 

Recommendations  

The following recommendations expand upon the importance of leadership behaviours 

that drive successful change management processes toward anti-racism and reconciliation, 

contributing to overall school improvement. These recommendations are organized and inspired 

by Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership, to provide succinct and 

practical paths forward. By implementing these behaviours, school leaders can positively impact 

their institutions, students, and the broader educational community. 

1 | Model the Way of Cultural Responsiveness 

School leaders play a pivotal role in establishing shared values that recognize 

achievement and opportunity gaps among racialized individuals (Deer & Heringer, 2023; 

Eizadirad et al., 2022) and in taking responsibility for anti-racism efforts and reconciliation 

(Boske, 2015; Kalkan et al., 2020; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Liou & Hermanns, 2017). They 

model the way of cultural responsiveness by partnering with diverse educational stakeholders 
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and implementing common strategies (Quaglia et al., 2020). Educational leaders empower 

teachers to develop a deep understanding of best practices (Alberta Education, 2020a) by 

fostering critical consciousness within themselves (Boske, 2015) to help school community 

members recognize and address racial and systemic disparities (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Through 

reflective practices, dialogue, theory-to-practice connections, and equity audits, leaders can shift 

mindsets toward equitable school reform in an increasingly multicultural society (Starck et al., 

2020). As emphasized by Schell (2020), global citizenship requires collaboration between 

leaders and staff to equip students with the skills to address local and global issues while 

promoting diversity, human rights, and dignity. Altogether, modelling these approaches enhances 

cultural understanding, improves interactions, and nurtures a collaborative, inclusive school 

environment. 

2 | Inspire a Shared Vision toward Anti-Racism and Reconciliation 

To inspire staff, school leaders should exhibit visionary leadership by sharing a holistic 

perspective and communicating student-centred teaching principles (Alberta Education, 2020a). 

By acknowledging staff members’ values and leveraging their interests, educational leaders 

foster a commitment to the shared vision, thereby promoting innovation and progress for all. 

Effective relationships, grounded in understanding, lay the foundation for inspiring collective 

action. Brown (2018) underscored vital empathy skills, such as perspective-taking, 

nonjudgmental listening, and emotional understanding, to cultivate cultural sensitivity and self-

reflection. Allocating time for collective reflection and critical conversations (Andrews et al., 

2019; Campbell & Valauri, 2019; Quaglia et al., 2020) enables constituents to identify racial 

disparities, enhancing pedagogy through culturally responsive curricula aligned with the school’s 

vision of equitable education. 
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3 | Challenge the Process by Interrupting Racism 

School leaders are tasked with continual school improvement, analyzing data and refining 

practices to motivate progress for both students and staff (Alberta Education, 2020a). This 

necessitates challenging the status quo by experimenting, taking risks, and learning from 

experiences (Brown, 2018). Recognizing prejudice and discrimination, leaders must actively 

confront racism across all levels by using their transformed identities (Boske, 2015). By 

spearheading the charge, school leaders give permission for their constituents to examine, 

critique, and promote new school practices in the pursuit of equitable social and political spaces 

for people of colour. Inclusive leadership demands courage (Brown, 2018) in addressing 

systemic racism and employing strategies like action research projects to promote asset-based 

thinking and culturally sensitive responses (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021).  

Effective implementation of equity policies requires bridging gaps between policy and 

practice (Campbell & Valauri, 2019; Shewchuk & Cooper, 2018). Addressing the teacher 

diversity gap (Putman et al., 2016) and promoting diverse emergent and formal leaders can 

challenge the status quo and drive equity efforts (Chiu et al., 2022; Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021). 

Creating racially inclusive environments involves revising discipline practices and adopting 

restorative justice strategies (Farr et al., 2020; Owens, 2022). Principals can guide constituents 

through restorative practices, fostering conflict resolution, relationship repair, and equitable 

school climates (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021; González et al., 2019; Song et al., 2020). By 

advocating equity and inclusion, leaders contribute to socially just schools for all. 

