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ABSTRACT 

Smith, Chaundra L., A description of the challenges and successes of African American 

female presidents at post-secondary educational institutions. Doctor of Education 

(Executive Educational Leadership), May, 9, 2020, Houston Baptist University, Houston, 

Texas.  

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of African American 

females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary educational 

institutions.  This study described the experiences of current African American female 

presidents in the academy in reaching their level of professional success.  

Methodology 

Five participants, who self-identified as African American female presidents, 

were the first presidents of their college. They shared their experiences by responding to 

research questions that allowed them to expound on challenges and successes 

encountered before, during and after achieving the position of College President. 

Findings from the study indicated that gender presented a challenge for participants, as 

they had to continuously prove themselves to colleagues and subordinates that they could 

do the job well. In addition, the study's findings emphasized the importance and huge 

advantage mentoring played in each participant's experience and in shaping the 

perception of each participant's self-image and confidence. Networking, training, and 

being knowledgeable about politics, administration, financials, and administration were 

also found to be essential and pertinent to the journey of college president. In conclusion, 

this study provides a description of the challenges and successes of African American 

female presidents  
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Findings 

 Two emergent themes were identified in the examination of the challenges 

African American female presidents encountered during their journey to presidency, 

gender and race. Participants expressed how their gender and race were challenges for 

them as they pursued the seat of president. These challenges continued even after 

obtaining the executive position but became motivating factors for the participants.  

 Five emergent themes materialized when looking at successful strategies that 

helped participants obtain the president position: mentoring, spirituality, and family, 

networking and training. Mentoring showed to be a heavily viable source for the 

participants and something they encourage and do themselves. Spirituality was another 

successful strategy participants relied on heavily to navigate the injustices and challenges 

that could have easily begot them, but instead allowed them to continue their journey to 

the position. Family was the support each participant needed to conjugate who they were 

with the work they did and be effective in both. Networking provided participants with 

connections needed to get into otherwise closed doors and be exposed to individuals who 

could help in reaching the presidency. Training was a necessary component to achieve 

the position and be successful in the position. Training allowed participants to be better 

acclimated with the operations, politics, and better know and understand the institution as 

a whole. 

Conclusions 

 The responses from participants in this study described the challenges 

encountered on their journey to becoming college president. Based on the responses by 

participants it is imperative African American females understand the challenges that will 
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arise and utilize successful strategies of good mentorship, spirituality, family, 

networking, and proper training. The researcher’s aspiration is that the findings of this 

study will encourage aspiring African American female leaders to embark upon the 

journey of becoming a college/university president. 

KEY WORDS: African American Female, Critical Race Theory, Gender, Glass ceiling, 

Marginalization, Mentoring, President, Post-secondary education; Black Feminist 

Thought, Challenges, Success 
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CHAPTER I 

Higher education encompasses a myriad of individuals within its realm (i.e. 

faculty, students, staff, and administrators). Women in general have seen tremendous 

strides in obtaining scholastic recognition within academia: published works; faculty 

tenure; and appointment to top ranking upper-senior level administrative positions 

(Turner, 2013).  However, African American women are underrepresented in leadership 

roles in higher education (Harris & Jackson, 2005). It appears the pathway toward 

college presidency is much narrower for women of color, to the point of almost 

disappearing at such high rankings of senior administration (Turner, 2013). 

Researchers who conducted The American College President Study [ACPS] 

(2017) found that women and ethnic minorities were underrepresented among the 

presidency in post-secondary educational institutions.  Findings showed “three out of 

every 10 college presidents were women, and fewer than one in five presidents (17 

percent) were racial/ethnic minorities” (ACPS, 2017, p. ix).  As more and more post-

secondary educational institutions become increasingly diverse, it is imperative that the 

college presidency reflects its student body (ACPS, 2017).  The National Center for 

Education Statistics (2016) indicated that by 2024, 44 percent of college students would 

cumulate from communities of color, with prominent growth occurring within the 

African American and Hispanic populations. It is predicted that there will be a 28 

percent growth during the years of 2013 through 2024. At the same time, the percentage 

of growth among Hispanic populations is predicted to be 25 percent (ACPS, 2017).   
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According to ACPS (2017), women of color, in general, were underrepresented 

in 2016.  Only five percent of them were college and university presidents. Mainah and 

Perkins (2015) stated that although African American females are increasing in visibility 

within leadership positions in higher education, the pathway to the presidency is one that 

is less traveled and includes challenges that are not for the faint of heart.  

Background of the Study 

According to Beckworth, Carter, and Peters (2016), African American females 

are not represented in high numbers within higher education, especially when it comes 

to holding executive positions in post-secondary institutions.  Beckworth, et al. (2016), 

also stated that African American females continue to be underrepresented in institutions 

of higher learning for positions that are male-dominated.  The researchers also 

mentioned that, although progress and strides have been made in the nation, in terms of 

gender and racial equality, there continues to be a sizeable lack of African American 

females in post-secondary executive leadership positions (Beckworth et al., 2016). The 

data showed that African American females have made notable progress in degree 

attainment as reported by The United States Census (2017). African American women 

contributed to 66 percent of bachelor degrees attained by African Americans, and 

continue to show increasing percentages of students entering post-secondary educational 

institutions (Bartman, 2015; Jones-DeWeever, 2014).Hamilton (2004) asserted that 

more African American females serve as college or university presidents at historically 

black colleges and universities (HBCU) or community colleges than predominately 

white institutions (PWIs). African American females face more barriers within the 

confines of higher education than their white counterparts (Harley, 2008). For example, 

African American females are often viewed as part of a targeted initiative, such as 
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affirmative action, when achieving or retaining a higher position within higher 

education. They are challenged with continually proving to their white counterparts they 

have the job skills and scholastic ability to do the job and not just equal opportunity 

and/or tokenism (Harley, 2008). 

However, as our educational system continues to become more diverse in nature, 

it is imperative to be more cognizant of the positive effects of having more diversity 

among personnel in administration at post-secondary educational institutions. Thomas 

and Jefferson (2007) stated that African American females have advanced in education 

and it has allotted them the opportunity to play a critical role in empowering the African 

American community and the African American race.  

Statement of the Problem 

African American females find themselves underrepresented in post-secondary 

educational institutions and disproportionately represented in executive administrative 

roles (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). In this study, the researcher addressed the successes 

and challenges of African American females in post-secondary educational institutions.  

Throughout the history of education, African American females have contributed to the 

advancement of education (Glover, 2012). Even though pathways and steps were made 

toward advanced degrees in post-secondary educational institutions, African American 

females continue to find themselves achieving only mid-level of the ladder in positions 

in which they are responsible for simply implementing policies and programs others 

created (Glover, 2012). In addition, rarely are there African American females in top 

executive positions, such as president, where there is freedom to develop policies that 

would invoke institutional and social change (Glover, 2012).  Rahman, Shore, and Laws 
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(2016) explained that African Americans face more daunting challenges, in leadership 

roles, when compared with other racial groups.   

Often African American females are not viewed or perceived as suitable 

candidates for certain types of positions (Byrd, 2008).  This concept can be associated 

with stereotypes of African American females.  The identity of African American 

females has been shaped by negative depictions in the media and socio-ethnic 

stereotypes.  Research conducted by Brown (2007) stated, “stereotypes of white women 

are focused less around individual identity and more around skills, whereas women of 

color face primarily about identity” (p. 9).  According to Rosenthal and Label (2016), 

stereotypes focus on single identities of a marginalized racial or ethnic group.   

African American females often face the problem of dealing with race and 

gender in academia, making them, for the most part, invisible beings (Lloyd-Jones, 

2011). Being both female and non-white, women of color experience a double jeopardy.  

Davis (2016) explained double jeopardy as, “minority women are the primary targets of 

harassment and discrimination because they face both sexual and ethnic prejudice” (p. 

3).  African American females are also affected by what is called the “glass ceiling.”  

Beckworth, et al. (2016) defined the glass ceiling as artificial barriers that are based on 

attitudinal or organizational bias preventing qualified individuals the opportunity to 

advance upward in organizations and senior-level positions.   

African American women strive to be respected, accepted, and heard but find it 

challenging to do so. Battle and Doswell (2004) and Benjamin (1997) both stated that 

African American women face a myriad of challenges in academia that impede their 

professional growth and limit their ascension to leadership positions in post-secondary 

educational institutions. 
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Statement of the Purpose and Significance 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of African American 

females regarding their progression toward the presidency at post-secondary educational 

institutions.  This study described in depth, the pathways many African American 

females in the academy are taking to reach a level of professional success, such as the 

presidency and other executive positions. African American females are prevalent and in 

the pipeline of education; however, they are not given opportunities for upper level 

executive positions in post-secondary educational institutions (Allan, 2011; Jackson & 

Harris, 2005).   

To understand the lived experiences of African American females regarding their 

progression toward the presidency at post-secondary educational institutions, one must 

see it, hear about it, and make meaning of it from the perspectives of those who know it 

well (Smyth & Hattam, 2001).  Knowing and understanding leadership development 

experiences of African American females in academia is necessary and prudent for 

improving leadership development opportunities for them as emerging leaders (Davis 

and Maldonado, 2015).  There is a need to study actions that may close the gap of 

African American females in post-secondary educational institutions holding executive 

positions.  

Research Questions 

Boree (2002) noted that the phenomena speak for themselves, meaning the 

researcher should be prepared to listen. In this study, the researcher described the 

perceptions of African American female presidents at post-secondary educational 

institutions regarding their challenges and successes. The following questions guided 

this study. 
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1. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding challenges they encountered toward 

progression to the presidency? 

2. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding successes they experienced during 

the progression to the presidency? 

3. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding their recommendations for African 

American females aspiring to be college presidents? 

Definition of Terms 

African American 

 Refers to persons of color who identify as Black, African American, African, or 

persons who identify as Black (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016).  

Glass Ceiling  

An intangible barrier within a hierarchy that prevents women or minorities from 

obtaining upper-level positions (Merriam-Webster, n.d). 

 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

 Colleges and Universities that are accredited institutions that are primarily 

founded for the betterment of African Americans (U.S. Department of Interior, n.d). 

Marginalization 

Marginalization is defined as any issue, situation, or circumstance that has placed 

an individual outside of the flow of power and influence within their institutions (Patitu 

& Hinton, 2003). 
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Mentor 

 Active and reciprocal relationship between a senior-level administrator and 

graduate student, faculty, or lower-level administrator, where senior-level administrator 

provides career role model; career development and advice; sponsorship and visibility; 

advice for successfully balancing life; family, and work; career guidance and support;  

strategies for overcoming and surviving barriers (Hill & Wheat, 2017). 

Post-Secondary Educational Institutions 

 Two or 4-year institutions as well as community colleges. This term will also be 

used interchangeably with “colleges or universities” (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2000) 

Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) 

Term used to describe institutions of higher learning in which Whites account for 

50% or greater of the student enrollment (Encyclopedia of African American Education, 

2010). 

Stereotyping  

A conventional, formulaic, and oversimplified conception or image. The 

American Heritage College Dictionary, 1997, Third edition. 

Success 

 Degree or measure of succeeding; favorable or desired outcome (Merriam-

Webster, 2017). 

Synergist Leadership Theory 

Theory developed by Irby, Brown, and Duffy (1999), is a gender inclusive 

theory which addresses the female perspective, and which includes attributes, 
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experiences, and abilities inherent in male, as well as female, leaders (Brown & Irby, 

2003). 

Underrepresented Population 

 Populations that are traditionally underrepresented in the college environment, 

normally by ethnicity and race (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). 

Women of Color 

Limited to women identified as African American, Hispanic, Native American, 

or Asian American as defined by the U.S. Department of Labor Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (2009). 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework of this study was based on research by Irby, Brown, 

Duffy, and Trautman (2002). They described a gender-inclusive Synergistic Leadership 

Theory that includes the female voice and experience. The Synergistic Leadership 

Theory (SLT) centers on the interconnectedness of four distinct factors: Attitudes, 

Beliefs and Values, Leadership Behaviors, External Factors, and Organizational 

Structure (Brown and Irby, 2002).  These factors are illustrated as stellar points on a 

tetrahedral model (Figure 1) where all factors work in tandem. If one of the four factors 

is not congruent with any of the other three, tension will occur (Brown and Irby, 2002).  

 Brown and Irby (2003) gave major assumptions regarding SLT and they include: 

1. Leadership is the interaction among leadership behavior, organizational 

structure, external forces, and values, attitudes, and beliefs. 

2. Females bring a particular set of leadership behaviors to leadership 

positions. 

3. No theory/model exists in current literature that is all inclusive of the 
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female leadership characteristics or female perspectives (Trautman, 2000) 

[p. 102]. 

There are five unique characteristics about SLT that make it a framework worth 

using to analyze female leaders. First, it’s creation and development come from female 

leaders; the four distinct factors that make up the model are factors for which female 

leaders may be impacted; the leadership behaviors of females may cohesively interact 

with the factors of SLT opposite of those leadership behaviors of men; leaders at 

different positions or levels could be impacted by the four factors in different ways and 

the factors are all interactive (Brown & Duffy, 2003).  

Factor 1: Attitudes, Beliefs, and Values 

In the SLT, Factor 1: Attitudes, Beliefs, and Values are characterized as 

dichotomous, or relating to one another. For example, individuals or groups will adhere 

or not adhere to specific attitudes, beliefs, or values at some point in time (Irby &Brown, 

2002). According to Irby, Duffy, and Trautman (2002) it is imperative for leaders to 

recognize values and maturate their capacity to examine their own values in order to 

examine those they work with.  Examples include, belief in professional growth for all, 

openness to change, value diversity, and value integrity. It behooves leaders to be 

cognizant of the congruent nature between these three attributes and the other three 

factors of the theory, as to note tension and address it.  

Factor 2: Leadership Behavior 

The second factor of SLT details a range of leadership behaviors from autocratic 

to nurturer (Brown & Irby, 2002).  In leadership, behaviors describe certain particular 

actions of leaders. These behaviors, makeup traditional female leadership behaviors; 

however, SLT does not validate one leadership behavior as the determining factor for 
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success or failure but implies that behaviors may rearrange in order to align with the 

factors. Female leaders attribute certain behaviors such as interdependence, cooperation, 

receptivity, merging, acceptance, and being aware of patterns, wholes, and context 

(Grogran, 1998; Gupton and Slick, 1996; LeCompte, 1996).  Feminist leaders are 

willing to publicly protect individual freedoms, issues of gender biases, racial 

discrimination, class equality, and promote collective actions to attack social problems 

(McCall, 1995). Personal relationships are a priority of feminist leaders and work 

closely with personnel to develop a network within the workplace (Brown and Irby, 

2002). It is found that women favor leadership that empowers and builds trust amongst 

their constituents as well as subordinates, a more communal and less self-centeredness 

as men (Brown & Irby, 2002). Research has shown that men tend to move more toward 

autocratic leadership behavior and women move more toward democratic leadership 

behavior that is inclusive of other people and often involves other people in decision 

making (Grogan, 1998; Gupton and Slick, 1996; LeCompte, 1996). 

Factor 3: External Forces 

The third factor in the SLT addresses influencers outside the control of the 

organization or leaders that connect with the organization and the leader that eminently 

embodies a set of values, attitudes, and beliefs (Brown & Irby, 2002).  Bolman and Deal 

(1977) recognized there are uncontrollable forces that are outside the organization that 

will affect the system and cause dissatisfaction for various groups within the system.  

The external forces that can affect educational organizations are diverse and can include, 

but are not limited to the following: perceptions or expectations of supervisors or 

colleagues, local, state, and national laws and regulations, technological advances, 
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political climate, economic situations, resources, special interest groups, culture of the 

community, taxpayers, and location (Irby, Brown, & Trautman, 1999b). 

Factor 4: Organizational Structure 

 The organizational structure references the characteristics of organizations and 

how they operate vertically and horizontally (Brown & Irby, 2002).  The SLT divides 

organizational structures into structures ranging from feminist organizations to 

bureaucratic organizations.  Koen (1985); Martin (1993); Rothchild (1992) defined 

feminist organizations as decision-making systems of rotating leadership, promotion of 

community and cooperation, and power sharing. Examples of organizational structures 

include, but are not limited to, bureaucratic, participatory, transformational, and feminist 

structures. The organizational structure can impact and impede behaviors and have 

different attributes or features, which shape different practices within the organization. 

Whereas Lunenburg and Ornstein (1996), define bureaucratic organizations as including 

divisions of labor, rules, hierarchy of authority, impersonality, and competence.   

The SLT is of value, because it is the only leadership theory that openly 

acknowledges the feminist organization as a major component (Brown and Irby, 2002).  

The Synergistic Leadership Theory is reflective of female leadership experiences and 

gives voice to the existing male-biased leadership theories, strengthens the relevancy of 

theory that is presented in leadership training programs, generates a framework for 

describing social interactions and dynamic tensions amongst leadership behaviors, 

organizational structures, external forces, and attitudes and beliefs (Brown & Irby, 

2002). 

