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Abstract

This study examined how school leaders can differentiate their approach using a self-reporting
psychometric instrument called the Emergenetics® Profile when engaged in critical self-reflection. Using
a multiple case study approach, three urban school leaders engaged in the deconstructing and
reconstructing of knowledge frameworks specific to deficit thinking. The Emergenetics Profile served as a
lens to critically self-reflect in order to differentiate their approach to the disrupt deficit thinking practices
in their schools (Browning 2007; Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018). This study integrated these insights from
critical self-reflection and the awareness gained by school leaders through their Emergenetics
preferences to change their approach as they interacted with others. The specific problem of practice
guiding this study was the disconnect that exists between critical self-reflection by the school leader and
implementation of Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) strategies to sustain change. In other
words, how can critical self-reflection support a differentiated approach for implementing CRSL strategies
based on how people think and behave. The research question for this multiple case study was:

How will the use of the Emergenetics Profile influence the way school leaders engage in critical self-
reflection as they disrupt deficit thinking within their school communities?
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This study examined how school leaders can differentiate their approach using a
self-reporting psychometric instrument called the Emergenetics® Profile when engaged
in critical self-reflection. Using a multiple case study approach, three urban school
leaders engaged in the deconstructing and reconstructing of knowledge frameworks
specific to deficit thinking. The Emergenetics Profile served as a lens to critically self-
reflect in order to differentiate their approach to the disrupt deficit thinking practices in
their schools (Browning 2007; Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018). This study integrated these
insights from critical self-reflection and the awareness gained by school leaders through
their Emergenetics preferences to change their approach as they interacted with others.
The specific problem of practice guiding this study was the disconnect that exists
between critical self-reflection by the school leader and implementation of Culturally
Responsive School Leadership (CRSL) strategies to sustain change. In other words, how
can critical self-reflection support a differentiated approach for implementing CRSL
strategies based on how people think and behave. The research question for this multiple
case study was:

How will the use of the Emergenetics Profile influence the way school leaders
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Chapter One: Introduction

The fissures of systemic racism within our society ruptured in March 2020 as the
United States experienced a pandemic that has rocked our culture to its core. The
Coronavirus (COVID-19) exposed the essence of historic and systemic racism that has
been a part of this country's fabric from its inception. COVID 19 unveiled systemic
racism of historically marginalized communities from health care to employment to
education, and shattered misperceptions of who we are as country held by many in the
dominant majority. This exposure of historic and systemic racism was intensified when
George Floyd was murdered by police officers in Minneapolis due to racist policing
practices and plunged our country into protests for change that reached a global audience.
As a result, the call for change to learning and understanding the historical underpinnings
of this country's systemic racism has become paramount. This call for change begins with
an educational system responsible for developing global citizens to engage students in
learning the historical lineage of systemic racism. School leaders entrenched in this
educational system must promote socially just practices influencing school and district
policies to support all members of the school community to think critically while
ensuring interconnectedness and interdependence to build communities of inclusiveness
and equity (Furman, 2012; Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018). Answering the call for
changing in our schools are school leaders who have adopted sustaining communities of

equity and inclusiveness. As CRSL leaders transform their school cultures to embrace



inclusiveness and interconnectedness, an agile approach is needed to meet the demand of
constant change. Merriam-Webster (n.d.) defines agile as “the ability to move with quick
easy grace, having a quick resourceful and adaptable character”. Therefore, agile
leadership calls for school leaders to think quickly and pivot their approach as they work
to transform their organizations. Shields (2018) advocates for transformative leaders to be
agile as they keep their view on the whole system to communicate with clarity and
assume a proactive approach while addressing potential conflicts. Furthermore, agile
CRSL leaders will need the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to accelerate strategies for
change and sustainability (Khalifa, 2018). Equitable inclusive learning environments
support the fair and just treatment of all students and requires school leaders to identify
and disrupt practices that have prevented access to curriculum and opportunities for
students who have been historically marginalized (Khalifa et al., 2016; Khalifa, 2018;
Shields, 2004, 2018). Khalifa (2018) defines inclusive learning environments as spaces
where historically marginalized students feel a sense of belonging and where their
Indigenous identities are welcomed. This includes a laser-like focus to disrupt deficit
thinking while promoting the humanizing of traditionally marginalized members of the
school community. Promoting humanizing means to see historically marginalized
students from their Indigenous identities by accepting student behaviors that are different
from the dominate culture to honor the perspectives they bring to the learning community
(Khalifa 2018).

