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ABSTRACT 
 
Vicarious racial trauma, a concept deeply embedded within the framework of Vygotsky's socio-

cultural theory and supported by Porges' polyvagal theory, stands as a multifaceted and intricate 

phenomenon intimately interwoven with the pervasive nature of systemic racism. As Vygotsky's 

socio-cultural theory suggests, human development and experiences are profoundly influenced 

by the sociocultural context within which they occur.  Vicarious racial trauma signifies the 

transgenerational transfer of trauma within marginalized communities, where, in line with 

Vygotsky's theory, individuals learn and internalize their responses to this trauma from their 

broader cultural milieu. Consequently, its causes are multifaceted, rooted deeply in the historical 

and ongoing racial injustices experienced by others, both within the community and across the 

world.  The manifestations of vicarious racial trauma are as diverse as the sociocultural 

environments from which they emerge.  This trauma creates a shared experience of racial 

injustice, prompting collective outrage and mobilization within communities.  

This complex and evolving concept is profoundly rooted in the ongoing struggle against racial 

injustice, encompassing its causes and manifestations. By embracing a comprehensive approach 

informed by socio-cultural and polyvagal perspectives, we can strive for a more just and 

equitable future, where racial trauma yields to healing and empowerment. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

More than 50 years after the Civil Right Act (1964) and the Brown v. Board of 

Education (1954) court ruling, academic achievement gaps among Black and Brown high 

school students continue to be a persistent issue throughout the United States 

(MacFarland et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2020). For this paper Black and Brown student 

referred to students who identify as part of the Black community. Substantial research 

and data associated with the persistent academic achievement gaps among Black and 

Brown students show those gaps are not closing (Smith et al., 2020; St. Mary et al., 

2018). There is evidence due to the COVID-19 pandemic, achievement gaps are 

widening due to school closures and hybrid learning environments (Bacher-Hicks et al., 

2020; Cokley et al., 2021; Koumpilova, 2021).   

The pandemic also revealed systemic racism is still evident and is part of the 

cultural fiber, creating continued racial trauma for young Black and Brown people 

(Adedoyin et al., 2019; Cokley et al., 2021). As noted by Ieva et al. (2021), a failure of 

equity leadership exists in our public-school systems to address racial trauma and 

persistent academic achievement gaps. However, these gaps must be recognized as more 

than just achievement gaps that occur within a school framework. A majority of research 

takes the deficit approach, that is seeking to find the deficiencies in the study group, 

instead of looking at how opportunity and access are distributed through the institutional 

structures of schools and society (Assari et al., 2021; Gorski, 2019; Vaughans, 2021). 

Research has identified transgenerational trauma as transmissible, creating distrust and a 

pervasive fear of danger within Black and Brown communities (Dalvie & Daskalakis, 
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2021; Heard-Garris et al., 2018; Yehuda et al., 2018). Research has consistently 

demonstrated that individuals who are part of untapped or stigmatized groups internalize 

mainstream society’s message of inferiority (Adedoyin et al., 2019; R. Anderson, et al., 

2019).  

Theoretical Framework 

 The major theoretical framework for this study was Vygotsky’s (1978) social 

development theory. This seminal theory stresses the role of social and cultural 

interaction in developing cognitive ability, as well as community being instrumental in 

the process of making meaning of the world around us. According to Vygotsky, “learning 

is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally organized, 

specifically human psychological function” (pp. 90). This means social learning comes 

before development and a child’s development is dependent on social learning. Social 

and cultural interactions and experiences are embedded within an individual’s 

development. The purpose of sociocultural theory was to understand how an individual’s 

mental growth is connected to their culture, community, and history. According to 

Vygotsky’s theory, social interaction causes ongoing changes in children’s minds and 

behaviors, which might be substantially different between cultures (McLeod, 2018).  

 The Polyvagal theory was used as a secondary framework. The polyvagal theory 

is a concept developed by Dr. Stephen Porges that explains the physiological and 

psychological responses of the autonomic nervous system (ANS) to stress and trauma. 

This theory provides insight into the connection between the nervous system, emotions, 

and social interactions (Porges, 2009, 2011). According to the polyvagal theory, the ANS 

consists of three distinct but interconnected response systems, including the social 
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engagement system, the sympathetic flight-or-fight response. And the parasympathetic 

freeze or shutdown response.  The polyvagal theory emphasizes the role of the vagus 

nerve in regulating these responses. The theory suggests that the vagus nerve plays a 

crucial role in modulating social engagement, physiological states, and emotional 

regulation (Porges, 2009).  

Vygotsky’s Socio-Cultural Theory 
 

Vygotsky emphasized how social and cultural relationships affect cognitive 

development (McLeod, 2018). When young people are constantly exposed to racism, 

directly or indirectly, racial trauma is experienced (Fairfax, 2020; Pickett, 2020; 

Zilanawala et al., 2019). It is possible academic experiences and outcomes are related to 

racial trauma based on Vygotsky’s social cultural theory. Maurizio Meloni (2016), a 

social theorist, argued in his book, Political Biology that political and social factors are 

almost always present in human development theories, furthering the idea that racial 

trauma, firsthand or vicarious, is a barrier to academic experiences and outcomes for 

Black and Brown high school students. While Vygotsky’s theory focuses on cultural and 

social impacts, a more recent theory describes the central nervous system’s responses 

when the cultural and social interactions are traumatic.    

The Polyvagal Theory 

The polyvagal theory was introduced in 1994 by Dr. Stephen Porges to explain 

how the “autonomic nervous system controls the reactions and behaviors of individuals 

affected by a wide range of traumatic experiences” (Porges, 2021). The polyvagal theory 

connects mind-body relationships with three decades of research. This goes back to 

Darwin, who focused on facial expressions as defining emotions, theorizing there was 
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specific communication between brain structures that consisted of neural pathways. 

However, Darwin did not have access to current information about the brainstem or the 

neurophysiological function of the vagus nerve. Living organisms are not 

monofunctioning beings; instead, they are adaptive and interactive, yet interdependent 

physiological systems (Porges, 1995). According to Porges (1995) former theorists and 

researchers failed to take several factors into account, such as the parasympathetic 

process, central regulatory structures, and the adaptive and dynamic nature of the 

automatic nervous system. New theories such as the polyvagal take into consideration the 

ever-changing and interactive components that connect central brain structures with 

organs of the central nervous system (Porges, 1995). The feeling of safety prompts the 

nervous system to promote steady health and growth, thus developing the ability to form 

healthy connections with others without the feelings of risk or threat. The feeling of 

safety is a basic ongoing human need (Porges, 2022).   

Considering brain development in relationship to social and cultural experiences, 

the polyvagal theory provided an explanation for how the vagal nerve sparks responses 

when trauma is or has been present. Transmissible, transgenerational, and vicarious 

trauma can create distrust and a pervasive fear of danger within Black and Brown 

communities (Dalvie & Daskalakis, 2021; Heard-Garris et al., 2018; Yehuda et al., 2018). 

This is a scenario in which Black and Brown students’ brain response to racial trauma, 

whether personal or vicarious, can prompt a flight, fight, or shut down response or result 

in disassociation (Dalvie & Daskalakis, 2021; Fox-Williams, 2018; Mekawi et al., 2021). 

The socio-cultural theory provided valuable insights and contributed to the 

literature by exploring the social and cultural context, emphasizing the significance of 
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social and cultural factors in shaping individuals’ experiences. This theory highlighted 

how societal structures, power dynamics, and cultural beliefs influence the experience 

and impact of trauma. It recognized that vicarious and transgenerational trauma is not 

only an individual experience, but also occurs within broader social and cultural contexts.   

The polyvagal theory contributed to the literature by helping explain the physiological 

and psychological responses associated with vicarious and transgenerational trauma, 

including the activation of the sympathetic nervous system, emotions, and social 

interactions int eh context of race-based trauma.    

Through the literature review in Chapter Two, this narrative qualitative study 

explored the gap in literature between transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and 

the educational experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high school students. The 

literature review uncovered how race-based barriers impact the health and academic 

experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high school students. The theoretical 

underpinning of the study, social-cultural theory, coupled with the polyvagal theory, 

reframed academic outcomes through a racial trauma lens. The literature review also 

uncovered how primary racial trauma affects educational outcomes of Black and Brown 

youth and how primary and secondary racial trauma affects the health of Black and 

Brown people. Furthermore, this study identified interventions and policies schools 

should consider implementing to ensure the academic experiences and success of Black 

and Brown high students is in line with their White counterparts. Chapter Three included 

the research methods, design, and instrumentation used for this study, and Chapter Four 

presented the findings through the qualitative methodology conducted. Chapter Five 
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concluded with the summary analysis of data and recommendations for systemic change, 

as well as potential future research related to this topic.  

Problem Statement 

 The problem is, Black and Brown high school students are not benefiting from K-

12 public education in the same way as their White counterparts (Bohrnstedt et al., 2015). 

The academic achievement gap continues to be a persistent issue throughout the United 

States, even though years of data and research address the issue (Bohrnstedt et al., 2015; 

Bonilla, 2017). Research showed that family background and the role of the family are 

directly linked to academic success. A family’s educational background is a catalyst for 

academic and life successes of future generations (Assari et al., 2021; Hung et al., 2020). 

This research supports the socio-cultural theory that a child’s early experiences and 

exposure can influence how they learn and see the world around them. However, family 

educational background cannot be altered or used as an excuse to disregard the reality 

that many public schools are failing Black and Brown students. Public schools have a 

moral obligation to ensure students from every background, race, and ethnicity are 

provided with an equitable opportunity to succeed academically (Ermisch & Francesconi, 

2001; A.R. Fields, 2014).  School leaders struggle to implement effective inclusion 

practice and understand how to address the effects of racial trauma and how it connects to 

the school experience, ultimately affecting educational outcomes (Ainscow, 2020; 

Caldera et al., 2020; Hawkins-Jones & Reeves, 2020).  The identified gap in the literature 

regarding the connections between vicarious racial traumas and the high school 

experience for Black and Brown students presents an opportunity to bridge the missing 

knowledge and understanding.  By addressing this gap, the research aims to shed light on 
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the experiences and challenges faced by Black and Brown students in the context of 

racial trauma, with a specific focus on the high school setting.   

 The selected design for this study aligned with the narrative qualitative approach. 

The use of qualitative research allowed for an in-depth exploration and understanding of 

the lived experiences, perceptions, and narratives of individuals. This aligned with the 

intention of the study to focus on the stories and experiences of Black and Brown 

students, aimed to capture their unique perspectives and insights.  Through qualitative 

research methods such as interviews and thematic analysis, the study sought to uncover 

the connections between vicarious racial traumas and the high school experience, as well 

as identify potential interventions and practices to address these issues.  

 In summary, the study aimed to bridge the gap in literature regarding the 

connections between vicarious racial traumas and the high school experience for Black 

and Brown students. Through qualitative methods, the study sought to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the issue and contribute to the development of effective 

interventions and practices in the educational context.  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to explore the connections 

between vicarious racial traumas and the educational experiences of Black and Brown 

high school students in Missouri Schools. At this stage in the research transgenerational 

trauma will be as defined as the subconscious transmission of traumatic experiences and 

their psychological and emotional impacts across generations.  Vicarious trauma will be 

defined as the emotional and psychological impact that can occur as a result of indirect 

exposure to traumatic experiences. This narrative qualitative study was different from 
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other studies due to the dual-framework approach and the focus on secondhand trauma as 

a barrier that specifically affects the academic experiences and outcomes of Black and 

Brown high school students. The study used the socio-cultural theory as the primary 

framework and the polyvagal theory to support the idea of brain-body reaction to trauma, 

to determine how transgenerational trauma and other vicarious trauma may be connected 

to Black and Brown high school students’ academic experiences and ultimately academic 

outcomes.   

In addition, the researcher used the theoretical underpinning and brain research to 

determine how sociopolitical factors cause barriers to learning in a traditional school 

setting and academic achievement specific to Black and Brown high school students. The 

study recommended policies, procedures, and interventions school and district leaders 

could consider implementing to create equity and access to overcome the race-based 

trauma barriers that impact the academic achievement of Black and Brown high school 

students.  

Research Questions 

  The researcher proposed by studying secondary trauma, connections could be 

made between academic success and trauma experiences. It is believed that there may be 

a connection between academic success and racial trauma experienced by Black and 

Brown high school students in the state of Missouri.  The following were research 

questions to elicit responses from participants in the study. 

1. How do Black and Brown high school students in Missouri describe their 

experiences with racial issues in their schools, and how do these experiences 

shape their academic journeys?  
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2. How do participants perceive the connections between their high school 

experiences and their academic outcomes, and what meaning do they make of 

these connections? 

3. How do interviewees imagine public schools' policies, procedures, and 

interventions could create equity and access for Black and Brown students in 

Missouri? 

Significance of the Study   

The significance of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Black and 

Brown people attending public high school in Missouri.  The qualitative study was 

designed to provide insight on the influence of transgenerational and vicarious racial 

trauma through a social-cultural lens, using the polyvagal theory as the research on the 

effects of trauma on the brain-body.  The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was 

to explore the connections between vicarious racial traumas and the educational 

experiences of Black and Brown high school students in Missouri Schools. The narratives 

from Black and Brown high school graduates explored the research questions in the areas 

of how transgenerational and other secondary racial trauma might have shaped the 

educational experiences of Black and Brown people.   

In addition, this narrative qualitative study will add to current literature and 

address the gap in literature regarding secondary racial-trauma’s connection to school 

experiences. The research was designed to capture the connections between vicarious 

race-based traumas, real and perceived, on the academic experiences and outcomes of 

Black and Brown high school students. Current research is limited to the effects of 

firsthand racial trauma on the effects of academic outcomes and the health effects of first-
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and secondhand racial trauma. This research study examined the connections between 

transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma on academic outcomes and the implications.  

This study also provided a unique view to consider when analyzing the continued 

academic gap in Black and Brown high school students. By combining a sociocultural 

view with brain response research, it is possible to design policies, programming, and 

This study also recognized academic outcomes are influenced by a variety of cultural and 

social factors, not necessarily within the school framework.  K-12 public schools are 

instrumental in finding outlets to ensure opportunities for equitable education is available 

to all students. Literature on the role of academic institutions indicates K-12 public 

schools are ill-equipped to provide the mental health and curricular needs of Black and 

Brown high school students who are affected by secondhand racial trauma (Ieva et al., 

2021).   

Definitions of Key Terms   

Key terms and definitions were provided to deepen the understanding of the 

study.  For the purpose of this study the following terms will be defined as follows: 

Achievement Gap. In education this refers to the disparity in academic 

performance between groups of students.  The achievement gap shows up in grades, 

standardized-test scores, course selection, dropout rates, and college-completion rates, 

among other success measures (Ansell, 2011). 

Black and Brown students. Students who identify as being part of the Black 

community at large (F.J. Davis, 2010). 

Deficit Approach. Blames untapped populations for the barriers, challenges, and 

inequalities they face in education (Davis & Museus, 2019). 
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Dissociation. Losing a sense of presence resulting in experiencing a  

disconnection and lack of continuity between thoughts, memories, surroundings, and 

actions (Porges, 2017). 

Equity. Quality education for all citizens, seeking to develop individual, social,  

intellectual, cultural, and emotional capacities, within a framework of effective equality 

of opportunity; the shared effort of the entire education community in caring for the 

diversity of students (Juradro de Los Santos, et.al., 2020). 

Opportunity Gap.  The disparity in access to quality schools and the resources 

needed for all children to be academically successful (Gorski, 2017). 

Race-Related Stress. The mental and emotional distress and tension of 

individuals or groups, caused by frequent encounters and exposures to varying forms 

(e.g., individual, cultural, institutional) of racist stimuli; resulting in a threat to well-being 

(Harrell, 2000; Utsey & Ponterotto, 1996).  

Transgenerational trauma. Exposure to adverse events can affect individuals so 

greatly that their children incur their parents' trauma via narrative or messaging.  Also, 

the effect of the trauma is “passed” down through nongenomic possibly “epigenetic 

mechanisms” (Yehuda et al., 2018). 

Untapped Communities. The presence of undiscovered invaluable resources of 

latent potency. Used instead of the term “marginalized” that alludes to insufficiency and 

inadequacy (Ukaegbu, 2017). 

Vicarious trauma.  Indirect exposure to a traumatic event by hearing through 

firsthand accounts, seeing racist acts committed against other members of one’s race, o 

witnessing racist acts either personally or on the news (Heard-Garris, 2018). 
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Limitations   

The limitations in this study were as follows: 

 Researcher and participant biases were a possibility in a qualitative study.  

 Results of the interviews may have been limited by participants’ personal and 

professional biases.  

 This study was qualitative in nature and used little quantitative data to  

build on the narrative. Future research may combine the information  

collected in this study with quantitative data.  

 Given the research design of interviews, and roundtable discussions, a  

limitation on the scope of information was possible.  

 Research may have been limited by the researcher’s experience as an interviewer. 

Delimitations 

The delimitations that were identified for this study were as follows:  

 Study was delimited to participants within the Black community.  

 Participants were excluded if they had not attended a public school within  

the state of Missouri.   

 Transgenerational and vicarious trauma were the focus of the study.  

 The researcher chose to use Zoom as the interview platform.  

 The quantity of interview questions was delimited by the researcher to focus only 

on transgenerational and vicarious trauma. 

Assumptions 

     Assumptions for this study were as follows:  
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1. It was assumed the study group could be generalizable to Black and Brown high 

schools graduates who attended 4 years of high school and graduated in Missouri 

within the last 8 years. 

2. It was assumed participants gave honest and open responses.  

3. It was assumed participants willingly participated throughout the entirety  

            of the study. 

Design Controls 

A narrative qualitative study approach was used for the study. The study was 

conducted in three phases with the same participants.  Phase I was a reflective 

questionnaire filled out by 30 Black American adults residing in the State of Missouri, 

between the ages of 18-30, male and female.  Phase II focused on one-on-one interviews 

between the researcher and the participants chosen from the questionnaire responses, and 

Phase III was a roundtable discussion between the participants with the researcher’s 

primary role as a listener and observer. The researcher clarified questions when 

necessary, to enable participants to fully understand the questions, but otherwise the 

researcher was a bystander, journaling as the participants spoke freely to one another 

during the roundtable discussions.  

          The interactive process of this study sought to gain an integrated perspective, from 

the Black community, on the effects of vicarious race-based trauma on the academic 

experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high students. The researcher listened to 

the suggestions for interventions, and policy changes that need to occur within school 

frameworks. The information gained through the interviews, roundtable discussions, 
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journaling, and archival data was triangulated to increase the reliability and credibility of 

the study.     

 This study met the criteria of validity in qualitative research, which requires the 

constant and careful attention to the way the data were collected. Through data collection 

from the participants, archival data, and methodical analysis of literature, the study met 

the criteria for validity and the control of personal bias. Limitations for the study were 

also identified to ensure the study was valid. It is acknowledged that the findings were 

from a qualitative lens, focusing on the human narrative that may arise when conducting 

research from a qualitative lens. Delimitations of the study were identified as academic 

experiences and achievement associated with Black and Brown Missouri high school 

students.  

The researcher selected a narrative qualitative study to understand the lived 

experiences of Black and Brown people as it related to race-based traumas, firsthand 

transgenerational, and vicarious. Using a qualitative narrative study allowed the 

researcher to answer the question, how does vicarious racial trauma affect the academic 

experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown Missouri high school students? The 

researcher analyzed the perceptions of the connection between racial trauma, first- and 

secondhand, on the school experiences of those participants interviewed. This provided 

the researcher a meaningful reality of how racial trauma is connected to the academic 

experiences of Black and Brown high school students.  In this qualitative narrative study, 

12 participants were interviewed and were part of a roundtable discussion. The study’s 

sample size met the criterium of eight to 15 participants. The study included participants 

in urban and suburban Missouri. The varied locations provided an opportunity to find 
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similarities and differences between the shared experiences of the participants 

representing different dynamics throughout the state of Missouri.  

Participants were sent a request to interview with the researcher and each participant 

willingly accepted the invitation to participate in the study. Each participant was 

interviewed via Zoom and the interviews were recorded and then transcribed. The 

transcriptions were coded to provide confidentiality of participants, as well as to identify 

consistent themes identified during the interviews. To provide for limitations and 

delimitations, the researcher used open-ended questions about experiences related to 

race-based trauma and what policies and interventions are necessary to bring sustainable 

change to Missouri schools. 

  The researcher attempted to add reliability to the study by triangulating data through 

the interviews, roundtable discussions, and academic data archived in the Missouri 

Department of Education, and United States Department of Education, as well as 

archived survey data on the effects of race-based trauma on Black Americans using the 

Race-Based Traumatic Stress Symptom Scale (RBTSSS). The interactive process of this 

study sought to gain an integrated perspective on race-based trauma from the Black 

community and the connection between achievement gaps in Black and Brown high 

school students. The data gained through interviews, roundtable discussions, and archival 

data were triangulated to increase the reliability and credibility of the study.    

The researcher sought to further strengthen reliability and validity through review of 

the interview session recordings, and concept mapping, attempting to provide a state-

wide perspective. The researcher assumed participants provided honest responses that 

accurately described their experiences as related to race-based trauma. Additionally, the 
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researcher assumed participants volunteered for the study and would participate 

throughout the entirety of the research. They were also informed they could drop out of 

the study at any time.  

This study met the criteria of validity in qualitative research, which requires constant 

and careful attention to the way the data were collected. Through data collection from the 

participants and analysis of literature, the study met criteria for validity and the control of 

personal bias (Alam, 2021). Limitations for the study were also identified to ensure the 

study was valid. It is acknowledged that the findings were from a qualitative lens, 

focusing on the human narrative that may arise when conducting research from a 

qualitative lens. Delimitations of the study were identified to academic experiences and 

achievement associated with Black and Brown people.  

The researcher’s role at the time of the study was a coordinator of site interventions in 

a large Missouri school district with diverse student demographics. Researcher bias is a 

factor to consider when conducting a study. The researcher set aside personal opinion and 

judgment and based the study on research on the topic.   

Summary 

The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to explore the connections 

between transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and the educational experiences 

and outcomes of Black and Brown high school students in Missouri Schools. Through the 

literature review it was determined traumatic experiences directly impact the health and 

well-being of those affected. This study explored the gap in research on racial vicarious 

or transgenerational trauma and its connection to academic experiences for Black and 

Brown high school students.  The socio-cultural theory provided insight into current 
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literature on the connections between trauma, health, and educational experiences. The 

polyvagal theory supported the socio-cultural theory with brain research as it relates to 

trauma. These two theories were used to explore the connections between vicarious and 

transgenerational trauma and the school experiences of Black and Brown students.  

Chapter Two consisted of the literature review conducted to deepen the 

understanding of the theoretical framework used to guide and support this study.  

Through the literature review this study looked critically at current research regarding 

race-based trauma, primary, transgenerational, and vicarious trauma as barriers to health 

and academic outcomes of Black and Brown Americans. The review of literature 

supported the foundational framework for this study and uncovered brain research that 

supports the theory that racial trauma is connected to the school experiences and 

outcomes of Black and Brown students. Chapter Three included the qualitative research 

methods and instrumentation used for this study, and Chapter Four presented the 

researcher’s conclusions based on the interviews and roundtable discussions. Chapter 

Five concluded with the summary analysis of data and recommendations for change, as 

well as potential future research related to this topic. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE  
 
Introduction 

 In the rich tapestry of educational experiences, the stories of Black and Brown 

high school students have often been overshadowed, their voices silenced amidst the 

prevailing inequities.  Within the complex web of factors that shape their journey, the 

impact of transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma remains a hidden thread, weaving 

its way through the corridoes of their educational lives.  

 This narrative qualitative study set out to unravel the intricacies of the 

connections, to illuminate the untold narratives and shed light on the profound influence 

that racial trauma exerts on the educational experiences and outcomes of Black and 

Brown high school students. By diving deep into their stories, perspectives, and live 

realities, this research sought to unearth the underlying dynamics, challenge the status 

quo, and pave the way for transformative change.  Step into this journal, where the 

echoes of the past collide with the aspirations of the future, as we embark on a quest to 

unveil the intricate tapestry that intertwines transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma 

with the educational pathways of Black and Brown high school students.  

 This narrative qualitative study was conducted within the context of the K-12 

public education system in the United States, specifically focused on the experiences of 

Black and Brown high school students.  The research problem arose from the persistent 

disparities and inequities that exist in educational outcomes between different racial and 

ethnic groups. Despite efforts to address these issues, the academic achievement gap 

continues to be a pressing concern, particularly for Black and Brown students. The study 

acknowledged the historical and systemic factors that have contributed to these 
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disparities, including racial discrimination, socioeconomic disparities, and unequal access 

to resources and opportunities.  Within this context, the research problem is further 

exacerbated by the impact of transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma, which has 

received limited attention in the existing literature. By exploring the connections between 

racial trauma and educational experiences, this study sought to shed light on the unique 

challenges faced by Black and Brown high school students and contribute to the ongoing 

efforts to create more equitable and inclusive educational environments.  

 The significance of this study was in its response to critical issues and debates 

surrounding the educational experiences of Black and Brown high school students in the 

context of racial trauma. Despite decades of research on educational disparities and the 

achievement gap, the specific impact of transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma on 

these students remains largely unexplored and under-addressed in the literature.  

 Understanding the experiences of Black and Brown high school students is crucial 

in dismantling systemic inequities and creating inclusive educational environments. By 

examining the connections between transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and 

educational outcomes, this study sought to bring clarity and resolution to an issue that has 

profound implications for students’ well-being, academic success, and future prospects. 

The findings of this research will contribute to the broader discussions on racial injustice 

in education, providing insights into the ways in which racial trauma connects to the high 

school experiences of Black and Brown students. It will shed light on the specific 

challenges they face, such as racial discrimination, stereotype threat, and cultural 

dissonance. The findings will also offer a platform for their voices to be heard. 
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The literature review for this study consisted of four sections: The first section 

focused on trauma responses in general, firsthand race-based trauma, and the connection 

between academic experiences and overall health of the focus group. The second section 

explored secondary racial trauma, cultural, transgenerational, and vicarious, and the 

implications on the health and education of Black and Brown students. The third section 

addressed other deficit-based barriers that affect the academic experiences and outcomes 

of Black and Brown high school students. The final section focused on interventions, 

programs, and policies that have been implemented in school districts and state 

legislation, to address racial trauma within a school framework. As a result of this review 

of literature, with the subsequent research and data, the study determined the possible 

connection of secondary trauma on academic outcomes of Black and Brown high school 

students, and the best practices of districts to be agents of equity leadership to make true 

enduring change that no longer focuses of the deficit approach.   

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to explore the connections 

between vicarious racial traumas and the educational experiences of Black and Brown 

high school students in Missouri Schools. At this stage in the research transgenerational 

trauma will be as defined as the subconscious transmission of traumatic experiences and 

their psychological and emotional impacts across generations.  Vicarious trauma will be 

defined as the emotional and psychological impact that can occur because of indirect 

exposure to traumatic experiences. This narrative qualitative study was different from 

other studies due to the dual-framework approach and the focus on secondhand trauma as 

a barrier that specifically affects the academic experiences and outcomes of Black and 
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Brown high school students. The study used the socio-cultural theory as the primary 

framework and the polyvagal theory to support the idea of brain-body reaction to trauma, 

to determine how transgenerational trauma and other vicarious trauma may be connected 

to Black and Brown high school students’ academic experiences and ultimately academic 

outcomes.   

In addition, the researcher used the theoretical underpinning and brain research to 

determine how sociopolitical factors cause barriers to learning in a traditional school 

setting and academic achievement specific to Black and Brown high school students. The 

study recommended policies, procedures, and interventions school and district leaders 

could consider implementing to create equity and access to overcome the race-based 

trauma barriers that impact the academic achievement of Black and Brown high school 

students.  

Theoretical Framework 

The major theoretical framework used for this study was Vygotsky’s (1978) 

Socio-Cultural Perspective. The socio-cultural framework addressed the importance of 

social interactions between children and others within their cultural communities. These 

interactions shape their mental abilities, educational perspectives, and how they respond 

to social situations (McLeod, 2018). Vygotsky’s theory focused on the socialization of 

various social interactions within a person’s early life. Cultural factors were a key aspect 

in analyzing the cognitive development of children. In addition, Vygotsky believed 

language plays an imperative role in cognitive development. If a child hears negative 

language, such as racism or discrimination, firsthand or vicariously, research shows it 

adversely affects health, therefore it could also adversely affect their cognitive 
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development and educational experiences and outcomes (Anderson, R.; Huguley, J., 

2019, & Saleem, et al., 2020). Whole child development is directly impacted by external 

stimuli. Without these external influences a child is likely not to reach their full learning 

potential. Vygotsky identified these interactions as the Zone of Proximal Development. 

There are concepts that children learn easily, but more complex concepts require 

guidance by adults in their life (Vygotsky, 1978). Viewing the achievement gap through a 

trauma lens, the socio-cultural framework guided this study through the understanding of 

how social interactions and cultural beliefs affect development and how someone views 

the world around them (Carpendale & Lewis, 2004).   

Reframing education through the lens of the generational trauma of injustice and 

other vicarious trauma provided insight into the views of untapped communities 

regarding the institutional culture of academic systems. The relational connection 

between generational injustice, vicarious traumas, and academic outcomes aligns with the 

long-standing achievement gaps that persist within the K-12 public school system (Iruka 

et al., 2022). Because of the brain-body connections, a supporting theory was used to 

explain the physiological and psychological response to trauma and the potential 

connection to the academic experiences and outcomes for Black and Brown high school 

students.   