Traditionally, leadership theories have omitted the female perspective, are gender 

biased, and written with a masculine voice and perspective (Brown & Irby, 2002). This 



12 

 

 

aids to the old adage or way of thinking that men are superior to women and have a 

bigger and better voice than that of women. Brown and Irby (2002) eloquently state, if 

the female perspective is continually ignored, the field of educational leadership will be 

negatively impacted resulting in a leadership theory that is guided by action but fails to 

be reflective of current leadership practices, does not examine the concerns, needs, or 

actualities of females, and lastly fails to develop males or females who can cohesively 

work effectively in inclusive systems. SLT provides a gender balance and must be 

introduced into the discipline of educational leadership (Brown & Irby, 2002). 

The advantage of SLT over other leadership theories is its framework enables 

analyzation and examination of specific interactions that may cause or account for 

tension, conflict, or harmonious interactions at specific points in time or over time 

(Brown & Irby, 2002). If all factors are analyzed and tension exists between any two of 

the factors, there is high probability effective leadership or the organization itself will be 

disparaged. This allows for leaders and organizations to put into place interventions that 

will allow for effective leadership and cohesiveness. 

The importance of alignment amongst the four factors strongly suggest that 

regardless of what the values, beliefs, attitudes, leadership behaviors, organizational 

structures, and external forces are, the leader and organization can be identified as 

effective if alignment is among the four factors (Irby, Brown, & Yang, 2009,). Since its 

inception, SLT has been used to better understand leadership practices along with 

educational organizations. As African American females continue to strive for equality 

and break barriers in post-secondary education, different theoretical perspectives support 

and give understanding to identifying and addressing the experiences of African 

American women in post-secondary education. SLT is contextual and situational, taking 
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in multiple perspectives, while also recognizing culture, as an external force, which has 

significant impact on leadership and organizations (Irby et al., 2002). 

Figure 1 

Tetrahedral Model for the Synergistic Leadership Theory* 

Organizational Structure 
Rotates leadership 

Uses expertise of members, not rank 

Has consensually derived goals 

Values members 

Rewards professional development 

Relies on informal communication 

Disperses power 

Promotes community 
Promotes nurturing and caring 

Promotes empowerment 

Has many rules 

Has separate tasks and roles 

Maintains a tall hierarchy 

Initiates few changes 

 

        

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: lrby. B, Duffy. J, 1.A. & Trautman, D. (2002). The synergistic leadership 

theory. Journal of Educational Administration. 40,4, 304-322. (The examples are 

not all inclusive.) 

 

 

Leadership Behavior 
Autocratic 

Delegator 
Collaborator 

Communicator 

Task-oriented 

Risk-taker 

Relational 

Nurturer 

Controller 

Stabilizer 
Intuitive 

External Forces 
Perceptions/Expectations     

     of Supervisor/Colleagues 

Perceptions/Expectations   

     of Community 

Local, state, and national 

     Regulations 

     Resources 

     Location 

Culture of Community 

Socio-economic Status 
Language/Ethnic Groups 

Political/Special Interest Groups 
 

Beliefs, Attitudes, Values 

     Importance of professional growth 

Openness to change/diversity 

Adherence to tradition 

Collegial trust/support 

Importance of character, ethics, integrity 
Importance of programs for at-risk/gifted 

students 

Role of teachers/learners 

Purpose of school 

Role of teachers/administrators 

    Importance of employee well-being 
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Limitations 

Limitations in research are circumstances and occurrences that may arise in the 

study, which are out of the researcher’s control. The limitation in this study is the survey 

used for self-reporting may not conclusively determine the perceptions of all African 

American females in post-secondary institutions.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations are self-imposed boundaries that are set by the researcher on the 

purpose and scope of the study (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008).  Delimitations of this study 

included the following: 

1.  The survey in this study was a self-report measure and no observable 

practices were examined. 

2. The sample of participating African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions may not be representative of the 

general population of African American presidents at post-secondary 

educational institutions. 

Assumptions 

This study consisted of three general assumptions: 

1. The survey utilized for this study was valid for the purpose intended. 

2. The participants interpreted the survey and responded objectively and 

with rectitude. 

3. Analysis of the data collected reflected what participants intended. 

Organization of the Study 

 This study is organized into five chapters.  Chapter I consists of introduction, 

background of the study, statement of the problem, statement of the purpose and 
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significance, research questions, definition of terms, theoretical framework, limitations, 

delimitations, assumptions, and organization of the study. In Chapter II, the researcher 

provided a review of literature which includes introduction, historical perspective, 

overview of African American leaders; leadership styles; the definition of glass ceiling; 

challenges of reaching presidency in post-secondary education; successes of reaching 

presidency in post-secondary education; summary.  In Chapter III, the researcher 

described the methodology of this study, which includes, research design; participants; 

context and setting; instrumentation; data collection; and data analysis.  In Chapter IV, 

the researcher provides the findings of the study. In Chapter V, the researcher provides 

discussions, implications, recommendations, and conclusions.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of African American 

females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary educational 

institutions.  There are many barriers for African American females in higher education, 

such as racism and sexism.  African American women have achieved landmark 

successes within higher education, and subsequently are viewed as ‘super-women’ 

(Carter-Sowell & Zimmerman, 2015).  Being cognizant of the biases and problems 

African American females encounter while achieving executive roles in higher 

education will allow for more dialogue on combating stereotypes of African American 

females and encourage acceptability of African American female leadership roles.   

Historical Overview 

The involvement of African American women in education, in the United States, 

can be referenced as far back as slavery. These enslaved women secretly taught 

themselves to read and write (Wolfman, 1997). Illegal as it was for any slave to learn 

how to read or write, these women developed an infinite spirit of bravery and courage, 

jeopardizing their well-being in efforts to teach other slaves to read and write (Wolfman, 

1997). However, the late 1830’s became a time of great change for African Americans, 

as a small group of institutions began to permit African American students into their 

collegiate institutions. In 1835, Oberlin College was the first institution of higher 

learning to become the first predominately white institution to admit African American 

male students, and two years later it admitted women (Fletcher, 1943). In fact, in 1862, 

Mary Jane Patterson was the first African American female to earn her bachelor’s degree 

in education from an American college, and went on to teach in the Philadelphia school 
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system and became the first African American principal of the Preparatory High School 

for Colored Youth (Fletcher, 1943).  Mary Church Terrell was another pioneer in the 

field of education. She earned her degree from Oberlin College, like Mary Patterson, and 

became the first African American woman to serve on the Board of Education in 

Washington, D.C., and eventually went on to be the first president of the National 

Association of Colored Women (Davis, 1982).  

Typically, African American females were denied academic admission to 

colleges and universities throughout the Unites States. For instance, by 1890, there were 

only 30 African American women who held college degrees compared to 300 degrees 

held by African American men, and 250 degrees held by White women (Faragher & 

Howe, 1998). This led to the development of Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs).  Over a span of thirty-five years, HBCUs grew to increase the 

post-secondary education options of African Americans, in particular, African American 

females (Faragher & Howe, 1998). 

The Morrill Land Grant of 1862 required states to admit students regardless of 

their race and designate land for colleges to be built for students of color (Faragher & 

Howe, 1988). Although more doors of opportunity were opened for students of color, 

the cost of tuition prevented many African American females from attending these 

colleges (Faragher & Howe, 1988).  The 1950s and 1960s brought with it a new era for 

African American women. In 1954, the Brown vs. Board of Education fought to get 

African Americans access to equality in education and set the stage for desegregation. 

The Civil Rights movement of the 1960’s was another stepping stone for African 

Americans, because it increased the necessity for post-secondary educational institutions 

to accept students of color (Green, 1988).   
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Throughout history, African American women have been one demographic that 

has been excluded or marginalized in academia (Evans, 2007).  The main profession for 

the few African American women who attended college before the 1900's was teaching; 

however, employment was limited to primary or secondary schools (Evans, 2007).  With 

African American females being permitted to only hold positions at the primary or 

secondary schools, the prospect of achieving a position higher than that was not 

foreseeable at the time for this particular group of people.  

The position of dean of women provided Black women, who obtained college or 

graduate degrees but did not want to teach elementary or secondary school levels, the 

opportunity to use their advanced skills (Evans, 2007). The pay and promotion for Black 

women university professors was unreasonably low and lower in rank, doing what was 

considered invisible work, such as counseling, coordinating meetings, stretching meager 

resources, and organizing grassroots civil rights campaigns that would improve their 

campuses and communities (Evans, 2007).   

Zamani (2003) posited “the women’s movement of the 1970’s, which sought to 

emancipate women, spoke primarily to the need and concerns of middle-class white 

women, not to those of most African American women” (p. 6).  African American 

women fought and continue to fight the legacy of exclusion and struggle for inclusion in 

higher education (Zamani, 2003). There are two things that confine African American 

females at the confluence of oppression; that is being female and African American 

(Zamani, 2003).  Lerner (1992) stated, “Black women have always been more conscious 

of and more handicapped by race oppression than by sex oppression. They have been 

subject to all the restrictions against African Americans and those against women. In no 
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area of life have they ever been permitted to attain higher levels of status than white 

women” (p. xxii).  

Throughout history, African American females have contributed to the 

advancement of education, dating back to Mary McLeod Bethune. Mary McLeod 

Bethune was an educator and activist, founder of the Daytona National and Industrial 

Institute in 1904, specifically for women of color, where she served as president. The 

institute later merged with the Cookman Institute, in 1923, to become the Bethune-

Cookman College (McConner, 2014). Jackson and Harris (2005) consider this the first 

of five waves or timeframes of appointments of African American females to the 

position of chief executive officer of baccalaureate and masters/doctorate degree-

granting institutions.   

The second wave took place during 1955 to 1970 when Dr. Willa Beatrice Player 

was appointed President of Bennett College for Women and Dr. Yvonne Taylor was 

appointed at Wilberforce College in 1984 (Jackson & Harris, 2005).  The third wave 

“occurred from 1970 to 1987 when Dr. Mable McLean was appointed President of 

Barber-Scotia College in 1974” (p.10).  In addition, there were five more women 

appointed as presidents in two-year community and junior colleges during this time 

frame.  During the period of 1987 to 1992, the fourth wave of African American female 

president appointments occurred (Jackson & Harris, 2005). In 1987, a historical time in 

history, three or more African American female presidents were serving simultaneously 

at Historically Black Colleges Universities (HBCU) [Jackson & Harris, 2005].   Dr. 

Johnetta B. Cole became the first Black female president of Spelman College, founded 

in 1881 and considered one of the most prestigious historically black colleges for 

women in the United States, in 1987.  Up until 1987, all previous presidents of Spelman 
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College were men or White women (McConner, 2014).  Dr. Gloria Dean Randle Scott 

was appointed to Bennett College for Women; and Dr. Niara Sudarkasa to Lincoln 

University in Pennsylvania (Jackson & Harris, 2005).  Accompanying these 

appointments were several presidencies of African American females to two-year 

colleges, opening the door for a true wave of other appointments, as Board of Trustees 

became “comfortable” with the accomplishments and successes of these women leaders 

(Jackson & Harris, 2005). Lastly, “the fifth wave of African American female presidents 

occurred from 1992 to 2002” (Jackson & Harris, 2005, p. 12). During this time, the 2000 

ACE study reported 38 African American female presidents and 110 African American 

male presidents, one in four African American college and university presidents were 

women (Jackson & Harris, 2005).   

The researcher described participants’ perceptions of factors that are barriers as 

well as strategies that help project them to the ascension of presidency in post-secondary 

education. There is a need to continue documenting the underrepresentation of African 

American females in executive roles within higher education to change the facet of how 

leadership is viewed by others inside and outside of post-educational institutions. To 

address the challenges and successes African American females face in their journey to 

presidency, several topics are discussed in the sections of this chapter.  The topics 

include underrepresentation, challenges, and successful strategies. 

Underrepresentation of African American females in Post-Secondary Education 

 Throughout historical literature, African American females are notably absent 

from the narrative of women in higher education (Crocco & Waite, 2007).  This can be 

attributed to the lack of representation in higher education, especially at the collegiate 

level in executive positions such as president.  When excluding HBCUs and other 
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predominately minority-serving institutions, people of color lead less than 10 percent of 

colleges and universities (Hassen, 2007).  Traditionally, men hold leadership positions in 

higher education, and before 1970’s women held lower-level positions in higher 

education. 

According to Harris, Wright, and Msengi (2011), “African American women are 

underrepresented in higher education leadership roles” (p. 80). The lack of proportional 

representation supports the findings that African American women feel isolated in 

higher education (Howard-Vital, 1989).  Carroll (1982) stated, “Black women in higher 

education are isolated, underutilized and often demoralized” (p. 115).  When looking at 

the dissemination of African American females in higher education, most are in urban 

institutions and underrepresented in community colleges and senior institutions, where 

they tend to serve as assistants to the assistants (Howard-Vital, 1989). African American 

females who hold mid-level administrative positions within community colleges viewed 

their jobs as dead-end positions (Howard-Vital, 1989). 

 In addition to being qualified, interested, and capable, African American 

females are still less likely to hold the position of college president (Harris et al., 2011).  

There is also a disparity in the lack of studies regarding African American females in 

higher education leadership positions (Harris et al., 2011), which supports and confirms 

the need of this study. Without a clear picture or understanding of the lived experiences, 

preparations, career paths, and perceptions of African American females, this void of 

information and barriers will continue to exist in the study of African American females 

in higher education (Harris et al., 2011). Sanchez-Hucles and Davis (2010) stated that, 

“additional research must be conducted to explain the conundrum that women show 
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advantages in leadership skills but are disadvantaged in actually securing and 

maintaining leadership roles” (p. 177).   

Background on Leadership Development 

 Leadership can be defined in many ways. According to Bass (1990), leaders 

motivate others to follow and cultivate teamwork, trust, and collaboration within the 

environment. Leaders in higher education are the individuals who shape the vision and 

the organizational structure of the institution. Bass (1990) defined leadership as:  

The focus of group processes, as a matter of personality, as a matter of 

inducing compliance, as the exercise of influence, as particular behaviors, as 

a form of persuasion, as a power relation, as an instrument to achieve goals, 

as an effect of interaction, as a differentiated role, and as initiation of 

structure. (p. 11) 

When looking at leadership, research and studies on leadership have 

categorized the white-middle class man as the defining group for which leadership 

should be studied. This type of male-dominated leadership model gives way to 

leadership attributes that are masculine (Blackmore, 1989). According to these 

concepts of what leadership looks like, women and minorities have been excluded 

from the leadership models. When leadership models for women surfaced in the 

seventies and eighties, the main focus was on the experiences of white-middle class 

women, with no attention asserted toward women of color (Collins, 2000).  

 Literature indicated that leadership styles of women and men are 

significantly different. Men seem to emerge as task-oriented leaders, and women 

emerge more as social or nurturing leaders (Eagly & Karau, 1991). The research 

from Eagle and Karau (1991) suggested that men’s task-oriented behavior is the key 
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to their emergence as leaders, making them a better fit than women in the role of 

leadership.  

 Most of the research focuses on men when it comes to leadership and less 

attention on women or the issues related to female leadership, female characteristics, 

or development (Byham, 2000). Images associated with leadership often point to 

men, as they are seen as better equipped to deal with crises. Much of the leadership 

theory we comprehend is based on 20th century-based studies and did not include 

women as leaders.  

Leadership Development of African American Women 

 A lack of emergence of African American leadership in the United States 

reflects a continued struggle for African American females to overcome oppression 

and lift the African American community out of racial, educational, and economic 

subjugation (Rosser-Mims, 2010). African American women have been denied 

opportunities and access to positions of leadership and are perceived as being better 

followers than leaders.  

Allen (1997) posited that Black women have been forced to create their own 

safe havens from hostile work environments prohibiting their personal growth. The 

assumption would be that African American female leaders were birthed out of 

internal and external factors affecting their everyday lived experiences. The U.S. 

Department of Labor Statistics (1999) determined gender bias was the culprit of 

women and minorities being passed over for promotions.  

Women continuously are looked at as the weaker sex and viewed as not 

suited for challenges that may incur in leadership positions. However, Stanley’s 

(2009) findings showed “there is absence of theories that explain and more 
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importantly, expose how the existence of race, gender, and social class may affect 

individual’s experience and therefore restrict the capacity to effectively learn and 

perform” (p. 554). Opportunities for educated African American females who can 

perform in leadership positions are often impeded by lack of power, status, race, and 

gender (Linehan, 2001).   

The organizational structure and climate of an institution can ultimately 

determine who moves up the ladder. African American females are often the group 

that is excluded from moving up the ladder. According to Catalyst (2005), primary 

barriers to advancement for women and minorities are not leadership competencies, 

but the cultural perceptions that have become obstacles for them. Parker and Ogilvie 

(1996) developed a distinct model showcasing African American executive’s 

leadership styles, behaviors and strategies (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2 
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Source: A Culturally Distinct Model of African American Female Executives’  

Leadership compiled from “Gender, Culture, and Leadership: Towards a 

Culturally Distinct Model of African American Women Executives’ Leadership 

Strategies,” by S. Parker & D.T. Ogilvie, 1996, The Leadership Quarterly, 7(2), 

189-214. 

