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What'’s it like for Black male students who are openly gay or “gender non-conforming” to
navigate the social geography of urban schools? In the tradition of critical ethnographies
of schooling, Lance T. McCready mobilizes feminist theories of intersectionality to explore
the voices of Black gay male students and their teachers in a Northern California compre-
hensive high school. He analyzes the brave and often hilarious ways students “make
space” by challenging conventional notions of Black masculinity and gay identity in edu-
cational spaces, such as an African dance program and the Gay-Straight Alliance. McCready
challenges the dominance of race-class analyses in the field of urban education that fail
to critically account for the relevance of gender and sexuality in school reform. The book
will be of interest to anyone seeking to gain a better understanding of the lives of queer
youth of color in urban communities. Their experiences open up new ways of viewing the
troubles of Black boys and the interventions meant to address those troubles.

“Lance T. McCready has gone where few scholars of urban education have ventured.
Thoughtfully, he weaves theoretical, empirical, and autobiographical details together to high-
light the school lives of other ‘invisible’ men—four young gay African American males at-
tending a multiracial high school in northern California. Making Space for Diverse
Masculinities depicts how race, gender, and sexuality intersect to create disparate edu-
cational experiences for another marginalized student population in America’s urban
schools. This is a read for those who care about how to avoid reproducing multiple forms
of inequality in education.”

Prudence L. Carter, Associate Professor, Stanford University

“This book is a breath of fresh air. It has come at a time of growing attention and concern
over the status and plight of Black males. It is more than a book about being Black and
gay in school. It is an analysis of the experiences of those who contest traditional notions
of masculinity, and who at times, suffer consequences for doing so. It is also a wake-up
call to those who claim to want to ‘save’ black males but never question how traditional
notions of masculinity may in fact contribute to the very problems that many black men
and boys face. This book is insightful, at times funny and very well written. For those who
are ready to do something to help, read this book and get ready to question your

assumptions about what it means to be black and male in America today.”
Pedro A. Noguera, Peter L. Agnew Professor of Education, New York University;
Executive Director, Metropolitan Center for Urban Education

Lance T. McCready is Assistant Professor of Urban Education at the Ontario Institute for
Studies in Education at the University of Toronto.
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Chapter One

Theorizing the Pink Ballet
Tutu Incident

y mother has often told me that as a child I asked too many

questions—she claims that “Why Mommy, why? was one of my
favorite phrases. I don’t disagree. One of the first times I remember ask-
ing “Why Mommy, why?” was when I was a nursery school student at
Grace Church School in Brooklyn, New York. I was one of two black stu-
dents in my class and the only black male. One day, during dress-up
time, my teacher Ms. Weinstein, a white woman in her mid-fifties, dis-
covered me struggling in vain to put on a pink ballet tutu from the cos-
tume box that was many sizes too small for me. I remember thinking
how shiny and pretty it looked, and how much I wanted to wear it so
I could dance like the white girls in the picture books we read during
story time. There were never any black boys doing ballet in the pictures,
much less black boys who lived in apartment buildings in the Flatbush
section of Brooklyn. I remember thinking that none of the children in the
picture books took the #41 bus to and from school every day as I did, rid-
ing forty-five minutes each way. They attended schools in predominant-
ly white, middle-class neighborhoods where two-parent families lived
in houses with white picket fences. There weren’t any white picket
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fences in my Flatbush neighborhood, just apartment buildings and small
row houses.

Living in an apartment building in a working-class neighborhood
didn’t stop me from imagining what it would be like to take ballet
lessons. In fact, attending Grace Church School, which was located in
Brooklyn Heights, an affluent neighborhood at the foot of the Brooklyn
Bridge, inspired me to think about a lot of things beyond Flatbush. But
as much as Iloved daydreaming, I grew tired of its limitations, so I tried
to transform my dreams into reality by acting out a new story about an
African American boy from Flatbush who dances ballet in a pink tutu.

The look of horror on Ms. Weinstein’s face was enough to convince
me that I was doing something wrong. She calmly asked me why I was
trying on a ballet tutu, and before I could answer she told me to take it
off and try on something “more appropriate” for little boys. I remember
thinking, “Appropriate? What does that mean?” Disappointed and con-
fused, I stopped what I was doing and began to peel off the tutu—it felt
as if I were shedding a layer of skin. Adding to my confusion, Ms.
Weinstein said she would call my mother so the two of them could
have a talk about this incident. I knew my mother would not be happy
about being summoned to a parent-teacher conference, much less one
centered around her son’s desire to wear a pink ballet tutu. My mother
arrived at school that afternoon looking embarrassed, irritated, and
afraid. She continued to look this way throughout the conference with
Ms. Weinstein, which I observed from the opposite corner of the room.

During my teenage years, I learned that my parents had planned
carefully for my brothers” and my education. The first part of the plan
was for us to attend a private school like Grace Church because, from
their perspective, the public schools in our predominantly black,
working-class neighborhood discriminated against black boys. My par-
ents were concerned that their sons, no matter how well we did in
school, would always be viewed as delinquent and dumb. My parents
had recently divorced and as a result I was described as living in a
single-parent home, although I still had regular contact with my father.
Both of my parents tutored my brothers and me so that we could achieve
high enough scores on the IQ tests and entrance exams that were
required by New York City’s most prestigious private prep schools. In