Dr. Stephen Porges, a scientist at Indiana University, is the founding director of 

the Traumatic Stress Research Consortium. Dr. Porges’ (1994) polyvagal theory 

emphasizes that a person’s physiological state is connected to their behavioral and mental 

states.  Including brain function and learning accessibility as well as their emotional state 

and socialization. When a person is exposed to trauma their brain goes into a primitive 
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state of protection. That can be a flight, fight, or freeze mode, but also a dissociative state 

is common if the trauma is consistent and ongoing. When a person feels safe their central 

nervous system can react to others without feeling a sense of threat or vulnerability, 

neutralizing a defensive mechanism. However, a person who has experienced trauma is 

unable to regulate and utilize their higher brain, and instead the primitive brain functions 

automatically engage (Porges, 2022).   

There is a common understanding that trauma and stress cause neuroreceptor 

responses. Most people are familiar with stress and have a common understanding that 

stress negatively affects an individual’s physical and mental health (Porges, 2017). It is 

not widely understood that trauma responses manifest differently than stress responses.  

Trauma responses are not limited to the fight or flight, but also include immobilization, 

behavior shutdown, and dissociation that can lead to life altering biological changes 

(Porges, 2017; Yehuda et al., 2018).   

Healthy human growth and development are directly related to feeling safe 

(Porges, 2022; Stern et al., 2022). According to Porges (2017) humans possess more than 

one defense mechanism, but the brain involuntarily picks which one to use when in a 

perceived dangerous or threatening situation. Trauma victims may be in a defensive 

mode, shutdown, or even disassociate; in this state they are unable to detect safety cues, 

facial expressions may be emotionless, and their voice may lack prosody or a certain 

rhythm or intonation. In addition to body language responses, the lasting effects of 

trauma trigger social responses such as sweating, increased heart rate, and heart 

palpitations (Porges, 2017). Humans are equipped with a newer vagal circuit that calms 

and regulates during social interaction situations; however, trauma survivors’ newer 
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vagal circuit is compromised, causing the primitive defensive mechanisms to take over 

and can possibly cause immobilization and dissociation.   

Dr. Porges (1995) pointed out face-to-face interactions, or in-person human 

connection can minimize these side effects. Trauma affects awareness and can reduce 

cognitive resources. The polyvagal theory proposes humans rely upon social 

connectedness and this connectedness is an integral part of feeling safe. A person’s Social 

Engagement System works within the mammalian or higher brain to receive safety cues 

and downregulate threat reactions (Porges, 2022). Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural 

theory suggests that social interactions with family and community are how children 

learn and develop. The Zone of Proximal development focuses on the area within what a 

person can do without guidance and what the person cannot do without another’s 

assistance.  Vygotsky proposed that without external guidance a child cannot reach their 

full potential, known as Zone of Proximal Development (Podolskiy, 2012). Considering 

these two theories in relationship to the importance of social interactions and 

relationships, one may theorize that when a child experiences trauma their central 

nervous system does not develop in the same way a non-traumatized child’s central 

nervous system develops. This may cause long-term response changes in the child who 

experienced the trauma, whether firsthand or vicariously.  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, personal distancing, virtual learning, and 

masking may have created a situation where trauma victims were in a constant state of 

disassociation or shutdown, intensifying trauma responses. Neuroception is how risk is 

unconsciously evaluated (Porges, 2017). If trauma victims are unable to find safety in 

facial expressions, or by vocalization, the nervous system will respond by collapsing into 
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a protective state. If a trauma victim is stuck in a state that minimizes or eliminates social 

interactions or they do not have a sense of safety, their nervous system may detect risk, 

when in fact there is no risk. If this state is prolonged the victim may conceptualize not 

being loved or accepted, eroding their trust in the safety of others (Porges, 2017).   

Based on the socio-cultural perspective and the polyvagal theory research, it is 

understood that neural conductors create social contexts and when neuroceptors are 

triggered the health of the trauma victim is affected. It was reasonable to conclude that 

generational and vicarious trauma victims are connected in the same way. Racial trauma 

creates feelings of low self-worth, isolation, shame, avoidance, and imposter syndrome. 

These feelings result in a brain-body shutdown and even disassociation and 

immobilization (Comas-Diaz et al., 2019; Mekawi, et al., 2021; Roberson & Carter, 

2022; Saleem et al., 2020)  

Trauma event responses are stored like muscle memory and can be triggered if the 

victim senses danger. Even if no real danger exists, a trauma victim may still have a 

trauma response if they perceive danger (Porges, 2017). Generational and vicarious 

trauma are not usually isolated events; often they are ongoing over a period of time 

(McCrory et al., 2022). Exposure to racial injustice through media and cultural and 

systemic racism affect brain responses ultimately affecting the health and learning 

outcomes of Black and Brown students if not addressed (Bernard et al., 2021; Houston & 

Spialek, 2018).  

Racism 
 

It is imperative to identify definitions of racism that have evolved over time. The 

traditional perspective of racism is associated with hostility, discrimination, and 
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prejudices against a certain race of people. Jewish people faced racism on a national level 

in Germany, ending in the slaughter of millions of Jews. Albanians endured widespread 

destruction and death in Kosovo based on race. There have also been race-based conflicts 

in the Balkans, Rwanda, Chechnya, to name a few. 

Racism, first- or secondhand, is a primary cause of stress and trauma in the lives 

of Black and Brown students; research has shown this erodes the psychological structure 

of young minds and strips away dignity and self-efficacy (Grinage, 2019; Saleem et al., 

2020; Yehuda et al., 2018). There are glaring statistical accounts of unequal treatment 

towards Black and Brown people within the judicial system and law enforcement, which 

in turn leads to racial trauma ending in a lack of self-esteem, connectedness to 

community, decreased levels of achievement, and increased stress (Legewie & Fagan, 

2019; Krieger, 2020; Mekawi, et al, 2021; Torrats-Espinosa, 2020).   

  Vygotsky (1978) theorized that individuals’ overall development, including their 

cognitive development, is connected to their culture, community, and history. Social 

interactions cause ongoing changes in children’s minds and behaviors, which might be 

substantially different between cultures (McLeod, 2018).  

Vygotsky emphasized how social and cultural relationships and interactions affect 

cognitive development (McLeod, 2018). When young people are constantly exposed to 

racism, directly or indirectly, racial trauma is experienced (Fairfax, 2020; McIntosh, 

2019; Pickett, 2020). Racism against Black Americans is embedded into the historical 

and cultural fiber of America (Salter et al., 2018). Racism is not just blatant 

discrimination and prejudices, however. Racism is elevating opportunity for one and 

oppressing the opportunity for others, known as opportunity gaps. When racism is present 
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within a social context, this becomes part of the community fabric Black and Brown 

children recognize as part of their culture and history, creating possible generational 

trauma. 

During the 2017-2018 school year, only 2% of Black students were enrolled in 

advanced placement courses and the curricula throughout most K-12 public schools are 

Eurocentric. This further creates disinterest and distrust in school for Black and Brown 

students and families. In addition, Black males are more likely to be labeled as educable 

mentally impaired or learning disabled and are expelled from school more frequently than 

White males (A. Anderson, et al., 2020; Vaughans, 2021).   

Race-related discussions are uncomfortable for many teachers, so they 

inadvertently silence the voices of students who want and need to talk about racial 

experiences (R. Anderson, et al., 2019; Grinage, 2019). Racism has a detrimental impact 

on the heath of those exposed to it, both firsthand and vicariously. Racial trauma has a 

mental health impact, as well as biological and physical implications. The polyvagal 

theory explains how the automatic nervous system responds when there is a perceived 

danger. When no danger is present, or past trauma, higher brain structures are able to 

regulate and defense mechanisms are not necessary (Porges, 2017). This concept supports 

the socio-cultural theory through understanding the importance of social contexts and 

how safe situations allow the central nervous system to respond naturally. On the other 

hand, if a person has not been in safe situations and has experiences trauma, social cues 

and normal behavior responses are compromised. People exposed to secondary trauma 

may also experience elevated central nervous systems responses.  
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Racial Trauma 
  

Historically, trauma has been defined as exposure to stressful life events, resulting 

in negative overall quality of life, whether it be physical, emotional, or mental health 

effects. Understanding the socio-cultural theory’s explanation of how children grow and 

develop, combined with the polyvagal theory’s brain research on trauma, when children 

experience racial trauma, there is a central nervous system response that affects the way 

they respond to situations, and the way they perceive the world around them.   

Trauma has become mainstream in American society, and it is estimated that 70% 

of people worldwide will be exposed to one traumatic event in their life (Hamby et al., 

2021). In a study conducted in 2021, 70% of participants surveyed responded they were 

exposed to a trauma of some kind (Dalvie & Daskalakis, 2021). The trauma exposure 

researched in the aforementioned study included various traumas and the participants 

were from diverse races, nationalities, and genders. Trauma is widely researched and 

being treated on a large scale. When defining adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 

PTSD and other traumas, including race-based trauma, have been excluded. However, 

research shows that people exposed to racism show signs of trauma, such as anxiety, 

sleep disorders, anger issues, depression, lack of focus, low self-esteem, and other PTSD- 

type symptoms (Bryant-Davis, 2019; Heissel, et al, 2018; Roberson & Carter, 2022; M. 

Williams, I. Metzger, et al., 2018) 

Racial trauma impacts cognitive growth and development, as well as changes 

brain response to stimuli. Experiences or exposure to racism can change the brain’s 

physical structure (Fani et al., 2021). The Fani et al. study conducted in 2021found that 

the 55 Black women studied who were associated with discrimination had more brain 
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response activity in the prefrontal cortex, which is associated with vigilance, a person’s 

ability to respond to emergencies or watch for threats. The study concluded that racism 

had a trauma effect on the health of Black women in the United States. Race-based 

trauma has been widely researched and the health implications are clearly detrimental, 

including heart disease, depression, Alzheimer’s and dementia, sleep disorders, PTSD, 

and other serious long-term health issues (Alzheimer’s Association, 2017; S. Carter, et 

al., 2021; Heissel et al., 2018; D.R. Williams, 2018). The polyvagal theory explains how 

the central nervous system responds when trauma is experienced or has been 

experienced, although this research has not looked at the effects of racial trauma. Using 

the theoretical framework of the socio-cultural theory, if racial trauma is present within 

the community or family unit, it is possible the development of the children within those 

communities will be affected. There is little research on the effects of race-based trauma, 

specifically transgenerational and vicarious, on the academic experiences and outcomes 

of Black and Brown high school students.  

According to the Alzheimer’s Association (2017) study out of Wisconsin found 

that, on average, African Americans experience trauma 60% more than non-Hispanic 

Whites. This trauma exposure puts African Americans at a greater risk for depression, 

dementia, Alzheimer’s, and other health-related problems. ACEs have been proven to 

affect absenteeism, engagement, and overall academic success (Crouch et al., 2019). If 

ACEs have this effect on students, then the adverse effects of racism could have the same 

effect on academic experiences and outcomes (Alvarez, 2020). Racial trauma or race-

based trauma is not currently under the ACE’s umbrella. Some have the opinion that 

racial traumas should remain separated from other types of traumas, due to the frequency 
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component and cycle of discrimination and systemic racism, which differentiates it from 

other traumatic events (Comas-Diaz et al., 2019; Hargons et al, 2022). Black and Brown 

Americans have suffered 400 years of racial trauma, creating patterns of trauma and a 

sense of collective identify traumas that affect whole communities (Diepold, 2020; 

Fairfax, 2020).   

Racism influences an entire culture of untapped communities, creating a sense of 

hopelessness, fear of early death, and hypervigilance within these communities 

(DeVylder et al., 2020; First et al., 2020). A 2018 study conducted by Bor et al. found 

that media exposure to the police killings of Black men had an impact on the mental 

health of Black people who lived in the vicinity of where the killings took place. Another 

study found that PTSD symptoms were more profound in those who watched the media 

coverage on the killing of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri (Galovski et al., 2016; 

Hawkins, 2021; Staggers-Hakim, 2016).   

The literature reviewed provided evidence that trauma impacts brain responses 

and can be long lasting, therefore racial trauma also impacts brain responses directly, 

influencing the academic path of Black and Brown high school students (Roberson & 

Carter, 2022; Saleem et al., 2020). The research is unwavering in showing that 

individuals who are part of an untapped group, internalize societies message of inferiority 

(A.R. Fields, 2014). In Vygotsky’(1978) socio-cultural theory, social interactions and 

cultural beliefs guide individual development and may vary greatly from culture to 

culture. When those social interactions are traumatic the central nervous system is trained 

to respond defensively to any threat of danger, even if no danger is present and only 

perceived (Porges, 2017).  
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Systemic racism is embedded in the fabric of our nation, in historical and cultural 

contexts; systemic racism causes cultural and transgenerational racial trauma. Porges 

(2017) pointed out that humans need to connect with other human beings. These 

interactions allow people to balance each other and build relationships that create a sense 

of safety and belonging. If a person is unable to make these connections due to trauma 

exposure, it may affect their long-term development and the brain’s ability to kick-start 

the new vagal circuit (Porges, 2017). Viewing racism through the sociocultural lens, 

racism is a barrier that is connected to the academic experiences and success of Black and 

Brown high school students due to the real and/or perceived hostile culture (Bonilla, 

2017, Salter et al., 2018; Vygotsky, 1978). Vaughans (2021) proposed that cultural 

interjection creates fears and anxieties in Black Americans due to historical and cultural 

racism, without them recognizing it. Cultural introjection is when people of one culture 

accept the expectations and projection of others through verbal and nonverbal 

communication. This includes stereotypes, social structures, expectation bias, and other 

racialized beliefs. Because of these expectations, projections, and historically derogatory 

terms, such as “boy”. Black boys are often stripped of their childhood. Black boys are 

often misidentified as 4 years older than their true age and held accountable as being 

older as well versus their White counterparts (Vaughans, 2021). The socio-cultural theory 

supports these findings by concluding that early interactions and perceptions develop 

cognitive understanding and development.  

The generational trauma associated with racism can cause unconscious trauma 

responses. The person displaying the trauma responses may not be aware they have racial 

trauma (Hargons et al., 2022; Howard, 2019; Vaughans, 2021). The psychological factors 
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associated with racism negatively affect the academic experiences and overall academic 

outcomes of Black and Brown high school students (Anyaka, 2017). Experiences of 

racism correlate with other forms of trauma, such as rape and domestic violence, 

substantially impacting self-image and self-worth, creating a sense of shame and 

voicelessness (R.T. Carter, et al., 2020; Roberson & Carter, 2022; Saleem et al., 2020). 

The experiences of discrimination and racism put Black and Brown people at a greater 

risk for depression and other mental health issues. There was a clear connection between 

racism, first- and second-hand and psychological distress (Crouch et al., 2019; Nadal et 

al., 2019). Furthermore, many high school students suffer from depression and mental 

illness and the impact of the COVID-19 is not yet known, but current research indicates 

the pandemic worsened these statistics (Liu & Modir, 2020). Due to the aforementioned 

barriers, Black and Brown young people, especially males, are less likely to seek 

professional help and therefore are not finding outlets for healing from racial trauma 

(Dyson, 2020). The term “racial trauma” or “race-based trauma” is not widely known as 

other types of traumas, furthering the likelihood Black and Brown people will not seek 

the help they need to heal and cope with the psychological stress of racism (Comas-Diaz 

et al., 2019; Hargons et al., 2022). The result is the automatic nervous system, which is 

related to social contexts, may not be able to regulate itself due to being in a constant 

state of survival mode, causing physical, emotional, and mental responses that may be 

misunderstood (Porges, 2017).  

Transgenerational, Cultural, and Vicarious Trauma 
  

Trauma does not have to be firsthand to have a major long-term effect on people; 

vicarious traumas affect mental health as well (L. Jones, 2018; S.C. Jones, et al., 2020). 
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Potential barriers to the academic experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high 

school students uncovered during the research process were transgenerational, cultural-

trauma, and vicarious trauma experienced throughout untapped communities. These 

secondary traumas lead to increased stress, diminished self-esteem, and lack of focus, and 

negatively affect levels of achievement, including academic achievement (McIntosh, 

2019). Transgenerational trauma is characterized as past trauma that biologically and 

psychologically transfers to future generations (Tang et al., 2021; Vaughans, 2021).    

The socio-cultural theory is based on the belief that human development and 

learning occurs through social interactions. These social interactions involve both the 

immediate family unit and the community. Children learn behaviors and improve their 

cognitive abilities within their own culture and overall social currency when healthy 

social interactions are experienced (Vygotsky, 1978). In addition, the polyvagal theory 

emphasizes the importance of growing up feeling safe and accepted within your 

community and society (Porges, 2022). A safe environment, with social and cultural 

interactions, is necessary for healthy growth and development. Accepting help and 

learning social cooperation are dependent on a central nervous system that has the 

capacity to downregulate threat reactions. This allows for the proximity necessary for 

cooperative behaviors and co-regulation. In mammals, this is neuroanatomically and 

neurophysiologically occurring in the circuits originating in brainstem areas that regulate 

the autonomic nervous system. This response system enables feelings of safety to happen 

simultaneously, with social cues and adaptability (Porges, 1997). When children grow up 

within communities that have continued exposure to trauma, their central nervous system 

functions can be adversely affected. Potential barriers to the academic experiences and 
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outcomes of Black and Brown high school students uncovered during the research 

process were transgenerational, cultural-trauma, and vicarious trauma experienced 

throughout untapped communities. These secondary traumas lead to increased stress, 

diminished self-esteem, and lack of focus, and negatively affect levels of achievement, 

including academic achievement (McIntosh, 2019).    

Studies have been conducted on the effects of trauma and how it can leave a 

chemical marker on a person’s genes; this is called epigenetics (Chaby et al., 2020; 

O’Sullivan & Monk, 2020; Tang et al., 2021). Dr. Porges (2017) theorized when someone 

is exposed to trauma the executive functions of the nervous system unconsciously 

respond by evaluating risk, then the brain reverts to the primitive or ancient vagal 

functions.  If the brain is the control center of the nervous system, then it is reasonable to 

conclude many biological systems are affected when a person is exposed to trauma (Tang 

et al., 2021; Yehuda et al., 2018).  In 2018, Yehuda et al. studied the adult children of 

Holocaust survivors and found evidence of “neuroendocrine alterations of the HPA axis” 

(p.3) proving that biological systems are affected by trauma exposure.  The collective 

trauma of Holocaust survivors has continued to impact generations of offspring.  It has 

been proven that exposure to trauma elicits long-term health effects, and it is passed 

down through generations.  

If this is the case, not only does trauma affect health outcomes, but also academic 

experiences and outcomes of generations of people. Throughout history Black and Brown 

people have been dehumanized and murdered -from slavery, apartheid, and segregation 

to ongoing institutionalized racism - creating a collective trauma similar to those who 

survived the Holocaust. This trauma has continued to affect generations of people 
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(Fairfax, 2020). Due to PTSD associated with racial trauma exposure and collective 

community trauma, there is a relationship between unconscious nervous systems 

responses and acute behavior responses within the Black community (M. Williams, et al., 

2018).   

According to the sociocultural theory, society and social interactions influence 

individual development (Vygotsky, 1978). Over time, Black culture has adapted 

behaviors to navigate a society they perceive to be dangerous, such as passivity and 

disengagement. This is passed on to generations in order to keep them safe and avoid 

rejection but is often misunderstood by White communities and in the school 

environment in particular (Bowman et al., 2018). This leads to deficit thinking, blaming 

the marginalized students for the lack of academic success. Educators may blame a 

student’s lack of success on attitude, family educational background, and community 

mindset, creating a sense of hopelessness (Davis & Museus, 2019; Palemer & 

Witanapatirana, 2020). Deficit thinking creates misperceptions such as, Black and Brown 

students are more defiant than White or Asian students, when in reality there may be 

conflicting social and cultural norms. Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) is diagnosed 

when a student shows a pattern of irritability, anger, and argumentative behavior lasting 

over a 6-month period. However, when one analyzes the similarities between the 

behaviors of ODD and those exposed to racial trauma there are parallels, which could 

account for the discrepancies in school discipline (Baker, 2019; Palemer & 

Witanapatirana, 2020).   

School structures provoke the brain reactions of Black and Brown students by 

lowering expectations, viewing race through a lens of colorblindness, and at the same 
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time suspending Black students, primarily Black males, at a significantly higher rate than 

other races (Seider et al., 2022; Vaughans, 2021). School systems are often concerned 

with the internal deficits of students, what needs to be fixed mindset, instead of the “why 

can’t they.” A system paradigm shift must take place. What are the cultural and internal 

strengths of the student and what barriers exist within the school that keep these untapped 

strengths from being recognized (Latta, 2019)? Latta (2019) used Moll et al’s (1992) 

funds of knowledge to question how teachers view good writing, which can translate to 

learning in general.   

Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory addressed how people develop a sense of 

self, belonging, and foundational knowledge based on interactions with those around 

them. Funds of knowledge support this theory, in that students carry within them 

historical and cultural knowledge.  For Black and Brown students their funds of 

knowledge may be in conflict with school culture, or their knowledge base is not 

recognized or valued. This is a deficit approach to teaching and learning, instead of 

connecting the student’s funds of knowledge with the assignment or concepts being 

taught (Latta, 2019). This deficit approach compounds the central nervous system’s 

response to negative stimuli based on the polyvagal theory (Porges, 2022).   

Copious research shows firsthand trauma exposure affects health and academic 

outcomes; however, it is also evidenced in the research that vicarious trauma experiences 

cause health issues, with long-term effects (L. Jones, 2018; Trent et al., 2019; D.R. 

Williams, 2018; M.T. Williams, D.M. Printz, et al., 2018). Vicarious, or secondhand 

trauma, can affect an individual or be collective in nature, affecting communities of 

people (Diepold, 2020; Fairfax, 2020; Vaughans, 2021).  
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Collective trauma has been more profound over the past 25 years due to visual 

accessibility through media. Televised police brutality leading to the deaths of African 

American males - including Michael Brown, Rayshard Brooks, Stephon Clark, Botham 

Jean, Philando Castile, Alton Sterling, Freddie Gray, Eric Garner, Akai Gurley, Tamir 

Rice, and most recently George Floyd - as a traumatizing effect on Black communities 

(Alang et al., 2017; Chae et al., 2021; First et al., 2020). Due to social media platforms 

and mainstream media, adolescents also have more access to information and visual 

exposure than ever before (First et al., 2020; Houston & Spialek, 2018; Lenhart et al., 

2010; Tynes et al., 2019). The more recent killings of Black men by police and the 

constant media exposure have created wide-spread, collective trauma within Black 

communities (Curtis et al., 2021; Hawkins, 2021; Lin et al., 2022). When considering the 

polyvagal theory, the importance of growing up feeling safe and accepted within your 

community and society is imperative for healthy central nervous system responses 

(Porges, 2022). In addition, the socio-cultural theory addressed how people develop a 

sense of self, belonging, and foundational knowledge based on interactions with those 

around them. Funds of knowledge support this theory, in that students carry within them 

historical and cultural knowledge. Community and transgenerational racial trauma 

exposure creates a sense of danger and fear that resonates throughout Black communities 

(Courington, 2021). The result of this vicarious racial trauma has compounded the 

vulnerability of an already stigmatized group (McIntosh, 2019; M. Williams, I. Metzger, 

et al., 2018). 

There is glaring statistical evidence of unequal treatment by law enforcement and 

the judicial system as a whole. Aggressive policing and police brutality are not new 
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trends within the African American community (DeVylder et al., 2020; Hawkins, 2021; 

Legewie & Fagan, 2019). Black and Brown adolescents experience substantially higher 

contact with law enforcement than White adolescents (Development Services Group, Inc, 

2018). This exposure leads to withdrawal, system avoidance, and a reduction in test 

scores, among other trauma-type responses (Segundo, 2017). The socio-cultural theory 

suggests identities are formed through our surroundings, experiences, and the people in 

our lives.  Adolescents care about how others see them. The world happening around 

them matters and helps form their identities. Feeling connected and having a sense of 

belonging are key components to academic success (Boston & Warren, 2017). 

Adolescents suffer collective traumatic experiences when exposed to racism via social 

media platforms and other media (Segundo, 2017; Tynes et al., 2019). In an article 

written by Koumpilova (2021), Boys of Color Were Hit Hard by the Pandemc: What Do 

They Need Now, several educational and nonprofit leaders were interviewed, and 

programs were discussed, but the most profound words came from a young Afro-Latino 

man. The most important thing you can give young men of color is an outlet,” said 

Nathaniel Martinez. “They don’t really get an outlet that’s healthy.” (Koumpilova, 2021). 

The article went on to discuss how young Black and Latino boys felt when they 

experienced vicarious tragedies of police shootings in the last few years and how the 

Covid-19 pandemic has widened the academic gaps for Black and Brown high school 

students.   

School Resource Officers (SROs) compound the police brutality trauma 

experienced by Black and Brown high school students; schools are microcosms of the 

real world (Javdani, 2019; Lynch, 2017). Over the past few years, SROs have become 
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more involved in the discipline of students. Behaviors that were once dealt with by 

school administrators are now being criminalized by the presence and involvement of 

SROs.  This school culture reverberates the message “you are unworthy of an education” 

to Black and Brown students (Lynch, 2017).  There are no national or federal guidelines 

outlining how SROs should operate or function within a school setting, creating questions 

about accountability.  The research showed training is provided to SROs, but there is no 

accountability other than what the schools and districts provide.  If school administration 

is not monitoring the interactions between SROs and students the results could be 

catastrophic for the student(s) (Javdani, 2019; Lynch, 2017). Dr. Porges (2022) theorized 

when the brain senses danger it shuts down or dissociates, reverting to a primitive 

defense response. When a person has an adverse history or trauma exposure their 

automatic nervous system may be in a locked constant state of defense, rendering them 

unable to adjust back to a safe space (Porges, 2022). Black and Brown students who have 

experienced firsthand racial trauma display trauma responses. Therefore, if they have 

experienced racial trauma vicariously their brain may also respond in a similar way.   

Other Barriers to the Academic Experiences and Outcomes 

Expectation Bias 
 

While evidence was consistent that racial trauma, transgenerational, and other 

vicarious exposure, are directly connected to the health and academic experiences of 

Black and Brown high school students, there are other barriers that could affect the 

academic experiences of Black and Brown students, as well. The socio-cultural theory 

suggests development occurs within social systems, family as well as community. 

Children begin attending school at 5 years old, associating school as an important 
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community for the child’s overall development. The sense of belonging and feeling 

worthy are connected to academic success among all groups of adolescents (Alcover et 

al., 2020). Due to deficit thinking, Black and Brown students are often viewed as less 

capable and are undervalued in many classroom settings (Bonilla, 2017; Boston 

&Warren, 2017). Teachers often have erroneous views of Black and Brown students, 

especially males. This means teachers expect less from these students and interact with 

them less than their White counterparts (Andrews, et al., 2019; Hawkins-Jones & Reeves, 

2020). When teachers set expectations lower for Black and Brown students, the student 

begins to internalize the lower expectations, creating feelings of worthlessness, causing 

them to be less confident in their ability to succeed academically. Ultimately this bias 

erodes their attitudes toward themselves and their social group. The implications of the 

expectation bias go far deeper than the classroom. In fact, motivation to succeed is 

directly related to the Black and Brown males’ perception of their academic success 

leading to a positive life outcome (Bonilla, 2017; A.R. Fields, 2014). When the central 

nervous system senses danger, perceived or real, the brain responds by retracting into a 

primitive state of survival. Young children fear rejection, therefore if a teacher is creating 

a sense of rejection or neglect a child’s brain may respond by disassociating or reacting 

with a flight or fight -response (Porges, 2022).  

There was well documented evidence that low expectations have negative effects 

on performance and achievement of untapped groups (Anyaka, 2017). In other words, the 

expectation bias has a profound influence on academic outcomes and life-long 

implications for Black and Brown people. Recently, states have eliminated reading, 

writing, and math proficiency requirements to graduate high school, citing inequity for 
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minority groups. Oregon’s “Senate Bill 744” eliminates graduation testing requirements 

for 3 years. Marc Siegel (2021) with the Oregon Department of Education stated, that the 

bill advocates for equitable graduation standards, and supports the process toward 

developing new graduation requirements.  Research showed this type of policy has a 

negative impact on minority groups (Coleman, 2022).  

Poverty 
 
 There was significant research and data on the effects of poverty on academic 

outcomes. Opportunity gaps create academic barriers for children living in poverty (Garo 

et al., 2018; O’Brien et al., 2021; Ruiz et al., 2018). Students living in poverty often live 

in areas where high crime levels exist, financial concerns cause frequent fighting, housing 

is overcrowded, and other chronic stressors associated with poverty exist. According to 

the socio-cultural theory children’s cognitive development and social response cues are 

development via interactions with family and community. Children growing up in 

poverty may not have the community engagement or connections necessary for proximal 

development. Developmental delays are often seen in children from low-income families 

due to lack of cognitive stimulation and disproportionate brain development (K. Jones, et 

al., 2018; McKenzie, 2019). Poverty is one of the 10 ACEs considered in childhood 

trauma. Dr. Porges (2017) explained how when trauma is present or has been present a 

person may lack the ability to interact with others and as a result be lacking the ability to 

connect with others to build relationships and create a sense of safety. The socio-cultural 

theory suggests the ability to build relationships is a vital component to cognitive 

development, so if children living in poverty are unable to do this, it could be connected 

to their learning experiences and outcomes. A 2018 study looked at academic gaps based 
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on race and poverty over a 20-year period. The researchers found that over this 20-year 

period racial academic gaps are slowly closing, while the academic gaps for those living 

in poverty are increasing (Paschall et al., 2018). There was a direct correlation between 

students from high socioeconomic backgrounds and higher achievement. These students 

may have a different outlook on their education or have a more satisfying academic 

experience than those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. There was also evidence 

these students have more access to academic resources than those from lower SES 

(Destin et al., 2019). Vygotsky (1978) theorized that early social interactions and 

connections support healthy cognitive development. Current research supports this 

theory, in that children from higher SES have more successful outcomes than those 

students in lower SES. The polyvagal theory rejects the idea, “I think therefore I am” and 

instead embraces the idea that internal feeling(s) drives the way we exist (Porges, 2022).  

