
 

University of Florida | Journal of Undergraduate Research | Volume 27 | 2025 
 

 
Girls on Fire: Youth-Led Research on Black Girls’ 
Educational Experiences 
 

Sophia De La Cruz 

College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, University of Florida 

Mentor: Dr. Taryrn Brown, College of Education, School of Teaching and Learning 

 

Abstract 

In the United States, Black girls encounter significant barriers to educational success compared 
to their peers. They face a heightened risk of punitive, exclusionary, zero-tolerance disciplinary 
measures such as suspension or expulsion stemming from vague guidelines, financial incentives 
for school punishment, and racial bias entrenched in legal and social structures related to hair, 
dress code, and school conduct. In 2024, Black girls were suspended at 5.2 times the rate of their 
white female classmates. Despite the negative impacts of school policies on marginalized youth, 
they are seldom included in crucial conversations. This research highlights Black girls' creativity, 
valuable lived experiences in and out of school, intelligence, and unique problem-solving skills 
within the educational research process.  

Keywords: Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR), Black Girlhood, Critical 
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Introduction 

Girls on Fire: Youth-Led Research on Black Girls’ Educational Experiences 

Black girls across the U.S. face increased threat of exclusionary discipline due to vague or 

discriminatory school discipline laws, and historical patterns of racism in the implementation of 

zero-tolerance policies since the 1960s (Hermosura, 2016). In 2024, the U.S. Government 

Accountability Office found that Black girls accounted for almost 50% of suspensions and 

expulsions, despite making up only 15% of the female public-school population (Nowicki, 

2024). The U.S. Department of Education highlighted unequal disciplinary action against Black 

girls for “defiance, disrespect, and disruption,” with neurodivergent girls facing higher risks of 

severe punishment (Nowicki, 2024).   

Although Black girls face unique challenges in educational settings due to their overlapping, 

intersectional identities (Crenshaw, 1991; Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; Field et al., 2016; 
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Owens et al., 2017), their voices are seldom included in important educational decision-making 

or critical discussions about schooling quality, discipline and the school-to-prison pipeline (Ault, 

2017; Morris et al., 2015). This exclusion “silences a more sophisticated analysis about how 

race, gender, class, sexual identity, ability and other identities interact” (Morris, 2016, p. 23). An 

even more significant shortage exists of educational research led by Black girls who are K-12 

students (Evans-Winters and Esposito, 2010). The lack of research is pronounced on the topic 

alternative schools, which are attended by a disproportionate number of Black girls compared to 

other groups (Troutman, 2022). 

In an education system that disregards Black girls’ experiences, it is essential to lean on 

Black girlhood scholars to inform our critical, space-making practices. The following research 

aims to provide a critical youth perspective on issues faced by Black girls in K-12 educational 

systems, while building on existing work in Black girlhood, Youth Participatory Action Research 

(YPAR), arts-based methods, and education. The following analysis explores the evolution of an 

arts-based, YPAR-informed youth research program housed in an alternative school in Alachua 

County, Florida, over a 10-month academic year.  

Literature Review 

The subsequent sections provide a brief overview of literature that foundationally informs the 

current study. The first section highlights challenges to Black girls’ joy, well-being and success 

in educational spaces, including zero-tolerance, punitive discipline (Morris, 2016), adultification 

bias (Epstein et al., 2017) and the exclusion of Black girls from discourse on the school-to-prison 

pipeline (Crenshaw et al., 2015) due to their multiple, overlapping social identities (Brown, 

2013; Crenshaw, 1989; Crenshaw, 1991; Moody-Turner, 2009). The second section describes 

Black girlhood studies, leveraging critical frameworks to offer arts-based, abolitionist 

pedagogical approaches to youth-led research.  

Black Girls’ Educational Experiences: Pushout and Alternative Schools 

The zero-tolerance policies implemented from the 1960s into the early 1990s “diverted 

educator attention…toward scrutinizing student behavior and incentivized over-disciplining 

students and over-reporting behavioral infractions to demonstrate a need for additional funds” 

(Hermosura, 2016). These laws created a pipeline from schools to juvenile delinquency systems. 

In 2014, a report from the Department of Education recorded the referral of 260,000 public 
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school students across the nation to law enforcement, with 92,000 undergoing school-related 

arrests from 2011 to 2012 (Black, 2017; Hermosura, 2016).  

