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ABSTRACT

This is research is a qualitative case study of African American women executive leaders
in two-year colleges. Five African American women directors of instruction from a two-year
college system in the southeastern United States were interviewed to examine factors that
contributed to their career succession experiences.

The findings of this study indicate three conclusions about the career succession
experiences of African American women executive leaders in two-year colleges. First, racism
and sexism were evident throughout every facet of their career succession experience. Because
these phenomena are so ingrained in the fabric of our society, they may go unnoticed by
perpetrators and victims. Thus, the women in this study turned their energy to coping with them
rather than discussing and acknowledging them. Second, career succession experiences were
leveraged by institutional and professional factors such as supervisory and institutional support
for education and career development, mentoring, and restricted network opportunities. Third,
personal factors such as family motivation and role models, drive and determination, and desire

to make a difference shaped their career succession experiences.



Literature on two-year colleges is filled with cautions about a pending leadership crisis.
This impending leadership crisis presents an excellent opportunity to recruit and train the
untapped human resource, African American women, for future two-year college leadership.
Two-year colleges have historically catered to diverse student populations. However, they have
fallen short in promoting African Americans to executive leadership positions. Now is the time
for two-year colleges to fully embrace diversity. They should: 1) engage in open dialogue to
bring manifestations of institutional racism and sexism to the forefront; 2) develop formal and
informal programs to attract more African American women for two-year college leadership
opportunities and to support current African American women executive leaders; 3) critically
examine their recruitment and promotion procedures to eliminate practices that limit
consideration of African American women; and 4) make a concerted effort to encourage
leadership opportunities to African Americans beyond urban colleges with large African
American student populations.
INDEX WORDS:  Career development, African American women'’s career development,

Women'’s career development, Community and technical college
leadership
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positive family experiences that contributed to career succession experiences, one woman in this
study noted that negative family experiences motivated her pursuit of educational and career
goals. These findings are consistent with social cognitive career theory, which emphasized that
positive or negative views of the environment could produce positive effects on career choices.

Giving back: The desire to make a difference. Reflecting on their career choices, the
study participants emphasized the importance of giving back. Citing the inadequacy of the two-
year college to effectively deal with the unique culture of African American students, the women
indicated a strong desire to make a difference in the lives of the largely African American
student populations they serve. They further discussed the importance of opening doors so that
other African American women can join them in two-year college executive leadership ranks.

Implications for Practice

Literature on two-year colleges is filled with cautions about a pending leadership crisis in
two-year colleges. A 2001 report from the American Association of Community Colleges alerted
that two-year college presidents would retire at an alarming rate with more than 79 percent
planning to retire in 10 years (Weisman & Vaughan, 2001). A similar report cautioned that
senior level administrators are graying and at least one fourth of them would retire by 2006
(Amey & VanDerLinden, 2002; Shults, 2001). Another report highlighted a graying faculty
population and an expectation by presidents that at least one fourth of their faculty would retire
by 2006 (Amey & VanDerLinden, 2002; Shults, 2001). These reports indicate that two-year
college personnel are retiring at all levels of the leadership pipeline.

In order to address the leadership crisis, two-year colleges should look for unique

opportunities to develop new leaders. Systems should tap into resources that have gone
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unnoticed. African American women present a viable untapped resource for two-year college
leadership development.

This study revealed low numbers of African American women in executive leadership
positions. Data collected relative to their career experiences indicated structural factors,
institutional and professional factors, and personal factors that were common to their career
succession experiences.

The structural factors categories showed strong indicators of racism. This study
concluded that African American women occupy only six of the 61 director of instruction
positions in the two-year college system. Thus, first and foremost two-year colleges should
examine their organizational cultures and develop strategies to embrace diversity and increase
the presence of African American women in executive leadership ranks.

This study also revealed that African American women leaders are in colleges with large
African American student populations and four out of five work at colleges headed by African
American presidents. With that in mind, two-year colleges should critically assess hiring and
promotion practices and eliminate any that limit opportunities for African Americans to gain
leadership positions regardless of the race and gender demographics of the college.