Students in today’s schools will be required to navigate global relationships as the
student demographic diversifies. This diversified student population will demand that all

school leaders implement culturally responsive leadership practices to cultivate school
2



communities who understand and welcome the cultural and social capital of all its
members (Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018; Yosso, 2005). However, the call for culturally
responsive school leadership has been answered successfully in few school systems.
Therefore, a critical question remains; why do some school leaders experience success as
they develop as culturally responsive school leaders while others do not?

The first step for CRSL leadership is to engage in critical self-reflection.
Therefore, this study will examine how the use of critical self-reflection to disrupt deficit
thinking through deconstructing and reconstructing of knowledge frameworks (Shields
2004, 2018, 2020) influences the school leader’s approach to change. Shields (2018)
refers to knowledge frameworks as the experiences, expectations and beliefs that drive
practices and narratives in schools. Therefore, to deconstruct knowledge frameworks,
school leaders will need to identify their beliefs and biases through their experiences to
examine when, how and why they may have engaged deficit thinking practices in their
schools. The critical self-reflective process also requires school leaders to reconstruct a
new knowledge framework or mental model to change their leadership approach to
transform their schools as equitable and inclusive learning environments. It is important
to note, that deficit thinking blames the student who lacks the knowledge and experiences
to be successful in majoritarian learning environment, often educational response is to
require intervention services to be able successfully engage in the curriculum (Khalifa,
2018, Shields 2018, 2020, Valencia 2010). Culturally responsive school leaders engage in
critical self-reflection to understand others in order to develop interdependence and
interconnectedness within the school community (Khalifa, 2018; Shields 2018, 2020).

Interdependence and interconnectedness may be seen as the promotion of relationships
3



built through respectful dialogue where differences are welcomed (Shields, 2018). This
relationship encourages the understanding of our global connection to support one
another as humans through our individual identities (Shields, 2018).

Given that the research on critical self-reflection is robust, a gap exists between
the practice of critical self-reflection and the insights gained to affect changes in
approaches or practices toward socially just leadership. For this reason, this study
examined the influence of a self-reporting psychometric instrument (which measures how
a person prefers to think and behave based on genetics and life experiences) to gain
insights into the understanding of self as a leader and increase the understanding of those
they lead. Using a self-reporting psychometric instrument as lens to engage in critical
self-reflective practices, school leaders may differentiate their approach to promote
inclusiveness and humanizing of all members of the school community. The self-
reporting instrument for this study was the Emergenetics® Profile (Browning &
Williams, 1991). There are several self-reporting psychometric instruments on the market
however, the Emergenetics Profile was selected for this study because it separates how a
person thinks and how a person behaves into specific attributes. This designation of these
specific attributes allowed the school leader to be more discerning when critically
reflecting. Additionally, the Emergenetics Profile uses positive strengths-based language
to promote cognitive diversity on teams. The other self-reporting psychometric
instruments integrate how a person thinks and behaves therefore school leaders could
potentially overlook key insights during the reflective practice. Using the Emergenetics
Profile as a lens, participants examined their knowledge frameworks and their

relationship to deficit thinking through a critical self-reflection process to deconstruct and
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reconstruct their knowledge frameworks. Additionally, the influence of the Emergenetics

Profile during the critical self-reflective process was examined.

