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Abstract

Black women have made significant strides in their representation in higher education leadership
in the United States over the past two centuries. They have faced barriers, yet they have also
made substantial contributions to the field. Historically, Black women remain at the forefront of
the struggle for equal access to education, with many earning degrees, becoming educators, and
founding higher education institutions. However, their leadership roles have often been
marginalized and overlooked. Despite this, Black women have persevered and made
advancements in higher education administration, but they continue to face obstacles in their
career paths and leadership progression. The experiences of Black women higher education
leaders, including the challenges they encounter and the strategies they employ to overcome
them, can provide valuable insights for improving the retention and advancement of Black
women leaders. Achieving gender equality in leadership positions in higher education is a matter
of fairness, and it is essential to advancing the evolving higher education landscape.

Keywords: Black Women Educational Leaders; Black Women Educational Leadership; Black
Women Higher Education; Black Women Higher Education Leaders; US Higher Education;
Women Education Leadership; Women Higher Education Leaders



Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the US 1

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black! Women Higher Education Leaders in the
United States

Introduction

“I want history to remember me... not as the first Black woman to have made a bid for the
presidency of the United States, but as a Black woman who lived in the 20th century and who
dared to be herself. I want to be remembered as a catalyst for change in America.”” — Shirley
Anita St. Hill Chisholm, the first African American woman in US Congress (1968).

The journey of Black women in higher education leadership in the United States spans over two
centuries, marked by considerable milestones and persistent challenges. Their dynamic roles and
contributions were often marginalized in public Black colleges, where state educational
administration was one of the few areas in which Black men could exert political influence, thus
overshadowing the leadership roles of Black women. Theoretical lenses and historical
advancements reveal that Black women in higher education leadership have faced critical
barriers, including systemic racism and gender bias, which have hindered their career
progression. In specific disciplines like engineering education, Black women leaders encounter
unique challenges such as performance reviews, ethical decision-making, and the necessity of
code-switching, highlighting the intersectionality of their experiences. Despite the increasing
number of female students and novice faculty, the attainment of leadership positions by women,
particularly Black women, remains limited due to hegemonic leadership practices that favor
White men's and women's experiences, thus excluding them from mainstream leadership rhetoric
and practice. This historical and ongoing struggle underscores the urgent need for more inclusive
leadership theories and forums that support the advancement of Black women in higher
education, ensuring their perspectives and contributions are recognized and valued.

Black women have made substantial strides in their career progression and representation in
higher education leadership in the United States over the past two centuries (Johnson, 2023;
Porter et al., 2022). They have faced challenges and barriers, yet they have also made significant
contributions to the field. Despite the increasing number of female students and faculty in
academia, there are still too few female leaders to promote and inspire diversity (Soares, 2023).
Historically, Black women have been at the forefront of the struggle for equal access to
education, with many earning degrees and becoming educators and founders of higher education
institutions (Evans, 2016). However, their leadership roles have often been marginalized and
overlooked (Walser-Smith, 2019). Despite this, Black women have persevered and made
advancements in higher education administration. Their progress, though not without obstacles,
is a testament to their resilience and the potential for further advancement. The experiences of
Black women leaders in higher education, including the challenges they encounter and the
strategies they use to overcome them, can provide valuable insights for improving the retention
and advancement of Black women leaders (Gamble & Turner, 2015). Achieving gender equality

! To maintain continuity and consistency, the constructs “Black” and “African American” are used interchangeably
throughout this chapter.
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in leadership positions in higher education is not only a matter of fairness but is also essential to
advancing the current and evolving higher education landscape (Chamblin et al., 2022; Salinas,
2016; Wright & Salinas, 2016).

Defining moments for Black women higher education leaders in the United States have been
shaped by historical achievements, challenges, and opportunities for reform. Black women have
strived for higher education since before the Civil War, facing violence and daunting challenges
but persisting in their pursuit of degrees (Williams, 2023). Despite these challenges, Black
women have made advancements in higher education, with some becoming college
administrators, presidents, and founders of institutions (Brubacher, 2017; Evans, 2016).
Acquiring higher education was seen as a pathway to citizenship and freedom for Black
Americans. Black women played a pivotal role in demanding access to education (Allen et al.,
2023). However, the path for Black women in academic leadership is nuanced and multiplicative
as they navigate gendered and racialized pathways to leadership (Johnson, 2024; Johnson &
Johnson, 2024). Black women leaders in higher education face barriers and inequitable outcomes
associated with the intersectionality of their race and gender (Showunmi, 2023). Understanding
these barriers and identifying support is crucial for improving the retention of Black women
leaders in higher education administration (Tevis et al., 2020).

Black women have faced numerous challenges in accessing and advancing in higher education
leadership in the United States. Over the past two centuries, they have navigated cultural
adversity and fought for equal opportunities, making notable strides despite systemic barriers.
One particularly defining moment was the founding of Spelman College in 1881, a historically
Black college for women that provided educational opportunities for Black women during a
period of widespread exclusion from mainstream institutions (Mebane, 2019). Another milestone
was the establishment of the Association for the Study of African American Life and History in
1915, advocating for the inclusion of Black historical experiences in higher education curricula
(Dagbovie, 2003). Recent studies continue to explore the lived experiences of Black female
faculty in leadership positions, highlighting the unique challenges they face, including racial and
gender biases (Horhn & Lassiter, 2022). Despite this, Black women have ascended to prominent
leadership positions as visible role models and advocates for diversity and inclusion in academia
(Williams, 2023).