Challenges for African American Females 

When achieving the status of president or any high-ranking executive role in 

higher education, challenges and barriers are going to exist, more so for African 

American females seeking these positions. According to David and Maldonado (2015), 

“African American women seeking high level administrative positions at predominately 

white higher education institutions, experience significant obstacles” (p. 52).  African 

American females struggle through unsupportive systems and are required to perform at 

higher levels than their male counterparts to achieve success (Sturnick, Milley & 

Tisinger, 1991).  

Identifying as a woman of color, especially African American, presents a 

challenge or barrier to social inclusion, regardless of achieving advanced degrees such as 

a masters or doctorate or even gaining tenure at a college or university (Mainah & 

Perkins, 2015).  The governance of having a voice and being visible is tantamount to 

excluding and denying African American women their right of voice and reduces the 

accountability on the part of leaders (Mainah & Perkins, 2015).  Without a voice or 

visibility, the issues and concerns that African American females have is not heard or 

seen which presents challenges for women of color. There are four main challenges that 

African American females encounter when ascending to roles such as president: the 

glass ceiling, selection process, wage gap and prejudice, and stereotypes. 
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Glass Ceiling 

 Even though there has been progression towards gender equity and equality, 

there is clear evidence of substantial disparity within senior level positions in academia 

for African American females (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).  A barrier that can be 

associated and contributed to the low numbers of African American female presidents in 

post-secondary education is a barrier called the glass ceiling (Harris et al., 2011).  The 

United States Department of Labor defines glass ceiling as “those artificial barriers 

based on attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified individuals from 

advancing upward in their organization into senior-level positions (Beckworth, Carter, 

and Peters, 2016).  In addition, in 1991, The Federal Glass Ceiling Commission was 

created to address inequality in the workplace which was adversely affecting women and 

creating an invisible barrier that limited access to career opportunities and advancement 

within organizations for this minority group (Beckworth et al., 2016).  Harris et al. 

(2011) stated, “the ‘glass ceiling’ is considered a primary reason why the percentage of 

minority presidents is so small, since it enforces inequalities by creating a gender or 

racial difference that is not explained by other job relevant characteristics of the 

employee” (p. 83).   

 Quinta, Cotter, and Romenesko (1998) identified three kinds of explanations to 

address the glass ceiling effect: personal, situational, and societal.  The first explanation, 

personal, focuses on characteristics of women and asserts women do not have enough 

management experience and femininity is therefore incompatible with leadership (Harris 

et al., 2011).  Therefore, a woman is seen as the weaker sex and presumably not as 

assertive to withstand competitiveness of males (Harris et al., 2011).  The second 

explanation, societal, focused on men as dominant and women as submissive (Harris et 
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al., 2011).  This idea puts forward the idea that women are to take care and men are to 

take charge, and therefore women are discouraged to take on non-traditional positions 

such has president of a college/university and seek roles such as counselor (Harris et al., 

2011).  The third explanation, situational, looked at institutional barriers, such as formal 

and informal institutional policies and practices that affect women and minorities 

differently (Harris et al., 2011).  Here, women are taken less seriously in stereotypical 

male aspects of the job, such as fiscal affairs or managing physical plants (Vaughan, 

1989).  African American females within higher education who try to shatter the glass 

ceiling, must first develop small win strategies that are based upon incremental change, 

which target specific biases in order to chip away at the current institutional structures 

(Beckworth et al., 2016).   

Selection Process 

Other barriers for African American females come in the form of selection 

committees and boards. According to Jackson and Harris (2005), the final decision in 

hiring a president is left to the college oversight board and review committees, which are 

predominately White males. While these boards are beginning to diversify, the 

dominance of white males seated on these boards have been major barriers, many cite, 

for the lack of African American presidents (Jamilah, 1998; Jackson & Harris, 2005).  In 

the selection process, boards tend to favor candidates whom they feel fit into a male-

dominated environment, who are most like themselves (Harris et al., 2011).  The 

Director of Board Services for the Association of Community College Trustees, Dr. Liz 

Rocklin, found through her own presidential search firm disturbing comments from 

trustees such as, “we want diversity, but we want quality” (Jamilah, 1998a, p. 6; Jackson 

& Harris, 2005).  In fact, trustees have been shown to have more problems with women 



28 

 

 

and minorities who have imperfect records than Whites who have similar tarnished 

records (Jackson & Harris, 2005).   

Vaughan (1986) reported women and minorities tend to find job interviews 

somewhat different than white male candidates (Jackson & Harris, 2005).  The questions 

women and minorities are asked pertain to family relocation or the ability to adjust to 

predominately white environments, in contrast to white candidates (Jackson & Harris, 

2005).  However, “for African American women, cultural differences and stereotypes 

should not be barriers in presidential search and selection process” (Davis & 

Maldonado, 2015, p. 52). Through much struggle, African American females have made 

much progress in educational leadership positions; nevertheless, there still must be 

continuance in breaking barriers in the area of higher education administration (Jackson 

& Harris, 2005).    

Wage Gap and Prejudice 

According to Mainah and Perkins (2015) four barriers contribute to the 

invisibility and disparity that women of color face: “the wage gap, institutional kinship, 

the ole boy system, and the role played by prejudice” (p. 20).  Women and women of 

color have longed dealt with disparities of wage gap and prejudice (Mainah and Perkins, 

2015).  According to The National Women’s Law Center (2015), “black women 

working full time, year-round typically make only 63 cents for every dollar paid to their 

white, non-Hispanic male counterparts.”  Though the pay gap has lessened from 42% in 

1960 to 21% in 2014, there is still another 40-plus years before women are paid equally 

as men (Beckworth et al., 2016).   

Groups such as Catalyst Women cited numerous barriers to advancement in 

terms of “components of the glass and concrete ceiling” as: “lack of influential mentor 
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or sponsor, lack of informal developmental networking opportunities with influential 

colleagues, lack of company role models who are members of same racial/ethnic group, 

and lack of high visibility assignments” (Mainah & Perkins, 2015, p. 9).  Women of 

color, particularly African American females, have dualistic roles of being a woman and 

a minority, which continues to create role incongruity. Therefore, they face having to 

perform gender-stereotyped tasks in academia and experience even greater barriers than 

male counterparts (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).  For African American women, race and 

gender cannot be separated, therefore African American women experience race and 

gender discrimination simultaneously (Beckworth et al., 2016; Davis, 2012; Davis & 

Maldonado, 2015). 

Stereotypes 

 Stereotypes are prevalent in many cultures, organizations, and belief systems. 

Stereotypes can have a huge impact on whether an individual is considered for a job or 

promotion or success in their career. For African American females, stereotypes and 

perceptions play a critical role in how African American women are promoted or how 

successful or not they are in executive positions (Beckworth et al., 2016).  Often times 

the fashion in which African American female executives communicate, lead, make 

decisions, and even establish themselves in the workplace may bring them under 

scrutiny (Beckworth et al., 2016).  African American females are often times viewed as 

overly aggressive in the way in which they communicate and are highly criticized for 

doing so, even when their male counterparts perpetuate the same behavior (Collins, 

2000).  However, in order for their voices to be heard and recognized, aggressive 

communication may be a necessity for African American females in post-secondary 

education. 
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 Collins (2000) referred to stereotypical images of African American women as 

being a part of a “general ideology of domination” (p. 69) that takes on special meaning 

in society. Collins (2000) continued with this position by stating elite groups of 

individuals that hold the instruments of power define and manipulate ideas about 

African American women through exploitation of symbols that already exist to 

normalize poverty, sexism, racism, and other forms of injustice. An example Collins 

(2000) used is the Mammy, which was created to rationalize the economic status of 

African American women during slavery, post-slavery, as domestic workers. This image 

shows African American women as accepting this constructed image of racial and 

gender subordination.   

Tokenism 

 Judith Long Laws was credited with the popularization of the word and concept, 

“token.” (Zimmer, 1998).  Her analysis of the issues women faced, when entering a 

male-dominated academic setting, focused on the treatment of having marginal status 

but yet permitted entrance without full participation. In other words, tokens are someone 

who meet all formal requirements for entrance in the group; however, do not possess the 

race, sex, or ethnicity, auxiliary characteristics that are expected of the person in the 

position (Zimmer, 1998). African American females experience this type of treatment 

within education as they progress through the ranks.  

 African American females who are positioned as the token in academia, create an 

outsider within status (Walkington, 2017).  Though they are placed within the circle of 

power, by the powers that be, and no matter how valued they are, they are never fully 

considered equal to those who put them in the circle. As tokens within academia, 

African American females often feel they have to be hyper visible and have a sense of 
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expectation to prove their placement in the field so there is no question of whether or not 

they belong there.  

Lack of Networks 

 African American females are often left behind when it comes to access to 

influential networks. Having access to influential networks is critical when trying to 

ascend up the leadership hierarchy. Research has found that networking with influential 

people and leaders can be more important for advancement than job performance (Eagly 

& Carli, 2007). Women of color who aspire to leadership positions are faced with 

having limited access to social networks where information can be shared about jobs, 

promotions, expertise, and professional advice.  

Successful Strategies for African American Females 

 Having a successful strategy is of vital importance when navigating inequalities, 

discrimination, and other disparities experienced when striving for an executive position. 

Strategies are indispensable tools that can be used to steer oneself onto the pathway of 

success and into the desired position being sought. African American females have 

developed ways to level the playing field and gain access to information and 

opportunities, through mentorship, developing positive attitudes, and interpersonal 

relationships. 

Mentorship 

 Mentorship is Mentorship is a crucial component for anyone inside or outside 

higher education. It allows the mentee to receive support and be guided away from 

detrimental pitfalls they may incur along the path to success.  Mentoring involves two 

parties, the mentor and mentee, where a relationship is developed and interaction 

between the two is sustained (Hill & Wheat, 2017). Brown (2005), Dunbar and 
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Kinnersley (2011), Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb (2011), Madsen (2008), Schipani, Dworkin, 

Kwolek-Folland, and Maurer (2009) expressed how scholars have consistently indicated 

the crucial role mentoring and role models play in women’s career paths and 

advancement. Having a mentor or a lack of mentorship can impact how effective an 

individual is in their organization.  In addition, Hill and Wheat (2017) asserted, “there is 

a critical need to prepare women to form leadership identities, negotiate barriers to 

women’s advancement, seek mentoring and role models, support one another, and 

combat stereotyped attitudes toward women leadership” (p. 2090). 

 Madsen (2008) implored that mentoring is a dual relationship where 

development and sustained interaction between the mentor and protégé is key.  With the 

challenges and barriers African American females face in their career path to 

presidency, Brown (2005) stated that a mentor(s) may serve as self-confidence builders, 

helping the mentee visualize and conceptualize their capability of becoming a college 

president.  In a survey which included 91 female college presidents, it was found that 

they tended to have career mentors assisting them in advancing through administrative 

ranks (Hill & Wheat, 2017).  Research indicated that mentors can be the buffer for 

individuals overtly and covertly experiencing discrimination, be the authenticator to a 

person or position, and most importantly, provide the guidance and training needed to 

navigate the politics of an organization, and dispense inside information on job-related 

functions (Schipani, Workin, Kwolek-Folland, & Maurer, 2009).   

 Mentorship does not always have to follow the norm of female-to-female and 

male-to-male mentorship; instead females having a male mentor can particularly be 

advantageous for females to help navigate power structures, such as the good old’ boy 

network (Warner & DeFleur, 1993).  In actuality, male mentorship may be more 
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accessible than female mentorship due to the disparities in gender within higher 

education, more males than females holding executive leadership positions. Cross-

gender mentorship can have positive benefits such as learning more assertiveness and 

how to deal with crises and the male-dominated organizational culture (Hill & Wheat, 

2017).  

Benefits of mentoring. Bova’s (2000) research hypothesized that not securing a 

mentor can be a barrier to success. Davis (2009) also cited that African American 

women who do have a mentor have been more likely to be promoted than those who do 

not.  In efforts to increase the number of African American women in top administrative 

positions, developing strong networks and support systems is critical (Davis, 2009).  Not 

only does mentoring provide the mentee with support, it allows the mentor to continue 

cultivating his/her leadership skills.  According to Johnson (2002), successful mentoring 

programs have seven strong elements:  

1. Mentors are selected based on specific qualifications, including but not limited to 

teaching ability. The ability to listen and employ empathy is critical. 

2. Mentors are provided with specific training for their role. 

3. Mentors continue to receive support throughout the process, just as they give 

support to their protégé.  

4. Mentors are paired with protégés based on criteria established within the 

program. 

5. Mentors establish relationships with their protégés based on trust and respect. 

6. Mentors receive some form of recognition for their work. 

7. The mentoring program is evaluated and refined on an ongoing basis (p. 16). 
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African American women have long mentored and formed close-knit networks to 

cope and overcome the disparities faced in succeeding in higher education. Empowering 

African American women through mentorship can be of value to the organization as 

well as the African American woman herself (Davis, 2009). African American females 

who have developed peer mentoring relationships with black faculty have shown to be 

successful in helping them navigate “chilly reception,” negative workplace 

environments, norms, expectations, and the assumption that African Americans cannot 

obtain scholarly theorizing (Henderson, Hunter, & Hildreth, 2010).  In many cases, 

African American females spread the mentorship across several mentors, who 

collaboratively support the mentee and who are not necessarily in their specific area of 

education. In addition, mentoring is beneficial in aiding as a resistance to isolation that 

so many African American females encounter as they ascend up the ladder to 

presidency.  

Barriers to mentoring. Mentoring is essential for African American females in 

executive positions, to aid effectiveness in breaking down barriers of isolation. Often 

African American females are the only ones of their race and gender in their particular 

role and can feel isolated (Beckworth et al., 2016). A lack of mentorship or sponsorship 

can hinder their path to promotion (Allen, Jacobson, & Lomotey, 1995). African 

American females are confronted with a double bind of race and gender bias while 

seeking mentors and sponsors from among the traditional "old-boy" network (Allen et 

al., 1995; Doughty, 1980,). Shakeshaft (1987) surmised that African American women 

endure more loss in the area of sponsorship because white men tend to promote other 

white men.  Nevertheless, there are men who mentor women; however, the women are 
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passive and nonthreatening, which coincides with the notion that men lead and females 

follow (Adkison, 1981; Allen et al., 1995).   

Developing Positive Attitudes 

 To break barriers and succeed in holding the position of college president, three 

tenets are important: competence, credibility, and communication (Wolverton, Bower, & 

Maldonado, 2006).  As African American females ascend and retain such a position, it is 

imperative for them to develop a positive attitude and prevail against what they believe 

and experience and the dominant group’s actions and ideologies, and instead create a 

new up-to-date view and vision about the role they are to play at their institution 

(Jackson & Harris, 2007).  They must move forward knowing and getting accustomed to 

others watching their reactions and interactions with faculty, staff, students, the media, 

trustees, as well as legislation (Jackson & Harrison, 2007). To combat the negative 

challenges and stresses African American females face in higher education, it is 

important for women of color to maintain an attitude of self-awareness and self-fulfilling 

prophecy that they are capable scholars keeping their focus on the successes they obtain 

in and outside of the work environment. Henderson et al. (2010) declared documenting 

professional developments, attending workshops, planning pedagogy, which will reflect 

their commitment and dedication, will give a sense of pride, confidence, and ownership 

to the success they are achieving.  

Developing Interpersonal Relationships 

 Developing and perpetuating strong interpersonal relationships is significant for 

African American females in administrative positions in post-secondary institutions.  

Interpersonal relationships among African American females permit an increased level 

of social, professional, and emotional support (Brock, 2008), and are a critical 
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component in the preservation of African American female administrators in their career 

path (Turner, 2002).  In a study where the career paths of three African American female 

presidents were examined, maintaining close relationships with other women of color 

was significant (Turner, 2002).  These relationships provide a valuable and vital means 

to enlarge the retention and promote development of African American females in 

senior-level administrative positions (Turner, 2002).  Penny and Gaillard (2006) referred 

to these interpersonal relationships as sisterhood experiences (para. 27), where African 

American females are able to facilitate sincere and deep bonds and support groups. 

Regardless if these professional individuals are strangers, they will reach out to one 

another to develop supportive relationships in order to continue breaking barriers and 

reaching goals. 

Theoretical Perspectives for African American Females 

 As African American females continue to strive for equality and break barriers in 

post-secondary education, different theoretical perspectives support and give 

understanding to identifying and addressing the experiences of African American 

women in post-secondary education. In the following paragraphs, theories addressing 

women inequality are discussed. 

Black Feminist Thought 

 Black feminist theories are said to be ideologies aiming to unveil oppression 

experienced by marginalized groups and prompted opportunities for these particular 

groups to share their experiences (Byrd & Stanly, 2009; Davis & Maldonado, 2015). 