Background Study

A culturally responsive school leader understands the history of oppressive
practices and policies in the educational system that have led to deficit thinking and the
pathologizing of students of color (Khalifa, 2018). Culturally responsive school
leadership requires school leaders to act to pursue academic excellence for all students
through opportunities to engage the instructional staff to develop an awareness of social
injustices operating within their schools. Culturally responsive school leadership requires
skills and knowledge to transform the curriculum to eliminate the promotion of power
and privilege (Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018). Additionally, culturally responsive
leadership requires school leaders to create system-wide change that considers the
structure of the organization as well as the culture of the organization. Fullan (Fullan &
Quinn, 2016) posits that school leaders who want systemic change will need to identify
the right drivers (capacity building, collaboration, pedagogy, and systemness).

As CRSL leaders consider systemic change and the diversified student
population, a notable disparity between marginalized populations, specifically between
White and Black, and White and Hispanic students in reading and mathematics continues
to exist. According to the National Center for Educational Statistics report The Nation’s
Report Card: Trends in Academic Progress (2013), While the disparity appears to be
narrowing, the gap is still present. Furthermore, a constant focus of the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) policy (NCLB, 2002) addressing the opportunity gap (Mayfield &

Garrison-Wade, 2015) between students identified as members of historically
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marginalized populations and the dominant White population highlighted the
implementation of various intervention models. The intervention models supported by the
NCLB policy suggests that deficit thinking may be a component of these models. The
implication of intervention is to address a situation for improvement and focus on the
student needing intervention rather than considering the cultural assets a student brings to
the learning (Yosso, 2005). More importantly, intervention models put the blame and
responsibility on the student rather than on the system to examine the practices or policies
that are oppressing the progress of students.

Intervention models have their roots in special education. Beginning in 2004
(Sugai & Horner, 2009), school districts across the country moved toward intervention
programs and policies through frameworks known as Response to Intervention (Rtl) as
part of the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) (Sugai &
Horner, 2009). Rtl initially began with the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004, which
focused on students with learning disabilities and required tiers of interventions using
researched based practices with systematic data collection (Preston et al., 2016; Sugai &
Horner, 2009). This multi-tiered system was to eliminate the “one size fits all” approach,
with an emphasis on tier 1 instruction focused in the general education classroom
required research based, high quality instructional practices to ensure academic success
for the majority of students. (Preston et al., 2016). Preston et al. (2016) describes two
models of implementation for Rtl, the problem solving model which focused on early
intervention and the standard treatment protocol, both focused on individualized
instruction to meet individual student needs. Additionally the problem solving model

considers both general education students and special education students by measuring
6



academic progress through the concept of adequate growth defined by the district or state
(Preston et al., 2016). If adequate growth is not achieved, a cycle of data analysis begins
and a more intensive approach is implemented (Preston et al., 2016; Sugai & Horner,
2009). The second model described by Preston et al. (2016) is the standard treatment
protocol, which assess all students and those who score below an identified score cutoff
are provided with intensive 5-8 week small group intervention. Students are assessed at
the end of the intensive intervention and those who do not meet the set criteria move to
tier 2 for a more scripted intervention for an extended period of time (Preston et al.,
2016).

Intervention programs and strategies incorporated a process for Rtl to improve the
academic achievement for underachieving students with the goal of shoring up the
disparities identified by dominant cultural beliefs based on the accepted experiences and
foundations required to be academically successful (Mayfield & Garrison-Wade, 2015;
Preston et al., 2016). However, Rtl focused on technical strategies for academic
achievement and did not incorporate the backgrounds and experiences from the
nondominant cultures such as funds of knowledge and social capital (Yosso, 2005).
Inclusive practices for an equity-focused learning environments did not exist (Mayfield &
Garrison-Wade, 2015). As a result, the structures, of Rtl may reinforce and perpetuate
such oppressive practices of gatekeeping by holding back students who continue to be
marginalized by the practices and policies with the educational system based on academic
standards set by the dominant majority.

When considering the influence school leaders have on teaching practices, Shields

(2018) reminds us, “the single most important factor in the academic achievement of
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minoritized students is the leaders’ rejection of deficit thinking” (p.40). Moreover,
Khalifa et al. (2018) advocate that instructional leadership is the most influential
regarding teaching practices to eliminate deficit thinking.