Black students often feel inferior, unsupported, and misunderstood within the public-

school framework. These feelings, based on the polyvagal theory, create a sense of 

disconnect, and imposter syndrome when in the learning environment (Porges, 2017).  

Intervention, Policies, and Procedures 

Racial Socialization and Identity 
 

It’s like I’m trying to climb a mountain, but I’ve got one fool trying to shove me 

down so I won’t be on his level, and another fool tugging at my leg, trying to pull 

me to the ground he refuses to leave… I know that when I head to Yale next fall 

(because I AM going there), I’m gonna be paranoid about people looking at me 

and wondering if I’m qualified to be there. How do I work against this, Martin? 
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Getting real with you, I feel a little defeated. 

― Nic Stone, Dear Martin (2017) 

Many Black and Brown Americans suffer from imposter syndrome within 

educational institutions. They feel they do not belong in certain aspects of the world or do 

not deserve success. Teenagers, in general, are vulnerable to a variety of stressors in life. 

Many parents work with their children on coping skills and stress management to 

navigate these life stressors (R. Anderson, et al., 2019; S.C. Jones, et al., 2020). The 

Covid-19 pandemic magnified these stressors, creating more anxiety and mental health 

issues for young people and creating a need for more assistance outside the home 

(Bacher-Hicks et al., 2020; Chae et al., 2021; Cokley et al., 2021). In addition to 

everyday cross-cultural stressors, Black and Brown people have racial stressors and/or 

racial trauma that creates a need for critical conversations. Black and Brown youth often 

internalize discrimination and racism as a coping mechanism, which may change their 

self-perception, mental health, and overall health. According to the polyvagal theory, 

these coping mechanisms may manifest in the form of disconnectedness, anxiety in social 

interactions, and depression (Porges, 2017). The way with which their parents cope with 

racial stressors can have a direct influence on how the child responds and copes (Hope et 

al., 2020; Smith et al., 2020).  

Racial socialization is one strategy that has been found to assist young Black and 

Brown people coping somewhat successfully with racism and discrimination. Racial 

socialization involves intentional parental conversations about race, the meaning of race, 

and racism with their children and is intergenerational (R. Anderson, S. Jones, et al., 

2019; Paasch-Anderson et al., 2019). The conversations are not always intentional; 
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behaviors and actions also equate to racial socialization.  Parents and other family 

members discussing race and building racial identity can help Black and Brown youth 

prepare for negative racial encounters and cope with other generalized life stressors 

(Banales, et al., 2020; Huguley et al., 2019). The socio-cultural theory emphasizes the 

importance of community in a person’s cognitive development; with this in mind racial 

socialization may be an effective way to overcome transgenerational and other vicarious 

trauma.   

While racial socialization comes primarily from parental messaging and 

behaviors, racial identity can come from community and school as well.  There is a 

delicate balance between racial identity and race centrality, however.  A 2021 study by 

Bernard et al. found two relational patterns.  First, promoting a sense of belonging to a 

race and racial identity deterred Black youths more likely to encounter racial 

discrimination from substance abuse.  However, that study also determined that in 

communities less likely to be subjected to racial discrimination the promotion of racial 

identity or pride in one’s race saw an increase in substance abuse. This could be caused 

by racial centering and taking the focus off personal identity and being in control of their 

own destiny. Gorksi (2019) claimed while building the cultural framework to include 

diversity and inclusion, schools are silent on the opportunity gaps and inequalities found 

within their school structures.  Equity should be the outcome focus instead of a culture 

focus.  Implementing culture is a misguided plan that undermines the need for social 

justice reform.  Many studies show school leaders have the intent to reduce and eliminate 

inequity and racism in the school setting, although Gorski disagreed.   
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School leaders implement culturally responsive programming, alongside multi-

cultural curriculum, and events to alleviate the inequities that persist in the school 

background. To rectify the disparities in education and combat the pervasive systemic 

racism entrenched within academic institutions, it is imperative for principals to adopt a 

resolute stance against injustice and intolerance. They must proactively develop policies 

and procedures that facilitate comprehensive restructuring of the existing systems that 

persistently marginalize and oppress adolescent males from Black and Brown 

communities. While these culture and climate efforts may initially be undertaken with a 

genuine commitment to promoting cultural awareness and transforming the experiences 

of marginalized groups, it is crucial to recognize that without careful consideration, they 

can inadvertently perpetuate the systemic racism they aim to dismantle. Not only does 

this perpetuate systemic racism through a deficit lens, but it also takes the focus off the 

serious mental health needs of Black and Brown high school students. 

On the other hand, there is research that finds embedding culture and racial pride 

within school structures creates a sense of belonging and racial identity that elevates 

students to success by improving academic experiences and outcomes (Tichavakunda, 

2021).  Students carry lived and learned social and cultural experiences with them into 

the learning environment. When teachers take time to discover students’ cultural, family, 

and community knowledge they recognize the value of the students’ fund of knowledge, 

in essence using cultural and racial pride to make education relevant to all students 

(Latta, 2019; Yarnell & Bohrnstedt, 2018). This conflicting evidence provides an 

opportunity for further research on the academic effects of racial socialization and racial 

identity.  
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Mental Health Interventions 
  

There was evidence that while cultural identity and racial socialization can benefit 

students of color, there was also evidence that the mental health needs of Black and 

Brown students are not being met within the school framework (Gorski, 2019). Many 

school administrators, teachers, and counselors are ill-equipped to address racial trauma 

or even understand it (H. Fields, 2021). Although most schools have comprehensive 

school counseling programs, principals are not knowledgeable on the roles and 

responsibilities of school counselors, nor are the counselors trained on how racial trauma 

manifests, or how to address it within the school framework (Lowery et. al., 2018). 

School counselors are provided in-service trainings on trauma informed practices, but it 

is not highly effective in working with students who have experienced racism or cultural 

trauma (Powers & Neira, 2018). The result was the needs of Black and Brown students, 

and their families are not being met, creating more distrust in academic institutions 

(Lowery et al., 2018). Research showed there is little to no focus on implementing mental 

health interventions to help students cope with racial trauma and what is being attempted 

is not making a big enough impact (Post et al., 2020; Powers & Neira, 2018).    

Building authentic relationships is one key element to trauma informed care 

(Dutil, 2020; Ginwright, 2018). Victims of trauma may respond with behavior cues that 

suggest distrust and feeling unsafe. These behaviors are often misinterpreted by teachers 

and administrators who do not understand adverse experiences or trauma responses and 

misunderstand the responses as defiant or detached, and even lazy. When relationships 

are forged between students and school staff and faculty, students gain trust and a sense 

of safety that allows them to let down their defenses and become part of the school 
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community (Reardon & Leonard, 2020). Racial trauma elicits similar responses, but also 

dissociation and hypervigilance. It is widely misunderstood that all trauma triggers and 

responses are the same. Porges was emphatic that the event itself is not the important 

piece of understanding the trauma. Instead, the trauma response is the critical piece to 

understand to treat the trauma patient (Porges, 2017) 

The idea of building relationships and trust is also relevant when viewing trauma 

through a racial lens. Reardon and Leonard (2020) shared their experiences developing 

trauma-informed partnerships within an urban high school in the Boston Massachusetts 

area in his book, Alleviating the Educational Impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences: 

School-University-Community Collaboration. Although the focus of the book was on 

ACEs, the interventions implemented would also be beneficial to students who are 

victims of racial trauma. The theoretical framework for his work was Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1981) ecological systems theory of child development. Bronfenbrenner’s theory suggests 

children develop in layers, with the innermost layer being close relationships, like 

familial. This supports Porges’s (2017) theory that if a person did not feel safe with 

family or caregivers during early life, they might have different trauma responses 

(Porges, 2017) 

The next layer included relationships such as work or school and the outer layers 

would be secondary interactions, such as a teacher talking to a parent. Basically, 

environmental factors influence student experiences and outcomes (Leonard, 2020).  This 

was similar to Vygotsky’ (1978) socio-cultural theory and how children developed based 

on cultural and social interactions. Both Bronfenbrener and Vygotsky focused less on 

individual relationships and more on a community of relationships or network of 
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relationships.  The polyvagal theory supports this idea as well, in that social engagement 

helps regulate the central nervous system and create feelings of safety and belonging 

(Porges, 2017) 

Based on these child development theories, one intervention that may support 

racial trauma victims is a focus on microsystems, instead of traditional whole school 

improvement plans. School leaders should develop procedures that intentionally connect 

teachers, community, and families on an ongoing basis (Caldera et al., 2020).  At-risk 

students often have multiple traumas, including transgenerational and vicarious racial 

trauma. School connections with families and community can foster a positive school 

climate that evokes focuses on what resources are needed and improves the overall 

school experiences for these at-risk students (Vides, 2021).  

Muti-tiered systems of support, such as Response to Intervention (RTI) and 

Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS), are also pieces to a complex puzzle 

of working with victims of trauma within a school framework (Rosanbalm et al., 2020).  

The research focuses mainly on ACEs, but it is important not to neglect the 

transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma experienced by many students. Developing 

the support systems needed begins with creating a Resilience Team, which would 

comprise a core group of committed adults that would develop the intervention. Once the 

team is developed and understands the initiative, it will eliminate deficit thinking and 

focus on systemic school practices that need to be implemented to help Black and Brown 

students achieve at high levels, then a mission and vision plan should be created. This 

team will also develop the teacher training vital to implementing this initiative (Lipscomb 

et al., 2019). 
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Not for Profits 
 

The very essence of not-for-profit organizations is to improve circumstances and 

quality of life for others. Not-for-profit organizations are crucial to the health of 

communities, as well as educational systems, interconnecting resources and citizens 

(Molloy et al., 2020). Communities rich with not-for-profits organization see more 

abundant resources and access to those resources, which in turn reduces opportunity gaps 

in those communities. Schools and not-for-profit organizations working together can 

ensure students and families have access to needed resources (Coram et al., 2022). Using 

the socio-cultural framework as an underpinning for the importance of social and 

community connections, nonprofit organizations and community resources play an 

integral role in healing transgenerational trauma and other vicarious racial traumas, 

building trust between Black communities and their schools. Ultimately, this supports 

Black and Brown students’ academic experiences and overall academic growth.  

Every School Healthy Campaign 
   
 The “Every School Healthy Campaign” focuses on developing the whole child 

and recognizes that human beings are complex. Their approach correlates with the socio-

cultural perspective, in that young people grow and develop based on the people in their 

lives and the places in which they find themselves. Eliminating the deficit thinking 

approach, Every School Healthy designed a youth system that focuses on the child’s 

individual strengths and then uses appropriate resources to support those strengths, 

including human resources. “Every School Healthy” offers a “seat at the table to those 

who have not historically had a voice” and works to change the mindset from “what is 

wrong with you to what or who do you need”, eliminating deficit thinking (Every School 
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Healthy Website). Brain research is a large component of Every School Healthy and they 

offer a free trauma awareness course once a month, in addition to their leadership support 

and peer-led support spaces (Anwar-McHenry et al., 2016)    

Student African American Brotherhood (SAAB) 
 

Student African American Brotherhood (SAAB]) is a not-for-profit  organization 

that focuses on supporting men of color academically, socially, and professionally.  

SAAB is networked in over 300 campuses in 40 states and has created a blueprint for 

educational institutions who desire to create an equitable community (2020). SAAB 

begins at the collegiate level to build pride and confidence in Black and Brown men. It 

has expanded to high school campuses across the United States. The program is 

transforming the mindset of Black and Brown students, increasing graduation rates and the 

overall experience of these students (Heaven, 2015).  

A Girl Like Me Network (AGLMN) 
 

A Girl Like Me Network (AGLMN) is a remarkable non-profit organization with 

a mission deeply rooted in empowerment and providing essential resources and support 

to girls. Their primary goal is to ensure that girls have the access and opportunities they 

need to thrive and succeed in all aspects of life. AGLMN recognizes the unique 

challenges that girls may face, particularly in a world where gender disparities still exist. 

One of the fundamental aspects of AGLMN's work is providing girls with the 

tools, knowledge, and guidance to navigate these challenges successfully. They offer 

various resources and support systems that cater to the specific needs of young girls, 

helping them build essential life skills, boost their self-confidence, and shape their 

identities in a positive and empowering way.  AGLMN is dedicated to breaking down 
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barriers and stereotypes that can limit girls' potential. Through their programs and 

initiatives, they create safe spaces for girls to express themselves, explore their interests, 

and develop their talents. By fostering an environment where girls are encouraged to be 

authentic and unapologetically themselves, AGLMN helps them overcome societal 

expectations and limitations. 

Furthermore, AGLMN actively engages in mentoring and guidance programs that 

pair girls with role models who can inspire and empower them. These mentorship 

relationships are invaluable, as they offer girls the opportunity to learn from those who 

have faced similar challenges and triumphed over them. This support system plays a 

pivotal role in boosting girls' self-esteem and encouraging them to pursue their dreams 

with determination and confidence.  AGLMN's commitment to empowerment extends 

beyond personal development. They also advocate for equal opportunities and work 

towards dismantling systemic barriers that disproportionately affect girls. By raising 

awareness, pushing for policy changes, and championing gender equality, AGLMN 

strives to create a more inclusive world where girls can thrive without limitations. 

In essence, A Girl Like Me Network is an incredible force for change, equipping 

girls with the resources and support they need to overcome challenges, break down 

barriers, and achieve their dreams. Their dedication to empowerment, education, and 

advocacy makes a significant difference in the lives of countless girls and young women, 

ensuring they have every opportunity to succeed. 

Summary 

The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to explore the connections 

between vicarious racial traumas and the educational experiences of Black and Brown 
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high school students in Missouri Schools. At this stage in the research transgenerational 

trauma will be as defined as the subconscious transmission of traumatic experiences and 

their psychological and emotional impacts across generations.  Vicarious trauma will be 

defined as the emotional and psychological impact that can occur as a result of indirect 

exposure to traumatic experiences. This narrative qualitative study was different from 

other studies due to the dual-framework approach and the focus on secondhand trauma as 

a barrier that specifically affects the academic experiences and outcomes of Black and 

Brown high school students. The study used the socio-cultural theory as the primary 

framework and the polyvagal theory to support the idea of brain-body reaction to trauma, 

to determine how transgenerational trauma and other vicarious trauma may be connected 

to Black and Brown high school students’ academic experiences and ultimately academic 

outcomes.  In addition, the researcher used the theoretical underpinning and brain 

research to determine how sociopolitical factors cause barriers to learning in a traditional 

school setting and academic achievement specific to Black and Brown high school 

students. The study recommended policies, procedures, and interventions school and 

district leaders could consider implementing to create equity and access to overcome the 

race-based trauma barriers that impact the academic achievement of Black and Brown 

high school students.  

The problem statement highlights the persistent academic achievement gap 

between Black and Brown high school students and their White counterparts in K-12 

public education.  Despite years of research and data on this issue, the gap remains, with 

family background and the role of the family playing a significant role in academic 

success.  However, it is crucial to acknowledge that family educational background 
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cannot excuse the failure of many public schools in providing equitable opportunities for 

Black and Brown students. Public schools have a moral obligation to ensure academic 

success for students of every background, race, and ethnicity. Addressing the gap in the 

literature regarding the connections between vicarious racial traumas and the high school 

experience for Black and Brown students presents an opportunity to enhance our 

understanding and knowledge. By shedding light on these experiences and challenges, 

particularly within the context of racial trauma, this research aims to contribute to the 

development of inclusive and effective practices that support the educational outcomes of 

Black and Brown students in high school.  

Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory was designed to explore the cognitive 

development of children.  The theory connected social and cultural interactions and 

connections to the healthy development of children. Viewing educational barriers through 

the socio-cultural lens provides insight into how early social interactions and culture 

experiences play a role in the success of students within an academic framework. When 

early development is disrupted by trauma, firsthand or secondary, healthy relationships, 

trust, and overall health can be affected (Vygotsky, 1978; Porges, 2022). The mind-body 

relationship is directly affected by these early trauma experiences. Humans need to feel 

safe, and if safety has been jeopardized the central nervous systems will revert to a 

reptilian state of protection. If the trauma is ongoing, the person may remain in that state 

with no way to reinstate the higher brain functions (Porges, 1995).   

Transgenerational and other vicarious trauma all lead to institutional distrust, a 

lack of motivation to succeed, and a perception of school as a waste of time (Best, et al., 

2021). The research revealed persistent barriers and generational traumas that go much 
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deeper than academic achievement. The opportunity gaps within and outside the 

academic landscape continue to plague untapped communities. Few policies and 

interventions have been implemented that show promise for improving the academic 

outcomes of Black and Brown high school students. However, many, if not the majority 

of the policies and interventions within a school framework, focus on the deficiencies of 

the untapped group and fail to address the opportunity gaps and the racial inequities 

within society and school structures. There are few policies and interventions being 

implemented to eradicate the barriers for Black and Brown high school students. 

Building upon the literature’s recognition of the persistent academic achievement 

gap and the impact of racial trauma, the first research question intended to explore how 

Black and Brown students in Missouri described their experiences with racial issues in 

their schools and how these experiences shaped their academic journeys. By examining 

their firsthand accounts, this research sought to add depth and nuance to the 

understanding of the specific challenges and barriers faced by these students within the 

educational system. The second research question aligned with the literature’s emphasis 

on the connections between high school experiences and academic outcomes. By 

investigating how participants perceived the connections between their own high school 

experiences and their academic journeys, this research aimed to uncover the subjective 

meanings and interpretations they ascribed to these connections. This qualitative 

exploration can provide insights into the ways in which racial issues and traumas 

impacted their academic trajectories and shaped their perspective on educational 

attainment. The final research question related to the literature’s call for effective 

policies, procedures, and interventions to address racial disparities in education. By 
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exploring the perspectives of interviewees on how public schools’ policies, procedures, 

and interventions could create equity and access for Black and Brown students in 

Missouri, this research set out to gather their insights and suggestions. The findings can 

contribute to the development of more inclusive and impactful strategies to address the 

identified gaps and challenges within the educational system.  

Overall, by connecting the research questions to the literature review, this 

research sought to bridge the missing knowledge and understanding regarding the 

experiences of Black and Brown high school students in the context of racial trauma. It 

aimed to shed light on their perspectives, challenges, and aspirations, ultimately 

informing the development of interventions and policies that promote equity, inclusivity, 

and academic success for these students in Missouri schools.  

Given what we know about race-based transgenerational and vicarious trauma we 

can conclude that the problem is a deeply rooted and complex issue that affects 

individuals, families, and communities across generations.  The enduring impact of 

historical and ongoing racial injustices, discrimination, and systemic inequalities has 

contributed to the perpetuation of trauma within untapped communities.  It manifests in 

various forms, including emotional distress, psychological symptoms, physical health 

disparities, and disrupted social connections. Recognizing and addressing race-based 

transgenerational and vicarious trauma requires a multifaceted approach that includes 

healing-centered practices, systemic change, and fostering resilience within affected 

individuals and communities.  

In Chapter Three the study’s framework and methodology will be explained. 

Procedures and participants will be identified, and the collection of data explained. 
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Chapter Four will present the findings through the interviews and focus groups 

conducted.  Chapter Five will conclude with the summary analysis of data and 

recommendations for change, as well as potential future research related to this topic. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 

 Building upon the foundation established in Chapter Two, which provided a 

comprehensive review of the literature pertaining to racial trauma and educational 

disparities, this narrative qualitative study delved into the lived experiences of Black and 

Brown high school students. By transitioning from the theoretical underpinnings 

presented in Chapter Two to the firsthand narratives that were explored in this study, the 

research moved from a scholarly exploration of the issue to a deep personal exploration 

of the realities faced by Black and Brown students. The research aimed to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice, giving voice to the experiences of those directly impacted 

by racial trauma and shed light on the connection between their lived realities and 

educational outcomes.  

The narrative qualitative approach is a way for researchers to learn from the lived 

experiences from those interviewed (Creswell, 2018). The purpose of this narrative 

qualitative study was to explore the possible relationship between vicarious racial 

traumas and the educational experiences of Black and Brown high school students in 

Missouri Schools. The study used the socio-cultural theory as the primary framework and 

the polyvagal theory to support the idea of brain-body reaction to trauma, to determine 

how transgenerational trauma and other vicarious trauma may be connected to Black and 

Brown high school students’ academic experiences and ultimately academic outcomes.   

Chapter Three of this research study included a detailed description of the 

research methodology, including the purpose of the study, the participants, the research 

setting, and the research design. Chapter Three also included the data collection 
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instruments and the data analysis methods.  This information helped to provide context 

for the study and to explain how the data were collected and analyzed. Chapter Four will 

present the findings through the interviews and focus groups conducted.  Chapter Five 

will conclude with the summary analysis of data and recommendations for change, as 

well as potential future research related to this topic. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to explore the possible 

connections between transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and the educational 

experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high school students in Missouri schools. 

This narrative qualitative study was different from other studies due to the dual-

framework approach and the focus on secondhand trauma as a barrier that specifically 

affects the academic experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high school students.  

The study filled a critical gap in research by focusing specifically on the 

connections between transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and the educational 

experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high school students. While there is a 

growing body of literature on racial trauma and its impact on individuals, there is a lack 

of in-depth exploration of how racial trauma is interconnected to the academic journey of 

students. By addressing this gap, the study provided much-needed insights into the 

unique challenges and barriers faced by Black and Brown students, offering a deeper 

understanding of the intricate interplay between racial trauma and educational outcomes.  

This research is crucial for informing the development of effective interventions, 

policies, and practices that can create more equitable and inclusive educational 

environments and support the academic success of this student population. This study 
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used the socio-cultural theory as the primary framework and the polyvagal theory to 

support the idea of brain-body reaction to trauma, to determine how transgenerational 

trauma and other vicarious trauma may be connected to Black and Brown high school 

students’ academic experiences and ultimately academic outcomes.   

In addition, the research used the theoretical underpinning and brain research to 

determine how sociopolitical factors cause barriers to learning in a traditional school 

setting and academic achievement specific to Black and Brown high school students. The 

study recommended policies, procedures, and interventions school and district leaders 

could consider implementing to create equity and access to overcome the race-based 

trauma barriers that are connected to the academic achievement of Black and Brown high 

school students.  

Research Questions 

 The researcher proposed by studying secondary trauma, connections could be 

made between academic success and trauma experiences. It is believed that there may be 

a connection between academic success and racial trauma experienced by Black and 

Brown high school students in the state of Missouri.  The following were research 

questions to elicit responses from participants in the study. 

1. How do Black and Brown high school students in Missouri describe their 

experiences with racial issues in their schools, and how do these experiences 

shape their academic journeys?  

2. How do participants perceive the connections between their high school 

experiences and their academic outcomes, and what meaning do they make of 

these connections? 
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3. How do interviewees imagine public schools' policies, procedures, and 

interventions could create equity and access for Black and Brown students in 

Missouri? 

Participants  

 The purpose of the survey was to gather information from potential participants 

regarding transgenerational and vicarious race-based trauma and the role of K -12 public 

schools to elevate the influence of race-based traumas on the school experiences and 

outcomes of K-12 Black and Brown students. The participants in this study were Black 

and Brown Missouri residents who were educated in K-12 public schools in the state of 

Missouri or had children educated in the state of Missouri. The participants were from 

Southwest, Northeast, and Northwest urban areas of Missouri. Participants were selected 

by contacting Black and Brown leaders in the various regions, as well as Black and 

Brown focused non-profits, for names and recommendations. The researcher studied the 

surveys and determined which participants met the requirements for Phase II, interview, 

and Phase III, roundtable discussion. The survey participants who met the criteria were 

contacted and a request for interview participation was made. The requests for 

participation are located in Appendix A.  One-on-one interviews were conducted to dig 

deeper into the participants’ knowledge base about racial trauma and to design a 

roundtable framework. The roundtable discussions were conducted for a collaborative 

interaction among participants, with ideas from participants promoting additional 

thoughts and responses from other participants. Interviewees remained anonymous 

throughout the study using a coding system. 
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In accordance with the guidelines of Southwest Baptist University regarding the 

protection of human participants, a request for review was submitted to the Research 

Review Board (RRB) for approval to interview the appropriate participants for this study. 

Upon receiving RRB approval, participant recruitment and data collection began. 

Participant consent was given through participation in the interview process. There were 

no known risks to participants in this study. All participants were granted confidentiality 

and were able to remove themselves from this study at any point. Participant names were 

not used in this study. Participants were sent a request to interview with the researcher 

and each participant willingly accepted the invitation to participate in the study. Each 

participant was interviewed via Zoom and the interviews were recorded and then 

transcribed. The roundtable discussion was also conducted via Zoom and was recorded 

and transcribed.  

Research Setting 

At that time of the research, schools in Missouri were two full school years post 

COVID-19 pandemic. The research setting for this study consisted of three geographic 

regions in the state of Missouri, the Southwest, Northwest, Central and Northeast. These 

regions were chosen to provide an opportunity to find similarities and differences 

between the shared experiences of the participants representing different dynamics 

throughout the state of Missouri. A preliminary questionnaire was sent to 30 potential 

participants to ensure a diverse sample of participants. Twenty participants were selected 

for the research based on preliminary questionnaire responses.  Once one-on-one 

interviews were completed a survey was then sent out to Subgroup 2 participants to find a 

date and time that worked for everyone participating in the roundtable discussion.  In 



 

62 

addition, the roundtable discussion was held via Zoom to create a safe setting, where 

more participants could be a meaningful part of the research being conducted.  Eight of 

the 10 participated in the roundtable discussion. 

The rationale for hosting a virtual setting instead of in-person was to involve 

participants throughout the state of Missouri.  In addition, using a virtual platform, such 

as Zoom, the researcher was able to create a setting in which participants could have 

meaningful dialogue and collaboration, without travel constrictions.  This setting choice 

allowed more participants to be involved in the research, further validating the findings. 

The use of preliminary questionnaire is a hallmark of qualitative research, as it helps to 

ensure a diverse sample of participants.  The use of a survey to schedule the roundtable 

discussion is also a common practice in qualitative research, as it allows for the 

convenience of the participants and helps to increase participation (Creswell, 2018). The 

use of a virtual platform, such as Zoom, is becoming more common in qualitative 

research due to its accessibility and convenience for participants. It is also important to 

note that the researcher chose a virtual platform to create a safe setting for participants, 

which is an ethical consideration in qualitative research. Finally, the rationale for 

choosing a virtual setting is also important to consider, as it demonstrates the researcher’s 

thought process and reasoning for the research methods chosen. Overall, the use of these 

methods in research design helps to ensure a diverse and representative sample, increase 

participation, and create a safe and convenient setting for participants.  

Researcher’s Role 

 The presence of implicit bias within the researcher may have influenced the 

study’s outcomes and interpretations. Implicit biases, which are unconscious and 
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automatic, can inadvertently shape the research process, including the selection of 

research questions, the design of methodologies, and the interpretation of findings. These 

biases may lead to unintentional favoritisms, subjective judgements, or the overlooking 

of important perspectives or data.  It is important for researchers to acknowledge the 

potential impact of their own implicit biases and take proactive steps to minimize their 

influence. The researcher has engaged in self-reflection, sought diverse perspectives, and 

employed rigorous research methodologies. By addressing and mitigating the effects of 

implicit bias, the researcher strived to enhance the credibility, validity, and fairness of the 

study, ultimately contributing to more inclusive and accurate knowledge production.  

Research Design 

 This research was a narrative qualitative study that focused on understanding the 

experiences and perceptions of participants in a research study that focused on 

understanding the experiences and perceptions of participants in a research setting. The 

study was inductive and comparative, and the researcher aimed to identify themes or 

categories that emerged from the data (Creswell, 2018). The goal was to understand how 

racial trauma may be connected to academic experiences and to identify interventions and 

practices that schools can implement to support those who have experienced racial 

trauma.  

 A narrative qualitative research design was chosen to focus on the stories of the 

individuals and to document their lived experiences. The researcher’s role was to 

understand how people make sense of the world around them and to document their 

perceptions and experiences. Overall, the research highlighted the importance of 
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qualitative research in understanding complex phenomena such as the connections 

between transgenerational and vicarious trauma and education (Creswell, 2018).  