Marginality is a consistent theme in studies when it comes to African American females 

in higher education.  Collins (2002) suggested African American females occupy 

marginal positions in academic settings for extended periods, and are considered or 
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viewed as possessing outside within status. This postulated that African American 

women are invited to assemble with the dominant group, however, remain outsiders 

because they are still seen as invisible with no voice as dialogue commences (Collins, 

2002).  To deepen the importance of African American women in positions of power, 

Collins (2000) proposed: 

Taken together, the supposedly seamless web of economy, polity, and 

ideology function as a highly effective system of social control designed to 

keep African American women in an assigned, subordinate place. This 

larger system of oppression works to suppress the ideas of Black women 

intellectuals. Denying African American women the credentials to become 

literate certainly excluded most African American women from positions 

as scholars, teachers, authors, poets, and critics. Moreover, while Black 

women historians, writers, and social scientists have long existed, until 

recently these women have not held leadership positions in universities, 

professional associations, publishing concerns, broadcast media, and other 

social institutions of knowledge validation. Black women’s exclusion from 

positions of power within mainstream institutions has led to the elevation 

of white male ideas and interests and the corresponding suppression of 

Black women’s ideas and interests in traditional scholarship. (p. 5) 

 Feminism has one common goal and that is to improve women socially, 

economically, and politically. Black Feminist Theory’s centrality is the production of 

knowledge by African American females (Pasque, 2011).  It also enables people to steer 

away or resist using a unilateral approach, but instead working through the 
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interconnections of gender, racial, ethnic, and class identity development concurrently 

(Pasque, 2011). There are six features of Black Feminist Theory (BFT) (Collins 2000):  

1. There are commonalities among Black women due to Black women’s 

location in intersecting oppressions. 

2. Tension from experiences and ideas is the emergence of BFT 

3. BFT is concerned with connections between Black women’s experiences 

collectively and any group knowledge or standpoint. 

4. BFT is interested with the essential contributions of African American 

female intellectuals. 

5. BFT is concerned with the change. 

6. BFT is concerned with its relationship to other social justices. (p.21)  

Three key themes are visible within the black feminist thought (Collins, 2002).  

The first theme relates to how the framework is shaped and produced by the encounters 

black women have experienced in their lives, even though each woman’s experience is 

unique between and among black women. The theme implies that other people, besides 

African American women, have shaped their identity and the ways in which these other 

people have shaped their identity has been erroneous and stereotypical (Collins, 2002; 

Howard-Hamilton, 2003).  

The second theme addresses intersectionality. Kimberle Crenshaw first coined 

intersectionality, and argued race and gender interact shaping multiple dimensions of 

Black women’s employment experience (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis & Maldonado, 2015).  

Byrd and Stanley (2009) and Davis (2012) also addressed intersectionality as an 

interlocking system that focuses on race, gender, and social class.  The third theme 

examines the diversity of class, religion, age, and sexual orientation of African 
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American females as a group from which their experiences can be revealed and 

understood (Collins, 2002; Howard-Hamilton, 2003).  Most importantly, BFT bridges 

academic intellectual thought and political activism, and therefore serves as a space 

where theory meets practice (Wheeler, 2002). 

Critical Race Theory  

 Critical race theory (CRT) was first generated by scholars of color, Bell and 

Freeman, who studied law and policies and were concerned about racial subjugation in 

society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  Their research exposed that “persons in power 

designed the laws and policies that were supposed to be race-neutral but still perpetuated 

racial and ethnic oppression” (Howard-Hamilton, 2003, p. 22).  Critical race theory 

accentuates the importance of looking at policies and policymaking in the proper 

historical and cultural context in order to dismantle its racialized content (Villalpando & 

Bernal, 2002).  According to theorists of CRT, concepts such as colorblindness and 

meritocracy consistently disadvantages people of color and further advance whites 

(Howard-Hamilton, 2003).   

According to Solorazano, Ceja, and Yosso (2000), “CRT offers insights, 

perspectives, methods, and pedagogies that guide our efforts to identify, analyze, and 

transform the structural and cultural aspects of education that maintain subordinate and 

dominant racial positions in and out of the classroom” (p. 63).  In addition, the CRT 

framework for education is somewhat different from other CRT frameworks, because it 

attempts, simultaneously, to focus race and racism in the research, while challenging 

“traditional paradigms, methods, texts, and separate discourse on race, gender, and class 

by showing how these social constructs intersect to impact on communities of color” 

(Howard-Hamilton, 2003, p. 23).  Notably, critical race theory uses counter stories that 
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come in the form of discussions, archives, and personal testimonies, because it 

acknowledges those members of marginalized groups tell previously untold or different 

stories that are based on their experiences that challenge the discourse and beliefs of the 

dominant group (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Villalpando & Bernal, 2002). 

Critical Race Theory is relatively used in qualitative research to unveil the 

continuous practices of racialized power (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). 

The overarching goal of CRT is to examine and analyze the race, class, and gender of 

those privileged individuals in informal and formal settings (Crenshaw et al., 1995). 

Critical race theory can become an asset and play an important role in higher education 

institutions if they work at putting diversity and inclusion in the forefront of its mission 

(Hiraldo, 2010). For example, CRT is effectively utilized in higher education when 

predominately white institutions (PWIs) are not simply working to increase the students 

of color population but are more focused on campus climate and administering more 

culturally competent and diverse staff, faculty, and administrators (Hiraldo, 2010).  

Hiraldo (2010) addressed CRTs five tenets within higher education: counter-

storytelling; the permanence of racism; whiteness as property; interest conversion; and 

the critique of liberalism. Using counter-storytelling to examine the climate of higher 

education, produces an avenue for faculty, staff, and students of color to have a voice 

and tell their narratives of their marginalized experiences (Hiraldo, 2010). Institutions 

can use counter-storytelling to be inclusive and not just superficially diverse in creating 

a college community that is conducive for its students. 

The second tenet of CRT, permanence of racism, looks at how racism steers the 

political, social, and economic dominion of U.S. society, where white individuals are 

privileged over people of color in education and most areas of life (Delgado, 1995). 
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Iverson (2007) concluded, when higher education chooses to ignore the mere existence 

of systematic racism, plans to diversify are ineffective and instead reinforce structural as 

well as institutional racism. Therefore, diversity and inclusion action plans have to look 

at how not to promote any type of racism through policies, procedures, or processes.  

Whiteness as property makes up the third tenet of CRT and has been deemed as 

only white people can possess (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  This tenet can be seen in 

higher education when there is clear division between student affairs and academic 

affairs. For example, when African Americans earn PhD’s in education administration 

but rarely become faculty; therefore, they do not become a part of the driving force in 

higher education (Ladson-Billing, 1998).  Research revealed the negative stereotypes 

that exist that are rooted in racist, sexist, and classless notions about black women as 

being undeserving recipients of affirmative action (Spraggins, 1998; Walkingon, 2017).  

These preconceived stereotypes render fewer educational employment opportunities and 

lower wages for African American women faculty than their white male counterparts 

(Aparicio, 1999; Sotello & Turner, 2002; Walkington, 2017).  Thomas and Hollenshead 

(2001) found that “black women’s labor as faculty is both the cheapest and least valued” 

(Walkington, 2017, p. 53).  African American female faculty find PWIs particularly 

difficult because they face double minority status that impacts the perceptions people 

have of them as being less than capable educators, researchers, and scholars 

(Walkington, 2017; Wilson, 2002).  African American females accounted for only six 

percent of all full professors, three percent of associate professors, and four percent of 

assistant professors in degree granting post-secondary institutions (Walkington, 2017).  

This reiterates the disparities African American females face on their pathway to the 

presidency.   
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Interest convergence, the fourth tenet of CRT, acknowledges the primary 

beneficiaries of civil rights legislation as being white individuals, mainly white women 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998). Civil rights legislation asserted basic rights to African 

Americans. DeCuir and Dixson (2004) argued the gains of civil rights were actually 

superficial in nature because they were basic tenets of U.S. democracy (Hiraldo, 2010).  

An example of this is affirmative action, a benefit for the people of color; however, 

research has shown the major recipients of affirmative action have been white women 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998).  Again, we see the disparities between African American 

females and their white counterparts.  

The last and fifth tenet of CRT is critique of liberalism, which has been 

accounted for as stemming from ideas such as colorblindness, neutrality of law, and 

equal opportunity for all (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Hiraldo, 2010). For African 

American females, liberalism and colorblindness do not always apply as racist and sexist 

policies and are often ignored, promoting social inequality within higher education. 

Summary 

 The review of the literature explored different aspects of African American 

female pathways and challenges to the ascension to presidency in post-secondary 

educational institutions. The topics included the historical perspectives of African 

American females in higher education; underrepresentation of African American 

females in higher education; challenges and barriers for African American females; 

mentorship; and theoretical perspectives of African American females. In Chapter III, 

the researcher described the methodology used in this study. The sections in the 

methodology chapter include purpose, research design, context and setting, participants, 
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instrumentation, data collection, reliability and validity, researcher bias, and data 

analysis. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of African American 

females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary educational 

institutions.  This study described in depth the pathways many African American 

females in the academy are taking to reach a level of professional success, such as 

presidency and other executive positions. African American females have long 

contributed to the growth of education and the education of others. However, there tends 

to be limited research on African American females in higher education (Howard-Vital, 

1989).  In recent years, the call to understand the experiences of African American 

females and their perspectives has increased (Waring, 2003). Looking at, understanding, 

and researching the perceptions of African American females as they strive for 

leadership roles within higher education can help shed light on “whether African 

American female college presidents’ self-reports are consistent with or differ from 

majority male and female self-conceptions of their leadership styles” (Waring, 2003, p. 

32). This chapter details the methodology that was used in the study, including research 

design, selection of participants, context and setting, instrumentation, data collection, 

and data analysis. 

Research Design 

 In this descriptive study, the researcher used the qualitative research 

methodology to explore and more clearly describe the essence of perceptions of African 

American females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary 

educational institutions.  In doing so, the researcher acquired knowledge as participants 

shared their feelings, describing what they perceived, and comprehended through their 
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own self-awareness and experiences. Accessing the study from this perspective allowed 

the researcher to explore the key underlying meaning of the experiences that contained 

both the outward appearance and inward consciousness based on memories, images, and 

meanings of the participants’ responses (Moustakas, 1994).  The research questions used 

to better understand the phenomenon were: 

1. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding challenges they encountered toward 

progression to the presidency? 

2. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding successes they encountered toward 

progression to the presidency? 

3. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding their recommendations for African 

American females aspiring to be college presidents? 

The phenomenological research approaches designed by Bodgan and Biklen (2006) 

were used to analyze the data.  In addition, Bodgan and Biklen (2006) described their 

process for analyzing data in the following statement, “analysis involves working with 

data, organizing them, breaking them into manageable units, synthesizing, searching for 

patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you 

will tell others” (p. 157).   

Lichtman (1996) explained, phenomenological research approaches study the actual 

experiences of people regarding a certain phenomenon. Henceforth, the 

phenomenological researcher must be receptive toward a changing reality (Lancy, 

1993).  In other words, he or she needs to be prepared to give explanations for observed 



46 

 

 

phenomena.  Phenomenology instructs the researcher to allow the phenomenon to reveal 

itself in its fullness. The African American participants are diverse in that they have 

varying backgrounds, age, and experiences within higher education while 

simultaneously experiencing common phenomena.  It is important for the researcher to 

be cognizant of the diversity of the group of participants.  Therefore, the researcher’s 

African American descent and aspiration to the position of presidency, serve to provide 

vital knowledge in collecting and correctly interpreting data, without bias. 

 According to Boreree (2002), phenomena speak for themselves, that is, the 

researcher should be prepared to listen. In this study, the researcher described the 

perceptions of African American females regarding their progression toward presidency 

at post-secondary educational institutions, as they appear to the participants, free of the 

researcher’s biases and beliefs as supported by the work of Gall, Gall, and Borg (2006). 

Context and Setting 

The researcher chose post-secondary educational institutions with current 

African American female presidents as the setting for this study.  The researcher 

currently works in higher education and therefore has access to a plethora of educational 

institutions and mentors within higher education who are connected to African 

American female presidents at community colleges and universities. Participants were 

from three different regions within the United States: Mid-Atlantic, Midwestern, and 

Pacific Northwest regions. Participants were either first-time African American female 

presidents or the first female president of their college/university.  

The first post-secondary educational institution was located in the Midwest. The 

institution is a public Historically Black College University (HBCU). Its history 

constitutes a strong commitment to the education of Black Americans and originally 
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began as a 2-year program but was expanded into a 4-year program and services 2,100 

student.  

The second post-secondary educational institution is the oldest and largest public 

institution of higher learning in Midwest. It services over 17,000 students with a 59% 

female student count compared to 41% male student count. Students of color make up 

40% of the student population at this institution.  

The third secondary post-secondary educational institution is a public institution 

in mid-Atlantic, servicing over 6,000 students. It offers more than 40 career degree 

programs, continuing education, and professional development training services. In the 

first time in its history, it selected an African American and female to run the institution. 

The fourth post-secondary institution is nestled in the upper Midwest to meet the 

needs of its community. It has over ninety-plus programs of study to match the ever-

advancing job market. This institution prides itself on a 98 %job placement rate, where 

more than seventy percent of its students are from the surrounding six counties. It 

services over 6,000 students with an equal number of women and men. 

The fifth post-secondary institution is located in the Pacific Northwest where it 

services more than 19,000 students. It is governed by a small member board. Thirty-one 

percent of the student population is comprised of students of color, 47% percent of the 

students are female, and 37% percent are male.  

The Participants 

Participants for this study were purposefully selected from the populations of 

African American females who currently serve as president of a post-secondary 

educational institution.  The participants’ contact information was retrieved from an 

online presidential search. Fifteen participants were selected. The age range for 
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participants in this study was 48-72, with each participant having over twenty years of 

experience in education. Bogdan and Biklen (2006) stated, “the method of sampling in 

analytic induction is purposeful sampling. The researcher may choose particular subjects 

to include because they are believed to facilitate the expansion of the developing theory” 

(p. 65).  In addition, Creswell (2017) stated, “it is a purposeful sample that will 

intentionally sample a group of people that can best inform the researcher about the 

research problem under examination” (p. 148). The criteria for selection include 

presidents (current and former) of post-secondary educational institutions.  Additional 

identifiers included gender, race, age, and tenure in the position.  

Instrumentation 

The instrument that aligned with this study was The Organizational and 

Leadership Effectiveness Inventory (OLEI), developed by Irby, Brown, and Duffy 

(2000).  The OLEI is an instrument divided into four parts and 96 items, specifically 

designed to assess each factor of the SLT. (Irby, Brown, Duffy, and Holtkamp, 2001).  

The OLEI recorded participant responses on a Likert-type scale that ranged from strong 

disagreement to strong agreement (Brown and Irby, 2003).  

In section one, participants rated philosophical beliefs and principles about 

themselves on a scale of one-to-four (Holtkamp, 2001). In section two, participants were 

required to rate their board or supervisor leadership behaviors on a scale of one to four. 

In section three, OLEI provided the participants an opportunity to rate characteristics of 

their organization’s effectiveness from disagreement to agreement with twelve different 

statements on a scale of one to four (Holtkamp, 2001). In section four, participants 

responded to the thirteen questions regarding values, attitudes, and beliefs. Participants 

again indicated they reviewed their responses on a scale of one-to-four.  
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The OLEI contains a total of 96 items. Some items were counted twice due to 

participants responding to how the items relate to their values, attitudes, and beliefs, and 

organization as perceived by themselves and their supervisor (Holtkamp, 2001).   

Additional instruments used in this phenomenological study were interviews 

guided by open-ended questions.  Individual interviews were conducted with the 

participants using a guided interview protocol (Appendix E) to provide consistency 

(Patton, 2002). The interview sessions were held over the phone and recorded for 

examination and transcription. According to Stake (1995), researcher bias can be a 

mistaken barrier to a study’s confirmability. Therefore, quantifying questions in a 

repetitive way with each participant unifying interviews helps to reduce interviewer bias 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Using standardized open-ended questions assured all 

participants were asked identical questions equally in form. Moreover, this allowed 

participants to respond to the standardized open-ended questions without restraint 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

The interview questions developed by the researcher for the study were 

established on the guided protocol reflective of the three principal’s research questions 

from the study. Twelve questions were included in the structured open-ended interviews. 

The questions were categorized into three parts: Part I – Leadership, Part II – 

Challenges, and Part III – Success Strategies. Part I of the structured open-ended 

questions addressed the factors of female leader’s capabilities in leadership and the 

expectations of female leaders to be effective. Part II embodied the challenges African 

American females experienced as they progressed toward the presidency. Lastly, Part III 

examined the successes African American female presidents ensued on their journey to 
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the presidency in post-secondary educational institutions. In addition, recommendations 

for African American females aspiring to be a college president were also rendered.  

Reliability and Validity  

 The researcher developed content validity for the interview questions by having 

Houston Baptist University (HBU) professors review the content for accuracy and 

completion.  Additionally, the researcher’s dissertation chair and committee members, 

who serve as experts in the field of education at post-secondary educational institutions, 

reviewed the interview questions.  

