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Abstract 
Many principal licensure students leave their preparation programs lacking knowledge of how to serve 
US schools’ increasing diversity. Building on and extending flow theory to include what we know from 
stereotype threat, this study purposed to expose seven principal preparation cohorts from 
predominantly white institutions to a quasi-marginalization experience. The intent was to raise 
consciousness about how marginalized students may experience school and to identify what may be 
needed to lose self-consciousness in order to concentrate, deeply. Findings yielded five a-priori 
experience themes and four separate emergent themes reflecting what was helpful in context. 
Significantly, these informed a new conceptual model, Flow Under Threat, which should be useful for 
school and organizational leaders. 

Keywords: Principal preparation, Marginalization, Flow theory, stereotype threat, School leadership, 
School culture and climate, Flow Under Threat, Conceptual model innovation. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
This study presents a modest beginning toward unveiling what may be essential for creating conditions 
for marginalized students to flourish in response to the fact that optimal conditions for student learning 
seem more elusive as gaps in achievement continue to persist and are widening (Beard [1], Darling-
Hammond [2], Weinstein [3]). Extending Csikszentmihalyi’s [4] flow theory to include what we know 
about Steele and Aronson's [5] stereotype threat, the study was conceived with the understanding that 
stereotype threat has the potential to impede or interrupt flow, which Csikszentmihalyi understood to be 
“the best manifestation of engagement” (Beard [6] p. 375). Specifically, assumed was that marginalized 
students might have difficulty entering into the deep concentration required for engagement because 
stereotype threat thwarts one’s ability to lose self-consciousness, a fundamental tenet of flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi [7] )The purpose of this study was two-fold: first to sensitize principal candidates to 
marginalized students’ stereotype threat experiences, then to determine if that experience could inform 
the creation of learning conditions for greater potential engagement for marginalized students.   
Denzin and Lincoln [8] described qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in 
the world” (p. 3). It is inherently multi-method, complex, interconnecting terms, concepts, and 
assumptions.  The participants came from seven cohorts (135 students) of principal licensure students 
who underwent an intentional marginalization experience and were willing to subject their reflections for 
analysis. One hundred twenty-one (121) responses out of 135 students (90%) granted informed consent 
to use their data for analysis.  
The multi-method analysis employed included template analysis (Crabtree & Miller [9)] and narrative 
analysis (Riessman [10]) concerning the guiding questions of the study. Student reflections were first 
analyzed through template analysis based on the findings from prior research. This analysis involved 
using a priori codebook (Constas, [11]) developed from the elements of stereotype threat and the nine-
faceted lens of flow. The codebook was used to analyze, describe, and interpret the data relevant to both 
marginalization experiences and the guiding research questions. Field notes were then analyzed using 
narrative analysis. Narrative analysis relies on approaching narratives analytically to determine how the 
participants made meaning and understood their experience.  
Template Analysis yielded the five a-priori experience themes: Social identity awareness, concern for 
safety, lack of self-control, self-consciousness, and empathy. Four separate themes reflecting what was 
helpful in context emerged: Care, appreciation, empathy and support. Significantly, the findings informed 
a new conceptual model, Flow Under Threat, which extends flow theory and incorporates what is 
needed in situations and climates prone to stereotype threat.  This conceptual model should be useful for 
school leaders seeking to optimize learner engagement. Helping future administrators empathize with 
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student experiences may help them prioritize organizational culture and climate decisions relative to 
student wellbeing. 