 The study focused on the experiences and perceptions of individual participants 

who had experienced transgenerational or other vicarious racial trauma and the 

connections to their high school experiences. One-on-one interviews were conducted 

with the participants to collect rich data and gain a deeper understanding of their 

experiences. The researcher paid attention to the details of the individual’s story, 

including their words, tone, and body language, to gain a nuanced understanding of their 

experience. The researcher interpreted the individual’s story and tried to understand the 

meaning of the story and how it fit into the individual’s life. Thematic analysis was used 

to identify themes that emerged from the data, helping to organize and understand the 

experiences of the participants. A variety of methods were used to ensure credibility, 

including triangulation, member checking, and peer review, helping to establish the 

reliability and validity of the study. The study emphasized the context in which the 

individual’s story took place, including the social, cultural, and historical factors that may 

have influenced their experiences.  The research involved an in-depth exploration of the 

individual’s story, with follow-up questions asked to clarify and understand the 

individual’s story and the individual’s experiences. An inductive approach was followed, 

meaning that the findings were developed from the data collected from the participants, 

rather than starting with preconceived hypotheses or theories. The study aimed to collect 

rich data, including personal reflections and insights from the participants, to gain a 

deeper understanding of their experiences (Creswell, 2018). The study emphasized the 

narrative structure of the individual’s story, paying attention to the participants, setting, 
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and themes to understand the connections between transgenerational and vicarious racial 

trauma and education.  

Participants were identified based on racial trauma understanding and knowledge 

of the K-12 public school system in Missouri. The requests for participation are in 

Appendix A.  One-on-one interviews were conducted. Roundtable discussions were 

conducted to encourage more interaction among participants, and ideas from participants 

promoted additional thoughts and responses from other participants. The participants 

chosen to be included in the interview process were selected from those that voluntarily 

provided contact information, and who met the criteria established in this study. The total 

time between contacting participants to data collection was 4 months. Data triangulation 

occurred to ensure reliability and validity through peer reviews. The validity of this study 

was addressed by examining the data through various lenses of data analysis. The 

researcher triangulated various sources of data from interviews, roundtable discussions, 

and archival sources to establish patterns to increase credibility and trustworthiness (Stahl 

& King, 2020). In addition, the researcher utilized member checking to ensure accuracy. 

Audio recordings were listened to multiple times and transcripts were reviewed by the 

researcher and participants for clarification of specific points. Review of recordings and 

transcripts provided instances to triangulate information among interviewees. Transcripts 

were reviewed by the participants, who were asked for a confirmation of accuracy (Birt et 

al., 2016).    

Instrumentation 

 The researcher was the instrument and key component in this narrative qualitative 

research study. The researcher played a major role in data collection and interpretation 
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(Creswell, 2018; Denzin et al., 2023) Qualitative research outcomes can be impacted by 

the researcher’s identities and culture (Yoon & Uliassi, 2022). The researcher’s identities 

and knowledge were a consideration for a more accurate interpretation of the findings in 

the study. Because the researcher had individual views and experiences it was important 

to triangulate various points of data to increase the validity of the study.   

The following steps were taken to conduct interviews: (a) sent questionnaires to 

30 potential participants and requested that they participate in an individual interview 

process; (b) used adequate recording procedures when conducting one-on-one interviews; 

(c) designed and used an interview protocol; and d) obtained consent from the 

interviewees to participate in the study.  The interviews were recorded via Zoom or tape 

recorder and responses were transcribed and analyzed. Data from the interviews were 

collected and used to answer research questions. The interview consisted of seven big 

idea questions and follow-up questions designed by the researcher. The instrument was 

designed to collect responses that would answer the research questions put forth in this 

study.  

The researcher estimated that interviews would last approximately 45 minutes.  

Interviews were conducted with participants who had consented to be a part of the study 

and met the criteria for participation. The researcher assumed that the information 

provided by the participants would be valuable to the study. The interview data that was 

collected consisted of Zoom recordings, tape recorded interviews, and transcriptions. The 

one-on-one interviews took place over a 1-month time period. The roundtable 

participants first participated in the one-on-one interviews, agreed to be part of the 

roundtable discussion, and met the criteria established for participation.  
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The interview questions, found in Appendix B, were developed using the research 

questions, as well as the themes that were uncovered through review of the literature. 

After the one-on-one interviews were conducted, the roundtable discussion took place. 

The process of analyzing the data started after the first interview and continued through 

the roundtable discussion. Coding included a process of referencing words or short 

phrases throughout all interviews. This process allowed the researcher to proceed in an 

unbiased manner, ensuring the study was grounded in the personal experiences and ideas 

of the participants, driven by the research questions. The interview protocol provided 

direction for gathering data and analysis of findings (Hunter, 2012). The interviews and 

roundtable discussion were recorded via Zoom or tape recorded, then transcribed by a 

transcription program. Recording the interviews using Zoom, video conferencing 

software and a tape recorder, reduced the risk of the researcher’s bias or opinion and 

eliminated spatial barriers, allowing more participants to engage in the study (Gray et al., 

2020).  

The analysis of the data occurred simultaneously with the data collection. Data 

triangulation was achieved by examining the data through various lenses of data analysis 

to ensure a complete picture was being represented, and cross-checking throughout the 

study (Hunter, 2012). Data were analyzed using key words or phrases for common 

categories or patterns. Interview transcripts were sent to the participants of the study with 

the opportunity to clarify previous statements and offer additional comments. Member 

checking added trustworthiness and validity to the study. If the participants responded 

with clarifications or additional comments the researcher adjusted the transcribed 

interview. The process of open coding, also known as category construction, allowed the 
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researcher to turn concepts and ideas into meaningful data. The basic research questions 

were utilized to analyze information to develop codes and themes related to identifying 

and investigating the issues relating to transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and 

the connection to educational experiences.  

The researcher took the challenge of presenting valid and reliable data very 

seriously. Careful examination of each interview occurred. Each of the interviews was 

first read in its entirety, with overall themes summarized by the researcher. Each 

interview was then reviewed individually with a reading of the question followed by the 

response while notes were paraphrased. As new themes emerged through this process, the 

notes were written into the printed interview. Then the final process included typing 

handwritten notes. This process ensured that responses were viewed multiple times and in 

multiple formats. The instrumentation included a questionnaire, one-on-one interviews, 

and a roundtable discussion with the same participants throughout the study. Informed 

consent was obtained from every participant prior to the distribution of the initial 

questionnaire. 

Data Analysis 

 The focus of qualitative studies is how people create meaning out of lived 

experiences and events (Forward & Levin, 2021).  By interviewing Black and Brown 

urban Missouri residents to gain insight into their lived experiences regarding vicarious 

racial trauma, the researcher gained a greater perspective.  By interviewing participants 

who identified as being a part of the African American community, the researcher was 

able to identify themes and patterns that affected the academic experiences of those 

interviewed.   (Gray et al., 2020).   
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The narrative thematic analysis process used consisted of four stages: (a) 

organization and understanding of the data, (b) the coding process, (c) categories or 

themes, and (d) interpretation of the data. The organization and understanding of the data 

stage began with transcribing interviews immediately or shortly after the interview. 

While transcribing the transcripts from the interviews, any patterns or themes were noted 

in the transcript margins. The transcripts were compiled into one document for each 

participant; non-narrative lines, such as casual conversation, were deleted; participants 

were assigned fictitious names; and any participant identifiers (e.g., names, locations) 

were replaced or removed. The coding process was the next stage in which the data was 

coded electronically using ATLAS.ti, a qualitative analysis software program.  The 

analysis of the data occurred simultaneously with the data collection. Data triangulation 

occurred to ensure reliability and validity. The validity of this study was addressed by 

examining the data through various lenses of data analysis. The researcher triangulated 

various sources of data from interviews, roundtable discussions, and archival sources to 

establish patterns to increase credibility and trustworthiness (Stahl & King, 2020).   

Interview transcripts were available to the participants of the study with the 

opportunity to clarify previous statements and offer additional comments.  If the 

participants responded with clarifications or additional comments the researcher adjusted 

the transcribed interview. The researcher conducted a semi-structured roundtable 

discussion with Subgroup 2 participants, and those interviews were transcribed. The 

researcher captured themes and key words based on initial transcripts of the interviews. 

The research questions were utilized to analyze information to develop themes related to 

transgenerational and vicarious trauma and the connection to the school experiences of 
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Black and Brown students. Key words or phrases were identified to assist the researcher 

in categorizing the recurring themes that were stated in multiple interviews by multiple 

participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher took the challenge of presenting 

valid and reliable data very seriously. 

Careful examination of each interview occurred. Each of the interviews was first 

read in its entirety, with overall themes summarized by the researcher. Each interview 

was then reviewed individually with a reading of the question followed by the response 

while notes were paraphrased. New themes emerged through this process, and the notes 

were written into the printed interview. All handwritten notes were typed. This process 

transpired to ensure that responses were viewed multiple times and in multiple formats. 

Notes were merged and paraphrased to begin identifying themes (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). 

Summary 

 The study focused on the connections between transgenerational and vicarious 

racial trauma and the educational experiences and outcomes of Black and Brown high 

school students.  The research addressed a gap in the existing literature, which lacks in-

depth exploration of how vicarious racial traumas specifically impacts the academic 

journey of these students.  By examining the lived experiences of Black and Brown 

students, the study aimed to shed light on the unique challenges and barriers they face in 

the educational system. The findings of this study will contribute to the development of 

effective interventions, policies, and practices that can promote more equitable and 

inclusive educational environments for these students. Ultimately, this research sought to 

empower educators, policymakers, and stakeholders to create a supportive and 
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transformative educational experience that enables Black and Brown students to thrive 

academically and beyond. By keeping these key points in mind, readers gained a deeper 

understanding of the significance and implications of this study in addressing the 

educational disparities faced by Black and Brown high school students and working 

towards a more just and equitable educational system.  

 The research design followed a narrative qualitative approach, focusing on the 

stories and experiences of individual participants. Thematic analysis was used to identify 

emerging themes from data. Triangulation, member checking, and peer review were 

employed to enhance the study’s credibility and validity. The researcher acted as the 

main instrument in the study, and steps were taken to assure validity and credibility. 

Interviews were conducted using a predefined interview protocol, and data were analyzed 

concurrently with data collection. Coding and thematic analysis were used to identify 

patterns and categories in the data. Member checking was employed to validate the 

accuracy of the transcriptions.  

Chapter One provided the background of the study, the problem statement, the 

framework lens that drove the research, and the limitations of the study.  Chapter Two, 

the literature review, revealed that the majority of research focused on the cultural 

disparities of the focus group, which influences educational outcomes. Only a few 

researchers in the literature reviewed focused on the inequitable access of opportunity 

within institutional structures, including public K-12 academic institutions.  All the 

literature validated the need for further investigation into the educational disparities of 

Black and Brown male adolescents.  Chapter Three described the methodology, including 

the participants, and instrumentation used for the study.   Chapter Four presented the 
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findings through the interviews, focus groups, and roundtable discussions conducted.  

The study concluded with the Chapter Five summary analysis of data and 

recommendations for change, as well as potential future research related to this topic.   

Overall, this narrative qualitative study aimed to shed light on the connections 

between transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and the educational experiences of 

Black and Brown high school students.  The research findings can inform the 

development of interventions, policies, and practices to create more equitable and 

inclusive educational environments for these students. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

 In the intricate tapestry of human experience, the interplay between race, trust, 

diversity, and trauma weaves a complex narrative that shapes interactions and 

perceptions.  Chapter Four presents the results of the interview data gathered.  This 

narrative qualitative study embarked on a multifaceted exploration of these themes, 

exploring the transformation from distrust to recognition of diversity within racial groups. 

Additionally, it examined the influence of vicarious trauma on high school students’ 

educational experiences, weaving together the threads of personal growth, social 

dynamics, and resilience. This study aimed to uncover the transformative potential of 

empathy, dialogue, and understanding while also shedding light on the connection 

between vicarious trauma on the educational journeys of Black and Brown high school 

students.  

 The researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with 10 Missouri community 

leaders and 10 Missouri high school graduates. Participants were from five regions of 

Missouri, Kansas City, St. Louis, Springfield, Columbia, and Mexico. Participation in 

this study was at their discretion and based upon their willingness to participate. This 

chapter embodies the participants’ responses in the interviews to examine their 

experiences with racial trauma and the connection they perceived to their educational 

experiences.  

The research was theoretically grounded in Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural 

theory and supported by Porges’ (1995) polyvagal theory. Vygotsky's socio-cultural 
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theory emphasizes the profound impact of social interactions, cultural contexts, and 

shared experiences on cognitive development and learning. In the context of the research, 

the themes of vicarious trauma, racial identity, and educational experiences align with 

Vygotsky's framework. The participants' narratives revealed the pivotal role of 

interactions within schools, peer support, and safe spaces in shaping their emotional 

responses and coping mechanisms. These insights resonate with Vygotsky's notion that 

learning and emotional development are intrinsically tied to the social and cultural 

environments in which individuals are immersed. The participants' engagement in 

educational resilience, empathy, and advocacy activities also aligns with Vygotsky's 

emphasis on the role of education in fostering higher mental functions and empowering 

individuals to transcend challenges. 

Porges' (1995) polyvagal theory, on the other hand, offers insights into the 

physiological responses underlying emotional experiences. The participants' vivid 

descriptions of distress, anger, and helplessness in the face of vicarious trauma align with 

Porges' theory, which highlights the autonomic nervous system's role in regulating 

emotions and responses to stressors. The narratives of heightened emotional reactions in 

response to contemporary instances of racial discrimination reflect the theory's concept of 

the "fight-or-flight" response. Moreover, the exploration of peer support, creative outlets, 

and safe spaces as coping mechanisms resonates with Porges' notion of social 

engagement as a crucial element for regulating autonomic responses and fostering 

emotional regulation.  

The narratives further demonstrate how the interplay of emotional experiences 

and physiological responses can contribute to the participants' overall well-being and 
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capacity to navigate their high school experiences. The themes and findings uncovered 

during the research study align with both Vygotsky's (1978) socio-cultural theory and 

Porges' (1995) polyvagal theory. The participants' narratives reflect the intricate interplay 

between social interactions, cultural contexts, emotional experiences, and physiological 

responses, underscoring the significance of these theories in understanding the complex 

dynamics of vicarious trauma, racial identity, and resilience within the high school 

context. 

 The interviews for this study were conducted 3 years post COVID-19 pandemic. 

To ensure each participant felt comfortable they were offered an in-person option or a 

Zoom option.  Eight participants chose to participate in the Zoom interview, while the 

other 12 chose in-person interviews.  The analysis of the data was separated into four 

different sections with the first section identifying the participants of the study, which 

included ten Missouri community leaders that either attended a Missouri high school 

and/or had children attend a Missouri high school and 10 Missouri high school graduates, 

18-25 years old. The second section described the process used to verify the methods and 

the trustworthiness of the research. Subsequently, the third section explored the 

categories and themes that evolved from the interviews, document mining, and 

observations. Finally, the fourth section discussed the data regarding the research 

questions. 

Three overarching research questions were used for this basic narrative qualitative 

study: 
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RQ1.  How do Black and Brown high school students in Missouri describe their 

experiences with racial issues in their schools, and how do these 

experiences shape their academic journeys? 

RQ1. How do participants perceive the connections between their high school 

experiences and their academic outcomes, and what meaning do they 

make of these connections? 

RQ3. How do interviewees imagine public schools’ policies, procedures, and 

interventions could create equity and access for Black and Brown students 

in Missouri? 

Participants 

Interviews were conducted with 20 participants from the state of Missouri.  The 

community leader participants were identified as P1a-P1j. Missouri graduates 18-25 

years old were identified as P2a-P2j. Participants were kept confidential and were able to 

remove themselves from this study at any point. Answers from interview questions were 

kept secured on a password-protected device. Participant names were not used in this 

study. 

  The study involved a diverse group of participants from various sectors in 

Missouri. Participant 1 had engaged in nonprofit work across different regions, with 

varying levels of involvement and familial ties to Missouri's public school system. 

Participant 2, a professor at a Missouri university, had children attending the state's 

public schools, as did Participant 3, a superintendent within a large school district in 

Missouri. Similarly, Participant 4, an elected official from one of the targeted regions, 

and Participant 5, a nonprofit leader, both had personal connections to Missouri's public 
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education through their own schooling experiences and their children's attendance in 

these schools. Participant 6, a pastor, and Participant 7, an educational leader in a public 

school, shared ties to Missouri's public high schools, paralleling their children's 

educational backgrounds. The pattern continued with Participant 8, another pastor, and 

Participant 9, an educational leader, both connected through personal and familial 

experiences within Missouri's public high school system. Lastly, Participant 10 was 

another elected official within the study's target areas. Participants 11 through 20 

constituted a group of 18–25-year-old Missouri high school graduates, providing a 

younger perspective within the cohort. 

Verification and Trustworthiness 
 

A narrative qualitative study approach was used for this study. Data collection 

occurred through interviews, the review of interview transcripts, member checks, and the 

researcher’s field notes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data collection using these methods 

was designed to allow participants to share their experiences with transgenerational and 

other vicarious racial trauma and their perception on the connection to their high school 

experiences.  Interviews allowed the researcher to understand participants’ perceptions 

and experiences regarding vicarious racial traumas and the connection to educational 

experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Credibility, validity, and reliability are crucial components for analyzing the data. 

In qualitative research, this process is driven by a constant and coherent handling of the 

interview data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Data should be collected through multiple 

methods to clearly communicate findings (Creswell, 2013). This process allows the 

researcher to establish how various viewpoints and approaches were used to examine and 



 

78 

portray the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This narrative qualitative study 

confirmed trustworthiness by applying triangulation, member checking, clarifying 

researcher bias, and providing rich narrative. 

Triangulation.  

To comprehensively assess and gain deeper insights into the emergent themes that 

evolved during the research, the researcher implemented triangulation. This multifaceted 

approach involved the utilization of various data sources to ensure a robust evaluation. 

Data collection was executed through interviews, meticulous review of interview 

transcripts, conducting member checks, and meticulous documentation of the researcher's 

field observations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Throughout the interview process, the researcher diligently maintained a 

notebook, capturing notes, as transcripts were reviewed. This practice facilitated the 

preservation of immediate thoughts and reflections during interactions with participants, 

enriching the data collection process. Notably, this research adhered to the stringent 

criteria for validity inherent in qualitative research. By meticulously attending to the 

intricacies of data collection, the research methodology ensured that the data's integrity 

remained intact (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Employing this methodological process not 

only bolstered the comprehensiveness of the study but also elevated its validity. The 

deliberate application of triangulation, coupled with the rigorous documentation of 

insights, contributed to a deeper understanding of the themes that emerged and instilled 

confidence in the research's findings.  
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Member Check. 

Member checking offered participants the opportunity to review the interview 

transcript and make any changes, additions, or clarification to their statements. Each 

interview was recorded using the recording feature in Zoom or audio recorded. 

The digital recordings were uploaded to ATLAS.ti and converted into transcripts. Copies 

of the transcripts were offered to each participant to ensure the accuracy of their 

responses. Participants were allowed to make any additions or deletions or provide 

clarification or additional explanation to their interview responses. Upon completion of 

member checking, the only requests made to modify the original transcript were 

misspellings of names. Those modifications were made to the appropriate transcript(s). 

Peer review. 

Peer reviews were conducted to increase the internal validity of this study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The peer review process was comprised of a 

dissertation committee. One of the dissertation committee members served as the 

researcher’s advisor. The advisor monitored the progress of the research and collaborated 

with other dissertation committee members to provide feedback and input. The 

dissertation committee examined the research questions, theoretical framework, literature 

review, and the methodology for the study. The review process enabled the researcher to 

take feedback and input from the committee to focus the research questions, develop the 

literature review to reflect each research question’s purpose, and determine the suitable 

methodology for the research. 
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Clarifying bias. 

In qualitative research, it is imperative to clarify bias to monitor the researcher’s 

biases so it can be made clear how they may be influencing the 

data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher was employed as a coordinator of site 

interventions in the state of Missouri while conducting research. Due to the researcher’s 

role, she was aware of potential bias and adhered to the interview protocol to ensure bias 

was not impugned. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

In qualitative research, there are various approaches to analyzing data beyond the 

traditional coding and thematic analysis. The method used in this research study was 

narrative analysis.  This approach focuses on the stories and narratives that participants 

share. Researchers analyze the structure of narratives, including plot development, 

character roles, and the use of language to convey meaning. Narrative analysis can reveal 

how individuals construct their experiences and identities through storytelling and 

involves a systematic examination of the narratives provided by research participants. It 

focuses on various elements within these narratives, including plot development, 

character roles, and the use of language. These elements are not merely superficial details 

but carry deep meaning. (Riesman, 2008). 

Narrative analysis involves several steps: Data collection in narrative analysis 

involves gathering various forms of narrative data, such as interviews, diaries, or 

autobiographical accounts (Riessman, 2008). These sources of narrative data provide 

researchers with rich and personal insights into individuals' experiences, allowing for a 

deep exploration of their stories and narratives. 
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Conducting interviews is a common method for collecting narrative data. 

Researchers engage participants in structured or semi-structured interviews, during which 

participants are encouraged to share their stories and experiences. These interviews often 

begin with open-ended questions to allow participants to narrate their experiences in their 

own words. Follow-up questions can help clarify details or encourage participants to 

delve deeper into their narratives. Interviews provide researchers with the opportunity to 

establish rapport with participants and elicit in-depth narratives. 

Interviews offer real-time interaction and the opportunity for researchers to probe 

for additional details, while diaries and autobiographical accounts provide participants 

with the freedom to express themselves in their own time and format. 

During the data collection phase, it is essential to establish trust and rapport with 

participants, create a safe and comfortable environment for sharing personal narratives, 

and obtain informed consent for the use of their narratives in the research. Ethical 

considerations are paramount in handling narrative data, ensuring that participants' 

privacy and confidentiality are respected (Riessman, 2008). 

Narrative Themes 
 

Identifying narrative themes is the process of analyzing recurring themes and 

motifs within narratives. The process involves exploring how participants make sense of 

their experiences and construct meaning through storytelling (Riessman, 2008). There are 

five aspects of navigating narrative themes throughout the research process.  

 Comparison: Compare narratives across participants to identify commonalities 

and differences. This can help identify shared cultural narratives or unique 

individual stories. 
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 Contextualization: Consider the broader context in which the narratives are 

situated. How do cultural, social, or historical factors influence the stories 

participants tell? 

 Ethical Considerations: Ensure ethical handling of participants' narratives, 

respecting their autonomy and privacy. 

 Interpretation: Interpret the narratives to gain insights into the research questions. 

What do the narratives reveal about the participants' experiences, perspectives, 

and identities? 

 Narrative Patterns: Look for patterns in the way participants structure their 

narratives. Are there common narrative arcs or storytelling strategies used by 

different participants? 

Narrative analysis is particularly useful when exploring subjective experiences, 

personal histories, or the construction of identity. It allows researchers to delve deeply 

into the narratives provided by participants and gain a rich understanding of their lived 

experiences. 

Coding Procedures and Theme Development 
 

The researcher completed one-on-one interviews with two subgroups, which 

involved 20 participants. Interviews were completed using the Zoom platform or tape 

recorder if participants chose an in-person interview and were recorded using that system. 

The interviews were provided to ATLAS.ti and transcripts were created. Once transcripts 

were received member checks were completed. The researcher analyzed each interview 

transcript through multiple readings and notetaking strategies. Descriptive coding 
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included key words or phrases and assisted the researcher in categorizing the recurring 

phrases that were stated in multiple interviews by multiple participants (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Key phrases and themes were sorted into categories. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) stated that researchers are to “create file folders, each labeled with a category 

name” (p. 209). The researcher named each category by coding the responses of the 

participants. Each interview was then reviewed individually with a reading of the 

question followed by the response while notes were paraphrased. New themes emerged 

through this process, and the notes were written into the printed interview.  

The researcher annotated and highlighted text within the transcripts, throughout 

several readings, and discovered commonly identified words and phrases. The text was 

moved to a document, and a key word assigned to each phrase. This process was 

completed for each transcript. The researcher began to identify themes based on 

responses of participants. Once this process was completed, the researcher identified the 

key words and phrases that were assigned to text most frequently. The researcher 

identified 10 key words or phrases from the interview transcripts. The 10 key 

words or phrases were used to illustrate the data and were categorized together to 

establish patterns, which helped identify 11 major themes. 

When the 11 major themes were determined the researcher examined the 

interview transcripts again to identify overlap in themes. Table 2 identifies the 10 coded 

words or phrases associated with the identified themes from the interview transcripts. 

The table demonstrates the frequency of the identified words or phrases and shows the 

overlap of those words within multiple themes.  
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Table 1 

 Coded Words and Phrases 

Words/Phrases Example Quote 

Relationships/Representation “My 10th grade English teacher loved teaching and 
building relationships with her students. I am in 
school to be a teacher because of her.” 
 
“Relationships between schools, teachers, parents 
can make a world of difference.” 
 
“When students see people who look like them the 
connection can be made, it is representation.” 

Respect/Disrespect “If I am sitting in a class and I feel the teacher is 
disrespecting me, Imma walk out.” 
 
“It is about respect.  I am not going to be 
disrespected.” 

Listen “Listen, educate yourself and not just by reading a 
book or watching a movie, but wholistically. 
Listen to what others are saying.” 
 
“It is expected for the Black kids to lash out in 
anger, but historically speaking we do not resort to 
anger first. We didn’t chain up millions of White 
people. If adults would listen, it would take care of 
this issue most of the time.” 
 
“Black people have to give themselves credibility 
through education, so people will actually listen to 
them.” 
 

Trust “Teachers weren’t equipped or trained to teach 
differently.  They just taught everyone the same, 
with no concept of what we needed.  I had no trust 
in my teachers.” 
 
“This may be a generalization, but it seems most 
teachers do not think there are racial issues. There 
is no amount of training that can fix that. That 
breaks the trust for students of color.”  
 
“I still struggle to trust White people.” 

Community  “Being a part of the community, whether it is 
sports or clubs, they have to find at least one thing 
they are confident in. This community connection 
is key.” 
 
“Connection to your community can make the 
difference.  Not only connection to your 
community, but also making your school your 
community.” 
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Sports “I was only around people who looked like me 
when I played sports, but I took all honors courses 
and I was in speech and debate.” 
 
“Being characterized as an athlete just because I 
was Black.  Was I good at the sport(s), yeah sure, 
but that is just what I was seen as.  I didn’t have to 
try hard in school because I was good at football.” 
 
“I just played sports and coped.” 
 

Intentional “The history classes are super textbook and may 
be the problem with Missouri education. It gets put 
on the back burner, but it needs to be more 
intentional in history classes.  Most of my Black 
history came from my English classes.” 
 
“A kid growing up like me, it wasn’t a matter of 
me having more questions, it was what am I 
supposed to question? Teachers need to be more 
intentional in supporting students like me.” 
 
 
“Schools must be more intentional is preparing 
Black students for post-secondary experiences.” 
 

Stand up/Fight “I’ve had a run in with the school because my 
daughter, who was in first grade at the time, was 
being hit by multiple boys, with no repercussions. 
Other kids told her she was ugly because she is 
brown. I told the school if they wouldn’t take care 
of it, she would stand up for herself.” 
 
“My parents told me, if you have to, fight protect 
yourself, but don’t lose.  If you feel like you have 
to protect yourself, don’t lose.” 
 

Passed down/Telling “I remember those conversations when I first 
started driving. Make sure your wallet is available 
and in front of you, your hands are visible. I know 
the fear I have for my kids to start driving. Those 
conversations are passed down.” 
 
“My father telling me about walking through the 
wrong neighborhood, getting picked up by the 
police and told to never come back.” 
 
“In our community, as African Americans, 
grandparents and parents have experiences that 
they verbally pass down to their children. This 
often times affects the confidence of African 
Americans to succeed.” 
 
“I don’t want her to be bitter like me. I don’t want 
to pass that down.” 
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Took it/Took it on the chin “At the time I didn’t realize what was being said 
was racist, I just took it. Now looking back, yeah 
the jokes were racist or I was racially profiled.  I 
just thought it was normal.” 
 
“I understand why past generations took it on the 
chin, but I won’t raise my children that way.” 
 
“My mom was more of a turn the other cheek, take 
it on the chin. My dad was more of the start it, 
finish it, and keep moving.” 

Note: table 1 comprises coded words and phrases discovered during the research. 
 

Qualitative Results 

Trust, Diversity, Vicarious Trauma, and School Experiences 

The qualitative analysis of participants' narratives revealed a rich tapestry of 

experiences, capturing both the evolution of attitudes toward racial diversity and the 

interconnectedness of vicarious trauma with high school students' educational journeys. 

In the exploration of participants' narratives, a profound array of experiences emerged, 

each woven with nuances that illuminated the intricate dynamics of their lives.  

Collectively, the qualitative results offered a glimpse into the intricate mosaic of 

the African American experience. Trust, diversity, vicarious trauma, and school 

experiences are threads that interweave, creating a rich narrative that encapsulates the 

struggles, resilience, and aspirations of a community. This analysis stands as a testament 

to the power of individual stories to collectively shed light on shared themes, amplifying 

voices that too often remain unheard. Through this qualitative exploration, the research 

contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of the multi-dimensional layers that 

shape the African American journey and its interactions with education. 

Through the lens of qualitative analysis, the evolution of attitudes toward racial 

diversity took center stage, capturing the intricate transformations that occur within 
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individuals and communities over time. These narratives showcased the shifting 

paradigms of trust–how historical skepticism evolves into a more cautious but hopeful 

belief in the potential for genuine understanding and solidarity. 

As P2d poignantly noted, “Teachers weren't equipped or trained to teach 

differently. They just taught everyone the same, with no concept of what we needed. I 

had no trust in my teachers.” This sentiment underscores the pivotal role that trust, or the 

lack thereof, plays in the educational journey. Another participant P2h emphasized this 

by saying, “This may be a generalization, but it seems most teachers do not think there 

are racial issues. There is no amount of training that can fix that. That breaks the trust for 

students of color.” Such sentiments reveal the profound impact of teachers' actions and 

attitudes on students' trust. 