To that end, how can we address deep, sustainable change through culturally
responsive leadership agility? Understanding self through critical self-reflection may
provide a vantage point to take a multiple perspective stance. Furthermore, the ability to
see through multiple perspectives speaks to the school leader’s ability to pivot or have an
agile approach when engaging others in the disruption of deficit thinking practices.
Multiple perspectives build intention and purpose to leverage practices for inclusiveness

and interconnectedness, contributing to successful leadership practices (Burns, 1978).

Theory of Action and Research Question

Khalifa (2018) states culturally responsive leadership requires engagement in
critical reflection of their identities while examining the curriculum, school practices and,
community engagement through the lens of anti-oppressive practices and policies such as
the elimination of deficit thinking. Moreover, he emphasizes the importance for school
leaders to engage in critical self-reflection as a strategy to identify their role in the
implementation of oppressive practices and policies and, acknowledge their unintentional
complicity from the ignorance of the history and socialization of attitudes towards
historically marginalized populations (Khalifa, 2018). Khalifa's definition of CRSL
speaks to the importance of school leaders’ understanding their beliefs, values and action
including the willingness to be vulnerable (Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018).

CRSL is informed by Transformative Leadership Theory (TLT) (Burns, 1978;

Shields, 2003, 2018) which also addresses how school leaders can confront their
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complicity in oppressive practices and policies. Furthermore, TLT addresses the
opportunity gap within the educational system by requiring the examination of deficit
thinking practices (Shields, 2003, 2004, 2018). Shields (2018) calls upon school leaders
to engage in critical awareness of self to reflect upon the educational system and the way
it responds to the privileged, as well as those who have been excluded.

This Dissertation in Practice will incorporate the guiding principles of the
Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED). The first principle is, “being
framed around the questions of equity, ethics, and social justice to bring about solutions
to complex problems of practice” (cpedinitiative.org, 2020). By applying this guiding
principle, this study will investigate the following research question; How will the use of
the Emergenetics® Profile influence the way school leaders engage in critical self-
reflection to disrupt deficit thinking within their school communities? The theory of
action supporting this research question is, if principals engage in critical self-reflection
through a CRSL lens using their Emergenetics Profile to gain insight into self and others,
then principals will differentiate their approach to empower others to disrupt deficit
thinking.

The CRSL Agility Framework conceptual framework guided this study and was
developed using the foundational theories of TLT and CRSL. This framework will be
discussed further in Chapter 2. Since the CRSL Agility Framework was too
comprehensive in scope for this study, it has been narrowed to the elements of critical
self-reflection, flexing and the CRSL strategy of promoting inclusiveness and
humanizing for all members of the school community through the disruption of deficit

thinking. The CRSL Agility framework that guided this study is grounded in Shields'
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(Shields, 2003, 2018) work on TLT and Khalifa's work (2018) on culturally responsive
school leadership behaviors.

The interpretive analysis of three urban school leaders engaging in self-reflection to
deconstruct and reconstruct deficit thinking frameworks informed the results of this
study. Data was gathered from semi-structured interviews, reflective journaling and a
CRSL dispositional survey. A resource guide was developed to support CRSL leaders
through the critical reflective process to deconstruct and reconstruct mental models or

knowledge frameworks.

Problem of Practice

CPED defines a problem of practice as, “a persistent, contextualized, and specific
issue embedded in the work of a professional practitioner, the addressing of which has
the potential to result in improved understanding, experience, and outcomes”
(cpedinitiative.org, 2020). The following section provides the context specific to the
problem of practice guiding this study.

Moral courage and vulnerability are necessary dispositions for leaders who
respond to the call for CRSL leadership. CRSL leaders are often met with resistance from
the school community when engaging in social justice work. The complexities of leading
culturally responsive schools requires the intersection of critical self-reflection and
understanding the perspectives of others to incorporate professional agency while
establishing relational trust (Bachmann et al., 2015; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-
Moran, 2014).