The institutional and professional factors included institutional and supervisory support
for education and career development, mentoring, and targeted marketing of executive leadership
career opportunities. In response to these factors two-year college systems should explore and
implement formal career development and mentoring programs to facilitate African American
women’s leadership development.

The program design for leadership development should include a combination of formal

education and professional networking opportunities (Vaughan & Weisman, 2003). Formal
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programs can be developed through collaborations with university systems to offer doctoral
programs that specialize in two-year college leadership initiatives (Duvall, 2003). Networking
may also be achieved by the implementation of a peer group with a regular meeting schedule for
directors of instruction.

The research confirms that mentoring is an effective way to inspire and prepare future
two-year college leaders (Boggs, 2003; Shults, 2001). Vaughan (1996) echoed the importance of
mentors for increasing the numbers of minorities in community college executive leadership
positions. He further noted that mentoring relationships are beneficial without regard to race or
gender.

Although the women did not indicate race or gender as an issue for mentoring programs,
in an effort to embrace diversity, two-year college systems should consider role models who are
African American women. One participant expressed concern that growing up on a college
campus, she did not see herself in the picture. Therefore, it may be helpful for marginalized
groups to see themselves in the picture. Notwithstanding, the low numbers of Africans in
leadership positions limit same race mentoring opportunities (Vaughan, 1996). Therefore,
multicultural mentoring should be considered as beneficial to organizations and individuals
(Crosby, 1999).

Recommendations for Future Research

There is a paucity of literature that addresses the unique experiences of African American
women executive leaders in two-year colleges. Three areas for future research should be
explored.

First, race and gender demographics for two-year colleges lump African American

women into general minority categories or women (Myers, 2002; Moses, 1989; Gregory, 1995).
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One area for further consideration is the collection and analysis of data on two-year college
populations, aggregated by race and gender.

Second, career development theories are based on White male models. While there are
some theoretical constructs that address the unique experiences of African American women, the
research still falls short. Research that offers greater insight into social cognitive career theory,
mentoring, and how perceptions of educational and career barriers affect coping efficacy of
African American women is needed.

Third, racism and sexism are interwoven in the fabric of our society. The women in this
study clearly experienced racism and sexism but they failed to openly discuss it in relationship to
their two-year college career succession experience. More research is needed to clarify how
issues of race and gender affect the numbers of African American women executive leaders and
to expand our dialogue to address the systemic nature of these phenomena.

Summary

The research findings provided invaluable insight into the career succession experiences
of African American executive leaders in two-year colleges. The findings generated the
following conclusions: 1) institutional racism and sexism are prevalent throughout all factors of
African American women’s two-year college career succession experiences but because it is so
interwoven in the fabric of our society it may go unnoticed, not discussed or acknowledged by its
perpetrators and victims; 2) the career succession experiences of African American women two-
year college executive leaders were leveraged by institutional and professional factors such as
supervisory and institutional support for education and career development, mentoring, and

restricted network opportunity; and 3) personal factors such as family motivation and role
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models, drive and determination, and desire to make a difference shaped the career succession
experiences of African American women.

The impending leadership crisis in two-year college systems presents an excellent
opportunity to recruit and train the untapped human resource, African American women, for
future two-year college leadership. Two-year colleges have historically catered to diverse student
populations. Now is the time for two-year colleges to fully embrace diversity. They should:

1) engage in open dialogue to bring manifestations of institutional racism and sexism to the
forefront; 2) develop formal and informal programs to attract more African American women for
two-year college leadership opportunities and to support current African American women
executive leaders; 3) critically examine their recruitment and promotion procedures to eliminate
practices that limit consideration of African American women; and 4) make a concerted effort to
encourage leadership opportunities to African Americans beyond urban colleges with large

African American student populations.
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I, , agree to participate in the research, “Factors That
Contribute to the Succession of African American Women to Executive Leadership Positions in Two-
Year Colleges” conducted by Alvetta P. Thomas from the Department of Adult Education at the
University of Georgia (706-542-2214) under the direction of Dr. Juanita Johnson-Bailey, Department of
Adult Education, University of Georgia (706-542-2214). | understand that my participation is voluntary.
I can stop taking part without giving any reason, and without penalty. | can ask to have all of the
information about me returned to me, removed from the research records, or destroyed.