Black girls’ experiences are excluded from research on the school-to-prison pipeline (Ault, 

2017; Crenshaw et al., 2015). Although Black girls face marginalization unique to those who 

simultaneously balance multiple interconnected facets of identity, data on the criminalization and 

over-punishment of Black students lacks a gender-disaggregated lens that is essential for 

understanding Black girls’ unique needs. For example, Black girls contend with adultification 

bias, a form of racial bias in which adults unreasonably expect Black girls to act older than white 

peers of the same age (Epstein et al., 2017). Black girls are subjected to harsher punishment than 

white peers for similar actions (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Hill, 2018; Troutman, 2022). They are 

more likely to face suspension (Morris 2016), expulsion, and arrest. A refusal to acknowledge 

the intersectional identities and experiences of Black girls leads to the permeation of educational 

inequality. It is essential include Black girls in the process of abolishing and replacing current 

school structures (Gilmore, 2021; Kaler-Jones, 2022; Love, 2019). 

Originally created to prevent school dropouts, alternative schools vary by state (Brown et al, 

2025). Many schools operate based on a deficit model that blames students and families for 

academic failure rather than recognizing systemic obstacles to success. Furthermore, they often 

primarily focus on changing students’ behavior (Raywid, 1994). While they provide essential 

resources often lacking in traditional public schools, they sometimes fail to offer an intellectually 

rigorous environment that meets students’ needs. Due to Black girls’ susceptibility to excessive 

punishment and frequent disciplinary action, alternative school populations include a larger 

number of Black girls. The scholars in this study attend an alternative school at the high school 

level in Florida, uniquely impacting their growth. 

Bettina Love calls for dismantling and replacing schools, recognizing that their foundations 

are built on control (2019). Acknowledging the irreparability of broken education systems, Black 

girlhood scholars (Troutman, 2022) seek alternatives to traditional schooling spaces where 

“Black girls’ creativity [is] centered and truth-telling [is] a cornerstone of the curriculum” 

(Kaler-Jones, 2022, p. 3). Drawing from previous work (Brown, 2013; Kaler-Jones, 2022), the 

following study incorporates abolitionist teaching and Critical Race Feminism (CRF) (Hill, 

1998) to reject systems of oppression and center Black girls’ narratives.  
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Black Girlhood Studies: Abolitionist Teaching and Critical Race Feminism 

“I came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend-to grasp what was happening around 

and within me… I saw in theory then a location for healing.” (hooks, 1991, p. 1) 

Grounded in tenets of Black feminist theory (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1994) that recognize the 

uniqueness of Black women and girls’ experiences, Black girlhood is a field of study that 

incorporates aspects of multiple disciplines to center Black girls’ experiences and ideas (Field et 

al., 2016; Owens et al., 2017). Black girlhood acknowledges that “race, age, and gender 

characterize the triple bind of oppressive structures [Black girls] must navigate” simultaneously 

(Troutman, 2022, p. 23) in every area of society (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; Evans-

Winters, 2021; Brown, 2013; Dotson, 2015). Kimberlé Crenshaw described this “triple bind” as 

“intersectionality” (1989). Black feminist scholars recognize that Black girls do not experience 

their social identities separately, but grapple concurrently with embedded racism and patriarchy.  

The following frameworks build on the fundamental work of Black feminist and Black 

girlhood scholars. In recognizing theorizing as “fundamentally linked to processes of self-

recovery, of collective liberation” (Hooks, 1991, p. 2), it is evident that foundational 

understanding of Black girlhood studies’ theoretical underpinnings (Love, 2019) is vital in 

pursuing collective inquiry, healing and self-actualization with Black girls. 

Critical Race Feminism is a “North Star” (Love, 2019, 148) guiding abolitionist work in 

learning spaces. It acknowledges systemic racism, recognizing the intersectional experiences and 

marginalization of Black women and girls (Crenshaw, 1989). In education, CRF combats deficit-

based narratives that portray Black girls as problematic, instead creating space for their brilliance 

(Evans-Winters and Esposito, 2010). CRF aligns with abolitionist teaching, which calls for 

“dismantling a structure, system, or institution” to build a better one (Kaler-Jones, 2022, p. 2). 

Cierra Kaler-Jones (2022) articulated the importance of using these two theories in concordance 

with arts-based methods to co-create liberatory environments for Black girls, stating: 

Together, abolitionist teaching and Critical Race Feminism acknowledge that racism is 
ingrained in structures… [For Black girls to] freedom dream, we must…reckon with what 
needs to be abolished…Black girls use art to confront the truths of their experiences… (p. 4) 

 

The following research relies on freedom dreaming in conjunction with arts-based methods 

to uplift Black girls’ voices. The study builds on previous work of Ruth Nicole Brown, Cierra 
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Kaler-Jones, Venus Evans-Winters and Taryrn Brown, who facilitate co-created learning spaces 

of qualitative inquiry grounded in Black girlhood. 

Research Design and Methodology 

“Love [is] a force that could compel a riot and incite freedom dreams” (Hartman, 2020). The 

co-construction of supportive spaces that facilitate communal learning is vital to culturally 

responsive teaching approaches (Evans-Winters, 2021). This study leaned on Black feminism 

and critical pedagogies to foster an environment of mutual respect, collaborative relationships 

and collective inquiry—pillars of community-embedded learning design (Akyol & Garrison, 

2008; Winn, 2016). Furthermore, the study emphasizes a need to form meaningful relationships 

that navigate power dynamics in university-community contexts (Winn, 2016).  