While the school principal has been identified as the second most important

influence on student success through shaping the school cultural norms and practices
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(Khalifa, 2018; Leithwood, 2004), leveraging this influential role to advance inclusive
and equitable practices in all schools successfully has been inconsistent. Furthermore,
school leaders who are committed to becoming culturally responsive will need to
integrate their multiple identities and find the intersections of these identities as they
work with another. The strategies of CRSL are supported by the research (Khalifa, 2018)
and the tenets of Transformative Leadership Theory (Shields, 2003, 2004, 2018).
Nevertheless, the disconnect between the implementation of CRSL strategies and
sustaining practices to promote practices for inclusion and equity. This disconnect needs
to be examined.

Therefore, the specific problem of practice guiding this study is the disconnect
that exists between critical self-reflection by the school leader and implementation of
CRSL strategies to sustain change. In other words, how can critical self-reflection support
a differentiated approach for implementing CRSL strategies based on how people think
and behave.

To examine the disconnect the Emergenetics® Profile served as the nexus
between critical self-reflective practices and how one may understand the perspective of
another. The Emergenetics Profile (Browning & Williams, 1991) a self-reporting
psychometric tool, provided a lens for school leaders to deconstruct and reconstruct their
knowledge frameworks specific to deficit thinking. This study investigated the influence
of self-reflective practices to flex or become more agile as they identified strategies to
disrupt deficit thinking based on the profiles of their staff.

The Emergenetics Profile is based on Socioanalytic Theory (Hogan et al., In press)

which posits people develop certain preferences that can be seen and heard allowing one
11



to reflect upon self. This psychometric instrument is a valid and reliable instrument
meeting the requirements from the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing
and, is re-normed every two years using a global population (Williams, 2018). This
psychometric instrument measures three behavioral attributes (expressiveness,
assertiveness and flexibility) and four thinking attributes (analytical, structural,
social/relational and conceptual) (Browning, 2007). Additionally, the Emergenetics
Profile measures the energy one gains from being in a preferred type of thought based on
genetics and life experiences (Browning, 2007). The Emergenetics Profile provides
individual insights into why some activities, tasks or experiences feel energizing or why
some feel uncomfortable or challenging (Browning, 2007). Using the Emergenetics
Profile may provide a frame for school leaders to critically self-reflect and support the
concept of social exchange. (Browning, 2007; Bryk & Schneider, 2002).

This study explored how the Emergenetics Profile provided a bridge for the
development of CRSL when meeting the challenges of resistance from the members of
the school community toward more equitable schools. For example, if an individual
prefers to process information internally and does not outwardly display emotion towards
the leader’s actions, the CRSL leader may misinterpret this as disengagement. If an
individual prefers to process externally through a display of outward emotion that
questions the leader’s actions, this can be misinterpreted as resistance. Through the
examination of the relationship between TLT, CRSL strategies and the Emergenetics
Profile, a closer look into a school leader’s ability to flex beyond the understanding of

self and connect to the multiple perspectives brought by their staffs was examined.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study examined how school leaders differentiated their
approach using the Emergenetics Profile when engaged in critical self-reflection. At the
same time, this study integrated these insights from critical self-reflection and the
awareness gained by school leaders through their Emergenetics preferences to change
their approach as they interacted with others.

Multiple case study methodology was used through an interpretative research
design to allow social construction of multiple realities of the participants in this study
(Boudah, 2020; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018). This approach provided insight
into why a disconnect may exist for some school leaders between CRSL strategy
implementation and the mobilization of school communities to commit to socially just
practices. According to Yin (2018) case study methodology is the relevant
methodological path for answering research questions seeking to explain a set of events
influenced by social phenomena. Yin (2018) defines case study methodology as a process
that “investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context,
especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context may not be clearly
evident” (p15). The research question for this study aligns with Yin’s (2018) definition
for case study methodology. Furthermore, Yin (2018) states other features of a case study
design such as, situations that may have multiple variables requires triangulation from
multiple sources of data and have prior theories that can support the study. This study
incorporated multiple sources of data for triangulation (reflective journaling, semi-
structured interviews and a CRSL dispositional survey) and was guided by prior research

from TLT and CRSL strategies as foundational support.
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Boudah (2020) explains qualitative research as requiring the systematic analysis
of language, actions, and artifacts of those participating in the study by identifying
themes to describe and provide insight into potential explanations of what is occurring in
that particular setting. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that interpretive research with an
epistemological perspective of social constructivism is the most common type of
qualitative research that requires interpretation of multiple experiences to explain the
phenomena being studied.