The literature on Black higher education leaders has focused primarily on Black men. Still,
recent scholarship has highlighted the role of Black women — the good, the bad, and the ugly — in
this field (Hailu & Cox, 2022). Challenges faced by Black women leaders include ethical
decision-making, limited autonomy in selecting their administrative team, and code-switching
(West, 2020). Despite being the most represented minoritized group among higher education
administrators, Black women still lag behind White women and men in leadership positions
(Grottis, 2022; Nickerson, 2020). Barriers to career progression for Black women administrators
include systemic inequities and lack of support, but identifying these barriers can inform
strategies to improve retention (Butcher, 2022; Richardson, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic
allowed African American women leaders in higher education to launch their businesses, driven
by the familial history of entrepreneurship, workplace inequities, and a desire for authentic
leadership (Baumgartner, 2022; Cottrill et al., 2014; Kapasi et al., 2016).
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Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the
United States: A Background

“Slavery is the combination of all crime. It is War. Those who rob their fellow men of home, of
liberty, of education, of life, are really at war against them as though they cleft them down upon
the bloody field. " — Lucy Stanton, the first African American woman in the US to complete a
four-year collegiate course of study (1850).

Black women have strived to secure higher education in the United States for over two centuries.
These efforts began before the Civil War and continue to the present time. In the process,
African American women have earned certificates, bachelor’s degrees, and various graduate
degrees and have become college administrators, presidents, and founders of higher education
institutions. Multiple supporters, including Prudence Crandall, who dedicated their efforts to
enlightening African American females during the nineteenth century, often encountered
violence and hostility (Williams, 2023; Williams & Ziobro, 2023). Nevertheless, Black women
persisted and began moving up the higher education ladder in the early nineteenth century
despite facing these and other daunting challenges (Evans, 2016). Most women, revealingly,
obtained their degrees in Northern states, including Ohio, and primarily at specific institutions
such as Oberlin, Antioch, and Wilberforce.

During the period preceding the Civil War (1861-1865), Oberlin emerged as the preeminent
institution in Antebellum America for conferring higher education degrees or certificates to
Black women (Baumgartner, 2022; Terry, 2023). Notably, numerous Black women successfully
attained literary degrees (L.D.s) from this esteemed institution. Notably, Lucy Ann Stanton is
widely recognized as the inaugural Black woman to fulfill the requirements of a four-year
curriculum and be awarded an L.D. from Oberlin, which occurred circa 1850. Concurrently,
Sarah Jane Early pursued her studies at Oberlin, similarly to Ms. Stanton, ultimately obtaining a
degree in classical studies in 1856. Moreover, Early achieved another historic milestone by
assuming the first Black woman college instructor role in the annals of United States history,
commencing her tenure at Wilberforce University in 1858. It is crucial to acknowledge that
Stanton and Early rank among the pioneering Black women who were granted degrees from
Oberlin, all of whom accomplished this feat before 1860.

Although Stanton is widely regarded as the inaugural Black woman in the United States to
receive a certificate of completion from an institute of higher education, it was, in fact, Mary
Jane Patterson who achieved the distinction of being the first Black woman to acquire a Bachelor
of Arts (B.A.) degree in 1862, an accomplishment she accomplished at Oberlin. On the other
hand, Lucy Ann earned what was then referred to as a literary degree, as opposed to a bachelor’s
degree, and thus, she is not recognized as the foremost Black woman to obtain a four-year
degree. To this day, our knowledge is limited to the fact that she attained "a degree™ in classical
studies, and based on the accessible records, it was not designated as a B.A. Two years later, in
1864, Rebecca Lee completed her degree at the New England Female Medical College. Dr. Lee

3
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is the first documented Black woman in the United States of America to achieve a medical
degree (Evans, 2007; Williams, 2023).

Prior to 1865, a minimum of twelve Black women successfully obtained their academic degrees
from colleges in the southern region of the United States. By 1865, three noteworthy Black
women educators, namely Patterson, Frances Josephine Norris, and Fanny Marion Jackson,
achieved B.A. degrees from Oberlin College. From there, Patterson and Coppin began their
teaching careers at the Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, one of the
country’s earliest secondary educational institutions for African Americans, and eventually
became known as Cheyney University. Following her graduation from Oberlin, Patterson
dedicated five years to teaching at the Institute for Colored Youth. Subsequently, she taught at
the Preparatory High School for Colored Youth, also known as M Street School, in Washington,
DC, where she later assumed the position of school principal. During her tenure as principal, she
worked tirelessly to elevate the status of the school, transforming it into one of the most
esteemed high schools catering to African American students in the nation.

Coppin herself was born into slavery, eventually becoming a self-made woman. She worked to
secure an education at the Rhode Island State Normal School, first, followed by Oberlin. She
became a principal at the Institute of Colored Youth and substantively expanded the curriculum,
making it one of the nation’s more notable schools for African Americans. Her expansion
included the development of a Women’s Industrial Exchange and Industrial Department. Coppin
State University in Baltimore, Maryland, is named for Fannie Jackson Coppin (Williams, 2023).
The nineteenth century proved a crucial period of growth and progress for Black women in
education, and Coppin serves as an example. Now spanning two hundred years of African
American women in higher education, these women played indispensable roles in the
establishment of Black educational institutions, with Oberlin and Wilberforce serving as notable
platforms, as a noteworthy number of Black women who obtained degrees from these institutions
went on to become educators, advocates for civil rights, and founders of schools (Thelin &
Gasman, 2003; Williams, 2023).

