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Addressing Racism and Ableism in Schools: A DisCrit Leadership Framework
for Principals

David DeMatthews

University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas, USA

ABSTRACT
A long history of racism and ableism exists within the U.S. and shapes policies, practices,
and assumptions within the public education system. Racism and ableism are built into edu-
cator and principal practices, which contribute to the reproduction of inequitable systems
and outcomes. Yet, principals are in a key position to challenge dominant narratives about
race and ability and facilitate equity-oriented change. The purpose of this article is to
consider how school leadership practice can systematically address racism and ableism. Dis/
ability Critical Race Studies (DisCrit) is used to critique and expand existing conceptions
leadership practice.
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A long history of racism and ableism exists
within the U.S. and shapes policies, practices, and
preparation in public education. W.E.B. Du Bois
(2007) chronicled a legacy of white supremacy
and pseudoscientific research attempting to prove
people of African descent were inferior to justify
segregation. White supremacy and pseudoscience
have also been used to segregate Mexican
Americans from educational opportunities
(Valencia 2012). Many district and school leaders
in the early and mid-twentieth century subscribed
to eugenics, believing that Black, Latinx,
American Indians, Asians, and White ethnic
minorities (e.g., Irish, Italians, Russians, Jews)
were inferior (Selden 1999). A pioneer educa-
tional leadership professor, Ellwood Cubberley
(1909), stated that nonwhite and white ethnic
minorities were “Illiterate, docile, lacking in self-
reliance … [and] served to dilute tremendously
the national stock, and to corrupt civil life” (p.
15). Beginning in the late 1950s, many states
worked around the Brown v. Board of Education
(1954) decision to end racial segregation by creat-
ing “special classes” for students labeled “slow or
mildly retarded” (Osgood 2005). Through the
1960s and 1970s, researchers questioned the high
percentages of low-income students of color

placed into segregated special education programs
(Dunn 1968).

In 1975, the U.S. Congress enacted Public Law
94-142, the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act (EAHCA). EAHCA (1975) provided
funding for special education and guaranteed
rights, including (a) the right of all students to a
Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in
the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE); (b) the
right to due process and procedural safeguards for
parents; and (c) an Individualized Educational
Program (IEP) for each eligible student. EAHCA
and more recent reauthorizations of the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
(2004) have profoundly impacted students with
disabilities. Yet, more than 40 years later, a dispro-
portionate number of students of color are: (a)
referred for special education; (b) identified into
high-incidence disability classifications that often
rely on school personnel’s subjective judgments
(e.g., specific learning disability, emotional disabil-
ity), (c) placed into special education, and (d) seg-
regated from their peers (Harry and Klingner 2014;
USDOE 2018). The National Council on Disability
(NCD) (2018) described the problem:

Students with disabilities, in particular students of
color and students in urban settings, as well as
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students with specific disability labels (such as autism
or intellectual disability), continue to be removed from
general education, instructional, and social
opportunities… the opportunity for students to
participate in their neighborhood school alongside
their peers without disabilities is influenced more by
the zip code in which they live, their race, and disability
label, than by meeting the federal law defining how
student placements should be made. (p. 9)

The NCD’s conclusions are a predictable out-
come of a history of racism and ableism that persist
in society and manifest in public schools. As
Annamma, Connor, and Ferri (2013) noted, “the
legacy of historical beliefs about race and ability,
which were clearly based on white supremacy,
have become intertwined in complex ways that
carry into the present” (p. 2). Racism and ableism
are built into schools and principals can reproduce
these inequities unknowingly. Segregation often
becomes more intense as students of color with
and without disabilities transition into middle and
high schools that are more likely to rely on exclu-
sionary discipline practices and segregated self-
contained special education programs. Yet, middle
school and high school principals are in a key
position to challenge dominant narratives about
race and ability and facilitate equity-oriented
changes (DeMatthews 2018; Santamar�ıa, 2014;
Shields 2010).

The purpose of this article is to extend a discus-
sion on school leadership practice to addressing
racism and ableism. Specifically, Dis/ability
Critical Race Studies (DisCrit) (Annamma et al.
2013) is used to critique and expand existing con-
ceptions leadership practice. This article begins
with a review of school leadership approaches and
professional standards followed by a summary of
inclusive leadership research. Then, critical race
theory (CRT), Disability Studies (DS), and DisCrit
are foregrounded to highlight how existing school
leadership practices have not sufficiently consid-
ered racism and ableism. Finally, a DisCrit school
leadership framework is articulated as a guide to
practitioners seeking to create more inclusive and
equity-oriented schools for all students.