 The inventory questions met the criteria for validity. According to Guba and 

Lincoln (1989) and Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993), qualitative research 

must have the following: truth, applicability, value, consistency, and neutrality to be 

considered valid.  The interview questions met all five criteria in that participants 

achieved the criterion of truth using unaltered responses. Secondly, oral and written 

responses were transcribed and typed into tables in a Microsoft Word document and 

coded into categories.  Applicability was achieved for the interview questions because 

results were applicable to African American female presidents of post-secondary 

educational institutions. The criteria of value were met by examining the descriptions 

and perceptions of African American females regarding their progression toward 

presidency at post-secondary educational institutions.   

The researcher achieved consistency for the interview questions by ensuring 

every participant was provided the same questions during the interview session.  

Neutrality was achieved by reducing the researcher’s bias when gathering participant 

responses.  A genuine effort was made to ensure the researcher did not influence the 
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participants’ responses.  In addition, the researcher did not give the participants any 

positive or negative responses regarding their experiences during the interview session.   

 The following criterion was used to address rigor and trustworthiness that is 

required of qualitative research: credibility, transferability, and confirmability 

(Erlandson et al., 1993; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Trochim, 2002).  Credibility entails 

establishing the results of qualitative research is credible or believable from the 

perspective of the participants within the research.  Trochim (2002) concluded, the 

purpose of qualitative research is to describe or understand the phenomena of interest 

from the participants’ eyes.  Participants are the only individuals who can legitimately 

judge the credibility of the result.  For the interview questions, credibility was addressed 

by asking the participants to describe their own experiences.  The participants’ ability to 

review their own responses and add additional comments increased the credibility of 

their responses.   

 In regards to transferability, in qualitative research it referred to the degree to 

which the results of the study are generalized or transferred to other contexts or settings. 

Erlandson et al. (1993), Guba and Lincoln (1989) referred to transferability as the 

primary responsibility of the researcher who must clearly describe the setting or context 

of his or her study.  In this study, the researcher attempted to increase transferability by 

including detailed descriptions of the participants’ demographic information, including 

race, gender, age, years of service in post-secondary education, as recommended by 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) and Erlandson et al. (1993).  This will allow others to better 

determine the transferability of the results by analyzing the differences and similarities 

between their context and the context described in this study.  The person who transfers 

the results to a different context is also responsible for making the judgment of how 
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sensible the transfer might be (Trochim, 2002). Particularly, other individuals reading 

the findings of this study will examine the experiences of African American female 

presidents in post-secondary educational institutions in their study.   

 According to Trochim (2002), confirmability referred to the degree to which the 

results can be confirmed or corroborated by others. Qualitative research gravitates to 

assuming each researcher brings a unique perspective to the study.  There are also 

several strategies for enhancing confirmability.  The researcher documented the 

procedures for checking and rechecking the data throughout the study (Trochim, 2002).  

In addition, confirmability was addressed in this research by examining the common 

emerging themes from participants’ oral and written responses to the open-ended 

questions.  The verbatim responses from participants were transcribed from oral 

responses and then placed in tables within a Microsoft Word document, ensuring that 

none of the data was manipulated or altered. The participants’ oral responses to open-

ended questions were direct quotes and served as a primary source of raw data in the 

qualitative evaluation.  The questions revealed the participants’ level of emotion, their 

thoughts, their experiences, and their basic perceptions of African American females and 

their progression toward the presidency at post-secondary educational institutions.  

To maintain consistency with reliability and validity. The OLEI used in the study 

has been validated by two national studies quantitatively and qualitatively (Brown & 

Irby, 2002). A study conducted by Trautman (2000), reported the following: 

1. Male and female leaders confirmed that all four factors of 

Synergistic Leadership Theory interact in relevant and 

meaningful ways. 
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2. The leadership behavior factor of the Synergistic Leadership 

Theory, as specified in the OLEI, acknowledged a range of male 

and female leadership behaviors, suggesting validity and 

meaning for both males and females. 

3. Female leaders at different levels found the theory to be 

relevant. Additionally, female leaders validated the assumption 

of the Synergistic Leadership Theory that females at different 

levels of management may perceive the interactions among the 

factors of the Synergistic Leadership Theory to vary. 

4. The Synergistic Leadership Theory provided inclusive female 

leadership behaviors drawn from research and the female 

perspective. 

5. Where previously excluded from theory development and 

validation as “contributors” to leadership theory and “knowers 

or agents” of knowledge. (p. 153-154) 

In addition, the second national study conducted by Holtkamp (2001) ascertained 

the following: 

1. The OLEI symmetrically aligned with the four factors of SLT. 

2. Responses given by participants from the OLEI were 

individualistic of gender, ethnicity, management level, and 

years of experience. 

3. Upon further research, the researcher suggested SLT was 

responsive to gender, ethnicity, management level, and years of 

experience. 
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4. The OLEI, in concurrence with the SLT, is a viable source for 

administrators assessing strengths and weaknesses of their 

organization and the leaders within those organizations. (p. 109) 

Data Collection 

Prior to research, approval to conduct the study was sought and obtained from 

the Institutional Review Board of Houston Baptist University (Appendix A).  Ethical 

considerations for this study included protecting the identities of the participants and 

obtaining their permission.  The consent form was included with the questions for each 

participant to understand the expectations before responding to the questions.  

Researcher bias is a consideration. To minimize the potential for bias in this study, the 

researcher did not intervene in the participants’ communication, unless a question arose.  

African American female participants were informed that their responses would be kept 

for seven years after completion of this research project and then destroyed. 

Data for this study was collected through two means: the OLEI instrument and 

interview containing open-ended questions. The participants were invited by the 

researcher through email, and/or phone to participate in the study.  Participants were 

instructed to complete all inventory questions online.  

The interview sessions were held via telephone, which allowed participants to 

exaggerate their initial responses to the open-ended questions from the interview 

questions and change or clarify any language the researcher may not have understood.  

Likewise, the interviews allowed participants to share and shed more light regarding 

their personal experiences.  Moreover, the interviews allowed the researcher to establish 

a more personal rapport or relationship with participants to enhance data collection.  The 

interviews lasted 30-45 minutes and oral and written participant responses were 
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documented and analyzed describing the perceptions of African American females 

regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary educational institutions.  

Themes and patterns evolved from responses to the open-ended questions as well as the 

interview sessions helped the researcher understand the perceptions of the participants. 

Researcher Bias 

Researcher bias is a factor that researchers must be clear about for stakeholders 

to be given the opportunity to decide what they conceive from the data that is presented 

(Heath, 1997).  Researcher bias is a crucial component in qualitative research; therefore, 

the researcher used reflexivity to minimize the bias.  Using reflexivity, the researcher 

performed a self-reflection on her personal biases and predispositions (Milinki, 1999).  

The researcher is an African American female and faculty member whose aspiration is 

to become a president of a post-secondary educational institution.  Therefore, the 

researcher was careful not to insert her own feelings regarding personal experiences in 

the responses of the participants.  With this said, it is imperative to document the 

participants’ responses verbatim.  To further analyze the qualitative data, the researcher 

reviewed the participants’ responses which in turn provided insight into their 

perceptions.  To evaluate the situation, the researcher put aside personal bias and 

remained open-minded while gathering data for the study.  In order to effectively 

proceed and understand, the researcher must maintain a low level of bias and influence 

in the study. 

Data Analysis 

In this section, the researcher described the data analysis procedures used to 

analyze the following: the interview questions containing open-ended questions, 

allowing participants to orally expound on responses. The African American female 
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responses to the methodical interview questions were analyzed addressing research 

questions to conclude the perceptions of African American females regarding their 

progression toward presidency at post-secondary educational institutions.  The oral 

open-ended responses were placed into categories using a Microsoft Office Word 

document that was printed and reviewed by the researcher.   

The researcher analyzed, organized, and reorganized the data searching for 

patterns and themes.  The researcher compared data themes and categorizations and 

looked for common themes to determine which data needed to be re-categorized.  

Particularly, the researcher coded the text to determine the perceptions of African 

American females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary 

educational institutions. Bodgen and Biklen (2006) emphasized, “analysis involves 

working with data, or organizing them, breaking them into manageable units, 

synthesizing, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be 

learned, and deciding what you will tell others” (p. 157). 

The OLEI inventory questions were placed in Survey Monkey, to record 

participant responses, and sent to participants via email. Participants responded to each 

section and its questions in regards to the four SLT factors: leadership behaviors, 

external factors, organizational structure, and values, attitudes, and beliefs on a Likert-

type scale that ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Once participants 

recorded their responses to the inventory, the researcher analyzed the data and it’s 

correlation to the emerging themes from the interview questions.  

Summary 

 In this chapter, the researcher presented the specific methodology for the study.  

The participants were purposefully selected and placed in categories based on their 
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participation in post-secondary education.  The instrumentation section of this chapter 

described the inventory and guided protocol with open-ended questions.  Data collection 

and analysis procedures were discussed for two means of data collection: an inventory 

containing questions and responses and interview questions using open-ended questions 

allowing participants to orally expand on their thoughts and perceptions. The findings 

are presented in Chapter IV. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the perceptions of 

African American female presidents and their progression toward the presidency at post-

secondary educational institutions.  This study described the lived experiences and 

voices of the African American females’ challenges and successes encountered while 

becoming college/university presidents.  This chapter presents the findings reported by 

the following research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutional institutions regarding challenges they 

encountered toward progression to the presidency?  

2. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding successes they experienced during 

the progression to the presidency? 

3. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding their recommendations for African 

American female presidents aspiring to be college presidents? 

Description of Participants and Their Backgrounds 

Participants in this study were purposefully selected and consisted of African 

American females who are current college presidents of 2 and 4-year colleges and 

universities. Participant’s responses to OLEI questions which described participant 

leadership behaviors, characteristics of their organization, external forces, values, 

attitudes, and beliefs.  The participants interviewed included a total of five African 

American female college presidents.  All current participants ranged from 48-72 years of 
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age.  Participants have been in higher education for more than ten years and served in 

other areas of higher education as faculty, student services administrators, deans and 

college operations officers.  Most of participants were the first African American 

females to serve as president at their college/university. 

Career path 

The career path of women to the college/university presidency has shown to be 

linear, rising through the ranks to become leaders (Harris, Wright, & Msengi, 2011). A 

common career path to the presidency is a model Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) coined 

scholar-president. This model is characterized by faculty appointments then followed 

with sequential administrative appointments with increasing responsibilities.   

Preparation to the presidency included educational preparation. Jackson and 

Harris (2005) affirmed that 93% of presidents in their study reported having a doctoral 

degree or other advanced degrees. Participants in this study all were found to have 

doctoral degrees from doctoral granting institutions. Four participants had PhDs degrees 

and one participant had an EdD degree (see Table 1). The disciplines for which the 

participants obtained their degrees were consistent with other research. Most of the 

participants this study identified with disciplines of education, humanities, and social 

science. The most common field for minorities and non-minorities earning their highest 

degree is in education (Jackson & Harris, 2005). 

Furthermore, African American females come to the presidency from various 

positions within education such as: provost, chief academic officer, or other senior 

offices (Jackson & Harris, 2005). In their findings, Jackson and Harris (2005) found the 

immediate prior position of African American females coming to the presidency was 
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chief academic officer or provost and were less likely than men to have been presidents 

in prior positions.  

The participants in this study confirmed these findings as they served as 

provosts, chief academic officers and other senior level positions prior to becoming 

presidents of their college/university. There is strong evidence that women progress 

through the ranks through internal pipelines, when compared to men, which helps to 

position women for the seat of president (ACE, 2017). Women are also more likely than 

men to have held previous positions at the same institution or system where they 

currently serve as president (ACE, 2017). Other findings suggested that African 

American females did not hold a prior presidency position prior to their appointment as 

president (Jackson & Harris, 2005). For example, Corrigan (2002) declared in the 

American College President’s 2001 Study, female presidents were less likely to not have 

held presidential positions in prior positions.  

Data showed, African American females were being hired into the positions of 

president; however, percentage wise it was still lower compared to white women and 

numbers of presidencies (Jackson & Harris, 2005). In addition, African American men 

were more likely to be appointed to the position of president compared to African 

American females (Jackson & Harris, 2005), which again demonstrates the disparities of 

African American females.  With these alarming findings from research, the study of 

African American females and their underrepresentation in the roles of college 

presidents is imperative to higher education. 
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Table 1 

 

Description of Participants 

  

Participants 

2-or-4-Year 

Institution 

Degree 

Level Prior Position(s) 

1st Time 

President 

1st Female 

President 

 

 

President A 

 

 

4-Year              

HBCU 

 

 

PhD                        

 

 

 

Professor 

Director of Education 

Director of Student 

Development 

                                         

 

 

   Yes                      

  

 

 

 

Yes 

 

President B 2 Year PhD Professor 

Director of Science 

VP Student Affairs 

Associate VP Students  

    Yes No 

 

President C 

 

 

2 Year 

 

 

PhD 

 

 

Provost  

Ass. VP Academics  

Dean of Students  

 

 

Yes 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

President D 

 

 

 

 

2 Year 

 

 

 

 

EdD 

 

 

 

 

VP of Schools 

VP of Financials  

Chief of Staff 

Sr. Director  

 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

President E 

 

 

 

 

2 Year 

 

 

 

 

PhD 

 

 

 

 

Provost 

Sr. VP of Academics  

Dean of Academics  

Department Chair 

Assistant Professor 

Adjunct Professor 

 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

 

Yes 
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President A. President A was the first African American female president in the 

history of her 4-year university. Her highest degree-level was a PhD in higher education. 

President A is a tenured professor and started her career in education as a high school 

teacher. In previous positions, she served as Director of Education and Students. 

President A’s road to presidency was not the norm. She did not aspire to be a president 

initially, however, a mentor saw leadership qualities in her that propelled her onto the 

path of president.  

President B. President B is the president of a 2-year college, with a PhD in 

Educational Leadership and additional degrees in specialized studies and education. She 

has served in the capacity of Vice President (VP) of student affairs, Associate VP for 

enrollment management and student services, and Director, as well as taught some 

college-level courses. 

President C. President C is the president of 2-year College and the first African 

American and woman president of her college. Her highest degree-level was a PhD 

Social Sciences. She previously served as Provost and Associate VP for Academic 

Affairs. Her humble beginnings began in leadership positions that lead her to 

presidency.  

President D. President D is president of a 2-year institution. She has an EdD in 

higher education administration. Her previous roles include VP of Student Financials, 

Chief of Staff, as well as Senior Director of Advancement. President D is the first 

female president at her institution. 

President E. President E is a president of a 2-year institution. Her higher 

education consists of a PhD degree. Her prior positions include: Provost, Sr. VP of 
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Academics, Dean, Department Chair, and Adjunct Professor. President E is the first 

female president at her institution. 

Results 

Upon finalization of verbatim transcriptions of the five interview phone 

recordings from the participants, data analysis commenced. Each transcript was read 

thoroughly on multiple occasions to develop an accurate, comprehensive, and deeper 

understanding of the thoughts and perceptions of each individual participant’s responses. 

The researcher using TapeACall Lite application that records the phone calls made 

through its app transcribed notations and audible tones of participant’s responses. This 

allowed the researcher to listen, transcribe, develop and decipher codes inspired by 

actual statements made from each research participant. 

As a result of coding themes, “dominant features or characteristics of a 

phenomenon under study across all types of QUAL data analysis” (p. 252), began to 

emerge as a result of the descriptive data collected from participants (Creswell, 2009). 

The repetitive ideas that each participant had in common resulted in the following 

emergent themes: race and gender, mentorship, spirituality and family, networking and 

training, be knowledgeable, be prepared, strong identity. These emergent themes were 

expressions of what each research participant encountered on their path to 

college/university president. A summary of the codes and themes from the study can be 

viewed in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

 

Emerged Codes and Themes  

 

Codes                                                                    Themes  

 

Barriers of color and gender         Race and gender in higher education 

Guidance and relationship building        Mentorship 

With other African American females 

Or individuals in aspiring positions or higher 

 

Support Systems          Spirituality & Family 

 

Personal & Professional Development       Networking & Training 

 

Familiarity with all aspects of institution       Knowledgeable 

 

Be ready for what is ahead         Be prepared 

 

Know and believe in yourself         Strong identity 

 

Research Question One 

Research question one investigated and explored the perceptions of African 

American female presidents and the challenges encountered in their journey to the 

presidency. Responses from the college/university president from a sequence of 

electronic inventory questions were submitted to the researcher and participants were 

then interviewed and asked additional guided-protocol questions to allow elaboration of 

participant responses.  Oral responses were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed so that a 

descriptive expression of their perceptions of challenges and successes experienced on 

ascension to the presidency could be captured. The themes of gender and race emerged 

as important to the participants. 