Co-Creating Learning Communities for and with Black Girls  

Scholars of Black girlhood urge the creation of safe, healing spaces for Black girls within and 

outside of formal schooling environments (Francois-Madden, 2019; Kaler-Jones, 2022). They 

emphasize the importance of “spatial justice” and “place-making as a social and political act” 

(Jones et al., 2016, p. 1) that allows Black girls to articulate their stories and challenge externally 

constructed narratives of Black girlhood (Price-Dennis et al., 2017). The following research is 

situated within a broader research space of co-created learning communities grounded in Black 

girlhood: Black Girl Futures (BGF). Founded by Dr. Taryrn Brown, BGF is a girl-centered 

programmatic framework customized for and with Black girls aged 13 to 18. BGF programs 

cultivate research literacy, arts-based identity exploration, and participants’ academic and 

emotional well-being. 

Within Black Girl Futures, the Black Girlhood Collaborative (BGC) is an interdisciplinary 

group of scholars dedicated to collaborative educational research, relationship-building, and 

storytelling at the convergence of race and gender. Frameworks and practices from abolitionist 

teaching (Love, 2019), Black girlhood (Evans-Winters, 2021), Critical Race Theory (Bell, 1995), 

and Critical Race Feminism underpin BGC research. BGC furnishes a formative space of place-

making, laying a necessary foundation for Black girls to express their criticisms of schools and to 

dream up better futures through participatory inquiry (Kaler-Jones, 2022).  
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Youth Programming: Girl Talk 

Through initiatives such as Girl Talk, BGF strives to address the increasing need for 

comprehensive support for young Black girls. Embedded in the school day at an alternative 

school for three years, Girl Talk facilitates a transformative, intergenerational space for BGF 

youth scholars through activities that uplift experiences of Black girlhood. The creative, 

qualitative inquiry exercises in Girl Talk—arts-based research, critical reading, interviews, 

reflections and discussion groups centering Black girls’ voices—encourage girls to build pride, 

confidence, and self-love. Additionally, the program constructs a space for intentional 

relationship-building through mentorship and peer bonding (Troutman, 2024). 

Embedded Methodologies: 2024-2025 Programs Arts-Based Research Design 

Black studies scholars encourage qualitative methods focused on Black lives to “rethink, 

disrupt and transform systems of knowledge and power” (Okello, 2025, p. 1). By emphasizing 

qualitative methodologies and centering Black girls’ lived experiences, this study aimed to 

“reorient educational inquiry” (Okello, 2025, p. 1). Specifically, YPAR positions youth as co-

researchers, “agents of inquiry” and “‘experts’ about their own lives” (McIntyre, 2000, p. 123).  

Despite increasing credibility and popularity, youth-engaged research rarely demonstrates a 

focus on Black girls’ perspectives. YPAR aims to “[transform] research on educational 

inequality by understanding it from the perspectives of those most impacted by inequitable 

educational conditions” (Caraballo, 2017, p. 3). Despite experiencing this marginalization most 

directly, Black girls are seldom included in crucial conversations on education. The following 

study combats a dearth of Black girl-led research, contributing to educational YPAR and arts-

based methods. 

Recent Black girlhood studies engaged youth by employing Black feminist praxis and arts-

based methods to foster imaginative, healing environments. Scholars emphasize the crucial role 

arts education plays in nurturing creativity and “imagining and creating a more just world”–

otherwise known as “freedom dreaming” (Kaler-Jones, 2022, p. 5). However, a dearth of funding 

persists for schools that serve predominantly Black and Brown students (Government 

Accountability Office, 2009). Through the Black Girls S.O.A.R. (scholarship, organizing, arts 

and resistance) program, Cierra Kaler-Jones applied arts methodologies and performance 

ethnography, enabling Black girls to engage in a “pedagogy of resistance” and “seize their joy as 

a future-making process” (Kaler-Jones, 2022, p. 5). Ruth Nicole Brown’s initiative, “Saving Our 
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Lives, Hear Our Truths,” invited Black girls into “a revolutionary space” to “determine and 

envision Black girlhood on their own terms” (Brown, 2013, p. 3).  

Girl Talk 2024-2025 drew from these programs for inspiration, primarily engaging arts-based 

methods with elements of YPAR (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). Scholars explored the question 

“How do environmental factors facilitate joyful learning experiences for Black girls?” They 

participated in painting, poetry, songwriting, rapping, drawing, and vision board creation. 

Additionally, scholars read Girl on Fire, relying on the graphic novel to inform weekly 

discussions.  