Additionally, this narrative qualitative study unveiled the interconnectedness of 

vicarious trauma with the educational journeys of high school students. The narratives 

painted a vivid picture of how systemic struggles, injustices, and historical traumas 

reverberate through generations, shaping the experiences of young individuals navigating 

the complex terrain of education. These stories underscored how vicarious trauma, like a 

thread weaving through their lives, influences their perceptions of self-worth, belonging, 

and their place within the educational system. 

Furthermore, the school experiences shared within these narratives provided a 

canvas on which the broader themes of trust, diversity, and vicarious trauma were 

painted. The analysis shed light on the multifaceted interactions between students, 

educators, and the education system itself. From empowering teachers who recognize the 

significance of embracing diverse perspectives to students grappling with the weight of 
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inherited traumas, the school environment emerged as both a catalyst for growth and a 

battlefield for resilience. 

In conclusion, the narratives echoed the sentiment, “I still struggle to trust white 

people.” These narratives call for a deeper examination of trust, diversity, and vicarious 

trauma in educational institutions, fostering a more inclusive and empathetic 

environment. The insights gained from this qualitative study offer a path forward in 

transforming high school education into a space that nourishes both the intellect and the 

spirit." 

Evolving Perceptions of Diversity 

The exploration of participants' narratives within high school settings uncovered a 

remarkable evolution in their perceptions of diversity. At the outset, many shared stories 

unveiled a backdrop of skepticism and distrust directed toward racial groups that differed 

from their own. These initial attitudes were often rooted in the broader societal narratives, 

historical context, and even personal experiences that had shaped their understanding of 

the world.   

However, what emerged as a fascinating trajectory within these narratives is the 

transformation that unfolded as participants navigated high school environments. As they 

engaged in dialogues and forged relationships with peers from diverse racial 

backgrounds, their perspectives shifted. These interactions became a crucible of learning, 

revealing the intricate humanity that resides within every individual. The participants’ 

stories and experiences painted a vivid picture of how participants came to realize that 

racial groups, including their own, are not monolithic entities defined solely by 
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preconceived notions. Instead, they discovered that within every racial group, there exists 

a mosaic of unique stories, beliefs, and experiences. P1j stated,  

“I was in the gifted program.  I was the only Black person in the program. There 

is a thin line between a gifted kid and a troubled kid. Regarding transgenerational 

trauma, what I witnessed is teachers don’t recognize. There are a lot of gifted 

Black kids who are not in gifted program, who lash out.”   

On the other hand, P2c recognized that he was seen as an athlete and nothing more, so he 

embraced it, “I just played sports and coped.” 

In essence, the evolution of perceptions unveiled within these narratives 

showcased the power of human connection and open dialogue in dismantling biases. 

High school settings, despite their challenges, emerged as microcosms of transformation, 

where individuals experienced a shift from skepticism to understanding. These narratives 

echoed the profound impact of relationships in nurturing empathy and fostering the 

recognition of shared humanity, irrespective of racial backgrounds. 

The exploration of evolving perceptions of diversity not only illuminated personal 

growth but also underscored the importance of diverse educational environments. The 

narratives presented within this context attested to the potential for high school settings to 

serve as fertile grounds for the cultivation of tolerance, understanding, and the celebration 

of differences. By recognizing the evolution of participants' perceptions, the research 

contributed to the ongoing discourse on the transformative power of education in shaping 

inclusive, empathetic, and diverse societies. 
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Vicarious Trauma’s Ripple Effect 

A poignant undercurrent that surfaced within participants' narratives was the 

profound impact of vicarious trauma–a phenomenon characterized by the emotional 

aftershocks triggered by exposure to others' traumatic experiences. Within the context of 

high school environments, this phenomenon took on a particularly resonant significance, 

echoing the interconnectedness of the school community.  

The exploration of vicarious trauma's impact within the context of high school 

environments unveils intriguing differences in its effects across age groups. While both 

30-to-60-year-olds and 19-to-25-year-olds share the exposure to others' traumatic 

experiences, the way this exposure reverberated through their lives differed significantly. 

For 30-to-60-year-olds, the narratives revealed a distinct emotional resilience, shaped by 

their experiences within a different societal landscape. Many recounted a prevailing sense 

of emotional detachment–a coping mechanism forged during times when conversations 

about racial discrimination and systemic injustices were shrouded in silence or muted by 

prevailing norms. This age group, having navigated their formative years during periods 

marked by limited dialogue, exhibited a more stoic demeanor when confronted with 

vicarious trauma. Their responses often gravitated towards self-reliance, reflective of an 

era when communal sharing of emotional burdens was less common. P1d expressed, “At 

the time I didn’t realize what was being said was racist, I just took it. Now looking back, 

yeah the jokes were racist or I was racially profiled.  I just thought it was normal.”

 Conversely, the impact on 19-to-25-year-olds was characterized by heightened 

emotional immediacy. Growing up in an era marked by the proliferation of social media 

and a greater emphasis on open conversations about social issues, this age group  
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demonstrates a greater emotional resonance with the traumatic experiences of their peers. 

The narratives portrayed a generation that carries the weight of these shared traumas 

more openly, leading to a profound sense of emotional interconnectivity. Their responses 

to vicarious trauma are marked by a willingness to express emotions more freely and a 

heightened drive to enact change within their immediate environments. P2g stated, “I 

understand why past generations took it on the chin, but I won’t raise my children that 

way.” 

The differentiation in impact between these age groups underscores the interplay 

of generational experiences. The 30-to-60-year-olds' emotional resilience was a testament 

to the era in which they grew up, marked by the suppression of emotions in favor of 

conformity. On the other hand, the emotional immediacy exhibited by 19-to-25-year-olds 

resonated with a time of increased dialogue and emotional sharing. 

By recognizing these generational distinctions, the research contributes to a 

deeper understanding of how vicarious trauma interacts with generational experiences, 

shaping emotional responses and coping mechanisms. This differentiation underscores 

the fluid nature of trauma's impact and highlights the importance of considering 

generational factors when designing supportive environments that address the emotional 

complexities within school communities. 

Impact on School Experiences 
 

The connection between vicarious trauma and school experiences comes to the 

forefront within the narratives shared by participants. Notably, Subgroup B, consisting of 

18-to-25-year-olds, illuminated a compelling connection between vicarious trauma and 

their educational journeys. Their stories showcased how the emotional echoes of 
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vicarious trauma could ripple through the corridors of learning, profoundly influencing 

their emotional well-being, concentration, and overall engagement within the classrooms. 

P2a remembered, “I hated sitting in class listening to teachers talk about things they 

didn’t know nothing about.  I wanted to crawl outta my skin. I would just walk out and 

then of course I would be in trouble.”  Participants in this age group recounted instances 

where the emotional weight of vicarious trauma cast a shadow over their academic 

pursuits.  

The narratives illustrated how vicarious trauma, often triggered by witnessing or 

hearing about the racial discrimination and injustices faced by their peers and others 

within their racial landscape, seeped into their daily lives, including their educational 

environments. This emotional infiltration was not confined to mere feelings of empathy; 

it manifested as a tangible emotional burden, affecting their emotional resilience and 

overall focus. The impact on emotional well-being was palpable. The emotional toll of 

vicarious trauma could lead to heightened levels of stress, anxiety, and even emotional 

exhaustion, which could subsequently hinder students' ability to fully engage with their 

studies. As they absorbed the emotional struggles of their peers, their own emotional 

landscapes became intricate tapestries, interwoven with the experiences of others. 

Moreover, the connection between vicarious trauma and concentration became 

evident. The narratives illuminated moments when students found it challenging to 

concentrate on their studies, their minds preoccupied by the emotional distress of those 

within the African American community. This diversion of attention not only affected 

their academic performance but also compounded their own emotional well-being, 

creating a cyclical interplay between vicarious trauma and educational experiences. 
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The collective emotional state of the school environment emerged as a pivotal factor. The 

narratives highlighted how the emotional well-being of students, collectively influenced 

by vicarious trauma, could impact the overall dynamics of the educational space. The 

emotional resonance within the school community held the potential to either enhance or 

impede the learning environment, underscoring the interconnectedness of emotional well-

being and academic success. 

Subgroup B, composed of 18-to-25-year-olds, voiced a shared sentiment of 

longing for emotional support within the school environment. As they grappled with the 

emotional weight of vicarious trauma, they sought solace in the presence of counselors 

who could provide guidance, empathy, and a safe space for emotional expression. 

However, their narratives painted a stark reality where such support seemed elusive. 

The absence of accessible counselors created a void that exacerbated the emotional 

challenges. The narratives illustrated how the emotional echoes of vicarious trauma were 

left unaddressed, leaving students grappling with their emotional turmoil in isolation. 

This void not only hindered emotional healing but also impacted their ability to fully 

engage with their studies. The lack of a supportive outlet perpetuated a cycle where 

emotional well-being, concentration, and academic engagement intertwined, often 

resulting in a downward spiral. 

The narratives within this context shine a spotlight on the critical role that 

counselors play in shaping school experiences for the current generation. The shared 

longing for accessible emotional support underscores the need for school environments to 

prioritize not only academic growth but also the holistic well-being of their students. The 

absence of accessible counselors reflects a missed opportunity to cultivate emotionally 



 

94 

supportive spaces that empower students to navigate the complexities of vicarious trauma 

while pursuing their educational aspirations. 

Within Subgroup A, comprised of individuals aged 30-to-60-year-olds, a distinct 

perspective on counselor support emerged from their narratives. Unlike their younger 

counterparts, these participants shared experiences marked by the absence of counselor 

support, but intriguingly, they also conveyed a nuanced sentiment that diverged from a 

desire for such relationships. Their stories unveiled a complex interplay between 

generational attitudes, self-reliance, and historical contexts.  P1h stated,  

“I didn’t go to a counselor. I was characterized as an athlete just because I was 

Black.  Was I good at the sport(s), yeah sure, but that is just what I was seen as.  I 

didn’t have to try hard in school because I was good at football.” 

These participants' narratives unveiled a notable contrast in their response to the 

lack of accessible counselors. While the absence of supportive relationships could have 

left them emotionally adrift, many expressed a sense of self-reliance that had been honed 

through a different societal landscape. Growing up during eras characterized by 

prevailing norms of emotional restraint and self-sufficiency, Subgroup A navigated their 

formative years without the expectation of, or perhaps even the inclination toward, 

seeking emotional support from counselors. 

Their narratives painted a portrait of individuals who had forged their emotional 

resilience through their unique generational experiences. For some, the absence of 

counselor relationships seemed almost fitting within the narrative of their lives–a 

narrative that celebrated individual strength, stoicism, and a certain degree of emotional 
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detachment. This perspective, shaped by historical and societal contexts, offered a 

window into their personal attitudes towards emotional support. 

In summary, Subgroup A's narratives reveal a thought-provoking dynamic that 

sets them apart from their younger counterparts. While the absence of accessible 

counselors remained a common thread, their nuanced response shed light on the complex 

interplay between generational attitudes, historical contexts, and emotional self-reliance. 

By acknowledging these distinct perspectives, the research adds depth to the discourse 

surrounding counselor support, highlighting the diverse ways in which individuals from 

different age groups approach emotional well-being and the role of counselors within 

their journeys. 

Support Environments as a Counterforce 
 
 In the midst of the intricate challenges posed by the reverberations of 

transgenerational and vicarious trauma, participants underscored a transformative 

counterforce that could wield a profound impact–the presence of supportive 

environments. Within their narratives, schools that actively cultivated environments 

characterized by openness, empathy, and emotional resources emerged as key 

protagonists in mitigating the negative effects of vicarious trauma. P2j stated, “It wasn’t 

often, but when I could connect with someone, an adult who got it I was able to hold on 

to some hope I could overcome.” 

Participants' stories cast a spotlight on the remarkable power of schools that 

prioritized open dialogues. These spaces were marked by an environment that encouraged 

students to engage in candid conversations about racial discrimination, injustices, and 

shared emotional struggles that reverberated through their lives. In these discussions, the 
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emotional echoes of vicarious trauma found a channel for expression, enabling students 

to unburden themselves and share their experiences with peers who understood the 

emotional complexity. P2b expressed, “I had one teacher who listened, really listened to 

understand, and learn.  This allowed us to be vulnerable and share our voice”.  

The availability of mental health resources emerged as another pivotal aspect of 

supportive environments. Schools that recognized the importance of emotional well-

being proactively provided access to counselors, therapists, and mental health 

professionals. These resources offered a lifeline to those navigating the emotional 

turbulence wrought by vicarious trauma. Students could find solace in spaces where their 

emotions were met with understanding, empathy, and guidance–a stark contrast to the 

isolation that absence of support often engendered. 

Furthermore, the creation of safe spaces for discussions provided a sanctuary 

where students could process their experiences and emotions without fear of judgment. 

These spaces were marked by a collective commitment to listen, share, and heal together. 

Within these circles, participants discovered the power of shared narratives–stories that 

not only validated their emotions but also allowed them to tap into a collective strength, 

born out of the realization that they were not alone in their struggles. In essence, the 

narratives within this context underlined the catalytic role that supportive environments 

play in countering the effects of vicarious trauma. Schools that prioritize open dialogues, 

mental health resources, and safe spaces foster an atmosphere where emotional 

expression is not just encouraged, but nurtured. By providing avenues for emotional 

healing, these environments enable students to process their experiences, foster 

resilience, and continue their educational journeys with renewed focus and determination. 
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In conclusion, the concept of supportive environments as a counterforce is an 

illuminating thread that runs through participants' narratives. It underscores the 

transformative potential of schools to become sanctuaries where vicarious trauma's 

impact can be mitigated. By embracing these principles, educational institutions can 

contribute to the holistic growth of students, nurturing emotional well-being and 

empowering them to navigate the complexities of vicarious trauma while pursuing 

academic excellence. 

Educational Resilience and Empowerment 
 
 The exploration of participants' narratives unveiled a tapestry woven with threads 

of educational resilience and empowerment, revealing an inspiring portrait of individuals 

who dared to navigate the labyrinth of vicarious trauma with unwavering determination. 

Amidst the challenges posed by the emotional reverberations of trauma, they 

demonstrated a remarkable capacity to not only endure but also to thrive.  

Central to this narrative was the notion of peer support. Participants recognized 

that they were not traversing this emotional terrain alone. Amidst the echoes of vicarious 

trauma, they sought solace in the companionship of peers who shared their experiences. 

These relationships became pillars of support, offering spaces where emotions could be 

expressed, shared, and understood without judgment. The narratives emphasized how the 

collective strength within these connections became a lifeline, reminding participants that 

they were not solitary travelers on this emotional journey. 

Creative outlets emerged as another dynamic facet of educational resilience. 

Participants sought refuge in artistic expression, whether through writing, art, music, or 

other creative avenues. These outlets provided a cathartic escape, enabling them to 
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channel their emotions into tangible forms of self-expression. Through their creative 

endeavors, they not only found release but also discovered a means of reclaiming agency 

over their emotional landscapes.  P1d expressed his belief that finding that one thing, that 

outlet to build confidence, was a key to success. “Being a part of the community, whether 

it is sports or clubs, they have to find at least one thing they are confident in. This 

community connection is key.” 

On the other hand, participants revealed a stark reality of limited awareness and 

access to resources within their school environments. Many struggled to engage with 

counselors, faced barriers while seeking mental health services, and encountered 

challenges in tapping into available support networks. This lack of proactive support 

underscored the uphill battle they faced in terms of emotional well-being, highlighting 

the disparities in the tools at their disposal to navigate the complex challenges posed by 

vicarious trauma. P2d stated, “I didn’t even know how to navigate the school system.  

When you are one of three Black people, you don’t just put yourself out there.” 

Empowerment emerged as a recurring theme within these narratives. Despite the 

emotional turmoil, participants recognized their agency to shape their educational 

experiences. They understood that while external factors might influence their emotional 

landscape, they retained the power to engage, learn, and grow. This empowerment was an 

active choice-a conscious decision to rise above the emotional echoes of vicarious trauma 

and embrace the possibilities of education. In essence, the concept of educational 

resilience and empowerment offers a profound insight into the human spirit's ability to 

weather storms and emerge stronger. The narratives showcase individuals who, despite 

grappling with vicarious trauma, crafted paths of resilience marked by peer support and 
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creative expression, despite the absence of available resources within their school 

environments. Their stories serve as beacons of hope, demonstrating that even in the face 

of emotional challenges, empowerment remains a beacon guiding the way to 

transformative educational experiences. 

Analysis of Data 

Themes, Patterns, and Relationships 
 

In a thought-provoking exchange, the conversation navigated a complex web of 

interconnected themes and each shed light on different facets of the African American 

experience. These nine themes form the building blocks of a narrative that delved into 

historical struggles, community empowerment, educational disparities, trust dynamics, 

family dynamics, racial identity, and the socioeconomic landscape.  

Rooted in the enduring struggles and historical trauma faced by the African American 

community, the research began by exploring how these challenges have shaped both 

individuals and entire generations. As the discourse unfolded, the conversations delved 

into the roles of nonprofit efforts, education, and cultural understanding as means to 

empower and uplift the community from within. Amidst this, the influence of sports, 

clubs, and church emerged as influential pillars in fostering identity, unity, and a sense of 

belonging. These themes intertwined, presenting a holistic picture of the intricate 

relationships that define the African American experience, where history, identity, and 

aspirations intersect against a backdrop of systemic challenges and remarkable resilience. 

Historical Microaggressions and Discrimination  

     The interviews and roundtable discussion unveiled the challenges and trauma 

experienced by individuals and communities, with a particular focus on the historical 
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struggles of the African American community and their profound, multigenerational 

impacts. This overarching theme of struggle and trauma provides a significant 

perspective through which to examine the African American experience. It resonates 

deeply with the historical context of systemic injustices and pervasive discrimination 

endured by African Americans over generations. 

P1c's testimony exemplifies the ongoing racial challenges faced within high 

school experiences. They shared, "Yeah, there were always racial jokes being told, but 

you know you just took it on the chin and moved on. They were my friends." This 

statement underscores the prevalence of racial jokes and microaggressions, even within 

friendships, which, rather than being addressed, were often tolerated. 

Similarly, P2f's high school experience offers a poignant illustration of this theme. 

They expressed discomfort with teachers singling them out to answer questions about 

slavery and "Black" history topics, saying, "I hated it when teachers used me to answer 

questions about slavery or other 'Black' history things. It made me uncomfortable." This 

sheds light on how the educational environment itself can become a source of trauma 

when individuals are singled out based on their racial background. 

These firsthand accounts vividly emphasize the ongoing challenges faced by 

African Americans, impacting various aspects of their lives, including their educational 

experiences, all within the broader theme of struggle and trauma. The theoretical 

frameworks of socio-cultural theory and the polyvagal theory offer insights into how 

these historical traumas influence high school experiences, emotional well-being, and the 

necessity for culturally sensitive and empathetic educational environments. 
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Nonprofit and Empowerment 

Community leaders discussed their involvement in nonprofit organizations and 

their efforts to meet people where they are, understanding their unique struggles and 

providing support. The theme of nonprofit and empowerment brings to the forefront the 

impactful role that nonprofit organizations play in the African American community. The 

conversations resonated with stories of community leaders who have dedicated 

themselves to addressing the multifaceted challenges faced by individuals within the 

African American community. These leaders stand as beacons of empowerment, 

embodying a commitment to not only understanding the struggles that define the African 

American experience but also actively working to uplift and empower individuals on 

their journey toward progress.  

P1a explained, "Me coming from the struggle, understanding the trauma, I take a 

different approach than the NAACP, I mean you don't see many Black women who have 

a nonprofit. I really do try to meet them [kids] where they're at." The conversations 

delved into the strategies employed by nonprofit leaders to bridge the gap between 

systemic challenges and community needs. They emphasized the significance of meeting 

individuals where they are–not merely recognizing their struggles from an external 

standpoint, but truly comprehending the intricacies of their experiences. This 

understanding forms the foundation upon which these nonprofit organizations tailor their 

support, offering solutions that resonate with the unique narratives of African Americans. 

P1a added, 

"When our youth see a parent struggling, when they see a Caucasian person who 

has more power than them, maybe a teacher, it might be all these programs with 
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Caucasian people that really want to help us, but they don't really know how to 

approach us... They misunderstand. I am a very assertive person, and they think I 

am rude, but that is just how we talk, how we interact. I meet the kids where they 

are; I have to talk to them like I'm their mom because, again, my skin color, where 

I come from, I can relate to them on a whole different level."  

These nonprofit leaders demonstrate the power of cultural competence and socio-

cultural understanding, adhering to the principles of the polyvagal theory in creating safe 

and supportive spaces for the community they serve. Through their work, they empower 

African American individuals by addressing not only their material needs but also their 

emotional well-being, recognizing the intersectionality of these factors.  The 

empowerment aspect of this theme is especially poignant. The discussions revealed how 

these community leaders go beyond providing temporary aid; they equip individuals with 

the tools, knowledge, and support necessary to break the cycle of historical struggles. 

This empowerment-driven approach instills a sense of agency within the African 

American community, enabling them to take ownership of their narratives and redefine 

their trajectories. 

Furthermore, the theme of nonprofit and empowerment highlighted the profound 

intersectionality of these efforts. Community leaders recognized that empowerment 

encompasses not only addressing socioeconomic disparities but also embracing cultural 

heritage and identity and fostering a sense of belonging. By creating safe spaces and 

support systems, nonprofit organizations enable African Americans to recognize their 

intrinsic worth and potential, and in doing so, lay the groundwork for sustainable change. 
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Ultimately, this theme underscored the vital role of nonprofits as vehicles of 

positive transformation. They serve as catalysts for change within the African American 

community, offering a comprehensive and holistic approach to addressing challenges. 

Through the empowerment-driven initiatives discussed, nonprofit leaders exemplify how 

empathy, understanding, and support can collectively pave the way for a more equitable 

and empowered future. 

Cultural Invisibility and Underrepresentation 
 

The discussions shed light on the significant role of education as a gateway to 

better opportunities within the African American experience. The themes of education 

and opportunity underscore the transformative power of education, serving as a path to 

upward mobility, a catalyst for breaking the cycle of historical struggles, and an avenue 

for expanding horizons. It is celebrated as a tool capable of breaking down 

socioeconomic barriers, creating new avenues of opportunity that were previously 

perceived as unattainable. 

However, beneath this optimism, there is an acknowledgement of the systemic 

challenges that impede equal access to quality education. These conversations unveiled 

the structural inequalities that persist, including unequal school funding, racial biases 

entrenched in educational systems, and limited resources available to underserved 

communities. This awareness serves as a sobering reminder that, despite education 

offering hope, systemic hurdles can thwart progress and perpetuate historical disparities. 

The narrative interwoven in this theme emphasizes the interplay of education and 

empowerment. Participants underscored the value of not just traditional education but 

also culturally relevant and inclusive learning experiences. Recognizing the unique needs 
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and perspectives of African American students, educators can create an environment that 

fosters confidence, self-expression, and a sense of belonging, all of which contribute to 

holistic empowerment. 

Moreover, the themes of education and opportunity serve as a rallying cry for 

reforming educational systems. They emphasize the necessity of addressing inequities, 

advocating for fair funding, and amplifying voices that champion inclusive curricula. 

These discussions underscore the importance of comprehensive efforts extending beyond 

the classroom, initiatives challenging systemic norms and paving the way for a more just 

educational landscape. As P1g aptly stated, "I speak the language of power, in order to 

get a seat at the table, so I can be a disruptor." 

Notably, participants in both subgroups expressed their dissatisfaction with the 

lack of representation of their cultural backgrounds in the curriculum and school 

activities, highlighting the theme of cultural invisibility and underrepresentation. The 

absence of diversity in textbooks, teaching staff, and extracurricular activities led to 

feelings of alienation and disengagement from the learning process.  P1a, for instance, 

remarked, "There were no Black or Brown teachers where I went to school. I didn't really 

think about it, but yeah, no one looked like me." This statement emphasizes the need for 

more diverse teaching staff to create a sense of representation and belonging for Black 

and Brown students. 

Similarly, P2c expressed their frustration, saying, "The history they teach us is 

false, so I didn't like those classes because I felt angry, and if I tried to voice my opinion, 

I was shut down." This sentiment underlines the importance of inclusive and accurate 

curricula that align with the experiences and perspectives of Black and Brown students, 
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addressing cultural misunderstandings and underrepresentation. P1e further contributed 

to this perspective, asking, "Who wrote those tests? Who created it? Trying to block out 

our history.  Kids aren't going for any of this, they are more outlandish, more outspoken."  

This resonates with the experiences of Subgroup 2, underscoring the need to 

address historical cultural invisibility, underrepresentation, and their enduring impacts in 

the African American community. These testimonies reinforce the urgent need for more 

inclusive and representative educational practices, further emphasizing the theme of 

education and opportunity and the pressing call to reform educational systems, 

recognizing the intertwined theme of cultural misunderstanding and underrepresentation. 

It is crucial to acknowledge and rectify these issues for a more equitable and inclusive 

educational experience. 

Trust and Cultural Understanding 
 
 The themes of trust and cultural understanding unveiled the intricate dynamics 

that shape relationships, perceptions, and interactions within the African American 

community. Trust, a cornerstone of any community's fabric, emerged as a central 

concern. The conversations emphasized how historical and contemporary betrayals have 

sown seeds of skepticism, leading to a heightened awareness of the intentions of 

individuals outside the community. 

P1a's reflection offered a powerful perspective:  

"I've had to do a lot of growing and a lot of learning. Because I am one of those 

who never trusted a White person. I never knew how, because you know from 

teachers, to DFS. Like I grew up my whole life like the White man's gonna come 

in and they're gonna take advantage of us."   
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Within this context, the theme also brought to light the fact that 50% of the 

participants felt that stereotypes affected their access to academic courses. These negative 

stereotypes created feelings of inferiority and anxiety, and they also established a fear of 

confirming those stereotypes, which they felt undermined their self-esteem and 

performance. 

P1b shared their experience, saying, "Black people were seen as athletic, so I 

embraced it and let it get me to college," illustrating the impact of stereotypes on 

academic pursuits. P2d's perspective further underscored this issue: "Everyone thought I 

should be an athlete, and my intelligence was downplayed, or not even recognized." This 

statement reflects the frustration of individuals who face stereotypes that disregard their 

intellectual potential. 

This theme raised the crucial question of whether those who profess to help truly 

comprehend the nuances of the struggles, resilience, and aspirations that define the 

African American experience.  Within this context, the call for genuine cultural 

understanding rings loud and clear. Participants articulated the need for individuals 

outside the community to undertake the essential work of understanding the historical 

context, cultural nuances, and lived experiences that shape the African American 

narrative. The conversations underscored the necessity of avoiding superficiality and 

embracing a more profound appreciation for the community's heritage, values, and 

aspirations. 

At the heart of this theme lies a powerful plea for the preservation of culture 

rather than its appropriation. Participants illuminated how elements of African American 

culture, often deeply rooted in historical struggles and unique celebrations, have been co-
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opted and commodified. The conversations offer a poignant reminder that cultural 

understanding must not be a mere transaction; rather, it requires a genuine and respectful 

embrace of the community's rich cultural tapestry.  Moreover, the narrative within this 

theme extended beyond the individual level to systemic dimensions. The theme 

underscored how institutional practices, media portrayals, and historical narratives have 

shaped perceptions both within and outside the African American community. This 

theme emphasized the significance of dismantling stereotypes, dispelling misconceptions, 

and fostering empathetic cross-cultural dialogues that promote mutual respect. 

P1a's perspective on skin tone bias echoes the sentiment: "Generationally it is 

how light your skin is even to fit in and even get into a door, to get a better education. In 

our community, our people have been groomed to believe, you look White you can fit in 

or you're too light you think you're cute."  In essence, the themes of trust and cultural 

understanding encapsulated the complex web of trust, respect, and shared narratives. It 

served as a call for authenticity and empathy in relationships–an acknowledgment that 

building trust goes hand in hand with fostering genuine understanding. The conversations 

within these themes underlined the power of active listening, empathetic engagement, 

and the critical importance of preserving culture through respectful engagement rather 

than appropriation. By shining a light on these dynamics, the research contributes to the 

ongoing conversation about fostering harmonious relationships that honor, respect, and 

elevate the African American experience. 
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Mental Health and Trauma 
 

Within the overarching tapestry of themes, the themes of Mental Health and 

Trauma stands out as a poignant exploration of the intricate effects of racial 

discrimination and vicarious trauma within the African American community. 

Subgroup 1 within this theme did not perceive racial discrimination as a significant 

impediment to their academic success. They also believed that generational trauma, while 

not a direct obstacle to success, profoundly shaped their worldview. Instead, they 

attributed their achievements to external influences, which played pivotal roles in their 

academic and life successes. These included the church, participation in sports and 

Speech and Debate, and engagement in gifted programs. 

P1g shared a personal account within Subgroup 1, reflecting on their involvement 

in Speech and Debate:  

"Speech and Debate is where I put my focus. I was really the only Black person in 

Speech and Debate, and yes, there were microaggressions. One time I was leaving 

for a quick minute and one of my braids fell out. When I came back, they had 

attached my braid to the fan. They thought it was funny, but I was embarrassed 

and angry." P1g's experience illustrates the strength of individuals in the face of 

adversity, using their passions as a source of empowerment. 