Gender 
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 All participants interviewed stressed how their gender presented some challenges 

to the ascension to presidency.  Moreover, participants explained how being female 

caused each of them to prove themselves and their abilities against male counterparts 

and other females of different ethnicities.  Though each participant was highly 

experienced and well versed in matters of higher education in a plethora of areas, still 

this was not enough to convince others and fellow colleagues they were capable of 

handling the job of college/university president and representing the college well. 

Participants responded by stating:  

 President A: “I always knew gender was going to play a role in my presidency, 

but I didn’t see it as a challenge just motivation. The capabilities of leader [sic], 

regardless of gender, I don’t think should really be a question.” 

 President B: “When you are up for executive positions, such as president, you 

can expect for people to raise an eyebrow because you are a female, not to mention an 

African American female [sic].” 

President C: “I had to have credentials such as Dr. in order to be taken seriously 

within academia.” 

 President D: “I could tell me being female was a problem for some of the non-

African American faculty and male administrators, but I didn’t let that stop or deter me 

from performing to the best of my ability.” 

 President E: “Using gender is just another way to keep us from getting there 

[sic].” 

Race 

 Four out of the five participants acknowledged race played a part in the 

disparities encountered during their journey to presidency.  Race also played a role in 
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how their vision and ideas for the college were accepted.  Participants responded on how 

race played a part in their journeys by saying: 

 President A: “There will be challenges, perhaps of people who do not 

necessarily want women at the table, and that may not be an overt challenge but it just 

could be just part of the times of a male-dominated environment [sic].” 

President B: “Oh yes, race always played a part and the funny part is that it 

played a part for some who were African American and not so much other races.”  

 President D: “Looking at race is always a factor and was a factor for me as well, 

often a challenge, but nothing I played into [sic]. I knew what they saw me as [sic], but I 

saw me differently as a capable person. I just happen to be African American and 

female.” 

President E: “You bring your own voice, you bring your own perspective, and 

your own style to this [sic].” 

All participants conveyed that race did and does play a factor in the believability of 

whether African American females are capable of handling high-ranking positions, such 

as president; however, one must push through the disparities and continue on the 

journey. 

Summary of Findings for Research Question One 

In this study, the findings for research question one was determined by 

documenting and analyzing the oral responses of African American presidents which 

described their perceptions of the challenges each went through as they ascended to the 

executive role of president.  Based on the interview responses, themes emerged in the 

categories of gender and face. Participants encountered disparities due to the negligence 

of others in using race and gender as negatives toward them as presidents, and their 
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perceptions of what they could do for the college/university. In an interview conducted 

by Gray (2018) on behalf of the American Council on Education (ACE), a female 

college president stated: 

The rule of thumb for me is, I’ll show you better than I can tell you. I can tell 

you that this is my style and this is how I will lead, but it just takes time. I mean, 

they have to see the vision, they have to see things begin to happen before they 

will be fully on board, so it’s a war of attrition, you have to survive long enough 

to prove you were right. (p. 3) 

Using race and gender to define the qualities and capabilities of an individual is 

not a new concept; however, it keeps repeating itself in time, it challenges the idea if 

things are changing in the world as we know it now. Women have and continue to prove 

themselves more extensive than men, to accumulate the support men obtain by default 

(Gray, 2018).  

Research Question Two 

Research question two addressed successful strategies that played a role during 

their progression to the presidency. Participants were interviewed and asked additional 

protocol-guided questions to allow elaboration of participant responses. Emergent 

themes included: mentoring, spirituality and family, networking, and training. 

Mentoring 

 Most of the participants emphasized the importance of having a mentor to help 

guide and provide the confidence and reassurance needed for the journey and pathway to 

presidency.  President A, B, C and D articulated that: 

 President A: “My ascension or my growth was always as the encouragement or 

the positioning of my role by someone else – mentor.” 
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 President B: “I am grateful for the seasoned mentors I had to propel and push 

me into forward thinking. They were not only mentors to help navigate my career, but 

they were my cheerleaders and biggest fans.” 

 President C: “My mentor suggested that I should think about becoming a 

president while in the role of Dean.” 

 President D: “If you don’t have, then you need to have that village of black 

women, in particular, who will feed you [sic], and when you are feeling a little insecure, 

doubtful, or wondering or questioning [sic], like we all do, we may not want to admit it, 

but we all do [sic], that they say get out of your head girl; No, that’s not it [sic].” 

Mentorship helped each participant to see past where they were, before 

advancing into presidency, and helped them envision a different mindset of thinking and 

pathway in education. This showed to be a great indicator of how mentorship affected 

each participant in a positive way and groomed them for the responsibility they would 

embark upon in the future.  

Spirituality  

 The participants conveyed the importance of having a strong spiritual base to 

ascend as well as maintain the presidential seat. When speaking on spirituality, the 

participants had the following responses: 

 President B: “You have to have [sic], for me it was important to have a strong 

spiritual foundation and connection because the process of going through the process of 

becoming a president is very grueling and if you are not grounded in a spiritual belief, 

then you’re gonna get ate up [sic].” 

 President D: “You gotta [sic] believe in whatever divine power is [sic], that the 

universe will open up doors for you as you move.” 
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 President E: “My faith is and family is [sic] what always gets me through and 

helps me to sustain challenges and obstacles as well as the joyous times. In this position, 

spirituality it is needed daily.”  

Family 

Participants gaged family as another piece of the puzzle to a successful 

presidency. They emphasized the importance of family and the role they play in 

sustaining the rigorous responsibilities of the position. 

President A: “It is important for family to back you as president and lend the 

support needed to go through the challenges that comes with the title.” 

President B: “There was no bigger and more supportive group than my family 

[sic]. The support they give me sustains me in both good and bad times of the job.” 

President C: “When taking the role of president, your family plays a major role 

in the decision, and whether you have their support is critical.” 

President E: “My faith is and family is [sic] what always gets me through and 

helps me to sustain challenges and obstacles as well as the joyous times. In this position, 

spirituality it is needed daily.” 

Networking and Training 

 In regard to networking and training, three of the five participants saw the 

importance of networking and getting the necessary training needed for the executive 

role of president.   

 President A: “You have to be trained listeners and observers [sic]. Observe the 

dynamics and listen to what’s going on, this doesn’t mean you agree, but be a keen and 

acute listener and observer so you can understand the dynamics of how higher education 

organization operates.” 
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President C: “Being well connected to groups such as the Presidential 

Roundtable, ACE Women’s and other networking groups is essential to the role of 

president. Know your weaknesses, barriers, and get the training needed to rid you of or 

strengthen those weaknesses [sic].  “Also, volunteer for committees that specifically 

deals with the weaknesses to help with strengthening it (i.e. financial).” 

 President D: “I had a person, who was not African American nor female, but 

Caucasian and male, who helped me get into doors that were closed to me. This gave me 

access to meetings and gatherings that allowed me to meet and network with people I 

normally would not have access to.” 

 Participants agreed and mentioned the impact networking and training can have 

on progressing to the role of presidency, and the significance it has to being a connected 

and effective leader. Networking and training not only help with getting in the door and 

to the table, but it aids in your knowledge base of organizations and how they operate. It 

furthers your ability to be effective in your role, due to the contacts and networks built 

amongst you and other big players within the game. 

Summary of Findings for Research Question Two 

Success for college/university presidents included, mentorship, having strong 

spiritual and family ties, being diverse in nature and having the ability to network and be 

trained in copious areas of education. The vastness of having all three areas on the 

journey and path of presidency was vital to the success of the individuals and the 

institutions as a whole. Having help physically from a mentor, spiritually from a higher 

power, and being well connected and trained in the field are assets that helped these 

individuals obtain and maintain the positions of college president. 
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Research Question Three 

Research question three explored the recommendations for African American 

females aspiring to be college presidents. The emergent themes included: being 

knowledgeable, prepared, and having a strong identity. All participants acknowledged 

the importance of being knowledgeable, prepared, and having a strong identity. 

Be knowledgeable   

President A: “It is important for women or aspirers to be very knowledgeable 

about the total operations of the University.” 

President B: “Be prepared for the position by going the extra-mile and getting to 

know your board, your college, and whom you serve. It is important to build 

relationships and rapport as soon as you get into the position and preferably before- 

hand. You have to know what the job entails and be prepared to work long days and 

nights, go to meetings and trainings that will help you know and understand the 

position.”  

President C: “Obtain the necessary degrees needed to legitimize yourself within 

the field of academia.” 

President D: “Educate yourself on all aspects of your position.” 

President E: “Make it a priority to well verse in different areas, especially 

finance.” 

Being cognizant of the day-to-day activities and functions of a college/university 

is pertinent to the role of the president. Four of the presidents conveyed the importance 

of knowing the dynamics of the board of trustees and other stakeholders in order to 

successfully navigate the president seat.  Knowing one’s self is a major component to 

the pathway of presidency as well as being an individual who has a profound effect and 
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makes a positive lasting mark on the institution. Dr. Rosalyn Artis, President of Benedict 

College called attention to the leadership methodology of Dr. Ruth Simmons, President 

of Prairie View A&M, and stated,  

"The members of her cabinet, her inner circle, are broadly exposed to issues 

around the university. So it’s not, you’re finance, so you stick to finance; you’re 

student affairs, so you stick to student affairs. She really pulls them into all 

aspects of college and university management.” (Gray, 2018, p.4) 

This type of leadership and thinking is what propels the college/university, and those 

African American females leading them, into a prominent and respected position within 

the community and state. 

Be prepared 

 Embarking upon a position as president of a college/university requires 

preparedness for the job and issues ahead. The majority of participants expressed the 

need for being prepared for the intense and demanding job of being president. 

Preparation included knowing your board, community, students, faculty, staff, and 

yourself.  

President A: “For those who are committed to [sic] wanting to assume the 

responsibilities of the presidency, I think it’s important for women or aspirers to be very 

knowledgeable about the total operations of the university.” 

President B: “Be prepared for the position by going the extra-mile and getting 

to know your board, your college, and whom you serve. It is important to build 

relationships and rapport as soon as you get into the position and preferably before-hand. 

You have to know what the job entails and be prepared to work long days and nights, go 

to meetings and trainings that will help you know and understand the position.”  
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President C: “Preparation is key beforehand. You have to know where you’re 

going and what and how you are going to tackle first. Have a vision of what you want 

your university to look like and operate and write this down, build a plan for it to 

manifest. You have to be prepared to experience new things, people, and situations and 

know that not everyone is going to see your vision or agree with it.”  

President D: “This position is a lonely job at times, be ready and prepared for 

that [sic].” 

Strong identity 

 Knowing who you are as a person, professional, and educator is essential to 

surviving as an executive in the world of education. African American female presidents 

are often criticized for being too strong or not strong enough. 

President A: “Knowing who you are and knowing that you were made to do 

what you are doing is what it’s all about [sic]. The only way to survive is to stand strong 

in who you are, know this is your time. It does not matter what people think, it’s about 

you knowing you and having an identity that exhibits strength [sic].” 

President B: “Oh there is no doubt that you must carry yourself in confidence 

and with strength in this position. It requires for you to have a strong identity and as 

African American women, we are built with that in us just because of the discrimination 

that we go through on a daily basis from others and each other sometimes.”  

President C: “You have to know whom you are because there are going to be 

people out there who doubt and question you just because you are black. If you do not 

develop a strong identity upfront and foremost, you will begin to question yourself and 

your abilities.” 
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Summary of Findings for Research Question Three 

College presidency is a position that cannot be underestimated. The position 

requires one to be adamant about the current status of the college and where the college 

is going. A college president has to be cognizant of all aspects, areas, and departments 

housed within the college. Having knowledge of new trends happening within education 

and programs that will benefit students and the community is also pertinent information 

to a college president. Building relationships and partnerships, internally and externally, 

with community businesses prepares the president’s college and students to move 

forward in the right direction. This also allows the president’s knowledge of education 

and community connectedness to shine through, showing the university board, trustees, 

community, and students who she is in academia.  

Making the decision to step into a leadership position involves taking the 

necessary time to work on one’s identity and manage any self-doubt, conflict, anxiety, 

disappointment, or occupational stress (Acker, 2012). Traditionally, leadership has been 

associated with masculinity. The concept that leadership is masculine has hindered many 

women not to aspire toward leadership. Masculinity has been associated with good 

leadership (Coffman & Neuenfeldt, 2014); whereas femininity is viewed with a negative 

connotation which construes what constitutes an effective leader (Morley, 2013).  

As African American females engage and participate in leadership roles, they 

have to either affirm or disaffirm who they are as a leader, which will either encourage 

or discourage whether they assimilate their actions and themselves with leader identity 

(Reese, 2017).  If African American females perceive their actions in their leadership 

role as validation for being where they are and they view themselves as worthy and 

capable, they will increase their motivation and aspiration to lead (Yeager & Callahan, 
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2016). This is why it is extremely important for African American females to develop 

and cultivate strong identities before and during their role as an executive leader. 

However, if this is not done, and the work and actions performed while striving or 

maintaining their executive role is perceived as not worthy or contrary to what they 

believe about themselves, it will affect their identity as a leader and their self-confidence 

and motivation to seek leadership development (Yeager & Callahan, 2016).  

Contrary to what others believe, knowing who you are personally and 

professionally is instrumental to the success of an individual. African American females 

are so desperately underrepresented in higher education positions such as the presidency 

that it is imperative for them to know, perceive, and believe they are leaders and begin 

the journey to the pathway of leadership. This will give great return in their personal, 

professional, spiritual, and family life. 

Organizational and Leadership Effectiveness Inventory 

In addition to recorded responses from participant interviews, participants 

completed the Organizational Leadership Effectiveness Inventory (OLEI). Participants 

recorded their responses on a Likert-type scale of the four factors of SLT: Leadership 

Behaviors (Management and Interpersonal); External Forces; Organizational Structure; 

and Values, Attitudes, and Beliefs. Each participant rated each section’s questions with a 

response of “Strongly Disagree,” “Disagree,” “Agree,” “Strongly Agree.” Data collected 

from the OLEI responses for Part I, II, III, and IV was analyzed as qualitative data. 

There were no quantitative tests conducted on the inventory responses. 

Leadership Behavior 

The OLEI Leadership Behaviors section consisted of 54 items. All participants 

marked “Strongly Agree” and aligned with each other for the following items:  
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Table 3 

 

Factor I: Leadership Behavior  

 

Items 

 

1. Leads by example 

2. Ability to “juggle” many things in professional and personal life 

3. Communicator 

4. High Expectations of self and others 

5. Strong Academic concept 

6. Communicates vision 

7. “Can do” philosophy 

8. Persistent 

9. Dependable 

10. Assertive 

11. Decision maker 

12. Task oriented 

13. Achievement oriented 

14. Emotionally stable 

15. Organized 

16. Effective 

17. People oriented 

18. Collegial 

19. Transformational 

20. Democratic 

21. Intuitive 
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22. Receptive to new ideas/change 

23. Alert to social environment 

24. Responsive to need of faculty/staff 

 

For these items in the leadership section participants either chose “Agree” or “Strongly 

Agree.”  

External Forces 

 All five participants completed the External Forces section of the OLEI. The 

External Forces section evaluated to what extent each participant believed their board or 

immediate superior agreed with the importance of the 17 items listed below External 

Forces. Alignment was seen in the following areas as each participant responded 

“Strongly Agree”: 

Table 4 

 

Factor II: External Forces 

 

Items 

 

1. Emphasis on collegiality 

2. Views teachers as leaders 

3. Recognizes ability or expertise 

4. Promotes community and cooperation 

5. Their leadership is affected by the expectations of the community (Community 

may mean—of society or community within the workplace or in the specific 

field). 

6. The socio-economic levels in the community affect your leadership 
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The participant’s responses for the eleven of the items in this section was answered by 

“Strongly Disagree,” “Disagree,” or “Agree.” 

Organizational Structure 

 All five participants completed the organizational structure section of the OLEI. 

The organizational section asked each participant to rate the extent they agreed to the 

twelve characteristics that applied to their organization listed below organizational 

structure. Participants aligned with the following items stating them “Strongly Agree:” 

Table 5 

 

Factor III: Organizational Structure 

 

Items 

 

1. Recognizes ability or expertise 

2. Values faculty/staff as individual human beings 

3. Promotes community and cooperation 

4. Has clear norms and values 

5. Has well-defined goals 

Values, Attitudes, and Beliefs 

 All participants completed the values, attitudes, and beliefs section of the OLEI. 

This section contained 13 items (#84-96); however, items #84-91 specifically analyzed 

the values, attitudes, and beliefs of each participant as a leader. Items # 92-96 reflected 

the values, attitudes, and beliefs of the external community (board, management, and 

citizens). Alignment was seen between participants, “Strongly Agree,” in the following 

areas of items #84-91: 

Table 6 

 

Factor IV: Values, Attitudes, and Beliefs 
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Items 

1. Emphasis on professional growth for self/staff/faculty 

2. Openness to change 

3. Emphasis on collegiality 

4. Emphasis on character, ethics, and integrity 

5. Emphasis on innovation 

6. Openness to diversity 

The alignment in these areas shows where participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs lie 

and how it relates to the findings of the interview questions.  