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the
United States: A Precarious Journey

“We needed to be assertive as women in those days - assertive and aggressive - and the degree
to which we had to be that way depended on where you were. I had to be.”* — Katherine
Johnson, American mathematician whose calculations of orbital mechanics as a NASA employee
were critical to the success of the first and subsequent US-crewed spaceflights (1961).

Over the past two centuries, Black women in the United States have navigated a precarious
journey toward securing higher education and leadership roles within this sphere. Initially, their
quest was fundamentally a fight for access to a system from which they were systematically
excluded. Mary Ann Shadd Carey’s enrollment at Howard University in 1884 marked a
significant milestone as she became the first Black woman to do so, symbolizing the breaking of
gender and racial barriers in higher education. Before and after this period, African American
women faced — and continue to face — considerable obstructions in accessing higher education

4 https://www.brainyquote.com/authors/katherine-johnson-quotes
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due to systemic racial and gender biases. This struggle does not end with access. Black women in
academia have continuously faced challenges related to race and gender, often finding
themselves in precarious, part-time, and sometimes full-time positions with considerable
instability. Despite these and other setbacks, there has been much progress in recruitment,
retention, and career ascension for African American women at Predominantly White
Institutions, albeit within a framework that often necessitates navigating systemic barriers and
biases. Leadership roles for Black women in higher education have also evolved, with a growing
recognition of their unique perspectives and contributions. Current studies employing theoretical
frameworks like Critical Race Feminist Theory and Black Feminist Thought, among others, have
helped illuminate how Black women leaders in postsecondary education define themselves and
their leadership styles, contributing to a broader understanding of leadership, primarily inclusive
of race and gender.

By demanding access to education, Black women were at the forefront of the fight for Black
equality throughout the twentieth century. African Americans considered the quest for a quality
education a prominent civil rights issue (McCluskey, 2014). In the early decades of the twentieth
century, Black women began to acquire graduate degrees in more substantial numbers. In the
1900s, women such as Marion Thompson Wright, Constance Baker Motley, and Autherine Lucy
demanded equal access to all educational facilities nationwide. For many Black Americans,
acquiring a higher education was a pathway to citizenship and freedom. Most scholarly literature
on Black Americans in higher education has focused primarily on Black men. However, more
recently, scholars have explicitly focused on the role of Black women in higher education. The
field is defined by intellectual biographies, social histories of pivotal institutions, including
Oberlin and Spelman, edited volumes of interviews, personal narratives, autobiographies, and
other qualitative works of women who participated in signature moments in the history of Black
women in higher education. Reoccurring themes in this lived history include race consciousness,
gender equity, and class awareness (Brock et al., 2019).

Equally important are the contributions and leadership evolution of Black women. A growing
number of extant studies are examining and centering the accounts of African American women
in higher education leadership, focusing on how they define job satisfaction and overcome
professional challenges. Georgiana Simpson made history in 1921 as the first Black woman to
receive a Ph.D. in the United States; from there, similar successes by other Black women
scholars soon followed this achievement. Historically, Black women’s participation in collegiate
education in the U.S. continues to evolve significantly, dating from the earliest settlers in the USs
to contemporary times (i.e., 21st century). Recent advancements include the furtherance of
phenomenological studies designed to describe and uplift the lived experiences of Black women
in education, faculty, and leadership positions, highlighting their rising influence in academia
and academic leadership. Studies of this nature center on the experiences of Black women and
offer insights into their advancement and continued impact in the educational sphere.

African American women’s progression in higher education leadership in the United States has
been undoubtedly meaningful and defining. Included among these milestones are the historical
and contemporary struggles of Black female scholars who continue to overcome multiple forms
of resistance in higher education, namely, Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander, Eva Beatrice Dykes,
and Georgiana Simpson—the first Black women in the United States to earn doctorate degrees
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(Howard-Baptiste & Harris, 2014). In the ongoing work to better understand the persistent
challenges that Black female academics face, it is vital to acknowledge the pioneering efforts of
those Black women who paved paths despite the many obstacles. The journey is a precarious
one, to say the least. Black women in and beyond the realm of higher education can forge paths
forward in solidarity (Horhn & Lassiter, 2022), appreciating those who came before, among the
first Black women to earn bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees in the United States
(Howard-Baptiste, 2014; Howard-Baptiste & Harris, 2014).

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the
United States: Present-Day

“I hope to inspire people to try to follow this path, because I love this country, because I love the
law, because I think it is important that we all invest in our future. And the young people are the

future. I am also ever buoyed by the leadership of generations past who helped to light the

way. ™ — Ketanji Brown, Lawyer, Jurist, and Justice of the United States Supreme Court (2022).