Effective practice and professional standards

The field of educational leadership has long been
concerned with the organizational conditions and

leadership practices that foster academic achieve-
ment for most students (Edmonds 1979).
Effective principals have been found to positively
influence organizational processes and working
conditions through shaping faculty and student
expectations, school mission and vision, and time
and resource utilization (Hallinger and Heck
1996). A prevailing logic now exists in academia
and among practitioners that effective principals
are instructional leaders focused on the mecha-
nisms that achieve improved instruction and stu-
dent achievement outcomes (Rigby 2014). The
recently updated Professional Standards in
Educational Leadership (PSEL) (National Policy
Board for Educational Administration [NPBEA]
2015) reflected this prevailing logic and are
described as “guideposts… Grounded in current
research and the real-life experiences of
educational leaders” (p. 1).

The ten standards focus on school mission/
vision, ethical decision-making, developing and
monitoring curriculum and instruction, school
culture, teacher capacity, traditional notions of
family engagement, operations and management,
and continuous improvement. Standard 1 empha-
sizes that “Effective educational leaders…
stress… “equity, inclusiveness, and social justice”
(NPBEA 2015, p. 9). Standard 3 highlights that
effective educational leaders “confront and alter
institutional biases of student marginalization,
deficit-based schooling, and low expectations
associated with race, class, culture and language,
gender and sexual orientation, and disability or
special status” (NPBEA 2015, p. 11). Prior stand-
ards did not include equity-oriented language.
Thus, the new PSEL reflect a growing awareness
that principals need to address social and educa-
tional inequities. Despite this awareness, PSEL
does not focus specifically on addressing racism,
ableism, or related educational inequities, such as
racial disproportionality in special education and
segregated placements.

Inclusive school leadership

Inclusive education is an ambitious agenda cen-
tered on transforming educational systems, which
includes the transformation of school cultures to:
“(1) increase access (or presence) of all students
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(not only marginalized or vulnerable groups), (2)
enhance school personnel’s and students’ accept-
ance of all students, (3) maximize student partici-
pation in various domains of activity, and (4)
increase the achievement of all students” (Artiles,
Kozleski, Dorn, and Christensen 2006, p. 67).
The discourse in the U.S. and in the field of edu-
cational leadership has mostly focused on the
implementation of IDEA, its LRE provision, and
students with disabilities. Some researchers have
begun to examine how principals create effective
and inclusive schools for students with disabilities
(DeMatthews and Mawhinney 2014; DeMatthews
2015, DeMatthews, Serafini, and Watson,
forthcoming; Guzm�an 1997; Kozleski and Choi
2018; Hoppey and McLeskey 2013; Theoharis
2007; Waldron, McLeskey, and Redd 2011). More
recently, researchers have considered how high
school students with and without disabilities can
be engaged in school leadership and advocacy-
oriented practices (Pazey and DeMatthews 2019).

Leithwood, Harris, and Hopkins (2008) identi-
fied four key practices of successful principals,
which include “building vision and setting direc-
tions; understanding and developing people; rede-
signing the organization; and managing the
teaching and learning program” (p. 29).
Billingsley, DeMatthews, Connally, and McLeskey
(2018) utilized these key practices to organize
research on inclusive school leadership. For
example, principals set direction by articulating a
vision for inclusion and helping others under-
stand the importance of the vision. They under-
stand and develop people by providing ongoing
professional development and support focused on
inclusion, differentiating instruction, collaborative
teaching models, evidenced-based teaching practi-
ces, multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS), and
positive behavioral supports. Principals redesign
the organization through collaborative efforts to
revise policies and practices, which include
changing grading policies, eliminating special
education classes, revising master schedules,
securing resources, and rewriting IEPs (a
required document that outlines the unique
serves provided to a student with a disability)
(DeMatthews 2015). Lastly, principals manage the
teaching and learning program by working collab-
oratively with teachers and students to make

curricular and instructional decisions, maximize
human resources, implement co-teaching models,
and progress monitor and engage in continuous
improvement.