4 | Enable Others to Act through Transformative Leadership  

Effective and lasting change thrives through collaboration and teamwork (Brown, 2018; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Quaglia et al., 2020). By facilitating critical conversations on 
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individual, small group, and whole-staff levels, school leaders can nurture change-makers, 

fostering genuine connections that build trust and capacity (Alberta Education, 2020a; Banwo et 

al., 2022). This approach bolsters intrinsic motivation and commitment to the shared vision, 

fostering a culture of collective responsibility for learning and school improvement (Alberta 

Education, 2020a). Management teams, as highlighted by Gómez-Hurtado et al. (2021), play a 

key role in driving social and educational change by actively promoting equality, culturally 

responsive education, and social justice. Strengthening these teams involves enhancing capacity 

among staff, creating unity, and fostering collective teacher efficacy (Cansoy & Parlar, 2018). 

Educational leaders possess the ability to address fears, emotions, and racial biases 

among constituents, thus advancing diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts (Kouzes & Posner, 

2017). By tapping into individual strengths, cultivating collective capacity, and empowering 

everyone to think and lead with cultural responsiveness, principals inspire positive change for the 

benefit of all, with particular attention to addressing the needs of marginalized communities. 

5 | Encourage the Heart by Building Capacity in Others 

Educational leaders cultivate loyalty and encourage the heart of school community 

members by empowering teachers in leadership roles, involving parents in school life, and 

providing students with opportunities for input (Alberta Education, 2020a). Celebrating small 

victories bolsters morale and motivates constituents to strive for cultural competence (Cansoy & 

Parlar, 2018; Kalkan et al., 2020). Culturally responsive decision-making hinges on involving 

student, parent, and community perspectives (Quaglia et al., 2020), inviting discussions about 

sensitive topics like race. Critical conversation spaces offer avenues for addressing biases, 

reframing narratives, and enhancing the experiences of marginalized people of colour (Andrews 

et al., 2019). 
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Culturally responsive leaders support underrepresented individuals through ongoing 

professional development, balancing advocacy for change and equity while fostering reflection 

and relationship-building (Farr et al., 2020; Genao, 2021). A deep understanding of race and 

diversity requires collaborative, multiracial alliances and authentic learning experiences (Durand 

& Tavaras, 2021), like simulated role-playing and authentic multicultural activities, to embrace 

diverse perspectives and develop cultural awareness. Kouzes and Posner (2017) emphasized 

leading with character and heart, staying connected to the vision and community to create a 

culturally responsive learning environment that supports the academic success and emotional 

well-being of everyone, including people of colour. 

Conclusion  

The journey toward anti-racism and reconciliation in education is a marathon. To address 

existing racial disparities and systemic barriers in schools, educational leaders and their 

constituents must ground their work in ongoing research about culturally responsive practices, 

collaborative inquiry, and critical conversations to respond to the changing dynamics of the 

larger societal context, specifically investigating the impact of diversity, equity, and inclusion 

policies and program responses in schools. The goal is to discover effective solutions that can 

help educational professionals in K-12 schools across Canada reduce achievement and 

opportunity gaps for marginalized populations. 

To break down barriers and create community in schools, educational professionals need 

to lead from the heart (Brown, 2018). They must first acknowledge their implicit racial biases 

and insecurities to move forward with their new storied selves (Boske, 2015). Through the 

processes of critical consciousness, cultural responsiveness, transformative leadership, and 

restorative justice, educational leaders and their constituents are better equipped to navigate the 
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challenges of racism in schools, overcoming their deficit thinking and advancing action toward 

reconciliation. 

Courage and determination are essential in acknowledging and confronting the 

weaknesses and challenges within the education system. School leaders play a pivotal role in 

spearheading efforts to promote anti-racism and reconciliation in schools, nurturing inclusive 

environments where everyone feels valued, respected, and empowered to thrive. Through 

collaborative efforts, educational professionals can enhance school experiences for all 

community members, regardless of their race or ethnicity. Culturally responsive practices in 

education pave the way for a future of equity and intercultural understanding, where people are 

united in their diversity, establishing the groundwork for inclusive learning communities and 

sustainable school improvement for generations to come.  
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Appendix A 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Training Topics 

 

Note. Canadian Equality Consulting. (2023). Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) training. 

https://canadianequality.ca/services/training 
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Appendix B 

School Voice Process 

 

Note. Quaglia, R., Fox, K. M., Lande, L. L., & Young, D. (2020). The power of voice in schools: 

Listening, learning, and leading together. ASCD. 