Few texts speak directly to the history of Black women in higher education. Nevertheless,
notable overviews generally tend to be social histories focused on a select few Black women,
with some intellectual accounts focusing on Black women novelists, academics, thinkers, and
leaders appearing more recurringly since the late 1900s. Moreover, the first book-length
scholarly analysis of women in higher education focuses overwhelmingly on white women
(Eisenmann, 2023; Solomon, 1985). Nevertheless, this work provides an essential framework for
thinking more broadly about women in higher education. After Solomon’s text was published,
several overviews of educated Black women working in various capacities (e.g., novelists,
writers, social workers, and public intellectuals) began appearing in growing fashion. Works that
followed Solomon’s book, though not always explicitly about Black women in higher education,
continue to provide necessary context regarding the lived experiences of Black women who have
had access to higher education spaces, many of whom became educators themselves and used
their knowledge as writers, activists, and institution builders, to support and uplift other women
(Brown, 2006; Butcher, 2022).

Other 20th and 21st-century works include Paula Giddings’ text, one of the first scholarly
surveys of Delta Sigma Theta, the oldest and largest Black women’s organization in the United
States. Giddings’ work (1988) highlighted Black women’s search for sisterhood and the
challenges embedded in the Black sorority movement. It was soon followed by Carby’s work
(1987) on Black women novelists, many of whom were, themselves, holders of higher education
degrees. In addition, Brown’s 2006 text is a valuable overview of Black women professionals
and their collective activism, focusing on their support of the war effort and social work.
Scholars who study African American women in US history and higher education have not
thoroughly covered this timeframe. This and other related works are among the first to examine
African American women's intellectual, scholarly activity in the 19th century via a discussion of
Black female novelists (Carby, 1987). In the 20th century, notable figures highlighted in this

5 https://people.com/politics/ketanji-brown-jackson-most-inspiring-
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arena include pioneers such as Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper.
While much scholarship on race, politics, and African American history has focused on men
such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Cooper’s text (2017) critically examines race and gender in Black
women's intellectual lives. Some individuals featured in Cooper’s study were the first Black
women to attain higher education degrees, including graduate degrees. These works cover a vast
amount of information on the experience of Black women in higher education, including a
discussion of the group’s concern for Black civil rights and women’s empowerment writ large.

Other relevant historical texts include Solomon’s work, one of the more critical histories of
women in higher education. This text provides vital historical information and context on
women's opportunities and challenges in higher education. It remains an essential resource on the
topic of women in the history of higher education (Solomon, 1985). Historian Deborah Gray
White’s work traverses one hundred years of Black women in US society, focusing on the Black
women’s club movement, including a discussion of Black women in higher education. Many
women who formed literary clubs, self-help associations, and civil rights organizations (the
NAACP included) were among the first Black women to obtain higher education degrees (White,
1999). Noble’s work (1993) surveys Black women in higher education during the 20th century,
serving as a helpful reference on this subject matter. This work uncovers much relevant
information regarding African American women’s higher education experiences and points
current scholars to future directions in what remains an emergent field. Myers’ text (2002) is a
sociological study underscoring the interwoven systems of race and gender in academia in the
US. Rooted in narrative inquiry and ranging across various disciplines, Black women employed
at predominantly white colleges and universities provide recollections (i.e., primary sources of
information) for historians examining Black women in higher education and their perspectives
regarding academia in the twenty-first century. Perkins (2015) is a leading scholar on Black
women and higher education. Authoring several works in this discipline, she uses an
intersectional approach to understanding the quest for higher education by some leading Black
women education activists embracing their collective work as a strategy toward Black women’s
empowerment. These timelines reflect a trajectory of perseverance, achievement, and increasing
influence of Black women in higher education leadership as they continue shaping a more
diverse academic landscape.

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the
United States: Managerial Significance

“The greatness of Americans is that we are mosaic - we are diverse.”® — Sheila Jackson Lee,

American lawyer and politician, U.S. representative for Texas' 18th congressional district (1995-
2024).

The paths of Black women in higher education leadership in the United States have evolved
significantly over the past two centuries. Dating back to before the Civil War (1861-1865),
Black women have persistently fought to acquire higher education in the U.S., demonstrating
remarkable resilience in overcoming substantial barriers related to race and gender (Showunmi,
2023). Despite the educational advancements Black women have made, they are

6 https://quotefancy.com/quote/1290916/Sheila-Jackson-Lee-The-greatness-of-Americans-is-that-we-are-mosaic-we-
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underrepresented at the highest levels of academic leadership (Grant, 2015). Nonetheless, Black
women have made notable inroads as academic leaders. These roles shape student experiences
and institutional policies and are critical to creating pipelines for emergent and future educational
leaders (Grottis, 2022). In increasing fashion, emergent studies continue to reveal the unique
challenges African American women face working to advance in predominantly white
institutions. Particularly in recruitment, retention, and career advancement, recent research has
focused on the intersection of race and gender in academia, highlighting the experiences of Black
women and advocating for more inclusive environments (Barak, 2005).