Flow and Stereotype threat offer valuable insights for organizational leaders interested in positively 
impacting performance, particularly the performance of traditionally marginalized populations. When 
considered together they help to explain phenomenon experienced in the schooling of marginalized 
students and were the inspiration for the conceptualization of yet another flow model. This model 
considers all three frameworks when engagement (flow) as described by Csikszentmihalyi (Beard [6]) 
is under threat. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Using the theoretical assumptions, rationale, and model conception, we return to the research questions: 
Could marginalization experiences increase prospective administrators’ sensitivity and empathy, or raise 
consciousness? And, what if anything can be learned from this experience to inform creating conditions 
conducive for learning? As we consider the relationships between the social-psychological factors 
involved in deep concentration, and those involved in teaching and learning, the need to attend to 
academic learning condition optimization, especially for marginalized populations, becomes more 
pressing. 
This study draws on data from a course designed to prepare future administrators to engage 
marginalized PreK-12 students and their families. Seven principal preparation cohorts (135 students) 
were asked to intentionally submerse themselves in a situation where they were clearly in the minority 
(preferably the only one on some demographic indicator) and participate in the event. Students were to 
remain in the situation for three hours and then were required to write a reflection. Primarily, they chose 
with instructor approval, a setting for the intentional immersion, and were expected to write a narrative 
including how they made meaning of the events experienced and how well they were able to engage.  
An in-class discussion of the experiences followed. Participants were explicitly asked if they believed 
they would have been able to perform well given the demands on their self-consciousness and what was 
or would have been helpful for them to cope during the three-hour immersion. 

2.1 Participants 
Seven cohorts (135 students) from PWI principal licensure programs underwent an intentional 
marginalization experience. The study participants were licensure students willing to share their 
marginalization experience and consented for their written reflections to be part of the analysis: 121 
responses out of 135 students enrolled, that is 90% of the licensure students granted informed consent 
to use their data for analysis. The second data source came from the researcher’s field notes, taken 
during and immediately following class discussions. The field notes were analyzed using narrative 
analysis to identify emergent themes reflecting what students believed was helpful to them (to engage) 
while in their experience.  
Notably, and as previously mentioned, there are many ways in which students feel marginalized, the 
collection of demographic information from this participant sample was restricted to gender and race, 
reflective of earlier stereotype research through which the data would be analyzed (see Table 1).  

Table 1: Participant (sample) Description. 

Category 
Respondents  
(n = 121) 

Respondent % 
(n=135) 

State Department of Education 
Educator Demographics 

 121 90%  
Gender     
Female* 74 61% 71% 
Male 37 31% 29% 
Ethnicity    
White* 100 83% 93% 
African American  10 8% 6.7% 
Asian (Chinese) 5 4% 2% 
Other 6 5% - 
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Nevertheless, most participants who chose to attend a worship service (still among the most 
segregated settings in the U.S.) often identified the faith of their youth. Because of the conservative 
nature of the institutions, questions of sexual orientation or abled-ness might have exposed 
participants to unnecessary risk thus, not fitting for an exploratory study. Three students did, however, 
self-identify as differently abled and two identified their sexual orientation. Beyond self-identification, 
student disability or sexual orientation was unknown. It was exciting that while the scope of this study 
and study design did not include other forms of marginalization, participants identified different 
marginalization sensitivities, which suggests a heightened awareness of differential experiences.  

One hundred twenty-one (90%) participants identified their gender. There were 74 females and 37 
males. The participants making up this sample included: 100 Caucasian, 10 African American, 5 
Chinese, and 6 participants who self-identified as Other (Latinx, Biracial, French, Latino, and 
Armenian).  The participants came from both urban and suburban school settings with a few from 
private religious or independent settings in a Midwestern state. Concerning the representativeness of 
this sample when compared to the demographic information for the educators of the state, this sample 
had only a two percent larger male percentage and ten percent lower female percentage than the 
state. 

It is important to note that the publicly available state educator demographic information is ten years 
old and the last three cohorts were more diverse than earlier cohorts. The typical respondent 
remained similar to the typical state educator profile, a white female teacher. There were 10% more 
men represented in this sample than in the state profile.  Additionally, the percentages for diverse 
representation was higher (albeit in some cases minimally) suggesting more diverse students may be 
seeking administrative licenses than in 1998.   