In contrast, Subgroup 2 within the mental health and trauma theme described 

experiences of racial discrimination and vicarious trauma, which, in turn, caused 

significant mental health issues. These struggles had a profound impact on their ability to 

focus on academics and succeed in school. Additionally, family issues emerged as a 

major theme within this subgroup when discussing academic focus and success. 
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P2a, from Subgroup 2, shared their feelings of mistrust, stating, "I just don't trust 

most White people, and most of my teachers are White. It made me feel edgy, and I just 

didn't want to listen to them talk." P2a's perspective highlights the complex interplay 

between personal experiences, racial dynamics, and mental health within the African 

American community. 

The theme of mental health and trauma sheds light on the varying responses to 

racial discrimination, generational trauma, and the subsequent impact on mental well-

being and academic success. It underscores the need for comprehensive support 

structures and understanding to address the diverse mental health experiences within the 

community. 

Support Systems 

Nestled within the broader fabric of themes, the theme of support systems 

unravels a distinctive tapestry of the African American experience, highlighting the 

presence or absence of supportive educators, mentors, and programs tailored to address 

their needs. 

In Subgroup 1, 7 out of 10 participants expressed that they did not have the 

presence of supportive educators, mentors, or programs specifically designed to address 

their needs within their educational journey. However, they found solace in outside 

support systems. For Subgroup 1, external sources of support played a pivotal role in 

their lives. P1f, for example, explained, "I didn't seek out help from teachers or 

administrators. I had family, my church, and coaches that I sought guidance from." These 

external networks provided crucial support, compensating for the absence of formal 

support systems within the educational environment. 
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In Subgroup 2, 7 out of 10 participants similarly felt the lack of supportive 

educators, mentors, and programs tailored to their needs. However, unlike Subgroup 1, 

they stated that outside resources were nonexistent for them. This marked a significant 

gap in their experience. P2a, from Subgroup 2, shared their perspective: "I mean there 

was a teacher I could go to their class and hang out with, but to really understand my 

struggles, no. There weren't any outside resources or support systems, at least that I knew 

about." P2a's words shed light on the dearth of external resources, emphasizing the 

challenges faced by some members of the African American community in accessing 

vital support networks.  Furthermore, Subgroup 2 also indicated that they felt 

disrespected by teachers, resulting in feelings of anxiety and anger. This sentiment 

underscored the need for respectful and empathetic interactions within educational 

settings. 

The theme of support systems amplifies the importance of establishing robust 

support structures within educational institutions to ensure that all students have access to 

the resources and mentors they need. It also highlights the critical role of external support 

networks in compensating for the shortcomings of formal systems. The experiences 

within this theme serve as a call to action for a more inclusive and supportive educational 

landscape, where students can thrive and reach their full potential. 

Family and Fatherhood 

Personal stories of family struggles and the impact of transgenerational and 

vicarious racial trauma on an individual's ability to be a parent were discussed, shedding 

light on the broader issue of family dynamics in challenging circumstances and the 

connection to education. These narratives offer a deep dive into the complexities of 
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familial bonds within the African American experience, guided by the lens of socio-

cultural theory. 

In the conversations, deeply personal stories emerged, each one a testament to the 

endurance of families amidst adversity. P1a's story underscores this theme: "My father 

got my mother pregnant and then left. He had come back from the military addicted to 

drugs and still struggles with this today." This personal account highlights the 

complexities of family relationships, impacted by systemic challenges, and reflects the 

essence of socio-cultural theory, which emphasizes the role of the surrounding cultural 

context in shaping individual experiences and family dynamics. 

The themes unveiled not only the struggles but also the moments of resilience that 

define family dynamics. Particularly striking are the discussions surrounding the 

transgenerational and vicarious trauma that reverberates through generations, casting a 

long shadow over the ability of individuals to fulfill their roles as parents. P2e's reflection 

stands out: "My dad didn't value education because of his experiences in school. They 

were negative experiences, and he didn't even finish high school." This sentiment 

underlined the intergenerational impact of school experiences on families and 

communities, highlighting how negative experiences can perpetuate educational 

disparities, a concept central to socio-cultural theory. 

The themes underscored the profound impact of transgenerational and vicarious 

trauma on family dynamics, influenced by the broader socio-cultural context. These 

narratives revealed how historical and systemic traumas, experienced directly or 

indirectly, can shape the perceptions, behaviors, and relationships of individuals within 

families. The conversations illuminated how this trauma can ripple through generations, 
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influencing parenting styles, emotional availability, and even educational aspirations, all 

deeply embedded in socio-cultural norms. 

Furthermore, the themes of family and fatherhood established a profound link 

between these dynamics and education, recognizing the socio-cultural underpinnings of 

these relationships. The discussions revealed how the impact of trauma can be 

interwoven with educational pursuits, shaping aspirations, and influencing the way 

education is valued within families. The themes emphasized how the challenges faced by 

African American families extend beyond the familial unit, influencing educational 

opportunities and expectations, and how these, in turn, affect family dynamics, all of 

which are inextricably tied to socio-cultural influences. 

The narratives within this theme underscored that family is not only a unit of 

shared experiences but also a repository of historical struggles and resilience, all deeply 

rooted in socio-cultural contexts. By shedding light on the complexities of family and 

fatherhood through the lens of socio-cultural theory, the conversations transcended 

individual experiences to unveil broader societal dynamics. The theme ultimately served 

as a reminder that the African American experience is a tapestry woven with threads of 

triumphs and challenges, resilience, and trauma, all of which intersect within the intimate 

space of family, continually influenced by socio-cultural factors. 

In essence, the theme of family and fatherhood, as viewed through the socio-

cultural theory, transcended personal stories to illuminate how the legacy of 

transgenerational and vicarious trauma intertwines with family dynamics and education, 

highlighting the crucial role of socio-cultural contexts. It portrayed the intricacies of 

intergenerational relationships and the profound impact of systemic challenges, all of 
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which contribute to the multi-dimensional landscape of the African American experience, 

profoundly shaped by socio-cultural norms and values. Through these narratives, the 

research contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of the interplay between 

family, education, and the enduring pursuit of progress within the community, as seen 

through the socio-cultural theory. 

Race and Identity 
 

The theme of Race and Identity delves into the intricate and multifaceted nature 

of racial identity within the African American community. The participants perceived 

that their identity somewhat played a role in shaping their high school experiences and 

academic outcomes. In Subgroup 1, 8 out of 10 participants derived meaning from their 

ability to maintain their cultural identity while navigating an educational system that did 

not always reflect their backgrounds. This highlighted the resilience and determination of 

individuals who sought to uphold their identity within an educational landscape that did 

not always fully recognize their cultural diversity.  

Conversely, in Subgroup 2, 6 out of 10 participants also derived meaning from 

their ability to maintain their cultural identity while navigating an educational system that 

did not always reflect their backgrounds. P2g's perspective illustrated the challenges 

faced by some members of Subgroup 2: "Sitting in class just made me mad because I felt 

like my identity was downplayed and misunderstood. No teacher wanted to hear what we 

had to say, so we just stayed quiet or didn't go to class." This sentiment highlighted the 

tensions and frustrations experienced when racial identity is not fully acknowledged 

within the educational environment. 
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The theme of race and identity intricately unraveled the complexities of how 

individuals perceive themselves and are perceived by society based on their racial 

identity. It emphasized that racial identity is not static, but a tapestry woven from 

personal experiences, societal perceptions, and historical legacies. Central to this theme 

was the concept of racial socialization, which plays a profound role in shaping how 

individuals understand themselves and navigate the world. The conversations unveiled 

how African American individuals are socialized into comprehending the significance of 

their racial identity, often guided by familial teachings, historical knowledge, and 

community experiences. These narratives shed light on the nuanced ways in which 

individuals grapple with understanding their place in a society that often frames identity 

through a racial lens.  A particularly poignant aspect of this theme was the exploration of 

how varying skin tones influence social acceptance within the African American 

community. Conversations revealed that the shade of one's skin can carry a weighty 

significance, reflecting historical hierarchies perpetuated by systemic racism. P1a said, 

“You too Black, or you too White you think your cute”.  The theme emphasized that even 

within a community that shares a common heritage, the spectrum of skin tones can 

trigger complex feelings of belonging, exclusion, and internalized biases.  

Furthermore, the theme deepened understanding of how these perceptions of race 

and identity ripple through various aspects of life, including educational experiences. The 

narratives revealed how one's racial identity can influence not only how they perceive 

themselves but also how they are perceived by educators, peers, and institutions. The 

theme accentuated that education is not just about acquiring knowledge; it's also about 

navigating a system that interacts with one's racial identity in profound ways. 
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Ultimately, the theme of race and identity encapsulated a dynamic interplay 

between personal experiences, societal perceptions, and the concept of racial 

socialization. The conversations delved into the nuances of how African American 

individuals negotiate their sense of self within a racially charged society and how these 

perceptions manifest within the educational landscape. By unraveling these intricacies, 

the research contributed to a deeper understanding of how race and identity intersect, 

affecting self-perception, community belonging, and educational trajectories within the 

African American experience. 

Supportive Environment and Visibility in Schools 

The themes of supportive environment and visibility in school sheds light on the 

experiences of African-American participants within their educational institutions. It is 

noteworthy that while 7 out of 20 participants felt that the school personnel and staff 

fostered an inclusive and supportive environment, the majority held a contrasting view, 

highlighting the need for greater inclusivity. 

The experiences of Subgroup 1, who felt a sense of inclusivity, reflected the 

positive impact of a supportive school environment. However, many of the participants 

expressed a desire for more visibility during their school experiences. They believed that 

being seen and heard could have altered their school outcomes, underscoring the critical 

role of recognition in students' academic journeys. 

P2c's experience illustrated the challenges faced by those who felt ignored within 

the educational setting: "I was absent quite a bit, but when I was in class, I felt ignored, 

and like the teacher was punishing me for not being at school every day. This just 

provoked me to walk out of class." P2c's story highlights the negative impact of not 
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feeling seen and heard within the classroom, which can lead to disengagement and 

adverse academic outcomes. 

The theme of supportive environment in schools is a call to action for schools to 

create an environment where all students feel recognized, valued, and supported. It 

emphasizes the critical role that visibility and inclusion play in fostering a positive 

educational experience, ultimately impacting academic outcomes and personal growth. 

The experiences shared within this theme contribute to a broader conversation about the 

importance of recognizing and amplifying the voices of Black and Brown students within 

the educational landscape. 

Economic Status, Socioeconomic Inequality, and School Experiences 

The themes of economic status and socioeconomic inequality reveal the complex 

interplay between economic well-being, racial dynamics, and school experiences within 

the African American community. Participants brought to light the multifaceted impacts 

of economic disparities on their educational journeys, emphasizing the importance of 

addressing these issues to create a more inclusive and equitable educational environment. 

The theme underscores how economic disparities can directly affect school 

experiences, influencing access to educational resources, extracurricular activities, and 

even basic necessities like school supplies. Additionally, it highlights that the perception 

of economic status can intersect with the experience of race within the educational 

landscape, shaping how students are perceived by peers and educators and affecting the 

level of support and recognition they receive. 

 



 

117 

One participant, P1i, provided a telling anecdote that encapsulates this intricate 

relationship: 

"When everyone is making money and paying their bills, they don't care what 

their neighbor is doing. But if that person loses their job, but the guy next door 

doesn't, then it becomes a race thing. He didn't lose his job because he is Black or 

he is white, and they fired me because I am Black." 

 P1h's narrative highlights the profound impact of economic circumstances on 

perceptions of race and the interconnectedness of these factors within the educational 

environment.  Recognizing the intersection of economic status, socioeconomic inequality, 

and school experiences, the research not only deepens our understanding of the complex 

dynamics at play but also underscores the imperative of addressing both economic 

disparities and racial inequalities. This understanding prompts a vital conversation about 

the need to provide equal access to resources and support for all students, irrespective of 

their economic background or racial identity, to foster an educational landscape that is 

truly equitable and inclusive. 

Sports, Clubs, and Church 
 

 In the broader tapestry of themes, the distinct influence of sports, clubs, and 

church emerged as pivotal anchors in the African American experience. The profound 

impact of sports, clubs, and the church emerged as essential pillars in the African 

American experience. These institutions, like threads, are interwoven, binding 

communities and individuals in meaningful ways that transcend challenges and divisions.  

Sports arenas, for instance, become hallowed grounds where aspirations took flight, 

and determination transcended racial boundaries. Here, not only do athletes showcase 
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excellence, but the spirit of unity and celebration unites diverse backgrounds in shared 

triumphs and defeats. As P1b stated, “Sports arenas stand as arenas of aspiration, where 

excellence and determination transcend racial divides, uniting communities in 

celebration. Learning to accept loss and building determination to succeed.” The arena 

becomes a classroom in accepting loss, nurturing resilience, and harnessing determination 

to succeed against all odds.  

Clubs create spaces of fellowship, fostering connections that reach beyond societal 

barriers, amplifying shared goals and voices. Clubs flourish as spaces of fellowship, 

acting as bridges that span societal barriers. These spaces amplify shared goals and 

collective voices, enabling participants to build lasting connections and alliances. In these 

clubs, the diversity of experiences converges into a chorus of shared aspirations, creating 

an environment where individuals find empowerment through unity. Each shared story, 

each collective aim, contributes to a broader narrative of strength, fostering a sense of 

community beyond the superficial divides.   

As such, church stands as a spiritual haven and communal hub, nurtures both personal 

growth and a profound sense of belonging. Within its walls, personal growth is nurtured, 

and a profound sense of belonging is cultivated. It offers solace in the face of adversity, 

providing a refuge where individuals can find meaning, healing, and purpose. The 

church's role extends beyond spirituality, shaping a collective identity that carries the 

weight of shared history, struggles, and triumphs. 

Collectively, these institutions are emblematic of unity and identity, resonating as 

anchors in the African American journey. Sports, clubs, and the church enrich the 

narrative of empowerment, underscoring the unity that emerges from shared purpose. 
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They not only offer spaces of respite but also cultivate a sense of belonging that weave 

together the individual stories within the broader community. Through their influence, 

the African American experience finds channels for expression, empowerment, and a 

shared journey towards progress. 

Conclusion 

The insightful and multidimensional narratives that have emerged from these 

conversations unveil a tapestry of the African American experience in high school. 

Through these themes, we gain profound insights into the challenges, resilience, systemic 

dynamics, and the lasting impact of these formative years, while considering the 

influences of vicarious and generational trauma within the framework of socio-cultural 

and polyvagal theories. 

Struggle and trauma emerge as central themes, offering a lens through which to 

examine the African American experience. These themes bring to the forefront historical 

struggles and systemic injustices, emphasizing their enduring impact on individuals and 

communities. P1d said, “There is a fine line between a gifted kid and a troubled kid.  

Teachers often see the Black kid as troubled, not gifted even if they are indeed gifted.” 

The emotional and psychological toll of these experiences is evident, calling for the 

recognition and healing of long-lasting trauma, which the socio-cultural theory suggests 

is deeply rooted in the socio-cultural context, where historical legacies shape the present. 

Education and opportunity underscore the transformative power of education 

within the African American experience. While participants recognize its potential, they 

reveal systemic challenges that hinder equal access. The theme serves as a call to reform 

educational systems, advocate for fair funding, and amplify voices that advocate for 
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inclusive curricula. P2i asked, “Who is creating the curriculum we learn in history? 

White people? There has to be a shift in thinking.”  Socio-cultural theory underscores the 

pivotal role of education in shaping the socio-cultural landscape, highlighting the need 

for a more inclusive and equitable educational environment. 

Trust and cultural understanding unveil the intricate dynamics that shape 

relationships, perceptions, and interactions within the African American community. It 

emphasizes the need for genuine cultural understanding and the preservation of culture, 

rather than appropriation. Trust and cultural understanding are woven together, with 

authenticity and empathy forming the foundation of meaningful relationships. P1a said, 

“I still struggle to trust White people.  I have come a long way, but I don’t trust a lot of 

White people”. Within the polyvagal theory, these connections emphasize the importance 

of safe and trusting social environments in the overall well-being and emotional 

regulation of individuals, which the socio-cultural theory further emphasizes within the 

context of cultural identity. 

Support systems highlight the diverse experiences of African American students 

in accessing support within educational institutions. The theme emphasizes the 

importance of robust support structures in schools, ensuring that all students have access 

to necessary resources and mentors. It underlines the critical role of recognition and 

visibility in academic success and personal growth, addressing the socio-cultural 

significance of positive interpersonal relationships and emotional safety. 

Race and identity delve into the complex nature of racial identity within the 

African American community. They highlight the dynamic interplay between personal 

experiences, societal perceptions, and the concept of racial socialization. The themes 
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deepen our understanding of how race and identity intersect, influencing self-perception, 

community belonging, and educational trajectories. Socio-cultural theory underscores the 

role of societal perceptions and racial dynamics in shaping one's identity and educational 

experiences, while polyvagal theory sheds light on the physiological and emotional 

responses that may be triggered by experiences related to racial identity. 

Economic status and socioeconomic inequality add a new dimension to the 

conversation, emphasizing the intricate connection between racism, economic well-being, 

and societal perceptions. Economic disparities directly affect school experiences, 

academic outcomes, and social interactions within educational institutions. This theme 

emphasizes the need to provide equal access to resources and support for all students, 

regardless of their economic background or racial identity, while considering socio-

cultural and polyvagal theories in understanding the interplay of economic status and 

educational experiences. 

The themes of fatherhood and family delve into the profound impact of family 

dynamics, with a focus on fathers, on the high school experiences of Black and Brown 

individuals. Participants shared their unique family stories, underlining the role of fathers 

as pillars of support and guidance. These narratives shine a light on the vital importance 

of positive familial relationships and the impact they have on personal growth, resilience, 

and academic success, reflecting the socio-cultural importance of family and community 

ties. Polyvagal theory also emphasizes the significance of these support structures in 

regulating emotional responses and providing a sense of safety and connection. 

Collectively, these themes provide a comprehensive understanding of the African 

American experience in high school, extending beyond the educational realm to 
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illuminate the broader societal impact of historical and contemporary struggles, including 

the profound influence of vicarious and generational trauma. They underscore the need 

for systemic change, inclusivity, and the recognition of the complex interplay of various 

factors that shape these experiences, while acknowledging the insights from socio-

cultural and polyvagal theories. 

These conversations represent a significant step toward a deeper understanding of 

the African American journey, amplifying voices that have too often gone unheard. They 

contribute to the ongoing work of creating a more equitable and inclusive future for all, 

rooted in empathy, authenticity, and the power of shared stories, while considering the 

socio-cultural and polyvagal influences that shape human experiences. 

Instrumentation 

Central to the qualitative exploration of this study was the researcher's role as the 

instrument. Acting as a conduit between the participants and the themes under scrutiny, 

the researcher's presence, interactions, and perceptions played a pivotal role in shaping 

the depth and breadth of insights garnered. This approach acknowledged the dynamic 

nature of qualitative research, where the researcher's personal background, experiences, 

and empathetic engagement with the participants enriched the authenticity of the 

collected data. As the instrument, the researcher navigated the round table discussions, 

probing and facilitating conversations that unveiled nuances within the themes. This self-

aware and responsive involvement ensured that the nuances, emotions, and unspoken 

dimensions inherent in the African American experience were given due consideration 

within the narrative framework. Thus, the researcher's role as the instrument emerged as a 
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key determinant in capturing the intricate layers of the participants' stories and in 

illuminating the multidimensional themes that define their journey. 

The methodology employed for conducting interviews involved a dynamic 

approach through one-on-one interviews and a roundtable discussion. This choice of 

instrumentation provided a unique platform for multifaceted conversations, allowing for 

diverse perspectives to interweave seamlessly. By convening participants in a round table 

format, a communal space was cultivated, encouraging open dialogue and the exchange 

of insights. This instrumentation facilitated a rich and layered exploration of the 

identified themes, enabling participants to collectively unravel the complex tapestry of 

the African American experience. The roundtable discussions served as a conduit for 

shared narratives, reflections, and realizations, enhancing the depth and authenticity of 

the insights garnered.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this qualitative exploration underscores the intricate connections 

between trust, diversity, vicarious trauma, and high school students' educational 

experiences. The journey from distrust to embracing diversity intersects with the 

influence of vicarious trauma, shaping students' emotional landscapes. While vicarious 

trauma poses challenges, it also sparks empathy and advocacy, showcasing the 

remarkable resilience of young individuals. This understanding calls for educational 

institutions to create environments that not only support academic growth but also 

address the emotional well-being of students, fostering a generation capable of turning 

adversity into positive change.  Chapter Five further delves into the implications and 
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recommendations drawn from these insights, offering a path forward in transforming high 

school education into a space that nourishes both the intellect and the spirit. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to explore the connections 

between vicarious racial traumas and the educational experiences of Black and Brown 

high school students in Missouri Schools. This narrative qualitative study was different 

from other studies due to the dual-framework approach and the focus on secondhand 

trauma as a barrier that specifically affects the academic experiences and outcomes of 

Black and Brown high school students. The study used the socio-cultural theory as the 

primary framework and the polyvagal theory to support the idea of brain-body reaction to 

trauma, to determine how transgenerational trauma and other vicarious trauma may be 

connected to Black and Brown high school students’ academic experiences and 

ultimately academic outcomes.   

Chapter Four illustrated the intricate interplay between trust, diversity, and the 

impact of vicarious trauma on the emotional landscapes of high school students. As the 

narratives unveiled the transformative journey from distrust to embracing diversity, they 

also underscored the profound influence of vicarious trauma on shaping students' 

perceptions and responses. Moreover, the exploration showcased how vicarious trauma, 

while posing significant challenges, also catalyzed the development of empathy and 

advocacy among these resilient young individuals. This understanding prompts a deeper 

inquiry into the educational implications of these findings, urging a focus beyond 

academic growth to encompass emotional well-being within educational institutions. 

Chapter Five delves into how fostering supportive environments aligns with nurturing 

students capable of transforming adversity into positive change. 
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In this study, the theoretical underpinnings encompassed two fundamental 

frameworks: the socio-cultural framework and the polyvagal theory, both instrumental in 

comprehending the experiences of vicarious trauma among Black and Brown high school 

students. The socio-cultural framework provided a lens through which to understand the 

intricate connections between historical legacies, contemporary socio-cultural contexts, 

and the emotional responses of students facing vicarious trauma. It underscored the 

significant impact of societal structures, discrimination, and racial inequality on shaping 

individuals' experiences and emotional landscapes within educational settings.  

On the other hand, the polyvagal theory offered critical insights into the 

physiological responses of individuals when encountering trauma. This theory elucidated 

the immediate and visceral reactions triggered by vicarious trauma, unraveling how the 

autonomic nervous system influences emotional states and responses to traumatic 

experiences. By integrating these theories, this study gains a comprehensive 

understanding of the nuanced interplay between socio-cultural influences and 

physiological reactions to vicarious trauma. Together, these frameworks enrich the 

exploration, enabling a deeper analysis of the emotional journey and resilience of Black 

and Brown high school students facing vicarious trauma.  In addition, through the 

literature review in Chapter Two, the study explored the gap in literature between 

transgenerational and vicarious racial trauma and the educational experiences and 

outcomes of Black and Brown high school students. The literature review uncovered how 

race-based barriers impact the health and academic experiences and outcomes of Black 

and Brown high school students. 
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The study's framework was structured around three central questions that guided 

the exploration of vicarious trauma among Black and Brown high school students within 

socio-cultural contexts and physiological responses. The central questions driving this 

investigation were focused on understanding the intricate influence of vicarious trauma 

on the emotional landscapes of these students while considering the role of the polyvagal 

theory in comprehending their physiological responses. The following were central 

questions to elicit responses from participants in the study. 

1. How do Black and Brown high school students in Missouri describe their 

experiences with racial issues in their schools, and how do these experiences 

shape their academic journeys?  

2. How do participants perceive the connections between their high school 

experiences and their academic outcomes, and what meaning do they make of 

these connections? 

3. How do interviewees imagine public schools' policies, procedures, and 

interventions could create equity and access for Black and Brown students in 

Missouri? 

These inquiries sought to uncover the nuanced experiences of vicarious trauma 

within the socio-cultural framework, examining the intersection of contemporary socio-

cultural contexts and historical legacies in shaping emotional responses. Additionally, the 

study delved into understanding the physiological manifestations of vicarious trauma 

among these students and the applicability of the polyvagal theory in elucidating these 

responses. The interplay between socio-cultural frameworks and physiological reactions, 



 

128 

specifically in shaping emotional landscapes and resilience among Black and Brown high 

school students. 

In Chapter Five, the focus shifts towards the practical implications drawn from 

the qualitative exploration of vicarious trauma among Black and Brown high school 

students. This section delves into the educational and institutional implications derived 

from the study's findings, highlighting the necessity for creating supportive environments 

within educational institutions. The chapter emphasizes the need for these environments 

to go beyond solely fostering academic growth, prioritizing the emotional well-being of 

students. It will explore strategies and interventions aimed at addressing the emotional 

landscapes influenced by vicarious trauma, advocating for the implementation of trauma-

informed practices and mental health resources.  

Furthermore, Chapter Five underlines the significance of inclusive curricula, 

cultural competence training for educators, and open dialogues on racial identity within 

educational frameworks. It aimed to provide actionable recommendations for educational 

policies, teacher training, and student support services, focusing on fostering resilience 

and empowerment among Black and Brown high school students facing vicarious trauma. 

Ultimately, this chapter bridges the gap between research findings and practical 

applications, advocating for the creation of nurturing environments that support the 

holistic development and emotional well-being of these students.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations 

Every research study has limitations, which can affect the generalizability and 

interpretability of its findings. In the context of this research study on racial trauma and 
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the connection to the school experiences of Black and Brown high school students in 

Missouri there are some limitations to consider.  

The experiences of Black and Brown high school students can vary significantly 

depending on the specific school, community, and time period. The findings may not 

fully capture the diversity of these experiences across different contexts. Qualitative 

research is valuable for exploring complex, context-dependent phenomena, but it may not 

provide quantitative data that can be statistically analyzed for causal relationships. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations in research define the boundaries, limitations, or constraints within 

which the study operates. For research exploring vicarious trauma among Black and 

Brown high school students within socio-cultural contexts and physiological responses, 

delimitations could include the following: 

 Delimiting the study to a specific geographic region or school district due 

to resource constraints, potentially limiting the generalizability of findings. 

 Focusing on specific demographics or age groups within the Black and 

Brown student population, excluding other subsets that might have unique 

experiences. 

 Concentrating solely on vicarious trauma experiences within high school 

contexts, excluding other environments or developmental stages that 

might influence trauma responses.  

 Limiting the exploration to specific instances of vicarious trauma related 

to racial discrimination, overlooking other potential sources or forms of 

trauma.  
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 Relying primarily on qualitative methods (e.g., interviews, narratives) 

might limit the depth of physiological exploration compared to 

quantitative physiological assessments.  

 Potential biases or subjectivity in interpreting narratives or physiological 

responses due to the subjective nature of trauma experiences. 

Summary of Methods 

 The research methodology centered on a qualitative approach to comprehensively 

explore the experiences of vicarious trauma among Black and Brown high school 

students. In-depth interviews were conducted to capture detailed narratives, providing 

rich insights into the nuanced aspects of their trauma experiences within socio-cultural 

contexts. Thematic analysis served as the primary tool to sift through these narratives, 

identifying recurring patterns, themes, and socio-cultural influences inherent in the 

participants' accounts. The sampling strategy employed purposeful selection to ensure 

representation across diverse backgrounds and varying degrees of trauma intensity, 

aiming for a comprehensive understanding of these experiences. Ethical considerations 

were paramount, with strict adherence to informed consent and ethical approval processes 

to safeguard participant confidentiality and ensure voluntary participation. Data 

interpretation through qualitative analysis highlighted the intricate connections between 

socio-cultural contexts and the lived experiences of vicarious trauma among Black and 

Brown high school students. Limitations were acknowledged, particularly regarding the 

inherent subjectivity in qualitative interpretation and the potential constraints within this 

methodological approach.  
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Summary of Findings 

 The themes formed from the thematic analysis include historical 

microaggressions and discrimination, nonprofit and empowerment, cultural invisibility 

and underrepresentation, trust and cultural understanding, mental health and trauma, 

support systems, family and fatherhood, race and identity, supportive environment and 

visibility, economic status, and sports, clubs, and church.  The narratives of Black and 

Brown high school students reveal the immediate impact of contemporary socio-cultural 

contexts steeped in discrimination and racial inequality. Vicarious trauma, deeply rooted 

in this framework, triggers intense emotional responses, echoing socio-cultural theories 

emphasizing contextual influences. 

Transgenerational racial trauma appears as a historical backdrop rather than an 

acute emotional trigger. The polyvagal theory aligns with this distinction, showcasing 

how immediate exposure intensifies emotional reactions, while historical trauma lacks 

immediate resonance.  The polyvagal theory offers insights into the heightened impact of 

immediate exposure to racial injustices, intensifying emotional responses like distress and 

anger. Immediate experiences seem to evoke stronger physiological reactions than 

historical ones, according to the theory.  Implementing trauma-informed practices, 

antidiscrimination initiatives, and fostering inclusivity in curricula are essential. Policies 

should emphasize zero-tolerance for discrimination and provide mental health resources 

and safe spaces for racial dialogues.  Educators need training in cultural sensitivity and 

recognizing signs of vicarious trauma. Schools should offer student support services and 

engage in community initiatives promoting racial equity in education. 
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Chapter Four, the experiences of Black and Brown students in Missouri's public 

schools are explored, revealing a landscape marked by disparities and challenges. 