Black women in higher education leadership roles in the United States hold pointed managerial
importance due to their unique perspectives and the critical barriers they have overcome.
Historically, Black women have been at the forefront of the struggle for educational equality,
with pioneers setting foundational precedents in the 19th century by securing degrees and
leading academic institutions (Showunmi, 2023). Their achievements are a source of pride and
inspiration for all. Despite their historical contributions, Black women continue to face
underrepresentation in senior leadership roles within higher education, a disparity that
necessitates targeted identity-based leadership initiatives and structured mentoring programs to
support their advancement (Pinto et al., 2024). However, the growing number of female students
and novice faculty underscores the need for more women leaders to inspire and reflect the
shifting demographics in higher education (Johnson, 2023; Johnson & Johnson, 2024). Research
indicates that Black women are the most represented minoritized group among U.S. higher
education administrators. Yet, they still lag behind their White counterparts in leadership
positions, highlighting the need for policies that cultivate and retain their talent and leadership
acumen (West, 2020). By understanding the trajectory of Black women leaders and identifying
the support they use to remain in the administration, higher education institutions can develop
strategies to improve their retention and success (Nickerson, 2020). Overall, the managerial
significance of Black women in higher education lies in their ability to bring diverse
perspectives, challenge entrenched leadership norms, and serve as role models for future
generations, fostering a more inclusive and equitable academic environment.

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the
United States: A Glimpse into the Future
“The future never just happened. It was created.”’ — Mae Jemison, doctor. engineer, and

America's first Black female astronaut, regarding serving on the crew of the shuttle Endeavour
(1992).

Over the last two centuries, Black women have strived to secure higher education in the United
States, facing a host of violence and challenges along the way (Winkle-Wagner, 2015).
However, their dynamic roles in public colleges were often marginalized and obscured
(Adekunle et al., 2023). The achievements and barriers Black women administrators face in
higher education allow us to better understand their trajectories, identify career barriers, and
consider how to support their retention (Butcher, 2022; DeWitt, 2016). The race-gender dyad is
significant to the experiences of Black women and Black women leaders in higher education,
particularly those operating in historically White institutions (Collins & Bilge, 2020). The
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presence of Black women in senior-level higher education leadership, especially at
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), is minimal, and, unfortunately, their experiences in
these positions are not well-known (Walser-Smith, 2019).

Black women in the United States have made great strides in higher education leadership over
the past two centuries. The 20th century was a turning point, seeing a gradual increase in African
American women’s participation in higher education as students, educators, and educational
leaders. In recent decades, leadership roles have opened up for Black women in academia. There
has been a notable rise among Black women leaders in academic institutions, including roles as
faculty members, deans, and senior student affairs officers (Barak, 2005; West, 2020). Other
extant studies have used frameworks like Black Feminist Thought (BFT) to understand how
Black women leaders in higher education define themselves and their roles (Allen et al., 2023;
Collins, 2020). Despite this progress, Black women in academia still face challenges related to
gender and racial biases. Research has examined these experiences and the resilience of Black
women in these roles (Carducci et al., 2024; Evans, 2016).

Black women have historically played a pivotal role in higher education, yet their leadership
roles have often been marginalized and overlooked. Despite the increasing number of female
students and novice faculty, Black women remain underrepresented in leadership positions,
facing systemic barriers rooted in both gender and racial discrimination. Studies reveal that
Black women often ascend to leadership through academic pathways, and the challenges they
face, including racial and gender harassment, microaggressions, and systemic oppression, are not
only individual but also institutional. These barriers are compounded, again, by leadership
practices that exclude those who do not fit the dominant cultural norms. Strategies to overcome
these challenges include truth-telling about the impact of neoliberal institutions, creating support
networks, and fostering environments that recognize and celebrate Black excellence. Achieving
gender equality in leadership is not only a matter of fairness but also essential for the evolving
landscape of higher education, necessitating reforms that support the advancement and retention
of Black women leaders. By understanding and addressing these challenges, higher education
institutions can create more inclusive and equitable environments that benefit from Black
women's diverse perspectives and leadership.

Throughout the 21st century and beyond, we have seen substantial progress and notable
milestones for African American women in higher education leadership in the United States
(Idowu, 2023; Johnson, 2021, 2023, 2023; Johnson & Fournillier, 2022, 2023). Despite enduring
systemic barriers, African American women continue to face the challenges of accessing higher
education head-on. As a result of these struggles — and continued perseverance — Black women
continue to work towards closing the gaps to their fundamental rights as equal members of and
participants in academia. For example, social justice and other extant leadership ideologies serve
as necessary frames, exploring African American women’s experiences in educational leadership
and highlighting their contributions and challenges in job satisfaction and career advancement.
These and other historical milestones, such as landmark achievements such as Lila Fenwick
becoming the first Black woman to graduate from Harvard Law School in 1956, continue
demonstrating Black women’s ability to break racial and gender barriers in and beyond the
academic sphere.
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In Conclusion

“It isn’t easy for Black women in the academy to love institutions that do not love us back. Yet,
we persist because we are committed to holding institutions accountable for realizing their full
potential, which includes creating space for and bringing out the richness in research and
practice that comes from diverse perspectives and forms of knowledge. | 've seen glimpses of this
potential through various possibility models inside and outside the academy. | draw critical hope
from them.”® — Dr. Joy Gaston Gales, president of the Association for the Study of Higher
Education (ASHE) and Senior Advisor for Advancing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (2022).

This chapter marks two centuries of defining moments for Black women in higher education.
These significant historical benchmarks speak primarily to Black women’s trajectories,
experiences, and higher education (Soares, 2023; Thelin & Gasman, 2003). These signatory
occurrences in African American life offer a timeline through the 19th century, the World War |
and World War 11 eras, the Civil Rights and Post-Civil Rights eras, to the present day. A topical-
chronological approach predominantly defines these analyses, allowing shareholders to
understand the topic’s historiography on a whole scale. Black women'’s history is still a relatively
new, emergent field. Much of the work on Black women in higher education can be found in
biographies, era-specific survey histories, and edited volumes, with a few pertinent monographs.
The history of Black women advancing in higher education has only recently become a subfield
in and beyond historical, era-specific studies. Only recently have a few survey and monograph
studies begun appearing about Black women and higher education that have helped to move the
historiography of this vital subject forward beyond oral histories, biographies, case studies, and
edited volumes, to name a few (Williams, 2023).