Summary 

 In summary, Chapter IV presented an overview of how African American 

females in academia have overcome challenging obstacles to succeed to executive 

positions like college/university president. It also presents the finding of the study based 

on responses to survey questions and interviews provided by African American female 

presidents. From the findings, which were based on the responses to survey questions 

and interviews, six themes emerged. In regard to the first research question, which 

analyzed the challenge encountered toward progression to the presidency, the emergent 

themes included gender and race. The second research question addressed the successes 

experienced during the progression to presidency, the emergent themes included 

mentoring, spirituality and family, and networking and training. In conclusion, the last 

research question examined recommendations for African American females aspiring to 

be college presidents, the emergent themes consisted of being knowledgeable and strong 

identity. 
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Recent investigations continue to show the growing number of African American 

females obtaining advanced degrees has increased dramatically over the years. To 

support this, Garibaldi (2014) states that women exceed men in enrolling and degree 

completion across all demographics, however, none to the degree that African American 

women do. This shows the tenacity and will of African American women and their drive 

to be successful in academia and the business world. In contrast, African American 

women are not being hired and sought after as other nationalities are sought after for 

these same positions (Jackson & Harris, 2005). The categorical themes were examined, 

identified, and explained. 

 In Chapter V, the researcher provided discussion, implications, 

recommendations, and conclusions for the discovery of this study. The researcher 

explored the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-secondary 

educational institutions and the challenges and successes encountered in progression 

towards the presidency. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of African- American 

females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-secondary educational 

institutions. This study examined the challenges and successes of current African 

American female presidents of post-secondary educational institutions. African 

American women are often considered the outsider within, “whereby African American 

women have been in ever increasing numbers, invited into the higher education setting 

yet are still considered and often treated as outsiders with little voice within the walls” 

(Bartman, 2015, p. 2). Methodically, this study engaged five African American female 

college presidents who described their perceptions of their experiences on the journey to 

the college presidency. The findings of this study addressed three research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding challenges they encountered 

toward progression to the presidency? 

2. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding successes they experienced 

during the progression to the presidency? 

3. What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding their recommendations for 

African American females aspiring to be college presidents? 
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Participants were selected according to their positions within a post-secondary 

educational institution, gender, and race. For this study, participants were of African 

American ethnicity and selected from the colleges within the United States of America. 

The researcher notified all five participants via email and/or phone, regarding their 

participation in the study and all participants agreed to participate in the interview by 

phone. 

The research findings of this study highlighted the challenges for the majority of 

the African American female presidents. As a result of being African American and 

female, four of the five presidents felt more pressure to prove themselves to colleagues, 

stakeholders, and staff. Original ideas and plans for advancement and improvement were 

not easily accepted and often questioned for validity. Contributing factors to success 

were mentoring, spirituality (faith), family, networking, and training. 

Research Question One 

Research question one examined the challenges African American female 

presidents encountered on their journeys to presidency. The reoccurring themes 

included: gender and race. 

Gender 

Participants experienced their female gender as being a challenge in their journeys and 

during their ascension to the position of president. One participant encountered 

pushback on decisions or ideas regarding her institution amongst an all-male committee 

group; she was often questioned about her point of view and “their” point of view. 

Participants often had to take on a more dominant male stature or persona to be taken 

seriously or listened to. This too became a problem as then the participant was looked at 
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as being too manly. Again, participants experienced a double jeopardy of being 

discriminated against because of their gender and race.  

Race  

In this study, participants perceived their race played a part in the challenges 

encountered as president.  Participants experienced racism not only from white women 

and men within education, but from some black women and men within academia.  For 

example, Participant B reported race played a major part as a challenge that came from 

African Americans. However, perseverance and moving forward was in the forefront of 

their minds despite their race or the racism received because of their race. 

Research Question Two 

Research question two investigated the factors that contributed to the success of 

African American female presidents. Emergent themes included: mentoring, spirituality 

and family, networking and training.  

Mentoring 

Mentoring played a vital role in the progression of African American female 

presidents to the position of president. Through building relationships and seeking the 

guidance of a mentor, each African American female president was able to successfully 

navigate the road to presidency.  

Spirituality 

Having deep roots in spiritual and religious beliefs gave participants the 

foundation needed to overturn perceptions and stereotypes people had of them as 

African American women in power. Having a strong faith-based life allowed the 

participants to know they could and would achieve success. They leaned on their 
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spirituality and faith to lead and guide them to where they are today through the difficult 

and often daunting moments. 

Family  

The support of family was crucial to the advancement to president for all 

participants. The high level of support the participants received from their families gave 

them the confidence they needed to accomplish their goals throughout life. Participants 

also felt their families helped shape them into the persons and presidents they are today, 

and without the help and aid of their families they could not have achieved the position 

of president.  

Networking and training 

Participants in this study contributed some of their progression to the art of 

networking and knowing people who can lead you into those areas that they alone could 

not get access to. By having good contacts and networking within academia, they were 

able to showcase themselves and their abilities. They were also introduced to “big 

players” in the academia world that helped them to move forward with their progression 

to presidency.  

Having the proper training in all areas of the academic world was imperative to 

most of the participants. According to participants, training is incumbent to the success 

of becoming college/university president. Training allows for better understanding of the 

different areas that make up the college/university, and provides the necessary tools for 

participants to be effective leaders in the position and at the institution. 
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Research Question Three 

 Research question three investigated college president’s recommendations for 

African American females aspiring to be college presidents. The themes included: be 

knowledgeable, be prepared, and develop a strong identity. 

Be knowledgeable 

All participants equated being knowledgeable as extremely important. Being 

knowledgeable of not only the position, but what it entails, the different facets of college 

president and being knowledgeable about the climate inside and outside of the 

institution. In addition, what outside influences can and will affect your position and the 

college/university. The participants mentioned knowing your students and the needs of 

the community as one aspect of being knowledgeable. In fact, this was something that 

four out of the five participants mentioned in their interviews as being knowledgeable.  

The notion of knowledge and use of time as college president is supported by the 

ACE (2017) study that reported the top five areas that occupy college president’s time 

is: budget/financial management, fundraising, managing senior-level team, knowing the 

governing board, and enrollment management. Sixty-five percent of college presidents 

feel their number one-time consumer is fiscal management with fundraising coming in at 

a close second. College presidents constantly have to devise ways to drum up monetary 

sponsorship and partnerships to maintain what the college/university needs or will need 

in the future. Third, is managing a senior-level team, which is why it is imperative for 

college presidents to have competent individuals in leadership positions to allow the 

president to focus on her main priority such as fiduciary responsibilities for the college. 

Lastly, knowing the governing board of the institution and how to manage enrollment. 
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Developing and maintaining good board relations tends to lead to longevity for 

college/university presidents along with increasing enrollment numbers.  

Be prepared 

To coincide with being knowledgeable, being prepared is also recommended by 

participants to those aspiring to be college presidents. Upcoming African American 

female leaders have to be prepared to answer questions that are outside the scope of their 

job as well as be tested to assess their knowledge base of the job. The majority of the 

participants encountered times they were tested by other constituents and outside 

community leaders, and had they not done their research and been prepared, they would 

have failed the test. Preparation is key to maintaining career success. 

Strong identity 

Participants in this study emphasized that having a strong identity of who you are 

is essential to surviving the challenges and obstacles one aspiring to be a college 

president will face. In fact, President B felt having a strong identity boosted confidence 

and showed colleagues, constituents, and stakeholders that she knew her job and was 

cognizant of her skills and abilities in academia. Having a strong identity spilled over to 

staff, as they felt confident in her and therefore felt confident in the vision and also 

themselves. 

Implications 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to describe the perceptions of 

African American female presidents and their progression toward the presidency at post-

secondary educational institutions. During the past thirty-years, African- American 

females have entered the academy in greater numbers than ever before. However, 

although the number of African American women in the academy remain, they still 
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remain largely invisible (Benjamin, 1997). While women and minorities have enjoyed 

some gains, many of college presidents are still predominately white males (Ross & 

Green, 2000).  According to the American Council on Education (ACE) [2018],  

Data show that women may be in some ways more prepared than men 

to advance to the presidency, with greater percentages having served as 

an interim president, earned advanced degrees, and participated in 

formal leadership development opportunities—yet it is reasonable to 

infer from their numbers in the presidency that they are less likely than 

men to be placed in the position. (p.2) 

This data confirms the relationship between African American women holding the 

position of president are able and capable of holding such position and have the 

experience to be successful in representing the college and pushing it forward to greater 

heights. The college presidency is overwhelmingly White and male (58.1%). White 

women make up another quarter (25%) of presidents, while men of color (11.8%) and 

women of color (5.1%), particularly, African American females, are underrepresented 

(Association of American Colleges & Universities, 2019).   

 Research has shown that African American women have contributed to the 

growth and manifestation of education dating back to Mary McLeod Bethune; however, 

have not been acknowledged or granted the opportunities like others in the field of 

education. There has been two women who have led prestigious, predominately White 

institutions. In 1999, Dr. Shirley Ann Jackson became the 18th president of Rensselaer 

Polytechnic Institute. In 2001, Dr. Ruth Simmons was the 1st Black President of Brown 

University.  
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The question is raised on how would education look if the norm of male-

dominated leadership was not the default, but instead consisted of women, the majority, 

and men being the minority? To take this one step further, and deepen the thought 

process, what if education was not only female-dominated, but also African American 

female-dominated from the executive-level position of President? Would the agenda 

change as well at the system level? Being cognizant of the biases and problems African 

American females encounter while achieving executive roles in higher education will 

allow for more dialogue on combating stereotypes of African American females and 

encourage acceptability of African American female roles of leadership. 

Literature has unveiled that presidential searchers are deeply influenced and 

coordinated by boards that govern institutions for presidential vacancies (Freeman, 

2015).  These governing boards control what types of candidates are interviewed and 

chosen; therefore, it is advantageous to look at the mindset or attitude, beliefs, and 

values of these individuals. If any of these board members have preconceived thoughts 

or stereotypes regarding certain individuals, like African American females, then this 

shows to be a problem, and measures should be put in place to make sure biases do not 

determine the outcome or hinder the outcome for African American females.   

In addition,  “thinking critically about the pipeline that leads to the presidency, 

analysis suggested that a closer look at the circumstances under which women become 

college presidents would enrich our understanding of the challenges of achieving parity” 

(ACE, 2018, p. 4). It is also necessary to note that the only way to reach equality is when 

it can be sustained and remain sustainable once women reach presidency, and are 

established in the president seat in such a way as to set them up for success and 

endurance (ACE, 2018).  
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The trend seen in this study was that African American female presidents, and 

minority presidents in general, are being appointed but only at the community college or 

associate degree level institutions (37%), and the number lessens as you move up to 

advanced degree granting institutions. When adding these factors in to the big picture, 

African American females are severely underrepresented in the executive role of 

president in post-secondary educational institutions. In accordance, the finding also 

show women of color are highly likely to have risen through the ranks and have 

experience in student affairs, chief academic officer, provost, dean or other senior 

executive academic affairs positions (ACPS, 2017).  

The results of the study gave several implications regarding African- American 

females in post-secondary educational institutions. Due to the lack of African American 

female leadership at colleges and universities, especially at PWIs, post-secondary 

educational institutions have failed at gaining the benefits of having the African 

American female perspective. Colleges/universities need to revamp how their 

presidential search committees recruit more African American females. Post-secondary 

educational institutions need to develop and provide more pathways to prepare African 

American females for various academic positions, beyond the mid-level position.  

Comprehending the lived experiences of African American females can and will 

aid in developing and improving the lack of diversity in our colleges and universities 

when it comes to ascending to the presidency. Our colleges are becoming more diverse 

year after year, not only at two-year colleges but four-year colleges as well. Having an 

administration that looks and represents its student body is beneficial to the 

college/university as a whole.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

As more African American females become more inundated in the education 

system, the issue of African American females being underrepresented in post-

secondary educational institutions must be addressed. The subject of African American 

females in executive positions within higher education has received minimal attention, 

even though the interest is there from not only African Americans, but other ethnicities 

as well. Additional research recommendations include the following: 

1. Develop more formal Mentoring programs for African American females 

aspiring to be presidents. 

2. Create more pathways to open up the pipeline for African American 

females to advance to executive positions within institutions. 

3. Revamp or put into place more inclusive governing boards for the hiring 

process and better practices for recruiting African American females. 

4. Ensure practices and models are developed in post-secondary institutions 

that equally advance African American females into leadership positions. 

As national data suggests, there will be a significant turnover in college 

leadership in upcoming years. Colleges and universities need preparation programs that 

will provide training in leadership and education in regard to barriers that 

excommunicate marginalized individuals such as African American females to executive 

leadership like college president. These programs can also teach how to expel 

stereotyping and racial and gender discrimination in the selection process.  

The researcher recommends expanding this research across disciplines where 

African American women are underrepresented and deal with being the minority in 

those areas to continue exploring the African American female perspective. There is also 
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relevance in studying African American females in academic programs that yield 

disparities related to career aspirations, for instance, African American women enrolled 

in programs such as medicine, more specifically, neurosurgery, or other complex and 

multilayered professions.  

The researcher suggests the study is replicated to include African American 

female perspectives from various universities where the racial climates are fueled by 

politics to analyze how it affects their aspiration to achieve executive roles. Research 

conducted on different campuses with more African American women would allow for 

other themes to evolve that are specific to certain regions. The themes that are specific to 

certain regions allow institutions to develop and provide a supportive university climate 

for African American female students who aspire to be college presidents or hold other 

executive positions. Moreover, additional theories could be developed for not only 

higher education, but also for school districts in secondary education, as they too do not 

have an assortment of women of color leading the helm, in their realm of education. 

Conclusion 

This phenomenological study investigated the challenges and successes of 

African American female presidents of post-secondary educational institutions. This 

narrative is to bring forth the disparities that African American females face in acquiring 

higher positions, as president, in higher education and the successful strategies that have 

helped them to do so. As the number of African- American females continues to grow 

within the discipline of education, institutions of higher learning have to acknowledge 

the importance of the presence of the African American female within the discipline. 

This presence is not for an ethnic count or tokenism; however, it is to mirror the 

diversity that is being seen in the student body of post-secondary institutions.  
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This study highlights how African American females have continuously 

contributed to the development of education and been trailblazers fighting racial and 

gender inequality throughout the years. Barriers of racism and sexism have been 

experienced and continue to be experienced by African American females in their 

journey to success. Contrary to the factors trying to impede their success, African 

American females have continued to create better avenues for themselves and others 

with vision, resiliency, education, and development of good leadership qualities.  

Understanding the lived experiences of African American female presidents in 

post-secondary educational institutions can result in institutions developing programs 

and pathways that will allow more diversity and inclusion when it comes to African 

American females in leadership positions past the mid or senior level to the executive 

level. This study gave in-depth insight into the steps African American females have 

taken and continue to take to be included in the count for executive leadership within 

post-secondary educational institutions.  

The findings in this study reiterate what research has shown over the years that 

the African American female, yet a majority, is still a minority. To co-exist and be 

counted, African American females have devised strategies to help them succeed in the 

arena of higher education. Mentoring was shown to be the number one successful 

strategy to help African American females move into what some call the good old boy 

system or the close-knit academy of education. Having a mentor, especially one who is 

in the position of president, showed to be advantageous for African American females 

aspiring to be executive leaders. This allowed the mentee to have access to doors that 

would normally be closed to them, and to see the extensive operations of a 
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college/university up close and personal. It also allowed the mentee to receive the 

support needed to push them forward in their academic careers.  

Mentoring showed to be a valuable tool for retention and promotion of African 

American females in their journey toward the presidency. In support of mentoring, 

Crawford and Smith (2005) posited that effective mentor’s aid in the advancement of 

talented mentees into the inner circle. Participants in the study attested to the prodigious 

role mentoring played in their advancement to president. Comprehension of the unique 

and individualized ways women experience and see the importance of mentors and role 

models on their own leadership aspirations and movement upward to leadership is of 

critical importance to decrease the underrepresentation of women presidents in higher 

education (Hill & Wheat, 2017). 

Gender and race presented challenges for the participants in this study, with 

African Americans making up only 8% of all presidents among all ethnic/racial groups 

in higher education (ACPS, 2017). The commonality here is African American females 

enter the field knowing that because of their gender and race, they have to be audacious, 

prove their abilities, exceed expectations, and obtain positions where they can visibly 

showcase their skills. In conjunction, earn a doctorate degree and cultivate leadership 

skills in order for their ideas to be accepted or considered. This study also indicated that 

gender and race produced perceptions regarding leadership abilities amongst other 

individuals who were not African American or female.   

To cope with the challenges ensued on the journey, participants in the study 

heavily relied upon their family and spirituality. Family and faith have been staples in 

the African American community for centuries, and participants in the study confirmed 
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that their faith and support from family is what sustained them during the arduous 

challenges faced on the career path to presidency.  