Students recounted facing microaggressions, discrimination, and resource inequalities, 

highlighting the impact on their academic journeys and emotional well-being. They 

advocated for inclusive environments with diverse representation in curriculum and staff, 

emphasizing the need for equitable access to resources and mental health support. The 

desire for empowerment through education and community involvement emerged 

strongly, as did the importance of teacher preparation in cultural competency. Overall, 

these findings underscore the imperative for systemic change to create a more supportive, 

equitable, and inclusive educational environment for Black and Brown students in 

Missouri. 

Discussion of Findings 

 Chapter Four stands as a gateway encouraging further exploration, unraveling the 

complex tapestry of high school experiences among Black and Brown students within 

Missouri's educational terrain. These findings emerge as signposts, guiding researchers 

toward varied avenues of inquiry and beckoning an intricate web of exploration. Regional 

nuances and demographic intricacies prompt a call for meticulous investigations into how 

identified themes manifest across diverse geographic contexts and demographic subsets. 

Longitudinal studies hold the promise of unveiling the enduring implications of these 

experiences on academic and life trajectories, while comparative analyses illuminate 

unique challenges faced by Black and Brown students across different regions, shedding 

light on their significance for educational diversity and inclusivity. Intersectional 
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perspectives emerge as pivotal, offering nuanced interventions by understanding how 

intersecting themes influence student experiences. 

Furthermore, the research findings resonate deeply with the criticality of fostering 

positive teacher-student relationships, echoing the theoretical framework of emotional 

support and mentorship within educational settings. Through a comprehensive analysis of 

firsthand experiences and narratives shared by participants, the research delved into the 

intricate sociocultural influences on individual development, aligning closely with 

Vygotsky's sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978). It explored the adaptive behaviors 

entrenched within Black culture to navigate perceived societal dangers, highlighting the 

transmission of critical sociocultural dynamics across generations, an aspect elucidated in 

the study (Bowman et al., 2018). Moreover, it revealed the misinterpretations and 

misconceptions prevalent within White communities and educational environments, 

perpetuating deficit thinking that erroneously attributes academic struggles to individual 

attitudes or family backgrounds (Davis & Museus, 2019; Palemer & Witanapatirana, 

2020). The insights garnered from participant narratives profoundly illustrate the 

repercussions of such deficit thinking, perpetuating misunderstandings around student 

behaviors and pathologizing normal responses to societal pressures, as seen in the 

misdiagnosis or misinterpretation of Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) behaviors 

(Baker, 2019; Palemer & Witanapatirana, 2020). The research, drawing from these 

personal narratives and empirical data, highlighted the structural inadequacies within 

educational systems, notably the adverse effects of lowered expectations and colorblind 

approaches that disproportionately impact Black and Brown students, resulting in 

heightened suspension rates, particularly among Black males (Seider et al., 2022; 
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Vaughans, 2021). It underscores the urgent need for a paradigm shift in educational 

systems, emphasizing the identification and cultivation of students' cultural and internal 

strengths over perpetuating deficit mindsets, an insight reflected in the study's 

conclusions (Latta, 2019). This shift, aligned with the theoretical foundation of Moll 

(1992) et al.'s funds of knowledge, advocates for recognizing and leveraging the diverse 

cultural and historical knowledge of students within educational contexts, a perspective 

central to the outcomes of my research (Latta, 2019). Moreover, this study revealed how 

these deficit approaches not only contradict Vygotsky's theory but also intensify the 

central nervous system's responses to negative stimuli, as elucidated in the polyvagal 

theory, shedding light on the intricate interplay between sociocultural influences and 

neurobiological responses (Porges, 2022). These insights underscore the vital role of the 

research in bridging the gap between theory and practice, offering nuanced 

understandings of the complex sociocultural dynamics impacting student experiences 

within educational settings and advocating for transformative shifts in educational 

paradigms. 

In examining the impact of racism on mental health, particularly among Black 

and Brown students, the research delved into the firsthand and secondhand experiences of 

individuals (Grinage, 2019; Saleem et al., 2020; Yehuda et al., 2018). Their narratives 

echoed the prevalent findings in scholarly work, highlighting racism as a central source 

of stress and trauma that significantly corrodes the psychological well-being of young 

minds, stripping away their sense of dignity and self-efficacy. Through their stories, 

paralleled by extensive academic literature, the pervasive inequalities within the judicial 

and law enforcement systems emerged, illustrating how racial trauma leads to decreased 
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self-esteem, weakened community ties, academic struggles, and heightened stress levels 

among these students (Legewie & Fagan, 2019; Krieger, 2020; Mekawi et al., 2021; 

Torrats-Espinosa, 2020). Moreover, the participants accounts resonated with the 

importance of cultural competency in educational settings. Their experiences underlined 

the necessity for educators to possess a profound understanding and appreciation of 

diverse cultures, backgrounds, and perspectives. Integrating these insights from 

participants into the broader research framework highlighted the critical need to embed 

cultural competency within teacher education, allowing educators to create inclusive and 

equitable learning environments. However, their narratives also signaled the significance 

of exploring unexpected insights, suggesting the potential for alternative interpretations 

that could enrich our understanding of student experiences within educational contexts. 

Nevertheless, acknowledging the study's limitations is crucial. This study's 

findings, while illuminating, might have limitations in transferability to broader 

populations or different settings and conditions. Recognizing these constraints is essential 

in tempering the generalizability of the findings beyond the studied context. 

The participants' narratives not only unveil the heightened impact of vicarious 

trauma but also shed light on the intricate interplay between socio-cultural frameworks 

and the polyvagal theory, further deepening our understanding of their high school 

experiences for Black and Brown high school students. These stories provided a lens 

through which the socio-cultural framework takes center stage. While transgenerational 

racial trauma remained an undeniable influence, the socio-cultural context during their 

high school years had a profound impact on the participants. It was this contemporary 

socio-cultural landscape of discrimination and racial inequality that framed their 
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experiences. Vicarious trauma, deeply embedded in this framework, prompted an 

immediate and visceral emotional reaction within these students. This emotional response 

is consistent with the socio-cultural theory, which highlights the role of the surrounding 

cultural context in shaping individual experiences. As participants directly witnessed 

instances of racial discrimination among their peers, it amplified the emotional turmoil 

they felt, further accentuating the socio-cultural factors at play. 

Moreover, the polyvagal theory helps elucidate the physiological responses to 

vicarious trauma. The theory emphasizes the role of the autonomic nervous system in 

regulating emotional states. The heightened impact of vicarious trauma within high 

school experiences could be attributed to its immediate and contemporary nature. The 

theory can be applied to understand the participants' physiological responses as they 

encountered instances of racial injustice among their peers, which triggered feelings of 

distress, anger, and helplessness. This immediate exposure seemed to intensify their 

emotional responses, forging a stronger sense of shared empathy and pain, all of which 

align with the polyvagal theory's focus on the nervous system's role in emotional 

regulation. 

The exposure to contemporary racial injustices, deeply embedded in socio-

cultural contexts, significantly shaped their high school experiences, highlighting 

differences between Subgroup 1 and Subgroup 2. These nuanced comparisons enhance 

comprehension of the intricate web-connecting historical legacies, contemporary 

contexts, and physiological responses, offering critical insights into the experiences of 

students facing racial trauma.  While transgenerational racial trauma provided a historical 

backdrop, it was the immediate exposure to contemporary racial injustices, deeply 
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embedded in the socio-cultural context, that seemed to carve a more profound and 

visceral emotional path within their high school journeys. This comparison, informed by 

socio-cultural theory and the polyvagal theory, enriches our understanding of the 

complex web of historical legacies, contemporary socio-cultural contexts, and 

physiological responses that shape the emotional landscape of high school students facing 

racial trauma. 

In essence, Chapter Four offers an in-depth interpretation, analysis, and synthesis 

of the research findings. It seamlessly ties back to the theoretical framework, validating 

and expanding upon its foundational concepts. The unexpected insights prompt a search 

for alternative explanations, enriching the theoretical landscape. However, it's imperative 

to acknowledge the study's limitations and cautiously consider the transferability of 

findings to broader contexts or diverse settings. This comprehensive discussion bridges 

the empirical findings with theoretical underpinnings, shedding light on the nuanced 

dimensions of Black and Brown students' high school experiences while encouraging 

further inquiry and theoretical refinement. 

Implications 

Educators, armed with the insights from this study, can actively translate these 

findings into tangible strategies through the adoption of trauma-informed pedagogy. 

Implementing strategies aimed at nurturing emotional well-being among students 

encompasses a multifaceted approach that extends beyond conventional academic 

practices. Integrating mindfulness exercises not only cultivates self-awareness and 

emotional regulation but also equips students with tools to navigate stress and emotional 

challenges effectively. These exercises, when integrated into daily routines, offer 
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moments for reflection, self-compassion, and the development of resilience. Additionally, 

providing sensory breaks acknowledges and accommodates diverse sensory needs, 

offering opportunities for students to recalibrate, reducing sensory overload, and 

promoting emotional regulation.  

Moreover, structuring classrooms to minimize stressors involves creating 

environments conducive to learning by considering elements such as seating 

arrangements, lighting, and noise levels. By optimizing these environmental factors, 

educators can alleviate potential stress triggers and promote a more relaxed and focused 

atmosphere. This holistic approach to fostering emotional well-being aligns with research 

highlighting the interconnectedness of physical spaces, mindfulness practices, and 

sensory interventions in supporting students' mental and emotional health. Furthermore, 

incorporating these practical measures is not only about addressing immediate emotional 

needs but also about cultivating lifelong skills that empower students to manage stress, 

build resilience, and thrive academically and emotionally in diverse learning 

environments. 

Cultural competence training stands as a cornerstone in the realm of professional 

development, offering educators a nuanced understanding of diverse socio-cultural 

landscapes. This training goes beyond surface-level knowledge by delving into the 

intricacies of implicit biases, cultural nuances, and the multifaceted nature of identity 

within educational settings. It empowers educators to navigate complexities sensitively, 

fostering an environment of inclusivity where every student feels seen, heard, and valued. 

By equipping educators with tools to recognize and address biases, cultural competence 
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training promotes fair and equitable classroom practices that honor diversity and create 

space for authentic learning experiences. 

Moreover, establishing peer support networks within schools emerges as a crucial 

facet of educator well-being and professional growth. These networks serve as invaluable 

platforms for educators to engage in dialogue, share experiences, and exchange resources 

related to addressing vicarious trauma. Encouraging open conversations within these 

networks not only allows educators to process and manage the emotional toll of vicarious 

trauma but also fosters a culture of empathy and support. Collaborative discussions 

enable the sharing of effective coping mechanisms, teaching strategies, and best 

practices, thereby fostering a continuous improvement mindset among educators. 

The integration of cultural competence training and peer support networks embodies a 

holistic approach to enhancing the educational landscape. It not only equips educators 

with the necessary tools to navigate diverse classrooms but also prioritizes their 

emotional well-being, fostering a community of empathetic and culturally sensitive 

professionals committed to creating inclusive and supportive learning environments for 

all students. 

Disseminating these findings is paramount for widespread impact. This can take 

the form of developing online resources, hosting webinars, and creating interactive 

modules that educators can access at their convenience. Integration into teacher education 

programs ensures that pre-service teachers are equipped with the knowledge and skills 

necessary for proactive and informed approaches to vicarious trauma. Beyond the school 

setting, community engagement through workshops and forums involving parents, 

community leaders, and local organizations expands the reach of these insights. 
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Advocacy efforts can leverage the study's findings to influence policies prioritizing 

mental health services in schools and promoting trauma-informed practices. 

Considering the diverse settings in which educators operate, contextual application is 

key. Tailoring strategies for urban and rural schools, acknowledging the unique 

challenges each setting presents, becomes imperative. Recognizing the diverse 

experiences of students with special education needs requires individualized approaches, 

while in high-stakes testing environments, educators can implement stress-alleviating 

strategies to create supportive atmospheres balancing academic success with emotional 

well-being. 

In essence, educators armed with these specific strategies become agents of 

transformative change within their classrooms and communities. The dissemination 

efforts not only amplify their impact but contribute to a broader cultural shift towards 

inclusive and empathetic educational practices. These strategies prioritize the emotional 

well-being of all students, particularly those facing vicarious trauma. The conclusions 

drawn from this study offer a roadmap for educators, providing actionable steps to create 

nurturing environments that prioritize students' emotional well-being, acting as a catalyst 

for systemic change within educational institutions. These insights contribute 

significantly to ongoing efforts to create a more just, inclusive, and supportive 

educational environment, recognizing and celebrating the unique experiences of African 

American students. 

The conclusions drawn from this study offer invaluable insights that can 

significantly impact educational practices and guide educators in supporting students 

facing vicarious trauma. Educators can leverage these findings to cultivate supportive 
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environments that prioritize emotional well-being alongside academic growth. 

Understanding the profound impact of contemporary socio-cultural contexts on students' 

experiences enables educators to tailor interventions, incorporating trauma-informed 

practices, and mental health resources within educational settings. 

In summary, the implications of these findings underscore the call for systemic 

change within educational institutions, a genuine understanding of cultural contexts, and 

the prioritization of mental health and emotional well-being. These insights emphasize 

the importance of inclusivity, equity, and the recognition of the unique and diverse 

experiences of African American students. They contribute to the ongoing efforts to 

create a more just, inclusive, and supportive educational environment, where the African 

American experience is valued, understood, and celebrated. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The research findings offer a compelling foundation for further investigation, 

opening diverse avenues for researchers to explore the intricacies of high school 

experiences for Black and Brown students. These potential areas of inquiry encompass 

regional and demographic variations, calling for examinations of how the identified 

themes manifest in different geographical contexts and among various demographic 

groups. Longitudinal studies are essential for understanding the enduring impact of these 

experiences on academic and life trajectories, while comparative analyses can illuminate 

the unique challenges faced by Black and Brown students and their implications for 

educational diversity and inclusivity. Intersectional approaches should be employed to 

understand how these themes intersect and influence students' experiences, leading to 

more tailored interventions.  
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Evaluations of policies and programs, as well as intervention studies, are vital to 

determine the effectiveness of support strategies. Additionally, research into the roles of 

community and family dynamics in shaping high school experiences can provide insights 

into the role of support systems. This ongoing research has the potential to enhance our 

comprehension of the African American high school experience and its consequences for 

both academic and life trajectories, thereby informing more targeted interventions, 

guiding policy decisions, and fostering more equitable and supportive educational 

environments for African American students and those facing similar challenges. 

The research findings emphasize the critical role of fostering positive teacher-

student relationships within educational settings. Schools can actively promote and 

facilitate these connections as a foundational means of providing essential emotional 

support and mentorship to students. This emphasis on emotional well-being is 

intrinsically linked to academic success, as students who feel emotionally supported are 

more likely to thrive academically. Consequently, educational institutions can prioritize 

the availability of mental health and emotional support services, thus creating safe and 

inclusive environments where students feel not only academically empowered but also 

emotionally secure. By recognizing the interconnectedness of emotional well-being and 

academic achievement, schools can take proactive measures to ensure that students 

receive the necessary support and mentorship to excel in their educational journeys. 

 Institutions of higher education and teacher preparation programs play a pivotal 

role in shaping the future of education. To address the increasing diversity in classrooms, 

it is essential that these institutions emphasize the development of cultural competency in 

their future educators. This emphasis on cultural competency goes beyond mere 
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acknowledgment of diversity and delves into the understanding and appreciation of 

various cultures, backgrounds, and perspectives.  

By integrating cultural competency into teacher education, these programs can 

equip aspiring educators with the skills, knowledge, and attitudes necessary to effectively 

teach in diverse classrooms. This preparation includes an understanding of cultural 

differences in learning styles, communication, and social dynamics, allowing teachers to 

create inclusive and equitable learning environments. It also encourages educators to be 

reflective practitioners, continuously evaluating and adapting their teaching methods to 

meet the unique needs of their students. Ultimately, this emphasis on cultural competency  

These recommendations can help expand our understanding of the complex 

dynamics surrounding racial trauma and the connection to school experiences, as well as 

contribute to the development of strategies and policies that promote equity, inclusion, 

and positive educational outcomes for all students. 

Conclusion 

The research findings have implications for educational policies and practices, not 

only in Missouri but also nationwide. First and foremost, there is a demonstrated need to 

address the presence of vicarious trauma and its profound impact on students who 

indirectly witness racial discrimination. This research significantly contributes to 

addressing a critical gap in the existing literature by providing actionable insights and 

strategies for educational institutions to support students facing vicarious racial trauma.  

The study underscores the urgent need for schools to implement trauma-informed 

practices and prioritize the mental health of students, particularly those from Black and 

Brown communities. By integrating inclusive curricula, cultural competence training, and 
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open dialogues on racial identity, educational policies can foster environments that 

celebrate diverse racial identities and combat discrimination.  The findings and 

conclusions of this study are intricately woven into the theoretical framework that 

underpins the research. Grounded in trauma-informed pedagogy and cultural competence, 

the study's insights are deeply rooted in a theoretical understanding of how these 

frameworks can positively impact students' emotional well-being and academic success. 

In synthesizing the study's findings, analysis, and interpretation, the conclusions 

drawn emphasize the interconnectedness of emotional support and academic success. The 

study asserts that positive teacher-student relationships, informed by cultural sensitivity 

and an understanding of vicarious trauma, play a pivotal role in creating inclusive and 

equitable classrooms.  The research highlights the transformative potential of 

implementing trauma-informed practices, fostering cultural competency, and prioritizing 

mental health services. It communicates a clear call to action for educators to actively 

address racial trauma in schools and create environments that empower students 

academically and emotionally. 

This study's key takeaways offer a comprehensive guide for educational 

institutions aiming to address racial trauma and promote equity. Urgent implementation 

of trauma-informed practices, such as integrating mindfulness exercises and providing 

sensory breaks, is crucial to alleviate the emotional toll on students, especially those from 

Black and Brown communities. Additionally, educational policies must prioritize 

inclusivity by incorporating cultural competence training for educators, fostering an 

environment that celebrates diverse racial identities.  
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Teacher training and professional development programs play a central role in 

equipping educators with the skills to understand the experiences of Black and Brown 

students. Positive teacher-student relationships, rooted in cultural understanding, 

highlight the interconnectedness of emotional well-being and academic success. 

Community engagement becomes a cornerstone in fostering collaboration among parents, 

caregivers, and community leaders to address systemic disparities and promote 

inclusivity in schools. Higher education institutions must integrate cultural competency 

into teacher education, surpassing mere acknowledgment of diversity to cultivate an 

understanding and appreciation of various cultures, backgrounds, and perspectives. 

Enhanced student support services, encompassing counseling, peer support groups, and 

resources for building resilience and advocacy skills, are imperative.  

This study not only provides actionable recommendations but also suggests 

avenues for further research, encouraging longitudinal studies and comparative analyses 

to deepen our understanding of the impact of racial issues on students' academic 

trajectories. The conclusions drawn from this study contribute to the overarching goal of 

fostering a just and equitable society by guiding the development of strategies and 

policies that promote equity, inclusion, and positive educational outcomes for all 

students. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

146 

REFERENCES   
 
Adedoyin, C., Moore, S., Robinson, M., Clayton, D., Boamah, D., & Harmon,  

D. (2019).  The dehumanization of Black males by police: Teaching social 

justice—Black life really does matter! Journal of Teaching in Social 

Work, 39(2), 111-131. https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2019.1586807 

Ainscow, M. (2020).  Promoting inclusion and equity in education: Lessons from 

international experiences. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 6(1), 

7-16. https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2020.1729587 

Alam, M.K. (2021).  A systematic qualitative case study: Questions, data collection, 

NVivo analysis and saturation. Qualitative Research in Organizations and 

Management 16(1), 1-31. https://doi.org/10.1108/QROM-09-2019-1825 

Alang, S., McAlpine, D., McCreedy, E., & Hardeman, R. (2017). Police brutality and 

Black health: Setting the agenda for public health scholars. American Journal 

of Public Health, 107(5), 662–665. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2017.303691 

Alcover, C.M., Rodriquez, F., Pastor, Y., Thomas, H., Rey, M., & del Barrio, J. (2020). 

Group membership and social and personal identities as psychosocial coping 

resources to psychological consequences of the COVID-19 confinement. 

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(20), 

7413. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17207413 

Alvarez, A. (2020). Seeing race in the research on youth trauma and education: A critical 

review. Review of Educational Research, 90(5), 1-44. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654320938131 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Md.%20Kausar%20Alam


 

147 

Alzheimer’s Association. (2017, July 16). Stressful life experiences age the brain by four 

years, African Americans most at risk. Alzheimer’s Association International 

Conference 2017. London, England. 

Anderson, A., Luartz, L., Heard-Garris, N., Widaman, K., & Chung, P. (2020). The 

detrimental influence of racial discrimination on child health in the United 

States. Journal of the National Medical Association, 112(4), 411–422. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnma.2020.04.012 

Anderson, R., McKenny, M., & Stevenson, H. (2019). EMBRace: Developing a racial  

socialization intervention to reduce racial stress and enhance racial coping among  

black parents and adolescents. Family Process, 58(1), 53-67. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12412 

Anderson, R., Jones, S., Anyiwo, N., McKenny, W., & Gaylord-Harden, N. (2019). 

What’s race got to do with it? Racial socialization’s contribution to Black 

adolescent coping. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 29(4), 822-831. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12440 

Anderson, R., Saleem, F., & Huguley, J. (2019). Choosing to see the  

racial stress that afflicts our Black students. Phi Delta Kappan, 101(3) 20-25. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0031721719885911 

Andrews, D., Brown, T., Castillo, B., Jackson, D., & Vellanki, V. (2019). Beyond 

damage-centered teacher education: Humanizing pedagogy for teacher educators 

and preservice teachers. Teachers College Record, 121(6), 1-28. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/016146811912100605 



 

148 

Ansell, C. (2011). Pragmatist democracy: Evolutionary learning as public philosophy. 

Oxford University Press. 

Anwar-McHenry, J., Donovan, R. J., Nicholas, A., Kerrigan, S., Francas, S., & Phan, T. 

(2016). Implementing a mentally healthy schools framework based on the 

population wide act-belong-commit mental health promotion campaign: A 

process evaluation. Health Education,116(6), 561-579. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/HE-07-2015-0023 

Anyaka, S.C. (2017) Motivation of African American students to persevere academically 

(2017). Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies. 3426.  

https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations/3426 

Assari, S., Mardani, A., Maleki, M., Boyce, S., & Bazargan, M. (2021). Black-white 

achievement gap: Role of race, school urbanity, and parental education. Pediatric 

Health, Medicine and Therapeutics, 12, 1-11. 

https://doi.org/10.2147/PHMT.S238877 

Baker, T. (2019). Reframing the connections between deficit thinking, microaggressions, 

and teacher perceptions of defiance. The Journal of Negro Education, 88(2), 103-

113. https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.88.2.0103 

Bacher-Hicks, A., Goodman, J., & Mulhern.C. (2020). Inequality in household 

adaptation to schooling shocks: Covid-induced online learning engagement in 

real time (Working Paper No. 27555). National Bureau of Economic Research. 

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w27555/w27555.pdf  

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.88.2.0103


 

149 

Banales, J., Marchand, A.D., Skinner, O.D., Anyiwo, N., Rowley, S.J., & Kurtz-Costes, 

B. (2020). Black adolescents’ critical reflection development: Parents’ racial 

socialization and attributions about race achievement gaps. Journal of Research 

on Adolescence, 30(S2), 403-417. https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12485 

Bernard, D.L., Calhoun, C.D., Banks, D.E., Halliday, C., Hughes-Halbert, C., & 

Danielson, C.K. (2021). Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse 

childhood experiences framework to understand the pervasive mental health 

impact of racism on Black youth. Journal Child Adolescent Trauma, 14, 233-247. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-020-00319-9  

Best, A.L., Fletcher, F.E., Kadono, M., & Warren, R.C. (2021). Institutional distrust 

among African Americans and building trustworthiness in the COVID-19 

response: Implications for ethical public health practice. Journal of Health Care 

for the Poor and Underserved, 32(1), 90-98. https://10.1353/hpu.2021.0010 

Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F. (2016). Member checking: A 

tool to enhance trustworthiness or merely a nod to validation? Qualitative Health 

Research, 26(13), 1802-1811.  https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870 

Bohrnstedt, G., Kitmitto, S., Ogut, B., Sherman, D., & Chan, D. (2015). School 

composition and the Black–White Achievement Gap (NCES 2015-018). U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. 

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/studies/pdf/school_composition_and

_the_bw_achievement_gap_2015.pdf 

 



 

150 

Bonilla, L. (2017). Associations between ethnic identity, academic efficacy, achievement 

goals and school belonging among early adolescents [Doctoral dissertation, 

University of South Florida]. USF Tampa Graduate Theses and Dissertations. 

https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd/6803/ 

Bor, J., Venkataramani, A.S., Williams, D.R., & Tsai, A.C. (2018). Police killings and 

their spillover effects on the mental health of Black Americans: A population 

based., quasi-experimental study. Lancet (London, England), 392(10144), 302-

310. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31130-9 

Boston, C., & Warren, S. R. (2017). The Effects of Belonging and Racial Identity on 

Urban African American High School Students' Achievement. Journal of Urban 

Learning, Teaching, and Research, 13, 26-33. 

Bowman, B., Comer, J., & Johns, D. (2018). Addressing the African American 

achievement gap: Three leading educators issue a call to action. YC Young 

Children, 73(2), 14-23. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26558913 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development. Harvard University 

Press. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1981). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature 

and design. Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv26071r6 

Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U. S. 483 (1954). 

Bryant-Davis, T. (2019). The cultural context of trauma recovery: Considering the 

posttraumatic stress disorder practice guideline and intersectionality. 

Psychotherapy, 56(3), 400-408. https://doi.org/10.1037/pst0000241 



 

151 

Bryant-Davis, T., Adams, T., Alejandre, A., & Gray, A. (2017). The trauma lens of police 

violence against racial and ethnic minorities. Journal of Social Issues, 73(4), 852-

871. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12251 

Caldera, A., Whitaker, M., & Popova, D. (2020). Classroom management in urban 

schools: Proposing a course framework. Teaching Education 31(3), 343-361. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10476210.2018.1561663 

Carpendale, J., & Lewis, C. (2004). Constructing an understanding of mind: The 

development of children’s social understanding within social interaction. 

Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 27(1), 79-96. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X04000032 

Carter, R.T., Kirkinis, K., & Johnson, V. E. (2020). Relationships between trauma 

symptoms and race-based traumatic stress. Traumatology, 26(1), 11–

18. https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000217 

Carter, S., Gibbons, F., & Beach, S. (2021).  Measuring the biological embedding of 

racial trauma among Black Americans utilizing the RDoC approach. Development 

and Psychopathology, 33(5), 1849-1863. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579421001073 

Centers for Disease Control Prevention. (2021, August 23). Adverse childhood 

experiences (ACES), Preventing early trauma to improve adult heath. 

https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/aces/index.html 

Chaby, L., Sadik, N., Burson, N., Belzung, C., & Griebel, G. (2020). Repeated stress 

exposure in mid-adolescence attenuates behavioral, noradrenergic, and epigenetic 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10476210.2018.1561663


 

152 

effects of trauma-like stress in early adult male rats. Scientific Reports, 10, 17935. 

http://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-74481-3 

Chae, D.H., Yip, T., Martz, C.D., Chung, K., Richeson, J.A., Hajat, A., Curtis, D.S.,  
 

Rogers, L.O., & LaVeist, T.A. (2021). Vicarious racism and vigilance during the  
 
COVID-19 pandemic: Mental health implications among Asian and Black  
 
Americans. Public Health Reports, 136(4), 508-517. 
 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00333549211018675 

 
Christensen, J. S., Wild, H., Kenzie, E. S., Wakeland, W., Budding, D., & Lillas, C. 

(2020). Diverse autonomic nervous system stress response patterns in childhood 

sensory modulation. Frontiers in Integrative Neuroscience, 14, 6. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnint.2020.00006 

 Civil Rights Act of 1964 § 7, 42 U.S.C. § 2000e et seq. (1964). 

 Cleveland, J., Kronick, R., Gros, H., & Rousseau, C. (2018). Symbolic violence and 

disempowerment as factors in the adverse impact of immigration detention on 

adult asylum seekers’ mental health. International Journal of Public 

Health. 63(8), 1001-1008. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00038-018-1121-7 

Cokley, K., Krueger, N., Cunningham, S. R., Burlew, K., Hall, S., Harris, K., Castelin, S., 

& Coleman, C. (2021). The COVID-19/racial injustice syndemic and mental 

health among Black Americans: The roles of general and race-related COVID 

worry, cultural mistrust, and perceived discrimination. Journal of Community 

Psychology. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22747 

Coleman, K. (2022). Educational equity: Standards established via constitutional 

interpretation [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ohio University. 



 

153 

Comas-Diaz, L., Hall, G., & Neville, H. (2019). Racial trauma: Theory, research, and 

healing: Introduction to the special issue. American Psychologist, 74(1), 1-5. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000442 

Coram, V., Tually, S., & Goodwin-Smith, I. (2022). Communities for children: 

Evaluating an implementation of the facilitating partner model. Community 

Development, 1-20. https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2022.2059690 

Courington, D. (2021). Mask off: Students of color traumatic experiences in K-12 

education and why Historically Black Colleges and Universities make a 

difference [Doctoral dissertation, Bellarmine University] 

ScholarWorks@Bellarmine.  https://scholarworks.bellarmine.edu/tdc/97 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 

approaches (3rd ed.) SAGE. 

Creswell, J.W. (2018). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research (6th ed.). Pearson. 