The state of Black women in higher education remains complex and multifaceted. Despite
growing relevant research and scholarship, this group continues to be marginalized in academic
discourse and curriculum, with works too often relegated to less prestigious journals, which
questions the value placed on critical research centered on their experiences (Patton et al., 2024;
West & Porter, 2023). Black women in higher education navigate a landscape fraught with
intersectional challenges, including historically rooted racial and gender discrimination. The
persistence of these issues is evident in the discursive representations of Black women in
academe, who are often depicted as resilient in the face of adversity, reliant on interdependent
relationships, and defined by their intersectional identities of race and gender (Johnson, 2021,
2023, 2023). Furthermore, the experiences of Black women in academia are riddled with
sophisticated racism and sexism, which not only undermine their career progression but also
contribute to racial trauma and a decline in their well-being.

Nevertheless, Black women continue to disrupt monolithic perceptions and assert their full
humanity, living integrated and complete lives while striving for success in predominantly White
institutions, historically Black institutions, and other educational contexts (West & Porter, 2023).
The need for more varied, nuanced, and intersectional literature is critical, as is the call for
higher education institutions to critically engage with and support Black women’s success and
well-being both on and off campus. As Black feminist epistemologies and methodological

8 https://www.diverseeducation.com/opinion/article/15295726/does-anyone-see-us-disposability-of-black-women-
faculty-in-the-academy
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approaches gain traction, future research must continue to innovate and rigorously address Black
women’s unique needs and experiences in higher education (Patton et al., 2024). The ongoing
efforts to highlight and address these issues underscore the importance of creating inclusive and
supportive environments for Black women in academia (Howard-Hamilton, 2023; West &
Porter, 2023).

Understanding the multifaceted experiences and challenges Black women educators and leaders
encounter can contribute to positive change and decrease workplace disparities in academia
(Adekunle et al., 2023; Johnson, 2025). The underrepresentation of African American women in
executive and administrative positions in colleges and universities highlights the need for
effective and diverse leadership in contemporary higher education. To move this needle forward,
and as a member of this same group myself, I highlight the criticality of understanding the
challenges Black women leaders face en route to identifying strategies to improve their retention
and advancement. By understanding and addressing these challenges, higher education
institutions can create more inclusive and equitable environments that benefit from Black
women's diverse perspectives and leadership. This is further evidenced by the creation of forums
and spaces that value the perspectives and experiences of Black women leaders; in these and
other ways, higher education institutions can do their part in the work towards achieving gender
equity in leadership (Johnson, 2024).

References

Adekunle, J. O., Campbell, K., Chapman, S. J., Chavez, M., Dooley, K. L., Liu, P,, ... &
Williams, H. V. (2023). Inequality and Governance in an Uncertain World: Perspectives
on Democratic and Autocratic Governments. Rowman & Littlefield.

Allen, M., Smith, A., & Dika, S. (2023). Black Feminism and Black Women’s Interactions With
Faculty in Higher Education. In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education.

Barak, M. (2005). Managing Diversity: Toward a globally inclusive workplace. Thousand Oaks,
CA: SAGE.

Baumgartner, K. (2022). In pursuit of knowledge: Black women and educational activism in
antebellum America (Vol. 5). NYU Press.

Brock, R., Pratt-Clarke, M., & Maes, J. B. (Eds.). (2019). Journeys of social justice: Women of
color presidents in the academy. Peter Lang Incorporated, International Academic
Publishers.

Brown, N. (20006). Private politics and public voices: Black womens activism from World War 1
to the New Deal. Indiana University Press.

Brubacher, J. (2017). Higher education in transition: History of American colleges and
universities. Routledge.

Butcher, J. T. (Ed.). (2022). Black Female Leaders in Academia: Eliminating the Glass Ceiling
With Efficacy, Exuberance, and Excellence. IGI Global. https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-
7998-9774-3

Carby, H. V. (1987). Reconstructing womanhood: The emergence of the Afro-American woman
novelist. Oxford University Press, USA.

Carducci, R., Harper, J., & Kezar, A. (2024). Higher Education Leadership: Challenging
Tradition and Forging Possibilities. JHU Press.



https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-9774-3
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-9774-3

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the US 12

Chamblin, M., Newland, L. Z., Kelly, J., & Silva Thompson, L. M. (2022). Sistas in Action:
Hearing the Call, Leading the Way. In J. Butcher (Ed.), Black Female Leaders in
Academia: Eliminating the Glass Ceiling With Efficacy, Exuberance, and Excellence (pp.
97-120). IGI Global. https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-9774-3.ch006

Clanton, T. L., Shelton, R. N., & Franz, N. E. (2023). Thriving Despite the Odds: A Review of
Literature on the Experiences of Black Women at Predominately White
Institutions. Handbook of Research on Exploring Gender Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
Through an Intersectional Lens, 423—437.