Findings 

In a co-created space cultivated by youth participants and facilitators, BGF scholars 

expressed their concerns and hopes, illustrating an environment characterized by joy, well-being, 

strong relationships, and the uplifting of Black girls’ experiences. Building on Black girlhood 

scholars’ youth-engaged work (Brown, R., 2013; Brown, T., 2022; Kaler-Jones, 2022; Troutman, 

2024), this work aims to highlight Black girls’ freedom dreams for the future. Through youth-led 

group inquiry, scholars expressed the following needs: (1) more individualized and engaging 

learning experiences.; and (2) increased support in emotional development from school staff and 

administrators. 

Finding 1: “Edgenuity is Emptying My Cup”: Dreams for Engaging Learning Experiences 

Girl Talk scholars felt their learning needs were often ignored and invalidated by adults. KJ 

waited an entire year before obtaining glasses, despite struggling to read with a stigmatism. Trap 

Niko endured unmet learning needs and bullying due to her dyslexia and ADHD. She felt some 

teachers required her to do busywork rather than challenging her intellectually, saying of one 

teacher, “she’ll make something trivial…mandatory if you don’t do it.” During a “Fill Your 

Cup” activity, scholars shared what was “filling their cup” (making them happy) and “emptying 

their cup” in Girl Talk. Multiple scholars expressed that Edgenuity—an online learning 

platform—emptied their cup due to its virtual format and failure to make learning fun and 

engaging (Figure 1).  

Across Girl Talk years, scholars recommended more movement and time outdoors 

(Troutman, 2024), with one group forming a social action plan around physical activity. When 

asked for feedback, Flau’Jae mentioned, “to be honest…outside time…maybe we should have 

done more of that, like sports…[or] nature stuff.” They also suggested more hands-on, arts-based 
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activities, such as crocheting and painting. Given their confinement to asynchronous learning on 

Edgenuity, scholars envisioned immersive, stimulating learning environments that fueled 

exploration of their passions. KJ wanted more consideration of Black girls’ opinions in schools. 

She suggested “we should see…what the girls are interested in, instead of…just picking a 

topic…a lot of the girls stopped coming [because] they didn’t really feel interested in it.” Her 

feedback showed the necessity of shaping more engaging educational spaces alongside Black 

girls. 

 

Finding 2: “Girl Talk is My Safe Space”: The Importance of Supportive Spaces 

“I’m just big on support for real…every girl needs a support system like mine.” – Flau’Jae. 

Scholars expressed a need for support with individualized emotional development. During the 

“Fill Your Cup” activity, Flau’Jae shared that “untrustworthy people” emptied her cup (Figure 

2). She explained that, due to a lack of honest people in her life, “confidentiality,” trust, and care 

with adults at school filled her cup (Figure 1). Later, she remarked, “I really needed that filling 

the cup activity,” finding the activity valuable in navigating her emotions.  

Figure 1. Photograph of “What Is Filling/Emptying 
Your Cup?” Collective Group Girl Talk Activity on 
March 6, 2025  

Figure 2. Photograph of “What Is Filling/Emptying 
Your Cup?” Individual Girl Talk Activity on February 
27, 2025  
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Unlike teachers who discouraged students by telling them, “You [will] only be working at 

McDonald’s,” KJ appreciated supportive adult figures at her school. She particularly shared that 

Girl Talk provided a “safe space for us to communicate, facilitate how Black girls go on.” Other 

scholars described Girl Talk as a “safe space” in their final project (Figure 3). KJ partially 

attributed her security to the facilitators’ identities as Black women. She said, “I’m just more 

comfortable talking to Black females,” and, “I love the conversations I have with y’all…I feel 

like I’ve created a good bond with y’all…” Other scholars shared that the weekly group 

affirmation (Figure 4) built up their confidence. The recurring themes of personal reflection and 

relationship-building demonstrated the scholars’ desire for more supportive spaces.  

 

             
 

 

Conclusion 

This research addresses the absence of Black girls’ voices in school leadership, educational 

research, and youth-centered practices. Utilizing critical pedagogy, space-making, and collective 

inquiry rooted in the rich foundations of Black girlhood, youth scholars provided 

recommendations for developing educational environments that foster joy and well-being while 

turning their dreams into reality. To realize Black girls’ visions for their schools, the study 

recommends three key areas of work for education stakeholders: (1) enhancing emotional 

support within schools, particularly in fostering communication and emotional understanding 

Figure 3. Photograph of Collective Girl Talk 
Showcase Project (White t-shirt with positive Girl 
Talk feedback written on it) created on April 10, 2025  

Figure 4. Girl Talk Affirmation created by Girl Talk 
Scholars in 2025.  
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among adults and peers; and (2) increasing the integration of movement, outdoor activities, and 

culturally relevant artistic education into daily school life to create venues for the outstanding 

imagination, creativity, ideas, and growth of Black girls.  
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