2.2 Data collection 
With IRB approval, a marginalization experience was incorporated in coursework to obtain student 
insights, feelings, situational challenges, and coping. All students wrote independent 3-page 
reflections, then were engaged in a class discussion about their experiences. Students were informed, 
and consent (permission) was obtained from those willing to share their reflections for analysis. In 
class discussion, students were asked how well they were able to concentrate and engage in the 
activities of their context and at what point was it more comfortable to participate or more challenging. 
They were then asked, “If called upon to speak publicly, or perform a task when you were conscious of 
yourself in that context, how well do you think you would’ve been able to perform?" 

Additionally, participants were asked what helped them cope throughout the experience. Class field 
notes were analyzed for recurring, emergent themes. To maximize the power of the experience, of 
interest, was the commonality of experience as well as common thought processes as they coped 
through the marginalization experience. Commonality was determined in the narrative analysis by 
frequency. Primarily noted was the repetition and commonality of the experience.  

2.3 Data Analysis  
The reflections were first analyzed using template analysis. In template analysis, the researcher 
defines a template or set of a priori codes based on the findings from prior research or theoretical 
perspective. This qualitative content analysis involved using a priori codebook (Constas [11]) 
developed from the elements of stereotype threat and the nine-faceted lens of flow to analyze, 
describe, and interpret the data relevant to both the marginalization experience and the research 
questions. Denzin and Lincoln [8] described qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the 
observer in the world” (p. 3). It is inherently multi-method, complex, interconnecting terms, concepts, 
and assumptions.  Riessman [10] cautioned, “to avoid the tendency to read a narrative simply for 
content, and the equally dangerous tendency to read it as evidence for a prior theory” (p. 60). 
Narrative analysis relies on approaching narratives analytically. This explains why some of the code 
names differ from the theme names. The reflections and field notes yielded similar experiences. The 
reoccurring (frequency) themes were useful to understanding how threat could be reduced, thus, 
informative of what may be needed to create conditions conducive for engagement and learning. 

3 RESULTS 
The findings are presented in two sections: findings from template analysis of the reflections are 
followed by findings from the narrative analysis (class notes). The reflection narratives yielded 
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important connections between experiences as described by theoretical underpinnings. The field 
notes yielded emergent themes useful for understanding the respondent’s perceptions of what was 
helpful in the experience. The themes offered interesting insights from which to build. 

3.1 Template Analysis Findings  
Commonalities from the reflection narratives relative to stereotype threat included: Social identity 
awareness and concern for saving face or impressing others. Relative to flow: Concern for safety-fear 
and vulnerability, Lack of self-control – intrusive thoughts, nervousness and uncontrolled physical 
responses, Self-consciousness – awareness of dress/appearance, discomfort, worry.  What was not 
anticipated was Empathy – care and compassion demonstrated by hosts or others in attendance. 
Coding based on the relevant theoretical elements (as code) represented five prevalent themes and 
twelve nodes: Stereotype Threat - Social Identity Awareness and Concerned about saving face or 
Impressing others; Concern for safety - Fear and Vulnerability; Lack of Self-Control - Intrusive 
Thoughts, Nervousness, and Physical response (uncontrolled); Self-consciousness – Appearance 
awareness (dress), Discomfort, and Worry; Empathy displayed by hosts or others in attendance; 
Acknowledgment of personhood – recognized and welcomed (care) and Kindness displayed - friendly 
or warming gesture (smile, hug) 

3.1.1 Stereotype Threat 
Stereotype threat was coded as having two nodes, social identity awareness and concern for saving 
face, or impressing others.  

3.1.1.1 Social identity awareness 
Identity contingencies involved dealing with a particular social identity in the situation when others in 
the situation didn’t’t have to deal with them (Steele, [12]).  

“As the service began, I became fully conscious of my skin color. Though I knew I could 
do whatever, I was aware that whatever I did would be noticed. That made me 
uncomfortable.” (White male; attending an Urban Missionary Baptist service) 

Steele [12] determined, “the sense of having a given social identity arises from having to deal with 
important identity contingencies, usually threatening or restrictive contingencies like negative 
stereotypes about your group, group segregations of one sort or another, discrimination and prejudice, 
and so on, all because you have a given characteristic” (p. 183).  