Collins, P. H. (2020). Defining black feminist thought. In Feminist Theory Reader (pp. 278-290).
Routledge.

Collins, P. H., & Bilge, S. (2020). Intersectionality. John Wiley & Sons.

Cooper, B. C. (2017). Beyond respectability: The intellectual thought of race women. University
of Illinois Press.

Cottrill, K., Denise Lopez, P., & C. Hoffman, C. (2014). How authentic leadership and inclusion
benefit organizations. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 33(3),
275-292.

Dagbovie, P. G. (2003). Black women, Carter G. Woodson, and the association for the study of
Negro life and history, 1915-1950. The Journal of African American History, 88(1), 21-
41.

Daniel, G. R., & Williams, H. V. (Eds.). (2014). Race and the Obama phenomenon: The vision of
a more perfect multiracial union. Univ. Press of Mississippi.

DeWitt, P. M. (2016). Collaborative leadership: Six influences that matter most. Corwin Press.

Eisenmann, L. (2023). Historical Considerations of Women and Gender in Higher Education. In:
Perna, L.W. (eds) Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research. Higher
Education: Handbook of Theory and Research, vol 38. Springer, Cham.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-06696-2_6

Evans, S. Y. (2016). Black women in the ivory tower, 1850—1954: An intellectual history.
University Press of Florida.

Gamble, E. D., & Turner, N. J. (2015). Career ascension of African American women in
executive positions in postsecondary institutions. Journal of Organizational Culture,
Communications and Conflict, 19(1), 82.

Giddings, P. (1988). In search of sisterhood: Delta Sigma Theta and the challenge of the Black
sorority movement.

Grant, C. M. (2015). Smashing the glass ceiling: Accountability of institutional policies and
practices to leadership diversity in higher education. In Culturally Responsive Leadership
in Higher Education (pp. 167-179). Routledge.

Gray-Nicolas, N. M., Modeste, M. E., Miles Nash, A., & Tabron, L. A. (2022). (Other) sistering:
Black Women Education Leadership Faculty Aligning Identity, Scholarship, and Practice
Through Peer Support and Accountability. Journal of Education Human
Resources, 40(1), 90—113.

Grottis, L. R. (2022). Black Women in Higher Education Leadership: A Critical Review of the
Achievements and Barriers to Career Advancement. Black Female Leaders in Academia:
Eliminating the Glass Ceiling With Efficacy, Exuberance, and Excellence, 58—72.

Hailu, M. F., & Cox, M. F. (2022). Black women in academic leadership: reflections of one
department chair’s journey in engineering. In Black Feminist Epistemology, Research,
and Praxis (pp. 177-188). Routledge.



https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-9774-3.ch006
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-06696-2_6

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the US 13

Hill, R. F. (2019). The danger of an untold story: Excerpts from my life as a Black
academic. Journal of Education for Library and Information Science, 60(3), 208-214.

Horhn, E. B., & Lassiter, S. (2022). A Tale of Two Black Women Seeking Solidarity within
Academia. The Ivory Tower: Perspectives of Women of Color in Higher Education, 81.

Howard-Baptiste, S. D. (2014). Arctic space, lonely place: “Mammy moments” in higher
education. The Urban Review, 46, 764—782.

Howard-Baptiste, S., & Harris, J. C. (2014). Teaching then and now: Black female scholars and
the mission to move beyond borders. Negro Educational Review, 65(1-4), 5-22.

Howard-Hamilton, M. F. (2023). Black Women in higher education reclaiming our time. New
Directions for Student Services, 2023(182), 5-8.

Idowu, B. D. (2023). A personal reflection upon navigating into a senior academic role. Frontiers
in Sociology, 8, 979691.

Johnson, L. (2023). Black Women and Theoretical Frameworks. The Scholarship Without
Borders Journal, 1(2), 1.

Johnson, N. N. (2021). Balancing race, gender, and responsibility: Conversations with four Black
women in educational leadership in the United States of America. Educational
Management Administration & Leadership, 49(4), 624—643.

Johnson, N. N. (2023). Intersectionality in Leadership: Spotlighting the Experiences of Black
Women DEI Leaders in Historically White Academic Institutions. In The Experiences of
Black Women Diversity Practitioners in Historically White Institutions (pp. 213-238).
IGI Global.

Johnson, N. N. (2024). Rooted in justice: one Black woman’s unique, intersectional educational
leadership journey. School Leadership & Management, 44(2), 140-158.

Johnson, N. N. (2025). Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education
Leaders in the United States. In Schnackenberg, H. L. (Ed.), Narratives on Defining
Moments for Women Leaders in Higher Education. IGI Global.

Johnson, N. N., & Fournillier, J. B. (2022). Increasing diversity in leadership: perspectives of
four Black women educational leaders in the context of the United States. Journal of
Educational Administration and History, 54(2), 174-192.

Johnson, N. N., & Fournillier, J. B. (2023). Intersectionality and leadership in context:
Examining the intricate paths of four Black women in educational leadership in the
United States. International journal of leadership in education, 26(2), 296-317.

Johnson, N. N., & Johnson, T. L. (2024). The Race-Gender-Equity-Leadership Matrix:
Intersectionality and Its Application in Higher Education Literature. Journal of Black
Studies. https://doi.org/10.1177/00219347241259454

Kapasi, 1., Sang, K. J., & Sitko, R. (2016). Gender, authentic leadership and identity: analysis of
women leaders’ autobiographies. Gender in Management: An International
Journal, 31(5/6), 339-358.