The following points have been explained to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this

study:

1) The purpose of this research is to examine factors that contribute to the succession of African
American women to executive leadership positions in two-year colleges. This research will
contribute to the knowledge base of adult education. It is significant in that there is a gap in
literature regarding the successful negotiation of African American women to executive
leadership positions in two-year colleges.

2) I will benefit from this study by the opportunities it affords me to reflect on my leadership
succession experiences and the opportunity to contribute to the research generated by this study.

3) I will be expected to meet with the researcher at a mutually agreed upon location and time. We
will first review the consent form and then discuss the semi-structured interview questions
relating to the above research topic. The interview will last approximately one and one half
hours.

4) I understand and agree that the interviews will be audiotaped and securely filed by the researcher
until June 2004. Audiotapes will be stored in an envelope marked confidential and filed in the
home filing cabinet of the researcher until June 2004.

5) There are no anticipated risks or discomforts associated with this research.

6) I understand that my identity will be protected and the results of my participation will not be

released in any identifiable form without my consent, unless otherwise required by law. | will be
assigned a pseudonym to protect the confidentiality of my identity.
7) I reserve the right to review/edit my interview audiotape, to know who will have access to the
audiotape, and to know the educational uses of the audiotape.
The researcher will answer any further questions about the research, now or during the course of
the project and can be reached at 404-756-3708.
I understand that | am agreeing by my signature on this form to take part in this research project
and understand that | will receive a signed copy of this consent form for my records.

Alvetta P. Thomas
Name of Researcher Signature Date
Email: apthomas@bellsouth.net

Name of Participant Signature Date

Please sign both copies, keep one and return one to the researcher.
Additional questions or problems regarding your rights as a research participant should be addressed to
Chris A. Joseph, Ph.D. Human Subjects Office, University of Georgia, 606 A Boyd Graduate Studies
Research Center, Athens, Georgia 30602-7411; Telephone (706) 542-3199; E-Mail Address

IRB@uga.edu
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APPENDIX B

PARTICIPANT BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE



Pseudonym:

Marital Status

Check applicable box and indicate number of years if

married
Married Number of years
Single
Age Check applicable range

Below 30 30-39 40-49 Above 49

Children Indicate number and age range
Age range Under 2 2-5 |6-10 11-16 17-20 Adult
Education Indicate degrees earned and major

Bachelors Masters Specialist Doctorate

Career

Indicate numb

er of years in

applicable categories

Current
position

2-year
System

4-year
system

K-12

Other

—
—
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INTERVIEW GUIDE
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Name: Date:

Interview Location:

Action Yes | No | Comments
Pseudonym selected

Background questionnaire completed
Signed consent form completed
Purpose of research explained
Resume provided

Transcript review explained

Question
1. Describe your career experience. Be specific about the career pathway you
traveled to reach this point in your career.

2. Describe your career support. Tell me specifically about family, peers, significant
others.

3. Describe any challenges you faced moving up the career ladder. What was your
greatest career challenge?

4. How are your career experiences unique?

5. What if any unique skills, attitudes, and abilities do you feel compelled to exhibit in
order to be successful in your career?
6. Describe how the environment in which you work impacts your work.

7. What motivates you? Why did you choose this position?

8. Describe your greatest leadership challenge.

9. Describe any social, personal, or professional factors that shaped your career
succession experiences.

10. Where would you like for your career to go from here? Why?

11. What are you doing to prepare for your career goals?

12. What do you think could be done to increase the numbers of African American
women in two-year college executive leadership positions?

13. If you could do this over again, what if anything would you do differently to

enhance your career?
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14. What advice do you have for other African American women who have chosen
careers in two-year colleges?

15. Do you have any questions for me or comments you would like to add?

Notes