3.1.1.2 Concerned over saving face or impressing others 
The kind of contingency most likely to “press an identity on you is a threatening one, the threat of 
something bad happening… It’s enough that it could happen” ([12] p. 186). What preoccupies our 
thoughts then, is the possibility of something negative happening in the face of our identity. This fear 
can generate the need to save face or impress others: 

“Seeing the mosque made my presence seem much more serious… I am a pale white 
woman with blazing, uncovered red hair, it wasn’t that I felt people were staring at me, I 
felt like an eyesore in this community and that I didn’t belong.” (White female; attending 
service in the Islamic Community Center) 

Worry about judgment if one acted outside of the norms for the situation can cause individuals to 
overcompensate or behave differently to save face. Participants commented on behaving differently to 
change the dynamics of the situation – deflecting was commonly reported.  

3.1.2 Concern for safety 
Even while students were free to choose the situation in which to immerse themselves, the most 
reported emotion in the experience was that of concern. Students found the idea of being the only one 
initially intriguing, but when it came to being in the space over time, their thoughts turned to concern, 
and in some instances, they became overwhelmed with concern.  

3.1.2.1 Fear 

Students expressed fear in a wide variety.  Their fear ranged from not feeling welcomed to an actual 
fear of being physically hurt. Even as students were in what would otherwise be determined a safe 
space, such as a place of worship, fear prevailed in the marginalization experience:   
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“The whole time we were with them I was on guard… But then I thought why do I 
automatically assume that because they are homeless, they might hurt me?” (White 
male; interacting with the homeless) 

The participants dis-ease in the situation caused them concern for their physical wellbeing. The threat 
seemed so real that some became preoccupied with their fear and a heightened sense of vulnerability. 

3.1.2.2 Vulnerability 
Feeling at the mercy of the unknown left participants vulnerable. The vulnerability is uncomfortable 
because it encompasses a sense or perception of a lack of control over the situation.  When we sense 
that we cannot control the situation, diminished are both our sense of safety, and our sense of 
efficacy: 

“In my twenty years of teaching, I had never been to one of my student’s home to visit 
much less share dinner with a family with whom I couldn’t even communicate. Tonight, I 
was entering into their world, a world of which, I knew nothing.  At that moment, I felt 
vulnerable, and out of control of my destiny.” (White female; going to dinner at a Latino 
student’s house) 

Fear is a powerful and strong emotion that renders an individual vulnerable to threats of great variety.  
While the students chose relatively common places to daily lived experiences, the discomfort 
interacting with others provoked anxiety, fear, and a profound preoccupation with thoughts of concern 
for self. Seemingly, the more participants gave in to the focus on fear, the more irrational they 
became, and anxiety consumed their psyche.  

3.1.3 Lack of Control 
Feeling in control provides a sense of security and power that is desirable as individuals engage in 
context activities. Similar to trust, feeling in control is difficult to describe until the alternative state, 
feeling out of control, presents itself. In some situations, the sense of a lack of control can lead to a 
lack of self-control. Participants found themselves negotiating (or surrendering) their sense of security 
and power in order to respond to the demands (challenges) of the situation.  

3.1.3.1 Intrusive thoughts 

Students frequently commented about thoughts that entered into their consciousness. These intrusive 
thoughts came most often in the form of questions.  These questions they posed to themselves as if 
asked from others in attendance.  In this, we can see what Steele meant by the threat coming from 
within one’s own perception bank. 