Lawson, Ellen N. The Three Sarahs: Documents of Antebellum Black College Women (1984).

Logan, S. W. (1999). We are coming: The persuasive discourse of nineteenth-century Black
women. SIU Press.

McCluskey, A. T. (2014). A forgotten sisterhood: Pioneering Black women educators and
activists in the Jim Crow South. Rowman & Littlefield.

Mebane, B. (2019). The Sisterhood Is Alive and Well at Spelman College: A Feminist Standpoint
Case Study. Ball State University.



Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the US 14

Myers, L. (2002). A broken silence. Voices of African American women in the academy.
Bloomsbury Publishing USA.

Nickerson, J. C. (2020). Black women in higher education leadership: examining their lived
experiences utilizing cross-race and cross-gender mentorship.

Noble, J. (1993). The higher education of African American women in the twentieth
century. Women in higher education: a feminist perspective, 329-336.

Parfait-Davis, M. (2022). A Framework for Contextualizing Black Women’s Negative
Experiences in the Academy. The Ivory Tower: Perspectives of Women of Color in Higher
Education, 55.

Patton, L. D., Davison, C. H., Mackie, T., McCollum, S., & Nelson, B. (2024). Black Women in
Academia. Oxford Bibliographies. DOI: 10.1093/0B0O/9780199756810-0320

Perkins, L. M. (2015). “Bound to them by a common sorrow”: African American women, higher
education, and collective advancement. The Journal of African American History, 100(4),
721-747.

Pinto, R., Douglas, T. R. M., Lane-Bonds, D., & McMillian, R. (2024). Yes She Can: Examining
the Career Pathways of Black Women in Higher Education Senior Leadership
Position. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 15234223241254574.

Porter, C. J., Sul¢, V. T., & Croom, N. N. (Eds.). (2022). Black Feminist Epistemology, Research,
and Praxis: Narratives in and Through the Academy. Taylor & Francis.

Richardson, S. D. (2023). Higher Education Leaders as Entre-Employees: A Narrative
Study. American Journal of Qualitative Research, 7(3), 1-18.

Schnackenberg, H. L. (Ed.). (2025). Narratives on Defining Moments for Women Leaders in
Higher Education. 1GI Global. https://doi.org/10.4018/979-8-3693-3144-6

Showunmi, V. (2023). Visible, invisible: Black women in higher education. Frontiers in
Sociology, 8, 974617.

Smith, J. C., & Phelps, S. (Eds.). (1992). Notable Black American women (Vol. 2). VNR AG.

Soares, L. (2023). “Tuskegee Is Her Monument”: Gender and Leadership in Early Public Black
Colleges. History of Education Quarterly, 1-21.

Solomon, B. M. (1985). In the company of educated women: A history of women and higher
education in America. Yale University Press.

Terry, D. (2023). On the Threshold of Education: Race and Antebellum Schooling in the Text and
Context of the Colored American. CEA Critic, 85(1), 58-83.

Tevis, T., Hernandez, M., & Bryant, R. (2020). Reclaiming our time: An autoethnographic
exploration of Black women higher education administrators. Journal of Negro
Education, 89(3), 282-297.

Thelin, J. R., & Gasman, M. (2003). Historical overview of American higher education. Student
services: A handbook for the profession, 4, 3-22.

Walkington, L. (2017). How far have we really come? Black women faculty and graduate
students’ experiences in higher education. Humboldt Journal of Social Relations, 39, 51—
65.

Walser-Smith, J. (2019). Transforming the Academy: Black Women Leaders at Predominantly
White Institutions in the South (Doctoral dissertation, Appalachian State University).

West, N. M. (2020). A contemporary portrait of Black women student affairs administrators in
the United States. Journal of Women and Gender in Higher Education, 13(1), 72-92.

West, N. M., & Porter, C. J. (2023). The state of Black women in higher education: A critical
perspective 20 years later. New Directions for Student Services, 2023(182), 9-13.



https://doi.org/10.4018/979-8-3693-3144-6

Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the US 15

White, D. G. (1999). Too heavy a load: Black women in defense of themselves 1894-1994. WW
Norton & Company.

Wilder, J., Jones, T. B., & Osborne-Lampkin, L. T. (2013). A profile of Black women in the 21st-
century academy: Still learning from the “Outsider-Within.” Journal of Research
Initiatives, 1(1), 5.

Williams, H. V. (2023). Black Women in Higher Education. Oxford Bibliographies.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0B0O/9780190280024-0115

Williams, H. V., & Ziobro, M. (Eds.). (2023). 4 Seat at the Table: Black Women Public
Intellectuals in US History and Culture. Univ. Press of Mississippi.

Winkle-Wagner, R. (2015). Having their lives narrowed down? The state of Black women’s
college success. Review of Educational Research, 85(2), 171-204.

Wright, D. A., & Salinas, C. (2016). African American women leaders in higher education.

In Racially and ethnically diverse women leading education: A worldview (Vol. 25, pp.
91-105). Emerald Group Publishing Limited.



https://doi.org/10.1093/OBO/9780190280024-0115

	Two Centuries of Defining Moments for Black Women Higher Education Leaders in the United States
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1729274471.pdf.kIPI6