Critical race theory, disability studies,
and DisCrit

The actions principals take to create inclusive
schools for students with disabilities have bene-
fited many students but can still fail to systemat-
ically address racism and ableism. Principals can
also be challenged by district policies that main-
tain segregated special education programs,
school and district enrollment boundaries that
solidify racial segregation, high-stakes account-
ability policies labeling certain schools as undesir-
able, and teacher recruitment and talent
management systems that fail to recruit and
retain a teacher workforce prepared to deliver
culturally responsive curriculum and reflective of
the racial and cultural backgrounds of a commu-
nity (Annamma & Morrison 2018; Harry and
Klingner 2014). Principals may also have to deal
with a legacy of mistrust between communities of
color and schools, especially in contexts where
certain families have been viewed through deficit-
rather than asset-based lenses (Harry and
Klingner 2014; Valencia 2012). Moreover, princi-
pals may inherit teachers with biases toward stu-
dents of color with and without disabilities
(Cochran-Smith and Dudley-Marling 2012;
DeMatthews 2015). Principals may also lack the
preparation and training to uncover, understand,
and address institutionalized and individual
instances of racism and ableism (Pazey and
Cole 2013).

Critical Race Theory (CRT) offers insights into
the ways principals can understand how racism
manifests in schools (Ladson-Billings 1998;
Solorzano 1997), but often does not include a
dual focus on ableism. Disabilities Studies (DS)
has emerged as a field that challenges conven-
tional assumptions about special education and
disability and can help principals understand how
ableism manifests. DS scholars frame disability as
a social construct “based on outdated assump-
tions about difference, especially those that stem
from the dominance of the medical model in
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U.S. culture (Andrews et al. 2000). DS does not
reject the notion that people differ from one
another, but rather to “name” a disability is to
“make a social judgment, not a neutral or value-
free observation” (Baglieri, Valle, Connor, and
Gallagher 2011, p. 270).

DisCrit draws on both CRT and DS to reveal
how social constructions of race and ability are
interdependent. DisCrit advances a dual analysis
of racism and ableism, which enhances under-
standings of the marginalizing conditions impact-
ing students of color with and without disabilities
(Annamma et al. 2013). DisCrit tenets acknow-
ledge how race and ability are social constructs
that have material and psychological impacts on
those who are labeled as raced or disabled, and
consequently seeks to privilege the voice of
marginalized populations. As Annamma and
Morrison (2018) noted,

Whiteness and ability bestow profits to those that
claim those statuses and disadvantages those who are
unable to access…Once individuals or groups of
students are positioned as less desirable, they are
barred access to: 1) curriculum that is engaging
and accurate; 2) pedagogy that is responsive and
ingenuous; and 3) relationships that are authentic and
hopeful. (p. 72)

DisCrit, like DS, does not deny the existence
of differences among humans, but argues that
those differences “are rarely, if ever, as fixed and
obvious as generally assumed” (Annamma et al.
2013, p. 10). DisCrit also views race and disability
with historical perspective and recognizes that
people of color and people with disabilities, sep-
arately and together, have been denied equal
rights and protections under the law. Thus, the
final tenet of DisCrit is a call for activism and
resistance to all forms of marginalization.

DisCrit school leadership framework

The DisCrit school leadership framework pre-
sented here focuses attention on how principals
can address racism, ableism, and their intercon-
nectedness as they work toward creating inclusive
schools. This work is not just about making
minor adjustments to preexisting organizational
conditions or implementing IDEA and special
education policies with greater efficiency (Capper

2018), but rather recreating schools in ways that
significantly reshape how student and families
experience all aspects of schooling. The core
practices of school leadership (building vision
and setting directions; understanding and devel-
oping people; redesigning the organization; and
managing the teaching and learning program)
(Leithwood et al. 2008) as well as takeaways from
professional standards and inclusive school lead-
ership literature are relevant to leadership practi-
ces that inspire new school conditions, culture,
curriculum and pedagogy, and forms of advocacy
that center on addressing racism, ableism, and
other forms of marginalization. To begin, princi-
pals need a critical understanding of how racism
and ableism operate intederpnedently, and need
to lead collaboratively with educators, families,
and communities to reimagine their schools
and classrooms.