“Where should I sit? Will anyone talk with me? Would they wonder why I am here? These 
were all thoughts running through my mind.” (A biracial male; attending an inner-city high 
school football game)  

3.1.3.2 Nervousness 
Nearly all participants expressed nervousness, especially in anticipation of, and at the beginning of the 
experience. Several remained nervous at some level throughout, but most of the participants voiced 
nervousness in anticipation or at the beginning of their experience. Coping with nervousness led to 
interesting ways they behaved in order to make meaning of why they were nervous: 

“I remember having an irrational anxiety about walking in through the wrong doors, so I 
ended up waiting until someone walked in. My awareness of being different caused me to 
want to leave. The only other white people were the police offers at the door.” (A white 
female; visiting an inner-city bowling alley) 

3.1.3.3 Physical response 
Some participants expressed having uncontrollable physical reactions to the nervousness they 
experienced. Anxiety, fear, and agitation can not only provoke an uncontrolled physical response, but 
it can also make individuals behave in ways that under any other circumstances would seem irrational: 

“My heart pounded as I walked through the door. I tried to forget my awkwardness 
because I didn’t want to offend anyone, but I was clammy and sweating bullets” (White 
female; attending a Mosque) 
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“In my mind, I couldn’t relax. My jaw was clenched, my neck was tight and it was 
physically uncomfortable.” (White male; attending an inner-city Baptist service) 

Participants expressed that being out of control resulted in feeling unable to influence or change what 
is happening to and around them thus, creating feelings of helplessness and inadequacy. Feeling out 
of control is the antithesis of a sense of efficacy, which aids in the ability to lose self-consciousness 
required for deep concentration. When their thoughts focused on their helplessness, participants found 
ways to disengage from the events to restore an identity “safe zone.” That is, they escaped mentally if 
not physically. 

3.1.4 Self-consciousness 
Giving over to the loss of self-consciousness seemed to place self-esteem at risk. The inability to lose 
self-consciousness is perhaps the most closely linked flow tenet that stereotype threat explains.  
Csikszentmihalyi [4] explained, the “loss of self-consciousness does not involve the loss of self, and 
certainly not a loss of consciousness, but rather, only a loss of consciousness of the self” (p. 64). This 
theme was the most described and detailed, whether participants were in religious worship service, a 
Chinese grocery store, Japanese cultural center, Shabbat service, Native American sweat lodge, or 
the home of a student.  

3.1.4.1 Appearance 

The awareness of dress and presence was the most often mentioned concern regarding appearance. 
Perception of appearance was also the concern most often expressed as participants started to 
engage with others in attendance. Fitting in through appropriate attire and behaviors were keenly 
important to participants who otherwise felt they were already uniquely different in the situation: 

 “I was underdressed. Like this dude had on a three-piece suit and some shoes, I’d never 
seen before. They were nice, really nice, like, 'I want those shoes and I don’t even have 
anywhere to wear them' nice.” (White male; attending a Church of God in Christ service)  

3.1.4.2 Discomfort 
The intrusive thoughts that rob psychic energy come from a place of self-consciousness. The more 
participants gave in to these foci; the more irrational thoughts became as discomfort and anxiety 
ensued. 

“My confidence in my signing skills were low. This was very uncomfortable. Around me 
was laughter and chatter throughout the night, but I could not be part of the conversation.  
It was a lonely feeling.” (African American female; attending an American Sign Language 
Silent Dinner) 

3.1.4.3 Worry 
The awareness of difference or not fitting in created a range of emotions from discomfort to worry.  
Once these thoughts begin to infiltrate the mind, irrationality ensued, and pushed participants further 
away from the ability to focus on the task at hand: 

“At first I did feel uncomfortable and out of place being in the Mosque.  I did feel like 
people were looking at me and wondering why I was there.  There was a feeling of this 
being ‘their’ place and that I shouldn’t be there.” (White male; worshipping in a Mosque) 

Even while students opted to participate in settings of their choice the intrusiveness of fear, discomfort, 
and worry occupied their minds. Relief came not from within their own ability to turn back to rationality.  
Relief for this sample overwhelmingly came at the kindness of the host or others in attendance.  
Students repeatedly expressed gratitude for kindnesses or assistance in understanding the events 
and what was acceptable behavior.  