To support this interpretive research approach from a social constructivist
paradigm, a conceptual framework was developed. Using TLT as the foundational
leadership theory and the behaviors of CRSL, the Emergenetics Profile served as the lens
to differentiate approaches and strategies to address the disconnect between critical self-
reflection and implementation of strategies for sustainable change toward the elimination
of inequitable practices. Using the confluence of these elements, the following
comprehensive conceptual framework (CRSL Agility Framework) was developed and
influenced by several researchers Khalifa (2018), Shields (2004, 2018), and Valencia
(2010) to guide this study.

Figure 1
CRSL Agility Framework
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As previously stated, the CRSL Agility Framework is too comprehensive in nature
for this study, therefore, Figure 2 displays the specific elements from the CRSL Agility
Framework that will serve as the focus for this study.

Figure 2
CRSL Agility: Promoting Inclusiveness and Humanizing to Eliminate Deficit Thinking
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Each participant followed the critical self-reflective (see Figure 3) developed for

this study. First, participants reflected and connected their Emergenetics Profile to their
15



mental model of deficit thinking. Next, participants continued to use their Emergenetics
Profile as a lens to support the deconstruction of their assumptions, biases, and values of
deficit thinking. Finally, participants reconstructed a new framework for themselves.
Through the reconstruction of their assumptions, biases and values, participants
considered how to differentiate their approach how by flexing their position to interact
with others by leveraging their Emergenetics Profile.

Figure 3
Critical Self-Reflection Process
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As school leaders gain knowledge of self through their Emergenetics Profile and
critical self-reflective practices, this self-knowledge highlighted the intersection of their
identities to leverage perspective-taking. Engagement with others who think and behave
differently than themselves may be successfully navigated through this multiple
perspective stance by adjusting CRSL strategies. Through a critical presence of self,

school leaders can investigate deeply held cultural beliefs that have driven instructional
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practice and their leadership actions (Khalifa, 2018; Marshall & Khalifa, 2018). The
convergence of school leaders' multifaceted identities, cultural values, and beliefs
corroborates the tenets of critical theory, which requires the ability to critically reflect
internally and externally when engaging in challenging and critical conversations to open
the options for consideration of potential solutions or changes (Capper, 2019). The
relationship between self and others will be central to the sustainable implementation of

CRSL strategies.

Significance of the Study
This study contributes to the CRSL literature that has been noted as lacking depth

(Khalifa et al., 2016). In a comprehensive literature review conducted in 2016, Khalifa et
al. concluded that CRSL research has been limited, illuminating a need to develop the
theory of CRSL further. Moreover, culturally responsive scholarship has focused more on
culturally responsive teaching rather than on leadership, and lacks connections to
leadership behaviors and skills required for culturally responsive leaders (Khalifa, 2018).
Additionally, a gap exists between studies that have researched traditional approaches to
school leadership which have focused on structural management leadership of school and
not transformative leadership which requires the elimination of deficit thinking and, to
humanize students and staff by integrating the cultural capital of the school community
(Burns, 1978; Khalifa et al., 2016; Shields, 2003, 2004; Valencia, 2010; Yosso, 2005).
Addressing this limitation in the literature will be important to tackle the shift
from a traditional leadership model of management to a model of leadership that is agile
and connects the concepts of instructional leadership (Khalifa, 2018). This study also

contributes to literature of CRSL strategies by emphasizing the differentiation of
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leadership approaches using strategies insights of self-awareness and social awareness to
understand why specific strategies for work for some and not for others. School leaders
can build on this awareness to adjust strategies for so all members of the school
community can connect and become engaged (Browning, 2007).

Therefore, their role 