Principals can also help foster a “DisCrit class-
room ecology” that recognizes multiple student
identities, teaches about structural inequities,
builds solidarity, and channels resistance to chal-
lenge all marginalizing conditions in society
(Annamma and Morrison 2018). Drawing upon a
repertoire of leadership skills, principals can work
with teachers, staff, families, and students to
develop and enact: (a) curriculum focused on
knowing students’ histories and teaching about
structural inequities and opportunities to disman-
tle marginalization conditions; (b) empowering
pedagogy that provides opportunities for students
to develop skills to challenge the status quo; and
(c) authentic and caring teacher-student relation-
ships rooted in love, hope, and care. Most
schools will lack the initial capacity to engage in
such work, because a DisCrit classroom ecology
deviates from traditional approaches to teacher
education and professional development. In some
instances, principals will immediately find allies,
but in other instances they will need to seek out
alliances and initiate dialogue within their school
communities.

To begin to build school capacity, principals
might consider the following set of actions: (a)
rejecting notions of normalcy; (b) problematizing
singular identities; (c) applying an interdisciplin-
ary lens; and (d) engaging in activism and resist-
ance. These actions are not meant to be
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prescriptive. These actions can serve as starting
points to help principals engage in collective
inquiry-oriented action to better see how racism
and ableism operate in schools and act in
response. Principals can also use these actions as
an auditing and self-reflection tool.

Rejecting notions of normalcy

DisCrit focuses on how racism and ableism influ-
ence people’s perceptions of what is normal.
Perceptions of “normal” can impact a variety of
actions that have consequences for students and
families. Principals are in a strategic position to
reflect on notions of “normalcy” and how labels
are used in schools, how labels reinforce undis-
cussed norms of whiteness and ability, and incor-
rectly communicate to faculty, staff, and families
that a student is not cognitively or physically cap-
able of being successful or should aspire to traits
of whiteness and ability perceived as normal.

Principals can engage in several actions to
reject notions of normalcy in their school,
such as:

� Reviewing and interrogating institutional proc-
esses associated with curriculum and instruction,
intervention systems, student discipline and
positive behavioral support programs, and
response to intervention (RTI) and special edu-
cation identification processes to consider how,
if at all, racism and ableism are working to mar-
ginalize students.

� Monitoring their own oral and written language
when communicating about disability and race
with different stakeholders and as they engage in
dialogue concerning the school’s mission and
vision, achievement and outcomes data, progress
monitoring plans, and continuous improve-
ment strategies.

� Conducting dialogs with community members,
including activists seeking racial justice and
community organizations that advocate for peo-
ple with disabilities to discuss race, ability, and
other markers of identity as well as larger
school goals.

� Participating in IEP meetings to facilitate an
inclusive dialogue amongst educators and fami-
lies and ensure students’ goals and supports are

individualized, set to a high standard, and are
asset-based.

Problematizing singular identities

DisCrit is intersectional (Collins 2009; Crenshaw
1991) and emphasizes the recognition of multidi-
mensional identities. Singular identities viewed by
normative cultural standards allow school person-
nel to perceive certain students as inferior, defi-
cient, or in need of intervention. High-stakes
accountability policies reinforces the use of labels,
as it is common practice for schools under
accountability pressure to disaggregate data by
labels (race, income status, special education sta-
tus, English proficiency). Principals are the
school’s lead communicator and have a bully pul-
pit to take issue with how student identity is
framed and used within the school. They can
leverage their platform to elevate student and
family voices. Principals can also help teachers,
staff, and community members problematize sin-
gular identities by:

� Critiquing for faculty the way current educa-
tional policy associated with high-stakes
accountability reinforces problematic singular
identities that perpetuate deficit thinking and
lead to flawed school improvement strategies.

� Supporting general education and special educa-
tion teachers to collaborate, co-plan, and develop
DisCrit pedagogies that “disrupt status quo per-
ceptions and explore the multidimensional
assets” students with multiple identities bring
with them to school (Annamma and Morrison
2018, p 75).

� Advancing an agenda of student and family
empowerment through curriculum and commu-
nity-based activities that include creating a safe
space for counter-narratives to be presented in
classrooms, schoolwide assemblies, and commu-
nity forums.