3.1.5 Empathy Displayed by Hosts or Others in Attendance 
While the ethic of care was initially not a dominant theme in this study, it indeed became far more 
pronounced as student experiences unveiled what was required for them to cope with the mental 
challenges presented in their experience.  Central to care theory is that caring-about must be “seen as 
instrumental in establishing the conditions under which caring – for can flourish” (Noddings [13] p. 22). 
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3.1.5.1 Care expressed 
When participants were acknowledged, or recognized positively, there was a great relief from anxiety.  
Students expressed an appreciation of the warmth and comfort found in humanity shared: 

 “I realized that my nervousness had gone away because the people around me were so 
kind, welcoming and non-judgmental. I found comfort in the realization that the people 
with whom I was dining were the same people I saw in my community every day only now 
I knew more about their stories than I did just 2 hours before? (White female; dining at a 
soup kitchen) 

“Their greetings toward me confirmed that I stood out, but by doing so they let me know 
‘we see you’re different and we do not care, welcome”. (White male, attending a black 
Baptist Church) 

3.1.5.2 Kindness offered 
Students were reflective about the autotelic-ness of the experience mentioning a friendly, welcoming 
or warm gesture – smile, hug, or offering of kindness that relieved them from their anxieties and added 
to the enjoyment of the experience.  Autotelic means the pleasure derived from engaging in the 
activity for its own sake rather than for an external reward. 

“I was overwhelmed by the number of the members who came across the sanctuary to 
shake my hand and welcome me.  One woman even hugged me!  This church clearly has 
an open door, open heart policy.  I felt very welcomed.” (White female; attending an 
African American Methodist Episcopal Church) 

Because vulnerability emerged, it is logical that theories that invoke vulnerability and morality as major 
tenets (such as trust and ethic of care theory), became more central to understanding what works to 
relieve marginalization.  

3.2 Narrative Analysis Findings 
In class discussion, participants were asked to share their experiences.  In these field-notes race and 
gender were not specified to avoid making assumptions. Neither did it seem relevant to what was 
shared about what was helpful in their experience. Specifically, the two most salient points guiding the 
discussions were: what was needed to help them relax (enough to lose self-consciousness) and, how 
might this experience inform their leadership. Participants expressed relief from stress when others 
assisted them or behaved with acts of kindness or care. What participants seemingly needed to lose - 
self-consciousness, came from the caring behavior of others. Thus, care from others should also be 
included in understanding how marginalized students can overcome anxiety in specific contexts, in 
order to lose self-consciousness. 

Surprisingly, once completed, participants consistently expressed deep appreciation for the activity 
making comments like: “I am thankful that this experience has given me insight into how students who 
don’t fit the mold in our school might feel.” Participant gratitude extended to how it helped them grow 
personally.  One student commented, “I learned so much about myself doing this assignment with a 
population of which I knew nothing.  This experience has been a most valuable assignment!” Another 
said, “It was an eye-opening experience, and I am grateful for having had it.” It wasn’t until the fourth 
and fifth cohort a few students extended the activity to include the marginalization experienced by the 
LGBTQ community.  A mother expressed her appreciation: “I understand why my son wants to go to 
these establishments more than a predominately straight establishment. I can understand why he 
feels comfortable. It made me realize that although the attitude towards the LGBTQ has improved and 
become more accepting, there is still a long road ahead.” 

Most rewarding, was hearing participants acknowledge consciousness raising by relating experiences 
to their understanding of how students and staff may experience schools. Participants expressed how 
the experience made them think about their teaching, leadership, colleagues, students and parents in 
addition to their own parenting; sensitized them to consciously work to make those who may be 
othered, “feel part of the community.” One student acknowledged, “It is my job as an educator to help 
students see the value and importance of tolerance, respect and empathy”. There were many 
comments regarding how the experience generated empathy and the will to act in ways that support 
others: 
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“I found myself thinking of how difficult it must be for the parents of my students to go 
about their daily lives. When doors are marked in one language, that is not your own, 
when you have to ask a stranger to help you enroll your child in school, because you 
cannot do it yourself when you must rely on others to help you access information or 
transportation, it’s tough. 