The African American female president is a rare commodity in PWIs but is quite 

prevalent in HBCUs. This rarity is the main reason for this study on the African 

American female position in post-secondary educational institutions. African American 

females are not only role models for other African American females, they serve at their 

institutions, but their perspectives and lived experiences are pearls of wisdom and 

information to other cultures and nationalities within the institution. African American 

females may be sought after by colleges/universities to be the fixer of problems due to 

the stereotype of African American women being the disciplinarian or exhibiting 

sternness or that “I don’t play” attitude, which commands and demands compliance.  

As higher education continues to diversify, institutions and institutional leaders 

must strengthen their commitment to being more diverse and inclusive. The hiring 

committees and boards that govern colleges/universities have to make an effort to 

positively impact its existence through employing more marginalized groups such as 

women, in particular, African American women, to embrace the belief in gender and 

racial equality. Colleges/universities can no longer operate in days of past where men 

ruled the world, because women are becoming more visible in politics, on college 

campuses, and in groups that uphold the female voice and the right to be counted.  

African American females are equipping themselves to be leaders within the 

community and the educational system. The inundation of women, in particular, African 

American women, in higher education is significant, and knowing the female voice and 

experiences of African American women will help propel institutions into the 21st 

century of innovativeness. As African American females continue to push limits and 
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achieve goals in higher education administration, and press forward to executive 

leadership roles, colleges/universities must take-action to recognize and acknowledge 

these women.  

As the old regime is exiting the world of higher education, a new innovative and 

exciting regime is coming forth, and that includes the African American female. Along 

with intelligence, class, and perspective, the African American female brings forth a 

sense of pride, confidence, and innovativeness the student body of college/universities 

are looking to follow. Not only does the African American female embody culture and 

strength, she brings forth intuitiveness of what can be – greatness.  

Historically, examining the presence of African American females has shown 

that we have nurtured a multitude of individuals and cultures dating back from slavery to 

the classroom, which adds to the flavor that African American female presidents bring to 

their universities. We are familiar with different cultures, biases, prejudices, and 

disparities; therefore, we encourage, nurture and embrace others that do not look like us 

with welcoming arms. The challenges African American females have faced allows 

them to empathize with the diverse student body which they govern. If an African 

American female is president of an HBCU, she can further expound on the richness of 

the heritage they share and embrace what is to come. In the case of a PWI, African 

American female presidents can offer the same rich culture along with finding 

similarities with other cultures and celebrating the differences along with them.  

Institutions of higher learner have to denounce the theology that only one group 

can lead and lead effectively. Implementation of recruitment programs to recruit and 

retain black faculty is essential to opening doors of opportunity to leadership roles such 

as college president. The prior positions of the majority of African American female 
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college presidents existed in academic and student affairs, which perpetuate the 

importance of increasing minorities in the faculty area. As strides have been made and 

are continually being made in educational leadership positions, there must continue to be 

a movement to break barriers that still exist in the area of higher education 

administration.  

It is important to understand and study the lived experiences of African- 

American females in higher education post-secondary institutions, so their stories of 

overcoming challenges can be assessed and the successes they have achieved can be 

duplicated in the future. African American females who have made the journey to 

presidency, and those on the path now, have become familiar with the system they work 

in and have prepared themselves mentally for the competition and obstacles they must 

overcome.  

Many African American females continue to strive for the presidential seat and 

keep their eyes on the prize, refusing to let the pressures and disparities deter them from 

achieving their goals.  In fact, African- American females have used these disparities to 

motivate themselves and others, build on their strengths, acknowledge and correct their 

weaknesses, and equip themselves with a positive “can do” attitude to change their 

challenges to opportunities. African American females have developed the mindset to 

exceed the job expectations to show their resiliency and knowledge regarding their 

positions in academia. Often times, African American females will take on the not so 

desired jobs to prove the point that they do have intellect and desire to be and do better 

for themselves and for those following behind.  

African American females are not limiting themselves to learning leadership 

within the academy, but are also looking outside of the academy to develop leadership 
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skills. They are holding key positions in organizations in the community (i.e. sororities, 

community organizations and educational organizations).  
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APPENDIX B 

IRB Approval 

 
 
Date:   August 7, 2018 

To:  Chaundra Smith  

From:  Institutional Review Board Committee 

RE:   Notification of IRB Action 

 

Protocol Title: A Description of the Challenges and Success of 

African American Female Presidents at Post-Secondary Educational 

Institutions 

_____________________________________________________________ 

This memorandum is notification that the project referenced above has been 

reviewed and APPROVED as indicated in Federal regulatory statutes 45CFR46. This 

approval expires August 7, 2019. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: 

Upon Approval, the research team is responsible for conducting the research as 

stated in the exempt application reviewed by the IRB which shall include using the most 

recently submitted Informed Consent/Assent Forms (Information Sheet) and recruitment 

materials.  

 

Any changes to the application may cause this project to require a different level 

of committee review. 

Should any changes need to be made, please submit a Modification Form.  

Taiya Fabre 

Dr. Taiya Fabre 

Chair, Institutional Review Board Committee  
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APPENDIX C 

Email Letter for Participants 

My name is Chaundra L. Smith, I am a doctoral student at Houston Baptist 

University (HBU), College of Education and Higher Education Department. I am 

conducting research on A DESCRIPTION OF THE CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES OF 

AFRICAN AMERICAN FEMALE PRESIDENTS AT POST-SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL 

INSTITUTIONS. The purpose of this study will be to describe the perceptions of African 

American females regarding their progression toward the presidency at post-secondary 

educational institutions.  This study will describe in depth, the pathways many African 

American females in the academy are taking to reach a level of professional success, such as 

the presidency and other executive positions. African American females are prevalent and in 

the pipeline of education; however, they are not given opportunities for upper-level 

executive positions in post-secondary educational institutions.  
 
Due to your current position as a college president, I invite you to participate in my 

research study designed to increase awareness of the underrepresentation of African 

American females in higher education executive positions, and the challenges and successes 

encountered upon achieving such positions.  My hope is to develop strategies or a guide that 

will assist African American females aspiring to obtain college president status and be 

successful in their journey. Your participation will include a 30-60 minute interview, 

consisting of you sharing your knowledge, journey, challenges, and successes to ascension 

to the position of college president.  During the interview, the researcher will actively take 

extensive notes and electronically record the interview session to ensure accuracy and 

inerrant transcriptions of the participant’s responses.  All individual identification will be 

removed from the hard copy of the transcript.  Participant identity and confidentiality will be 

concealed using coding procedures. 
 
Participation in this research study is greatly appreciated and completely voluntary 

and confidential.  Please be assured you may discontinue participation at any time without 

prejudice. To participate in the study, please give your consent by signing the consent form 

attached and return to Chaundra L. Smith via email.  A copy will be given to you to keep for 

your records.  In addition, if you have any questions you may contact me at (281) 902-8859 

and smithcl6@hbu.edu or Dr. Dianne Reed, my dissertation chair at (832) 606-8805. 

 

 

Best regards, 

Chaundra Smith, M.A. 

Doctoral Candidate-HBU 

  

mailto:smithcl6@hbu.edu
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APPENDIX D 

Informed Consent Form 

Dear College President, 

My name is Chaundra L. Smith, and I am a doctoral student at Houston Baptist 

University, College of Education and Higher Education Department.  As partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for my dissertation, I am conducting research on A 

DESCRIPTION OF THE CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES OF AFRICAN 

AMERICAN FEMALE PRESIDENTS AT POST-SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL 

INSTITUTIONS. The purpose of this study will be to describe the perceptions of 

African American females regarding their progression toward presidency at post-

secondary educational institutions.  This study will describe in depth, the pathways 

many African American females in the academy are taking to reach a level of 

professional success, such as presidency and other executive positions. African 

American females are prevalent and in the pipeline of education; however they are not 

given opportunities for upper level executive positions in post-secondary educational 

institutions (Allan, 2011; Jackson & Harris, 2005). 

Due to your current position as college president, I invite you to participate in 

my research study designed to increase awareness of the underrepresentation of African 

American females in higher education executive positions, and the challenges and 

successes encountered upon achieving such positions.  My hope is to develop strategies 

or a guide that will assist African American females aspiring to obtain college president 

status and be successful in their journey.   

 Your participation will include a 30-60 minute interview, consisting of you sharing your 

knowledge, journey, challenges and successes to ascension to the position of college president.  

During the interview, the researcher will actively take extensive notes and electronically record 

the interview session to ensure accuracy and inerrant transcriptions of the participant’s 

responses.  The interview will be conducted with the researcher, Chaundra L. Smith, in an 

agreed upon location.   

 Participation in this research study is greatly appreciated and completely voluntary and 

confidential.  Please be assured you may discontinue participation at any time without prejudice. 

To participate in the study, please give your consent by signing the consent form and return to 

Chaundra L. Smith.  A copy will be given to you to keep for your records.  In addition, if you 

have any questions, please contact Chaundra L. Smith at (281) 902-8859 and smithcl6@hbu.edu 

or Dr. Dianne Reed, my dissertation chair at (832) 606-8805. 

I agree to participate in this study _______ I do not agree to participate in this study ______ 

____________________________________________________________ 

Signature of participant      Date 
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APPENDIX E 

Guided Protocol 

1.  What is your perception of the capabilities of female leaders in any leadership 

role, particularly as President of a post-secondary educational institution? 

A. Are women capable of leading on many levels of leadership? If so explain. 

B. Are African American female presidents (leaders) meeting the expectations of 

effective leadership? 

2.  What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding challenges they encountered 

toward progression to the presidency? 

A. What are some of the barriers that affect African American female leaders in 

executive positions, like president? 

B. What are some of the barriers that prevent African American females from 

emerging into leadership roles? 

C. Why do you feel African American women are underrepresented in higher 

education executive leadership roles? 

3.  What are the perceptions of African American female presidents at post-

secondary educational institutions regarding successes they experienced during 

the progression to the presidency? 

A. What are your recommendations for African American females aspiring to be 

college presidents? 

B. What are the qualifications, leadership styles, and traits leaders should have to 

effectively lead?  

C. How important are these factors and how do they influence female leaders? 
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D. What person(s) helped shape your perception of what successful leadership is? 
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APPENDIX F 
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APPENDIX G 

 

Organizational and Leadership Effectiveness Inventory 

 
 

 

For each item identified below, circle the number  
to the right that best fits your judgment of its application.  

 

Part 1. Leadership Behavior- 

Management 

To what extent do you agree the following 

behaviors reflect your personal leadership 

behaviors? 

Scale 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree 

 

       Strongly 

Agree 

1. Leads by example 1 2 3 4 

2. Ability to “juggle” many things in 
professional and personal life 

1 2 3 4 

3. Communicator 1 2 3 4 

4. Lifelong Learner 1 2 3 4 

5. High expectations of self and others 1 2 3 4 

6. Strong academic self concept 1 2 3 4 

7. Motivational 1 2 3 4 

8. Communicates vision 1 2 3 4 

9. “Can do” philosophy (resourceful) 1 2 3 4 

10. Persistent 1 2 3 4 

11. Shares power 1 2 3 4 

12. Dependable 1 2 3 4 

13. Efficient 1 2 3 4 

14. Assertive 1 2 3 4 

15. Delegates 1 2 3 4 

16. Utilizes participatory management 1 2 3 4 

17. Decision maker 1 2 3 4 

18. Risk taker 1 2 3 4 

19. Task oriented 1 2 3 4 
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20. Change agent 1 2 3 4 

21. Influencer 1 2 3 4 

22. Analyzes situations 1 2 3 4 

23. High energy 1 2 3 4 

24. Achievement oriented 1 2 3 4 

25. Emotionally stable 1 2 3 4 

26. Self sufficient 1 2 3 4 

27. Effective time manager 1 2 3 4 

28. Organized 1 2 3 4 

29. Persuasive 1 2 3 4 

30. Effective 1 2 3 4 

 

 

Part 1. Leadership Behavior- Interpersonal 

To what extent do you agree the following 

behaviors reflect your personal leadership 

behaviors? 

Scale 

 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree         Agree 

 

 

Strongly 

Agree 

31. Cooperative 1 2 3 4 

32. Empathetic 1 2 3 4 

33. People oriented 1 2 3 4 

34. Compassionate 1 2 3 4 

35. Collegial 1 2 3 4 

36. Team player 1 2 3 4 

37. Strong interpersonal skills 1 2 3 4 

38. Consensus builder 1 2 3 4 

39. Empowers others 1 2 3 4 

40. Networker 1 2 3 4 

41. Transformational 1 2 3 4 

42. Combines social talk with administrative talk 1 2 3 4 
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43. Uses affiliate language, such as “we,” “our” 1 2 3 4 

44. Participative 1 2 3 4 

45. Inclusive 1 2 3 4 

46. Nurturing 1 2 3 4 

47. Democratic 1 2 3 4 

48. Intuitive 1 2 3 4 

49. Flexible/adaptable 1 2 3 4 

50. Emotionally expressive 1 2 3 4 

51. Receptive to new ideas/change 1 2 3 4 

52. Alert to social environment 1 2 3 4 

53. Responsive to need of faculty/staff 1 2 3 4 

54. Reflective 1 2 3 4 

 

Part 2. External Forces 

To what extent do you believe your board or 

immediate superior agrees to the importance of 

the following? 

Scale 

 

  

Strongly 

Disagree 

             

Disagree         Agree 

 

    Strongly 

Agree 

55. Emphasis on collegiality 1 2 3 4 

56. Views teachers as leaders 1 2 3 4 

57. Emphasis on reflective practice 1 2 3 4 

58. Participative decision making 1 2 3 4 

59. Utilizes system of rotating leadership 1 2 3 4 

60. Recognizes ability or expertise 1 2 3 4 

61. Arrives at goals through consensual process 1 2 3 4 

62. Values faculty/staff as individual human 
beings 

1 2 3 4 

63. Commitment to employee growth 1 2 3 4 

64. Power sharing 1 2 3 4 

65. Promotes community and cooperation 1 2 3 4 
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66. Promotes nurturing and caring 1 2 3 4 

67. Promotes subordinate empowerment 1 2 3 4 

68. Board or immediate supervisor supports your 
philosophy 

1 2 3 4 

69. Your leadership if affected by the expectations 
of the community (Community may mean--of 
society or community within the workplace or 
in the specific field) 

1 2 3 4 

70. The socio-economic levels in the community 
affect your leadership  

1 2 3 4 

71. Language groups in the community impact my 
leadership 

1 2 3 4 

 

Part 3. Organizational Structure 

To what extent do you agree the following 

characteristics apply to your organization?   

Scale 

 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

                                                                                      

               

Disagree         Agree       

 

  Strongly 

   Agree 

72. Utilizes system of rotating leadership 1 2 3 4 

73. Recognizes ability or expertise 1 2 3 4 

74. Arrives at goals through consensual process 1 2 3 4 

75. Values faculty/staff as individual human beings 1 2 3 4 

76. Commitment to employee growth 1 2 3 4 

77. Power sharing 1 2 3 4 

78. Promotes community and cooperation 1 2 3 4 

79. Promotes nurturing and caring 1 2 3 4 

80. Promotes subordinate empowerment 1 2 3 4 

81. Has clear norms and values 1 2 3 4 

82. Encourages professional training 1 2 3 4 

83. Has well-defined goals 1 2 3 4 
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Part 4. Values, Attitudes, and Beliefs 

#84-91. To what extent do you agree the 

following characteristics apply to you as the 

leader?  

#92-96. To what extent do you agree the 

following apply to your external community 

(board, management, citizens)? 

Scale 

 

 

 

 

  

Strongly 

Disagree 

                                                                                      

 

 

 

 

            

Disagree         Agree       

 

 

 

 

  Strongly 

   Agree 

84. Emphasis on professional growth for 
self/staff/faculty 

1 2 3 4 

85. Openness to change 1 2 3 4 

86. Emphasis on collegiality 1 2 3 4 

87. Emphasis on character, ethics, and integrity 1 2 3 4 

88. Emphasis on programs for special students  1 2 3 4 

89. Emphasis on innovation 1 2 3 4 

90. Emphasis on reflective practice 1 2 3 4 

91. Openness to diversity 1 2 3 4 

92. Emphasis on professional growth for 
self/staff/faculty 

1 2 3 4 

93. Emphasis on innovation 1 2 3 4 

94. Importance of programs for special students 1 2 3 4 

95. Openness to change 1 2 3 4 

96. Openness to diversity 1 2 3 4 
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Chaundra Smith-Adams, MA 

Curriculum Vitae 
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Teaching Experience 

 

 Professor, 2017 – Present 

Houston Community College District 

Courses: EDUC 1300 Learning Framework Student Success 
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 Houston Community College, Campus Manager, Houston, Texas, 2017 – Present 

 

 Houston Community College, Adjunct Professor, Houston, Texas, 2017-Present 
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2016-2017 

 

 Houston Community College, Office Manager, Stafford, Texas, 2008-2016 

 

 Houston Community College, Campus Secretary, Houston, Texas, 2001-2008 
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 Kappa Delta Pi Honor Society (Pi Eta Chapter), Houston Baptist University, 

2018 
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