� Emboldening students and families to be
engaged in decisions that impact their lives (e.g.,
encouraging greater participation and engage-
ment in IEP meetings) and school and district
governance (e.g., participating in school
improvement teams, advocating for the school-
community at school board meetings).
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Applying an interdisciplinary lens

DisCrit applies a multi-focal lens to critically
consider the historical, legal, and political aspects
of disability and race to highlight how both have
been used separately and in combination to deny
equitable opportunities, resources, and outcomes
to certain students. DisCrit also highlights the
ways “race and ability shape ideas about citizen-
ship and belonging” (Annamma et al. 2013, p.
16). For example, some teachers have viewed
Mexican American families as disinterested in
their child’s education despite empirical research
that proves otherwise (Valencia 2012). Deficit
notions need to be understood in the historical
and current political context, especially as main-
stream politicians actively dehumanize Latinx
immigrant communities and families. An inter-
disciplinary lens that considers historical and
legal context exposes racism in contemporary
society but can also help teachers relate to and
recognize the immense cultural and linguistic
assets of students and families. Principals may
have to engage in multiple efforts to better
understand the context in which they work. To
do so, principals might:

� Engage teachers, staff, families, community-
based organizations, and students with and with-
out disabilities in community-based participatory
action research (CBPR) to investigate and under-
stand the school-community context and the
disparities that exist and directly impact families
and students. CPBR has been enacted in ways
that recognize “expertise in the world of
practice” resides beyond any one individual and
values the lived experiences of those working in
the school-community (Green 2017; Hall and
Tandon 2017).

� Engage faculty, staff, district personnel, families,
and students in a school-based equity audit to
further interrogate how past policies and proce-
dures impact students of color with and without
disabilities.

Additionally, principals should educate them-
selves on the historical, legal, and political aspects
of education policy. For example, principals
might learn about how education policy impacts

the way general education and special education
teachers are professionally prepared and
inducted. Teacher certification policies have argu-
ably created dividing lines where some students
are viewed as “regular” and others are viewed as
so “different” that they need specially trained
teachers or interventionists (Annamma et al.
2013). Principals who understand historical, legal,
and political processes are better prepared to
recruit, induct, retain, and professionally support
a diverse group of teachers. In addition, princi-
pals can learn how racism and ableism influence
schooling practices related to post-secondary
transitions that have long-term impacts on the
pathways and opportunities available to students
of color with disabilities.

Activism and resistance

DisCrit calls for activism and resistance to all
forms of marginalization. While DisCrit is a the-
ory derived from CRT and DS and is therefore
linked to academic work, it can also be a practi-
tioner’s tool to critique and reimagine schools.
Principals able to develop networks within their
districts, communities, and even at the national
level will be better able to leverage resources,
gain insights into diverse perspectives, and work
strategically to challenge racism and ableism. A
broad-based coalition advocating for an inclusive
and equitable school will also provide a degree of
security for principals who are working within
the system to challenge the status quo.

Principals should consider their roles within
districts and communities to:

� Organize networks of support within the school
district, to include fellow principals, district
administrators, special education directors,
equity directors, district family-community liai-
sons, and district leaders.

� Organize networks of support within the school
community and region, to include families, acti-
vists, grassroots and nonprofit organizations,
and government agencies focused on supporting
people with disabilities and addressing
racial injustice.

� Participate in state and national principal and
teacher professional organizations that engage in
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advocacy, such as the National Association of
Secondary School Principals (NASSP), National
Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP), Council for Exceptional Children
(CEC), Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development (ASCD), and their
state-level affiliates. Principals might also find
resources and supports from unions, the
National Parent-Teacher Association, and other
national advocacy organizations.

Conclusions

The purpose of this article was to extend princi-
pal practice beyond traditional conceptions of
inclusive school leadership for students with dis-
abilities with a specific focus on addressing
racism and ableism. The DisCrit school leader-
ship framework presented here extends existing
school leadership practices represented in profes-
sional standards. The framework was developed
not as a prescriptive or comprehensive set of ten-
ets or actions, but rather as a starting point to
help principals inquire about, raise questions, and
spotlight inequities to further advance the devel-
opment of inclusive schools. The framework
might also support principals in self-assessing
and reflecting on their practice as well as consid-
ering new avenues of professional development
that can enable them to extend their skillset and
skillsets of their teachers. In sum, DisCrit offers
insights into school leadership practice and
should be considered as a theoretical tool to
identify new approaches to combating racism and
ableism while creating inclusive schools.
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