“From this experience, I am better able to empathize with those who might be 
marginalized every day and do my part to help make marginalized persons feel more 
comfortable (particularly at school). I believe that experiences such as this one help 
inform my teaching as a teacher, and leadership as an administrator. In the future, I 
would like to put myself in similar marginalization experiences and as an administrator 
encourage such experiences with staff (and students) to create a culturally responsive 
school environment.” 

“After this, I will devote more time to understanding and learning the culture of the deaf 
community. We currently have students with cochlear implants.”  

“They may have perceived me as not knowing anything; I don’t know a lot in Chinese.  
This happens all the time in schools where we get new ELL students.  They know a lot in 
their native language, just not in English, yet they are treated as if they lack knowledge, 
which isn’t the case.” 

“There are some important things that I will take back to school with me and that I will 
carry with me into my position as a building leader. Making school approachable is 
essential. The physical building can be intimidating, so we need to provide non-stressful, 
welcoming times for families to be in the space to become more comfortable.” 

“Based on this experience, I would like to implement a more welcoming atmosphere in all 
of my spheres.  My daughter is young, but I’m going back with her.  It feels important.” 

3.2.1 Care, appreciation, empathy and the will to act in ways that support others 
were the primary themes that emerged for relief from the threat. The importance of genuinely warm, 
caring people who want to be helpful cannot be overstated. This applies to the entire staff regardless 
of their role, but most especially for principals and teachers. Providing clear information to help 
families know how to navigate the bureaucracy of school should make a big difference. Being mindful 
and empathetic to language barriers, challenges and other non-academic barriers is essential. Care 
and support also aided in feedback clarity, which was mentioned often as help throughout the 
experience and cannot be underestimated when taking a risk in (unfamiliar) context.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Empirical studies with the potential to raise consciousness concerning student experiences are lacking 
and needed to inform leadership preparation. The significance of this study was in the identification of 
common and emergent themes in marginalization experiences: concern for safety (fear, vulnerability), 
lack of self-control (intrusive thought, physical response, and nervousness), and self-consciousness 
(worry, discomfort and concern for appearance). Equally, if not more important was the identification of 
elements needed to reduce situational threat: care, appreciation, empathy, and the willingness to 
behave in ways that support the individual learner’s needs. Modestly, this study sought to build on 
what we know about flow and stereotype threat to help determine what a climate conducive for 
flourishing might entail. The universality of participants’ experiences was found in the difficulty they 
had freeing themselves from worry, and self-consciousness when they were perceived, as other. 
Building on these two theoretical constructs, and from the experiences of this sample of principal 
candidates, it seems that in order to create conditions for learning, there must be attention to at least 
four capacities. Needed are the capabilities to have an appreciation for individuals; demonstrate care 
for each learner; show empathy for each those who may be othered, and to behave in ways that are 
supportive.  Additionally, based on Steele’s [15] insights, the environment should reflect 
acknowledgment and appreciation for group member’s positive contribution to the domains. 

These understandings call for an extension of flow theory to include consideration for climate and 
existing or perceived threat as foundational to an individual’s ability to concentrate intensely. From 
these understandings, the Flow Under Threat Conceptual Model was conceived. In this model, a 
climate conducive for learning is equally important as the challenge-skill balance antecedent to deep 
concentration. Skilled teachers and leaders are required to ensure a healthy climate conducive for 
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learning. Without careful attention to care, appreciation, empathy and the will to act in ways that 
support others, many students cannot be freed from self-consciousness in order to concentrate on the 
task at hand. Researchers are invited to explore cultivating school climates that promote student well-
being and engagement and to build on the Flow under Threat model. 