Crouch, E., Radcliff, E., Hung, P., & Bennett, K. (2019). Challenges to school success 

and the role of adverse childhood experiences. Academic Pediatrics, 19(8), 899-

907. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2019.08.006 

Curtis, D. S., Washburn, T., Lee, H., Smith, K. R., Kim, J., Martz, C. D., Kramer, M. R., 

& Chae, D. H. (2021). Highly public anti-Black violence is associated with poor 

mental health days for Black Americans. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences of the United States of America, 118(17), e2019624118. 

https://10.1073/pnas2019624118 

https://scholarworks.bellarmine.edu/tdc/97


 

154 

Dalvie, S., & Daskalakis, N. (2021). The biological effects of trauma. Complex 

Psychiatry., 7(1-2), 16-18. http://doi.org/10.1159/000517236 

Davis, F.J. (2010). Who is Black? One nation’s definition. Penn State Press. 

Davis, L., & Museus, S. (2019). What is deficit thinking? An analysis of 

conceptualizations of deficit thinking and implications for scholarly research. 

NCID Currents, 1(1). https://doi.org/10.3998/currents.17387731.0001.110 

Denzin, N.K., Lincoln, Y.S., Giardina, M.D., & Cannella, G.S. (2023). The Sage 

Handbook of Qualitative Research. Sage Publications. 

Destin, M., Hanselman, P., Buontempo, J., Tipton, E., & Yeager, D. (2019). Do student 

mindsets differ by socioeconomic status and explain disparities in academic 

achievement in the United States? AERA Open, 5(3). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419857706 

Development Services Group, Inc. (2018). Interactions between youth and law  

enforcement [Literature review] Office of Juvenile Justice  

and Delinquency Prevention. https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/model-programs-

guide/literaturereviews/interactions_between_youth_and_law_enforcement.pdf 

DeVylder, J., Fedina, L., & Link, B. (2020). Impact of police violence on mental health: 

A theoretical framework. American Journal of Public Health, 110(11), 1704-

1710. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305874 

Diepold, M. J. (2020). Making images, restoring personhood: Frederick Douglass, 

Emmett Till, and the re-framing of African American trauma. Interactions: Ege 

Journal of British and American Studies, 29, 63-76. 

https://www.academia.edu/79656713/Making_Images_Restoring_Personhood_Fr

http://dx.doi.org/10.3998/currents.17387731.0001.110
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305874


 

155 

ederick_Douglass_Emmett_till_and_the_Re_Framing_of_African_American_Tra

uma 

Dorn, E., Hancock, B., Sarakatsannis, J., & Viruleg, E. (2020). COVID-19 and  

student learning in the United States: the hurt could last a lifetime.  

McKinsey & Company. 

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Industries/Public%20Sector/Our

%20Insights/COVID-

19%20and%20student%20learning%20in%20the%20United%20States%20The%

20hurt%20could%20last%20a%20lifetime/COVID-19-and-student-learning-in-

the-United-States-FINAL.pdf 

Dutil, S. (2020). Dismantling the school-to-prison pipeline: A trauma-informed, critical 

race perspective on school discipline. Children & Schools, 42(3), 171–178. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/cs/cdaa016 

Dyson, T. B. (2020). Risks and barriers: African Americans’ reluctance to seeking 

mental health treatment [Doctoral dissertation, Texas Woman’s University]. 

Repository@TWU. https://twu-ir.tdl.org/handle/11274/12330?show=full 

Ermisch, J., & Francesconi, M. (2001). Family matters:  Impacts of family background 

on educational attainments. Economica, 68(270), 137-156. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3548831 

Fairfax, C. (2020). The need to be: Since 1619, trauma and anti-blackness. Phylon 

(1960), 57(1), 56-75. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924987 

 



 

156 

Fani, N., Carter, S., Harnett, N., Ressler, K., & Bradley, B. (2021). Association of racial 

discrimination with neural response to threat in Black women in the US exposed 

to trauma.  Jama Psychiatry, 78(9), 1005-1012. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2021.1480 

Fields, A.R., (2014). The effects of systemic racism on the academic achievement of 

African American male adolescents [Doctoral dissertation, Western Michigan 

University]. 

ScholarWorks@WMU.ttps://scholarworks.wmich.edu./dissertations/374 

Fields, H. (2021). How to achieve educational equity. 

First, J.M., Danforth, L., Frisby, C.M., Warner, B.R., Ferguson, M.W., & Houston, J.B.  

(2020). Posttraumatic stress related to the killing of Michael Brown and  

resulting civil unrest in Ferguson, Missouri: Roles of protest engagement,  

media use, race, and resilience. Journal of the Society for Social Work &  

Research, 11(3), 369-391. https://doi.org/10.1086/711162  

Forbes, P., & Klevan, S. (2018). My brother's keeper: Nurturing in-school relationships  

for young men of color in New York City. Voices in Urban Education, (48), 32- 

3(7). 

Forward, S., & Levin, L. (2021). A detailed approach to qualitative research methods. 

International Encyclopedia of Transportation, 39-45. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-102671-7.10652-9 

Fox-Williams, B. (2018). The rules of (dis)engagement: Black youth and their strategies  

for navigating police contact. Sociological Forum, 34(1), 115-137. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12484 



 

157 

Frazier, C., & Moffett, K. (2020). Teachers' perceptions of trauma in the classroom. 

https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.17869.36321 

Galovski, T. E., Peterson, Z. D., Beagley, M. C., Strasshofer, D. R., Held, P., & Fletcher, 

T. D. (2016). Exposure to violence during Ferguson protests: Mental health 

effects for law enforcement and community members. Journal of Traumatic 

Stress, 29(4), 283-292. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/jts.22105# 

Garo, L., Allen-Handy, A., & Lewis, C.W. (2018). Race, poverty, and violence exposure: 

A critical spatial analysis of African American trauma vulnerability and 

educational outcomes in Charlotte, North Carolina. Journal of Negro Education, 

87(3)246-269.  http://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.87.3.0246 

Ginwright, S. (2018). The future of healing: Shifting from trauma informed care to 

healing-centered engagement (Original paper #25). 

http://kinshipcaresvictoria.org/2018/08/OP-Ginwright-S-2018Future-of-healing-

care.pdf 

Gorski, P. (2019). Avoiding racial equity detours. Educational Leadership,  

76(7), 56-61. https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/avoiding-racial-equity-detours 

Gray, L.M., Wong-Wylie, G., Rempel, G.R., & Cook, K. (2020). Expanding qualitative 

research interviewing strategies: Zoom video communications. The Qualitative 

Report, 25(5), 1292-1301. https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol25/iss5/9  

Grinage, J. (2019). Endless mourning: Racial melancholia, Black grief, and the 

transformative possibilities for racial justice in education. Harvard Educational 

Review, 89(2), 227-250, 329. http://www.proquest.com/scholararly-



 

158 

journals/endless-mourning-racial-melancholia-black-

grief/docview/2245526554/se-2?accountid=14196  

Hamby, S., Elm, J. H. L., Howell, K. H., & Merrick, M. T. (2021). Recognizing the 

cumulative burden of childhood adversities transforms science and practice for 

trauma and resilience. American Psychologist, 76(2), 230– 242. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000763 

Hargons, C., Malone, N., Montique, C., Dogan, J., Stuck, J., Meiller, C., Sanchez, A., 

Sullivan, Q.A., Bohmer, C., Curvey, R., Woods, I., Jr., Tyler, K., Oluokun, J., & 

Stevens-Watkins, D. (2022). “White people stress me out all the time”: Black 

students define racial trauma. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 

28(1), 49-57. https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000351 

Harrell, S. (2000). A multidimensional conceptualization of racism-related stress: 

Implications for the well-being of people of color. American Journal of 

Orthopsychiatry, 70(1), 42-57. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0087722 

Hawkins, D. (2021) “After Philando, I had to take a sick day to recover”: Psychological 

distress, trauma and police brutality in the Black community. Health 

Communication, 37(9), 1113-1122 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2021.1913838 

Hawkins-Jones, J., & Reeves, S. (2020). Unveiled: What is keeping Black male students 

from success? Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin, 86(5), 40-47. 

Heard-Garris, N.J., Cale, M., Camaj L., Hamati M.C., & Dominguez, T.P. (2018).  

Transmitting trauma: A systematic review of vicarious racism and child health. 



 

159 

Social Science & Medicine, 199, 230-240. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.04.018 

Heaven, A. (2015). A conceptual framework for transforming African American males 

through student affairs programs. Race, Gender & Class, 22(1-2), 54-64. 

Heissel. J., Sharkey, P., Torrats-Espinosa, G., Grant, K., & Adam, E. (2018). Violence 

and vigilance: The acute effects of community violent crime on sleep and cortisol. 

Child Development, 89(4), 323-331. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12889 

Hope, E. C., Cryer-Coupet, Q. R., & Stokes, M. N. (2020). Race-related stress, racial 

identity, and activism among young Black men: A person-centered 

approach. Developmental Psychology, 56(8), 1484-1495 

https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000836 

Houston, J.B., Spialek, M.L., & First, J. (2018). Disaster media effects: A systematic 

review and synthesis based on the differential susceptibility to media effects 

model. Journal of Communication, 68(4), 734-757. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqy023 

Howard, S. (2019). The direct effect and contributing factors of vicarious trauma on 

children (Publication No. 28260051) [Doctoral dissertation, Howard University]. 

ProQuest LLC, 2020.  

Huguley, J., Wang, M.T., Vasquez, A., & Guo, J. (2019). Parental ethnic-racial 

socialization practices and the construction of children of color’s ethnic-racial 

identity: A research synthesis and meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 145(5), 

437-458.  https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/bul0000187 



 

160 

Hung, M., Smith, W., Voss, M., Franklin, J., Gu, Y., & Bounsanga, J. (2020). Exploring 

student achievement gaps in school districts across the United States. Education 

and Urban Society. 52(2), 175-193. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124519833442 

Hunter, M. (2012). Creating qualitative interview protocols. International Journal of 

Sociotechnology and Knowledge Development, 4, 1-16. 

https://doi.org/10.4018/jskd.2012070101 

Ieva, K.P.,Beasley, J., & Steren, S. (2021). Equipping school counselors for antiracist 

healing centered groups: A critical examination of preparation, connected 

curricula, professional practice and oversight. Teaching and Supervision in 

Counseling, 3(2), Article 7. 

https://doi.org/10.7290/tsc030207 

Iruka, I. U., Gardner-Neblett, N., Telfer, N. A., Ibekwe-Okafor, N., Curenton, S. M., 

Sims, J., Sansbury, A.B., & Neblett, E. W. (2022). Effects of racism on child 

development: Advancing antiracist developmental science. Annual Review of 

Developmental Psychology, 4, 109-132. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-

devpsych-121020-031339 

Javdani, S. (2019). Policing education: An empirical review of the challenges and impact 

of the work of school police officers. American Journal of Community 

Psychology, 63(3-4), 253–269. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12306 

Jones, K., Wilson, R., Clark, L., & Dunham, M. (2018). Poverty and parent marital status 

influences on student achievement. Educational Research Quarterly, 42(1), 62-

80. 



 

161 

Jones, L. (2018). Black fish in a White pond: Identity development of African American 

students in predominately White suburban schools. Multicultural Education, 

26(1), 35-38. 

Jones, S. C., Anderson, R. E., Gaskin-Wasson, A. L., Sawyer, B. A., Applewhite, K., & 

Metzger, I. W. (2020). From “crib to coffin”: Navigating coping from racism-

related stress throughout the lifespan of Black Americans. American Journal of 

Orthopsychiatry, 90(2), 267–282. https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000430 

Jurado de Los Santos, P., Moreno-Guerrero, A. J., Marín-Marín, J. A., & Soler Costa, R. 

(2020). The term equity in education: A literature review with scientific mapping 

in web of science. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 

Health, 17(10), 3526. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17103526 

Koumpilova, M. (2021, October 5). Boys of color were hit hard by the pandemic. What 

do they need now?  Chalkbeat Chicago. 

https://chicago.chalkbeat.org/2021/10/5/22704850/boys-students-of-color-covid-

19-chicago-schools-impact 

Krieger, N. (2020). ENOUGH: COVID-19, structural racism, police brutality,  

plutocracy, climate change - time for health justice, democratic  

governance, and an equitable, sustainable future. American Journal of Public 

Health, 110(11), 1620-1623. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305886 

Kvale, S. (2006). Dominance through interviews and dialogues. Qualitative Inquiry, 

12(3) 480-500.  https//doi.org/10.1177/1077800406286235 



 

162 

Latta, M. (2019). Can’t fix anyone: Confronting our historical love affair with deficit 

thinking. WLN: A. Journal of Writing Center Scholarship, 44(3/4), 17-24. 

https://wlnjournal.org/archives/v44/44.3-4.pdf 

Legewie, J., & Fagan, J. (2019). Aggressive policing and the educational performance of 

minority youth. American Sociological Review, 84(2), 220-247. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122419826020 

Lin, J., Shaw, P., Curtis, B., Ungar, L., & Koehly, L. (2022). Dynamics of sadness by 

race, ethnicity, and income following George Floyd's death SSM-Mental Health. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmmh.2022.100134 

Lipscomb, S.T., Hatfield, B., Lewis, H., Foka-Dubose, E., & Fisher, P.A. (2019). 

Strengthening children’s roots of resilience: Trauma-responsive early learning, 

Children and Youth Services Review 107(C). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.104510 

Liu, S., & Modir, S. (2020). The outbreak that was always here: Racial trauma in the 

context of COVID-19 and implications for mental health providers. Psychology 

Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy, 12(5), 439-442. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000784 

Lowery, K., Quick, M., Boyland, M., Geesa, R.L., Rachel, L., & Mayes, R. (2018). “It 

wasn’t mentioned and should have been”: Principal’s preparation to support 

comprehensive school counseling. Journal of Organizational & Educational 

Leadership, 3(2). https://digitalcommons.gardner-webb.edu/joel/vol3/iss2/3  



 

163 

Lynch, C. (2017). School resource officers and the school-to-prison-pipeline: A mixed 

methods application of the behavior law in schools. [Doctoral Dissertation]. 

https//:doi.org/10.25777/dene-8156 

McCrory, E., Foulkes, L., & Viding, E. (2022). Social thinning and stress generation after 

childhood maltreatment: A neurocognitive social transactional model of 

psychiatric vulnerability. The Lancet Psychiatry, 9(10), 828-837. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/s2215-0366(22)00202-4 

McFarland, J., Cui, J., Holmes, J., & Wang, X. (2020). Trends in high school drop and 

completion rates in the United States 2019 (NCES 2020-117). U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics. https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch 

McIntosh, L. (2019). Compound fractures: Healing the intersectionality of racism, 

classism and trauma in schools with a trauma-informed approach as part of a 

social justice framework. Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, 

3(1), 21-26. 

McKenzie, K. (2019). The effects of poverty on academic achievement. BU Journal of 

Graduate Studies in Education, 11(2), 21-26. 

McLeod, S. (2018). Lev Vygotsky. Simply Psychology. https://www.fwsolutions.net/wp-

content/uploads/2015/07/simplypsychology.org-vygotsky.pdf 

Mekawi, Y., Heller, W., & Hunter, C. D. (2021). The costs of anticipating and 

perseverating about racism: Mechanisms of the associations between racial 

discrimination, anxious arousal, and low positive affect. Cultural Diversity & 

Ethnic Minority Psychology, 28(4), 544-556. https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000495 



 

164 

Meloni, M. (2016). Political biology: Science and social values in human heredity from 

eugenics, to epigenetics. https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137377722 

Merriam, S.B., & Tisdell, E.J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 

implementation (4th ed). Jossey-Bass. 

Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for teaching: 

Using a qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory Into 

Practice, 31(2), 132-141. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1476399 

Molloy, C., Bankins, S., Kriz, A., & Barnes, L. (2020). Making sense of an 

interconnected world: How innovation champions drive social innovation in the 

not-for-profit context. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 37(4), 274-

296. https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12527 

Nadal, K., Erazo, T., & King, R. (2019). Challenging the definitions of psychological 

trauma: Connecting racial microaggressions and traumatic stress. Journal for 

Social Action in Counseling and Psychology, 11(2), 2-16. 

https://doi.org/10.33043/JSACP.11.2.2-16 

O’Brien, D., Hill, N., & Contreras, M. (2021). Community violence and academic 

achievement: High-crime neighborhoods, hotspot streets, and the geographic scale 

of “community.”  PLoS One 16(11), e0258577. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258577 

O’Sullivan, S., & Monk, C. (2020). Maternal and environmental influences on perinatal and 

infant development. The Future of Children, 30(2), 11–34. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/27075013 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12527


 

165 

Paasch-Anderson, J., Lamborn, S. D., & Azen, R. (2019). Beyond what, to how: 

Different ways African American adolescents receive ethnic and racial 

socialization messages. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 

25(4), 566–578. https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000269 

Palemer, D., & Witanapatirana, K. (2020). Exposing bias through a deficit thinking lens 

using content-analysis of macro level policies. Research in Educational Policy 

and Management, 2(1), 23-29. https://doi.org/10.46303/repam.01.02.2 

Paschall, K., Gershoff, E., & Kuhfeld, M. (2018). A two-decade examination of historical 

race/ethnicity disparities in academic achievement by poverty status. Journal of 

Youth Adolescence, 47, 1164-1177. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-0800-7 

Pickett, L. (2020). Three trains running: The intersectionality of race-based trauma, 

African American youth, and race-based interventions. The Urban Review, 52, 

562-602. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-020-00575-x 

Podolskiy, Andrei, A. (2012). Zone of Proximal Development.  Springer Science and 

Business Media, LLC. https//doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1428-6_316 

Porges, S. (1995). Orienting in a defensive world: Mammalian modifications of our 

evolutionary heritage. A polyvagal theory. Psychophysiology, 32, 301-

318. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8986.1995.tb01213.x 

Porges, S. (2009). The Polyvagal theory: New insights into adaptive reactions of the 

autonomic nervous system. Cleveland Clinic Journal of Medicine, 76(2), S86-

S90. 

Porges, S., (2011). Polyvagal theory: Neurophysiological foundations of emotions, 

attachment, communication, and self-regulation. W.W. Norton & Company. 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/cdp0000269
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-0800-7


 

166 

Porges, S. (2017). The pocket guide to the polyvagal theory: The transformative power of 

feeling safe. W.W. Norton and Company.  

Porges S. W. (2022). Polyvagal theory: A science of safety.  Frontiers in Integrative 

Neuroscience, 16, 871227. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnint.2022.871227 

Post, P., Grybush, A., Flowers, C., & Elmadani, A. (2020). Impact of child-teacher 

relationship training on teacher attitudes and classroom behaviors. International 

Journal of Play Therapy, 29(3), 119-130. https://doi.org/10.1037/pla0000118 

Powers, J., & Neira, J. (2018). School counselors leading trauma-informed practice in 

schools.  

Reardon, R.M., & Leonard, J. (2020). Alleviating the educational impact of adverse 

childhood experiences: School-university-community collaboration. IAP. 

Riessman, C. K. (2008). Narrative methods for the human sciences. Sage Publications, 

Inc. 

Roberson, K., & Carter R. (2022). The relationship between race-based traumatic stress 

and the trauma symptom checklist: Does racial trauma differ in symptom 

presentation? Traumatology, Advance online publication.  28(1), 120-128. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000306 

Rosanbalm, K., DeKonty, E., & Fleming, S. (2020).  North Carolina resilience and 

learning project.  In R.M. Reardon & J. Leonard (Eds.), Alleviating the 

educational impact of adverse childhood experiences: School-university-

community collaboration (pp.1-37). Information Age Publishing, Inc. 



 

167 

Ruiz, L., McMahon, S., & Leonard, J. (2018). The role of neighborhood context and 

school climate in school-level academic achievement. American Journal of 

Community Psychology, 61(3-4), 296-309. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12234 

Saleem, F.T., Anderson, R.E., & Williams, M. (2020).  Addressing the “myth” of racial 

trauma: Developmental and ecological considerations for youth of color. Clinical 

Child and Family Psychology Review, 23(1), 1-14. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-019-00304-1  

Salter, P.S., Adams, G., & Perez, M.J. (2018). Racism in the structure of everyday 

worlds: A cultural-psychological perspective. Current Directions in 

Psychological Science, 27(3), 150-155. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417724239 

Segundo, D. (2017). An exploration of the relationship between vicarious racism, police 

videos, and their impact on the Facebook consumer. [Master’s Thesis]. 

https://scholarworks.smith.edu/theses/1919 

Seider, S., Graves, D., & Diaz, B. (2022). The development of awareness of racism in 

adolescents of color over 4 years of high school. Journal of Community 

Psychology, 50(1), 64-89. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22494 

Smith, L., Wang, M.T., & Hill, D. (2020). Black youths’ perceptions of school cultural 

pluralism, school climate and the mediating role of racial identity. Journal of 

School Psychology, 83, 50-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2020.09.002 

Staggers-Hakim, R. (2016). The nation’s unprotected children and the ghost of Mike 

Brown, or the impact of national police killings on the health and social 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417724239


 

168 

development of African American boys. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social 

Environment, 26(3-4), 390-399.  https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2015.1132864 

Stahl, N., & King, J. (2020). Expanding approaches for research: Understanding and 

using trustworthiness in qualitative research, Journal of Developmental 

Education, 44, 26-28. 

Stern, J. A., Barbarin, O., & Cassidy, J. (2022). Working toward anti-racist perspectives 

in attachment theory, research, and practice. Attachment & Human Development, 

24(3), 392–422. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2021.1976933 

St. Mary, J., Calhoun, M., Tejada, J., & Jenson, J. (2018). Perceptions of academic 

achievement and educational opportunities among Black and African American 

youth. Child Adolescent Social Work Journal, 35, 499–509. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-018-0538-4 

Stone, N. (2017). Dear Martin. Ember. 

Tang, H., Tanaka, G., & Bursztain, H.J. (2021). Transgenerational transmission of resilience 

after catastrophic trauma. Psychiatric Times. 38(6), 47-51. 

Tichavakunda, A. (2021). Black joy on White campuses: Exploring Black students’ 

recreation and celebration at a historically White institution. The Review of 

Higher Education, 44(3), 297-324. http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2021.0003 

Torrats-Espinosa, G. (2020). Crime and inequality in academic achievement  

across school districts in the United States. Demography, 57(1), 123-145. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-019-00850-x 



 

169 

Trent, M., Dooley, D., Douge, J., & Grubb, L. (2019). The impact of racism on child and 

adolescent health. Pediatrics, 144(2) e20191765. 

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2019-1765 

Tynes, B., Willis, H., Stewart, A., & Hamilton, M. (2019). Race-related traumatic events 

online and mental health among adolescents of color. The Journal of Adolescent 

Health, 65, 371-377. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.03.006 

Ukaegbu, C. (2022, May 10). Retrieved from http://www.chikeukaegbu.com 

Utsey, S., & Ponterotto, J. (1996). Development and validation of the Index of Race-

Related Stress (IRRS). Journal of Counseling Psychology, 43(4), 490–

501. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.43.4.490 

Vaughans, K.C. (2021). Black boys in the eye of the storm. Psychoanalytic Study of the 

Child, 74(1), 47-58. https://doi.org/10.1080/00797308.2020.1859300 

Vides, D. (2021). Racial trauma: The role of school psychologists to inform schools and 

help improve youth resiliency [Doctoral dissertation]. 

Volkan, V. (1997). Blood lines: From ethnic pride to ethnic terrorism. Farrar, Straus, & 

Giroux.  

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Interaction between learning and development. In mind in 

society: The development of higher psychological processes (pp. 79-91). 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  

Williams, D. R. (2018). Stress and the mental health of populations of color: Advancing 

our understanding of race-related stressors. Journal of Health and Social 

Behavior, 59(4), 466–485. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146518814251 



 

170 

Williams, M.T., Metzger, I., Leins, C., & Delapp, C. (2018). Assessing racial trauma 

within a DSM–5 framework: The UConn Racial/Ethnic Stress & Trauma Survey. 

Practice Innovations, 3(4), 242-260. https://doi.org/10.1037/pri0000076 

Williams, M. T., Printz, D. M. B., & DeLapp, R. C.T. (2018). Assessing racial trauma 

with the Trauma Symptoms of Discrimination Scale. Psychology of Violence, 

8(6), 735–747. https://doi.org/10.1037/vio0000212 

Yarnell, L., & Bohrnstedt, G. (2018). Student-teacher racial match and its association 

with Black student achievement: An exploration using multilevel structural 

equation modeling. American Educational Research Journal, 55(2), 287-324. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831217734804  

Yehuda, R., Lehrner, A., & Bierer, L. (2018). The public reception of putative epigenetic 

mechanisms in the transgenerational effects of trauma. Environmental 

Epigenetics, 4(2), dvy018. https://doi.org/10.1093/eep/dvy018 

Yoon, B., & Uliassi, C. (2022). Researcher-as instrument in qualitative research: The 

complexities of the educational researcher’s identities. Qualitative Report, 27(4), 

1088-1102. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2022.5074 

Zilanawala, A., Becares, L., & Benner, A. (2019). Race/ethnic inequalities in early 

adolescent development in the United Kingdom and United States. Demographic 

Research, 40, 121-154. https://doi.org/10.4054/DemRes.2019.40.6 

 

 

 

 

 



 

171 

APPENDIX A 
 
Interview Questions: 

1. How has transgenerational and vicarious trauma affected your life, your family, 

and your community? 

2. How has the portrayal of Black people in media and popular culture contributed 

to transgenerational trauma? 

3. In what ways do you think racial trauma impacted your educational experiences, 

both academically and socially? 

4. Did you feel supported by teachers and other staff members when dealing with 

racial trauma in the school environment? 

5. How do you think addressing racial trauma in the school environment can lead to 

better outcomes for Black students? 

6. What role do nonprofits play in healing racial trauma? 

7. What role do you believe community leaders should play in promoting racial 

equity? 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Informed Consent Form for Doctoral Research Study 

Title of Study: Transgenerational and Vicarious Race-based Trauma: The Connection to 
Academic Experiences.  

Researcher: Jerra Gillespie-Icenhower Affiliation: Southwest Baptist University 

Contact Information: jerrasresearchstudy2023@gmail.com 

Dear Potential Participant, 

You are invited to participate in a research study titled "Transgenerational and 
Vicarious Race-based Trauma: The Connection to Academic Experiences." Before 
deciding whether to participate, it is important that you fully understand the purpose, 
procedures, potential risks, and benefits of this study. This document serves as an 
informed consent form and outlines the details of the study. Please take the time to read it 
carefully and feel free to ask any questions you may have. 

1. Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this narrative qualitative study was to 
explore the connections between vicarious racial traumas and the educational 
experiences of Black and Brown persons who attended school in Missouri School. 
The researcher used a theoretical underpinning and brain research to determine 
how sociopolitical factors cause barriers to learning in a traditional school setting 
and academic achievement specific to Black and Brown high school students. The 
study will recommend policies, procedures, and interventions school and district 
leaders could consider implementing to create equity and access to overcome the 
race-based trauma barriers that impact the academic experiences of Black and 
Brown high school students.  
 

2. Procedures: If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a 
questionnaire to gather preliminary information. Step 2 is One-on-One Interviews: 
The interviews will be conducted via Zoom, to ensure a convenient and accessible 
experience. The interviews will be recorded to capture the conversation 
accurately. The third and final step will be a round table discussion via Zoom, 
with all participants. 

 The estimated time required for your participation is approximately 
3.5 hours total: .5 hour for the questionnaire, 1 hour for the 
individual interview, and 2 hours for the round table discussion.  
 

3. Voluntary Participation: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You 
have the right to refuse to participate or withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty or prejudice. Your decision to participate or not will not affect 
your current or future relationship with the researcher or the university/institution. 
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4. Confidentiality: All information collected during this study will be treated as 
strictly confidential. Your data will be assigned a code to ensure anonymity and 
will be stored securely. Only the researcher and authorized personnel will have 
access to the data. Any research findings or reports will not include any 
personally identifiable information and will be presented in aggregate form. 
 

5. Risks and Benefits: There are no anticipated physical risks associated with 
participating in this study. However, you may experience some minimal 
emotional or psychological discomfort while discussing certain topics. If at any 
point during the study you feel uncomfortable or distressed, you have the right to 
discontinue participation. 

There may not be direct benefits to you as a participant. However, your involvement in 
this research will contribute to the advancement of knowledge in the field of education. 
The findings may be used to improve educational experiences, which may benefit society 
as a whole. 

Questions and Contact Information: If you have any questions, concerns, or require 
further information regarding the study, please do not hesitate to contact the researcher, 
Jerra Icenhower, at jerrasresearchstudy2023@gmail.com. If you have any questions or 
concerns about your rights as a research participant, you can also contact the Southwest 
Baptist University Review Board (IRB)] at [IRB contact information]. 

Consent: By signing below, you acknowledge that: 
 You have read and understood the information provided in this informed consent form. 
 You have had the opportunity to ask questions which have been answered to your 

satisfaction. 
 You voluntarily agree to participate in the study. 
 You understand that you can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
 You understand that the information collected will be treated with strict confidentiality. 

 
Participant Signature: _________________________ Printed Name: ______________________ 
Date: ___________ 
 
Researcher Signature: _________________________Printed Name: ______________________ 
Date: ___________ 

Note: A copy of this consent form will be provided to you for your records upon request. 

Thank you for considering participation in this study. Your contribution is greatly valued 
and appreciated. 
 
 
Jerra Gillespie-Icenhower 
Doctoral Researcher 
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