4.1 Flow Under Threat: A Conceptual Model 
One characteristic of flow experiences is the loss of ego, or loss of self-consciousness.  The loss of 
self-consciousness does not mean that in flow an individual loses touch with their own physical reality. 
Entering into flow does require one be released from worry about self in order to cope with demands 
for engagement (e.g. focusing attention). Csikszentmihalyi [14] identified a limitation to the flow model 
because “whether one is in flow or not depends entirely on their perception of what the challenges and 
skills are” (p. 147). Interestingly, it is an individual’s perception that determines whether or not they are 
in a flow state. Their perception of ability, and belief that they are able to achieve a goal (self-efficacy) 
can be conflated with their perception of situational threat. Recognizing that flow can only be achieved 
through deep concentration, and stereotype threat, when activated, impedes an individuals’ ability to 
lose self-consciousness required for concentration, a conceptual model that incorporates mediating 
stereotype threat as an antecedent for flow seemed logical.  
The ability to enter into flow for marginalized students in some school domains requires unique 
consideration for minimizing threat and optimizing conditions for learning. Specifically, creating 
conditions where all student groups are valued as intellectual beings and stereotype threat is 
minimized. The precedents in this model include Challenge Skill Balance, Goal Clarity, and Conditions 
that allow for the Loss of Self-Consciousness. These in relationship to Feedback Clarity become 
conduits to Deep Concentration and Action Awareness Merging.  The resulting elements then include 
Sense of Control, Time Transformation, and the Autotelic Experience. The proposed model has 
greater complexity because it is a contingency model in which entering into flow relies on context and 
an individuals’ perceptions of and sensitivity to the conditions under which they are expected to 
concentrate and perform. Thus, this model incorporates perception of climate conduciveness (degree 
of threat) as an antecedent.  

Significantly, Steel [15] found that while stereotype threat comes from within an individual’s own 
perception bank, it develops through long exposure to negative stereotypes about one’s group 
members.  He furthered that once the stereotypes of inferiority pervade, the environment itself can be 
intimidating. This suggests that the opposite, exposure to positive images within one’s group members 
should help counter stereotype threat and provide a less intimidating environment.  
Stereotype threat can indeed impede flow. Without carefully attending to climate sensitivities of 
marginalized students in intellectual domains, it may be very difficult, often too difficult to lose self-
consciousness in order to enter flow. The relevance of Quinn’s [16] conceptualization of flow in 
knowledge work was that it produced a model useful to consider knowledge work in organizations, and 
it framed the elements to include antecedents for flow. Thus, his conceptualization is usefully 
applicable for schools as organizations. 
Given the well-documented research on stereotype threat, it is plausible that the psychic energy 
expended among members of specific groups in contexts deleteriously impacts their ability to focus 
and enter into deep concentration.  In particular, students need to be in environments that have 
reduced or eliminated messages that threaten their intellectual or domain identity.  These are likely to 
be anti-oppressive climates intolerant of race and gender stereotypes and where respect for each 
learner permeates the environment. Beneficial, would be positive messages regarding the intellectual 
contribution of group members. A model for supporting marginalized populations must consider the 
climate of the organization (See figure 1) and degrees of perceived threat.   

In this model, attention to school and classroom climate is equally as important as the Challenge-skill 
balance and goal clarity antecedents. While Challenge-skill and goal clarity directly link to 
concentration, climate conduciveness must link to loss of self-consciousness, which then links to 
concentration.  In Quinn’s model, loss of self-consciousness was the result of deep concentration, but 
based on the theoretical understandings, individuals cannot concentrate until there is a loss of self-
consciousness.   
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Figure 1: Flow Under Threat Model. 

Also in this model, loss of self-consciousness becomes an antecedent mitigated by contextual 
conditions. Further, there is a reciprocal relationship between loss of self-consciousness and 
concentration. Once an individual is able to release enough self-consciousness to concentrate deeply, 
their increasing level of concentration allows them to lose even more self-consciousness. 
Concentration leads to flow (with or without feedback clarity), and through loss of self-consciousness, 
allows for the transformation of time.  

The remaining element relationships support the idea that once in a threat-free environment, students 
are more willing to take a risk and embrace challenges slightly above their skill level without concern 
for what others think of their ability based on prevailing stereotypes. The outcomes of flow then include 
a sense of control, autotelic experience, and time transformation.  In this model, once a learner is not 
concerned for and conscious of self, a pathway to concentration, flow and time transformation can be 
realized.  
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